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  A curious experience? said the Doctor. Yes, my friends, I have had one
  very curious experience. I never expect to have another, for it is against
  all doctrines of chances that two such events would befall any one man in a
  single lifetime. You may believe me or not, but the thing happened exactly as
  I tell it.


  I had just become a medical man, but I had not started in practice, and I
  lived in rooms in Gower Street. The street has been renumbered since then,
  but it was in the only house which has a bow-window, upon the left-hand side
  as you go down from the Metropolitan Station. A widow named Murchison kept
  the house at that time, and she had three medical students and one engineer
  as lodgers. I occupied the top room, which was the cheapest, but cheap as it
  was it was more than I could afford. My small resources were dwindling away,
  and every week it became more necessary that I should find something to do.
  Yet I was very unwilling to go into general practice, for my tastes were all
  in the direction of science, and especially of zoology, towards which I had
  always a strong leaning. I had almost given the fight up and resigned myself
  to being a medical drudge for life, when the turning-point of my struggles
  came in a very extraordinary way.


  One morning I had picked up the Standard and was glancing over its
  contents. There was a complete absence of news, and I was about to toss the
  paper down again, when my eyes were caught by an advertisement at the head of
  the personal column. It was worded in this way:


  “Wanted for one or more days the services of a medical man. It is
  essential that he should be a man of strong physique, of steady nerves, and
  of a resolute nature. Must be an entomologist—coleopterist preferred.
  Apply, in person, at 77B, Brook Street. Application must be made before
  twelve o’clock today.”


  Now, I have already said that I was devoted to zoology. Of all branches of
  zoology, the study of insects was the most attractive to me, and of all
  insects beetles were the species with which I was most familiar. Butterfly
  collectors are numerous, but beetles are far more varied, and more accessible
  in these islands than are butterflies. It was this fact which had attracted
  my attention to them, and I had myself made a collection which numbered some
  hundred varieties. As to the other requisites of the advertisement, I knew
  that my nerves could be depended upon, and I had won the weight-throwing
  competition at the inter-hospital sports. Clearly, I was the very man for the
  vacancy. Within five minutes of my having read the advertisement I was in a
  cab and on my was to Brook Street.


  As I drove, I kept turning the matter over in my head and trying to make a
  guess as to what sort of employment it could be which needed such curious
  qualifications. A strong physique, a resolute nature, a medical training, and
  a knowledge of beetles—what connection could there be between these
  various requisites? And then there was the disheartening fact that the
  situation was not a permanent one, but terminable from day to day, according
  to the terms of the advertisement. The more I pondered over it the more
  unintelligible did it become; but at the end of my meditations I always came
  back to the ground fact that, come what might, I had nothing to lose, that I
  was completely at the end of my resources, and that I was ready for any
  adventure, however desperate, which would put a few honest sovereigns into my
  pocket. The man fears to fail who has to pay for his failure, but there was
  no penalty which Fortune could exact from me. I was like the gambler with
  empty pockets, who is still allowed to try his luck with the others.


  No. 77B, Brook Street, was one of those dingy and yet imposing houses,
  dun-coloured and flat-faced, with the intensely respectable and solid air
  which marks the Georgian builder. As I alighted from the cab, a young man
  came out of the door and walked swiftly down the street. In passing me, I
  noticed that he cast an inquisitive and somewhat malevolent glance at me, and
  I took the incident as a good omen, for his appearance was that of a rejected
  candidate, and if he resented my application it meant that the vacancy was
  not yet filled up. Full of hope, I ascended the broad steps and rapped with
  the heavy knocker.


  A footman in powder and livery opened the door. Clearly I was in touch
  with the people of wealth and fashion.


  “Yes, sir?” said the footman.


  “I came in answer to—


  “Quite so, sir,” said the footman. “Lord Linchmere will see you at once in
  the library.”


  Lord Linchmere! I had vaguely heard the name, but could not for the
  instant recall anything about him. Following the footman, I was shown into a
  large, book-lined room in which there was seated behind a writing-desk a
  small man with a pleasant, clean-shaven, mobile face, and long hair shot with
  grey, brushed back from his forehead. He looked me up and down with a very
  shrewd, penetrating glance, holding the card which the footman had given him
  in his right hand. Then he smiled pleasantly, and I felt that externally at
  any rate I possessed the qualifications which he desired.


  “You have come in answer to my advertisement, Dr. Hamilton?” he asked.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Do you fulfil the conditions which are there laid down?”


  “I believe that I do.”


  “You are a powerful man, or so I should judge from your appearance.


  “I think that I am fairly strong.”


  “And resolute?”


  “I believe so.”


  “Have you ever known what it was to be exposed to imminent danger?”


  “No, I don’t know that I ever have.”


  “But you think you would be prompt and cool at such a time?”


  “I hope so.”


  “Well, I believe that you would. I have the more confidence in you because
  you do not pretend to be certain as to what you would do in a position that
  was new to you. My impression is that, so far as personal qualities go, you
  are the very man of whom I am in search. That being settled, we may pass on
  to the next point.”


  “Which is?”


  “To talk to me about beetles.”


  I looked across to see if he was joking, but, on the contrary, he was
  leaning eagerly forward across his desk, and there was an expression of
  something like anxiety in his eyes.


  “I am afraid that you do not know about beetles,” he cried.


  “On the contrary, sir, it is the one scientific subject about which I feel
  that I really do know something.”


  “I am overjoyed to hear it. Please talk to me about beetles.”


  I talked. I do not profess to have said anything original upon the
  subject, but I gave a short sketch of the characteristics of the beetle, and
  ran over the more common species, with some allusions to the specimens in my
  own little collection and to the article upon “Burying Beetles” which I had
  contributed to the Journal of Entomological Science.


  “What! not a collector?” cried Lord Linchmere. “You don’t mean that you
  are yourself a collector?” His eyes danced with pleasure at the thought.


  “You are certainly the very man in London for my purpose. I thought that
  among five millions of people there must be such a man, but the difficulty is
  to lay one’s hands upon him. I have been extraordinarily fortunate in finding
  you.”


  He rang a gong upon the table, and the footman entered.


  “Ask Lady Rossiter to have the goodness to step this way,” said his
  lordship, and a few moments later the lady was ushered into the room. She was
  a small, middle-aged woman, very like Lord Linchmere in appearance, with the
  same quick, alert features and grey-black hair. The expression of anxiety,
  however, which I had observed upon his face was very much more marked upon
  hers. Some great grief seemed to have cast its shadow over her features. As
  Lord Linchmere presented me she turned her face full upon me, and I was
  shocked to observe a half-healed scar extending for two inches over her right
  eyebrow. It was partly concealed by plaster, but none the less I could see
  that it had been a serious wound and not long inflicted.


  “Dr. Hamilton is the very man for our purpose, Evelyn,” said Lord
  Linchmere. “He is actually a collector of beetles, and he has written
  articles upon the subject.”


  “Really!” said Lady Rossiter. “Then you must have heard of my husband.
  Everyone who knows anything about beetles must have heard of Sir Thomas
  Rossiter.”


  For the first time a thin little ray of light began to break into the
  obscure business. Here, at last, was a connection between these people and
  beetles. Sir Thomas Rossiter—he was the greatest authority upon the
  subject in the world. He had made it his lifelong study, and had written a
  most exhaustive work upon it. I hastened to assure her that I had read and
  appreciated it.


  “Have you met my husband?” she asked.


  “No, I have not.”


  “But you shall,” said Lord Linchmere, with decision.


  The lady was standing beside the desk, and she put her hand upon his
  shoulder. It was obvious to me as I saw their faces together that they were
  brother and sister.


  “Are you really prepared for this, Charles? It is noble of you, but you
  fill me with fears.” Her voice quavered with apprehension, and he appeared to
  me to be equally moved, though he was making strong efforts to conceal his
  agitation.


  “Yes, yes, dear; it is all settled, it is all decided; in fact, there is
  no other possible way, that I can see.”


  “There is one obvious way.”


  “No, no, Evelyn, I shall never abandon you—never. It will come
  right—depend upon it; it will come right, and surely it looks like the
  interference of Providence that so perfect an instrument should be put into
  our hands.”


  My position was embarrassing, for I felt that for the instant they had
  forgotten my presence. But Lord Linchmere came back suddenly to me and to my
  engagement.


  “The business for which I want you, Dr. Hamilton, is that you should put
  yourself absolutely at my disposal. I wish you to come for a short journey
  with me, to remain always at my side, and to promise to do without question
  whatever I may ask you, however unreasonable it may appear to you to be.”


  “That is a good deal to ask,” said I.


  “Unfortunately I cannot put it more plainly, for I do not myself know what
  turn matters may take. You may be sure, however, that you will not be asked
  to do anything which your conscience does not approve; and I promise you
  that, when all is over, you will be proud to have been concerned in so good a
  work.”


  “If it ends happily,” said the lady.


  “Exactly; if it ends happily,” his lordship repeated.


  “And terms?” I asked.


  “Twenty pounds a day.”


  I was amazed at the sum, and must have showed my surprise upon my
  features.


  “It is a rare combination of qualities, as must have struck you when you
  first read the advertisement,” said Lord Linchmere; “such varied gifts may
  well command a high return, and I do not conceal from you that your duties
  might be arduous or even dangerous. Besides, it is possible that one or two
  days may bring the matter to an end.”


  “Please God!” sighed his sister.


  “So now, Dr. Hamilton, may I rely upon your aid?”


  “Most undoubtedly,” said I. “You have only to tell me what my duties
  are.”


  “Your first duty will be to return to your home. You will pack up whatever
  you may need for a short visit to the country. We start together from
  Paddington Station at 3:40 this afternoon.”


  “Do we go far?”


  “As far as Pangbourne. Meet me at the bookstall at 3:30. I shall have the
  tickets. Goodbye, Dr. Hamilton! And, by the way, there are two things which I
  should be very glad if you would bring with you, in case you have them. One
  is your case for collecting beetles, and the other is a stick, and the
  thicker and heavier the better.”


  You may imagine that I had plenty to think of from the time that I left
  Brook Street until I set out to meet Lord Linchmere at Paddington. The whole
  fantastic business kept arranging and rearranging itself in kaleidoscopic
  forms inside my brain, until I had thought out a dozen explanations, each of
  them more grotesquely improbable than the last. And yet I felt that the truth
  must be something grotesquely improbable also. At last I gave up all attempts
  at finding a solution, and contented myself with exactly carrying out the
  instructions which I had received. With a hand valise, specimen-case, and a
  loaded cane, I was waiting at the Paddington bookstall when Lord Linchmere
  arrived. He was an even smaller man than I had thought—frail and peaky,
  with a manner which was more nervous than it had been in the morning. He wore
  a long, thick travelling ulster, and I observed that he carried a heavy
  blackthorn cudgel in his hand.


  “I have the tickets,” said he, leading the way up the platform.


  “This is our train. I have engaged a carriage, for I am particularly
  anxious to impress one or two things upon you while we travel down.”


  And yet all that he had to impress upon me might have been said in a
  sentence, for it was that I was to remember that I was there as a protection
  to himself, and that I was not on any consideration to leave him for an
  instant. This he repeated again and again as our journey drew to a close,
  with an insistence which showed that his nerves were thoroughly shaken.


  “Yes,” he said at last, in answer to my looks rather than to my words, “I
  AM nervous, Dr. Hamilton. I have always been a timid man, and my timidity
  depends upon my frail physical health. But my soul is firm, and I can bring
  myself up to face a danger which a less-nervous man might shrink from. What I
  am doing now is done from no compulsion, but entirely from a sense of duty,
  and yet it is, beyond doubt, a desperate risk. If things should go wrong, I
  will have some claims to the title of martyr.”


  This eternal reading of riddles was too much for me. I felt that I must
  put a term to it.


  “I think it would very much better, sir, if you were to trust me
  entirely,” said I. “It is impossible for me to act effectively, when I do not
  know what are the objects which we have in view, or even where we are
  going.”


  “Oh, as to where we are going, there need be no mystery about that,” said
  he; “we are going to Delamere Court, the residence of Sir Thomas Rossiter,
  with whose work you are so conversant. As to the exact object of our visit, I
  do not know that at this stage of the proceedings anything would be gained,
  Dr. Hamilton, by taking you into my complete confidence. I may tell you that
  we are acting—I say ‘we,’ because my sister, Lady Rossiter, takes the
  same view as myself—with the one object of preventing anything in the
  nature of a family scandal. That being so, you can understand that I am loath
  to give any explanations which are not absolutely necessary. It would be a
  different matter, Dr. Hamilton, if I were asking your advice. As matters
  stand, it is only your active help which I need, and I will indicate to you
  from time to time how you can best give it.”


  There was nothing more to be said, and a poor man can put up with a good
  deal for twenty pounds a day, but I felt none the less that Lord Linchmere
  was acting rather scurvily towards me. He wished to convert me into a passive
  tool, like the blackthorn in his hand. With his sensitive disposition I could
  imagine, however, that scandal would be abhorrent to him, and I realized that
  he would not take me into his confidence until no other course was open to
  him. I must trust to my own eyes and ears to solve the mystery, but I had
  every confidence that I should not trust to them in vain.


  Delamere Court lies a good five miles from Pangbourne Station, and we
  drove for that distance in an open fly. Lord Linchmere sat in deep thought
  during the time, and he never opened his mouth until we were close to our
  destination. When he did speak it was to give me a piece of information which
  surprised me.


  “Perhaps you are not aware,” said he, “that I am a medical man like
  yourself?”


  “No, sir, I did not know it.”


  “Yes, I qualified in my younger days, when there were several lives
  between me and the peerage. I have not had occasion to practise, but I have
  found it a useful education, all the same. I never regretted the years which
  I devoted to medical study. These are the gates of Delamere Court.”


  We had come to two high pillars crowned with heraldic monsters which
  flanked the opening of a winding avenue. Over the laurel bushes and
  rhododendrons, I could see a long, many-gabled mansion, girdled with ivy, and
  toned to the warm, cheery, mellow glow of old brick-work. My eyes were still
  fixed in admiration upon this delightful house when my companion plucked
  nervously at my sleeve.


  “Here’s Sir Thomas,” he whispered. “Please talk beetle all you can.”


  A tall, thin figure, curiously angular and bony, had emerged through a gap
  in the hedge of laurels. In his hand he held a spud, and he wore gauntleted
  gardener’s gloves. A broad-brimmed, grey hat cast his face into shadow, but
  it struck me as exceedingly austere, with an ill-nourished beard and harsh,
  irregular features. The fly pulled up and Lord Linchmere sprang out.


  “My dear Thomas, how are you?” said he, heartily.


  But the heartiness was by no means reciprocal. The owner of the grounds
  glared at me over his brother-in-law’s shoulder, and I caught broken scraps
  of sentences—“well-known wishes … hatred of strangers …
  unjustifiable intrusion … perfectly inexcusable.” Then there was a
  muttered explanation, and the two of them came over together to the side of
  the fly.


  “Let me present you to Sir Thomas Rossiter, Dr. Hamilton,” said Lord
  Linchmere. “You will find that you have a strong community of tastes.”


  I bowed. Sir Thomas stood very stiffly, looking at me severely from under
  the broad brim of his hat.


  “Lord Linchmere tells me that you know something about beetles,” said he.
  “What do you know about beetles?”


  “I know what I have learned from your work upon the coleoptera, Sir
  Thomas,” I answered.


  “Give me the names of the better-known species of the British scarabaei,”
  said he.


  I had not expected an examination, but fortunately I was ready for one. My
  answers seemed to please him, for his stern features relaxed.


  “You appear to have read my book with some profit, sir,” said he. “It is a
  rare thing for me to meet anyone who takes an intelligent interest in such
  matters. People can find time for such trivialities as sport or society, and
  yet the beetles are overlooked. I can assure you that the greater part of the
  idiots in this part of the country are unaware that I have ever written a
  book at all—I, the first man who ever described the true function of
  the elytra. I am glad to see you, sir, and I have no doubt that I can show
  you some specimens which will interest you.” He stepped into the fly and
  drove up with us to the house, expounding to me as we went some recent
  researches which he had made into the anatomy of the lady-bird.


  I have said that Sir Thomas Rossiter wore a large hat drawn down over his
  brows. As he entered the hall he uncovered himself, and I was at once aware
  of a singular characteristic which the hat had concealed. His forehead, which
  was naturally high, and higher still on account of receding hair, was in a
  continual state of movement. Some nervous weakness kept the muscles in a
  constant spasm, which sometimes produced a mere twitching and sometimes a
  curious rotary movement unlike anything which I had ever seen before. It was
  strikingly visible as he turned towards us after entering the study, and
  seemed the more singular from the contrast with the hard, steady, grey eyes
  which looked out from underneath those palpitating brows.


  “I am sorry,” said he, “that Lady Rossiter is not here to help me to
  welcome you. By the way, Charles, did Evelyn say anything about the date of
  her return?”


  “She wished to stay in town for a few more days,” said Lord Linchmere.
  “You know how ladies’ social duties accumulate if they have been for some
  time in the country. My sister has many old friends in London at
  present.”


  “Well, she is her own mistress, and I should not wish to alter her plans,
  but I shall be glad when I see her again. It is very lonely here without her
  company.”


  “I was afraid that you might find it so, and that was partly why I ran
  down. My young friend, Dr. Hamilton, is so much interested in the subject
  which you have made your own, that I thought you would not mind his
  accompanying me.”


  “I lead a retired life, Dr. Hamilton, and my aversion to strangers grows
  upon me,” said our host. “I have sometimes thought that my nerves are not so
  good as they were. My travels in search of beetles in my younger days took me
  into many malarious and unhealthy places. But a brother coleopterist like
  yourself is always a welcome guest, and I shall be delighted if you will look
  over my collection, which I think that I may without exaggeration describe as
  the best in Europe.”


  And so no doubt it was. He had a huge, oaken cabinet arranged in shallow
  drawers, and here, neatly ticketed and classified, were beetles from every
  corner of the earth, black, brown, blue, green, and mottled. Every now and
  then as he swept his hand over the lines and lines of impaled insects he
  would catch up some rare specimen, and, handling it with as much delicacy and
  reverence as if it were a precious relic, he would hold forth upon its
  peculiarities and the circumstances under which it came into his possession.
  It was evidently an unusual thing for him to meet with a sympathetic
  listener, and he talked and talked until the spring evening had deepened into
  night, and the gong announced that it was time to dress for dinner. All the
  time Lord Linchmere said nothing, but he stood at his brother-in-law’s elbow,
  and I caught him continually shooting curious little, questioning glances
  into his face. And his own features expressed some strong emotion,
  apprehension, sympathy, expectation: I seemed to read them all. I was sure
  that Lord Linchmere was fearing something and awaiting something, but what
  that something might be I could not imagine.


  The evening passed quietly but pleasantly, and I should have been entirely
  at my ease if it had not been for that continual sense of tension upon the
  part of Lord Linchmere. As to our host, I found that he improved upon
  acquaintance. He spoke constantly with affection of his absent wife, and also
  of his little son, who had recently been sent to school. The house, he said,
  was not the same without them. If it were not for his scientific studies, he
  did not know how he could get through the days. After dinner we smoked for
  some time in the billiard-room, and finally went early to bed.


  And then it was that, for the first time, the suspicion that Lord
  Linchmere was a lunatic crossed my mind. He followed me into my bedroom, when
  our host had retired.


  “Doctor,” said he, speaking in a low, hurried voice, “you must come with
  me. You must spend the night in my bedroom.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I prefer not to explain. But this is part of your duties. My room is
  close by, and you can return to your own before the servant calls you in the
  morning.”


  “But why?” I asked.


  “Because I am nervous of being alone,” said he. “That’s the reason, since
  you must have a reason.”


  It seemed rank lunacy, but the argument of those twenty pounds would
  overcome many objections. I followed him to his room.


  “Well,” said I, “there’s only room for one in that bed.”


  “Only one shall occupy it,” said he.


  “And the other?”


  “Must remain on watch.”


  “Why?” said I. “One would think you expected to be attacked.”


  “Perhaps I do.”


  “In that case, why not lock your door?”


  “Perhaps I WANT to be attacked.”


  It looked more and more like lunacy. However, there was nothing for it but
  to submit. I shrugged my shoulders and sat down in the arm-chair beside the
  empty fireplace.


  “I am to remain on watch, then?” said I, ruefully.


  “We will divide the night. If you will watch until two, I will watch the
  remainder.”


  “Very good.”


  “Call me at two o’clock, then.”


  “I will do so.”


  “Keep your ears open, and if you hear any sounds wake me instantly—
  instantly, you hear?”


  “You can rely upon it.” I tried to look as solemn as he did.


  “And for God’s sake don’t go to sleep,” said he, and so, taking off only
  his coat, he threw the coverlet over him and settled down for the night.


  “It was a melancholy vigil, and made more so by my own sense of its folly.
  Supposing that by any chance Lord Linchmere had cause to suspect that he was
  subject to danger in the house of Sir Thomas Rossiter, why on earth could he
  not lock his door and so protect himself?” His own answer that he might wish
  to be attacked was absurd. Why should he possibly wish to be attacked? And
  who would wish to attack him? Clearly, Lord Linchmere was suffering from some
  singular delusion, and the result was that on an imbecile pretext I was to be
  deprived of my night’s rest. Still, however absurd, I was determined to carry
  out his injunctions to the letter as long as I was in his employment. I sat,
  therefore, beside the empty fireplace, and listened to a sonorous chiming
  clock somewhere down the passage which gurgled and struck every quarter of an
  hour. It was an endless vigil. Save for that single clock, an absolute
  silence reigned throughout the great house. A small lamp stood on the table
  at my elbow, throwing a circle of light round my chair, but leaving the
  corners of the room draped in shadow. On the bed Lord Linchmere was breathing
  peacefully. I envied him his quiet sleep, and again and again my own eyelids
  drooped, but every time my sense of duty came to my help, and I sat up,
  rubbing my eyes and pinching myself with a determination to see my irrational
  watch to an end.


  And I did so. From down the passage came the chimes of two o’clock, and I
  laid my hand upon the shoulder of the sleeper. Instantly he was sitting up,
  with an expression of the keenest interest upon his face.


  “You have heard something?”


  “No, sir. It is two o’clock.”


  “Very good. I will watch. You can go to sleep.”


  I lay down under the coverlet as he had done and was soon unconscious. My
  last recollection was of that circle of lamplight, and of the small,
  hunched-up figure and strained, anxious face of Lord Linchmere in the centre
  of it.


  How long I slept I do not know; but I was suddenly aroused by a sharp tug
  at my sleeve. The room was in darkness, but a hot smell of oil told me that
  the lamp had only that instant been extinguished.


  “Quick! Quick!” said Lord Linchmere’s voice in my ear.


  I sprang out of bed, he still dragging at my arm.


  “Over here!” he whispered, and pulled me into a corner of the room. “Hush!
  Listen!”


  In the silence of the night I could distinctly hear that someone was
  coming down the corridor. It was a stealthy step, faint and intermittent, as
  of a man who paused cautiously after every stride. Sometimes for half a
  minute there was no sound, and then came the shuffle and creak which told of
  a fresh advance. My companion was trembling with excitement. His hand, which
  still held my sleeve, twitched like a branch in the wind.


  “What is it?” I whispered.


  “It’s he!”


  “Sir Thomas?”


  “Yes.”


  “What does he want?”


  “Hush! Do nothing until I tell you.”


  I was conscious now that someone was trying the door. There was the
  faintest little rattle from the handle, and then I dimly saw a thin slit of
  subdued light. There was a lamp burning somewhere far down the passage, and
  it just sufficed to make the outside visible from the darkness of our room.
  The greyish slit grew broader and broader, very gradually, very gently, and
  then outlined against it I saw the dark figure of a man. He was squat and
  crouching, with the silhouette of a bulky and misshapen dwarf. Slowly the
  door swung open with this ominous shape framed in the centre of it. And then,
  in an instant, the crouching figure shot up, there was a tiger spring across
  the room and thud, thud, thud, came three tremendous blows from some heavy
  object upon the bed.


  I was so paralysed with amazement that I stood motionless and staring
  until I was aroused by a yell for help from my companion. The open door shed
  enough light for me to see the outline of things, and there was little Lord
  Linchmere with his arms round the neck of his brother-in-law, holding bravely
  on to him like a game bull-terrier with its teeth into a gaunt deerhound. The
  tall, bony man dashed himself about, writhing round and round to get a grip
  upon his assailant; but the other, clutching on from behind, still kept his
  hold, though his shrill, frightened cries showed how unequal he felt the
  contest to be. I sprang to the rescue, and the two of us managed to throw Sir
  Thomas to the ground, though he made his teeth meet in my shoulder. With all
  my youth and weight and strength, it was a desperate struggle before we could
  master his frenzied struggles; but at last we secured his arms with the
  waist- cord of the dressing-gown which he was wearing. I was holding his legs
  while Lord Linchmere was endeavouring to relight the lamp, when there came
  the pattering of many feet in the passage, and the butler and two footmen,
  who had been alarmed by the cries, rushed into the room. With their aid we
  had no further difficulty in securing our prisoner, who lay foaming and
  glaring upon the ground. One glance at his face was enough to prove that he
  was a dangerous maniac, while the short, heavy hammer which lay beside the
  bed showed how murderous had been his intentions.


  “Do not use any violence!” said Lord Linchmere, as we raised the
  struggling man to his feet. “He will have a period of stupor after this
  excitement. I believe that it is coming on already.” As he spoke the
  convulsions became less violent, and the madman’s head fell forward upon his
  breast, as if he were overcome by sleep. We led him down the passage and
  stretched him upon his own bed, where he lay unconscious, breathing
  heavily.


  “Two of you will watch him,” said Lord Linchmere. “And now, Dr. Hamilton,
  if you will return with me to my room, I will give you the explanation which
  my horror of scandal has perhaps caused me to delay too long. Come what may,
  you will never have cause to regret your share in this night’s work.


  “The case may be made clear in a very few words,” he continued, when we
  were alone. “My poor brother-in-law is one of the best fellows upon earth, a
  loving husband and an estimable father, but he comes from a stock which is
  deeply tainted with insanity. He has more than once had homicidal outbreaks,
  which are the more painful because his inclination is always to attack the
  very person to whom he is most attached. His son was sent away to school to
  avoid this danger, and then came an attempt upon my sister, his wife, from
  which she escaped with injuries that you may have observed when you met her
  in London. You understand that he knows nothing of the matter when he is in
  his sound senses, and would ridicule the suggestion that he could under any
  circumstances injure those whom he loves so dearly. It is often, as you know,
  a characteristic of such maladies that it is absolutely impossible to
  convince the man who suffers from them of their existence.


  “Our great object was, of course, to get him under restraint before he
  could stain his hands with blood, but the matter was full of difficulty. He
  is a recluse in his habits, and would not see any medical man. Besides, it
  was necessary for our purpose that the medical man should convince himself of
  his insanity; and he is sane as you or I, save on these very rare occasions.
  But, fortunately, before he has these attacks he always shows certain
  premonitory symptoms, which are providential danger-signals, warning us to be
  upon our guard. The chief of these is that nervous contortion of the forehead
  which you must have observed. This is a phenomenon which always appears from
  three to four days before his attacks of frenzy. The moment it showed itself
  his wife came into town on some pretext, and took refuge in my house in Brook
  Street.


  “It remained for me to convince a medical man of Sir Thomas’s insanity,
  without which it was impossible to put him where he could do no harm. The
  first problem was how to get a medical man into his house. I bethought me of
  his interest in beetles, and his love for anyone who shared his tastes. I
  advertised, therefore, and was fortunate enough to find in you the very man I
  wanted. A stout companion was necessary, for I knew that the lunacy could
  only be proved by a murderous assault, and I had every reason to believe that
  that assault would be made upon myself, since he had the warmest regard for
  me in his moments of sanity. I think your intelligence will supply all the
  rest. I did not know that the attack would come by night, but I thought it
  very probable, for the crises of such cases usually do occur in the early
  hours of the morning. I am a very nervous man myself, but I saw no other way
  in which I could remove this terrible danger from my sister’s life. I need
  not ask you whether you are willing to sign the lunacy papers.”


  “Undoubtedly. But TWO signatures are necessary.”


  “You forget that I am myself a holder of a medical degree. I have the
  papers on a side-table here, so if you will be good enough to sign them now,
  we can have the patient removed in the morning.”


  So that was my visit to Sir Thomas Rossiter, the famous beetle-hunter, and
  that was also my first step upon the ladder of success, for Lady Rossiter and
  Lord Linchmere have proved to be staunch friends, and they have never
  forgotten my association with them in the time of their need. Sir Thomas is
  out and said to be cured, but I still think that if I spent another night at
  Delamere Court, I should be inclined to lock my door upon the inside.
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  THERE are many who will still bear in mind the singular circumstances
  which, under the heading of the Rugby Mystery, filled many columns of the
  daily Press in the spring of the year 1892. Coming as it did at a period of
  exceptional dulness, it attracted perhaps rather more attention than it
  deserved, but it offered to the public that mixture of the whimsical and the
  tragic which is most stimulating to the popular imagination. Interest
  drooped, however, when, after weeks of fruitless investigation, it was found
  that no final explanation of the facts was forthcoming, and the tragedy
  seemed from that time to the present to have finally taken its place in the
  dark catalogue of inexplicable and unexplained crimes. A recent communication
  (the authenticity of which appears to be above question) has, however, thrown
  some new and clear light upon the matter. Before laying it before the public
  it would be as well, perhaps, that I should refresh their memories as to the
  singular facts upon which this commentary is founded. These facts were
  briefly as follows:—


  At five o’clock on the evening of the 18th of March in the year already
  mentioned a train left Euston Station for Manchester. It was a rainy, squally
  day, which grew wilder as it progressed, so it was by no means the weather in
  which any one would travel who was not driven to do so by necessity. The
  train, however, is a favourite one among Manchester business men who are
  returning from town, for it does the journey in four hours and twenty
  minutes, with only three stoppages upon the way. In spite of the inclement
  evening it was, therefore, fairly well filled upon the occasion of which I
  speak. The guard of the train was a tried servant of the company—a man
  who had worked for twenty-two years without blemish or complaint. His name
  was John Palmer.


  The station clock was upon the stroke of five, and the guard was about to
  give the customary signal to the engine-driver when he observed two belated
  passengers hurrying down the platform. The one was an exceptionally tall man,
  dressed in a long black overcoat with Astrakhan collar and cuffs. I have
  already said that the evening was an inclement one, and the tall traveller
  had the high, warm collar turned up to protect his throat against the bitter
  March wind. He appeared, as far as the guard could judge by so hurried an
  inspection, to be a man between fifty and sixty years of age, who had
  retained a good deal of the vigour and activity of his youth. In one hand he
  carried a brown leather Gladstone bag. His companion was a lady, tall and
  erect, walking with a vigorous step which outpaced the gentleman beside her.
  She wore a long, fawn- coloured dust-cloak, a black, close-fitting toque, and
  a dark veil which concealed the greater part of her face. The two might very
  well have passed as father and daughter. They walked swiftly down the line of
  carriages, glancing in at the windows, until the guard, John Palmer, overtook
  them.


  “Now, then, sir, look sharp, the train is going,” said he.


  “First-class,” the man answered.


  The guard turned the handle of the nearest door. In the carriage, which he
  had opened, there sat a small man with a cigar in his mouth. His appearance
  seems to have impressed itself upon the guard’s memory, for he was prepared,
  afterwards, to describe or to identify him. He was a man of thirty-four or
  thirty-five years of age, dressed in some grey material, sharp-nosed, alert,
  with a ruddy, weather-beaten face, and a small, closely cropped black beard.
  He glanced up as the door was opened. The tall man paused with his foot upon
  the step.


  “This is a smoking compartment. The lady dislikes smoke,” said he, looking
  round at the guard.


  “All right! Here you are, sir!” said John Palmer. He slammed the door of
  the smoking carriage, opened that of the next one, which was empty, and
  thrust the two travellers in. At the same moment he sounded his whistle and
  the wheels of the train began to move. The man with the cigar was at the
  window of his carriage, and said something to the guard as he rolled past
  him, but the words were lost in the bustle of the departure. Palmer stepped
  into the guard’s van, as it came up to him, and thought no more of the
  incident.


  Twelve minutes after its departure the train reached Willesden Junction,
  where it stopped for a very short interval. An examination of the tickets has
  made it certain that no one either joined or left it at this time, and no
  passenger was seen to alight upon the platform. At 5.14 the journey to
  Manchester was resumed, and Rugby was reached at 6.50, the express being five
  minutes late.


  At Rugby the attention of the station officials was drawn to the fact that
  the door of one of the first-class carriages was open. An examination of that
  compartment, and of its neighbour, disclosed a remarkable state of
  affairs.


  The smoking carriage in which the short, red-faced man with the black
  beard had been seen was now empty. Save for a half-smoked cigar, there was no
  trace whatever of its recent occupant. The door of this carriage was
  fastened. In the next compartment, to which attention had been originally
  drawn, there was no sign either of the gentleman with the Astrakhan collar or
  of the young lady who accompanied him. All three passengers had disappeared.
  On the other hand, there was found upon the floor of this carriage— the
  one in which the tall traveller and the lady had been—a young man,
  fashionably dressed and of elegant appearance. He lay with his knees drawn
  up, and his head resting against the further door, an elbow upon either seat.
  A bullet had penetrated his heart and his death must have been instantaneous.
  No one had seen such a man enter the train, and no railway ticket was found
  in his pocket, neither were there any markings upon his linen, nor papers nor
  personal property which might help to identify him. Who he was, whence he had
  come, and how he had met his end were each as great a mystery as what had
  occurred to the three people who had started an hour and a half before from
  Willesden in those two compartments.


  I have said that there was no personal property which might help to
  identify him, but it is true that there was one peculiarity about this
  unknown young man which was much commented upon at the time. In his pockets
  were found no fewer than six valuable gold watches, three in the various
  pockets of his waistcoat, one in his ticket-pocket, one in his breastpocket,
  and one small one set in a leather strap and fastened round his left wrist.
  The obvious explanation that the man was a pickpocket, and that this was his
  plunder, was discounted by the fact that all six were of American make, and
  of a type which is rare in England. Three of them bore the mark of the
  Rochester Watchmaking Company; one was by Mason, of Elmira; one was unmarked;
  and the small one, which was highly jewelled and ornamented, was from
  Tiffany, of New York. The other contents of his pocket consisted of an ivory
  knife with a corkscrew by Rodgers, of Sheffield; a small circular mirror, one
  inch in diameter; a re- admission slip to the Lyceum theatre; a silver box
  full of vesta matches, and a brown leather cigar-case containing two cheroots
  —also two pounds fourteen shillings in money. It was clear, then, that
  whatever motives may have led to his death, robbery was not among them. As
  already mentioned, there were no markings upon the man’s linen, which
  appeared to be new, and no tailor’s name upon his coat. In appearance he was
  young, short, smooth-cheeked, and delicately featured. One of his front teeth
  was conspicuously stopped with gold.


  On the discovery of the tragedy an examination was instantly made of the
  tickets of all passengers, and the number of the passengers themselves was
  counted. It was found that only three tickets were unaccounted for,
  corresponding to the three travellers who were missing. The express was then
  allowed to proceed, but a new guard was sent with it, and John Palmer was
  detained as a witness at Rugby. The carriage which included the two
  compartments in question was uncoupled and side-tracked. Then, on the arrival
  of Inspector Vane, of Scotland Yard, and of Mr. Henderson, a detective in the
  service of the railway company, an exhaustive inquiry was made into all the
  circumstances.


  That crime had been committed was certain. The bullet, which appeared to
  have come from a small pistol or revolver, had been fired from some little
  distance, as there was no scorching of the clothes. No weapon was found in
  the compartment (which finally disposed of the theory of suicide), nor was
  there any sign of the brown leather bag which the guard had seen in the hand
  of the tall gentleman. A lady’s parasol was found upon the rack, but no other
  trace was to be seen of the travellers in either of the sections. Apart from
  the crime, the question of how or why three passengers (one of them a lady)
  could get out of the train, and one other get in during the unbroken run
  between Willesden and Rugby, was one which excited the utmost curiosity among
  the general public, and gave rise to much speculation in the London
  Press.


  John Palmer, the guard, was able at the inquest to give some evidence
  which threw a little light upon the matter. There was a spot between Tring
  and Cheddington, according to his statement, where, on account of some
  repairs to the line, the train had for a few minutes slowed down to a pace
  not exceeding eight or ten miles an hour. At that place it might be possible
  for a man, or even for an exceptionally active woman, to have left the train
  without serious injury. It was true that a gang of platelayers was there, and
  that they had seen nothing, but it was their custom to stand in the middle
  between the metals, and the open carriage door was upon the far side, so that
  it was conceivable that someone might have alighted unseen, as the darkness
  would by that time be drawing in. A steep embankment would instantly screen
  anyone who sprang out from the observation of the navvies.


  The guard also deposed that there was a good deal of movement upon the
  platform at Willesden Junction, and that though it was certain that no one
  had either joined or left the train there, it was still quite possible that
  some of the passengers might have changed unseen from one compartment to
  another. It was by no means uncommon for a gentleman to finish his cigar in a
  smoking carriage and then to change to a clearer atmosphere. Supposing that
  the man with the black beard had done so at Willesden (and the half-smoked
  cigar upon the floor seemed to favour the supposition), he would naturally go
  into the nearest section, which would bring him into the company of the two
  other actors in this drama. Thus the first stage of the affair might be
  surmised without any great breach of probability. But what the second stage
  had been, or how the final one had been arrived at, neither the guard nor the
  experienced detective officers could suggest.


  A careful examination of the line between Willesden and Rugby resulted in
  one discovery which might or might not have a bearing upon the tragedy. Near
  Tring, at the very place where the train slowed down, there was found at the
  bottom of the embankment a small pocket Testament, very shabby and worn. It
  was printed by the Bible Society of London, and bore an inscription: “From
  John to Alice. Jan. 13th, 1856,” upon the fly-leaf. Underneath was
  written:


  “James, July 4th, 1859,” and beneath that again:


  “Edward. Nov. 1st, 1869,” all the entries being in the same handwriting.
  This was the only clue, if it could be called a clue, which the police
  obtained, and the coroner’s verdict of “Murder by a person or persons
  unknown” was the unsatisfactory ending of a singular case. Advertisement,
  rewards, and inquiries proved equally fruitless, and nothing could be found
  which was solid enough to form the basis for a profitable investigation.


  It would be a mistake, however, to suppose that no theories were formed to
  account for the facts. On the contrary, the Press, both in England and in
  America, teemed with suggestions and suppositions, most of which were
  obviously absurd. The fact that the watches were of American make, and some
  peculiarities in connection with the gold stopping of his front tooth,
  appeared to indicate that the deceased was a citizen of the United States,
  though his linen, clothes, and boots were undoubtedly of British manufacture.
  It was surmised, by some, that he was concealed under the seat, and that,
  being discovered, he was for some reason, possibly because he had overheard
  their guilty secrets, put to death by his fellow-passengers. When coupled
  with generalities as to the ferocity and cunning of anarchical and other
  secret societies, this theory sounded as plausible as any.


  The fact that he should be without a ticket would be consistent with the
  idea of concealment, and it was well known that women played a prominent part
  in the Nihilistic propaganda. On the other hand, it was clear, from the
  guard’s statement, that the man must have been hidden there before the others
  arrived, and how unlikely the coincidence that conspirators should stray
  exactly into the very compartment in which a spy was already concealed!
  Besides, this explanation ignored the man in the smoking carriage, and gave
  no reason at all for his simultaneous disappearance. The police had little
  difficulty in showing that such a theory would not cover the facts, but they
  were unprepared in the absence of evidence to advance any alternative
  explanation.


  There was a letter in the Daily Gazette, over the signature of a well-
  known criminal investigator, which gave rise to considerable discussion at
  the time. He had formed a hypothesis which had at least ingenuity to
  recommend it, and I cannot do better than append it in his own words.


  “Whatever may be the truth,” said he, “it must depend upon some bizarre
  and rare combination of events, so we need have no hesitation in postulating
  such events in our explanation. In the absence of data we must abandon the
  analytic or scientific method of investigation, and must approach it in the
  synthetic fashion. In a word, instead of taking known events and deducing
  from them what has occurred, we must build up a fanciful explanation if it
  will only be consistent with known events.


  “We can then test this explanation by any fresh facts which may arise. If
  they all fit into their places, the probability is that we are upon the right
  track, and with each fresh fact this probability increases in a geometrical
  progression until the evidence becomes final and convincing.


  “Now, there is one most remarkable and suggestive fact which has not met
  with the attention which it deserves. There is a local train running through
  Harrow and King’s Langley, which is timed in such a way that the express must
  have overtaken it at or about the period when it eased down its speed to
  eight miles an hour on account of the repairs of the line. The two trains
  would at that time be travelling in the same direction at a similar rate of
  speed and upon parallel lines. It is within everyone’s experience how, under
  such circumstances, the occupant of each carriage can see very plainly the
  passengers in the other carriages opposite to him. The lamps of the express
  had been lit at Willesden, so that each compartment was brightly illuminated,
  and most visible to an observer from outside.


