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			A NOTE FROM THE PUBLISHER

			Sexton Blake is a fictional character, a detective who has been featured in many British comic strips, novels, and dramatic productions since 1893. As the years passed, Blake’s character experienced various permutations. He was originally created to be similar to earlier 19th-century detectives but during the late 1890s, Blake’s authors consciously modeled him on Sherlock Holmes.

			Sexton Blake adventures were featured in a wide variety of British and international publications (in many languages) from 1893 to 1978, comprising more than 4,000 stories by some 200 different authors. Blake was also the hero of numerous silent and sound movies, radio serials, and a 1960s ITV television series.

			This volume contains 23 tales, originally published in 1908 and 1909.

			Enjoy!

			—John Betancourt

			Publisher, Wildside Press LLC

			www.wildsidepress.com

			ABOUT THE SERIES

			Over the last few years, our MEGAPACK® ebook series has grown to be our most popular endeavor. (Maybe it helps that we sometimes offer them as premiums to our mailing list!) One question we keep getting asked is, “Who’s the editor?”

			The MEGAPACK® ebook series (except where specifically credited) are a group effort. Everyone at Wildside works on them. This includes John Betancourt (me), Carla Coupe, Steve Coupe, Shawn Garrett, Helen McGee, Bonner Menking, Sam Cooper, Helen McGee and many of Wildside’s authors…who often suggest stories to include (and not just their own!)

			RECOMMEND A FAVORITE STORY?

			Do you know a great classic science fiction story, or have a favorite author whom you believe is perfect for the MEGAPACK® ebook series? We’d love your suggestions! You can post them on our message board at http://wildsidepress.forumotion.com/ (there is an area for Wildside Press comments).
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			TYPOS

			Unfortunately, as hard as we try, a few typos do slip through. We update our ebooks periodically, so make sure you have the current version (or download a fresh copy if it’s been sitting in your ebook reader for months.) It may have already been updated.

			If you spot a new typo, please let us know. We’ll fix it for everyone. You can email the publisher at wildsidepress@yahoo.com or use the message boards above.

		

	
		
			A CONFIDENTIAL REPORT

			Originally published September 12, 1908.

			“URGENT. COME AT ONCE.—TREVELYAN, MOSTYN MANOR.”

			That was all the telegram said; and, apart from the fact that Sir Otto Trevelyan, of Mostyn Manor, in Surrey, was one of the best-known financial magnates in the City of London, that was all that Sexton Blake knew of the case when he left his rooms in Baker Street and drove to Waterloo.

			It was then half-past seven in the morning. An hour later he reached Mostyn, where Sir Otto’s motor met him at the station. By a quarter to nine he was at the Hall, a fine old Tudor mansion, surrounded by an extensive park.

			Sir Otto, pale and distracted, was awaiting him in the library.

			“I thought you weren’t coming!” he exclaimed, seizing the detective by the hand, and dragging him into the room. “I’ve been robbed of a document worth a hundred thousand pounds! My secretary, who apparently surprised the thief, has been shot and is now unconscious. The police, of course, have the matter in hand; but I’ve no faith in these rural police so I sent for you. Find the thief and recover the stolen document before it falls into He hands of old Picot—for he’s at the bottom of the business, I’ll swear—and I’ll pay you any fee—”

			The detective interrupted him with an impatient gesture.

			“We can discuss the question of fee afterwards,” he said. “At present we are merely wasting time. Pray calm yourself, and begin at the beginning, and tell me what has happened.”

			“If I am to begin at the beginning,” said Sir Otto, “I must tell you that I have large financial interests in Peru. Another firm, with equally large interests in that country, is the well-known financial firm of Picot et Fils, of Paris. Between their firm and mine there has been for many years the keenest commercial rivalry, amounting, in the case of old Picot and myself, to something in the nature of a bitter personal feud.

			“About six months ago I sent an expert over to Peru to inspect and report on certain properties which had been offered to me. His confidential report, written in Spanish, reached London yesterday. I do not wish to weary you with details; so I will simply say that if that report falls into the hands of Picot et Fils before noon tomorrow, the result will be a loss to me and my firm of at least a hundred thousand pounds.

			“I glanced through the report at my office in London, and brought it home with me last evening. I sat up until after midnight reading it; then I locked it up in a small safe in my study an I went to bed.”