  “Now, the sequence of events as I reconstruct them would be after this
  fashion. This young man with the abnormal number of watches was alone in the
  carriage of the slow train. His ticket, with his papers and gloves and other
  things, was, we will suppose, on the seat beside him. He was probably an
  American, and also probably a man of weak intellect. The excessive wearing of
  jewellery is an early symptom in some forms of mania.


  “As he sat watching the carriages of the express which were (on account of
  the state of the line) going at the same pace as himself, he suddenly saw
  some people in it whom he knew. We will suppose for the sake of our theory
  that these people were a woman whom he loved and a man whom he hated—
  and who in return hated him. The young man was excitable and impulsive. He
  opened the door of his carriage, stepped from the footboard of the local
  train to the footboard of the express, opened the other door, and made his
  way into the presence of these two people. The feat (on the supposition that
  the trains were going at the same pace) is by no means so perilous as it
  might appear.


  “Having now got our young man without his ticket into the carriage in
  which the elder man and the young woman are travelling, it is not difficult
  to imagine that a violent scene ensued. It is possible that the pair were
  also Americans, which is the more probable as the man carried a weapon
  —an unusual thing in England. If our supposition of incipient mania is
  correct, the young man is likely to have assaulted the other. As the upshot
  of the quarrel the elder man shot the intruder, and then made his escape from
  the carriage, taking the young lady with him.


  “We will suppose that all this happened very rapidly, and that the train
  was still going at so slow a pace that it was not difficult for them to leave
  it. A woman might leave a train going at eight miles an hour. As a matter of
  fact, we know that this woman did do so.


  “And now we have to fit in the man in the smoking carriage. Presuming that
  we have, up to this point, reconstructed the tragedy correctly, we shall find
  nothing in this other man to cause us to reconsider our conclusions.
  According to my theory, this man saw the young fellow cross from one train to
  the other, saw him open the door, heard the pistol-shot, saw the two
  fugitives spring out on to the line, realized that murder had been done, and
  sprang out himself in pursuit. Why he has never been heard of since—
  whether he met his own death in the pursuit, or whether, as is more likely,
  he was made to realize that it was not a case for his interference—is a
  detail which we have at present no means of explaining. I acknowledge that
  there are some difficulties in the way. At first sight, it might seem
  improbable that at such a moment a murderer would burden himself in his
  flight with a brown leather bag. My answer is that he was well aware that if
  the bag were found his identity would be established. It was absolutely
  necessary for him to take it with him. My theory stands or falls upon one
  point, and I call upon the railway company to make strict inquiry as to
  whether a ticket was found unclaimed in the local train through Harrow and
  King’s Langley upon the 18th of March. If such a ticket were found my case is
  proved. If not, my theory may still be the correct one, for it is conceivable
  either that he travelled without a ticket or that his ticket was lost.”


  To this elaborate and plausible hypothesis the answer of the police and of
  the company was, first, that no such ticket was found; secondly, that the
  slow train would never run parallel to the express; and, thirdly, that the
  local train had been stationary in King’s Langley Station when the express,
  going at fifty miles an hour, had flashed past it. So perished the only
  satisfying explanation, and five years have elapsed without supplying a new
  one. Now, at last, there comes a statement which covers all the facts, and
  which must be regarded as authentic. It took the shape of a letter dated from
  New York, and addressed to the same criminal investigator whose theory I have
  quoted. It is given here in extenso, with the exception of the two opening
  paragraphs, which are personal in their nature:—


  “You’ll excuse me if I’m not very free with names. There’s less reason now
  than there was five years ago when mother was still living. But for all that,
  I had rather cover up our tracks all I can. But I owe you an explanation, for
  if your idea of it was wrong, it was a mighty ingenious one all the same.
  I’ll have to go back a little so as you may understand all about it.


  “My people came from Bucks, England, and emigrated to the States in the
  early fifties. They settled in Rochester, in the State of New York, where my
  father ran a large dry goods store. There were only two sons: myself, James,
  and my brother, Edward. I was ten years older than my brother, and after my
  father died I sort of took the place of a father to him, as an elder brother
  would. He was a bright, spirited boy, and just one of the most beautiful
  creatures that ever lived. But there was always a soft spot in him, and it
  was like mould in cheese, for it spread and spread, and nothing that you
  could do would stop it. Mother saw it just as clearly as I did, but she went
  on spoiling him all the same, for he had such a way with him that you could
  refuse him nothing. I did all I could to hold him in, and he hated me for my
  pains.


  “At last he fairly got his head, and nothing that we could do would stop
  him. He got off into New York, and went rapidly from bad to worse. At first
  he was only fast, and then he was criminal; and then, at the end of a year or
  two, he was one of the most notorious young crooks in the city. He had formed
  a friendship with Sparrow MacCoy, who was at the head of his profession as a
  bunco-steerer, green goodsman, and general rascal. They took to
  card-sharping, and frequented some of the best hotels in New York. My brother
  was an excellent actor (he might have made an honest name for himself if he
  had chosen), and he would take the parts of a young Englishman of title, of a
  simple lad from the West, or of a college undergraduate, whichever suited
  Sparrow MacCoy’s purpose. And then one day he dressed himself as a girl, and
  he carried it off so well, and made himself such a valuable decoy, that it
  was their favourite game afterwards. They had made it right with Tammany and
  with the police, so it seemed as if nothing could ever stop them, for those
  were in the days before the Lexow Commission, and if you only had a pull, you
  could do pretty nearly everything you wanted.


  “And nothing would have stopped them if they had only stuck to cards and
  New York, but they must needs come up Rochester way, and forge a name upon a
  check. It was my brother that did it, though everyone knew that it was under
  the influence of Sparrow MacCoy. I bought up that check, and a pretty sum it
  cost me. Then I went to my brother, laid it before him on the table, and
  swore to him that I would prosecute if he did not clear out of the country.
  At first he simply laughed. I could not prosecute, he said, without breaking
  our mother’s heart, and he knew that I would not do that. I made him
  understand, however, that our mother’s heart was being broken in any case,
  and that I had set firm on the point that I would rather see him in a
  Rochester gaol than in a New York hotel. So at last he gave in, and he made
  me a solemn promise that he would see Sparrow MacCoy no more, that he would
  go to Europe, and that he would turn his hand to any honest trade that I
  helped him to get. I took him down right away to an old family friend, Joe
  Willson, who is an exporter of American watches and clocks, and I got him to
  give Edward an agency in London, with a small salary and a 15 per cent
  commission on all business. His manner and appearance were so good that he
  won the old man over at once, and within a week he was sent off to London
  with a case full of samples.


  “It seemed to me that this business of the check had really given my
  brother a fright, and that there was some chance of his settling down into an
  honest line of life. My mother had spoken with him, and what she said had
  touched him, for she had always been the best of mothers to him, and he had
  been the great sorrow of her life. But I knew that this man Sparrow MacCoy
  had a great influence over Edward, and my chance of keeping the lad straight
  lay in breaking the connection between them. I had a friend in the New York
  detective force, and through him I kept a watch upon MacCoy. When within a
  fortnight of my brother’s sailing I heard that MacCoy had taken a berth in
  the Etruria, I was as certain as if he had told me that he was going over to
  England for the purpose of coaxing Edward back again into the ways that he
  had left. In an instant I had resolved to go also, and to put my influence
  against MacCoy’s. I knew it was a losing fight, but I thought, and my mother
  thought, that it was my duty. We passed the last night together in prayer for
  my success, and she gave me her own Testament that my father had given her on
  the day of their marriage in the Old Country, so that I might always wear it
  next my heart.


  “I was a fellow-traveller, on the steamship, with Sparrow MacCoy, and at
  least I had the satisfaction of spoiling his little game for the voyage. The
  very first night I went into the smoking-room, and found him at the head of a
  card table, with half-a-dozen young fellows who were carrying their full
  purses and their empty skulls over to Europe. He was settling down for his
  harvest, and a rich one it would have been, But I soon changed all that.


  “‘Gentlemen, said I, ‘are you aware whom you are playing with?’


  “‘What’s that to you? You mind your own business!’ said he, with an
  oath.


  ”’ Who is it, anyway?’ asked one of the dudes.


  “‘He’s Sparrow MacCoy, the most notorious card-sharper in the States.’


  “Up he jumped with a bottle in his hand, but he remembered that he was
  under the flag of the effete Old Country, where law and order run, and
  Tammany has no pull. Gaol and the gallows wait for violence and murder, and
  there’s no slipping out by the back door on board an ocean liner.


  “‘Prove your words, you—!’ said he.


  “‘I will!’ said I. ‘If you will turn up your right shirt-sleeve to the
  shoulder, I will either prove my words or I will eat them.’


  “He turned white and said not a word. You see, I knew something of his
  ways, and I was aware that part of the mechanism which he and all such
  sharpers use consists of an elastic down the arm with a clip just above the
  wrist. It is by means of this clip that they withdraw from their hands the
  cards which they do not want, while they substitute other cards from another
  hiding-place. I reckoned on it being there, and it was. He cursed me, slunk
  out of the saloon, and was hardly seen again during the voyage. For once, at
  any rate, I got level with Mister Sparrow MacCoy.


  “But he soon had his revenge upon me, for when it came to influencing my
  brother he outweighed me every time. Edward had kept himself straight in
  London for the first few weeks, and had done some business with his American
  watches, until this villain came across his path once more. I did my best,
  but the best was little enough. The next thing I heard there had been a
  scandal at one of the Northumberland Avenue hotels: a traveller had been
  fleeced of a large sum by two confederate card-sharpers, and the matter was
  in the hands of Scotland Yard. The first I learned of it was in the evening
  paper, and I was at once certain that my brother and MacCoy were back at
  their old games. I hurried at once to Edward’s lodgings. They told me that he
  and a tall gentleman (whom I recognized as MacCoy) had gone off together, and
  that he had left the lodgings and taken his things with him. The landlady had
  heard them give several directions to the cabman, ending with Euston Station,
  and she had accidentally overheard the tall gentleman saying something about
  Manchester. She believed that that was their destination.


  “A glance at the time-table showed me that the most likely train was at
  five, though there was another at 4.35 which they might have caught, I had
  only time to get the later one, but found no sign of them either at the depot
  or in the train. They must have gone on by the earlier one, so I determined
  to follow them to Manchester and search for them in the hotels there. One
  last appeal to my brother by all that he owed to my mother might even now be
  the salvation of him. My nerves were overstrung, and I lit a cigar to steady
  them. At that moment, just as the train was moving off, the door of my
  compartment was flung open, and there were MacCoy and my brother on the
  platform.


  “They were both disguised, and with good reason, for they knew that the
  London police were after them. MacCoy had a great Astrakhan collar drawn up,
  so that only his eyes and nose were showing. My brother was dressed like a
  woman, with a black veil half down his face, but of course it did not deceive
  me for an instant, nor would it have done so even if I had not known that he
  had often used such a dress before. I started up, and as I did so MacCoy
  recognized me. He said something, the conductor slammed the door, and they
  were shown into the next compartment. I tried to stop the train so as to
  follow them, but the wheels were already moving, and it was too late.


  “When we stopped at Willesden, I instantly changed my carriage. It appears
  that I was not seen to do so, which is not surprising, as the station was
  crowded with people. MacCoy, of course, was expecting me, and he had spent
  the time between Euston and Willesden in saying all he could to harden my
  brother’s heart and set him against me. That is what I fancy, for I had never
  found him so impossible to soften or to move. I tried this way and I tried
  that; I pictured his future in an English gaol; I described the sorrow of his
  mother when I came back with the news; I said everything to touch his heart,
  but all to no purpose. He sat there with a fixed sneer upon his handsome
  face, while every now and then Sparrow MacCoy would throw in a taunt at me,
  or some word of encouragement to hold my brother to his resolutions.


  “‘Why don’t you run a Sunday-school?’ he would say to me, and then, in the
  same breath: ‘He thinks you have no will of your own. He thinks you are just
  the baby brother and that he can lead you where he likes. He’s only just
  finding out that you are a man as well as he.’


  “It was those words of his which set me talking bitterly. We had left
  Willesden, you understand, for all this took some time. My temper got the
  better of me, and for the first time in my life I let my brother see the
  rough side of me. Perhaps it would have been better had I done so earlier and
  more often.


  “‘A man!’ said I. ‘Well, I’m glad to have your friend’s assurance of it,
  for no one would suspect it to see you like a boarding-school missy. I don’t
  suppose in all this country there is a more contemptible-looking creature
  than you are as you sit there with that Dolly pinafore upon you.’ He coloured
  up at that, for he was a vain man, and he winced from ridicule.


  “‘It’s only a dust-cloak,’ said he, and he slipped it off. ‘One has to
  throw the coppers off one’s scent, and I had no other way to do it.’ He took
  his toque off with the veil attached, and he put both it and the cloak into
  his brown bag. ‘Anyway, I don’t need to wear it until the conductor comes
  round,’ said he.


  ‘“Not then, either,’ said I, and taking the bag I slung it with all my
  force out of the window. ‘Now,’ said I, ‘you’ll never make a Mary Jane of
  yourself while I can help it. If nothing but that disguise stands between you
  and a gaol, then to gaol you shall go.’


  “That was the way to manage him. I felt my advantage at once. His supple
  nature was one which yielded to roughness far more readily than to entreaty.
  He flushed with shame, and his eyes filled with tears. But MacCoy saw my
  advantage also, and was determined that I should not pursue it.


  “‘He’s my pard, and you shall not bully him,’ he cried.


  “‘He’s my brother, and you shall not ruin him,’ said I. ‘I believe a spell
  of prison is the very best way of keeping you apart, and you shall have it,
  or it will be no fault of mine.’


  ‘“Oh, you would squeal, would you?’ he cried, and in an instant he whipped
  out his revolver. I sprang for his hand, but saw that I was too late, and
  jumped aside. At the same instant he fired, and the bullet which would have
  struck me passed through the heart of my unfortunate brother.


  “He dropped without a groan upon the floor of the compartment, and MacCoy
  and I, equally horrified, knelt at each side of him, trying to bring back
  some signs of life. MacCoy still held the loaded revolver in his hand, but
  his anger against me and my resentment towards him had both for the moment
  been swallowed up in this sudden tragedy. It was he who first realized the
  situation. The train was for some reason going very slowly at the moment, and
  he saw his opportunity for escape. In an instant he had the door open, but I
  was as quick as he, and jumping upon him the two of us fell off the
  foot-board and rolled in each other’s arms down a steep embankment. At the
  bottom I struck my head against a stone, and I remembered nothing more. When
  I came to myself I was lying among some low bushes, not far from the railroad
  track, and somebody was bathing my head with a wet handkerchief. It was
  Sparrow MacCoy.


  ”’ I guess I couldn’t leave you,’ said he. ‘I didn’t want to have the
  blood of two of you on my hands in one day. You loved your brother, I’ve no
  doubt; but you didn’t love him a cent more than I loved him, though you’ll
  say that I took a queer way to show it. Anyhow, it seems a mighty empty world
  now that he is gone, and I don’t care a continental whether you give me over
  to the hangman or not.’


  “He had turned his ankle in the fall, and there we sat, he with his
  useless foot and I with my throbbing head, and we talked and talked unti1
  gradually my bitterness began to soften and to turn into something like
  sympathy. What wasthe use of revenging his death upon the man who was as much
  stricken by that death as I was? And then, as my wits gradually returned, I
  began to realize also that I could do nothing against MacCoy which would not
  recoil upon my mother and myself. How could we convict him without a full
  account of my brother’s career being made public—the verything which of
  all others we wished to avoid? It was really as much our interest as his to
  cover the matter up, and from being an avenger of crime I found myself
  changed to a conspirator against Justice. The place in which we found
  ourselves was one of those pheasant preserves which are so common in the Old
  Country, and as we groped our way through it I found myself consulting the
  slayer of my brother as to how far it would be possible to hush it up.


  “I soon realized from what he said that unless there were some papers of
  which he knew nothing in my brother’s pockets, there was really no possible
  means by which the police could identify him or learn how he had got there.
  His ticket was in MacCoy’s pocket, and so was the ticket for some baggage
  which they had left at the depot. Like most Americans, he had found it
  cheaper and easier to buy an outfit in London than to bring one from New
  York, so that a11 his linen and clothes were new and unmarked. The bag,
  containing the dust cloak, which I had thrown out of the window, may have
  fallen among some bramble patch where it is still concealed, or may have been
  carried off by some tramp, or may have come into the possession of the
  police, who kept the incident to themselves. Anyhow, I have seen nothing
  about it in the London papers. As to the watches, they were a selection from
  those which had been intrusted to him for business purposes. It may have been
  for the same business purposes that he was taking them to Manchester, but
  —well, it’s too late to enter into that.


  “I don’t blame the police for being at fault. I don’t see how it could
  have been otherwise. There was just one little clew that they might have
  followed up, but it was a small one. I mean that small circular mirror which
  was found in my brother’s pocket. It isn’t a very common thing for a young
  man to carry about with him, is it? But a gambler might have told you what
  such a mirror may mean to a card-sharper. If you sit back a little from the
  table, and lay the mirror, face upwards, upon your lap, you can see, as you
  deal, every card that you give to your adversary. It is not hard to say
  whether you see a man or raise him when you know his cards as well as your
  own. It was as much a part of a sharper’s outfit as the elastic clip upon
  Sparrow MacCoy’s arm. Taking that, in connection with the recent frauds at
  the hotels, the police might have got hold of one end of the string.


  “I don’t think there is much more for me to explain. We got to a village
  called Amersham that night in the character of two gentlemen upon a walking
  tour, and afterwards we made our way quietly to London, whence MacCoy went on
  to Cairo and I returned to New York. My mother died six months afterwards,
  and I am glad to say that to the day of her death she never knew what
  happened. She was always under the delusion that Edward was earning an honest
  living in London, and I never had the heart to tell her the truth. He never
  wrote; but, then, he never did write at any time, so that made no difference.
  His name was the last upon her lips.


  “There’s just one other thing that I have to ask you, sir, and I should
  take it as a kind return for all this explanation, if you could do it for me.
  You remember that Testament that was picked up. I always carried it in my
  inside pocket, and it must have come out in my fall. I value it very highly,
  for it was the family book with my birth and my brother’s marked by my father
  in the beginning of it. I wish you would apply at the proper place and have
  it sent to me. It can be of no possible value to any one else. If you address
  it to X, Bassano’s Library, Broadway, New York, it is sure to come to
  hand.”
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  It was after a hunting dinner, and there were as many scarlet coats as
  black ones round the table. The conversation over the cigars had turned,
  therefore, in the direction of horses and horsemen, with reminiscences of
  phenomenal runs where foxes had led the pack from end to end of a county, and
  been overtaken at last by two or three limping hounds and a huntsman on foot,
  while every rider in the field had been pounded. As the port circulated the
  runs became longer and more apocryphal, until we had the whips inquiring
  their way and failing to understand the dialect of the people who answered
  them. The foxes, too, became mere eccentric, and we had foxes up pollard
  willows, foxes which were dragged by the tail out of horses’ mangers, and
  foxes which had raced through an open front door and gone to ground in a
  lady’s bonnet-box. The master had told one or two tall reminiscences, and
  when he cleared his throat for another we were all curious, for he was a bit
  of an artist in his way, and produced his effects in a crescendo
  fashion. His face wore the earnest, practical, severely accurate expression
  which heralded some of his finest efforts.


  “It was before I was master,” said he. “Sir Charles Adair had the hounds
  at that time, and then afterwards they passed to old Lathom, and then to me.
  It may possibly have been just after Lathom took them over, but my strong
  impression is that it was in Adair’s time. That would be early in the
  seventies—about seventy-two, I should say.


  “The man I mean has moved to another part of the country, but I daresay
  that some of you can remember him. Danbury was the name—Walter Danbury,
  or Wat Danbury, as the people used to call him. He was the son of old Joe
  Danbury, of High Ascombe, and when his father died he came into a very good
  thing, for his only brother was drowned when the Magna Charta
  foundered, so he inherited the whole estate. It was but a few hundred acres,
  but it was good arable land, and those were the great days of farming.
  Besides, it was freehold, and a yeoman farmer without a mortgage was a
  warmish man before the great fall in wheat came. Foreign wheat and barbed
  wire—those are the two curses of this country, for the one spoils the
  farmer’s work and the other spoils his play.


  “This young Wat Danbury was a very fine fellow, a keen rider, and a
  thorough sportsman, but his head was a little turned at having come, when so
  young, into a comfortable fortune, and he went the pace for a year or two.
  The lad had no vice in him, but there was a hard-drinking set in the
  neighbourhood at that time, and Danbury got drawn in among them; and, being
  an amiable fellow who liked to do what his friends were doing, he very soon
  took to drinking a great deal more than was good for him. As a rule, a man
  who takes his exercise may drink as much as he likes in the evening, and do
  himself no very great harm, if he will leave it alone during the day. Danbury
  had too many friends for that, however, and it really looked as if the poor
  chap was going to the bad, when a very curious thing happened which pulled
  him up with such a sudden jerk that he never put his hand upon the neck of a
  whisky bottle again.


  “He had a peculiarity which I have noticed in a good many other men, that
  though he was always playing tricks with his own health, he was none the less
  very anxious about it, and was extremely fidgety if ever he had any trivial
  symptom. Being a tough, open-air fellow, who was always as hard as a nail, it
  was seldom that there was anything amiss with him; but at last the drink
  began to tell, and he woke one morning with his hands shaking and all his
  nerves tingling like over-stretched fiddle-strings. He had been dining at
  some very wet house the night before, and the wine had, perhaps, been more
  plentiful than choice; at any rate, there he was, with a tongue like a bath
  towel and a head that ticked like an eight-day clock. He was very alarmed at
  his own condition, and he sent for Doctor Middleton, of Ascombe, the father
  of the man who practises there now.


  “Middleton had been a great friend of old Danbury’s, and he was very sorry
  to see his son going to the devil; so he improved the occasion by taking his
  case very seriously, and lecturing him upon the danger of his ways. He shook
  his head and talked about the possibility of delirium tremens, or even
  of mania, if he continued to lead such a life. Wat Danbury was horribly
  frightened.


  “‘Do you think I am going to get anything of the sort?’ he wailed.


  “‘Well, really, I don’t know,’ said the doctor gravely. ‘I cannot
  undertake to say that you are out of danger. Your system is very much out of
  order. At any time during the day you might have those grave symptoms of
  which I warn you.’


  “‘You think I shall be safe by evening?’


  “‘If you drink nothing during the day, and have no nervous symptoms before
  evening, I think you may consider yourself safe,” the doctor answered. A
  little fright would, he thought, do his patient good, so he made the most of
  the matter.


  “‘What symptoms may I expect?’ asked Danebury.


  “‘It generally takes the form of optical delusions.’


  “‘I see specks floating all about.’


  “‘That is mere biliousness,’ said the doctor soothingly, for he saw that
  the lad was highly strung, and he did not wish to overdo it. ‘I daresay that
  you will have no symptoms of the kind, but when they do come they usually
  take the shape of insects, or reptiles, or curious animals.’


  “‘And if I see anything of the kind?’


  “‘If you do, you will at once send for me;’ and so, with a promise of
  medicine, the doctor departed.


  “Young Wat Danbury rose and dressed and moped about the room feeling very
  miserable and unstrung, with a vision of the County Asylum for ever in his
  mind. He had the doctor’s word for it that if he could get through to evening
  in safety he would be all right; but it is not very exhilarating to be
  waiting for symptoms, and to keep on glancing at your bootjack to see whether
  it is still a bootjack or whether it has begun to develop antennae and legs.
  At last he could stand it no longer, and an overpowering longing for the
  fresh air and the green grass came over him. Why should he stay indoors when
  the Ascombe Hunt was meeting within half a mile of him? If he was going to
  have these delusions which the doctor talked of, he would not have them the
  sooner nor the worse because he was on horseback in the open. He was sure,
  too, it would ease his aching head. And so it came about that in ten minutes
  he was in his hunting-kit, and in ten more he was riding out of his
  stable-yard with his roan mare ‘Matilda’ between his knees. He was a little
  unsteady in his saddle just at first, but the farther he went the better he
  felt, until by the time he reached the meet his head was almost clear, and
  there was nothing troubling him except those haunting words of the doctor’s
  about the possibility of delusions any time before nightfall.


  “But soon he forgot that also, for as he came up the hounds were thrown
  off, and they drew the Gravel Hanger, and afterwards the Hickory Copse. It
  was just the morning for a scent—no wind to blow it away, no water to
  wash it out, and just damp enough to make it cling. There was a field of
  forty, all keen men and good riders, so when they came to the Black Hanger
  they knew that there would be some sport, for that’s a cover which never
  draws blank. The woods were thicker in those days than now, and the foxes
  were thicker also, and that great dark oak-grove was swarming with them. The
  only difficulty was to make them break, for it is, as you know, a very close
  country, and you must coax them out into the open before you can hope for a
  run.


  “When they came to the Black Hanger the field took their positions along
  the cover-side wherever they thought that they were most likely to get a good
  start. Some went in with the hounds, some clustered at the ends of the
  drives, and some kept outside in the hope of the fox breaking in that
  direction. Young Wat Danbury knew the country like the palm of his hand, so
  he made for a place where several drives intersected, and there he waited. He
  had a feeling that the faster and the farther he galloped the better he
  should be, and so he was chafing to be off. His mare, too, was in the height
  of fettle and one of the fastest goers in the county. Wat was a splendid
  lightweight rider—under ten stone with his saddle—and the mare
  was a powerful creature, all quarters and shoulders, fit to carry a
  lifeguardsman; and so it was no wonder that there was hardly a man in the
  field who could hope to stay with him. There he waited and listened to the
  shouting of the huntsman and the whips, catching a glimpse now and then in
  the darkness of the wood of a whisking tail, or the gleam of a white-and-tan
  side amongst the underwood. It was a well-trained pack, and there was not so
  much as a whine to tell you that forty hounds were working all round you.


  “And then suddenly there came one long-drawn yell from one of them, and it
  was taken up by another, and another, until within a few seconds the whole
  pack was giving tongue together and running on a hot scent. Danbury saw them
  stream across one of the drives and disappear upon the other side, and an
  instant later the three red coats of the hunt servants flashed after them
  upon the same line. He might have made a shorter cut down one of the other
  drives, but he was afraid of heading the fox, so he followed the lead of the
  huntsman. Right through the wood they went in a bee-line, galloping with
  their faces brushed by their horses’ manes as they stooped under the
  branches.


  “It’s ugly going, as you know, with the roots all wriggling about in the
  darkness, but you can take a risk when you catch an occasional glimpse of the
  pack running with a breast-high scent; so in and out they dodged until the
  wood began to thin at the edges, and they found themselves in the long bottom
  where the river runs. It is clear going there upon grassland, and the hounds
  were running very strong about two hundred yards ahead, keeping parallel with
  the stream. The field, who had come round the wood instead of going through,
  were coming hard over the fields upon the left; but Danbury, with the hunt
  servants, had a clear lead, and they never lost it.


  “Two of the field got on terms with them—Parson Geddes on a big
  seventeen-hand bay which he used to ride in those days, and Squire Foley, who
  rode as a feather-weight, and made his hunters out of cast thoroughbreds from
  the Newmarket sales; but the others never had a look-in from start to finish,
  for there was no check and no pulling, and it was clear cross-country racing
  from start to finish. If you had drawn a line right across the map with a
  pencil you couldn’t go straighter than that fox ran, heading for the South
  Downs and the sea, and the hounds ran as surely as if they were running to
  view, and yet from the beginning no one ever saw the fox, and there was never
  a hallo forrard to tell them that he had been spied. This, however, is not so
  surprising, for if you’ve been over that line of country you will know that
  there are not very many people about.


  “There were six of them then in the front row—Parson Geddes, Squire
  Foley, the huntsman, two whips, and Wat Danbury, who had forgotten all about
  his head and the doctor by this time, and had not a thought for anything but
  the run. All six were galloping just as hard as they could lay hoofs to the
  ground. One of the whips dropped back, however, as some of the hounds were
  tailing off, and that brought them down to five. Then Foley’s thoroughbred
  strained herself, as these slim-legged, dainty-fetlocked thoroughbreds will
  do when the going is rough, and he had to take a back seat. But the other
  four were still going strong, and they did four or five miles down the river
  flat at a rasping pace. It had been a wet winter, and the waters had been out
  a little time before, so there was a deal of sliding and splashing; but by
  the time they came to the bridge the whole field was out of sight, and these
  four had the hunt to themselves.


  “The fox had crossed the bridge—for foxes do not care to swim a
  chilly river any more than humans do—and from that point he had
  streaked away southward as hard as he could tear. It is broken country,
  rolling heaths, down one slope and up another, and it’s hard to say whether
  the up or the down is the more trying for the horses. This sort of switchback
  work is all right for a cobby, short-backed, short-legged little horse, but
  it is killing work for a big, long-striding hunter such as one wants in the
  Midlands. Anyhow, it was too much for Parson Geddes’ seventeen-hand bay, and
  though he tried the Irish trick—for he was a rare keen sportsman
  —of running up the hills by his horse’s head, it was all to no use, and
  he had to give it up. So then there were only the huntsman, the whip, and Wat
  Danbury—all going strong.


  “But the country got worse and worse and the hills were steeper and more
  thickly covered in heather and bracken. The horses were over their hocks all
  the time, and the place was pitted with rabbit-holes; but the hounds were
  still streaming along, and the riders could not afford to pick their steps.
  As they raced down one slope, the hounds were always flowing up the opposite
  one, until it looked like that game where the one figure in falling makes the
  other one rise.


  “But never a glimpse did they get of the fox, although they knew very well
  that he must be only a very short way ahead for the scent to be so strong.
  And then Wat Danbury heard a crash and a thud at his elbow, and looking round
  he saw a pair of white cords and top-boots kicking out of a tussock of
  brambles. The whip’s horse had stumbled, and the whip was out of the running.
  Danbury and the huntsman eased down for an instant; and then, seeing the man
  staggering to his feet all right, they turned and settled into their saddles
  once more.


  “Joe Clarke, the huntsman, was a famous old rider, known for five counties
  round; but he reckoned upon his second horse, and the second horses had all
  been left many miles behind. However, the one he was riding was good enough
  for anything with such a horseman upon his back, and he was going as well as
  when he started. As to Wat Danbury, he was going better. With every stride
  his own feelings improved, and the mind of the rider had its influence upon
  the mind of the horse. The stout little roan was gathering its muscular limbs
  under it, and stretching to the gallop as if it were steel and whale- bone
  instead of flesh and blood. Wat had never come to the end of its powers yet,
  and to-day he had such a chance of testing them as he had never had
  before.


  “There was a pasture country beyond the heather slopes, and for several
  miles the two riders were either losing ground as they fumbled with their
  crop- handles at the bars of gates, or gaining it again as they galloped over
  the fields. Those were the days before this accursed wire came into the
  country, and you could generally break a hedge where you could not fly it, so
  they did not trouble the gates more than they could help. Then they were down
  in a hard lane, where they had to slacken their pace, and through a farm
  where a man came shouting excitedly after them; but they had no time to stop
  and listen to him, for the hounds were on some ploughland, only two fields
  ahead. It was sloping upwards, that ploughland, and the horses were over
  their fetlocks in the red, soft soil.


  “When they reached the top they were blowing badly, but a grand valley
  sloped before them, leading up to the open country of the South Downs.
  Between, there lay a belt of pine-woods, into which the hounds were
  streaming, running now in a long, straggling line, and shedding one here and
  one there as they ran. You could see the white-and-tan dots here and there
  where the limpers were tailing away. But half the pack were still going well,
  though the pace and distance had both been tremendous—two clear hours
  now without a check.


  “There was a drive through the pine-wood—one of those green,
  slightly rutted drives where a horse can get the last yard out of itself, for
  the ground is hard enough to give him clean going and yet springy enough to
  help him. Wat Danbury got alongside of the huntsman and they galloped
  together with their stirrup-irons touching, and the hounds within a hundred
  yards of them.


  “‘We have it all to ourselves,’ said he.


  “‘Yes, sir, we’ve shook on the lot of ‘em this time,’ said old Joe Clarke.
  ‘If we get this fox it’s worth while ‘aving ‘im skinned an’ stuffed, for ‘e’s
  a curiosity ‘e is.’


  “‘It’s the fastest run I ever had in my life!’ cried Danbury.


  “‘And the fastest that ever I ‘ad, an’ that means more,’ said the old
  huntsman. ‘But what licks me is that we’ve never ‘ad a look at the beast. ‘E
  must leave an amazin’ scent be’ind ‘im when these ‘ounds can follow ‘im like
  this, and yet none of us have seen ‘im when we’ve ‘ad a clear ‘alf mile view
  in front of us.’


  “‘I expect we’ll have a view of him presently,’ said Danbury; and in his
  mind he added, ‘at least, I shall,’ for the huntsman’s horse was gasping as
  it ran, and the white foam was pouring down it like the side of a
  washing-tub.


  “They had followed the hounds on to one of the side tracks which led out
  of the main drive, and that divided into a smaller track still, where the
  branches switched across their faces as they went, and there was barely room
  for one horse at a time. Wat Danbury took the lead, and he heard the
  huntsman’s horse clumping along heavily behind him, while his own mare was
  going with less spring than when she had started. She answered to a touch of
  his crop or spur, however, and he felt that there was something still left to
  draw upon. And then he looked up, and there was a heavy wooden stile at the
  end of the narrow track, with a lane of stiff young saplings leading down to
  it, which was far too thick to break through. The hounds were running clear
  upon the grassland on the other side, and you were bound either to get over
  that stile or lose sight of them, for the pace was too hot to let you go
  round.


  “Well, Wat Danbury was not the lad to flinch, and at it he went full
  split, like a man who means what he is doing. She rose gallantly to it,
  rapped it hard with her front hoof, shook him on to her withers, recovered
  herself, and was over. Wat had hardly got back into his saddle when there was
  a clatter behind him like the fall of a woodstack, and there was the top bar
  in splinters, the horse on its belly, and the huntsman on hands and knees
  half a dozen yards in front of him. Wat pulled up for an instant, for the
  fall was a smasher; but he saw old Joe spring to his feet and get to his
  horse’s bridle. The horse staggered up, but the moment it put one foot in
  front of the other, Wat saw that it was hopelessly lame—a slipped
  shoulder and a six weeks’ job. There was nothing he could do, and Joe was
  shouting to him not to lose the hounds, so off he went again, the one
  solitary survivor of the whole hunt. When a man finds himself there, he can
  retire from fox-hunting, for he has tasted the highest which it has to offer.
  I remember once when I was out with the Royal Surrey—but I’ll tell you
  that story afterwards.


  “The pack, or what was left of them, had got a bit ahead during this time;
  but he had a clear view of them on the downland, and the mare seemed full of
  pride at being the only one left, for she was stepping out rarely and tossing
  her head as she went. They were two miles over the green shoulder of a hill,
  a rattle down a stony, deep-rutted country lane, where the mare stumbled and
  nearly came down, a jump over a 5ft. brook, a cut through a hazel copse,
  another dose of heavy ploughland, a couple of gates to open, and then the
  green, unbroken Downs beyond.


  “‘Well,’ said Wat Danbury to himself, ‘I’ll see this fox run into or I
  shall see it drowned, for it’s all clear going now between this and the chalk
  cliffs which line the sea. ‘But he was wrong in that, as he speedily
  discovered. In all the little hollows of the downs at that part there are
  plantations of fir-woods, some of which have grown to a good size. You do not
  see them until you come upon the edge of the valleys in which they lie.
  Danbury was galloping hard over the short, springy turf when he came over the
  lip of one of these depressions, and there was the dark clump of wood lying
  in front of and beneath him. There were only a dozen hounds still running,
  and they were just disappearing among the trees. The sunlight was shining
  straight upon the long olive-green slopes which curved down towards this
  wood, and Danbury, who had the eyes of a hawk, swept them over this great
  expanse; but there was nothing moving upon it. A few sheep were grazing far
  up on the right, but there was no other sight of any living creature. He was
  certain then that he was very near to the end, for either the fox must have
  gone to ground in the wood or the hounds’ noses must be at his very brush.
  The mare seemed to know also what that great empty sweep of countryside
  meant, for she quickened her stride, and a few minutes afterwards Danbury was
  galloping into the fir-wood.


  “He had come from bright sunshine, but the wood was very closely planted,
  and so dim that he could hardly see to right or to left out of the narrow
  path down which he was riding. You know what a solemn, churchyardy sort of
  place a fir-wood is. I suppose it is the absence of any undergrowth, and the
  fact that the trees never move at all. At any rate a kind of chill suddenly
  struck Wat Danbury, and it flashed through his mind that there had been some
  very singular points about this run—its length and its straightness,
  and the fact that from the first find no one had ever caught a glimpse of the
  creature. Some silly talk which had been going round the country about the
  king of the foxes—a sort of demon fox, so fast that it could outrun any
  pack, and so fierce that they could do nothing with it if they overtook
  it—suddenly came back into his mind, and it did not seem so laughable
  now in the dim fir- wood as it had done when the story had been told over the
  wine and cigars. The nervousness which had been on him in the morning, and
  which he had hoped that he had shaken off, swept over him again in an
  overpowering wave. He had been so proud of being alone, and yet he would have
  given 10 pounds now to have had Joe Clarke’s homely face beside him. And
  then, just at that moment, there broke out from the thickest part of the wood
  the most frantic hullabaloo that ever he had heard in his life. The hounds
  had run into their fox.


  “Well, you know, or you ought to know, what your duty is in such a case.
  You have to be whip, huntsman, and everything else if you are the first man
  up. You get in among the hounds, lash them off, and keep the brush and pads
  from being destroyed. Of course, Wat Danbury knew all about that, and he
  tried to force his mare through the trees to the place where all this hideous
  screaming and howling came from, but the wood was so thick that it was
  impossible to ride it. He sprang off, therefore, left the mare standing, and
  broke his way through as best he could with his hunting-lash ready over his
  shoulder.


  “But as he ran forward he felt his flesh go cold and creepy all over. He
  had heard hounds run into foxes many times before, but he had never heard
  such sounds as these. They were not the cries of triumph, but of fear. Every
  now and then came a shrill yelp of mortal agony. Holding his breath, he ran
  on until he broke through the interlacing branches, and found himself in a
  little, clearing with the hounds all crowding round a patch of tangled
  bramble at the further end.


  “When he first caught sight of them the hounds were standing in a half-
  circle round this bramble patch, with their backs bristling and their jaws
  gaping. In front of the brambles lay one of them with his throat torn out,
  all crimson and white-and-tan. Wat came running out into the clearing, and at
  the sight of him the hounds took heart again, and one of them sprang with a
  growl into the bushes. At the same instant, a creature the size of a donkey
  jumped on to its feet, a huge grey head, with monstrous glistening fangs and
  tapering fox jaws, shot out from among the branches, and the hound was thrown
  several feet into the air, and fell howling among the cover. Then there was a
  clashing snap, like a rat-trap closing, and the howls sharpened into a scream
  and then were still.


  “Danbury had been on the look-out for symptoms all day, and now he had
  found them. He looked once more at the thicket, saw a pair of savage red eyes
  fixed upon him, and fairly took to his heels. It might only be a passing
  delusion, or it might be the permanent mania of which the doctor had spoken,
  but anyhow, the thing to do was to get back to bed and to quiet, and to hope
  for the best.


  “He forgot the hounds, the hunt, and everything else in his desperate
  fears for his own reason. He sprang upon his mare, galloped her madly over
  the downs, and only stopped when he found himself at a country station. There
  he left his mare at the inn, and made back for home as quickly as steam would
  take him. It was evening before he got there, shivering with apprehension,
  and seeing those red eyes and savage teeth at every turn. He went straight to
  bed and sent for Dr. Middleton.


  “‘I’ve got ‘em, doctor,’ said he. ‘It came about exactly as you said
  —strange creatures, optical delusions, and everything. All I ask you
  now is to save my reason. ‘The doctor listened to his story, and was shocked
  as he heard it.


  “‘It appears to be a very clear case,’ said he. ‘This must be a lesson to
  you for life.’


  “‘Never a drop again if I only come safely through this,’ cried Wat
  Danbury.


  “‘Well, my dear boy, if you will stick to that it may prove a blessing in
  disguise. But the difficulty in this case is to know where fact ends and
  fancy begins. You see, it is not as if there was only one delusion. There
  have been several. The dead dogs, for example, must have been one as well as
  the creature in the bush.’


  “‘I saw it all as clearly as I see you.’


  “‘One of the characteristics of this form of delirium is that what you see
  is even clearer than reality. I was wondering whether the whole run was not a
  delusion also.’


  “Wat Danbury pointed to his hunting boots still lying upon the floor,
  necked with the splashings of two counties.


  “‘Hum! that looks very real, certainly. No doubt, in your weak state, you
  over-exerted yourself and so brought this attack upon yourself. Well,
  whatever the cause, our treatment is clear. You will take the soothing
  mixture which I will send to you, and we shall put two leeches upon your
  temples to-night to relieve any congestion of the brain.’


  “So Wat Danbury spent the night in tossing about and reflecting what a
  sensitive thing this machinery of ours is, and how very foolish it is to play
  tricks with what is so easily put out of gear and so difficult to mend. And
  so he repeated and repeated his oath that this first lesson should be his
  last, and that from that time forward he would be a sober, hard-working
  yeoman as his father had been before him. So he lay, tossing and still
  repentant, when his door flew open in the morning and in rushed the doctor
  with a newspaper crumpled up in his hand.


  “‘My dear boy,’ he cried, ‘I owe you a thousand apologies. You’re the most
  ill-used lad and I the greatest numskull in the county. Listen to this!’ And
  he sat down upon the side of the bed, flattened out his paper upon his knee,
  and began to read.


  “The paragraph was headed, ‘Disaster to the Ascombe Hounds,’ and it went
  on to say that four of the hounds, shockingly torn and mangled, had been
  found in Winton Fir Wood upon the South Downs. The run had been so severe
  that half the pack were lamed; but the four found in the wood were actually
  dead, although the cause of their extraordinary injuries was still
  unknown.


  “‘So, you see,’ said the doctor, looking up, ‘that I was wrong when I put
  the dead hounds among the delusions.’


  “‘But the cause?’ cried Wat.


  “‘Well, I think we may guess the cause from an item which has been
  inserted just as the paper went to press:—


  “Late last night, Mr. Brown, of Smither’s Farm, to the east of Hastings,
  perceived what he imagined to be an enormous dog worrying one of his sheep.
  He shot the creature, which proves to be a grey Siberian wolf of the variety
  known as Lupus Giganticus. It is supposed to have escaped from some
  travelling menagerie.


  “That’s the story, gentlemen, and Wat Danbury stuck to his good
  resolutions, for the fright which he had cured him of all wish to run such a
  risk again; and he never touches anything stronger than lime-juice—at
  least, he hadn’t before he left this part of the country, five years ago next
  Lady Day.”
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  THE confession of Herbert de Lernac, now lying under sentence of death at
  Marseilles, has thrown a light upon one of the most inexplicable crimes of
  the century—an incident which is, I believe, absolutely unprecedented
  in the criminal annals of any country. Although there is a reluctance to
  discuss the matter in official circles, and little information has been given
  to the Press, there are still indications that the statement of this
  arch-criminal is corroborated by the facts, and that we have at last found a
  solution for a most astounding business. As the matter is eight years old,
  and as its importance was somewhat obscured by a political crisis which was
  engaging the public attention at the time, it may be as well to state the
  facts as far as we have been able to ascertain them. They are collated from
  the Liverpool papers of that date, from the proceedings at the inquest upon
  John Slater, the engine- driver, and from the records of the London and West
  Coast Rail-way Company, which have been courteously put at my disposal.
  Briefly, they are as follows.


  On the 3rd of June, 1890, a gentleman, who gave his name as Monsieur Louis
  Caratal, desired an interview with Mr. James Bland, the superintendent of the
  London and West Coast Central Station in Liverpool.


  He was a small man, middle-aged and dark, with a stoop which was so marked
  that it suggested some deformity of the spine. He was accompanied by a
  friend, a man of imposing physique, whose deferential manner and constant
  attention showed that his position was one of dependence. This friend or
  companion, whose name did not transpire, was certainly a foreigner, and
  probably, from his swarthy complexion, either a Spaniard or a South American.
  One peculiarity was observed in him. He carried in his left hand a small
  black leather dispatch-box, and it was noticed by a sharp-eyed clerk in the
  Central office that this box was fastened to his wrist by a strap. No
  importance was attached to the fact at the time, but subsequent events
  endowed it with some significance. Monsieur Caratal was shown up to Mr.
  Bland’s office, while his companion remained outside,


  Monsieur Caratal’s business was quickly dispatched. He had arrived that
  afternoon from Central America. Affairs of the utmost importance demanded
  that he should be in Paris without the loss of an unnecessary hour. He had
  missed the London express. A special must be provided. Money was of no
  importance. Time was everything. If the company would speed him on his way,
  they might make their own terms.


  Mr. Bland struck the electric bell, summoned Mr. Potter Hood, the traffic
  manager, and had the matter arranged in five minutes. The train would start
  in three-quarters of an hour. It would take that time to insure that the line
  should be clear. The powerful engine called Rochdale (No. 247 on the
  company’s register) was attached to two carriages, with a guard’s van behind.
  The first carriage was solely for the purpose of decreasing the inconvenience
  arising from the oscillation. The second was divided, as usual, into four
  compartments, a first-class, a first-class smoking, a second-class, and a
  second-class smoking. The first compartment, which was nearest to the engine,
  was the one allotted to the travellers. The other three were empty. The guard
  of the special train was James McPherson, who had been some years in the
  service of the company. The stoker, William Smith, was a new hand.


  Monsieur Caratal, upon leaving the superintendent’s office, rejoined his
  companion, and both of them manifested extreme impatience to be off. Having
  paid the money asked, which amounted to fifty pounds five shillings, at the
  usual special rate of five shillings a mile, they demanded to be shown the
  carriage, and at once took their seats in it, although they were assured that
  the better part of an hour must elapse before the line could be cleared. In
  the meantime a singular coincidence had occurred in the office which Monsieur
  Caratal had just quitted.


  A request for a special is not a very uncommon circumstance in a rich
  commercial centre, but that two should be required upon the same afternoon
  was most unusual. It so happened, however, that Mr. Bland had hardly
  dismissed the first traveller before a second entered with a similar request.
  This was a Mr. Horace Moore, a gentlemanly man of military appearance, who
  alleged that the sudden serious illness of his wife in London made it
  absolutely imperative that he should not lose an instant in starting upon the
  journey. His distress and anxiety were so evident that Mr. Bland did all that
  was possible to meet his wishes. A second special was out of the question, as
  the ordinary local service was already somewhat deranged by the first. There
  was the alternative, however, that Mr. Moore should share the expense of
  Monsieur Caratal’s train, and should travel in the other empty first-class
  compartment, if Monsieur Caratal objected to having him in the one which he
  occupied. It was difficult to see any objection to such an arrangement, and
  yet Monsieur Caratal, upon the suggestion being made to him by Mr. Potter
  Hood, absolutely refused to consider it for an instant. The train was his, he
  said, and he would insist upon the exclusive use of it. All argument failed
  to overcome his ungracious objections, and finally the plan had to be
  abandoned. Mr. Horace Moore left the station in great distress, after
  learning that his only course was to take the ordinary slow train which
  leaves Liverpool, at six o’clock. At four thirty-one exactly by the station
  clock the special train, containing the crippled Monsieur Caratal and his
  gigantic companion, steamed out of the Liverpool station. The line was at
  that time clear, and there should have been no stoppage before
  Manchester.


  The trains of the London and West Coast Railway run over the lines of
  another company as far as this town, which should have been reached by the
  special rather before six o’clock. At a quarter after six considerable
  surprise and some consternation were caused amongst the officials at
  Liverpool by the receipt of a telegram from Manchester to say that it had not
  yet arrived. An inquiry directed to St. Helens, which is a third of the way
  between the two cities, elicited the following reply:—


  “To James Bland, Superintendent, Central L. & W. C., Liverpool.
  —Special passed here at 4.52, well up to time.—Dowser, St.
  Helens.”


  This telegram was received at 6.40. At 6.50 a second message was received
  from Manchester:—


  “No sign of special as advised by you.”


  And then ten minutes later a third, more bewildering:—


  “Presume some mistake as to proposed running of special. Local train from
  St. Helens timed to follow it has just arrived and has seen nothing of it.
  Kindly wire advices.—Manchester.”


  The matter was assuming a most amazing aspect, although in some respects
  the last telegram was a relief to the authorities at Liverpool. If an
  accident had occurred to the special, it seemed hardly possible that the
  local train could have passed down the same line without observing it. And
  yet, what was the alternative? Where could the train be? Had it possibly been
  side-tracked for some reason in order to allow the slower train to go past?
  Such an explanation was possible if some small repair had to be effected. A
  telegram was dispatched to each of the stations between St. Helens and
  Manchester, and the superintendent and traffic manager waited in the utmost
  suspense at the instrument for the series of replies which would enable them
  to say for certain what had become of the missing train. The answers came
  back in the order of questions, which was the order of the stations beginning
  at the St. Helens end;—


  “Special passed here five o’clock.—Collins Green.”


  “Special passed here six past five.—Earlestown.”


  “Special passed here 5.10.—Newton.”


  “Special passed here 5.20.—Kenyon Junction.”


  “ No special train has passed here.—Barton Moss.”


  The two officials stared at each other in amazement.


  “This is unique in my thirty years of experience,” said Mr. Bland.


  “Absolutely unprecedented and inexplicable, sir. The special has gone
  wrong between Kenyon Junction and Barton Moss.”


  “And yet there is no siding, so far as my memory serves me, between the
  two stations. The special must have run off the metals.”


  “But how could the four-fifty parliamentary pass over the same line
  without observing it? ”


  “There’s no alternative, Mr. Hood. It must be so. Possibly the local train
  may have observed something which may throw some light upon the matter. We
  will wire to Manchester for more information, and to Kenyon Junction with
  instructions that the line be examined instantly as far as Barton Moss.”


  The answer from Manchester came within a few minutes.


  “No news of missing special. Driver and guard of slow train positive no
  accident between Kenyon Junction and Barton Moss. Line quite clear, and no
  sign of anything unusual.—Manchester.”


  “That driver and guard will have to go,” said Mr. Bland, grimly. “There
  has been a wreck and they have missed it. The special has obviously run off
  the metals without disturbing the line—how it could have done so passes
  my comprehension—but so it must be, and we shall have a wire from
  Kenyon or Barton Moss presently to say that they have found her at the bottom
  of an embankment.”


  But Mr. Bland’s prophecy was not destined to be fulfilled. Half an hour
  passed, and then there arrived the following message from the station-master
  of Kenyon Junction:—


  “There are no traces of the missing special. It is quite certain that she
  passed here, and that she did not arrive at Barton Moss. We have detached
  engine from goods train, and I have myself ridden down the line, but all is
  clear, and there is no sign of any accident.”


  Mr. Bland tore his hair in his perplexity.


  “This is rank lunacy, Hood! ” he cried. “Does a train vanish into thin air
  in England in broad daylight? The thing is preposterous. An engine, a tender,
  two carriages, a van, five human beings—and all lost on a straight line
  of railway! Unless we get something positive within the next hour I’ll take
  Inspector Collins, and go down myself.”


  And then at last something positive did occur. It took the shape of
  another telegram from Kenyon Junction.


  “Regret to report that the dead body of John Slater, driver of the special
  train, has just been found among the gorse bushes at a point two and a
  quarter miles from the Junction. Had fallen from his engine, pitched down the
  embankment, and rolled among bushes. Injuries to his head, from the fall,
  appear to be cause of death. Ground has now been carefully examined, and
  there is no trace of the missing train.”


  The country was, as has already been stated, in the throes of a political
  crisis, and the attention of the public was further distracted by the
  important and sensational developments in Paris, where a huge scandal
  threatened to destroy the Government and to wreck the reputations of many of
  the leading men in France. The papers were full of these events, and the
  singular disappearance of the special train attracted less attention than
  would have been the case in more peaceful times. The grotesque nature of the
  event helped to detract from its importance, for the papers were disinclined
  to believe the facts as reported to them. More than one of the London
  journals treated the matter as an ingenious hoax, until the coroner’s inquest
  upon the unfortunate driver (an inquest which elicited nothing of importance)
  convinced them of the tragedy of the incident.


  Mr. Bland, accompanied by Inspector Collins, the senior detective officer
  in the service of the company, went down to Kenyon Junction the same evening,
  and their research lasted throughout the following day, but was attended with
  purely negative results. Not only was no trace found of the missing train,
  but no conjecture could be put forward which could possibly explain the
  facts. At the same time, Inspector Collins’s official report (which lies
  before me as I write) served to show that the possibilities were more
  numerous than might have been expected.


  “In the stretch of railway between these two points,” said he, “the
  country is dotted with ironworks and collieries. Of these, some are being
  worked and some have been abandoned. There are no fewer than twelve which
  have small gauge lines which run trolly-cars down to the main line. These
  can, of course, be disregarded. Besides these, however, there are seven which
  have or have had, proper lines running down and connecting with points to the
  main line, so as to convey their produce from the mouth of the mine to the
  great centres of distribution. In every case these lines are only a few miles
  in length. Out of the seven, four belong to collieries which are worked out,
  or at least to shafts which are no longer used. These are the Redgauntlet,
  Hero, Slough of Despond, and Heartsease mines, the latter having ten years
  ago been one of the principal mines in Lancashire. These four side lines may
  be eliminated from our inquiry, for, to prevent possible accidents, the rails
  nearest to the main line have been taken up, and there is no longer any
  connection. There remain three other side lines leading—


  (a) To the Carnstock Iron Works;


  (b) To the Big Ben Colliery;


  (c) To the Perseverance Colliery.


  “Of these the Big Ben line is not more than a quarter of a mile long, and
  ends at a dead wall of coal waiting removal from the mouth of the mine.
  Nothing had been seen or heard there of any special. The Carnstock Iron Works
  line was blocked all day upon the 3rd of June by sixteen truckloads of
  hematite. It is a single line, and nothing could have passed. As to the
  Perseverance line, it is a large double line, which does a considerable
  traffic, for the output of the mine is very large. On the 3rd of June this
  traffic proceeded as usual; hundreds of men, including a gang of railway
  platelayers, were working along the two miles and a quarter which constitute
  the total length of the line, and it is inconceivable that an unexpected
  train could have come down there without attracting universal attention. It
  may be remarked in conclusion that this branch line is nearer to St. Helens
  than the point at which the engine-driver was discovered, so that we have
  every reason to believe that the train was past that point before misfortune
  overtook her.


  “As to John Slater, there is no clue to be gathered from his appearance or
  injuries. We can only say that, so far as we can see, he met his end by
  falling off his engine, though why he fell, or what became of the engine
  after his fall, is a question upon which I do not feel qualified to offer an
  opinion.” In conclusion, the inspector offered his resignation to the Board,
  being much nettled by an accusation of incompetence in the London papers.


  A month elapsed, during which both the police and the company prosecuted
  their inquiries without the slightest success. A reward was offered and a
  pardon promised in case of crime, but they were both unclaimed. Every day the
  public opened their papers with the conviction that so grotesque a mystery
  would at last be solved, but week after week passed by, and a solution
  remained as far off as ever. In broad daylight, upon a June afternoon in the
  most thickly inhabited portion of England, a train with its occupants had
  disappeared as completely as if some master of subtle chemistry had
  volatilized it into gas. Indeed, among the various conjectures which were put
  forward in the public Press there were some which seriously asserted that
  supernatural, or, at least, preternatural, agencies had been at work, and
  that the deformed Monsieur Caratal was probably a person who was better known
  under a less polite name. Others fixed upon his swarthy companion as being
  the author of the mischief, but what it was exactly which he had done could
  never be clearly formulated in words.


  Amongst the many suggestions put forward by various newspapers or private
  individuals, there were one or two which were feasible enough to attract the
  attention of the public. One which appeared in the Times, over the signature
  of an amateur reasoner of some celebrity at that date, attempted to deal with
  the matter in a critical and semi-scientific manner. An extract must suffice,
  although the curious can see the whole letter in the issue of the 3rd of
  July.


  “It is one of the elementary principles of practical reasoning,” he
  remarked, “that when the impossible has been eliminated the residuum, however
  improbable, must contain the truth. It is certain that the train left Kenyon
  Junction. It is certain that it did not reach Barton Moss. It is in the
  highest degree unlikely, but still possible, that it may have taken one of
  the seven available side lines. It is obviously impossible for a train to run
  where there are no rails, and, therefore, we may reduce our improbables to
  the three open lines, namely, the Carnstock Iron Works, the Big Ben, and the
  Perseverance. Is there a secret society of colliers, an English camorra,
  which is capable of destroying both train and passengers? It is improbable,
  but it is not impossible. I confess that I am unable to suggest any other
  solution. I should certainly advise the company to direct all their energies
  towards the observation of those three lines, and of the workmen at the end
  of them. A careful supervision of the pawnbrokers’ shops of the district
  might possibly bring some suggestive facts to light.”


  The suggestion coming from a recognized authority upon such matters
  created considerable interest, and a fierce opposition from those who
  considered such a statement to be a preposterous libel upon an honest and
  deserving set of men. The only answer to this criticism was a challenge to
  the objectors to lay any more feasible explanation before the public. In
  reply to this two others were forthcoming (Times, July 7th and 9th). The
  first suggested that the train might have run off the metals and be lying
  submerged in the Lancashire and Staffordshire Canal, which runs parallel to
  the railway for some hundreds of yards. This suggestion was thrown out of
  court by the published depth of the canal, which was entirely insufficient to
  conceal so large an object. The second correspondent wrote calling attention
  to the bag which appeared to be the sole luggage which the travellers had
  brought with them, and suggesting that some novel explosive of immense and
  pulverising power might have been concealed in it. The obvious absurdity,
  however, of supposing that the whole train might be blown to dust while the
  metals remained uninjured reduced any such explanation to a farce. The
  investigation had drifted into this hopeless position when a new mid most
  unexpected incident occurred.


  This was nothing less than the receipt by Mrs. McPherson of a letter from
  her husband, James McPherson, who had been the guard of the missing train.
  The letter, which was dated July 5th, 1890, was posted from New York, and
  came to hand upon July 14th. Some doubts were expressed as to its genuine
  character, but Mrs. McPherson was positive as to the writing, and the fact
  that it contained a remittance of a hundred dollars in five-dollar notes was
  enough in itself to discount the idea of a hoax. No address was given in the
  letter, which ran in this way:—


  “MY DEAR WIFE,—


  “I have been thinking a great deal, and I find it very hard to give you
  up. The same with Lizzie. I try to fight against it, but it will always come
  back to me. I send you some money which will change into twenty English
  pounds. This should be enough to bring both Lizzie and you across the
  Atlantic, and you will find the Hamburg boats which stop at Southampton very
  good boats, and cheaper than Liverpool. If you could come here and stop at
  the Johnston House I would try and send you word how to meet, but things are
  very difficult with me at present, and I am not very happy, finding it hard
  to give you both up. So no more at present, from your loving husband,


  “JAMES McPHERSON.”


  For a time it was confidently anticipated that this letter would lead to
  the clearing up of the whole matter, the more so as it was ascertained that a
  passenger who bore a close resemblance to the missing guard had travelled
  from Southampton under the name of Summers in the Hamburg and New York liner
  Vistula, which started upon the 7th of June. Mrs. McPherson and her sister
  Lizzie Dolton went across to New York as directed, and stayed for three weeks
  at the Johnston House, without hearing anything from the missing man. It is
  probable that some injudicious comments in the Press may have warned him that
  the police were using them as a bait. However this may be, it is certain that
  he neither wrote nor came, and the women were eventually compelled to return
  to Liverpool.


  And so the matter stood, and has continued to stand up to the present year
  of 1898. Incredible as it may seem, nothing has transpired during these eight
  years which has shed the least light upon the extraordinary disappearance of
  the special train which contained Monsieur Caratal and his companion. Careful
  inquiries into the antecedents of the two travellers have only established
  the fact that Monsieur Caratal was well known as a financier and political
  agent in Central America, and that during his voyage to Europe he had
  betrayed extraordinary anxiety to reach Paris. His companion, whose name was
  entered upon the passenger lists as Eduardo Gomez, was a man whose record was
  a violent one, and whose reputation was that of a bravo and a bully. There
  was evidence to show, however, that he was honestly devoted to the interests
  of Monsieur Caratal, and that the latter, being a man of puny physique,
  employed the other as a guard and protector. It may be added that no
  information came from Paris as to what the objects of Monsieur Caratal’s
  hurried journey may have been. This comprises all the facts of the case up to
  the publication in the Marseilles papers of the recent confession of Herbert
  de Lernac, now under sentence of death for the murder of a merchant named
  Bonvalot. This statement may be literally translated as follows:—


  “It is not out of mere pride or boasting that I give this information,
  for, if that were my object, I could tell a dozen actions of mine which are
  quite as splendid; but I do it in order that certain gentlemen in Paris may
  understand that I, who am able here to tell about the fate of Monsieur
  Caratal, can also tell in whose interest and at whose request the deed was
  done, unless the reprieve which I am awaiting comes to me very quickly. Take
  warning, messieurs, before it is too late! You know Herbert de Lernac, and
  you are aware that his deeds are as ready as his words. Hasten then, or you
  are lost!


  “At present I shall mention no names—if you only heard the names,
  what would you not think!—but I shall merely tell you how cleverly I
  did it. I was true to my employers then, and no doubt they will be true to me
  now. I hope so, and until I am convinced that they have betrayed me, these
  names, which would convulse Europe, shall not be divulged. But on that day…
  well, I say no more!


  “In a word, then, there was a famous trial in Paris, in the year 1890, in
  connection with a monstrous scandal in politics and finance. How monstrous
  that scandal was can never be known save by such confidential agents as
  myself. The honour and careers of many of the chief men in France were at
  stake. You have seen a group of nine-pins standing, all so rigid, and prim,
  and unbending. Then there comes the ball from far away and pop, pop, pop
  —there are your nine-pins on the floor. Well, imagine some of the
  greatest men in France as these nine-pins, and then this Monsieur Caratal was
  the ball which could be seen coming from far away. If he arrived, then it was
  pop, pop, pop for all of them. It was determined that he should not
  arrive.


  “I do not accuse them all of being conscious of what was to happen. There
  were, as I have said, great financial as well as political interests at
  stake, and a syndicate was formed to manage the business. Some subscribed to
  the syndicate who hardly understood what were its objects. But others
  understood very well, and they can rely upon it that I have not forgotten
  their names. They had ample warning that Monsieur Caratal was coming long
  before he left South America, and they knew that the evidence which he held
  would certainly mean ruin to all of them. The syndicate had the command of an
  unlimited amount of money—absolutely unlimited, you understand. They
  looked round for an agent who was capable of wielding this gigantic power.
  The man chosen must be inventive, resolute, adaptive—a man in a
  million. They chose Herbert de Lernac, and I admit that they were right.


  “My duties were to choose my subordinates, to use freely the power which
  money gives, and to make certain that Monsieur Caratal should never arrive in
  Paris.


  “With characteristic energy I set about my commission within an hour of
  receiving my instructions, and the steps which I took were the very best for
  the purpose which could possibly be devised.


  “A man whom I could trust was dispatched instantly to South America to
  travel home with Monsieur Caratal. Had he arrived in time the ship would
  never have reached Liverpool; but, alas! it had already started before my
  agent could reach it. I fitted out a small armed brig to intercept it, but
  again I was unfortunate. Like all great organizers I was, however, prepared
  for failure, and had a series of alternatives prepared, one or the other of
  which must succeed. You must not underrate the difficulties of my
  undertaking, or imagine that a mere commonplace assassination would meet the
  case. We must destroy not only Monsieur Caratal, but Monsieur Caratal’s
  documents, and Monsieur Caratal’s companions also, if we had reason to
  believe that he had communicated his secrets to them. And you must remember
  that they were on the alert, and keenly suspicious of any such attempt. It
  was a task which was in every way worthy of me, for I am always most
  masterful where another would be appalled.


  “I was all ready for Monsieur Caratal’s reception in Liverpool, and I was
  the more eager because I had reason to believe that he had made arrangements
  by which he would have a considerable guard from the moment that he arrived
  in London. Anything which was to be done must be done between the moment of
  his setting foot upon the Liverpool quay and that of his arrival at the
  London and West Coast terminus in London. We prepared six plans, each more
  elaborate than the last; which plan would be used would depend upon his own
  movements. Do what he would, we were ready for him. If he had stayed in
  Liverpool, we were ready. If he took an ordinary train, an express, or a
  special, all was ready. Everything had been foreseen and provided for.


  “You may imagine that I could not do all this myself. What could I know of
  the English railway lines? But money can procure willing agents all the world
  over, and I soon had one of the acutest brains in England to assist me. I
  will mention no names, but it would be unjust to claim all the credit for
  myself. My English ally was worthy of such an alliance. He knew the London
  and West Coast line thoroughly, and he had the command of a band of workers
  who were trustworthy and intelligent. The idea was his, and my own judgment
  was only required in the details. We bought over several officials, amongst
  whom the most important was James McPherson, whom we had ascertained to be
  the guard most likely to be employed upon a special train. Smith, the stoker,
  was also in our employ. John Slater, the engine-driver, had been approached,
  but had been found to be obstinate and dangerous, so we desisted. We had no
  certainty that Monsieur Caratal would take a special, but we thought it very
  probable, for it was of the utmost importance to him that he should reach
  Paris without delay. It was for this contingency, therefore, that we made
  special preparations—preparations which were complete down to the last
  detail long before his steamer had sighted the shores of England. You will be
  amused to learn that there was one of my agents in the pilot-boat which
  brought that steamer to its moorings.


  “The moment that Caratal arrived in Liverpool we knew that he suspected
  danger and was on his guard. He had brought with him as an escort a dangerous
  fellow, named Gomez, a man who carried weapons, and was prepared to use them.
  This fellow carried Caratal’s confidential papers for him, and was ready to
  protect either them or his master. The probability was that Caratal had taken
  him into his counsels, and that to remove Caratal without removing Gomez
  would be a mere waste of energy. It was necessary that they should be
  involved in a common fate, and our plans to that end were much facilitated by
  their request for a special train. On that special train you will understand
  that two out of the three servants of the company were really in our employ,
  at a price which would make them independent for a lifetime. I do not go so
  far as to say that the English are more honest than any other nation, but I
  have found them more expensive to buy.


  “I have already spoken of my English agent—who is a man with a
  considerable future before him, unless some complaint of the throat carries
  him off before his time. He had charge of all arrangements at Liverpool,
  whilst I was stationed at the inn at Kenyon, where I awaited a cipher signal
  to act. When the special was arranged for, my agent instantly telegraphed to
  me and warned me how soon I should have everything ready. He himself under
  the name of Horace Moore applied immediately for a special also, in the hope
  that he would be sent down with Monsieur Caratal, which might under certain
  circumstances have been helpful to us. If, for example, our great coup had
  failed, it would then have become the duty of my agent to have shot them both
  and destroyed their papers. Caratal was on his guard, however, and refused to
  admit any other traveller. My agent then left the station, returned by
  another entrance, entered the guard’s van on the side farthest from the
  platform, and travelled down with McPherson the guard.


  “In the meantime you will be interested to know what my movements were.
  Everything had been prepared for days before, and only the finishing touches
  were needed. The side line which we had chosen had once joined the main line,
  but it had been disconnected. We had only to replace a few rails to connect
  it once more. These rails had been laid down as far as could be done without
  danger of attracting attention, and now it was merely a case of completing a
  juncture with the line, and arranging the points as they had been before. The
  sleepers had never been removed, and the rails, fish-plates, and rivets were
  all ready, for we had taken them from a siding on the abandoned portion of
  the line. With my small but competent band of workers, we had everything
  ready long before the special arrived. When it did arrive, it ran off upon
  the small side line so easily that the jolting of the points appears to have
  been entirely unnoticed by the two travellers.


  “Our plan had been that Smith the stoker should chloroform John Slater the
  driver, so that he should vanish with the others. In this respect, and in
  this respect only, our plans miscarried—I except the criminal folly of
  McPherson in writing home to his wife. Our stoker did his business so
  clumsily that Slater in his struggles fell off the engine, and though fortune
  was with us so far that he broke his neck in the fall, still he remained as a
  blot upon that which would otherwise have been one of those complete
  masterpieces which are only to be contemplated in silent admiration. The
  criminal expert will find in John Slater the one flaw in all our admirable
  combinations. A man who has had as many triumphs as I can afford to be frank,
  and I therefore lay my finger upon John Slater, and I proclaim him to be a
  flaw.


  “But now I have got our special train upon the small line two kilometres,
  or rather more than one mile, in length, which leads, or rather used to lead,
  to the abandoned Heartsease mine, once one of the largest coal mines in
  England. You will ask how it is that no one saw the train upon this unused
  line. I answer that along its entire length it runs through a deep cutting,
  and that, unless some one had been on the edge of that cutting, he could not
  have seen it. There was some one on the edge of that cutting. I was there.
  And now I will tell you what I saw.


  “My assistant had remained at the points in order that he might
  superintend the switching off of the train. He had four armed men with him,
  so that if the train ran off the line—we thought it probable, because
  the points were very rusty—we might still have resources to fall back
  upon. Having once seen it safely on the side line, he handed over the
  responsibility to me. I was waiting at a point which overlooks the mouth of
  the mine, and I was also armed, as were my two companions. Come what might,
  you see, I was always ready.


  “The moment that the train was fairly on the side line. Smith, the stoker,
  slowed-down the engine, and then, having turned it on to the fullest speed
  again, he and McPherson, with my English lieutenant, sprang off before it was
  too late. It may be that it was this slowing-down which first attracted the
  attention of the travellers, but the train was running at full speed again
  before their heads appeared at the open window. It makes me smile to think
  how bewildered they must have been. Picture to yourself your own feelings if,
  on looking out of your luxurious carriage, you suddenly perceived that the
  lines upon which you ran were rusted and corroded, red and yellow with disuse
  and decay! What a catch must have come in their breath as in a second it
  flashed upon them that it was not Manchester but Death which was waiting for
  them at the end of that sinister line. But the train was running with frantic
  speed, rolling and rocking over the rotten line, while the wheels made a
  frightful screaming sound upon the rusted surface. I was close to them, and
  could see their faces. Caratal was praying, I think—there was something
  like a rosary dangling out of his hand. The other roared like a bull who
  smells the blood of the slaughter-house. He saw us standing on the bank, and
  he beckoned to us like a madman. Then he tore at his wrist and threw his
  dispatch-box out of the window in our direction. Of course, his meaning was
  obvious. Here was the evidence, and they would promise to be silent if their
  lives were spared. It would have been very agreeable if we could have done
  so, but business is business. Besides, the train was now as much beyond our
  control as theirs.


  “He ceased howling when the train rattled round the curve and they saw the
  black mouth of the mine yawning before them. We had removed the boards which
  had covered it, and we had cleared the square entrance. The rails had
  formerly run very close to the shaft for the convenience of loading the coal,
  and we had only to add two or three lengths of rail in order to lead to the
  very brink of the shaft. In fact, as the lengths would not quite fit, our
  line projected about three feet over the edge. We saw the two heads at the
  window: Caratal below, Gomez above; but they had both been struck silent by
  what they saw. And yet they could not withdraw their heads. The sight seemed
  to have paralyzed them.


  “I had wondered how the train running at a great speed would take the pit
  into which I had guided it, and I was much interested in watching it. One of
  my my colleagues thought that it would actually jump it, and indeed it was
  not very far from doing so. Fortunately, however, it fell short, and the
  buffers of the engine struck the other lip of the shaft with a tremendous
  crash. The funnel flew off into the air. The tender, carriages, and van were
  all smashed up into one jumble, which, with the remains of the engine,
  choked, for a minute or so the mouth of the pit. Then something gave way in
  the middle, and the whole mass of green iron, smoking coals, brass fittings,
  wheels, woodwork, and cushions all crumbled together and crashed down into
  the mine. We heard the rattle, rattle, rattle, as the debris struck against
  the walls, and then quite a long time afterwards there came a deep roar as
  the remains of the train struck the bottom. The boiler may have burst, for a
  sharp crash came after the roar, and then a dense cloud of steam and smoke
  swirled up out of the black depths, falling in a spray as thick as rain all
  round us. Then the vapour shredded off into thin wisps, which floated away in
  the summer sunshine, and all was quiet again in the Heartsease mine.


  “And now, having carried out our plans so successfully, it only remained
  to leave no trace behind us. Our little band of workers at the other end had
  already ripped up the rails and disconnected the side line, replacing
  everything as it had been before. We were equally busy at the mine. The
  funnel and other fragments were thrown in, the shaft was planked over as it
  used to be, and the lines which led to it were torn up and taken away. Then,
  without flurry, but without delay, we all made our way out of the country,
  most of us to Paris, my English colleague to Manchester, and McPherson to
  Southampton, whence he emigrated to America. Let the English papers of that
  date tell how thoroughly we had done our work, and how completely we had
  thrown the cleverest of their detectives off our track.


  “You will remember that Gomez threw his bag of papers out of the window,
  and I need not say that I secured that bag and brought them to my employers.
  It may interest my employers now, however, to learn that out of that bag I
  took one or two little papers as a souvenir of the occasion. I have no wish
  to publish these papers; but, still, it is every man for himself in this
  world, and what else can I do if my friends will not come to my aid when I
  want them? Messieurs, you may believe that Herbert de Lernac is quite as
  formidable when he is against you as when he is with you, and that he is not
  a man to go to the guillotine until he has seen that every one of you is en
  route for New Caledonia. For your own sake, if not for mine, make haste,
  Monsieur de—, and General—, and Baron—(you can fill up the
  blanks for yourselves as you read this). I promise you that in the next
  edition there will be no blanks to fill.


  “P.S.—As I look over my statement there is only one omission which I
  can see. It concerns the unfortunate man McPherson, who was foolish enough to
  write to his wife and to make an appointment with her in New York. It can be
  imagined that when interests like ours were at stake, we could not leave them
  to the chance of whether a man in that class of life would or would not give
  away his secrets to a woman. Having once broken his oath by writing to his
  wife, we could not trust him any more. We took steps therefore to insure that
  he should not see his wife. I have sometimes thought that it would be a
  kindness to write to her and to assure her that there is no impediment to her
  marrying again.”
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  A solicitor of an active habit and athletic tastes who is compelled by his
  hopes of business to remain within the four walls of his office from ten till
  five must take what exercise he can in the evenings. Hence it was that I was
  in the habit of indulging in very long nocturnal excursions, in which I
  sought the heights of Hampstead and Highgate in order to cleanse my system
  from the impure air of Abchurch Lane. It was in the course of one of these
  aimless rambles that I first met Felix Stanniford, and so led up to what has
  been the most extraordinary adventure of my lifetime.


  One evening—it was in April or early May of the year 1894— I
  made my way to the extreme northern fringe of London, and was walking down
  one of those fine avenues of high brick villas which the huge city is for
  ever pushing farther and farther out into the country. It was a fine, clear
  spring night, the moon was shining out of an unclouded sky, and I, having
  already left many miles behind me, was inclined to walk slowly and look about
  me. In this contemplative mood, my attention was arrested by one of the
  houses which I was passing.


  It was a very large building, standing in its own grounds, a little back
  from the road. It was modern in appearance, and yet it was far less so than
  its neighbours, all of which were crudely and painfully new. Their
  symmetrical line was broken by the gap caused by the laurel-studded lawn,
  with the great, dark, gloomy house looming at the back of it. Evidently it
  had been the country retreat of some wealthy merchant, built perhaps when the
  nearest street was a mile off, and now gradually overtaken and surrounded by
  the red brick tentacles of the London octopus. The next stage, I reflected,
  would be its digestion and absorption, so that the cheap builder might rear a
  dozen eighty-pound-a-year villas upon the garden frontage. And then, as all
  this passed vaguely through my mind, an incident occurred which brought my
  thoughts into quite another channel.


  A four-wheeled cab, that opprobrium of London, was coming jolting and
  creaking in one direction, while in the other there was a yellow glare from
  the lamp of a cyclist. They were the only moving objects in the whole long,
  moonlit road, and yet they crashed into each other with that malignant
  accuracy which brings two ocean liners together in the broad waste of the
  Atlantic. It was the cyclist’s fault. He tried to cross in front of the cab,
  miscalculated his distance, and was knocked sprawling by the horse’s
  shoulder. He rose, snarling; the cabman swore back at him, and then,
  realizing that his number had not yet been taken, lashed his horse and
  lumbered off. The cyclist caught at the handles of his prostrate machine, and
  then suddenly sat down with a groan. “Oh, Lord!” he said.


  I ran across the road to his side. “Any harm done?” I asked.


  “It’s my ankle,” said he. “Only a twist, I think; but it’s pretty painful.
  Just give me your hand, will you?”


  He lay in the yellow circle of the cycle lamp, and I noted as I helped him
  to his feet that he was a gentlemanly young fellow, with a slight dark
  moustache and large, brown eyes, sensitive and nervous in appearance, with
  indications of weak health upon his sunken cheeks. Work or worry had left its
  traces upon his thin, yellow face. He stood up when I pulled his hand, but he
  held one foot in the air, and he groaned as he moved it.


  “I can’t put it to the ground,” said he.


  “Where do you live?”


  “Here!” he nodded his head towards the big, dark house in the garden. “I
  was cutting across to the gate when that confounded cab ran into me. Could
  you help me so far?”


  It was easily done. I put his cycle inside the gate, and then I supported
  him down the drive, and up the steps to the hall door. There was not a light
  anywhere, and the place was as black and silent as if no one had ever lived
  in it.


  “That will do. Thank you very much,” said he, fumbling with his key in the
  lock.


  “No, you must allow me to see you safe.”


  He made some feeble, petulant protest, and then realized that he could
  really do nothing without me. The door had opened into a pitch-dark hall. He
  lurched forward, with my hand still on his arm. “This door to the right,”
  said he, feeling about in the darkness.


  I opened the door, and at the same moment he managed to strike a light.
  There was a lamp upon the table, and we lit it between us. “Now, I’m all
  right. You can leave me now! Good-bye!” said he, and with the words he sat
  down in the arm-chair and fainted dead away.


  It was a queer position for me. The fellow looked so ghastly, that really
  I was not sure that he was not dead. Presently his lips quivered and his
  breast heaved, but his eyes were two white slits and his colour was horrible.
  The responsibility was more than I could stand. I pulled at the bell-rope,
  and heard the bell ringing furiously far away. But no one came in response.
  The bell tinkled away into silence, which no murmur or movement came to
  break. I waited, and rang again, with the same result. There must be some one
  about. This young gentleman could not live all alone in that huge house. His
  people ought to know of his condition. If they would not answer the bell, I
  must hunt them out myself. I seized the lamp and rushed from the room.


  What I saw outside amazed me. The hall was empty. The stairs were bare,
  and yellow with dust. There were three doors opening into spacious rooms, and
  each was uncarpeted and undraped, save for the grey webs which drooped from
  the cornice, and rosettes of lichen which had formed upon the walls. My feet
  reverberated in those empty and silent chambers. Then I wandered on down the
  passage, with the idea that the kitchens, at least, might be tenanted. Some
  caretaker might lurk in some secluded room. No, they were all equally
  desolate. Despairing of finding any help, I ran down another corridor, and
  came on something which surprised me more than ever.


  The passage ended in a large, brown door, and the door had a seal of red
  wax the size of a five-shilling piece over the keyhole. This seal gave me the
  impression of having been there for a long time, for it was dusty and
  discoloured. I was still staring at it, and wondering what that door might
  conceal, when I heard a voice calling behind me, and, running back, found my
  young man sitting up in his chair and very much astonished at finding himself
  in darkness.


  “Why on earth did you take the lamp away?” he asked.


  “I was looking for assistance.”


  “You might look for some time,” said he. “I am alone in the house.”


  “Awkward if you get an illness.”


  “It was foolish of me to faint. I inherit a weak heart from my mother, and
  pain or emotion has that effect upon me. It will carry me off some day, as it
  did her. You’re not a doctor, are you? ”


  “No, a lawyer. Frank Alder is my name.”


  “Mine is Felix Stanniford. Funny that I should meet a lawyer, for my
  friend, Mr. Perceval, was saying that I should need one soon.”


  “Very happy, I am sure.”


  “Well, that will depend upon him, you know. Did you say that you had run
  with that lamp all over the ground floor?”


  “Yes.”


  “All over it?” he asked, with emphasis, and he looked at me very hard.


  “I think so. I kept on hoping that I should find someone.”


  “Did you enter all the rooms?” he asked, with the same intent gaze.


  “Well, all that I could enter.”


  “Oh, then you did notice it!” said he, and he shrugged his shoulders with
  the air of a man who makes the best of a bad job.


  “Notice what?”


  “Why, the door with the seal on it.”


  “Yes, I did.”


  “Weren’t you curious to know what was in it?”


  “Well, it did strike me as unusual.”


  “Do you think you could go on living alone in this house, year after year,
  just longing all the time to know what is at the other side of that door, and
  yet not looking?”


  “Do you mean to say,” I cried, “that you don’t know yourself?”


  “No more than you do.”


  “Then why don’t you look?”


  “I mustn’t,” said he.


  He spoke in a constrained way, and I saw that I had blundered on to some
  delicate ground. I don’t know that I am more inquisitive than my neighbours,
  but there certainly wag something in the situation which appealed very
  strongly to my curiosity. However, my last excuse for remaining in the house
  was gone now that my companion had recovered his senses. I rose to go.


  “Are you in a hurry? ” he asked.


  “No; I have nothing to do.”


  “Well, I should be very glad if you would stay with me a little. The fact
  is that I live a very retired and secluded life here. I don’t suppose there
  is a man in London who leads such a life as I do. It is quite unusual for me
  to have any one to talk with.”