			“Excuse my interrupting you,” said Sexton Blake. “How many persons knew you had brought the report home with you?”

			“Two,” said Sir Otto. “My confidential clerk, in London, and my private secretary, a young fellow named Percival, who lives here.”

			“At six o’clock this morning,” he continued, “I was roused by one of the servants with the startling news that the study window had been broken open during the night, the lock of the safe had been picked, and the unconscious form of my secretary had been found lying outside the study window. He had evidently heard a suspicious noise in the study, had come down to investigate, had surprised the thief at work, and had jumped out of the window after him.

			“The burglar had then apparently fired at him, for there was a wound on the side of his head, which the doctor declares must have been caused by a revolver-shot fired at close quarters. Fortunately, the bullet did not enter the skull, and the doctor has every hope that he will recover.”

			“Did anybody in the house hear a shot fired?” asked Sexton Blake.

			“No. But there was a violent thunderstorm here between two and three this morning—no rain, but terrific thunder and lightning—so that, if the shot was fired at any time between two and three, it is not surprising that nobody heard it.

			“On hearing the servant’s news,” continued Sir Otto, “I rushed down to the study. The lock of the safe had not been picked, as the servant had said. It had been opened by means of a duplicate key, which was still in the keyhole. And the only thing which was missing from the safe was the confidential report—which proves, to my mind, at least, that the thief was an agent of old Picot’s.”

			The detective shook his head.

			“Your theory doesn’t impress me at present,” he said. “However, may I see the room in which the robbery was committed?”

			Sir Otto conducted him to the study, which was on the ground floor and overlooked the park. The window had been opened by the well-known device of scratching a circle with a diamond on the outside of one of the panes, sticking a lump of putty in the centre of the circle, and pulling out the disc of glass. A hand had then apparently been thrust through the opening, and the catch had been forced back.

			Sexton Blake examined the safe and the duplicate key; then he opened the window. On the ground outside was the disc of glass which had been cut out of the window-pane, and which had been overlooked by the servants and the village constable. The putty was still adhering to it, and on one side if the putty was a beautifully clear impression of a thumb, whilst on the other was an equally clear impression of a finger.

			“Clue number 1!” said Sexton Blake. “These fingerprints may prove of incalculable help in identifying the thief.”

			He opened the window, climbed out, and examined the ground outside, where the secretary had been found. Suddenly he uttered a low whistle of astonishment, and, to Sir Otto’s surprise, he began to walk slowly away from the house with his eyes fixed on the ground.

			“Where are you going?” asked Sir Otto, vaulting through the window and joining him.

			The detective made no reply. With his eyes still fixed on the ground, and followed by Sir Otto, he walked across the lawn, round the end of the shrubbery, and ultimately pulled up at a small rustic gate, which opened into a deserted lane on the south side of the park. Just outside the gate were the prints of a horse’s hoofs—dozens of impressions—and a number of cigarette-ends.

			“A man on horseback evidently role up to this gate, either last night or early this morning,” said Sexton Blake. “He waited here. Judging by the number of hoof-prints, he waited a considerable time. See!”

			He picked up and counted the cigarette-ends. There were five of them.

			“Turkish,” he said. “Evidently not a poor man. Allowing a quarter of an hour for each cigarette, that means he waited here for upwards of an hour.”

			Suddenly his eyes fell on a yew-tree, which grew beside the gate. Several of the fresh young shoots had been recently torn off. On one of the branches were the marks of teeth.

			“Splendid!” said Sexton Blake. “Magnificent. The man whiled away his time whilst he was waiting here by smoking Turkish cigarettes. The horse amused himself by munching the leaves of this yew-tree. If you recover that confidential report it’ll be the horse you’ll have to thank!”

			“Why?” said Sir Otto, completely mystified.

			The detective smiled, and shrugged his shoulders.

			“And now,” he said. “I’d like to see your private secretary.”

			They returned to the house. Percival, the secretary, had been carried up to his bedroom and put to bed. He was still unconscious, and the district nurse had been pressed into service, till one from London could be obtained. Without a word, the detective removed the bandage from Percival’s head and examined the wound. It was a peculiar, burnt-looking wound. The skin was scorched and blackened, and the hair on each side was singed.

			“Where are his clothes?” asked Sexton Blake, after replacing the bandage.