  I looked round at the little room, scantily furnished, with a sofa-bed at
  one side. Then I thought of the great, bare house, and the sinister door with
  the discoloured red seal upon it. There was something queer and grotesque in
  the situation, which made me long to know a little more. Perhaps I should, if
  I waited. I told him that I should be very happy.


  “You will find the spirits and a siphon upon the side table. You must
  forgive me if I cannot act as host, but I can’t get across the room. Those
  are cigars in the tray there. I’ll take one myself, I think. And you are a
  solicitor, Mr. Alder?”


  “Yes.”


  “And I am nothing. I am that most helpless of living creatures, the son of
  a millionaire. I was brought up with the expectation of great wealth; and
  here I am, a poor man, without any profession at all. And then, on the top of
  it all, I am left with this great mansion on my hands, which I cannot
  possibly keep up. Isn’t it an absurd situation? For me to use this as my
  dwelling is like a coster drawing his barrow with a thoroughbred. A donkey
  would be more useful to him, and a cottage to me.”


  “But why not sell the house? ” I asked.


  “I mustn’t.”


  “Let it, then?”


  “No, I mustn’t do that either.”


  I looked puzzled, and my companion smiled.


  “I’ll tell you how it is, if it won’t bore you.” said he.


  “On the contrary, I should be exceedingly interested.”


  “I think, after your kind attention to me, I cannot do less than relieve
  any curiosity that you may feel. You must know that my father was Stanislaus
  Stanniford, the banker.”


  Stanniford, the banker! I remembered the name at once. His flight from the
  country some seven years before had been one of the scandals and sensations
  of the time.


  “I see that you remember,” said my companion. “My poor father left the
  country to avoid numerous friends, whose savings he had invested in an
  unsuccessful speculation. He was a nervous, sensitive man, and the
  responsibility quite upset his reason. He had committed no legal offence. It
  was purely a matter of sentiment. He would not even face his own family, and
  he died among strangers without ever letting us know where he was.”


  “He died!” said I.


  “We could not prove his death, but we know that it must be so, because the
  speculations came right again, and so there was no reason why he should not
  look any man in the face. He would have returned if he were alive. But he
  must have died in the last two years.”


  “Why in the last two years? ”


  “Because we heard from him two years ago.”


  “Did he not tell you then where he was living? ”


  “The letter came from Paris, but no address was given. It was when my poor
  mother died. He wrote to me then, with some instructions and some advice, and
  I have never heard from him since.”


  “Had you heard before? ”


  “Oh, yes, we had heard before, and that’s where our mystery of the sealed
  door, upon which you stumbled to-night, has its origin. Pass me that desk, if
  you please. Here I have my father’s letters, and you are the first man except
  Mr. Perceval who has seen them.”


  “Who is Mr. Perceval, may I ask? ”


  “He was my father’s confidential clerk, and he has continued to be the
  friend and adviser of my mother and then of myself. I don’t know what we
  should have done without Perceval. He saw the letters, but no one else. This
  is the first one, which came on the very day when my father fled, seven years
  ago. Read it to yourself.”


  This is the letter which I read:—


  “MY EVER DEAREST WIFE,—


  “Since Sir William told me how weak your heart is, and how harmful any
  shock might be, I have never talked about my business affairs to you. The
  time has come when at all risks I can no longer refrain from telling you that
  things have been going badly with me. This will cause me to leave you for a
  little time, but it is with the absolute assurance that we shall see each
  other very soon. On this you can thoroughly rely. Our parting is only for a
  very short time, my own darling, so don’t let it fret you, and above all
  don’t let it impair your health, for that is what I want above all things to
  avoid.


  “Now, I have a request to make, and I implore you by all that binds us
  together to fulfil it exactly as I tell you. There are some things which I do
  not wish to be seen by any one in my dark room—the room which I use for
  photographic purposes at the end of the garden passage. To prevent any
  painful thoughts, I may assure you once for all, dear, that it is nothing of
  which I need be ashamed. But still I do not wish you or Felix to enter that
  room. It is locked, and I implore you when you receive this to at once place
  a seal over the lock, and leave it so. Do not sell or let the house, for in
  either case my secret will be discovered. As long as you or Felix are in the
  house, I know that you will comply with my wishes. When Felix is twenty-one
  he may enter the room—not before.


  “And now, good-bye, my own best of wives. During our short separation you
  can consult Mr. Perceval on any matters which may arise. He has my complete
  confidence. I hate to leave Felix and you—even for a time—but
  there is really no choice.


  “Ever and always your loving husband,


  “STANISLAUS STANNIFORD. June 4th, 1887.”


  “These are very private family matters for me to inflict upon you,” said
  my companion, apologetically. “You must look upon it as done in your
  professional capacity. I have wanted to speak about it for years.”


  “I am honoured by your confidence,” I answered, “and exceedingly
  interested by the facts.”


  “My father was a man who was noted for his almost morbid love of truth. He
  was always pedantically accurate. “When he said, therefore, that ho hoped to
  see my mother very soon, and when he said that he had nothing to be ashamed
  of in that dark room, you may rely upon it that he meant it.”


  “Then what can it be?” I ejaculated.


  “Neither my mother nor I could imagine. We carried out his wishes to the
  letter, and placed the seal upon the door; there it has been ever since. My
  mother lived for five years after my father’s disappearance, although at the
  time all the doctors said that she could not survive long. Her heart was
  terribly diseased. During the first few months she had two letters from my
  father. Both had the Paris post-mark, but no address. They were short and to
  the same effect: that they would soon be re-united, and that she should not
  fret. Then there was a silence, which lasted until her death; and then came a
  letter to me of so private a nature that I cannot show it to you, begging me
  never to think evil of him, giving me much good advice, and saying that the
  sealing of the room was of less importance now than during the lifetime of my
  mother, but that the opening might still cause pain to others, and that,
  therefore, he thought it best that it should be postponed until my
  twenty-first year, for the lapse of time would make things easier. In the
  meantime, he committed the care of the room to me; so now you can understand
  how it is that, although I am a very poor man, I can neither let nor sell
  this great house.”


  “You could mortgage it.”


  “My father had already done so.”


  “It is a most singular state of affairs.”


  “My mother and I were gradually compelled to sell the furniture and to
  dismiss the servants, until now, as you see, I am living unattended in a
  single room. But I have only two more months.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Why, that in two months I come of age. The first thing that I do will be
  to open that door; the second, to get rid of the house.”


  “Why should your father have continued to stay away when these investments
  had recovered themselves?”


  “He must be dead.”


  “You say that he had not committed any legal offence when he fled the
  country?”


  “None.”


  “Why should he not take your mother with him?”


  “I do not know.”


  “Why should he conceal his address?”


  “I do not know.”


  “Why should he allow your mother to die and be buried without coming
  back?”


  “I do not know.”


  “My dear sir,” said I, “if I may speak with the frankness of a
  professional adviser, I should say that it is very clear that your father had
  the strongest reasons for keeping out of the country, and that, if nothing
  has been proved against him, he at least thought that something might be, and
  refused to put himself within the power of the law. Surely that must be
  obvious, for in what other possible way can the facts be explained?”


  My companion did not take my suggestion in good part.


  “You had not the advantage of knowing my father, Mr. Alder,” he said,
  coldly. “I was only a boy when he left us, but I shall always look upon him
  as my ideal man. His only fault was that he was too sensitive and too
  unselfish. That any one should lose money through him would cut him to the
  heart. His sense of honour was most acute, and any theory of his
  disappearance which conflicts with that is a mistaken one.”


  It pleased me to hear the lad speak out so roundly, and yet I knew that
  the facts were against him, and that he was incapable of taking an
  unprejudiced view of the situation.


  “I only speak as an outsider,” said I. “And now I must leave you, for I
  have a long walk before me. Your story has interested me so much that I
  should be glad if you could let me know the sequel.”


  “Leave me your card,” said he; and so, having bade him “good-night,” I
  left him.


  I heard nothing more of the matter for some time, and had almost feared
  that it would prove to be one of those fleeting experiences which drift away
  from our direct observation and end only in a hope or a suspicion. One
  afternoon, however, a card bearing the name of Mr. J, H. Perceval was brought
  up to my office in Abchurch Lane, and its bearer, a small dry, bright-eyed
  fellow of fifty, was ushered in by the clerk.


  “I believe, sir,” said he, ” that my name has been mentioned to you by my
  young friend, Mr. Felix Stanniford?”


  “Of course,” I answered, “I remember.”


  “He spoke to you, I understand, about the circumstances in connection with
  the disappearance of my former employer, Mr. Stanislaus Stanniford, and the
  existence of a sealed room in his former residence.”


  “He did.”


  “And you expressed an interest in the matter.”


  “It interested me extremely.”


  “You are aware that we hold Mr. Stanniford’s permission to open the door
  on the twenty-first birthday of his son?”


  “I remember.”


  “The twenty-first birthday is to-day.”


  “Have you opened it?” I asked, eagerly.


  “Not yet, sir,” said he, gravely. “I have reason to believe that it would
  be well to have witnesses present when that door is opened. You are a lawyer,
  and you are acquainted with the facts. Will you be present on the
  occasion?”


  “Most certainly.”


  “You are employed during the day, and so am I. Shall we meet at nine
  o’clock at the house?”


  “I will come with pleasure.”


  “Then you will find us waiting for you. Good-bye, for the present.” He
  bowed solemnly, and took his leave.


  I kept my appointment that evening, with a brain which was weary with
  fruitless attempts to think out some plausible explanation of the mystery
  which we were about to solve. Mr. Perceval and my young acquaintance were
  waiting for me in the little room. I was not surprised to see the young man
  looking pale and nervous, but I was rather astonished to find the dry little
  City man in a state of intense, though partially suppressed, excitement. His
  cheeks were flushed, his hands twitching, and he could not stand still for an
  instant.


  Stanniford greeted me warmly, and thanked me many times for having come.
  “And now, Perceval,” said he to his companion, “I suppose there is no
  obstacle to our putting the thing through without delay? I shall be glad to
  get it over.”


  The banker’s clerk took up the lamp and led the way. But he paused in the
  passage outside the door, and his hand was shaking, so that the light
  flickered up and down the high, bare walls.


  “Mr. Stanniford,” said he, in a cracking voice, “I hope you will prepare
  yourself in case any shock should be awaiting you when that seal is removed
  and the door is opened.”


  “What could there be, Perceval? You are trying to frighten me.”


  “No, Mr. Stanniford; but I should wish you to be ready … to be braced up
  … not to allow yourself…” He had to lick his dry lips between every jerky
  sentence, and I suddenly realized, as clearly as if he had told me, that he
  knew what was behind that closed door, and that it was something terrible.
  “Here are the keys, Mr. Stanniford, but remember my warning!”


  He had a bunch of assorted keys in his hand, and the young man snatched
  them from him. Then he thrust a knife under the discoloured red seal and
  jerked it off. The lamp was rattling and shaking in Perceval’s hands, so I
  took it from him and held it near the key hole, while Stanniford tried key
  after key. At last one turned in the lock, the door flew open, he took one
  step into the room, and then, with a horrible cry, the young man fell
  senseless at our feet.


  If I had not given heed to the clerk’s warning, and braced myself for a
  shock, I should certainly have dropped the lamp. The room, windowless and
  bare, was fitted up as a photographic laboratory, with a tap and sink at the
  side of it. A shelf of bottles and measures stood at one side, and a
  peculiar, heavy smell, partly chemical, partly animal, filled the air. A
  single table and chair were in front of us, and at this, with his back turned
  towards us, a man was seated in the act of writing. His outline and attitude
  were as natural as life; but as the light fell upon him, it made my hair rise
  to see that the nape of his neck was black and wrinkled, and no thicker than
  my wrist. Dust lay upon him—thick, yellow dust—upon his hair, his
  shoulders, his shrivelled, lemon-coloured hands. His head had fallen forward
  upon his breast. His pen still rested upon a discoloured sheet of paper.


  “My poor master! My poor, poor master!” cried the clerk, and the tears
  were running down his cheeks.


  “What!” I cried, “Mr. Stanislaus Stanniford!”


  “Here he has sat for seven years. Oh, why would he do it? I begged him, I
  implored him, I went on my knees to him, but he would have his way. You see
  the key on the table. He had locked the door upon the inside. And he has
  written something. We must take it.”


  “Yes, yes, take it, and for God’s sake, let us get out of this,” I cried;
  “the air is poisonous. Come, Stanniford, come!” Taking an arm each, we half
  led and half carried the terrified man back to his own room.


  “It was my father!” he cried, as he recovered his consciousness. “He is
  sitting there dead in his chair. You knew it, Perceval! This was what you
  meant when you warned me.”


  “Yes, I knew it, Mr. Stanniford. I have acted for the best all along, but
  my position has been a terribly difficult one. For seven years I have known
  that your father was dead in that room.”


  “You knew it, and never told us!”


  “Don’t be harsh, with me, Mr. Stanniford, sir! Make allowance for a man
  who has had a hard part to play.”


  “My head is swimming round. I cannot grasp it!” He staggered up, and
  helped himself from the brandy bottle. “These letters to my mother and to
  myself—were they forgeries?”


  “No, sir; your father wrote them and addressed them, and left them in my
  keeping to be posted. I have followed his instructions to the very letter in
  all things. He was my master, and I have obeyed him.”


  The brandy had steadied the young man’s shaken nerves. “Tell me about it.
  I can stand it now,” said he.


  “Well, Mr. Stanniford, you know that at one time there came a period of
  great trouble upon your father, t and he thought that many poor people were
  about to lose their savings through his fault. He was a man who was so
  tender- hearted that he could not bear the thought. It worried him and
  tormented him, until he determined to end his life. Oh, Mr. Stanniford, if
  you knew how I have prayed him and wrestled with him over it, you would never
  blame me! And he in turn prayed me as no man has ever prayed me before. He
  had made up his mind, and he would do it in any case, he said; but it rested
  with me whether his death should be happy and easy or whether it should be
  most miserable. I read in his eyes that he meant what he said. And at last I
  yielded to his prayers, and I consented to do his will.


  “What was troubling him was this. He had been told by the first doctor in
  London that his wife’s heart would fail at the slightest shock. He had a
  horror of accelerating her end, and yet his own existence had become
  unendurable to him. How could he end himself without injuring her?


  “You know now the course that he took. He wrote the letter which she
  received. There was nothing in it which was not literally true. When he spoke
  of seeing her again so soon, he was referring to her own approaching death,
  which he had been assured could not be delayed more than a very few months.
  So convinced was he of this, that he only left two letters to be forwarded at
  intervals after his death. She lived five years, and I had no letters to
  send.


  “He left another letter with me to be sent to you, sir, upon the occasion
  of the death of your mother. I posted all these in Paris to sustain the idea
  of his being abroad. It was his wish that I should say nothing, and I have
  said nothing. I have been a faithful servant. Seven years after his death, he
  thought no doubt that the shock to the feelings of his surviving friends
  would be lessened. He was always considerate for others.”


  There was silence for some time. It was broken by young Stanniford.


  “I cannot blame you, Perceval, You have spared my mother a shock, which
  would certainly have broken her heart. What is that paper?”


  “It is what your father was writing, sir. Shall I read it to you?”


  “Do so.”


  “‘I have taken the poison, and I feel it working in my veins. It is
  strange, but not painful. When these words are read I shall, if my wishes
  have been faithfully carried out, have been dead many years. Surely no one
  who has lost money through me will still bear me animosity. And you, Felix,
  you will forgive me this family scandal. May God find rest for a sorely
  wearied spirit!’”


  “Amen!” we cried, all three.
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  Bishop’s Crossing is a small village lying ten miles in a south-westerly
  direction from Liverpool. Here in the early seventies there settled a doctor
  named Aloysius Lana. Nothing was known locally either of his antecedents or
  of the reasons which had prompted him to come to this Lancashire hamlet. Two
  facts only were certain about him: the one that he had gained his medical
  qualification with some distinction at Glasgow; the other that he came
  undoubtedly of a tropical race, and was so dark that he might almost have had
  a strain of the Indian in his composition. His predominant features were,
  however, European, and he possessed a stately courtesy and carriage which
  suggested a Spanish extraction. A swarthy skin, raven-black hair, and dark,
  sparkling eyes under a pair of heavily-tufted brows made a strange contrast
  to the flaxen or chestnut rustics of England, and the newcomer was soon known
  as ” The Black Doctor of Bishop’s Crossing.” At first it was a term of
  ridicule and reproach; as the years went on it became a title of honour which
  was familiar to the whole country-side, and extended far beyond the narrow
  confines of the village. For the newcomer proved himself to be a capable
  surgeon and an accomplished physician. The practice of that district had been
  in the hands of Edward Rowe, the son of Sir William Rowe, the Liverpool
  consultant, but he had not inherited the talents of his father, and Dr. Lana,
  with his advantages of presence and of manner, soon beat him out of the
  field. Dr. Lana’s social success was as rapid as his professional. A
  remarkable surgical cure in the case of the Hon. James Lowry, the second son
  of Lord Belton, was the means of introducing him to county society, where he
  became a favourite through the charm of his conversation and the elegance of
  his manners. An absence of antecedents and of relatives is sometimes an aid
  rather than an impediment to social advancement, and the distinguished
  individuality of the handsome doctor was its own recommendation.


  His patients had one fault—and one fault only—to find with
  him. He appeared to be a confirmed bachelor. This was the more remarkable
  since the house which he occupied was a large one, and it was known that his
  success in practice had enabled him to save considerable sums. At first the
  local matchmakers were continually coupling his name with one or other of the
  eligible ladies, but as years passed and Dr. Lana remained unmarried, it came
  to be generally understood that for some reason he must remain a bachelor.
  Some even went so far as to assert that he was already married, and that it
  was in order to escape the consequence of an early misalliance that he had
  buried himself at Bishop’s Crossing. And then, just as the match-makers had
  finally given him up in despair, his engagement was suddenly announced to
  Miss Frances Morton, of Leigh Hall.


  Miss Morton was a young lady who was well known upon the country-side, her
  father, James Haldane Morton, having been the Squire of Bishop’s Crossing.
  Both her parents were, however, dead, and she lived with her only brother,
  Arthur Morton, who had inherited the family estate. In person Miss Morton was
  tall and stately, and she was famous for her quick, impetuous nature and for
  her strength of character. She met Dr. Lana at a garden-party, and a
  friendship, which quickly ripened into love, sprang up between them. Nothing
  could exceed their devotion to each other. There was some discrepancy in age,
  he being thirty-seven, and she twenty-four; but, save in that one respect,
  there was no possible objection to be found with the match. The engagement
  was in February, and it was arranged that the marriage should take place in
  August.


  Upon the 3rd of June Dr. Lana received a letter from abroad. In a small
  village the postmaster is also in a position to be the gossip-master, and Mr.
  Bankley, of Bishop’s Crossing, had many of the secrets of his neighbours in
  his possession. Of this particular letter he remarked only that it was in a
  curious envelope, that it was in a man’s handwriting, that the postscript was
  Buenos Ayres, and the stamp of the Argentine Republic. It was the first
  letter which he had ever known Dr. Lana to have from abroad, and this was the
  reason why his attention was particularly called to it before he handed it to
  the local postman. It was delivered by the evening delivery of that date.


  Next morning—that is, upon the 4th of June—Dr. Lana called
  upon Miss Morton, and a long interview followed, from which he was observed
  to return in a state of great agitation. Miss Morton remained in her room all
  that day, and her maid found her several times in tears. In the course of a
  week it was an open secret to the whole village that the engagement was at an
  end, that Dr. Lana had behaved shamefully to the young lady, and that Arthur
  Morton, her brother, was talking of horse-whipping him. In what particular
  respect the doctor had behaved badly was unknown—some surmised one
  thing and some another; but it was observed, and taken as the obvious sign of
  a guilty conscience, that he would go for miles round rather than pass the
  windows of Leigh Hall, and that he gave up attending morning service upon
  Sundays where he might have met the young lady. There was an advertisement
  also in the lancet as to the sale of a practice which mentioned no names, but
  which was thought by some to refer to Bishop’s Crossing, and to mean that Dr.
  Lana was thinking of abandoning the scene of his success. Such was the
  position of affairs when, upon the evening of Monday, June 21st, there came a
  fresh development which changed what had been a mere village scandal into a
  tragedy which arrested the attention of the whole nation. Some detail is
  necessary to cause the facts of that evening to present their full
  significance.


  The sole occupants of the doctor’s house were his housekeeper, an elderly
  and most respectable woman, named Martha Woods, and a young servant—
  Mary Pilling. The coachman and the surgery-boy slept out. It was the custom
  of the doctor to sit at night in his study, which was next the surgery in the
  wing of the house which was farthest from the servants’ quarters. This side
  of the house had a door of its own for the convenience of patients, so that
  it was possible for the doctor to admit and receive a visitor there without
  the knowledge of any one. As a matter of fact, when patients came late it was
  quite usual for him to let them in and out by the surgery entrance, for the
  maid and the housekeeper were in the habit of retiring early.


  On this particular night Martha Woods went into the doctor’s study at
  half-past nine, and found him writing at his desk. She bade him good-night,
  sent the maid to bed, and then occupied herself until a quarter to eleven in
  household matters. It was striking eleven upon the hall clock when she went
  to her own room. She had been there about a quarter of an hour or twenty
  minutes when she heard a cry or call, which appeared to come from within the
  house. She waited some time, but it was not repeated. Much alarmed, for the
  sound was loud and urgent, she put on a dressing-gown, and ran at the top of
  her speed to the doctor’s study.


  “Who’s there?” cried a voice, as she tapped at the door.


  “I am here, sir—Mrs. Woods.”


  “I beg that you will leave me in peace. Go back to your room this
  instant!” cried the voice, which was, to the best of her belief, that of her
  master. The tone was so harsh and so unlike her master’s usual manner, that
  she was surprised and hurt.


  “I thought I heard you calling, sir,” she explained, but no answer was
  given to her. Mrs. Woods looked at the clock as she returned to her room, and
  it was then half-past eleven.


  At some period between eleven and twelve (she could not be positive as to
  the exact hour) a patient called upon the doctor and was unable to get any
  reply from him. This late visitor was Mrs. Madding, the wife of the village
  grocer who was dangerously ill of typhoid fever. Dr. Lana had asked her to
  look in the last thing and let him know how her husband was progressing. She
  observed that the light was burning in the study, but having knocked several
  times at the surgery door without response, she concluded that the doctor had
  been called out, and so returned home.


  There is a short, winding drive with a lamp at the end of it leading down
  from the house to the road. As Mrs. Madding emerged from the gate a man was
  coming along the footpath. Thinking that it might be Dr. Lana returning from
  some professional visit, she waited for him, and was surprised to see that it
  was Mr. Arthur Morton, the young squire. In the light of the lamp she
  observed that his manner was excited, and that he carried in his hand a heavy
  hunting- crop.


  He was turning in at the gate when she addressed him.


  “The doctor is not in, sir,” said she.


  “How do you know that?” he asked, harshly.


  “I have been to the surgery door, sir.”


  “I see a light,” said the young squire, looking up the drive. “That is in
  his study, is it not?”


  “Yes, sir; but I am sure that he is out.” “Well, he must come in again,”
  said young Morton, and passed through the gate while Mrs. Madding went upon
  her homeward way.


  At three o’clock that morning her husband suffered a sharp relapse, and
  she was so alarmed by his symptoms that she determined to call the doctor
  without delay. As she passed through the gate she was surprised to see some
  one lurking among the laurel bushes. It was certainly a man, and to the best
  of her belief Mr. Arthur Morton. Preoccupied with her own troubles, she gave
  no particular attention to the incident, but hurried on upon her errand.


  When she reached the house she perceived to her surprise that the light
  was still burning in the study. She therefore tapped at the surgery door.
  There was no answer. She repeated the knocking several times without effect.
  It appeared to her to be unlikely that the doctor would either go to bed or
  go out leaving so brilliant a light behind him, and it struck Mrs. Madding
  that it was possible that he might have dropped asleep in his chair. She
  tapped at the study window, therefore, but without result. Then, finding that
  there was an opening between the curtain and the woodwork, she looked
  through.


  The small room was brilliantly lighted from a large lamp on the central
  table, which was littered with the doctor’s books and instruments. No one was
  visible, nor did she see anything unusual, except that in the further shadow
  thrown by the table a dingy white glove was lying upon the carpet. And then
  suddenly, as her eyes became more accustomed to the light, a boot emerged
  from the other end of the shadow, and she realized, with a thrill of horror,
  that what she had taken to be a glove was the hand of a man, who was
  prostrate upon the floor. Understanding that something terrible had occurred,
  she rang at the front door, roused Mrs. Woods, the housekeeper, and the two
  women made their way into the study, having first dispatched the maidservant
  to the police- station.


  At the side of the table, away from the window, Dr. Lana was discovered
  stretched upon his back and quite dead. It was evident that he had been
  subjected to violence, for one of his eyes was blackened, and there were
  marks of bruises about his face and neck. A slight thickening and swelling of
  his features appeared to suggest that the cause of his death had been
  strangulation. He was dressed in his usual professional clothes, but wore
  cloth slippers, the soles of which were perfectly clean. The carpet was
  marked all over, especially on the side of the door, with traces of dirty
  boots, which were presumably left by the murderer. It was evident that some
  one had entered by the surgery door, had killed the doctor, and had then made
  his escape unseen. That the assailant was a man was certain, from the size of
  the footprints and from the nature of the injuries. But beyond that point the
  police found it very difficult to go.


  There were no signs of robbery, and the doctor’s gold watch was safe in
  his pocket. He kept a heavy cash-box in the room, and this was discovered to
  be locked but empty. Mrs. Woods had an impression that a large sum was
  usually kept there, but the doctor had paid a heavy corn bill in cash only
  that very day, and it was conjectured that it was to this and not to a robber
  that the emptiness of the box was due. One thing in the room was missing
  —but that one thing was suggestive. The portrait of Miss Morton, which
  had always stood upon the side-table, had been taken from its frame, and
  carried off. Mrs. Woods had observed it there when she waited upon her
  employer that evening, and now it was gone. On the other hand, there was
  picked up from the floor a green eye-patch, which the housekeeper could not
  remember to have seen before. Such a patch might, however, be in the
  possession of a doctor, and there was nothing to indicate that it was in any
  way connected with the crime.


  Suspicion could only turn in one direction, and Arthur Morton, the young
  squire, was immediately arrested. The evidence against him was
  circumstantial, but damning. He was devoted to his sister, and it was shown
  that since the rupture between her and Dr. Lana he had been heard again and
  again to express himself in the most vindictive terms towards her former
  lover. He had, as stated, been seen somewhere about eleven o’clock entering
  the doctor’s drive with a hunting-crop in his hand. He had then, according to
  the theory of the police, broken in upon the doctor, whose exclamation of
  fear or of anger had been loud enough to attract the attention of Mrs. Woods.
  When Mrs. Woods descended. Dr. Lana had made up his mind to talk it over with
  his visitor, and had, therefore, sent his housekeeper back to her room. This
  conversation had lasted a long time, had become more and more fiery, and had
  ended by a personal struggle, in which the doctor lost his life. The fact,
  revealed by a post- mortem, that his heart was much diseased—an ailment
  quite unsuspected during his life—would make it possible that death
  might in his case ensue from injuries which would not be fatal to a healthy
  man. Arthur Morton had then removed his sister’s photograph, and had made his
  way homeward, stepping aside into the laurel bushes to avoid Mrs. Madding at
  the gate. This was the theory of the prosecution, and the case which they
  presented was a formidable one.


  On the other hand, there were some strong points for the defence. Morton
  was high-spirited and impetuous, like his sister, but he was respected and
  liked by everyone, and his frank and honest nature seemed to be incapable of
  such a crime. His own explanation was that he was anxious to have a
  conversation with Dr. Lana about some urgent family matters (from first to
  last he refused even to mention the name of his sister). He did not attempt
  to deny that this conversation would probably have been of an unpleasant
  nature. He had heard from a patient that the doctor was out, and he therefore
  waited until about three in the morning for his return, but as he had seen
  nothing of him up to that hour, he had given it up and had returned home. As
  to his death, he knew no more about it than the constable who arrested him.
  He had formerly been an intimate friend of the deceased man; but
  circumstances, which he would prefer not to mention, had brought about a
  change in his sentiments.


  There were several facts which supported his innocence. It was certain
  that Dr. Lana was alive and in his study at half-past eleven o’clock. Mrs.
  Woods was prepared to swear that it was at that hour that she had heard his
  voice. The friends of the prisoner contended that it was probable that at
  that time Dr. Lana was not alone. The sound which had originally attracted
  the attention of the housekeeper, and her master’s unusual impatience that
  she should leave him in peace, seemed to point to that. If this were so, then
  it appeared to be probable that he had met his end between the moment when
  the housekeeper heard his voice and the time when Mrs. Madding made her first
  call and found it impossible to attract his attention. But if this were the
  time of his death, then it was certain that Mr. Arthur Morton could not be
  guilty, as it was after this that she had met the young squire at the
  gate.


  If this hypothesis were correct, and someone was with Dr. Lana before Mrs.
  Madding met Mr. Arthur Morton, then who was this someone, and what motives
  had he for wishing evil to the doctor? It was universally admitted that if
  the friends of the accused could throw light upon this, they would have gone
  a long way towards establishing his innocence. But in the meanwhile it was
  open to the public to say—as they did say—that there was no proof
  that any one had been there at all except the young squire; while, on the
  other hand, there was ample proof that his motives in going were of a
  sinister kind. When Mrs. Madding called, the doctor might have retired to his
  room, or he might, as she thought at the time, have gone out and returned
  afterwards to find Mr. Arthur Morton waiting for him. Some of the supporters
  of the accused laid stress upon the fact that the photograph of his sister
  Frances, which had been removed from the doctor’s room, had not been found in
  her brother’s possession. This argument, however, did not count for much, as
  he had ample time before his arrest to burn it or to destroy it. As to the
  only positive evidence in the case—the muddy footmarks upon the floor
  —they were so blurred by the softness of the carpet that it was
  impossible to make any trustworthy deduction from them. The most that could
  be said was that their appearance was not inconsistent with the theory that
  they were made by the accused, and it was further shown that his boots were
  very muddy upon that night. There had been a heavy shower in the afternoon,
  and all boots were probably in the same condition.


  Such is a bald statement of the singular and romantic series of events
  which centred public attention upon this Lancashire tragedy. The unknown
  origin of the doctor, his curious and distinguished personality, the position
  of the man who was accused of the murder, and the love affair which had
  preceded the crime, all combined to make the affair one of those dramas which
  absorb the whole interest of a nation. Throughout the three kingdoms men
  discussed the case of the Black Doctor of Bishop’s Crossing, and many were
  the theories put forward to explain the facts; but it may safely be said that
  among them all there was not one which prepared the minds of the public for
  the extraordinary sequel, which caused so much excitement upon the first day
  of the trial, and came to a climax upon the second. The long files of the
  Lancaster Weekly with their report of the case lie before me as I write, but
  I must content myself with a synopsis of the case up to the point when, upon
  the evening of the first day, the evidence of Miss Frances Morton threw a
  singular light upon the case.


  Mr. Porlock Carr, the counsel for the prosecution, had marshalled his
  facts with his usual skill, and as the day wore on, it became more and more
  evident how difficult was the task which Mr. Humphrey, who had been retained
  for the defence, had before him. Several witnesses were put up to swear to
  the intemperate expressions which the young squire had been heard to utter
  about the doctor, and the fiery manner in which he resented the alleged
  ill-treatment of his sister. Mrs. Madding repeated her evidence as to the
  visit which had been paid late at night by the prisoner to the deceased, and
  it was shown by another witness that the prisoner was aware that the doctor
  was in the habit of sitting up alone in this isolated wing of the house, and
  that he had chosen this very late hour to call because he knew that his
  victim would then be at his mercy. A servant at the squire’s house was
  compelled to admit that he had heard his master return I about three that
  morning, which corroborated Mrs. Madding’s statement that she had seen him
  among the laurel bushes near the gate upon the occasion of her second visit.
  The muddy boots and an alleged similarity in the footprints were duly dwelt
  upon, and it was felt when the case for the prosecution had been presented
  that, however circumstantial it might be, it was none the less so complete
  and so convincing, that the fate of the prisoner was sealed, unless something
  quite unexpected should be disclosed by the defence. It was three o’clock
  when the prosecution closed. At half-past four, when the Court rose, a new
  and unlooked for development had occurred. I extract the incident, or part of
  it, from the journal which I have already mentioned, omitting the preliminary
  observations of the counsel.


  “Considerable sensation was caused in the crowded court when the first
  witness called for the defence proved to be Miss Frances Morton, the sister
  of the prisoner. Our readers will remember that the young lady had been
  engaged to Dr. Lana, and that it was his anger over the sudden termination of
  this engagement which was thought to have driven her brother to the
  perpetration of this crime. Miss Morton had not, however, been directly
  implicated in the case in any way, either at the inquest or at the
  police-court proceedings, and her appearance as the leading witness for the
  defence came as a surprise upon the public.


  Miss Frances Morton, who was a tall and handsome brunette, gave her
  evidence in a low but clear voice, though it was evident throughout that she
  was suffering from extreme emotion. She alluded to her engagement to the
  doctor, touched briefly upon its termination, which was due, she said, to
  personal matters connected with his family, and surprised the Court by
  asserting that she had always considered her brother’s resentment to be
  unreasonable and intemperate. In answer to a direct question from her
  counsel, she replied that she did not feel that she had any grievance
  whatever against Dr. Lana, and that in her opinion he had acted in a
  perfectly honourable manner. Her brother, on an insufficient knowledge of the
  facts, had taken another view, and she was compelled to acknowledge that, in
  spite of her entreaties, he had uttered threats of personal violence against
  the doctor, and had, upon the evening of the tragedy, announced his intention
  of “having it out with him.” She had done her best to bring him to a more
  reasonable frame of mind, but he was very headstrong where his emotions or
  prejudices were concerned.


  Up to this point the young lady’s evidence had appeared to make against
  the prisoner rather than in his favour. The questions of her counsel,
  however, soon put a very different light upon the matter, and disclosed an
  unexpected line of defence.


  Mr. Humphrey: Do you believe your brother to be guilty of this crime?


  The Judge; I cannot permit that question, Mr. Humphrey. We are here to
  decide upon questions of fact—not of belief.


  Mr. Humphrey; Do you know that your brother is not guilty of the death of
  Doctor Lana?


  Miss Morton: Yes.


  Mr. Humphrey : How do you know it?


  Miss Morton: Because Dr. Lana is not dead.


  There followed a prolonged sensation in court, which interrupted the
  cross-examination of the witness.


  Mr. Humphrey: And how do you know, Miss Morton, that Dr. Lana is not
  dead?


  Miss Morton: Because I have received a letter from him since the date of
  his supposed death.


  Mr. Humphrey: Have you this letter?


  Miss Morton: Yes, but I should prefer not to show it.


  Mr. Humphrey: Have you the envelope?


  Miss Morton; Yes, it is here.


  Mr. Humphrey: What is the post-mark?


  Miss Morton: Liverpool.


  Mr. Humphrey; And the date?


  Miss Morton: June the 22nd.


  Mr. Humphrey: That being the day after his alleged death. Are you prepared
  to swear to this handwriting, Miss Morton?


  Miss Morton: Certainly.


  Mr. Humphrey: I am prepared to call six other witnesses, my lord, to
  testify that this letter is in the writing of Doctor Lana.


  The Judge: Then you must call them to-morrow.


  Mr. Porlock Carr (counsel for the prosecution): In the meantime, my lord,
  we claim possession of this document, so that we may obtain expert evidence
  as to how far it is an imitation of the handwriting of the gentleman whom we
  still confidently assert to be deceased. I need not point out that the theory
  so unexpectedly sprung upon us may prove to be a very obvious device adopted
  by the friends of the prisoner in order to divert this inquiry. I would draw
  attention to the fact that the young lady must, according to her own account,
  have possessed this letter during the proceedings at the inquest and at the
  police-court. She desires us to believe that she permitted these to proceed,
  although she held in her pocket evidence which would at any moment have
  brought them to an end.


  Mr. Humphrey: Can you explain this, Miss Morton?


  Miss Morton: Dr. Lana desired his secret to be preserved.


  Mr. Porlock Carr: Then why have you made this public?


  Miss Morton: To save my brother.


  A murmur of sympathy broke out in court, which was instantly suppressed by
  the Judge.


  The Judge: Admitting this line of defence, it lies with you, Mr. Humphrey,
  to throw a light upon who this man is whose body has been recognised by so
  many friends and patients of Dr. Lana as being that of the doctor
  himself.


  A Juryman: Has any one up to now expressed any doubt about the matter?


  Mr. Porlock Carr: Not to my knowledge.


  Mr. Humphrey; We hope to make the matter clear.


  The Judge: Then the Court adjourns until tomorrow.


  This new development of the case excited the utmost interest among the
  general public. Press comment was prevented by the fact that the trial was
  still undecided, but the question was everywhere argued as to how far there
  could be truth in Miss Morton’s declaration, and how far it might be a daring
  ruse for the purpose of saving her brother. The obvious dilemma in which the
  missing doctor stood was that if by any extraordinary chance he was not dead,
  then he must be held responsible for the death of this unknown man, who
  resembled him so exactly, and who was found in his study. This letter which
  Miss Morton refused to produce was possibly a confession of guilt, and she
  might find herself in the terrible position of only being able to save her
  brother from the gallows by the sacrifice of her former lover. The court next
  morning was crammed to overflowing, and a murmur of excitement passed over it
  when Mr. Humphrey was observed to enter in a state of emotion, which even his
  trained nerves could not conceal, and to confer with the opposing counsel. A
  few hurried words—words which left a look of amazement upon Mr. Poriock
  Carr’s face—passed between them, and then the counsel for the defence,
  addressing the judge, announced that, with the consent of the prosecution,
  the young lady who had given evidence upon the sitting before would not be
  recalled.


  The Judge: But you appear, Mr. Humphrey, to have left matters in a very
  unsatisfactory state.


  Mr. Humphrey: Perhaps, my lord, my next witness may help to clear them
  up.


  The Judge: Then call your next witness.


  Mr. Humphrey: I call Dr. Aloysius Lana.


  The learned counsel has made many telling remarks in his day, but he has
  certainly never produced such a sensation with so short a sentence. The Court
  was simply stunned with amazement as the very man whose fate had been the
  subject of so much contention appeared bodily before them in the witness-box.
  Those among the spectators who had known him at Bishop’s Crossing saw him
  now, gaunt and thin, with deep lines of care upon his face. But in spite of
  his melancholy bearing and despondent expression, there were few who could
  say that they had ever seen a man of more distinguished presence. Bowing to
  the judge, he asked if he might be allowed to make a statement, and having
  been duly informed that whatever he said might be used against him, he bowed
  once more, and proceeded :—


  “My wish,” said he, “is to hold nothing back but to tell with perfect
  frankness all that occurred, upon the night of the 21st of June. Had I known
  that the innocent had suffered, and that so much trouble had been brought
  upon those whom I love best in the world, I should have come forward long
  ago; but there were reasons which prevented these things from coming to my
  ears. It was my desire that an unhappy man should vanish from the world which
  had known him, but I had not foreseen that others would be affected by my
  actions. Let me to the best of my ability repair the evil which I have
  done.


  “To any one who is acquainted with the history of the Argentine Republic
  the name of Lana ig well known. My father, who came of the best blood, of old
  Spain, filled all the highest offices of the State and would have been
  President but for his death in the riots of San Juan. A brilliant career
  might have been open to my twin brother Ernest and myself had if not been for
  financial losses which made it necessary that we should earn our own living.
  I apologize, sir if these details appear to be irrelevant, but they are a
  necessary introduction to that which is to follow.


  “I had, as I have said, a twin brother named Ernest, whose resemblance to
  me was so great that even when we were together people could see no
  difference between us. Down to the smallest detail we were exactly the same.
  As we grew older this likeness became less marked because our expression was
  not the same, but with our features in repose the points of difference were
  very slight.


  “It does not become me to say too much of one who is dead, the more so as
  he is my only brother, but I leave his character to those who knew him best.
  I will only say—for I have to say it—that in my early manhood I
  conceived a horror of him, and that I had good reason for the aversion which
  filled me. My own reputation suffered from his actions, for our close
  resemblance caused me to be credited with many of them. Eventually, in a
  peculiarly disgraceful business, he contrived to throw the whole odium upon
  me in such a way that I was forced to leave the Argentine for ever, and to
  seek a career in Europe. The freedom from his hated presence more than
  compensated me for the loss of my native land. I had enough money to defray
  my medical studies at Glasgow, and I finally settled in practice at Bishop’s
  Crossing, in the firm conviction that in that remote Lancashire hamlet I
  should never hear of him again.


  “For years my hopes were fulfilled, and then at last he discovered me.
  Some Liverpool man who visited Buenos Ayres put him upon my track. Ho had
  lost all his money, and he thought that he would come over and share mine.
  Knowing my horror of him, he rightly thought that I would be willing to buy
  him off. I received a letter from him saying that he was coming. It was at a
  crisis in my own affairs, and his arrival might conceivably bring trouble,
  and even disgrace, upon some whom I was especially bound to shield from
  anything of the kind. I took steps to insure that any evil which might come
  should fall on me only, and that”—here he turned and looked at the
  prisoner—“was the cause of conduct upon my part which has been too
  harshly judged. My only motive was to screen those who were dear to me from
  any possible connection with scandal or disgrace. That scandal and disgrace
  would come with my brother was only to say that what had been would be
  again.


  “My brother arrived himself one night not very long after my receipt of
  the letter. I was sitting in my study after the servants had gone to bed,
  when I heard a footstep upon the gravel outside, and an instant later I saw
  his face looking in at me through the window. He was a clean-shaven man like
  myself, and the resemblance between us was still so great that, for an
  instant, I thought it was my own reflection in the glass. He had a dark patch
  over his eye, but our features were absolutely the same. Then he smiled in a
  sardonic way which had been a trick of his from his boyhood, and I knew that
  he was the same brother who had driven me from my native land, and brought
  disgrace upon what had been an honourable name. I went to the door and I
  admitted him. That would be about ten o’clock that night.


  “When he came into the glare of the lamp, I saw at once that he had fallen
  upon very evil days. He had walked from Liverpool, and he was tired and ill.
  I was quite shocked by the expression upon his face. My medical knowledge
  told me that there was some serious internal malady. He had been drinking
  also, and his face was bruised as the result of a scuffle which he had had
  with some sailors. It was to cover his injured eye that he wore this patch,
  which he removed when he entered the room. He was himself dressed in a
  pea-jacket and flannel shirt, and his feet were bursting through his boots.
  But his poverty had only made him more savagely vindictive towards me. His
  hatred rose to the height of a mania. I had been rolling in money in England,
  according to his account, while he had been starving in South America. I
  cannot describe to you the threats which he uttered or the insults which he
  poured upon me. My impression is, that hardships and debauchery had unhinged
  his reason. He paced about the room like a wild beast, demanding drink,
  demanding money, and all in the foulest language. I am a hot-tempered man,
  but I thank God that I am able to say that I remained master of myself, and
  that I never raised a hand against him. My coolness only irritated him the
  more. He raved, he cursed, he shook his fists in my face, and then suddenly a
  horrible spasm passed over his features, he clapped his hand to his side, and
  with a loud cry he fell in a heap at my feet. I raised him up and stretched
  him upon the sofa, but no answer came to my exclamations, and the hand which
  I held in mine was cold and clammy. His diseased heart had broken down. His
  own violence had killed him.


  “For a long time I sat as if I were in some dreadful dream, staring at the
  body of my brother. I was aroused by the knocking of Mrs. Woods, who had been
  disturbed by that dying cry. I sent her away to bed. Shortly afterwards a
  patient tapped at the surgery door, but as I took no notice, he or she went
  off again. Slowly and gradually as I sat there a plan was forming itself in
  my head in the curious automatic way in which plans do form. When I rose from
  my chair my future movements were finally decided upon without my having been
  conscious of any process of thought. It was an instinct which irresistibly
  inclined me towards one course.


  “Ever since that change in my affairs to which I have alluded. Bishop’s
  Crossing had become hateful to me. My plans of life had been ruined, and I
  had met with hasty judgments and unkind treatment where I had expected
  sympathy. It is true that any danger of scandal from my brother had passed
  away with his life; but still, I was sore about the past, and felt that
  things could never be as they had been. It may be that I was unduly
  sensitive, and that I had not made sufficient allowance for others, but my
  feelings were as I describe. Any chance of getting away from Bishop’s
  Crossing and everyone in it would be most welcome to me. And here was such a
  chance as I could never have dared to hope for, a chance which would enable
  me to make a clean break with the past.


  “There was this dead man lying upon the sofa, so like me that save for
  some little thickness and coarseness of the features there was no difference
  at all. No one had seen him come and no one would miss him. We were both
  clean shaven, and his hair was about the same length as my own. If I changed
  clothes with him, then Dr. Aloysius Lana would be found lying dead in his
  study, and there would be an end of an unfortunate fellow, and of a blighted
  career. There was plenty of ready money in the room, and this I could carry
  away with me to help me to start once more in some other land. In my
  brother’s clothes I could walk by night unobserved as far as Liverpool, and
  in that great seaport I would soon find some means of leaving the country.
  After my lost hopes, the humblest existence where I was unknown was far
  preferable, in my estimation, to a practice, however successful, in Bishop’s
  Crossing, where at any moment I might come face to face with those whom I
  should wish, if it were possible, to forget. I determined to effect the
  change.


  “And I did so. I will not go into particulars, for the recollection is as
  painful as the experience; but in an hour my brother lay, dressed down to the
  smallest detail in my clothes, while I slunk out by the surgery door, and
  taking the back path which led across some fields, I started off to make the
  best of my way to Liverpool, where I arrived the same night. My bag of money
  and a certain portrait were all I carried out of the house, and I left behind
  me in my hurry the shade which my brother had been wearing over his eye.
  Everything else of his I took with me.


  “I give you my word, sir, that never for one instant did the idea occur to
  me that people might think that I had been murdered, nor did I imagine that
  any one might be caused serious danger through this stratagem by which I
  endeavoured to gain a fresh start in the world. On the contrary, it was the
  thought of relieving others from the burden of my presence which was always
  uppermost in my mind. A sailing vessel was leaving Liverpool that very day
  for Corunna, and in this I took my passage, thinking that the voyage would
  give me time to recover my balance, and to consider the future. But before I
  left my resolution softened. I bethought me that there was one person in the
  world to whom I would not cause an hour of sadness. She would mourn me in her
  heart, however harsh and unsympathetic her relatives might be. She understood
  and appreciated the motives upon which I had acted, and if the rest of her
  family condemned me, she, at least, would not forget. And so I sent her a
  note under the seal of secrecy to save her from a baseless grief. If under
  the pressure of events she broke that seal, she has my entire sympathy and
  forgiveness.


  “It was only last night that I returned to England, and during all this
  time I have heard nothing of the sensation which my supposed death had
  caused, nor of the accusation that Mr. Arthur Morton had been concerned in
  it. It was in a late evening paper that I read an account of the proceedings
  of yesterday, and I have come this morning as fast as an express train could
  bring me to testify to the truth.”


  Such was the remarkable statement of Dr. Aloysius Lana which brought the
  trial to a sudden termination. A subsequent investigation corroborated it to
  the extent of finding out the vessel in which his brother Ernest Lana had
  come over from South America. The ship’s doctor was able to testify that he
  had complained of a weak heart during the voyage, and that his symptoms were
  consistent with such a death as was described.


  As to Dr. Aloysius Lana, he returned to the village from which he had made
  so dramatic a disappearance, and a complete reconciliation was effected
  between him and the young squire, the latter having acknowledged that he had
  entirely misunderstood the other’s motives in withdrawing from his
  engagement. That another reconciliation followed may be judged from a notice
  extracted from a prominent column in the Morning Post:—


  A marriage was solemnized upon September 19th, by the Rev. Stephen
  Johnson, at the parish church of Bishop’s Crossing, between Aloysius Xavier
  Lana, son of Don Alfredo Lana, formerly Foreign Minister of the Argentine
  Republic, and Frances Morton, only daughter of the late James Morton, J.P.,
  of Leigh Hall, Bishop’s Crossing, Lancashire.
 

  

   


  
[bookmark: story07]THE CLUB-FOOTED GROCER


  First published in The Strand Magazine, Nov 1898

  First book appearance in Round The Fire Stories, 1908

  Also published as “The Story Of The Club-Footed Grocer”


  MY uncle, Mr. Stephen Maple, had been at the same time the most successful
  and the least respectable of our family, so that we hardly knew whether to
  take credit for his wealth or to feel ashamed of his position. He had, as a
  matter of fact, established a large grocery in Stepney which did a curious
  mixed business, not always, as we had heard, of a very savoury character,
  with the riverside and seafaring people. He was ship’s chandler, provision
  merchant, and, if rumour spoke truly, some other things as well. Such a
  trade, however lucrative, had its drawbacks, as was evident when, after
  twenty years of prosperity, he was savagely assaulted by one of his customers
  and left for dead, with three smashed ribs and a broken leg, which mended so
  badly that it remained for ever three inches shorter than the other. This
  incident seemed, not unnaturally, to disgust him with his surroundings, for,
  after the trial, in which his assailant was condemned to fifteen years’ penal
  servitude, he retired from his business and settled in a lonely part of the
  North of England, whence, until that morning, we had never once heard of him
  —not even at the death of my father, who was his only brother.


  My mother read his letter aloud to me: ” If your son is with you, Ellen,
  and if he is as stout a lad as he promised for when last I heard from you,
  then send him up to me by the first train after this comes to hand. He will
  find that to serve me will pay him better than the engineering, and if I pass
  away (though, thank God, there is no reason to complain as to my health) you
  will see that I have not forgotten my brother’s son. Congleton is the
  station, and then a drive of four miles to Greta House, where I am now
  living. I will send a trap to meet the seven o’clock train, for it is the
  only one which stops here. Mind that you send him, Ellen, for I have very
  strong reasons for wishing him to be with me. Let bygones be bygones if there
  has been anything between us in the past. If you should fail me now you will
  live to regret it.”


  We were seated at either side of the breakfast table, looking blankly at
  each other and wondering what this might mean, when there came a ring at the
  bell, and the maid walked in with a telegram. It was from Uncle Stephen.


  “On no account let John get out at Congleton,” said the message. “He will
  find trap waiting seven o’clock evening train Stedding Bridge, one station
  further down line. Let him drive not me, but Garth Farm House—six
  miles. There will receive instructions. Do not fail; only you to look
  to.”


  “That is true enough,” said my mother. “As far as I know, your uncle has
  not a friend in the world, nor has he ever deserved one. He has always been a
  hard man in his dealings, and he held back his money from your father at a
  time when a few pounds would have saved him from ruin. Why should I send my
  only son to serve him now?”


  But my own inclinations were all for the adventure.


  “If I have him for a friend, he can help me in my profession,” I argued,
  taking my mother upon her weakest side.


  “I have never known him to help any one yet,” said she, bitterly. “And why
  all this mystery about getting out at a distant station and driving to the
  wrong address? He has got himself into some trouble and he wishes us to get
  him out of it. When he has used us he will throw us aside as he has done
  before. Your father might have been living now if he had only helped
  him.”


  But at last my arguments prevailed, for, as I pointed out, we had much to
  gain and little to lose, and why should we, the poorest members of a family,
  go out of our way to offend the rich one? My bag was packed and my cab at the
  door, when there came a second telegram.


  “Good shooting. Let John bring gun. Remember Stedding Bridge, not
  Congleton.” And so, with a gun-case added to my luggage and some surprise at
  my uncle’s insistence, I started off upon my adventure.


  The journey lies over the main Northern Railway as far as the station of
  Camfield, where one changes for the little branch line which winds over the
  fells. In all England there is no harsher or more impressive scenery. For two
  hours I passed through desolate rolling plains, rising at places into low,
  stone-littered hills, with long, straight outcrops of jagged rock showing
  upon their surface. Here and there little grey-roofed, grey-walled cottages
  huddled into villages, but for many miles at a time no house was visible nor
  any sign of life save the scattered sheep which wandered over the mountain
  sides. It was a depressing country, and my heart grew heavier and heavier as
  I neared my journey’s end, until at last the train pulled up at the little
  village of Stedding Bridge, where my uncle had told me to alight. A single
  ramshackle trap, with a country lout to drive it, was waiting at the
  station.


  “Is this Mr. Stephen Maple’s?” I asked.


  The fellow looked at me with eyes which were full of suspicion. “What is
  your name?” he asked, speaking a dialect which I will not attempt to
  reproduce.


  “John Maple.”


  “Anything to prove it?”


  I half raised my hand, for my temper is none of the best, and then I
  reflected that the fellow was probably only carrying out the directions of my
  uncle. For answer I pointed to my name printed upon my gun-case.


  “Yes, yes, that is right. It’s John Maple, sure enough!” said he, slowly
  spelling it out. “Get in, maister, for we have a bit of a drive before
  us.”


  The road, white and shining, like all the roads in that limestone country,
  ran in long sweeps over the fells, with low walls of loose stone upon either
  side of it. The huge moors, mottled with sheep and with boulders, rolled away
  in gradually ascending curves to the misty sky-line. In one place a fall of
  the land gave a glimpse of a grey angle of distant sea. Bleak and sad and
  stern were all my surroundings, and I felt, under their influence, that this
  curious mission of mine was a more serious thing than it had appeared when
  viewed from London. This sudden call for help from an uncle whom I had never
  seen, and of whom I had heard little that was good, the urgency of it, his
  reference to my physical powers, the excuse by which he had ensured that I
  should bring a weapon, all hung together and pointed to some vague but
  sinister meaning. Things which appeared to be impossible in Kensington became
  very probable upon these wild and isolated hillsides. At last, oppressed with
  my own dark thoughts, I turned to my companion with the intention of asking
  some questions about my uncle, but the expression upon his face drove the
  idea from my head.


  He was not looking at his old, unclipped chestnut horse, nor at the road
  along which he was driving, but his face was turned in my direction, and he
  was staring past me with an expression of curiosity and, as I thought, of
  apprehension. He raised the whip to lash the horse, and then dropped it
  again, as if convinced that it was useless. At the same time, following the
  direction of his gaze, I saw what it was which had excited him.


  A man was running across the moor. He ran clumsily, stumbling and slipping
  among the stones; but the road curved, and it was easy for him to cut us off.
  As we came up to the spot for which he had been making, he scrambled over the
  stone wall and stood waiting, with the evening sun shining on his brown,
  clean-shaven face. He was a burly fellow, and in bad condition, for he stood
  with his hand on his ribs, panting and blowing after his short run. As we
  drove up I saw the glint of earrings in his ears.


  “Say, mate, where are you bound for?” he asked, in a rough but good-
  humoured fashion.


  “Farmer Purcell’s, at the Garth Farm,” said the driver.


  “Sorry to stop you,” cried the other, standing aside; “I thought as I
  would hail you as you passed, for if so be as you had been going my way I
  should have made bold to ask you for a passage.”


  His excuse was an absurd one, since it was evident that our little trap
  was as full as it could be, but my driver did not seem disposed to argue. He
  drove on without a word, and, looking back, I could see the stranger sitting
  by the roadside and cramming tobacco into his pipe.


  “A sailor,” said I.


  “Yes, maister. We’re not more than a few miles from Morecambe Bay,” the
  driver remarked.


  “You seemed frightened of him,” I observed.


  “Did I?” said he, drily; and then, after a long pause, “Maybe I was.” As
  to his reasons for fear, I could get nothing from him, and though I asked him
  many questions he was so stupid, or else so clever, that I could learn
  nothing from his replies. I observed, however, that from time to time he
  swept the moors with a troubled eye, but their huge brown expanse was
  unbroken by any moving figure. At last in a sort of cleft in the hills in
  front of us I saw a long, low-lying farm building, the centre of all those
  scattered flocks.


  “Garth Farm,” said my driver. “There is Farmer Purcell himself,” he added,
  as a man strolled out of the porch and stood waiting for our arrival. He
  advanced as I descended from the trap, a hard, weather-worn fellow with light
  blue eyes, and hair and beard like sun-bleached grass. In his expression I
  read the same surly ill-will which I had already observed in my driver. Their
  malevolence could not be directed towards a complete stranger like myself,
  and so I began to suspect that my uncle was no more popular on the
  north-country fells than he had been in Stepney Highway.


  “You’re to stay here until nightfall. That’s Mr. Stephen Maple’s wish,”
  said he, curtly. “You can have some tea and bacon if you like. It’s the best
  we can give you.”


  I was very hungry, and accepted the hospitality in spite of the churlish
  tone in which it was offered. The farmer’s wife and his two daughters came
  into the sitting-room during the meal, and I was aware of a certain curiosity
  with which they regarded me. It may have been that a young man was a rarity
  in this wilderness, or it may be that my attempts at conversation won their
  goodwill, but they all three showed a kindliness in their manner. It was
  getting dark, so I remarked that it was time for me to be pushing on to Greta
  House.


  “You’ve made up your mind to go, then?” said the older woman.


  “Certainly. I have come all the way from London.”


  “There’s no one hindering you from going back there.”


  “But I have come to see Mr. Maple, my uncle.”


  “Oh, well, no one can stop you if you want to go on,” said the woman, and
  became silent as her husband entered the room.


  With every fresh incident I felt that I was moving in an atmosphere of
  mystery and peril, and yet it was all so intangible and so vague that I could
  not guess where my danger lay. I should have asked the farmer’s wife point-
  blank, but her surly husband seemed to divine the sympathy which she felt for
  me, and never again left us together. “It’s time you were going, mister,”
  said he at last, as his wife lit the lamp upon the table.


  “Is the trap ready?”


  “You’ll need no trap. You’ll walk,” said he.


  “How shall I know the way? ”


  “William will go with you.”


  William was the youth who had driven me up from the station. He was
  waiting at the door, and ho shouldered my gun-case and bag. I stayed behind
  to thank the farmer for his hospitality, but he would have none of it. “I ask
  no thanks from Mr. Stephen Maple nor any friend of his,” said he, bluntly. “I
  am paid for what I do. If I was not paid I would not do it. Go your way,
  young man, and say no more.” He turned rudely on his heel and re-entered his
  house, slamming the door behind him.


  It was quite dark outside, with heavy black clouds drifting slowly across
  the sky. Once clear of the farm inclosure and out on the moor I should have
  been hopelessly lost if it had not been for my guide, who walked in front of
  me along narrow sheep-tracks? which were quite invisible to me. Every now and
  then, without seeing anything, we heard the clumsy scuffling of the creatures
  in the darkness. At first my guide walked swiftly and carelessly, but
  gradually his pace slowed down, until at last he was going very slowly and
  stealthily, like one who walks light-footed amid imminent menace. This vague,
  inexplicable sense of danger in the midst of the loneliness of that vast moor
  was more daunting than any evident peril could be, and I had begun to press
  him as to what it was that he feared, when suddenly he stopped and dragged me
  down among some gorse bushes which lined the path. His tug at my coat was so
  strenuous and imperative that I realized that the danger was a pressing one,
  and in an instant I was squatting down beside him as still as the bushes
  which shadowed us. It was so dark there that I could not even see the lad
  beside me.


  It was a warm night, and a hot wind puffed in our faces. Suddenly in this
  wind there came something homely and familiar—the smell of burning
  tobacco. And then a face, illuminated by the glowing bowl of a pipe, came
  floating towards us. The man was all in shadow, but just that one dim halo of
  light with the face which filled it, brighter below and shading away into
  darkness above, stood out against the universal blackness. A thin, hungry
  face, thickly freckled with yellow over the cheek bones, blue, watery eyes,
  an ill- nourished, light-coloured moustache, a peaked yachting cap—
  that was all that I saw. He passed us, looking vacantly in front of him, and
  we heard the steps dying away along the path.


  “Who was it?” I asked, as we rose to our feet.


  “I don’t know.”


  The fellow’s continual profession of ignorance made me angry.


  “Why should you hide yourself, then?” I asked, sharply.


  “Because Maister Maple told me. He said that I were to meet no one. If I
  met any one I should get no pay.”


  “You met that sailor on the road?”


  “Yes, and I think he was one of them.”


  “One of whom?”


  “One of the folk that have come on the fells. They are watchin’ Greta
  House, and Maister Maple is afeard of them. That’s why he wanted us to keep
  clear of them, and that’s why I’ve been a-trying to dodge ‘em.”


  Here was something definite at last. Some body of men were threatening my
  uncle. The sailor was one of them. The man with the peaked cap—
  probably a sailor also—was another. I bethought me of Stepney Highway
  and of the murderous assault made upon my uncle there. Things were fitting
  themselves into a connected shape in my mind when a light twinkled over the
  fell, and my guide informed me that it was Greta. The place lay in a dip
  among the moors, BO that one was very near it before one saw it. A short walk
  brought us up to the door.


  I could see little of the building save that the lamp which shone through
  a small latticed window showed me dimly that it was both long and lofty. The
  low door under an overhanging lintel-was loosely fitted, and light was
  bursting out on each side of it. The inmates of this lonely house appeared to
  be keenly on their guard, for they had heard our footsteps, and we were
  challenged before we reached the door.


  “Who is there?” cried a deep-booming voice, and urgently, “Who is it, I
  say? ”


  “It’s me, Maister Maple. I have brought the gentleman.”


  There was a sharp click, and a small wooden I shutter flew open in the
  door. The gleam of a lantern shone upon us for a few seconds. Then the
  shutter closed again; with a great rasping of locks and clattering of bars,
  the door was opened, and I saw my uncle standing framed in that vivid yellow
  square cut out of the darkness.


  He was a small, thick man, with a great rounded, bald head and one thin
  border of gingery curls. It was a fine head, the head of a thinker, but his
  large white face was heavy and commonplace, with a broad, loose-lipped mouth
  and two hanging dewlaps on either side of it. His eyes were small and
  restless, and his light-coloured lashes were continually moving. My mother
  had said once that they reminded her of the legs of a woodlouse, and I saw at
  the first glance what she meant. I heard also that in Stepney he had learned
  the language of his customers, and I blushed for our kinship as I listened to
  his villainous accent. “So, nephew,” said he, holding out his hand. “Come in,
  come in, man, quick, and don’t leave the door open. Your mother said you were
  grown a big lad, and, my word, she ‘as a right to say so. ‘Ere’s a ‘alf-crown
  for you, William, and you can go back again. Put the things down. ‘Ere,
  Enoch, take Mr. John’s things, and see that ‘is supper is on the table.”


  As my uncle, after fastening the door, turned to show me into the sitting-
  room, I became aware of his most striking peculiarity. The injuries which he
  had received some years ago had, as I have already remarked, left one leg
  several inches shorter than the other. To atone for this he wore one of those
  enormous wooden soles to his boots which are prescribed by surgeons in such
  cases. He walked without a limp, but his tread on the stone flooring made a
  curious clack-click, clack-click, as the wood and the leather alternated.
  Whenever he moved it was to the rhythm of this singular castanets.


  The great kitchen, with its huge fireplace and carved settle corners,
  showed that this dwelling was an oldtime farmhouse. On one side of the room a
  line of boxes stood all corded and packed. The furniture was scant and plain,
  but on a trestle-table in the centre some supper, cold meat, bread, and a jug
  of beer was laid for me. An elderly manservant, as manifest a Cockney as his
  master, waited upon me, while my uncle, sitting in a corner, asked me many
  questions as to my mother and myself. When my meal was finished he ordered
  his man Enoch to unpack my gun. I observed that two other guns, old rusted
  weapons, were leaning against the wall beside the window.


  “It’s the window I’m afraid of,” said my uncle, in the deep, reverberant
  voice which contrasted oddly with his plump little figure. “The door’s safe
  against anything short of dynamite, but the window’s a terror. Hi! hi!” he
  yelled, “don’t walk across the light! You can duck when you pass the
  lattice.”


  “For fear of being seen?” I asked.


  “For fear of bein’ shot, my lad. That’s the trouble. Now, come an’ sit
  beside me on the trestle ‘ere, and I’ll tell you all about it, for I can see
  that you are the right sort and can be trusted.”


  His flattery was clumsy and halting, and it was evident that he was very
  eager to conciliate me. I sat down beside him, and he drew a folded paper
  from his pocket. It was a Western Morning News, and the date was ten days
  before. The passage over which he pressed a long, black nail was concerned
  with the release from Dartmoor of a convict named Elias, whose term of
  sentence had been remitted on account of his defence of a warder who had been
  attacked in the quarries. The whole account was only a few lines long.


  “Who is he, then?” I asked.


  My uncle cocked his distorted foot into the air. “That’s ‘is mark!” said
  he. “‘E was doin’ time for that. Now ‘e’s out an’ after me again.”


  “But why should he be after you?”


  “Because ‘e wants to kill me. Because ‘e’ll never rest, the worrying
  devil, until ‘e ‘as ‘ad ‘is revenge on me. It’s this way, nephew! I’ve no
  secrets from you. ‘E thinks I’ve wronged ‘im. For argument’s sake we’ll
  suppose I ‘ave wronged ‘im. And now ‘im and ‘is friends are after me.”


  “Who are his friends?”


  My uncle’s boom sank suddenly to a frightened whisper. “Sailors!” said he.
  “I knew they would come when I saw that ‘ere paper, and two days ago I looked
  through that window and three of them was standin’ lookin’ at the ‘ouse. It
  was after that that I wrote to your mother. They’ve marked me down, and
  they’re waitin’ for ‘im.”


  “But why not send for the police?”


  My uncle’s eyes avoided mine.


  “Police are no use,” said he. “It’s you that can help me.”


  “What can I do?”


  “I’ll tell you. I’m going to move. That’s what all these boxes are for.
  Everything will soon be packed and ready. I ‘ave friends at Leeds, and I
  shall be safer there. Not safe, mind you, but safer. I start to-morrow
  evening, and if you will stand by me until then I will make it worth your
  while. There’s only Enoch and me to do everything, but we shall ‘ave it all
  ready, I promise you, by to-morrow evening. The cart will be round then, and
  you and me and Enoch and the boy William can guard the things as far as
  Congleton station. Did you see anything of them on the fells?”


  “Yes,” said I; “a sailor stopped us on the way.”


  “Ah, I knew they were watching us. That was why I asked you to get out at
  the wrong station and to drive to Purcell’s instead of comin’ ‘ere. We are
  blockaded—that’s the word.”


  “And there was another,” said I, “a man with a pipe.”


  “What was ‘e like? ”


  “Thin face, freckles, a peaked—”


  My uncle gave a hoarse scream.


  “That’s ‘im! that’s ‘im! ‘e’s come! God be merciful to me, a sinner!” He
  went click-clacking about the room with his great foot like one distracted.
  There was something piteous and baby-like in that big bald head, and for the
  first time I felt a gush of pity for him.


  “Come, uncle,” said I, ” you are living in a civilized land. There is a
  law that will bring these gentry to order. Let me drive over to the county
  police-station to-morrow morning and I’ll soon set things right.”


  But he shook his head at me.


  “‘E’s cunning and ‘e’s cruel,” said he. “I can’t draw a breath without
  thinking of him, cos ‘e buckled up three of my ribs. ‘E’ll kill me this time,
  sure. There’s only one chance. We must leave what we ‘ave not packed, and we
  must be off first thing tomorrow mornin’. Great God, what’s that!”


  A tremendous knock upon the door had reverberated through the house and
  then another and another. An iron fist seemed to be beating upon it. My uncle
  collapsed into his chair. I seized a gun and ran to the door.


  “Who’s there?” I shouted.


  There was no answer.


  I opened the shutter and looked out.


  No one was there.


  And then suddenly I saw that a long slip of paper was protruding through
  the slit of the door. I held it to the light. In rude but vigorous
  handwriting the message ran:—


  “Put them out on the doorstep and save your skin.”


  “What do they want?” I asked, as I read him the message.


  “What they’ll never ‘ave! No, by the Lord, never!” he cried, with a fine
  burst of spirit. “‘Ere, Enoch! Enoch!”


  The old fellow came running to the call.


  “Enoch, I’ve been a good master to you all my life, and it’s your turn
  now. Will you take a risk for me?”


  I thought better of my uncle when I saw how readily the man consented.
  Whomever else he had wronged, this one at least seemed to love him.


  “Put your cloak on and your ‘at, Enoch, and out with you by the back door.
  You know the way across the moor to the Purcells’. Tell them that I must ‘ave
  the cart first thing in the mornin’, and that Purcell must come with the
  shepherd as well. We must get clear of this or we are done. First thing in
  the mornin’, Enoch, and ten pound for the job. Keep the black cloak on and
  move slow, and they will never see you. We’ll keep the ‘ouse till you come
  back.”


  It was a job for a brave man to venture out into the vague and invisible
  dangers of the fell, but the old servant took it as the most ordinary of
  messages. Picking his long, black cloak and his soft hat from the hook behind
  the door, he was ready on the instant. We extinguished the small lamp in the
  back passage, softly unbarred the back door, slipped him out, and barred it
  up again. Looking through the small hallwindow, I saw his black garments
  merge instantly into the night.


  “It is but a few hours before the light comes, nephew,” said my uncle,
  after he had tried all the bolts and bars. “You shall never regret this
  night’s work. If we come through safely it will be the making of you. Stand
  by me till mornin’, and I stand by you while there’s breath in my body. The
  cart will be ‘ere by five. What isn’t ready we can afford to leave be’ind.
  We’ve only to load up and make for the early train at Congleton.”


  “Will they let us pass?”


  “In broad daylight they dare not stop us. There will be six of us, if they
  all come, and three guns. We can fight our way through. Where can they get
  guns, common, wandering seamen? A pistol or two at the most. If we can keep
  them out for a few hours we are safe. Enoch must be ‘alfway to Purcell’s by
  now.”


  “But what do these sailors want?” I repeated. “You say yourself that you
  wronged them.”


  A look of mulish obstinacy came over his large, white face.


  “Don’t ask questions, nephew, and just do what I ask you,” said he. “Enoch
  won’t come back ‘E’ll just bide there and come with the cart. ‘Ark, what is
  that?”


  A distant cry rang from out of the darkness, and then another one, short
  and sharp like the wail of the curlew.


  “It’s Enoch!” said my uncle, gripping my arm. “They’re killin’ poor old
  Enoch.”


  The cry came again, much nearer, and I heard the sound of hurrying steps
  and a shrill call for help.


  “They are after ‘im!” cried my uncle, rushing to the front door. He picked
  up the lantern and flashed it through the little shutter. Up the yellow
  funnel of light a man was running frantically, his head bowed and a black
  cloak fluttering behind him. The moor seemed to be alive with dim
  pursuers.


  “The bolt! The bolt!” gasped my uncle. He pushed it back whilst I turned
  the key, and we swung the door open to admit the fugitive. He dashed in and
  turned at once with a long yell of triumph. “Come on, lads! Tumble up, all
  hands, tumble up! Smartly there, all of you!”


  It was so quickly and neatly done that we were taken by storm before we
  knew that we were attacked. The passage was full of rushing sailors. I
  slipped out of the clutch of one and ran for my gun, but it was only to crash
  down on to the stone floor an instant later with two of them holding on to
  me. They were so deft and quick that my hands were lashed together even while
  I struggled, and I was dragged into the settle corner, unhurt but very sore
  in spirit at the cunning with which our defences had been forced and the ease
  with which we had been overcome. They had not even troubled to bind my uncle,
  but he had been pushed into his chair, and the guns had been taken away. He
  sat with a very white face, his homely figure and absurd row of curls looking
  curiously out of place among the wild figures who surrounded him.


  There were six of them, all evidently sailors. One I recognized as the man
  with the earrings whom I had already met upon the road that evening. They
  were all fine, weather-bronzed bewhiskered fellows. In the midst of them,
  leaning against the table, was the freckled man who had passed me on the
  moor. The great black cloak which poor Enoch had taken out with him was still
  hanging from his shoulders. He was of a very different type from the others
  —crafty, cruel, dangerous, with sly, thoughtful eyes which gloated over
  my uncle. They suddenly turned themselves upon me and I never knew how one’s
  skin can creep at a man’s glance before.


  “Who are you?” he asked. “Speak out, or we’ll find a way to make you.”


  “I am Mr. Stephen Maple’s nephew, come to visit him.”


  “You are, are you? Well, I wish you joy of your uncle and of your visit
  too. Quick’s the word, lads, for we must be aboard before morning. What shall
  we do with the old ‘un? ”


  “Trice him up Yankee fashion and give him six dozen,” said one of the
  seamen.


  “D’you hear, you cursed Cockney thief? We’ll beat the life out of you if
  you don’t give back what you’ve stolen. Where are they? I know you never
  parted with them.”


  My uncle pursed up his lips and shook his head, with a face in which his
  fear and his obstinacy contended.


  “Won’t tell, won’t you? We’ll see about that! Get him ready, Jim!”


  One of the seamen seized my uncle, and pulled his coat and shirt over his
  shoulders. He sat lumped in his chair, his body all creased into white rolls
  which shivered with cold and with terror.


  “Up with him to those hooks.”


  There were rows of them along the walls where the smoked meat used to be
  hung. The seamen tied my uncle by the wrists to two of these. Then one of
  them undid his leather belt.


  “The buckle end, Jim,” said the captain. “Give him the buckle.”


  “You cowards,” I cried; “to beat an old man!”


  “We’ll beat a young one next,” said he, with a malevolent glance at my
  corner. “Now, Jim, cut a wad out of him!”


  “Give him one more chance!” cried one of the seamen.


  “Aye, aye,” growled one or two others. “Give the swab a chance! ”


  “If you turn soft, you may give them up for ever,” said the captain. “One
  thing or the other! You must lash it out of him; or you may give up what you
  took such pains to win and what would make you gentlemen for life—
  every man of you. There’s nothing else for it. Which shall it be?”


  “Let him have it,” they cried, savagely.


  “Then stand clear! ” The buckle of the man’s belt whined savagely as he
  whirled it over his shoulder.


  But my uncle cried out before the blow fell. “I can’t stand it!” he cried.
  “Let me down! ”


  “Where are they, then?”


  “I’ll show you if you’ll let me down.” They cast off the handkerchiefs and
  he pulled his coat over his fat, round shoulders. The seamen stood round him,
  the most intense curiosity and excitement upon their swarthy faces.


  “No gammon!” cried the man with the freckles. “We’ll kill you joint by
  joint if you try to fool us. Now then! Where are they?”


  “In my bedroom.”


  “Where is that?”


  “The room above.”


  “Whereabouts?”


  “In the corner of the oak ark by the bed.”


  The seamen all rushed to the stair, but the captain called them back.


  “We don’t leave this cunning old fox behind us. Ha, your face drops at
  that, does it? By the Lord, I believe you are trying to slip your anchor.
  Here, lads, make him fast and take him along!”


  With a confused trampling of feet they rushed up the stairs, dragging my
  uncle in the midst of them. For an instant I was alone. My hands were tied
  but not my feet. If I could find my way across the moor I might rouse the
  police and intercept these rascals before they could reach the sea. For a
  moment I hesitated as to whether I should leave my uncle alone in such a
  plight. But I should be of more service to him—or, at the worst, to his
  property—if I went than if I stayed. I rushed to the hall door, and as
  I reached if. I heard a yell above my head, a shattering, splintering noise,
  and then amid a chorus of shouts a huge weight fell with a horrible thud at
  my very feet. Never while I live will that squelching thud pass out of my
  ears. And there, just in front of me, in the lane of light cast by the open
  door, lay my unhappy uncle, his bald head twisted on to one shoulder, like
  the wrung neck of a chicken. It needed but a glance to see that his spine was
  broken and that he was dead.


  The gang of seamen had rushed downstairs so quickly that they were
  clustered at the door and crowding all round me almost as soon as I had
  realized what had occurred.


  “It’s no doing of ours, mate,” said one of them to me. “He hove himself
  through the window, and that’s the truth. Don’t you put it down to us.”


  “He thought he could get to windward of us if once he was out in the dark,
  you see,” said another. “But he came head foremost and broke his bloomin’
  neck.”


  “And a blessed good job too!” cried the chief, with a savage oath. “I’d
  have done it for him if he hadn’t took the lead. Don’t make any mistake, my
  lads, this is murder, and we’re all in it, together. There’s only one way out
  of it, and that is to hang together, unless, as the saying goes, you mean to
  hang apart. There’s only one witness—”


  He looked at me with his malicious little eyes, and I saw that he had
  something that gleamed—either a knife or a revolver—in the breast
  of his pea-jacket. Two of the men slipped between us.


  “Stow that, Captain Elias,” said one of them. “If this old man met his end
  it is through no fault of ours. The worst we ever meant him was to take some
  of the skin off his back. But as to this young fellow, we have no quarrel
  with him—”


  “You fool, you may have no quarrel with him, but he has his quarrel with
  you. He’ll swear your life away if you don’t silence his tongue. It’s his
  life or ours, and don’t you make any mistake.”


  “Aye, aye, the skipper has the longest head of any of us. Better do what
  he tells you,” cried another.


  But my champion, who was the fellow with the earrings, covered me with his
  own broad chest and swore roundly that no one should lay a finger on me. The
  others were equally divided, and my fate might have been the cause of a
  quarrel between them, when suddenly the captain gave a cry of delight and
  amazement which was taken up by the whole gang. I followed their eyes and
  outstretched fingers, and this was what I saw.


  My uncle was lying with his legs outstretched, and the club foot was that
  which was furthest from us. All round this foot a dozen brilliant objects
  were twinkling and flashing in the yellow light which streamed from the open
  door. The captain caught up the lantern and held it to the place. The huge
  sole of his boot had been shattered in the fall, and it was clear now that it
  had been a hollow box in which he stowed his valuables, for the path was all
  sprinkled with precious stones. Three which I saw were of an unusual size,
  and as many as forty, I should think, of fair value. The seamen had cast
  themselves down and were greedily gathering them up, when my friend with the
  earrings plucked me by the sleeve.


  “Here’s your chance, mate,” he whispered. “Off you go before worse comes
  of it.”


  It was a timely hint, and it did not take me long to act upon it. A few
  cautious steps and I had passed unobserved beyond the circle of light. Then I
  set off running, falling and rising and falling again, for no on a who has
  not tried it can tell how hard it is to run over uneven ground with hands
  which are fastened together. I ran and ran, until for want of breath I could
  no longer put one foot before the other. But I need not have hurried so, for
  when I had gone a long way I stopped at last to breathe, and, looking back, I
  could still see the gleam of the lantern far away, and the outline of the
  seamen who squatted round it. Then at last this single point of light went
  suddenly out, and the whole great moor was left in the thickest darkness.


  So deftly was I tied, that it took me a long half-hour and a broken tooth
  before I got my hands free. My idea was to make my way across to the
  Purcells’ farm, but north was the same as south under that pitchy sky, and
  for hours I wandered among the rustling, scuttling sheep without any
  certainty as to where I was going. When at last there came a glimmer in the
  east, and the undulating fells, grey with the morning mist, rolled once more
  to the horizon, I recognized that I was close by Purcell’s farm, and there a
  little in front of me I was startled to see another man walking in the same
  direction. At first I approached him warily, but before I overtook him I knew
  by the bent back and tottering step that it was Enoch, the old servant, and
  right glad I was to see that he was living. He had been knocked down, beaten,
  and his cloak and hat taken away by these ruffians, and all night he had
  wandered in the darkness, like myself, in search of help. He burst into tears
  when I told him of his master’s death, and sat hiccoughing with the hard, dry
  sobs of an old man among the stones upon the moor.


  “It’s the men of the Black Mogul,” he said. “Yes, yes, I knew that they
  would be the end of ‘im.”


  “Who are they?” I asked.


  “Well, well, you are one of ‘is own folk,” said he. “‘E ‘as passed away;
  yes, yes, it is all over and done. I can tell you about it, no man better,
  but mum’s the word with old Enoch unless master wants ‘im to speak. But his
  own nephew who came to ‘elp ‘im in the hour of need—yes, yes. Mister
  John, you ought to know.


  “It was like this, sir. Your uncle ‘ad ‘is grocer’s business at Stepney,
  but ‘e ‘ad another business also. ‘E would buy as well as sell, and when ‘e
  bought ‘e never asked no questions where the stuff came from. Why should ‘e?
  It wasn’t no business of ‘is, was it? If folk brought him a stone or a silver
  plate, what was it to ‘im where they got it? That’s good sense, and it ought
  to be good law, as I ‘old. Any’ow, it was good enough for us at Stepney.


  “Well, there was a steamer came from South Africa what foundered at sea.
  At least, they say so, and Lloyd’s paid the money. She ‘ad some very fine
  diamonds invoiced as being aboard of ‘er. Soon after there came the brig
  Black Mogul into the port o’ London, with ‘er papers all right as ‘avin’
  cleared from Port Elizabeth with a cargo of ‘ides. The captain, which ‘is
  name was Elias, ‘e came to see the master, and what d’you think that ‘e ‘ad
  to sell? Why, sir, as I’m a livin’ sinner ‘e ‘ad a packet of diamonds for all
  the world just the same as what was lost out o’ that there African steamer.
  ‘Ow did ‘e get them? I don’t know. Master didn’t know. ‘E didn’t seek to know
  either. The captain ‘e was anxious for reasons of ‘is own to get them safe,
  so ‘e gave them to master, same as you might put a thing in a bank. But
  master ‘e’d ‘ad time to get fond of them, and ‘e wasn’t over satisfied as to
  where the Black Mogul ‘ad been tradin’, or where her captain ‘ad got the
  stones, so when ‘e come back for them the master ‘e said as ‘e thought they
  were best in ‘is own ‘ands. Mind I don’t ‘old with it myself, but that was
  what master said to Captain Elias in the little back parlour at Stepney. That
  was ‘ow ‘e got ‘is leg broke and three of his ribs.