			“There, sir,” said the nurse, pointing to a chair at the foot of the bed.

			The detective calmly felt in the pockets, and drew out a knife. He opened one of the blades, and requested the nurse to lend him a needle.

			When she had complied, he laid the needle on the bed and touched it with the blade of the knife. The blade picked up the needle and held it, exactly as a magnet would have done.

			“That’s curious,” said Sir Otto. “But, upon my word, I don’t see what it points to.”

			“It points to the fact that your secretary wasn’t shot at all,” said Sexton Blake. “I guessed what had happened when I saw the wound, and now I know. He was struck by lightning, and, as often happens in such cases, all the steel articles in his pockets were converted into magnets.”

			He picked up the piece of putty, which he had brought upstairs with him, and compared the impressions on each aide with the finger and thumb of Percival’s right hand.

			Sir Otto turned suddenly pale.

			“Mr. Blake,” he said, in a low, hoarse voice, “you—you don’t suggest that—that—”

			“I do,” said Sexton Blake. “Come downstairs, and I’ll tell you.”

			They retraced their steps to the library.

			“When I examined the ground outside the study window,” said Sexton Blake, “I discovered a double track of bare feet, leading away from and back to the window. I traced them to that rustic gate, and found, as you know, that a man and a horse had been standing there for an hour at least. That gave me my first, inkling of the truth. I returned to the house, examined your secretary’s wound, and his finger and thumb, and then I knew my theory was correct.”

			“And what is your theory?”

			“It was your secretary who opened the safe and took out the report. The duplicate key had probably been in his possession for months, and he cut the piece out of the window to make it appear that the house had been broken into from outside.

			“After he had secured the report, he climbed out through the window, and walked to that gate, where he handed the report to a confederate, who had arrived on horseback, and who had been waiting there for more than an hour. He then walked back to the house, but, just as he reached the window, he was struck by lightning and rendered unconscious.”

			“And to think how I trusted him!” Sir Otto said, in a hollow voice. “Who do you think was his confederate?”

			“That’s just what I’m going to find out,” said Sexton Blake, rising to his feet. “May I borrow the car? It’s still outside, I see.”

			“Certainly,” said Sir Otto. “But where are you going?”

			“To find your secretary’s confederate, of course,” said Sexton Blake, “and to compel him to disgorge his booty.”

			And, before the mystified baronet could question him further, Sexton Blake had left the house, and was speeding down the drive in a motor-car.

			II.

			FEW things escaped Sexton Blake’s observation. Whilst passing through the village, on his way from the station to the Hall, he had observed on the door of one of the houses a brass plate bearing the inscription “Mr. Dawson, Veterinary Surgeon.” It was to this house that he now directed Sir Otto’s chauffeur to drive him.

			Mr. Dawson was standing at his window. He saw the detective alight from the car, and hurried to the door.

			“You know who I am, I see!” said Sexton Blake, as the vet welcomed him with effusive cordiality. “I want some information from you, if you’re willing to give it to me.”

			“Any information I can give you is at your service,” said Mr. Dawson, “What do you want to know?”

			“You attend most of the horses hereabouts when they are ill, I suppose.”

			“All of them, I think.”

			“Have you one on your list at present suffering from the effects of yew-poisoning?”

			“Why, yes!” replied the vet, in evident surprise. “I was called out early this morning to sec one—a valuable hunter, belonging to Major Brett.”

			“Taken ill this morning?”

			“Yes; quite suddenly.”

			“And you’ve no doubt that the horses’s illness has been caused by eating yew-leaves?”

			“Not the slightest, though it’s a mystery where the beast found the leaves, as there are no yew-trees in the major’s grounds. But why do you ask?”

			“I’m asking questions, not you!” said the detective, with a laugh. “Where does Major Brett live?”

			“At Tapton Lodge, about three miles from here.”

			The detective looked him full in the face.

			“Don’t answer this if you’d rather not?” he said. “What sort of a character does the major bear?”

			“Very bad,” said Mr. Dawson frankly.

			“Do you happen to know if he’s a friend of Mr. Percival, Sir Otto Trevelyan’s private secretary?”

			“He is. Sir Otto doesn’t know, and I’m sure he wouldn’t approve of it if he did, but Brett and Percival have been as thick as thieves for the past few weeks.”

			That was all the detective wished to know.