  “So the captain got jugged for that, and the master, when ‘e was able to
  get about, thought that ‘e would ‘ave peace for fifteen years, and ‘e came
  away from London because ‘e was afraid of the sailor men; but, at the end of
  five years, the captain was out and after ‘im, with as many of ‘is crew as ‘e
  could gather. Send for the perlice, you says! Well, there are two sides to
  that, and the master ‘e wasn’t much more fond of the perlice than Elias was.
  But they fair ‘emmed master in, as you ‘ave seen for yourself, and they
  bested ‘im at last, and the loneliness that ‘e thought would be ‘is safety
  ‘as proved ‘is ruin. Well, well, ‘e was ‘ard to many, but a good master to
  me, and it’s long before I come on such another.”


  One word in conclusion. A strange cutter, which had been hanging about the
  coast, was seen to beat down the Irish Sea that morning, and it is
  conjectured that Elias and his men were on board of it. At any rule, nothing
  has been heard of them since. It was shown at the inquest that my uncle had
  lived in a sordid fashion for years, and he left little behind him. The mere
  knowledge that he possessed this treasure, which he carried about with him in
  so extraordinary a fashion, had appeared to be the joy of his life, and he
  had never, as far as we could learn, tried to realize any of his diamonds. So
  his disreputable name when living was not atoned for by any posthumous
  benevolence, and the family, equally scandalized by his life and by his
  death, have finally buried all memory of the club-footed grocer of
  Stepney.
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  It is hard luck on a young fellow to have expensive tastes, great
  expectations, aristocratic connections, but no actual money in his pocket,
  and no profession by which he may earn any. The fact was that my father, a
  good, sanguine, easy-going man, had such confidence in the wealth and
  benevolence of his bachelor elder brother, Lord Southerton, that he took it
  for granted that I, his only son, would never be called upon to earn a living
  for myself. He imagined that if there were not a vacancy for me on the great
  Southerton Estates, at least there would be found some post in that
  diplomatic service which still remains the special preserve of our privileged
  classes. He died too early to realize how false his calculations had been.
  Neither my uncle nor the State took the slightest notice of me, or showed any
  interest in my career. An occasional brace of pheasants, or basket of hares,
  was all that ever reached me to remind me that I was heir to Otwell House and
  one of the richest estates in the country. In the meantime, I found myself a
  bachelor and man about town, living in a suite of apartments in Grosvenor
  Mansions, with no occupation save that of pigeon-shooting and polo-playing at
  Hurlingham. Month by month I realized that it was more and more difficult to
  get the brokers to renew my bills, or to cash any further post-obits upon an
  unentailed property. Ruin lay right across my path, and every day I saw it
  clearer, nearer, and more absolutely unavoidable.


  What made me feel my own poverty the more was that, apart from the great
  wealth of Lord Southerton, all my other relations were fairly well-to-do. The
  nearest of these was Everard King, my father’s nephew and my own first
  cousin, who had spent an adventurous life in Brazil, and had now returned to
  this country to settle down on his fortune. We never knew how he made his
  money, but he appeared to have plenty of it, for he bought the estate of
  Greylands, near Clipton-on-the-Marsh, in Suffolk. For the first year of his
  residence in England he took no more notice of me than my miserly uncle; but
  at last one summer morning, to my very great relief and joy, I received a
  letter asking me to come down that very day and spend a short visit at
  Greylands Court. I was expecting a rather long visit to Bankruptcy Court at
  the time, and this interruption seemed almost providential. If I could only
  get on terms with this unknown relative of mine, I might pull through yet.
  For the family credit he could not let me go entirely to the wall. I ordered
  my valet to pack my valise, and I set off the same evening for
  Clipton-on-the-Marsh.


  After changing at Ipswich, a little local train deposited me at a small,
  deserted station lying amidst a rolling grassy country, with a sluggish and
  winding river curving in and out amidst the valleys, between high, silted
  banks, which showed that we were within reach of the tide. No carriage was
  awaiting me (I found afterwards that my telegram had been delayed), so I
  hired a dog-cart at the local inn. The driver, an excellent fellow, was full
  of my relative’s praises, and I learned from him that Mr. Everard King was
  already a name to conjure with in that part of the country. He had
  entertained the school- children, he had thrown his grounds open to visitors,
  he had subscribed to charities—in short, his benevolence had been so
  universal that my driver could only account for it on the supposition that he
  had Parliamentary ambitions.


  My attention was drawn away from my driver’s panegyric by the appearance
  of a very beautiful bird which settled on a telegraph-post beside the road.
  At first I thought that it was a jay, but it was larger, with a brighter
  plumage. The driver accounted for its presence at once by saying that it
  belonged to the very man whom we were about to visit. It seems that the
  acclimatization of foreign creatures was one of his hobbies, and that he had
  brought with him from Brazil a number of birds and beasts which he was
  endeavouring to rear in England. When once we had passed the gates of
  Greylands Park we had ample evidence of this taste of his. Some small spotted
  deer, a curious wild pig known, I believe, as a peccary, a gorgeously
  feathered oriole, some sort of armadillo, and a singular lumbering intoed
  beast like a very fat badger, were among the creatures which I observed as we
  drove along the winding avenue.


  Mr. Everard King, my unknown cousin, was standing in person upon the steps
  of his house, for he had seen us in the distance, and guessed that it was I.
  His appearance was very homely and benevolent, short and stout, forty-five
  years old perhaps, with a round, good-humoured face, burned brown with the
  tropical sun, and shot with a thousand wrinkles. He wore white linen clothes,
  in true planter style, with a cigar between his lips, and a large Panama hat
  upon the back of his head. It was such a figure as one associates with a
  verandahed bungalow, and it looked curiously out of place in front of this
  broad, stone English mansion, with its solid wings and its Palladio pillars
  before the doorway.


  “My dear!” he cried, glancing over his shoulder; “my dear, here is our
  guest! Welcome, welcome to Greylands! I am delighted to make your
  acquaintance, Cousin Marshall, and I take it as a great compliment that you
  should honour this sleepy little country place with your presence.”


  Nothing could be more hearty than his manner, and he set me at my ease in
  an instant. But it needed all his cordiality to atone for the frigidity and
  even rudeness of his wife, a tall, haggard woman, who came forward at his
  summons. She was, I believe, of Brazilian extraction, though she spoke
  excellent English, and I excused her manners on the score of her ignorance of
  our customs. She did not attempt to conceal, however, either then or
  afterwards, that I was no very welcome visitor at Greylands Court. Her actual
  words were, as a rule, courteous, but she was the possessor of a pair of
  particularly expressive dark eyes, and I read in them very clearly from the
  first that she heartily wished me back in London once more.


  However, my debts were too pressing and my designs upon my wealthy
  relative were too vital for me to allow them to be upset by the ill-temper of
  his wife, so I disregarded her coldness and reciprocated the extreme
  cordiality of his welcome. No pains had been spared by him to make me
  comfortable. My room was a charming one. He implored me to tell him anything
  which could add to my happiness. It was on the tip of my tongue to inform him
  that a blank cheque would materially help towards that end, but I felt that
  it might be premature in the present state of our acquaintance. The dinner
  was excellent, and as we sat together afterwards over his Havanas and coffee,
  which latter he told me was specially prepared upon his own plantation, it
  seemed to me that all my driver’s eulogies were justified, and that I had
  never met a more large-hearted and hospitable man.


  But, in spite of his cheery good nature, he was a man with a strong will
  and a fiery temper of his own. Of this I had an example upon the following
  morning. The curious aversion which Mrs. Everard King had conceived towards
  me was so strong, that her manner at breakfast was almost offensive. But her
  meaning became unmistakable when her husband had quitted the room.


  “The best train in the day is at twelve fifteen,” said she.


  “But I was not thinking of going to-day,” I answered, frankly—
  perhaps even defiantly, for I was determined not to be driven out by this
  woman.


  “Oh, if it rests with you—” said she, and stopped, with a most
  insolent expression in her eyes.


  “I am sure,” I answered “that Mr. Everard King would tell me if I were
  outstaying my welcome.”


  “What’s this? What’s this?” said a voice, and there he was in the room. He
  had overheard my last words, and a glance at our faces had told him the rest.
  In an instant his chubby, cheery face set into an expression of absolute
  ferocity.


  “Might I trouble you to walk outside, Marshall,” said he. (I may mention
  that my own name is Marshall King.)


  He closed the door behind me, and then, for an instant, I heard him
  talking in a low voice of concentrated passion to his wife. This gross breach
  of hospitality had evidently hit upon his tenderest point. I am no
  eavesdropper, so I walked out on to the lawn. Presently I heard a hurried
  step behind me, and there was the lady, her face pale with excitement, and
  her eyes red with tears.


  “My husband has asked me to apologize to you, Mr. Marshall King,” said
  she, standing with downcast eyes before me.


  “Please do not say another word, Mrs. King.”


  Her dark eyes suddenly blazed out at me.


  “You fool!” she hissed, with frantic vehemence, and turning on her heel
  swept back to the house.


  The insult was so outrageous, so insufferable, that I could only stand
  staring after her in bewilderment. I was still there when my host joined me.
  He was his cheery, chubby self once more.


  “I hope that my wife has apologized for her foolish remarks,” said he.


  “Oh, yes—yes, certainly!”


  He put his hand through my arm and walled with me up and down the
  lawn.


  “You must not take it seriously,” said he. “It would grieve me
  inexpressibly if you curtailed your visit by one hour. The fact is—
  there is no reason why there should be any concealment between relatives
  —that my poor dear wife is incredibly jealous. She hates that any one
  —male or female—should for an instant come between us. Her ideal
  is a desert island and an eternal tete-a-tete. That gives you the clue to her
  actions, which are, I confess, upon this particular point, not very far
  removed from mania. Tell me that you will think no more of it.”


  “No, no; certainly not.”


  “Then light this cigar and come round with me and see my little
  menagerie.”


  The whole afternoon was occupied by this inspection, which included all
  the birds, beasts, and even reptiles which he had imported. Some were free,
  some in cages, a few actually in the house. He spoke with enthusiasm of his
  successes and his failures, his births and his deaths, and he would cry out
  in his delight, like a schoolboy, when, as we walked, some gaudy bird would
  flutter up from the grass, or some curious beast slink into the cover.
  Finally he led me down a corridor which extended from one wing of the house.
  At the end of this there was a heavy door with a sliding shutter in it, and
  beside it there projected from the wall an iron handle attached to a wheel
  and a drum. A line of stout bars extended across the passage. “I am about to
  show you the jewel of my collection,” said he. “There is only one other
  specimen in Europe, now that the Rotterdam cub is dead. It is a Brazilian
  cat.”


  “But how does that differ from any other cat?”


  “You will soon see that,” said he, laughing. “Will you kindly draw that
  shutter and look through?”


  I did so, and found that I was gazing into a large, empty room, with stone
  flags, and small, barred windows upon the farther wall.


  In the centre of this room, lying in the middle of a golden patch of
  sunlight, there was stretched a huge creature, as large as a tiger, but as
  black and sleek as ebony. It was simply a very enormous and very well-kept
  black cat, and it cuddled up and basked in that yellow pool of light exactly
  as a cat would do. It was so graceful, so sinewy, and so gently and smoothly
  diabolical, that I could not take my eyes from the opening.


  “Isn’t he splendid?” said my host, enthusiastically,


  “Glorious! I never saw such a noble creature.”


  “Some people call it a black puma, but really it is not a puma at all.
  That fellow is nearly eleven feet from tail to tip. Four years ago he was a
  little ball of black fluff, with two yellow eyes staring out of it. Ho was
  sold me as a new-born cub up in the wild country at the head-waters of the
  Rio Negro. They speared his mother to death after she had killed a dozen of
  them.”


  “They are ferocious, then?”


  “The most absolutely treacherous and blood-thirsty creatures upon earth.
  You talk about a Brazilian cat to an up-country Indian, and see him get the
  jumps. They prefer humans to game. This fellow has never tasted living blood
  yet, but when he does he will be a terror. At present he won’t stand any one
  but me in his den. Even Baldwin, the groom, dare not go near him. As to me, I
  am his mother and father in one.”


  As he spoke he suddenly, to my astonishment, opened the door and slipped
  in, closing it instantly behind him. At the sound of his voice the huge,
  lithe creature rose, yawned, and rubbed its round, black head affectionately
  against his side, while he patted and fondled it.


  “Now, Tommy, into your cage!” said he.


  The monstrous cat walked over to one side of the room and coiled itself up
  under a grating. Everard King came out, and taking the iron handle which I
  have mentioned, he began to turn it. As he did so the line of bars in the
  corridor began to pass through a slot in the wall and closed up the front of
  this grating, so as to make an effective cage. When it was in position he
  opened the door once more and invited me into the room, which was heavy with
  the pungent, musty smell peculiar to the great carnivora.


  “That’s how we work it,” said he. “We give him the run of the room for
  exercise, and then at night we put him in his cage. You can let him out by
  turning the handle from the passage, or you can, as you have seen, coop him
  up in the same way. No, no, you should not do that!”


  I had put my hand between the bars to pat the glossy, heaving flank. He
  pulled it back, with a serious face.


  “I assure you that he is not safe. Don’t imagine that because I can take
  liberties with him any one else can. He is very exclusive in his friends
  —aren’t you, Tommy? Ah, he hears his lunch coming to him! Don’t you,
  boy?”


  A step sounded in the stone-flagged passage, and the creature had sprung
  to his feet, and was pacing up and down the narrow cage, his yellow eyes
  gleaming, and his scarlet tongue rippling and quivering over the white line
  of his jagged teeth. A groom entered with a coarse joint upon a tray, and
  thrust it through the bars to him. He pounced lightly upon it, carried it off
  to the corner, and there, holding it between his paws, tore and wrenched at
  it, raising his bloody muzzle every now and then to look at us. It was a
  malignant and yet fascinating sight.


  “You can’t wonder that I am fond of him, can you?” said my host, as we
  left the room, “especially when you consider that I have had the rearing of
  him. It was no joke bringing him over from the centre of South America; but
  here he is safe and sound—and, as I have said, far the most perfect
  specimen in Europe. The people at the Zoo are dying to have him, but I really
  can’t part with him. Now, I think that I have inflicted my hobby upon you
  long enough, so we cannot do better than follow Tommy’s example, and go to
  our lunch.”


  My South American relative was so engrossed by his grounds and their
  curious occupants, that I hardly gave him credit at first for having any
  interests outside them. That he had some, and pressing ones, was soon borne
  in upon me by the number of telegrams which he received. They arrived at all
  hours, and were always opened by him with the utmost eagerness and anxiety
  upon his face. Sometimes I imagined that it must be the turf, and sometimes
  the Stock Exchange, but certainly he had some very urgent business going
  forwards which was not transacted upon the Downs of Suffolk. During the six
  days of my visit he had never fewer than three or four telegrams a day, and
  sometimes as many as seven or eight.


  I had occupied these six days so well, that by the end of them I had
  succeeded in getting upon the most cordial terms with my cousin. Every night
  we had sat up late in the billiard-room, he telling me the most extraordinary
  stories of his adventures in America—stories so desperate and reckless,
  that I could hardly associate them with the brown little, chubby man before
  me. In return, I ventured upon some of my own reminiscences of London life,
  which interested him so much, that he vowed he would come up to Grosvenor
  Mansions and stay with me. He was anxious to see the faster side of city
  life, and certainly, though I say it, he could not have chosen a more
  competent guide. It was not until the last day of my visit that I ventured to
  approach that which was on my mind. I told him frankly about my pecuniary
  difficulties and my impending ruin, and I asked his advice—though I
  hoped for something more solid. He listened attentively, puffing hard at his
  cigar.


  “But surely,” said he, “you are the heir of our relative, Lord Southerton?
  ”


  “I have every reason to believe so, but he would never make me any
  allowance.”


  “No, no, I have heard of his miserly ways. My poor Marshall, your position
  has been a very hard one. By the way, have you heard any news of Lord
  Southerton’s health lately?”


  “He has always been in a critical condition ever since my childhood.”


  “Exactly—a creaking hinge, if ever there was one. Your inheritance
  may be a long way off. Dear me, how awkwardly situated you are!”


  “I had some hopes, sir, that you, knowing all the facts, might be inclined
  to advance—”


  “Don’t say another word, my dear boy,” he cried, with the utmost
  cordiality; “we shall talk it over to-night, and I give you my word that
  whatever is in my power shall be done.”


  I was not sorry that my visit was drawing to a close, for it is unpleasant
  to feel that there is one person in the house who eagerly desires your
  departure. Mrs. King’s sallow face and forbidding eyes had become more and
  more hateful to me. She was no longer actively rude—her fear of her
  husband prevented her—but she pushed her insane jealousy to the extent
  of ignoring me, never addressing me, and in every way making my stay at
  Greylands as uncomfortable as she could. So offensive was her manner during
  that last day, that I should certainly have left had it not been for that
  interview with my host in the evening which would, I hoped, retrieve my
  broken fortunes.


  It was very late when it occurred, for my relative, who had been receiving
  even more telegrams than usual during the day, went off to his study after
  dinner, and only emerged when the household had retired to bed. I heard him
  go round locking the doors, as his custom was of a night, and finally he
  joined me in the billiard-room. His stout figure was wrapped in a dressing-
  gown, and he wore a pair of red Turkish slippers without any heels. Settling
  down into an arm-chair, he brewed himself a glass of grog, in which I could
  not help noticing that the whisky considerably predominated over the
  water.


  “My word!” said he, “what a night!”


  It was, indeed. The wind was howling and screaming round the house, and
  the latticed windows I rattled and shook as if they were coming in. The glow
  of the yellow lamps and the flavour of our cigars seemed the brighter and
  more fragrant for the contrast.


  “Now, my boy,” said my host, “we have the house and the night to
  ourselves. Let me have an idea of how your affairs stand, and I will see what
  can be done to set them in order. I wish to hear every detail.”


  Thus encouraged, I entered into a long exposition, in which all my
  tradesmen and creditors, from my landlord to my valet, figured in turn. I had
  notes in my pocket-book, and I marshalled my facts, and gave, I flatter
  myself, a very business-like statement of my own unbusiness-like ways and
  lamentable position. I was depressed, however, to notice that my companion’s
  eyes were vacant and his attention elsewhere. When he did occasionally throw
  out a remark, it was so entirely perfunctory and pointless, that I was sure
  he had not in the least followed my remarks. Every now and then he roused
  himself and put on some show of interest, asking me to repeat or to explain
  more fully, but it was always to sink once more into the same brown study. At
  last he rose and threw the end of his cigar into the grate.


  “I’ll tell you what, my boy,” said he. “I never had a head for figures, so
  you will excuse me. You must jot it all down upon paper, and let me have a
  note of the amount. I’ll understand it when I see it in black and white.”


  The proposal was encouraging. I promised to do so.


  “And now it’s time we were in bed. By Jove, there’s one o’clock striking
  in the hall.”


  The tinging of the chiming clock broke through the deep roar of the gale.
  The wind was sweeping past with the rush of a great river.


  “I must see my cat before I go to bed,” said my host. “A high wind excites
  him. Will you come?”


  “Certainly,” said I.


  “Then tread softly and don’t speak, for every one is asleep.”


  We passed quietly down the lamp-lit Persian-rugged hall, and through the
  door at the farther end. All was dark in the stone corridor, but a stable
  lantern hung on a hook, and my host took it down and lit it. There was no
  grating visible in the passage, so I knew that the beast was in its cage.


  “Come in!” said my relative, and opened the door.


  A deep growling as we entered showed that the storm had really excited the
  creature. In the flickering light of the lantern, we saw it, a huge black
  mass, coiled in the corner of its den and throwing a squat, uncouth shadow
  upon the whitewashed wall. Its tail switched angrily among the straw.


  “Poor Tommy is not in the best of tempers,” said Everard King, holding up
  the lantern and looking in at him. “What a black devil he looks, doesn’t he?
  I must give him a little supper to put him in a better humour. Would you mind
  holding the lantern for a moment?”


  I took it from his hand and he stepped to the door.


  “His larder is just outside here,” said he. “You will excuse me for an
  instant, won’t you?” He passed out, and the door shut with a sharp metallic
  click behind him.


  That hard crisp sound made my heart stand still. A sudden wave of terror
  passed over me. A vague perception of some monstrous treachery turned me
  cold. I sprang to the door, but there was no handle upon the inner side.


  “Here!” I cried. “Let me out!”


  “All right! Don’t make a row!” said my host from the passage. “You’ve got
  the light all right.”


  “Yes, but I don’t care about being locked in alone like this.”


  “Don’t you?” I heard his hearty, chuckling laugh. “You won’t be alone
  long.”


  “Let me out, sir!” I repeated angrily. “I tell you I don’t allow practical
  jokes of this sort.”


  “Practical is the word,” said he, with another hateful chuckle. And then
  suddenly I heard, amidst the roar of the storm, the creak and whine of the
  winch-handle turning, and the rattle of the grating as it passed through the
  slot. Great God, he was letting loose the Brazilian cat!


  In the light of the lantern I saw the bars sliding slowly before me.
  Already there was an opening a foot wide at the farther end. With a scream I
  seized the last bar with my hands and pulled with the strength of a madman. I
  was a madman with rage and horror. For a minute or more I held the thing
  motionless. I knew that he was straining with all his force upon the handle,
  and that the leverage was sure to overcome me. I gave inch by inch, my feet
  sliding along the stones, and all the time I begged and prayed this inhuman
  monster to save me from this horrible death. I conjured him by his kinship. I
  reminded him that I was his guest; I begged to know what harm I had ever done
  him. His only answers were the tugs and jerks upon the handle, each of which,
  in spite of all my struggles, pulled another bar through the opening.
  Clinging and clutching, I was dragged across the whole front of the cage,
  until at last, with aching wrists and lacerated fingers, I gave up the
  hopeless struggle. The grating clanged back as I released it, and an instant
  later I heard the shuffle of the Turkish slippers in the passage, and the
  slam of the distant door. Then everything was silent.


  The creature had never moved during this time. He lay still in the corner,
  and his tail had ceased switching. This apparition of a man adhering to his
  bars and dragged screaming across him had apparently filled him with
  amazement. I saw his great eyes staring steadily at me. I had dropped the
  lantern when I seized the bars, but it still burned upon the floor, and I
  made a movement to grasp it, with some idea that its light might protect me.
  But the instant I moved, the beast gave a deep and menacing growl. I stopped
  and stood still, quivering with fear in every limb. The cat (if one may call
  so fearful a creature by so homely a name) was not more than ten feet from
  me. The eyes glimmered like two discs of phosphorus in the darkness. They
  appalled and yet fascinated me. I could not take my own eyes from them.
  Nature plays strange tricks with us at such moments of intensity, and those
  glimmering lights waxed and waned with a steady rise and fall. Sometimes they
  seemed to be tiny points of extreme brilliancy—little electric sparks
  in the black obscurity—then they would widen and widen until all that
  corner of the room was filled with their shifting and sinister light. And
  then suddenly they went out altogether.


  The beast had closed its eyes. I do not know whether there may be any
  truth in the old idea of the dominance of the human gaze, or whether the huge
  cat was simply drowsy, but the fact remains that, far from showing any
  symptom of attacking me, it simply rested its sleek, black head upon its huge
  forepaws and seemed to sleep. I stood, fearing to move lest I should rouse it
  into malignant life once more. But at least I was able to think clearly now
  that the baleful eyes were off me. Here I was shut up for the night with the
  ferocious beast. My own instincts, to say nothing of the words of the
  plausible villain who laid this trap for me, warned me that the animal was as
  savage as its master. How could I stave it off until morning? The door was
  hopeless, and so were the narrow, barred windows. There was no shelter
  anywhere in the bare, stone-flagged room. To cry for assistance was absurd. I
  knew that this den was an outhouse, and that the corridor which connected it
  with the house was at least a hundred feet long. Besides, with that gale
  thundering outside, my cries were not likely to be heard. I had only my own
  courage and my own wits to trust to.


  And then, with a fresh wave of horror, my eyes fell upon the lantern. The
  candle had burned low, and was already beginning to gutter. In ten minutes it
  would be out. I had only ten minutes then in which to do something, for I
  felt that if I were once left in the dark with that fearful beast I should be
  incapable of action. The very thought of it paralyzed me. I cast my
  despairing eyes round this chamber of death, and they rested upon one spot
  which seemed to promise I will not say safety, but less immediate and
  imminent danger than the open floor.


  I have said that the cage had a top as well as a front, and this top was
  left standing when the front was wound through the slot in the wall. It
  consisted of bars at a few inches’ interval, with stout wire netting between,
  and it rested upon a strong stanchion at each end. It stood now as a great
  barred canopy over the crouching figure in the corner. The space between this
  iron shelf and the roof may have been from two to three feet. If I could only
  get up there, squeezed in between bars and ceiling, I should have only one
  vulnerable side. I should be safe from below, from behind, and from each
  side. Only on the open face of it could I be attacked. There, it is true, I
  had no protection whatever; but, at least, I should be out of the brute’s
  path when he began to pace about his den. He would have to come out of his
  way to reach me. It was now or never, for if once the light were out it would
  be impossible. With a gulp in my throat I sprang up, seized the iron edge of
  the top, and swung myself panting on to it. I writhed in face downwards, and
  found myself looking straight into the terrible eyes and yawning jaws of the
  cat. Its fetid breath came up into my face like the steam from some foul
  pot.


  It appeared, however, to be rather curious than angry. With a sleek ripple
  of its long, black back it rose, stretched itself, and then rearing itself on
  its hind legs, with one fore paw against the wall, it raised the other, and
  drew its claws across the wire meshes beneath me. One sharp, white hook tore
  through my trousers—for I may mention that I was still in evening
  dress—and dug a furrow in my knee. It was not meant as an attack, but
  rather as an experiment, for upon my giving a sharp cry of pain he dropped
  down again, and springing lightly into the room, he began walking swiftly
  round it, looking up every now and again in my direction. For my part I
  shuffled backwards until I lay with my back against the wall, screwing myself
  into the smallest space possible. The farther I got the more difficult it was
  for him to attack me.


  He seemed more excited now that he had begun to move about, and he ran
  swiftly and noiselessly round and round the den, passing continually
  underneath the iron couch upon which I lay. It was wonderful to see so great
  a bulk passing like a shadow, with hardly the softest thudding of velvety
  pads. The candle was burning low—so low that I could hardly see the
  creature. And then, with a last flare and splutter it went out altogether. I
  was alone with the cat in the dark!


  It helps one to face a danger when one knows that one has done all that
  possibly can be done. There is nothing for it then but to quietly await the
  result. In this case, there was no chance of safety anywhere except the
  precise spot where I was. I stretched myself out, therefore, and lay
  silently, almost breathlessly, hoping that the beast might forget my presence
  if I did nothing to remind him. I reckoned that it must already be two
  o’clock. At four it would be full dawn. I had not more than two hours to wait
  for daylight.


  Outside, the storm was still raging, and the rain lashed continually
  against the little windows. Inside, the poisonous and fetid air was
  overpowering. I could neither hear nor see the cat. I tried to think about
  other things—but only one had power enough to draw my mind from my
  terrible position. That was the contemplation of my cousin’s villainy, his
  unparalleled hypocrisy, his malignant hatred of me. Beneath that cheerful
  face there lurked the spirit of a mediaeval assassin. And as I thought of it
  I saw more clearly how cunningly the thing had been arranged. He had
  apparently gone to bed with the others. No doubt he had his witnesses to
  prove it. Then, unknown to them, he had slipped down, had lured me into this
  den and abandoned me. His story would be so simple. He had left me to finish
  my cigar in the billiard-room. I had gone down on my own account to have a
  last look at the cat. I had entered the room without observing that the cage
  was opened, and I had been caught. How could such a crime be brought home to
  him? Suspicion, perhaps—but proof, never!


  How slowly those dreadful two hours went by! Once I heard a low, rasping
  sound, which I took to be the creature licking its own fur. Several times
  those greenish eyes gleamed at me through the darkness, but never in a fixed
  stare, and my hopes grew stronger that my presence had been forgotten or
  ignored. At last the least faint glimmer of light came through the windows
  —I first dimly saw them as two grey squares upon the black wall, then
  grey turned to white, and I could see my terrible companion once more. And
  he, alas, could see me!


  It was evident to me at once that he was in a much more dangerous and
  aggressive mood than when I had seen him last. The cold of the morning had
  irritated him, and he was hungry as well. With a continual growl he paced
  swiftly up and down the side of the room which was farthest from my refuge,
  his whiskers bristling angrily, and his tail switching and lashing. As he
  turned at the comers his savage eyes always looked upwards at me with a
  dreadful menace. I knew then that he meant to kill me. Yet I found myself
  even at that moment admiring the sinuous grace of the devilish thing, its
  long, undulating, rippling movements, the gloss of its beautiful flanks, the
  vivid, palpitating scarlet of the glistening tongue which hung from the
  jet-black muzzle. And all the time that deep, threatening growl was rising
  and rising in an unbroken crescendo. I knew that the crisis was at hand.


  It was a miserable hour to meet such a death—so cold, so
  comfortless, shivering in my light dress clothes upon this gridiron of
  torment upon which I was stretched. I tried to brace myself to it, to raise
  my soul above it, and at the same time, with the lucidity which comes to a
  perfectly desperate man, I cast round for some possible means of escape. One
  thing was clear to me. If that front of the cage was only back in its
  position once more, I could find a sure refuge behind it. Could I possibly
  pull it back? I hardly dared to move for fear of bringing the creature upon
  me. Slowly, very slowly, I put my hand forward until it grasped the edge of
  the front, the final bar which protruded through the wall. To my surprise it
  came quite easily to my jerk. Of course the difficulty of drawing it out
  arose from the fact that I was clinging to it. I pulled again, and three
  inches of it came through. It ran apparently on wheels. I pulled again… and
  then the cat sprang!


  It was so quick, so sudden, that I never saw it happen. I simply heard the
  savage snarl, and in an instant afterwards the blazing yellow eyes, the
  flattened black head with its red tongue and flashing teeth, were within
  reach of me. The impact of the creature shook the bars upon which I lay,
  until I thought (as far as I could think of anything at such a moment) that
  they were coming down. The cat swayed there for an instant, the head and
  front paws quite close to me, the hind paws clawing to find a grip upon the
  edge of the grating. I heard the claws rasping as they clung to the wire
  netting, and the breath of the beast made me sick. But its bound had been
  miscalculated. It could not retain its position. Slowly, grinning with rage
  and scratching madly at the bars, it swung backwards and dropped heavily upon
  the floor. With a growl it instantly faced round to me and crouched for
  another spring.


  I knew that the next few moments would decide my fate. The creature had
  learned by experience. It would not miscalculate again. I must act promptly,
  fearlessly, if I were to have a chance for life. In an instant I had formed
  my plan. Pulling off my dress-coat, I threw it down over the head of the
  beast. At the same moment I dropped over the edge, seized the end of the
  front grating, and pulled it frantically out of the wall.


  It came more easily than I could have expected. I rushed across the room,
  bearing it with me; but, as I rushed, the accident of my position put me upon
  the outer side. Had it been the other way, I might have come off scathless.
  As it was, there was a moment’s pause as I stopped it and tried to pass in
  through the opening which I had left. That moment was enough to give time to
  the creature to toss off the coat with which I had blinded him and to spring
  upon me. I hurled myself through the gap and pulled the rails to behind me,
  but he seized my leg before I could entirely withdraw it. One stroke of that
  huge paw tore off my calf as a shaving of wood curls off before a plane. The
  next moment, bleeding and fainting, I was lying among the foul straw with a
  line of friendly bars between me and the creature which ramped so frantically
  against them.


  Too wounded to move, and too faint to be conscious of fear, I could only
  lie, more dead than alive, and watch it. It pressed its broad, black chest
  against the bars and angled for me with its crooked paws as I have seen a
  kitten do before a mouse-trap. It ripped my clothes, but, stretch as it
  would, it could not quite reach me. I have heard of the curious numbing
  effect produced by wounds from the great carnivora, and now I was destined to
  experience it, for I had lost all sense of personality, and was as interested
  in the cat’s failure or success as if it were some game which I was watching.
  And then gradually my mind drifted away into strange, vague dreams, always
  with that black face and red tongue coming back into them, and so I lost
  myself in the nirvana of delirium, the blessed relief of those who are too
  sorely tried.


  Tracing the course of events afterwards, I conclude that I must have been
  insensible for about two hours. What roused me to consciousness once more was
  that sharp metallic click which had been the precursor of my terrible
  experience. It was the shooting back of the spring lock. Then, before my
  senses were clear enough to entirely apprehend what they saw, I was aware of
  the round, benevolent face of my cousin peering in through the opened door.
  What he saw evidently amazed him. There was the cat crouching on the floor. I
  was stretched upon my back in my shirt-sleeves within the cage, my trousers
  torn to ribbons and a great pool of blood all round me. I can see his amazed
  face now, with the morning sunlight upon it. He peered at me, and peered
  again. Then he closed the door behind him, and advanced to the cage to see if
  I were really dead.


  I cannot undertake to say what happened. I was not in a fit state to
  witness or to chronicle such events. I can only say that I was suddenly
  conscious that his face was away from me—that he was looking towards
  the animal.


  “Good old Tommy!” he cried. “Good old Tommy!”


  Then he came near the bars, with his back still towards me.


  “Down, you stupid beast!” he roared. “Down, sir! Don’t you know your
  master? ”


  Suddenly even in my bemuddled brain a remembrance came of those words of
  his when he had said that the taste of blood would turn the cat into a fiend.
  My blood had done it, but he was to pay the price.


  “Get away!” he screamed.” Get away, you devil! Baldwin! Baldwin! Oh, my
  God! ”


  And then I heard him fall, and rise, and fall again, with a sound like the
  ripping of sacking. His screams grew fainter until they were lost in the
  worrying snarl. And then, after I thought that he was dead, I saw, as in a
  nightmare, a blinded, tattered, blood-soaked figure running wildly round the
  room—and that was the last glimpse which I had of him before I fainted
  once again.


  I was many months in my recovery—in fact, I cannot say that I have
  ever recovered, for to the end of my days I shall carry a stick as a sign of
  my night with the Brazilian cat. Baldwin, the groom, and the other servants
  could not tell what had occurred when, drawn by the death cries of their
  master, they found me behind the bars, and his remains—or what they
  afterwards discovered to be his remains—in the clutch of the creature
  which he had reared. They stalled him off with hot irons, and afterwards shot
  him through the loophole of the door before they could finally extricate me.
  I was carried to my bedroom, and there, under the roof of my would-be
  murderer, I remained between life and death for several weeks. They had sent
  for a surgeon from Clipton and a nurse from London, and in a month I was able
  to be carried to the station, and so conveyed back once more to Grosvenor
  Mansions.


  I have one remembrance of that illness, which might have been part of the
  ever-changing panorama conjured up by a delirious brain were it not so
  definitely fixed in my memory. One night, when the nurse was absent, the door
  of my chamber opened, and a tall woman in blackest mourning slipped into the
  room. She came across to me, and as she bent her sallow face I saw by the
  faint gleam of the night-light that it was the Brazilian woman whom my cousin
  had married. She stared intently into my face, and her expression was more
  kindly than I had ever seen it. “Are you conscious?” she asked. I feebly
  nodded—for I was still very weak. “Well, then, I only wished to say to
  you that you have yourself to blame. Did I not do all I could for you? From
  the beginning I tried to drive you from the house. By every means, short of
  betraying my husband, I tried to save you from him. I knew that he had a
  reason for bringing you here. I knew that he would never let you get away
  again. No one knew him as I knew him, who had suffered from him so often. I
  did not dare to tell you all this. He would have killed me. But I did my best
  for you. As things have turned out, you have been the best friend that I have
  ever had. You have set me free, and I fancied that nothing but death would do
  that. I am sorry if you are hurt, but I cannot reproach myself. I told you
  that you were a fool—and a fool you have been.” She crept out of the
  room, the bitter, singular woman, and I was never destined to see her again.
  With what remained from her husband’s property she went back to her native
  land, and I have heard that she afterwards took the veil at Pernambuco.


  It was not until I had been back in London for some time that the doctors
  pronounced me to be well enough to do business. It was not a very welcome
  permission to me, for I feared that it would be the signal for an inrush of
  creditors; but it was Summers, my lawyer, who first took advantage of it.


  “I am very glad to see that your lordship is so much better,” said he. “I
  have been waiting a long time to offer my congratulations.”


  “What do you mean, Summers? This is no time for joking.”


  “I mean what I say,” he answered. “You have been Lord Southerton for the
  last six weeks, but we feared that it would retard your recovery if you were
  to learn it.”


  Lord Southerton! One of the richest peers in England! I could not believe
  my ears. And then suddenly I thought of the time which had elapsed, and how
  it coincided with my injuries.


  “Then Lord Southerton must have died about the same time that I was hurt?
  ”


  “His death occurred upon that very day.” Summers looked hard at me as I
  spoke, and I am convinced—for he was a very shrewd fellow— that
  he had guessed the true state of the case. He paused for a moment as if
  awaiting a confidence from me, but I could not see what was to be gained by
  exposing such a family scandal.


  “Yes, a very curious coincidence,” he continued, with the same knowing
  look, ” Of course, you are aware that your cousin Everard King was the next
  heir to the estates. Now, if it had been you instead of him who had been torn
  to pieces by this tiger, or whatever it was, then of course he would have
  been Lord Southerton at the present moment.”


  “No doubt,” said I.


  “And he took such an interest in it,” said Summers. “I happen to know that
  the late Lord Southerton’s valet was in his pay, and that he used to have
  telegrams from him every few hours to tell him how he was getting on. That
  would be about the time when you were down there. Was it not strange that he
  should wish to be so well informed, since he knew that he was not the direct
  heir?”


  “Very strange,” said I. “And now, Summers, if you will bring me my bills
  and a new cheque-book, we will begin to get things into order.”
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  SIR WILLIAM SPARTER was a man who had raised himself in the course of a
  quarter of a century from earning four-and-twenty shillings a week as a
  fitter in Portsmouth Dockyard to being the owner of a yard and a fleet of his
  own. The little house in Lake Road, Landport, where he, an obscure mechanic,
  had first conceived the idea of the boilers which are associated with his
  name, is still pointed out to the curious. But now, at the age of fifty, he
  owned a mansion in Leinster Gardens, a country house at Taplow and a shooting
  in Argyleshire, with the best stable, the choicest cellars and the prettiest
  wife in town.


  As untiring and inflexible as one of his own engines, his life had been
  directed to the one purpose of attaining the very best which the world had to
  give. Square-headed and round-shouldered, with massive, clean-shaven face and
  slow, deep-set eyes, he was the very embodiment of persistency and strength.
  Never once from the beginning of his career had public failure of any sort
  tarnished its brilliancy.


  And yet he had failed in one thing, and that the most important of all. He
  had never succeeded in gaining the affection of his wife. She was the
  daughter of a surgeon, and the belle of a northern town when he married her.
  Even then he was rich and powerful, which made her overlook the twenty years
  which divided them. But he had come on a long way since then. His great
  Brazilian contract, his conversion into a company, his baronetcy—all
  these had been since his marriage. Only in the one thing he had never
  progressed. He could frighten his wife, he could dominate her, he could make
  her admire his strength and respect his consistency, he could mold her to his
  will in every other direction, but, do what he would, he could not make her
  love him.


  But it was not for want of trying. With the unrelaxing patience which made
  him great in business, he had striven, year in and year out, to win her
  affection. But the very qualities which had helped him in his public life had
  made him unbearable in private. He was tactless, unsympathetic, overbearing,
  almost brutal sometimes, and utterly unable to think out those small
  attentions in word and deed which women value far more than the larger
  material benefits. The hundred-pound check tossed across a breakfast lable is
  a much smaller thing to a woman than the five-shilling charm which represents
  some thought and some trouble upon the part of the giver.


  Sparter failed to understand this. With his mind full of the affairs of
  his firm, he had little time for the delicacies of life, and he endeavored to
  atone by periodical munificence. At the end of five years he found that he
  had lost rather than gained in the lady’s affections. Then, at this unwonted
  sense of failure, the evil side of the man’s nature began to stir, and he
  became dangerous. But he was more dangerous still when a letter of his wife’s
  came, through the treachery of a servant, into his hands, and he realized
  that if she was cold to him she had passion enough for another. His firm, his
  ironclads, his patents, everything was dropped, and he turned his huge
  energies to the undoing of the man.


  He had been cold and silent during dinner that evening, and she had
  wondered vaguely what had occurred to change him. He had said nothing while
  they sat together over their coffee in the drawing-room. Once or twice she
  had glanced at him in surprise, and had found those deep-set gray eyes fixed
  upon her with an expression that was new to her. Her mind had been full of
  some one else, but gradually her husband’s silence and the inscrutable
  expression of his face forced themselves upon her attention.


  “You don’t seem yourself, to-night, William. What is the matter?” she
  asked. “I hope there has been nothing to trouble you.”


  He was still silent and leaned back in his arm-chair, watching her
  beautiful face, which had turned pale with the sense of some impending
  catastrophe.


  “Can I do anything for you, William?”


  “Yes, you can write a letter.”


  “What is the letter?”


  “I will tell you presently.”


  The last murmur died away in the house, and they heard the discreet step
  of Peterson, the butler, and the snick of the lock as he made all secure for
  the night. Sir William Sparter sat listening for a while. Then he rose.


  “Come into my study,” said he.


  The room was dark, but he switched on the green-shaded electric lamp which
  stood upon the writing-table.


  “Sit there at the table,” said he. He closed the door and seated himself
  beside her. “I only wanted to tell you, Jacky, that I know about
  Lambert.”


  She gasped and shivered, flinching away from him with her hands out as if
  she feared a blow.


  “Yes, I know everything,” said he, and his quiet tone carried such
  conviction with it that she could not question what he said. She made no
  reply, but sat with her eyes fixed upon his grave, massive face. A clock
  ticked loudly upon the mantelpiece, but everything else was silent in the
  house. She had never noticed that ticking before, but now it was like the
  hammering of a nail into her head. He rose and put a sheet of paper before
  her. Then he drew one from his own pocket and flattened it out upon the
  corner of the table.


  “I have a rough draft here of the letter which I wish you to copy,” said
  he. “I will read it to you if you like. ‘My own dearest Cecil: I will be at
  No. 29 at half-past six, and I particularly wish you to come before you go
  down to the opera. Don’t fail me, for I have the very strongest reasons for
  wishing to see you. Ever yours, Jacqueline.’ Take up a pen and copy that
  letter.”


  “William, you are plotting some revenge. Oh, William, if I have wronged
  you, I am so sorry—”


  “Copy that letter!”


  “But what is it that you wish to do? Why should you desire him to come at
  that hour?”


  “Copy that letter!”


  “How can you be so harsh, William? You know very well—”


  “Copy that letter!”


  “I begin to hate you, William. I believe that it is a fiend, not a man,
  that I have married.”


  “Copy that letter!”


  Gradually the inflexible will and the unfaltering purpose began to prevail
  over the creature of nerves and moods. Reluctantly, mutinously, she took the
  pen in her hand.


  “You wouldn’t harm him, William!”


  “Copy that letter!”


  “Will you promise to forgive me, if I do?”


  “Copy that letter!”


  She looked at him with the intention of defying him, but those masterful
  gray eyes dominated her. She was like a half-hypnotized creature, resentful,
  and yet obedient.


  “There, will that satisfy you?”


  He took the note from her hand and placed it in an envelope.


  “Now address it to him!”


  She wrote “Cecil Lambert, Esq., 138B, Half Moon street, W.” in a
  straggling, agitated hand. Her husband very deliberately blotted it and
  placed it carefully in his pocket-book.


  “I hope that you are satisfied now.” said she with weak petulance.


  “Quite,” said he gravely. “You can go to your room. Mrs. McKay has my
  orders to sleep with you, and to see that you write no letters.”


  “Mrs. McKay! Do you expose me to the humiliation of being watched by my
  own servants?”


  “Go to your room!”


  “If you imagine that I am going to be under the orders of the
  housekeeper—”


  “Go to your room!”


  “Oh. William, who would have thought in the old days that you could ever
  have treated me like this? If my mother had ever dreamed—”


  He took her by the arm, and led her to the door.


  “Go to your room!” said he, and she passed out into the darkened hall. He
  closed the door and returned to the writing table. Out of a drawer he took
  two things which he had purchased that day, the one a paper and the other a
  book. The former was a recent number of the “Musical Record,” and it
  contained a biography and picture of the famous Signor Lambert, whose
  wonderful tenor voice had been the delight of the public and the despair of
  his rivals. The picture was that of a good-natured, self-satisfied creature,
  young and handsome, with a full eye, a curling mustache and a bull neck. The
  biography explained that he was only in his twenty-seventh year, that his
  career had been one continued triumph, that he was devoted to his art, and
  that his voice was worth to him, at a very moderate computation, some twenty
  thousand pounds a year. All this Sir William Sparter read very carefully,
  with his great brows drawn down, and a furrow like a gash between them, as
  his way was when his attention was concentrated. Then he folded the paper up
  again, and he opened the book.


  It was a curious work for such a man to select for his reading—a
  technical treatise upon the organs of speech and voice-production. There were
  numerous colored illustrations, to which he paid particular attention. Most
  of them were of the internal anatomy of the larynx, with the silvery vocal
  cords shining from under the pink arytenoid cartilage. Far into the night Sir
  William Sparter, with those great virile eyebrows still bunched together,
  pored over these irrelevant pictures, and read and reread the text in which
  they were explained.


  * * * * *


  Dr. Manifold Ormonde, the famous throat specialist, of Cavendish square,
  was surprised next morning when his butler brought the card of Sir William
  Sparter into his consulting-room. He had met him at dinner at the table of
  Lord Marvin a few nights before, and it struck him at that time that he had
  seldom seen a man who looked such a type of rude, physical health. So he
  thought again, as the square, thick-set figure of the shipbuilder was ushered
  in to him.


  “Glad to see you again. Sir William,” said the specialist. “I hope there
  is nothing wrong with your health.”


  “Nothing, thank you.”


  He sat down in the chair which the doctor had indicated, and he ran his
  eyes slowly and deliberately round the room. Dr. Ormonde watched him with
  some curiosity, for he had the air of a man who looks for something which he
  had expected to see.


  “No, I didn’t come about my health.” said he at last. “I came for
  information.”


  “Whatever I can give you is entirely at your disposal.”


  “I have been studying the throat a little of late. I read Mclntyre’s book
  about it. I suppose that is all right.”


  “An elementary treatise, but accurate as far as it goes.”


  “I had an idea that you would be likely to have a model or something of
  that kind.”


  For answer the doctor unclasped the lid of a yellow, shining box upon his
  consulting-room table, and turned it back upon the hinge. Within was a
  complete model of the human vocal organs.


  “You are right, you see,” said he.


  Sir William Sparter stood up, and bent over the model.


  “It’s a neat little bit of work,” said he, looking at it with the critical
  eyes of an engineer. “This is the glottis, is it not? And here is the
  epiglottis.”


  “Precisely. And here are the cords.”


  “What would happen if you cut them?”


  “Cut what?”


  “These things—the vocal cords.”


  “But you could not cut them. They are out of the reach of accident.”


  “But if such a thing did happen?”


  “There is no such case upon record, but, of course, the person would
  become dumb—for a time, at any rate.”


  “You have a large practice among singers, have you not?”


  “The largest in London.”


  “I suppose you agree with what this man Mclntyre says, that a fine voice
  depends partly upon the cords.”


  “The volume of sound would depend upon the lung capacity, but the
  clearness of the note would correspond with the complete control which the
  singer exercised over the cords.


  “Any roughness or notching of the cords would ruin the voice?”


  “For singing purposes, undoubtedly—but your researches seem to be
  taking a very curious direction.”


  “Yes,” said Sir William, as he picked up his hat, and laid a fee upon the
  corner of the table. “They are a little out of the common, are they not?”


  * * * * *


  Warburton street is one of the network of thoroughfares which connects
  Chelsea with Kensington, and it is chiefly remarkable for the number of
  studios it contains. Signor Lambert, the famous tenor, owned an apartment
  here, and his neat little dark-green brougham might have been seen several
  times a week waiting at the head of the long passage which led down to the
  chambers in question.


  When Sir William Sparter, muffled in his overcoat, and carrying a small
  black leather bag in his hand, turned the corner, he saw the lamps of the
  carriage against the curb, and knew that the man whom he had come to see was
  already in the place of assignation. He passed the empty brougham, and walked
  up the tile-paved passage with the yellow gas lamp shining at the far end of
  it.


  The door was open, and led into a large empty hall, laid down with coconut
  matting and stained with many footmarks. The place was a rabbit warren by
  daylight, but now, when the working hours were over, it was deserted. A
  housekeeper in the basement was the only permanent resident. Sir William
  paused, but everything was silent, and everything was dark save for one door
  which was outlined in thin yellow slashes. He pushed it open and entered.
  Then he locked it upon the inside and put the key in his pocket.


  It was a large room, scantily furnished, and lit by a single oil lamp upon
  a center-table. On a chair at the farther side of the table a man had been
  sitting, who had sprung to his feet with an exclamation of joy, which had
  changed into one of surprise, and culminated in an oath.


  “What the devil do you mean by locking that door? Unlock it again, sir,
  this instant!”


  Sir William did not even answer him. He advanced to the table, opened the
  bag, and began to take out all sorts of things—a green bottle, a
  dentist’s gag, an inhaler, a forceps, a curved bistoury, a curious pair of
  scissors. Signor Lambert stood staring at him in a paralysis of rage and
  astonishment.


  “You infernal scoundrel—who are you, and what do you want?”


  Sir William had emptied his bag, and now he took off his overcoat and laid
  it over the back of a chair. Then for the first time he turned his eyes upon
  the singer. He was a taller man than himself, but far slighter and weaker.
  The engineer, though short, was exceedingly powerful, with muscles which had
  been toughened by hard physical work. His broad shoulders, arching chest and
  great gnarled hands gave him the outline of a gorilla. Lambert shrunk away
  from him, frightened by his sinister figure and by his cold, inexorable
  eyes.


  “Have you come to rob me?” he gasped.


  “I have come to speak to you. My name is Sparter.”


  Lambert tried to retain his grasp upon the self-possession which was
  rapidly slipping away from him.


  “Sparter!” said he. with an attempt at jauntiness. “Sir William Sparter, I
  presume? I have had the pleasure of meeting Lady Sparter, and I have heard
  her mention you. May I ask the object of this visit?” He buttoned up his coat
  with twitching fingers, and tried to look rierce over his collar.


  “I’ve come,” said Sparter. jerking some fluid from the green bottle into
  the inhaler, “to change your voice.”


  “To change my voice?”


  “Precisely.”


  “You are a madman! What do you mean?”


  “Kindly lie back upon the settee.”


  “You are raving! I see it all. You wish to bully me. You have some motive
  in this. You imagine that there are relations between Lady Sparter and me. I
  do assure you that your wife—”


  “My wife has nothing to do with the matter either now or hereafter. Her
  name does not appear at all. My motives are musical—purely musical, you
  understand. I don’t like your voice. It wants treatment. Lie back upon the
  settee!”,


  “Sir William, I give you my word of honor—”


  “Lie back.”


  “You’re choking me! It’s chloroform! Help, help, help! You brute! Let me
  go! Let me go, I say! Oh, please! Lemme—Lemme—Lem—!” His
  head had fallen back, and he muttered into the inhaler. Sir William pulled up
  the table which held the lamp and the instrument.


  It was some minutes after the gentleman with the overcoat and the bag had
  emerged that the coachman outside heard a voice shouting, and shouting very
  hoarsely and angrily, within the building. Presently came the sounds of
  unsteady steps, and his master, crimson with rage, stumbled out into the
  yellow circle thrown by the carriage lamps.


  “You, Holden!” he cried, “you leave my service to-night. Did you not hear
  me calling? Why did you not come?”


  The man looked at him in bewilderment, and shuddered at the color of his
  shirt-front.


  “Yes. sir, I heard some one calling,” he answered, “but it wasn’t you,
  sir. It was a voice that I had never heard before.”


  * * * * *


  “Considerable disappointment was caused at the opera
  last week,” said one of the best-informed musical critics, “by the fact that
  Signor Cecil Lambert was unable to appear in the various roles which had been
  announced. On Tuesday night it was only, at the very last instant that the
  management learned of the grave indisposition which had overtaken him, and
  had it not been for the presence of Jean Caravatti. who had understudied the
  part, the piece must have been abandoned. Since then we regret to hear that
  Signor Lambert’s seizure was even more severe than was originally thought,
  and that it consists of an acute form of laryngitis, spreading to the vocal
  cords, and involving changes which may permanently affect the quality of his
  voice. All lovers of music will hope that these reports may prove to be
  pessimistic, and that we may soon be charmed once more by the finest tenor
  which we have heard for many a year upon the London operatic stage.”
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  The 15th of July, 1870, found John Worlington Dodds a ruined gamester of
  the Stock Exchange.Upon the 17th he was a very opulent man. And yet he had
  effected the change without leaving the penurious little Irish townlet of
  Dunsloe, which could have been bought outright for a quarter of the sum which
  he had earned during the single day that he was within its walls. There is a
  romance of finance yet to be written, a story of huge forces which are for
  ever waxing and waning, of bold operations, of breathless suspense, of
  agonised failure, of deep combinations which are baffled by others still more
  subtle. The mighty debts of each great European Power stand like so many
  columns of mercury, for ever rising and falling to indicate the pressure upon
  each. He who can see far enough into the future to tell how that ever-varying
  column will stand to-morrow is the man who has fortune within his grasp.


  John Worlington Dodds had many of the gifts which lead a speculator to
  success. He was quick in observing, just in estimating, prompt and fearless
  in acting. But in finance there is always the element of luck, which, however
  one may eliminate it, still remains, like the blank at roulette, a constantly
  present handicap upon the operator. And so it was that Worlington Dodds had
  come to grief. On the best advices he had dabbled in the funds of a South
  American Republic in the days before South American Republics had been found
  out. The Republic defaulted, and Dodds lost his money. He had bulled the
  shares of a Scotch railway, and a four months’ strike had hit him hard. He
  had helped to underwrite a coffee company in the hope that the public would
  come along upon the feed and gradually nibble away some of his holding, but
  the political sky had been clouded and the public had refused to invest.
  Everything which he had touched had gone wrong, and now, on the eve of his
  marriage, young, clear- headed, and energetic, he was actually a bankrupt had
  his creditors chosen to make him one. But the Stock Exchange is an indulgent
  body. What is the case of one to-day may be that of another to-morrow, and
  everyone is interested in seeing that the stricken man is given time to rise
  again. So the burden of Worlington Dodds was lightened for him; many
  shoulders helped to bear it, and he was able to go for a little summer tour
  into Ireland, for the doctors had ordered him rest and change of air to
  restore his shaken nervous system. Thus it was that upon the 15th of July,
  1870, he found himself at his breakfast in the fly-blown coffee-room of the
  “George Hotel” in the market square of Dunsloe. It is a dull and depressing
  coffee-room, and one which is usually empty, but on this particular day it
  was as crowded and noisy as that of any London hotel. Every table was
  occupied, and a thick smell of fried bacon and of fish hung in the air.
  Heavily booted men clattered in and out, spurs jingled, riding- crops were
  stacked in corners, and there was a general atmosphere of horse. The
  conversation, too, was of nothing else. From every side Worlington Dodds
  heard of yearlings, of windgalls, of roarers, of spavins, of cribsuckers, of
  a hundred other terms which were as unintelligible tohim as his own Stock
  Exchange jargon would have been to the company. He asked the waiter for the
  reason of it all, and the waiter was an astonished man that there should be
  any man in this world who did not know it.


  “Shure it’s the Dunsloe horse fair, your honour—the greatest
  horse-fair in all Oireland. It lasts for a wake, and the folk come from far
  an’ near—from England an’ Scotland an’ iverywhere. If you look out of
  the winder, your honour, you’ll see the horses, and it’s asy your honour’s
  conscience must be, or you wouldn’t slape so sound that the creatures didn’t
  rouse you with their clatter.”


  Dodds had a recollection that he had heard a confused murmur, which had
  interwoven itself with his dreams—a sort of steady rhythmic beating and
  clanking—and now, when he looked through the window, he saw the cause
  of it. The square was packed with horses from end to end—greys, bays,
  browns, blacks, chestnuts—young ones and old, fine ones and coarse,
  horses of every conceivable sort and size. It seemed a huge function for so
  small a town, and he remarked as much to the waiter.


  “Well, you see, your honour, the horses don’t live in the town, an’ they
  don’t vex their heads how small it is. But it’s in the very centre of the
  horse- bradin’ districts of Oireland, so where should they come to be sould
  if it wasn’t to Dunsloe? “The waiter had a telegram in his hand, and he
  turned the address to Worlington Dodds. “Shure I niver heard such a name,
  sorr. Maybe you could tell me who owns it?”


  Dodds looked at the envelope. Strellenhaus was the name. “No, I don’t
  know,” said he. “I never heard it before. It’s a foreign name. Perhaps if you
  were—”


  But at that moment a little round-faced, ruddy-cheeked gentleman, who was
  breakfasting at the next table, leaned forward and interrupted him.


  “Did you say a foreign name, sir?” said he.


  “Strellenhaus is the name.”


  “I am Mr. Strellenhaus—Mr. Julius Strellenhaus, of Liverpool. I was
  expecting a telegram. Thank you very much.”


  He sat so near that Dodds, without any wish to play the spy, could not
  help to some extent overlooking him as he opened the envelope. The message
  was a very long one. Quite a wad of melon-tinted paper came out from the
  tawny envelope. Mr. Strellenhaus arranged the sheets methodically upon the
  table- cloth in front of him, so that no eye but his own could see them. Then
  he took out a note-book, and, with an anxious face, he began to make entries
  in it, glancing first at the telegram and then at the book, and writing
  apparently one letter or figure at a time. Dodds was interested, for he knew
  exactly what the man was doing. He was working out a cipher. Dodds had often
  done it himself. And then suddenly the little man turned very pale, as if the
  full purport of the message had been a shock to him. Dodds had done that
  also, and his sympathies were all with his neighbours. Then the stranger
  rose, and, leaving his breakfast untasted, he walked out of the room.


  “I’m thinkin’ that the gintleman has had bad news, sorr,” said the
  confidential waiter.


  “Looks like it,” Dodds answered; and at that moment his thoughts were
  suddenly drawn off into another direction.


  The boots had entered the room with a telegram in his hand. “Where’s Mr.
  Mancune?” said he to the waiter.


  “Well, there are some quare names about. What was it you said?”


  “Mr. Mancune,” said the boots, glancing round him. “Ah, there he is!” and
  he handed the telegram to a gentleman who was sitting reading the paper in a
  corner.


  Dodds’s eyes had already fallen upon this man, and he had wondered vaguely
  what he was doing in such company. He was a tall, white-haired, eagle- nosed
  gentleman, with a waxed moustache and a carefully pointed beard—an
  aristocratic type which seemed out of its element among the rough, hearty,
  noisy dealers who surrounded him. This, then, was Mr. Mancune, for whom the
  second telegram was intended.


  As he opened it, tearing it open with a feverish haste, Dodds could
  perceive that it was as bulky as the first one. He observed also, from the
  delay in reading it, that it was also in some sort of cipher. The gentleman
  did not write down any translation of it, but he sat for some time with his
  nervous, thin fingers twitching amongst the hairs of his white beard, and his
  shaggy brows bent in the deepest and most absorbed attention whilst he
  mastered the meaning of it. Then he sprang suddenly to his feet, his eyes
  flashed, his cheeks flushed, and in his excitement he crumpled the message up
  in his hand. With an effort he mastered his emotion, put the paper into his
  pocket, and walked out of the room.


  This was enough to excite a less astute and imaginative man than
  Worlington Dodds. Was there any connection between these two messages, or was
  it merely a coincidence? Two men with strange names receive two telegrams
  within a few minutes of each other, each of considerable length, each in
  cipher, and each causing keen emotion to the man who received it. One turned
  pale. The other sprang excitedly to his feet. It might be a coincidence, but
  it was a very curious one. If it was not a coincidence, then what could it
  mean? Were they confederates who pretended to work apart, but who each
  received identical orders from some person at a distance? That was possible,
  and yet there were difficulties in the way. He puzzled and puzzled, but could
  find no satisfactory solution to the problem. All breakfast he was turning it
  over in his mind.


  When breakfast was over he sauntered out into the market square, where the
  horse sale was already in progress. The yearlings were being sold first
  —tall, long-legged, skittish, wild-eyed creatures, who had run free
  upon the upland pastures, with ragged hair and towsie manes, but hardy,
  inured to all weathers, and with the makings of splendid hunters and
  steeplechasers when corn and time had brought them to maturity. They were
  largely of thoroughbred blood, and were being bought by English dealers, who
  would invest a few pounds now on what they might sell for fifty guineas in a
  year, if all went well. It was legitimate speculation, for the horse is a
  delicate creature, he is afflicted with many ailments, the least accident may
  destroy his value, he is a certain expense and an uncertain profit, and for
  one who comes safely to maturity several may bring no return at all. So the
  English horse-dealers took their risks as they bought up the shaggy Irish
  yearlings. One man with a ruddy face and a yellow overcoat took them by the
  dozen, with as much sang froid as if they had been oranges, entering
  each bargain in a bloated note- book. He bought forty or fifty during the
  time that Dodds was watching him.


  “Who is that?” he asked his neighbour, whose spurs and gaiters showed that
  he was likely to know.


  The man stared in astonishment at the stranger’s ignorance. “Why, that’s
  Jim Holloway, the great Jim Holloway,” said he; then, seeing by the blank
  look upon Dodds’s face that even this information had not helped him much, he
  went into details. “Sure he’s the head of Holloway & Morland, of London,”
  said he. “He’s the buying partner, and he buys cheap; and the other stays at
  home and sells, and he sells dear. He owns more horses than any man in the
  world, and asks the best money for them. I dare say you’ll find that half of
  what are sold at the Dunsloe fair this day will go to him, and he’s got such
  a purse that there’s not a man who can bid against him.”


  Worlington Dodds watched the doings of the great dealer with interest. He
  had passed on now to the two-year-olds and three-year-olds, full-grown
  horses, but still a little loose in the limb and weak in the bone. The London
  buyer was choosing his animals carefully, but having chosen them, the vigour
  of his competition drove all other bidders out of it. With a careless nod he
  would run the figure up five pounds at a time, until he was left in
  possession of the field. At the same time he was a shrewd observer, and when,
  as happened more than once, he believed that someone was bidding against him
  simply in order to run him up, the head would cease suddenly to nod, the
  note-book would be closed with a snap, and the intruder would be left with a
  purchase which he did not desire upon his hands. All Dodds’s business
  instincts were aroused by the tactics of this great operator, and he stood in
  the crowd watching with the utmost interest all that occurred.


  It is not to buy young horses, however, that the great dealers come to
  Ireland, and the real business of the fair commenced when the four and five-
  year-olds were reached; the full-grown, perfect horses, at their prime, and
  ready for any work or any fatigue. Seventy magnificent creatures had been
  brought down by a single breeder, a comfortable-looking, keen-eyed, ruddy-
  cheeked gentleman who stood beside the sales-man and whispered cautions and
  precepts into his ear.


  “That’s Flynn of Kildare,” said Dodds’s informant. “Jack Flynn has brought
  down that string of horses, and the other large string over yonder belongs to
  Tom Flynn, his brother. The two of them together are the two first breeders
  in Ireland. ” A crowd had gathered in front of the horses. By common consent
  a place had been made for Mr. Holloway, and Dodds could catch a glimpse of
  his florid face and yellow covert-coat in the front rank. He had opened his
  note-book, and was tapping his teeth reflectively with his pencil as he eyed
  the horses.


  “You’ll see a fight now between the first seller and the first buyer in
  the country,” said Dodds’s acquaintance. “They are a beautiful string,
  anyhow. I shouldn’t be surprised if he didn’t averagefive-and-thirty pound
  apiece for the lot as they stand.”


  The salesman had mounted upon a chair, and his keen, clean-shaven face
  overlooked the crowd. Mr. Jack Flynn’s grey whiskers were at his elbow, and
  Mr. Holloway immediately in front.


  “You’ve seen these horses, gentlemen,” said the salesman, with a backward
  sweep of his hand towards the line of tossing heads and streaming manes.
  “When you know that they are bred by Mr. Jack Flynn, at his place in Kildare,
  you will have a guarantee of their quality. They are the best that Ireland
  can produce, and in this class of horse the best that Ireland can produce are
  the best in the world, as every riding man knows well. Hunters or carriage
  horses, all warranted sound, and bred from the best stock. There are seventy
  in Mr. Jack Flynn’s string, and he bids me say that if any wholesale dealer
  would make one bid for the whole lot, to save time, he would have the
  preference over any purchaser.”


  There was a pause and a whisper from the crowd in front, with some
  expressions of discontent. By a single sweep all the small dealers had been
  put out of it. It was only a long purse which could buy onsuch a scale as
  that. The salesman looked round him inquiringly.


  “Come, Mr. Holloway,” said he, at last. “You didn’t come over here for the
  sake of the scenery. You may travel the country and not see such another
  string of horses. Give us a starting bid.”


  The great dealer was still rattling his pencil upon his front teeth.
  “Well,” said he, at last, “they are a fine lot of horses, and I won’t
  deny it. They do you credit, Mr. Flynn, I am sure. All the same I didn’t mean
  to fill a ship at a singlebid in this fashion. I like to pick and choose my
  horses.”


  “In that case Mr. Flynn is quite prepared to sell them in smaller lots,”
  said the salesman. “It was rather for the convenience of a wholesale customer
  that he was prepared to put them all up together. But if no gentleman wishes
  to bid—”


  “Wait a minute,” said a voice. “They are very fine horses, these, and I
  will give you a bid to start you. I will give you twenty pounds each for the
  string of seventy.”


  There was a rustle as the crowd all swayed their heads to catch a glimpse
  of the speaker. The salesman leaned forward. “May I ask your name, sir?”


  “Strellenhaus—Mr. Strellenhaus of Liverpool.”


  “It’s a new firm,” said Dodds’s neighbour. “I thought I knew them all, but
  I never heard of him before.”


  The salesman’s head had disappeared, for he was whispering with the
  breeder. Now he suddenly straightened himself again. “Thank you for giving us
  a lead, sir,” said he. “Now, gentlemen, you have heard the offer of Mr.
  Strellenhaus of Liverpool. It will give us a base to start from. Mr.
  Strellenhaus has offered twenty pounds a head.”


  “Guineas,” said Holloway.


  “Bravo, Mr. Holloway! I knew that you would take a hand. You are not the
  man to let such a string of horses pass away from you. The bid is twenty
  guineas a head.”


  “Twenty-five pounds,” said Mr. Strellenhaus.


  “Twenty-six.”


  “Thirty.”


  It was London against Liverpool, and it was the head of the trade against
  an outsider. Still, the one man had increased his bids by fives and the other
  only by ones. Those fives meant determination and also wealth. Holloway had
  ruled the market so long that the crowd was delighted at finding someone who
  would stand up to him.


  “The bid now stands at thirty pounds a head,” said the salesman. “The word
  lies with you, Mr. Holloway.”


  The London dealer was glancing keenly at his unknown opponent, and he was
  asking himself whether this was a genuine rival, or whether it was a device
  of some sort—an agent of Flynn’s perhaps—for running up the
  price. Little Mr. Strellenhaus, the same apple-faced gentleman whom Dodds had
  noticed in the coffee-room, stood looking at the horses with the sharp, quick
  glances of a man who knows what he is looking for.


  “Thirty-one,” said Holloway, with the air of a man who has gone to his
  extreme limit.


  “Thirty-two,” said Strellenhaus, promptly.


  Holloway grew angry at this persistent opposition. His red face flushed
  redder still.


  “Thirty-three!” he shouted.


  “Thirty-four,” said Strellenhaus.


  Holloway became thoughtful, and entered a few figures in his note-book.
  There were seventy horses. He knew that Flynn’s stock was always of the
  highest quality. With the hunting season coming on he might rely upon selling
  them at an average of from forty-five to fifty. Some of them might carry a
  heavy weight, and would run to three figures. On the other hand, there was
  the feed and keep of them for three months, the danger of the voyage, the
  chance of influenza or some of those other complaints which run through an
  entire stable as measles go through a nursery. Deducting all this, it was a
  question whether at the present price any profit would be left upon the
  transaction. Every pound that he bid meant seventy out of his pocket. And yet
  he could not submit to be beaten by this stranger without a struggle. As a
  business matter it was important to him to be recognised as the head of his
  profession. He would make one more effort, if he sacrificed his profit by
  doing so.


  “At the end of your rope, Mr. Holloway?” asked the salesman, with the
  suspicion of a sneer.


  “Thirty-five,” cried Holloway gruffly.


  “Thirty-six,” said Strellenhaus.


  “Then I wish you joy of your bargain,” said Holloway. “I don’t buy at that
  price, but I should beglad to sell you some.”


  Mr. Strellenhaus took no notice of the irony. He was still looking
  critically at the horses. The salesman glanced round him in a perfunctory
  way.


  “Thirty-six pounds bid,” said he. “Mr. Jack Flynn’s lot is going to Mr.
  Strellenhaus of Liverpool, at thirty-six pounds a head. Going—
  going—”


  “Forty!” cried a high, thin, clear voice.


  A buzz rose from the crowd, and they were all on tiptoe again, trying to
  catch a glimpse of this reckless buyer. Being a tall man, Dodds could see
  over the others, and there, at the side of Holloway, he saw the masterful
  nose and aristocratic beard of the second stranger in the coffee-room. A
  sudden personal interest added itself to the scene. He felt that he was on
  the verge of something—something dimly seen—which he could
  himself turn to account. The two men with strange names, the telegrams, the
  horses—what was underlying it all? The salesman was all animation
  again, and Mr. Jack Flynn was sitting up with his white whiskers bristling
  and his eyes twinkling. It was the best deal which he had ever made in his
  fifty years of experience.


  “What name, sir?” asked the salesman.


  “Mr. Mancune.”


  “Address?”


  “Mr. Mancune of Glasgow.”


  “Thank you for your bid, sir. Forty pounds a head has been bid by Mr.
  Mancune of Glasgow. Any advance upon forty?”


  “Forty-one,” said Strellenhaus.


  “Forty-five,” said Mancune.


  The tactics had changed, and it was the turn of Strellenhaus now to
  advance by ones, while his rival sprang up by fives. But the former was as
  dogged as ever.


  “Forty-six,” said he.


  “Fifty!” cried Mancune.


  It was unheard of. The most that the horses could possibly average at a
  retail price was as much as these men were willing to pay wholesale.


  “Two lunatics from Bedlam,” whispered the angry Holloway. “If I was Flynn
  I would see the colour of their money before I went any further.”


  The same thought had occurred to the salesman. “As a mere matter of
  business, gentlemen,” said he, “it is usual in such cases to put down a small
  deposit as a guarantee of bona fides. You will understand how I am
  placed, and that I have not had the pleasure of doing business with either of
  you before.”


  “How much?” asked Strellenhaus, briefly.


  “Should we say five hundred?”


  “Here is a note for a thousand pounds.”


  “And here is another,” said Mancune.


  “Nothing could be more handsome, gentlemen,” said the salesman. “It’s a
  treat to see such a spirited competition. The last bid was fifty pounds a
  head from Mancune. The word lies with you, Mr. Strellenhaus.”


  Mr. Jack Flynn whispered something to the salesman. “Quite so! Mr. Flynn
  suggests, gentlemen, that as you are both large buyers, it would, perhaps, be
  a convenience to you if he was to add the string of Mr. Tom Flynn, which
  consists of seventy animals of precisely the same quality, making one hundred
  and forty in all. Have you any objection, Mr. Mancune?”


  “No, sir.”


  “And you, Mr. Strellenhaus?”


  “I should prefer it.”


  “Very handsome! Very handsome indeed!” murmured the salesman. “Then I
  understand, Mr. Mancune, that your offer of fifty pounds a head extends to
  the whole of these horses?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  A long breath went up from the crowd. Seven thousand pounds at one deal.
  It was a record for Dunsloe.


  “Any advance, Mr. Strellenhaus?”


  “Fifty-one.”


  “Fifty-five.”


  “Fifty-six.”


  “Sixty.”


  They could hardly believe their ears. Holloway stood with his mouth open,
  staring blankly in front of him. The salesman tried hard to look as if such
  bidding and such prices were nothing unusual. Jack Flynn of Kildare smiled
  benignly and rubbed his hands together. The crowd listened in dead
  silence.


  “Sixty-one,” said Strellenhaus. From the beginning he had stood without a
  trace of emotion upon his round face, like a little automatic figure which
  bid by clockwork. His rival was of a more excitable nature. His eyes were
  shining, and he was for ever twitching at his beard.


  “Sixty-five,” he cried.


  “Sixty-six.”


  “Seventy.”


  But the clockwork had run down. No answering bid came from Mr.
  Strellenhaus.


  “Seventy bid, sir.”


  Mr. Strellenhaus shrugged his shoulders.


  “I am buying for another, and I have reached his limit,” said he. “If you
  will permit me to send for instructions—”


  “I am afraid, sir, that the sale must proceed.”


  “Then the horses belong to this gentleman. “For the first time he turned
  towards his rival, and their glances crossed like sword-blades. “It is
  possible that I may see the horses again.”


  “I hope so,” said Mr. Mancune; and his white, waxed moustache gave a
  feline upward bristle.


  So, with a bow, they separated. Mr. Strellenhaus walked, down to the
  telegraph-office, where his message was delayed because Mr. Worlington Dodds
  was already at the end of the wires, for, after dim guesses and vague
  conjecture, he had suddenly caught a clear view of this coming event which
  had cast so curious a shadow before it in this little Irish town. Political
  rumours, names, appearances, telegrams, seasoned horses at any price, there
  could only be one meaning to it. He held a secret, and he meant to use
  it.


  Mr. Warner, who was the partner of Mr. Worlington Dodds, and who was
  suffering from the same eclipse, had gone down to the Stock Exchange, but had
  found little consolation there, for the European system was in a ferment, and
  rumours of peace and of war were succeeding each other with such rapidity and
  assurance that it was impossible to know which to trust. It was obvious that
  a fortune lay either way, for every rumour set the funds fluctuating; but
  without special information it was impossible to act, and no one dared to
  plunge heavily upon the strength of newspaper surmise and the gossip of the
  street. Warner knew that an hour’s work might resuscitate the fallen fortunes
  of himself and his partner, and yet he could not afford to make a mistake. He
  returned to his office in the afternoon, half inclined to back the chances of
  peace, for of all war scares not one in ten comes to pass. As he entered the
  office a telegram lay upon the table. It was from Dunsloe, a place of which
  he had never heard, and was signed by his absent partner. The message was in
  cipher, but he soon translated it, for it was short and crisp.


  “I am a bear of everything German and French. Sell, sell, sell, keep on
  selling.”


  For a moment Warner hesitated. What could Worlington Dodds know at Dunsloe
  which was not known in Throgmorton Street? But he remembered the quickness
  and decision of his partner. He would not have sent such a message without
  very good grounds. If he was to act at all he must act at once, so, hardening
  his heart, he went down to the house, and, dealing upon that curious system
  by which a man can sell what he has not got, and what he could not pay for if
  he had it, he disposed of heavy parcels of French and German securities. He
  had caught the market in one of its little spasms of hope, and there was no
  lack of buying until his own persistent selling caused others to follow his
  lead, and so brought about a reaction. When Warner returned to his offices it
  took him some hours to work out his accounts, and he emerged into the streets
  in the evening with the absolute certainty that the next settling-day would
  leave him either hopelessly bankrupt or exceedingly prosperous.


  It all depended upon Worlington Dodds’s information. What could he
  possibly have found out at Dunsloe?


  And then suddenly he saw a newspaper boy fasten a poster upon a lamp-
  post, and a little crowd had gathered round it in an instant One of them
  waved his hat in the air; another shouted to a friend across the street.
  Warner hurried up and caught a glimpse of the poster between two craning
  heads—


  “FRANCE DECLARES WAR ON GERMANY.”


  “By Jove!” cried Warner. “Old Dodds was right, after all.”
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  “Look here, Burger,” said Kennedy, “I do wish that you would confide in
  me.”


  The two famous students of Roman remains sat together in Kennedy’s
  comfortable room overlooking the Corso. The night was cold, and they had both
  pulled up their chairs to the unsatisfactory Italian stove which threw out a
  zone of stuffiness rather than of warmth.


  Outside under the bright winter stars lay the modern Rome, the long,
  double chain of the electric lamps, the brilliantly lighted cafes, the
  rushing carriages, and the dense throng upon the footpaths. But inside, in
  the sumptuous chamber of the rich young English archaeologist, there was only
  old Rome to be seen. Cracked and time-worn friezes hung upon the walls, grey
  old busts of senators and soldiers with their fighting heads and their hard,
  cruel faces peered out from the corners. On the centre table, amidst a litter
  of inscriptions, fragments, and ornaments, there stood the famous
  reconstruction by Kennedy of the Baths of Caracalla, which excited such
  interest and admiration when it was exhibited in Berlin.


  Amphorae hung from the ceiling, and a litter of curiosities strewed the
  rich red Turkey carpet. And of them all there was not one which was not of
  the most unimpeachable authenticity, and of the utmost rarity and value; for
  Kennedy, though little more than thirty, had a European reputation in this
  particular branch of research, and was, moreover, provided with that long
  purse which either proves to be a fatal handicap to the student’s energies,
  or, if his mind is still true to its purpose, gives him an enormous advantage
  in the race for fame. Kennedy had often been seduced by whim and pleasure
  from his studies, but his mind was an incisive one, capable of long and
  concentrated efforts which ended in sharp reactions of sensuous languor. His
  handsome face, with its high, white forehead, its aggressive nose, and its
  somewhat loose and sensuous mouth, was a fair index of the compromise between
  strength and weakness in his nature.


  Of a very different type was his companion, Julius Burger. He came of a
  curious blend, a German father and an Italian mother, with the robust
  qualities of the North mingling strangely with the softer graces of the
  South. Blue Teutonic eyes lightened his sun-browned face, and above them rose
  a square, massive forehead, with a fringe of close yellow curls lying round
  it. His strong, firm jaw was clean-shaven, and his companion had frequently
  remarked how much it suggested those old Roman busts which peered out from
  the shadows in the corners of his chamber. Under its bluff German strength
  there lay always a suggestion of Italian subtlety, but the smile was so
  honest, and the eyes so frank, that one understood that this was only an
  indication of his ancestry, with no actual bearing upon his character.


  In age and in reputation he was on the same level as his English
  companion, but his life and his work had both been far more arduous. Twelve
  years before he had come as a poor student to Rome, and had lived ever since
  upon some small endowment for research which had been awarded to him by the
  University of Bonn.


  Painfully, slowly, and doggedly, with extraordinary tenacity and
  singlemindedness, he had climbed from rung to rung of the ladder of fame,
  until now he was a member of the Berlin Academy, and there was every reason
  to believe that he would shortly be promoted to the Chair of the greatest of
  German Universities. But the singleness of purpose which had brought him to
  the same high level as the rich and brilliant Englishman, had caused him in
  everything outside their work to stand infinitely below him. He had never
  found a pause in his studies in which to cultivate the social graces. It was
  only when he spoke of his own subject that his face was filled with life and
  soul. At other times he was silent and embarrassed, too conscious of his own
  limitations in larger subjects, and impatient of that small talk which is the
  conventional refuge of those who have no thoughts to express.


  And yet for some years there had been an acquaintanceship which appeared
  to be slowly ripening into a friendship between these two very different
  rivals. The base and origin of this lay in the fact that in their own studies
  each was the only one of the younger men who had knowledge and enthusiasm
  enough to properly appreciate the other. Their common interests and pursuits
  had brought them together, and each had been attracted by the other’s
  knowledge. And then gradually something had been added to this. Kennedy had
  been amused by the frankness and simplicity of his rival, while Burger in
  turn had been fascinated by the brilliancy and vivacity which had made
  Kennedy such a favourite in Roman society. I say “had,” because just at the
  moment the young Englishman was somewhat under a cloud.


  A love affair, the details of which had never quite come out, had
  indicated a heartlessness and callousness upon his part which shocked many of
  his friends. But in the bachelor circles of students and artists in which he
  preferred to move there is no very rigid code of honour in such matters, and
  though a head might be shaken or a pair of shoulders shrugged over the flight
  of two and the return of one, the general sentiment was probably one of
  curiosity and perhaps of envy rather than of reprobation.


  “Look here, Burger,” said Kennedy, looking hard at the placid face of his
  companion, “I do wish that you would confide in me.”


  As he spoke he waved his hand in the direction of a rug which lay upon the
  floor.


  On the rug stood a long, shallow fruit-basket of the light wicker-work
  which is used in the Campagna, and this was heaped with a litter of objects,
  inscribed tiles, broken inscriptions, cracked mosaics, torn papyri, rusty
  metal ornaments, which to the uninitiated might have seemed to have come
  straight from a dustman’s bin, but which a specialist would have speedily
  recognized as unique of their kind.


  The pile of odds and ends in the flat wicker-work basket supplied exactly
  one of those missing links of social development which are of such interest
  to the student. It was the German who had brought them in, and the
  Englishman’s eyes were hungry as he looked at them.


  “I won’t interfere with your treasure-trove, but I should very much like
  to hear about it,” he continued, while Burger very deliberately lit a cigar.
  “It is evidently a discovery of the first importance. These inscriptions will
  make a sensation throughout Europe.”


  “For every one here there are a million there!” said the German. “There
  are so many that a dozen savants might spend a lifetime over them, and build
  up a reputation as solid as the Castle of St. Angelo.”


  Kennedy was thinking with his fine forehead wrinkled and his fingers
  playing with his long, fair moustache.


  “You have given yourself away, Burger!” said he at last. “Your words can
  only apply to one thing. You have discovered a new catacomb.”


  “I had no doubt that you had already come to that conclusion from an
  examination of these objects.”


  “Well, they certainly appeared to indicate it, but your last remarks make
  it certain. There is no place except a catacomb which could contain so vast a
  store of relics as you describe.”


  “Quite so. There is no mystery about that. I have discovered a new
  catacomb.”


  “Where?”


  “Ah, that is my secret, my dear Kennedy! Suffice it that it is so situated
  that there is not one chance in a million of anyone else coming upon it. Its
  date is different from that of any known catacomb, and it has been reserved
  for the burial of the highest Christians, so that the remains and the relics
  are quite different from anything which has ever been seen before. If I was
  not aware of your knowledge and of your energy, my friend, I would not
  hesitate, under the pledge of secrecy, to tell you everything about it. But
  as it is I think that I must certainly prepare my own report of the matter
  before I expose myself to such formidable competition.”


  Kennedy loved his subject with a love which was almost a mania—a
  love which held him true to it, amidst all the distractions which come to a
  wealthy and dissipated young man. He had ambition, but his ambition was
  secondary to his mere abstract joy and interest in everything which concerned
  the old life and history of the city. He yearned to see this new underworld
  which his companion had discovered.


  “Look here, Burger,” said he, earnestly, “I assure you that you can trust
  me most implicitly in the matter. Nothing would induce me to put pen to paper
  about anything which I see until I have your express permission. I quite
  understand your feeling, and I think it is most natural, but you have really
  nothing whatever to fear from me. On the other hand, if you don’t tell me I
  shall make a systematic search, and I shall most certainly discover it. In
  that case, of course, I should make what use I liked of it, since I should be
  under no obligation to you.”


  Burger smiled thoughtfully over his cigar.


  “I have noticed, friend Kennedy,” said he, “that when I want information
  over any point you are not always so ready to supply it.”


  “When did you ever ask me anything that I did not tell you? You remember,
  for example, my giving you the material for your paper about the temple of
  the Vestals.”


  “Ah, well, that was not a matter of much importance. If I were to question
  you upon some intimate thing, would you give me an answer, I wonder! This new
  catacomb is a very intimate thing to me, and I should certainly expect some
  sign of confidence in return.”


  “What you are driving at I cannot imagine,” said the Englishman, “but if
  you mean that you will answer my question about the catacomb if I answer any
  question which you may put to me, I can assure you that I will certainly do
  so.”


  “Well, then,” said Burger, leaning luxuriously back in his settee, and
  puffing a blue tree of cigar-smoke into the air, “tell me all about your
  relations with Miss Mary Saunderson.”


  Kennedy sprang up in his chair and glared angrily at his impassive
  companion.


  “What the devil do you mean?” he cried. “What sort of a question is this?
  You may mean it as a joke, but you never made a worse one.”


  “No, I don’t mean it as a joke,” said Burger, simply. “I am really rather
  interested in the details of the matter. I don’t know much about the world
  and women and social life and that sort of thing, and such an incident has
  the fascination of the unknown for me. I know you, and I knew her by sight
  —I had even spoken to her once or twice. I should very much like to
  hear from your own lips exactly what it was which occurred between you.”


  “I won’t tell you a word.”


  “That’s all right. It was only my whim to see if you would give up a
  secret as easily as you expected me to give up my secret of the new catacomb.
  You wouldn’t, and I didn’t expect you to. But why should you expect otherwise
  of me? There’s St. John’s clock striking ten. It is quite time that I was
  going home.”


  “No, wait a bit, Burger,” said Kennedy; “this is really a ridiculous
  caprice of yours to wish to know about an old love affair which has burned
  out months ago. You know we look upon a man who kisses and tells as the
  greatest coward and villain possible.”


  “Certainly,” said the German, gathering up his basket of curiosities,
  “when he tells anything about a girl which is previously unknown, he must be
  so. But in this case, as you must be aware, it was a public matter which was
  the common talk of Rome, so that you are not really doing Miss Mary
  Saunderson any injury by discussing her case with me. But still, I respect
  your scruples; and so good night!”


  “Wait a bit, Burger,” said Kennedy, laying his hand upon the other’s arm;
  “I am very keen upon this catacomb business, and I can’t let it drop quite so
  easily. Would you mind asking me something else in return—something not
  quite so eccentric this time?”


  “No, no; you have refused, and there is an end of it,” said Burger, with
  his basket on his arm. “No doubt you are quite right not to answer, and no
  doubt I am quite right also—and so again, my dear Kennedy, good
  night!”


  The Englishman watched Burger cross the room, and he had his hand on the
  handle of the door before his host sprang up with the air of a man who is
  making the best of that which cannot be helped. “Hold on, old fellow,” said
  he. “I think you are behaving in a most ridiculous fashion, but still, if
  this is your condition, I suppose that I must submit to it. I hate saying
  anything about a girl, but, as you say, it is all over Rome, and I don’t
  suppose I can tell you anything which you do not know already. What was it
  you wanted to know?”


  The German came back to the stove, and, laying down his basket, he sank
  into his chair once more. “May I have another cigar?” said he. “Thank you
  very much! I never smoke when I work, but I enjoy a chat much more when I am
  under the influence of tobacco. Now, as regards this young lady, with whom
  you had this little adventure. What in the world has become of her?”


  “She is at home with her own people.”


  “Oh, really—in England?”


  “Yes.”


  “What part of England—London?”


  “No, Twickenham.”


  “You must excuse my curiosity, my dear Kennedy, and you must put it down
  to my ignorance of the world. No doubt it is quite a simple thing to persuade
  a young lady to go off with you for three weeks or so, and then to hand her
  over to her own family at—what did you call the place?”


  “Twickenham.”


  “Quite so—at Twickenham. But it is something so entirely outside my
  own experience that I cannot even imagine how you set about it. For example,
  if you had loved this girl your love could hardly disappear in three weeks,
  so I presume that you could not have loved her at all. But if you did not
  love her why should you make this great scandal which has damaged you and
  ruined her?”


  Kennedy looked moodily into the red eye of the stove. “That’s a logical
  way of looking at it, certainly,” said he. “Love is a big word, and it
  represents a good many different shades of feeling. I liked her, and—
  well, you say you’ve seen her—you know how charming she can look. But
  still I am willing to admit, looking back, that I could never have really
  loved her.”


  “Then, my dear Kennedy, why did you do it?”


  “The adventure of the thing had a great deal to do with it.”


  “What! You are so fond of adventures!”


  “Where would the variety of life be without them? It was for an adventure
  that I first began to pay my attentions to her. I’ve chased a good deal of
  game in my time, but there’s no chase like that of a pretty woman. There was
  the piquant difficulty of it also, for, as she was the companion of Lady
  Emily Rood it was almost impossible to see her alone. On the top of all the
  other obstacles which attracted me, I learned from her own lips very early in
  the proceedings that she was engaged.”


  “Mein Gott! To whom?”


  “She mentioned no names.”


  “I do not think that anyone knows that. So that made the adventure more
  alluring, did it?”


  “Well, it did certainly give a spice to it. Don’t you think so?”


  “I tell you that I am very ignorant about these things.”


  “My dear fellow, you can remember that the apple you stole from your
  neighbour’s tree was always sweeter than that which fell from your own. And
  then I found that she cared for me.”


  “What—at once?”


  “Oh, no, it took about three months of sapping and mining. But at last I
  won her over. She understood that my judicial separation from my wife made it
  impossible for me to do the right thing by her—but she came all the
  same, and we had a delightful time, as long as it lasted.”


  “But how about the other man?”


  Kennedy shrugged his shoulders. “I suppose it is the survival of the
  fittest,” said he. “If he had been the better man she would not have deserted
  him. Let’s drop the subject, for I have had enough of it!”


  “Only one other thing. How did you get rid of her in three weeks?”


  “Well, we had both cooled down a bit, you understand. She absolutely
  refused, under any circumstances, to come back to face the people she had
  known in Rome. Now, of course, Rome is necessary to me, and I was already
  pining to be back at my work—so there was one obvious cause of
  separation. Then, again, her old father turned up at the hotel in London, and
  there was a scene, and the whole thing became so unpleasant that really
  —though I missed her dreadfully at first—I was very glad to slip
  out of it. Now, I rely upon you not to repeat anything of what I have
  said.”


  “My dear Kennedy, I should not dream of repeating it. But all that you say
  interests me very much, for it gives me an insight into your way of looking
  at things, which is entirely different from mine, for I have seen so little
  of life. And now you want to know about my new catacomb. There’s no use my
  trying to describe it, for you would never find it by that. There is only one
  thing, and that is for me to take you there.”


  “That would be splendid.”


  “When would you like to come?”


  “The sooner the better. I am all impatience to see it.”


  “Well, it is a beautiful night—though a trifle cold. Suppose we
  start in an hour. We must be very careful to keep the matter to ourselves. If
  anyone saw us hunting in couples they would suspect that there was something
  going on.”


  “We can’t be too cautious,” said Kennedy. “Is it far?”


  “Some miles.”


  “Not too far to walk?”


  “Oh, no, we could walk there easily.”


  “We had better do so, then. A cabman’s suspicions would be aroused if he
  dropped us both at some lonely spot in the dead of the night.”


  “Quite so. I think it would be best for us to meet at the Gate of the
  Appian Way at midnight. I must go back to my lodgings for the matches and
  candles and things.”


  “All right, Burger! I think it is very kind of you to let me into this
  secret, and I promise you that I will write nothing about it until you have
  published your report. Good-bye for the present! You will find me at the Gate
  at twelve.”


  The cold, clear air was filled with the musical chimes from that city of
  clocks as Burger, wrapped in an Italian overcoat, with a lantern hanging from
  his hand, walked up to the rendezvous. Kennedy stepped out of the shadow to
  meet him.


  “You are ardent in work as well as in love!” said the German,
  laughing.


  “Yes; I have been waiting here for nearly half an hour.”


  “I hope you left no clue as to where we were going.”


  “Not such a fool! By Jove, I am chilled to the bone! Come on, Burger, let
  us warm ourselves by a spurt of hard walking.”


  Their footsteps sounded loud and crisp upon the rough stone paving of the
  disappointing road which is all that is left of the most famous highway of
  the world. A peasant or two going home from the wine-shop, and a few carts of
  country produce coming up to Rome, were the only things which they met. They
  swung along, with the huge tombs looming up through the darkness upon each
  side of them, until they had come as far as the Catacombs of St. Calixtus,
  and saw against a rising moon the great circular bastion of Cecilia Metella
  in front of them. Then Burger stopped with his hand to his side. “Your legs
  are longer than mine, and you are more accustomed to walking,” said he,
  laughing. “I think that the place where we turn off is somewhere here. Yes,
  this is it, round the corner of the trattoria. Now, it is a very narrow path,
  so perhaps I had better go in front, and you can follow. “He had lit his
  lantern, and by its light they were enabled to follow a narrow and devious
  track which wound across the marshes of the Campagna. The great Aqueduct of
  old Rome lay like a monstrous caterpillar across the moonlit landscape, and
  their road led them under one of its huge arches, and past the circle of
  crumbling bricks which marks the old arena. At last Burger stopped at a
  solitary wooden cowhouse, and he drew a key from his pocket.


  “Surely your catacomb is not inside a house!” cried Kennedy.


  “The entrance to it is. That is just the safeguard which we have against
  anyone else discovering it.”


  “Does the proprietor know of it?”


  “Not he. He had found one or two objects which made me almost certain that
  his house was built on the entrance to such a place. So I rented it from him,
  and did my excavations for myself. Come in, and shut the door behind
  you.”


  It was a long, empty building, with the mangers of the cows along one
  wall. Burger put his lantern down on the ground, and shaded its light in all
  directions save one by draping his overcoat round it. “It might excite remark
  if anyone saw a light in this lonely place,” said he. “Just help me to move
  this boarding. “The flooring was loose in the corner, and plank by plank the
  two savants raised it and leaned it against the wall. Below there was a
  square aperture and a stair of old stone steps which led away down into the
  bowels of the earth.


  “Be careful!” cried Burger, as Kennedy, in his impatience, hurried down
  them. “It is a perfect rabbits’-warren below, and if you were once to lose
  your way there, the chances would be a hundred to one against your ever
  coming out again. Wait until I bring the light.”


  “How do you find your own way if it is so complicated?”


  “I had some very narrow escapes at first, but I have gradually learned to
  go about. There is a certain system to it, but it is one which a lost man, if
  he were in the dark, could not possibly find out. Even now I always spin out
  a ball of string behind me when I am going far into the catacomb. You can see
  for yourself that it is difficult, but every one of these passages divides
  and subdivides a dozen times before you go a hundred yards. “They had
  descended some twenty feet from the level of the byre, and they were standing
  now in a square chamber cut out of the soft tufa. The lantern cast a
  flickering light, bright below and dim above, over the cracked brown walls.
  In every direction were the black openings of passages which radiated from
  this common centre.


  “I want you to follow me closely, my friend,” said Burger. “Do not loiter
  to look at anything upon the way, for the place to which I will take you
  contains all that you can see, and more. It will save time for us to go there
  direct. “He led the way down one of the corridors, and the Englishman
  followed closely at his heels. Every now and then the passage bifurcated, but
  Burger was evidently following some secret marks of his own, for he neither
  stopped nor hesitated. Everywhere along the walls, packed like the berths
  upon an emigrant ship, lay the Christians of old Rome. The yellow light
  flickered over the shrivelled features of the mummies, and gleamed upon
  rounded skulls and long, white arm-bones crossed over fleshless chests. And
  everywhere as he passed Kennedy looked with wistful eyes upon inscriptions,
  funeral vessels, pictures, vestments, utensils, all lying as pious hands had
  placed them so many centuries ago. It was apparent to him, even in those
  hurried, passing glances, that this was the earliest and finest of the
  catacombs, containing such a storehouse of Roman remains as had never before
  come at one time under the observation of the student. “What would happen if
  the light went out?” he asked, as they hurried on.


  “I have a spare candle and a box of matches in my pocket. By the way,
  Kennedy, have you any matches?”


  “No; you had better give me some.”


  “Oh, that is all right. There is no chance of our separating.”


  “How far are we going? It seems to me that we have walked at least a
  quarter of a mile.”


  “More than that, I think. There is really no limit to the tombs—at
  least, I have never been able to find any. This is a very difficult place, so
  I think that I will use our ball of string. “He fastened one end of it to a
  projecting stone and he carried the coil in the breast of his coat, paying it
  out as he advanced. Kennedy saw that it was no unnecessary precaution, for
  the passages had become more complexed and tortuous than ever, with a perfect
  network of intersecting corridors. But these all ended in one large circular
  hall with a square pedestal of tufa topped with a slab of marble at one end
  of it. “By Jove!” cried Kennedy in an ecstasy, as Burger swung his lantern
  over the marble. “It is a Christian altar—probably the first one in
  existence. Here is the little consecration cross cut upon the corner of it.
  No doubt this circular space was used as a church.”


  “Precisely,” said Burger. “If I had more time I should like to show you
  all the bodies which are buried in these niches upon the walls, for they are
  the early popes and bishops of the Church, with their mitres, their croziers,
  and full canonicals. Go over to that one and look at it!” Kennedy went
  across, and stared at the ghastly head which lay loosely on the shredded and
  mouldering mitre.


  “This is most interesting,” said he, and his voice seemed to boom against
  the concave vault. “As far as my experience goes, it is unique. Bring the
  lantern over, Burger, for I want to see them all. “But the German had
  strolled away, and was standing in the middle of a yellow circle of light at
  the other side of the hall.


  “Do you know how many wrong turnings there are between this and the
  stairs?” he asked. “There are over two thousand. No doubt it was one of the
  means of protection which the Christians adopted. The odds are two thousand
  to one against a man getting out, even if he had a light; but if he were in
  the dark it would, of course, be far more difficult.”


  “So I should think.”


  “And the darkness is something dreadful. I tried it once for an
  experiment. Let us try it again!” He stooped to the lantern, and in an
  instant it was as if an invisible hand was squeezed tightly over each of
  Kennedy’s eyes. Never had he known what such darkness was. It seemed to press
  upon him and to smother him. It was a solid obstacle against which the body
  shrank from advancing. He put his hands out to push it back from him. “That
  will do, Burger,” said he, “let’s have the light again.”


  But his companion began to laugh, and in that circular room the sound
  seemed to come from every side at once. “You seem uneasy, friend Kennedy,”
  said he.


  “Go on, man, light the candle!” said Kennedy, impatiently.


  “It’s very strange, Kennedy, but I could not in the least tell by the
  sound in which direction you stand. Could you tell where I am?”


  “No; you seem to be on every side of me.”


  “If it were not for this string which I hold in my hand I should not have
  a notion which way to go.”


  “I dare say not. Strike a light, man, and have an end of this
  nonsense.”


  “Well, Kennedy, there are two things which I understand that you are very
  fond of. The one is adventure, and the other is an obstacle to surmount. The
  adventure must be the finding of your way out of this catacomb. The obstacle
  will be the darkness and the two thousand wrong turns which make the way a
  little difficult to find. But you need not hurry, for you have plenty of
  time, and when you halt for a rest now and then, I should like you just to
  think of Miss Mary Saunderson, and whether you treated her quite fairly.”


  “You devil, what do you mean?” roared Kennedy. He was running about in
  little circles and clasping at the solid blackness with both hands.


  “Good-bye,” said the mocking voice, and it was already at some distance.
  “I really do not think, Kennedy, even by your own showing that you did the
  right thing by that girl. There was only one little thing which you appeared
  not to know, and I can supply it. Miss Saunderson was engaged to a poor,
  ungainly devil of a student, and his name was Julius Burger. ” There was a
  rustle somewhere—the vague sound of a foot striking a stone— and
  then there fell silence upon that old Christian church—a stagnant heavy
  silence which closed round Kennedy and shut him in like water round a
  drowning man.


  Some two months afterwards the following paragraph made the round of the
  European Press:—


  One of the most interesting discoveries of recent years is that of the new
  catacomb in Rome, which lies some distance to the east of the well-known
  vaults of St. Calixtus. The finding of this important burial-place, which is
  exceedingly rich in most interesting early Christian remains, is due to the
  energy and sagacity of Dr. Julius Burger, the young German specialist, who is
  rapidly taking the first place as an authority upon ancient Rome. Although
  the first to publish his discovery, it appears that a less fortunate
  adventurer had anticipated Dr. Burger. Some months ago Mr. Kennedy, the
  well-known English student, disappeared suddenly from his rooms in the
  “Corso”, and it was conjectured that his association with a recent scandal
  had driven him to leave Rome. It appears now that he had in reality fallen a
  victim to that fervid love of archaeology which had raised him to a
  distinguished place among living scholars. His body was discovered in the
  heart of the new catacomb, and it was evident from the condition of his feet
  and boots that he had tramped for days through the tortuous corridors which
  make these subterranean tombs so dangerous to explorers. The deceased
  gentleman had, with inexplicable rashness, made his way into this labyrinth
  without, as far as can be discovered, taking with him either candles or
  matches, so that his sad fate was the natural result of his own temerity.
  What makes the matter more painful is that Dr. Julius Burger was an intimate
  friend of the deceased. His joy at the extraordinary find which he has been
  so fortunate as to make has been greatly marred by the terrible fate of his
  comrade and fellow-worker.
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  It was a curious thing, said the private tutor; one of those grotesque and
  whimsical incidents which occur to one as one goes through life. I lost the
  best situation which I am ever likely to have through it. But I am glad that
  I went to Thorpe Place, for I gained—well, as I tell you the story you
  will learn what I gained.


  I don’t know whether you are familiar with that part of the Midlands which
  is drained by the Avon. It is the most English part of England. Shakespeare,
  the flower of the whole race, was born right in the middle of it. It is a
  land of rolling pastures, rising in higher folds to the westwards, until they
  swell into the Malvern Hills. There are no towns, but numerous villages, each
  with its grey Norman church. You have left the brick of the southern and
  eastern counties behind you, and everything is stone—stone for the
  walls, and lichened slabs of stone for the roofs. It is all grim and solid
  and massive, as befits the heart of a great nation.


  It was in the middle of this country, not very far from Evesham, that Sir
  John Bollamore lived in the old ancestral home of Thorpe Place, and thither
  it was that I came to teach his two little sons. Sir John was a widower
  —his wife had died three years before—and he had been left with
  these two lads aged eight and ten, and one dear little girl of seven. Miss
  Witherton, who is now my wife, was governess to this little girl. I was tutor
  to the two boys. Could there be a more obvious prelude to an engagement? She
  governs me now, and I tutor two little boys of our own. But, there—I
  have already revealed what it was which I gained in Thorpe Place!


  It was a very, very old house, incredibly old—pre-Norman, some of
  it—and the Bollamores claimed to have lived in that situation since
  long before the Conquest. It struck a chill to my heart when first I came
  there, those enormously thick grey walls, the rude crumbling stones, the
  smell as from a sick animal which exhaled from the rotting plaster of the
  aged building. But the modern wing was bright and the garden was well kept.
  No house could be dismal which had a pretty girl inside it and such a show of
  roses in front.


  Apart from a very complete staff of servants there were only four of us in
  the household. These were Miss Witherton, who was at that time four-and-
  twenty and as pretty—well, as pretty as Mrs. Colmore is now—
  myself, Frank Colmore, aged thirty, Mrs. Stevens, the housekeeper, a dry,
  silent woman, and Mr. Richards, a tall military-looking man, who acted as
  steward to the Bollamore estates. We four always had our meals together, but
  Sir John had his usually alone in the library. Sometimes he joined us at
  dinner, but on the whole we were just as glad when he did not.


  For he was a very formidable person. Imagine a man six feet three inches
  in height, majestically built, with a high-nosed, aristocratic face, brindled
  hair, shaggy eyebrows, a small, pointed Mephistophelian beard, and lines upon
  his brow and round his eyes as deep as if they had been carved with a
  penknife. He had grey eyes, weary, hopeless-looking eyes, proud and yet
  pathetic, eyes which claimed your pity and yet dared you to show it. His back
  was rounded with study, but otherwise he was as fine a looking man of his age
  —five-and- fifty perhaps—as any woman would wish to look
  upon.


  But his presence was not a cheerful one. He was always courteous, always
  refined, but singularly silent and retiring. I have never lived so long with
  any man and known so little of him. If he were indoors he spent his time
  either in his own small study in the Eastern Tower, or in the library in the
  modern wing. So regular was his routine that one could always say at any hour
  exactly where he would be. Twice in the day he would visit his study, once
  after breakfast, and once about ten at night. You might set your watch by the
  slam of the heavy door. For the rest of the day he would be in his library
  —save that for an hour or two in the afternoon he would take a walk or
  a ride, which was solitary like the rest of his existence. He loved his
  children, and was keenly interested in the progress of their studies, but
  they were a little awed by the silent, shaggy-browed figure, and they avoided
  him as much as they could. Indeed, we all did that.


  It was some time before I came to know anything about the circumstances of
  Sir John Bollamore’s life, for Mrs. Stevens, the housekeeper, and Mr.
  Richards, the land-steward, were too loyal to talk easily of their employer’s
  affairs. As to the governess, she knew no more than I did, and our common
  interest was one of the causes which drew us together. At last, however, an
  incident occurred which led to a closer acquaintance with Mr. Richards and a
  fuller knowledge of the life of the man whom I served.


  The immediate cause of this was no less than the falling of Master Percy,
  the youngest of my pupils, into the mill-race, with imminent danger both to
  his life and to mine, since I had to risk myself in order to save him.
  Dripping and exhausted—for I was far more spent than the child —I
  was making for my room when Sir John, who had heard the hubbub, opened the
  door of his little study and asked me what was the matter. I told him of the
  accident, but assured him that his child was in no danger, while he listened
  with a rugged, immobile face, which expressed in its intense eyes and
  tightened lips all the emotion which he tried to conceal.


  “One moment! Step in here! Let me have the details!” said he, turning back
  through the open door.


  And so I found myself within that little sanctum, inside which, as I
  afterwards learned, no other foot had for three years been set save that of
  the old servant who cleaned it out. It was a round room, conforming to the
  shape of the tower in which it was situated, with a low ceiling, a single
  narrow, ivy- wreathed window, and the simplest of furniture. An old carpet, a
  single chair, a deal table, and a small shelf of books made up the whole
  contents. On the table stood a full-length photograph of a woman—I took
  no particular notice of the features, but I remember, that a certain gracious
  gentleness was the prevailing impression. Beside it were a large black
  japanned box and one or two bundles of letters or papers fastened together
  with elastic bands.


  Our interview was a short one, for Sir John Bollamore perceived that I was
  soaked, and that I should change without delay. The incident led, however, to
  an instructive talk with Richards, the agent, who had never penetrated into
  the chamber which chance had opened to me. That very afternoon he came to me,
  all curiosity, and walked up and down the garden path with me, while my two
  charges played tennis upon the lawn beside us.


  “You hardly realize the exception which has been made in your favour,”
  said he. “That room has been kept such a mystery, and Sir John’s visits to it
  have been so regular and consistent, that an almost superstitious feeling has
  arisen about it in the household. I assure you that if I were to repeat to
  you the tales which are flying about, tales of mysterious visitors there, and
  of voices overheard by the servants, you might suspect that Sir John had
  relapsed into his old ways.”


  “Why do you say relapsed?” I asked.


  He looked at me in surprise.


  “Is it possible,” said he, “that Sir John Bollamore’s previous history is
  unknown to you?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “You astound me. I thought that every man in England knew something of his
  antecedents. I should not mention the matter if it were not that you are now
  one of ourselves, and that the facts might come to your ears in some harsher
  form if I were silent upon them. I always took it for granted that you knew
  that you were in the service of ‘Devil’ Bollamore.”


  “But why ‘Devil’?” I asked.


  “Ah, you are young and the world moves fast, but twenty years ago the name
  of ‘Devil’ Bollamore was one of the best known in London. He was the leader
  of the fastest set, bruiser, driver, gambler, drunkard—a survival of
  the old type, and as bad as the worst of them.”


  I stared at him in amazement.


  “What!” I cried, “that quiet, studious, sad-faced man?”


  “The greatest rip and debauchee in England! All between ourselves,
  Colmore. But you understand now what I mean when I say that a woman’s voice
  in his room might even now give rise to suspicions.”


  “But what can have changed him so?”


  “Little Beryl Clare, when she took the risk of becoming his wife. That was
  the turning point. He had got so far that his own fast set had thrown him
  over. There is a world of difference, you know, between a man who drinks and
  a drunkard. They all drink, but they taboo a drunkard. He had become a slave
  to it—hopeless and helpless. Then she stepped in, saw the possibilities
  of a fine man in the wreck, took her chance in marrying him though she might
  have had the pick of a dozen, and, by devoting her life to it, brought him
  back to manhood and decency. You have observed that no liquor is ever kept in
  the house. There never has been any since her foot crossed its threshold. A
  drop of it would be like blood to a tiger even now.”


  “Then her influence still holds him?”


  “That is the wonder of it. When she died three years ago, we all expected
  and feared that he would fall back into his old ways. She feared it herself,
  and the thought gave a terror to death, for she was like a guardian angel to
  that man, and lived only for the one purpose. By the way, did you see a black
  japanned box in his room?”


  “Yes.”


  “I fancy it contains her letters. If ever he has occasion to be away, if
  only for a single night, he invariably takes his black japanned box with him.
  Well, well, Colmore, perhaps I have told you rather more than I should, but I
  shall expect you to reciprocate if anything of interest should come to your
  knowledge.”


  I could see that the worthy man was consumed with curiosity and just a
  little piqued that I, the newcomer, should have been the first to penetrate
  into the untrodden chamber. But the fact raised me in his esteem, and from
  that time onwards I found myself upon more confidential terms with him.


  And now the silent and majestic figure of my employer became an object of
  greater interest to me. I began to understand that strangely human look in
  his eyes, those deep lines upon his care-worn face. He was a man who was
  fighting a ceaseless battle, holding at arm’s length, from morning till
  night, a horrible adversary who was forever trying to close with him—
  an adversary which would destroy him body and soul could it but fix its claws
  once more upon him. As I watched the grim, round-backed figure pacing the
  corridor or walking in the garden, this imminent danger seemed to take bodily
  shape, and I could almost fancy that I saw this most loathsome and dangerous
  of all the fiends crouching closely in his very shadow, like a half-cowed
  beast which slinks beside its keeper, ready at any unguarded moment to spring
  at his throat. And the dead woman, the woman who had spent her life in
  warding off this danger, took shape also to my imagination, and I saw her as
  a shadowy but beautiful presence which intervened for ever with arms uplifted
  to screen the man whom she loved.


  In some subtle way he divined the sympathy which I had for him, and he
  showed in his own silent fashion that he appreciated it. He even invited me
  once to share his afternoon walk, and although no word passed between us on
  this occasion, it was a mark of confidence which he had never shown to anyone
  before. He asked me also to index his library (it was one of the best private
  libraries in England), and I spent many hours in the evening in his presence,
  if not in his society, he reading at his desk and I sitting in a recess by
  the window reducing to order the chaos which existed among his books. In
  spite of these close relations I was never again asked to enter the chamber
  in the turret.


  And then came my revulsion of feeling. A single incident changed all my
  sympathy to loathing, and made me realize that my employer still remained all
  that he had ever been, with the additional vice of hypocrisy. What happened
  was as follows.


  One evening Miss Witherton had gone down to Broadway, the neighbouring
  village, to sing at a concert for some charity, and I, according to my
  promise, had walked over to escort her back. The drive sweeps round under the
  eastern turret, and I observed as I passed that the light was lit in the
  circular room. It was a summer evening, and the window, which was a little
  higher than our heads, was open. We were, as it happened, engrossed in our
  own conversation at the moment and we had paused upon the lawn which skirts
  the old turret, when suddenly something broke in upon our talk and turned our
  thoughts away from our own affairs.


  It was a voice—the voice undoubtedly of a woman. It was low
  —so low that it was only in that still night air that we could have
  heard it, but, hushed as it was, there was no mistaking its feminine timbre.
  It spoke hurriedly, gaspingly for a few sentences, and then was silent
  —a piteous, breathless, imploring sort of voice. Miss Witherton and I
  stood for an instant staring at each other. Then we walked quickly in the
  direction of the hall-door.


  “It came through the window,” I said.


  “We must not play the part of eavesdroppers,” she answered. “We must
  forget that we have ever heard it.”


  There was an absence of surprise in her manner which suggested a new idea
  to me.


  “You have heard it before,” I cried.


  “I could not help it. My own room is higher up on the same turret. It has
  happened frequently.”


  “Who can the woman be?”


  “I have no idea. I had rather not discuss it.”


  Her voice was enough to show me what she thought. But granting that our
  employer led a double and dubious life, who could she be, this mysterious
  woman who kept him company in the old tower? I knew from my own inspection
  how bleak and bare a room it was. She certainly did not live there. But in
  that case where did she come from? It could not be anyone of the household.
  They were all under the vigilant eyes of Mrs. Stevens. The visitor must come
  from without. But how?


  And then suddenly I remembered how ancient this building was, and how
  probable that some mediaeval passage existed in it. There is hardly an old
  castle without one. The mysterious room was the basement of the turret, so
  that if there were anything of the sort it would open through the floor.
  There were numerous cottages in the immediate vicinity. The other end of the
  secret passage might lie among some tangle of bramble in the neighbouring
  copse. I said nothing to anyone, but I felt that the secret of my employer
  lay within my power.


  And the more convinced I was of this the more I marvelled at the manner in
  which he concealed his true nature. Often as I watched his austere figure, I
  asked myself if it were indeed possible that such a man should be living this
  double life, and I tried to persuade myself that my suspicions might after
  all prove to be ill-founded. But there was the female voice, there was the
  secret nightly rendezvous in the turret-chamber—how could such facts
  admit of an innocent interpretation. I conceived a horror of the man. I was
  filled with loathing at his deep, consistent hypocrisy.


  Only once during all those months did I ever see him without that sad but
  impassive mask which he usually presented towards his fellow-man. For an
  instant I caught a glimpse of those volcanic fires which he had damped down
  so long. The occasion was an unworthy one, for the object of his wrath was
  none other than the aged charwoman whom I have already mentioned as being the
  one person who was allowed within his mysterious chamber. I was passing the
  corridor which led to the turret—for my own room lay in that
  direction—when I heard a sudden, startled scream, and merged in it the
  husky, growling note of a man who is inarticulate with passion. It was the
  snarl of a furious wild beast. Then I heard his voice thrilling with anger.
  “You would dare!” he cried. “You would dare to disobey my directions!” An
  instant later the charwoman passed me, flying down the passage, white-faced
  and tremulous, while the terrible voice thundered behind her. “Go to Mrs.
  Stevens for your money! Never set foot in Thorpe Place again!” Consumed with
  curiosity, I could not help following the woman, and found her round the
  corner leaning against the wall and palpitating like a frightened rabbit.


  “What is the matter, Mrs. Brown?” I asked.


  “It’s master!” she gasped. “Oh, ‘ow ‘e frightened me! If you had seen ‘is
  eyes, Mr. Colmore, sir. I thought ‘e would ‘ave been the death of me.”


  “But what had you done?”


  “Done, sir! Nothing. At least nothing to make so much of. Just laid my
  ‘and on that black box of ‘is—‘adn’t even opened it, when in ‘e came
  and you ‘eard the way ‘e went on. I’ve lost my place, and glad I am of it,
  for I would never trust myself within reach of ‘im again.”


  So it was the japanned box which was the cause of this outburst— the
  box from which he would never permit himself to be separated. What was the
  connection, or was there any connection between this and the secret visits of
  the lady whose voice I had overheard? Sir John Bollamore’s wrath was enduring
  as well as fiery, for from that day Mrs. Brown, the charwoman, vanished from
  our ken, and Thorpe Place knew her no more.


  And now I wish to tell you the singular chance which solved all these
  strange questions and put my employer’s secret in my possession. The story
  may leave you with some lingering doubts as to whether my curiosity did not
  get the better of my honour, and whether I did not condescend to play the
  spy. If you choose to think so I cannot help it, but can only assure you
  that, improbable as it may appear, the matter came about exactly as I
  describe it.


  The first stage in this denouement was that the small room in the turret
  became uninhabitable. This occurred through the fall of the worm-eaten oaken
  beam which supported the ceiling. Rotten with age, it snapped in the middle
  one morning, and brought down a quantity of plaster with it. Fortunately Sir
  John was not in the room at the time. His precious box was rescued from
  amongst the debris and brought into the library, where, henceforward, it was
  locked within his bureau. Sir John took no steps to repair the damage, and I
  never had an opportunity of searching for that secret passage, the existence
  of which I had surmised. As to the lady, I had thought that this would have
  brought her visits to an end, had I not one evening heard Mr. Richards asking
  Mrs. Stevens who the woman was whom he had overheard talking to Sir John in
  the library. I could not catch her reply, but I saw from her manner that it
  was not the first time that she had had to answer or avoid the same
  question.


  “You’ve heard the voice, Colmore?” said the agent.


  I confessed that I had.


  “And what do YOU think of it?”


  I shrugged my shoulders, and remarked that it was no business of mine.


  “Come, come, you are just as curious as any of us. Is it a woman or
  not?”


  “It is certainly a woman.”


  “Which room did you hear it from?”


  “From the turret-room, before the ceiling fell.”


  “But I heard it from the library only last night. I passed the doors as I
  was going to bed, and I heard something wailing and praying just as plainly
  as I hear you. It may be a woman—


  “Why, what else COULD it be?”


  He looked at me hard.


  “There are more things in heaven and earth,” said he. “If it is a woman,
  how does she get there?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “No, nor I. But if it is the other thing—but there, for a practical
  business man at the end of the nineteenth century this is rather a ridiculous
  line of conversation.” He turned away, but I saw that he felt even more than
  he had said. To all the old ghost stories of Thorpe Place a new one was being
  added before our very eyes. It may by this time have taken its permanent
  place, for though an explanation came to me, it never reached the others.


  And my explanation came in this way. I had suffered a sleepless night from
  neuralgia, and about midday I had taken a heavy dose of chlorodyne to
  alleviate the pain. At that time I was finishing the indexing of Sir John
  Bollamore’s library, and it was my custom to work there from five till seven.
  On this particular day I struggled against the double effect of my bad night
  and the narcotic. I have already mentioned that there was a recess in the
  library, and in this it was my habit to work. I settled down steadily to my
  task, but my weariness overcame me and, falling back upon the settee, I
  dropped into a heavy sleep.


  How long I slept I do not know, but it was quite dark when I awoke.
  Confused by the chlorodyne which I had taken, I lay motionless in a semi-
  conscious state. The great room with its high walls covered with books loomed
  darkly all round me. A dim radiance from the moonlight came through the
  farther window, and against this lighter background I saw that Sir John
  Bollamore was sitting at his study table. His well-set head and clearly cut
  profile were sharply outlined against the glimmering square behind him. He
  bent as I watched him, and I heard the sharp turning of a key and the rasping
  of metal upon metal. As if in a dream I was vaguely conscious that this was
  the japanned box which stood in front of him, and that he had drawn something
  out of it, something squat and uncouth, which now lay before him upon the
  table. I never realized—it never occurred to my bemuddled and torpid
  brain that I was intruding upon his privacy, that he imagined himself to be
  alone in the room. And then, just as it rushed upon my horrified perceptions,
  and I had half risen to announce my presence, I heard a strange, crisp,
  metallic clicking, and then the voice.


  Yes, it was a woman’s voice; there could not be a doubt of it. But a voice
  so charged with entreaty and with yearning love, that it will ring for ever
  in my ears. It came with a curious faraway tinkle, but every word was clear,
  though faint—very faint, for they were the last words of a dying
  woman.


  “I am not really gone, John,” said the thin, gasping voice. “I am here at
  your very elbow, and shall be until we meet once more. I die happy to think
  that morning and night you will hear my voice. Oh, John, be strong, be
  strong, until we meet again.”


  I say that I had risen in order to announce my presence, but I could not
  do so while the voice was sounding. I could only remain half lying, half
  sitting, paralysed, astounded, listening to those yearning distant musical
  words. And he—he was so absorbed that even if I had spoken he might not
  have heard me. But with the silence of the voice came my half articulated
  apologies and explanations. He sprang across the room, switched on the
  electric light, and in its white glare I saw him, his eyes gleaming with
  anger, his face twisted with passion, as the hapless charwoman may have seen
  him weeks before.


  “Mr. Colmore!” he cried. “You here! What is the meaning of this, sir?”


  With halting words I explained it all, my neuralgia, the narcotic, my
  luckless sleep and singular awakening. As he listened the glow of anger faded
  from his face, and the sad, impassive mask closed once more over his
  features.


  “My secret is yours, Mr. Colmore,” said he. “I have only myself to blame
  for relaxing my precautions. Half confidences are worse than no confidences,
  and so you may know all since you know so much. The story may go where you
  will when I have passed away, but until then I rely upon your sense of honour
  that no human soul shall hear it from your lips. I am proud still—God
  help me!—or, at least, I am proud enough to resent that pity which this
  story would draw upon me. I have smiled at envy, and disregarded hatred, but
  pity is more than I can tolerate.


  “You have heard the source from which the voice comes—that voice
  which has, as I understand, excited so much curiosity in my household. I am
  aware of the rumours to which it has given rise. These speculations, whether
  scandalous or superstitious, are such as I can disregard and forgive. What I
  should never forgive would be a disloyal spying and eavesdropping in order to
  satisfy an illicit curiosity. But of that, Mr. Colmore, I acquit you.


  “When I was a young man, sir, many years younger than you are now, I was
  launched upon town without a friend or adviser, and with a purse which
  brought only too many false friends and false advisers to my side. I drank
  deeply of the wine of life—if there is a man living who has drunk more
  deeply he is not a man whom I envy. My purse suffered, my character suffered,
  my constitution suffered, stimulants became a necessity to me, I was a
  creature from whom my memory recoils. And it was at that time, the time of my
  blackest degradation, that God sent into my life the gentlest, sweetest
  spirit that ever descended as a ministering angel from above. She loved me,
  broken as I was, loved me, and spent her life in making a man once more of
  that which had degraded itself to the level of the beasts.


  “But a fell disease struck her, and she withered away before my eyes. In
  the hour of her agony it was never of herself, of her own sufferings and her
  own death that she thought. It was all of me. The one pang which her fate
  brought to her was the fear that when her influence was removed I should
  revert to that which I had been. It was in vain that I made oath to her that
  no drop of wine would ever cross my lips. She knew only too well the hold
  that the devil had upon me—she who had striven so to loosen it
  —and it haunted her night and day the thought that my soul might again
  be within his grip.


  “It was from some friend’s gossip of the sick room that she heard of this
  invention—this phonograph—and with the quick insight of a loving
  woman she saw how she might use it for her ends. She sent me to London to
  procure the best which money could buy. With her dying breath she gasped into
  it the words which have held me straight ever since. Lonely and broken, what
  else have I in all the world to uphold me? But it is enough. Please God, I
  shall face her without shame when He is pleased to reunite us! That is my
  secret, Mr. Colmore, and whilst I live I leave it in your keeping.”
 

  

   


  THE END
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