			“Good-morning!” he said, holding out his hand. “Thank you for your information, and especially for asking no questions. By the way, I suppose the chauffeur will know where Tapton Lodge is?”

			“Oh, yes! But if you want to see Major Brett, it’s no use your going to Tapton Lodge. He has gone away this morning.”

			“Gone away?” echoed Sexton Blake, in dismay. “Already?”

			“Yes. He left by the 8.30 for London. I drove him to the station in my trap after I had seen the hunter. He’s off to Paris by the eleven train from Victoria. He told me so himself.”

			“Can I get from here to London in time to reach Victoria by eleven?” Sexton Blake asked.

			Mr. Dawson glanced at his watch. It was a quarter to ten.

			“I’m afraid you can’t,” he said. “The 9.25 will have gone now. The next train doesn’t leave till 10.10, and isn’t due to reach Waterloo till 11.25.”

			The detective groaned. Then he suddenly bethought himself of the motor-car. Victoria was only twenty-five miles away, and he had an hour and a quarter.

			He turned to the vet.

			“One last favour,” he said. “What is the major like—in personal appearance, I mean?”

			Mr. Dawson pointed to a framed photograph on the wall of the consulting-room. It represented a meet of the local hunt.

			“That’s Major Brett,” he said, pointing to one of the mounted figures.

			The detective studied the photograph for a few seconds; then he bade the vet a hurried farewell, and returned to the car.

			“Victoria Station!” he said, as he sprung in. “As fast as you can make her travel!”

			The car dashed away, and seventy minutes later drew up in Victoria station-yard.

			At Dover all doubt was set at rest as to whether Major Brett was in the train. The detective saw him alight, recognised him by the photograph he had seen in the vet’s consulting-room, and followed him aboard the steamer.

			From Dover to Calais—from Calais to Paris—and in Paris, which was reached at a quarter to seven in the evening—from the Gare du Nord to the Hôtel Mimosas, in the Rue Caumartin, he shadowed his unsuspecting quarry.

			“I wired to you from London this morning to reserve me a private sitting-room and a bed-room,” he heard the major say to the manager of the hotel.

			“What name, sir?” asked the manager.

			“Smith,” said the major unblushingly.

			The manager consulted his book, and beckoned to the hall-porter.

			“Forty-nine,” he said. Then be turned to Brett. “Your sitting-room and bedroom are en suite, sir,” he said, “on the first Hour. Dinner will be ready at half-past seven.”

			“I shall not take dinner tonight,” said Brett. “I may have something later in my room: but I’m expecting a gentleman to call to see me at eight o’clock. Monsieur Picot is his name. Will you please show him up to my room as soon as he arrives?”

			The manager promised that he would, and the major followed the hall-porter to the lift.

			“So Sir Otto was right,” murmured Sexton Blake as he turned on his heel and left the hotel, after asking for somebody who he knew was not there. “Picot at Fils are at the bottom of this. And yet that doesn’t follow,” he added. “Percival and Brett may have concocted this plot between them, and Brett may simply have wired to Paris this morning, asking Picot to meet him at the Mimosas at eight o’clock tonight. In any case, whether Picot knew of the plot beforehand or not, he doubtless knows by now that Brett has the report and is willing to sell it. Even if Brett only wired to him this morning, he would he sure to tell him that; or, at any rate, to give him a hint. And, unless I can prevent it, the report will pass into Picot’s hands tonight.

			“Unless I can prevent it,” he mused. “Can I? Of course, I’ve no legal evidence against Brett, and, even if I had, I couldn’t have him arrested and searched before eight o’clock. And if once old Picot gets bold of the report, all is lost.”

			He pondered for a moment or two; then a daring idea occurred lo him.

			“It’s risky,” he muttered. “But it might come off.”

			He hailed a passing cab, and drove to a big theatrical costumier’s in the Rue Rivoli. He was only in the shop a few minutes, yet when he came out he was no longer a young, clean-shaven Englishman, but—in appearance—an elderly Frenchman, with a grey, pointed heard and hair of the same hue.

			“If he knows Picot, I’m done,” he mused, as he retraced his steps to tho Hue Caumartin. “But it’s a hundred to one he doesn’t. Anyhow, I’ll risk it.”

			It was barely a quarter to eight when he reached the Hôtel Mimosas.

			“There is it gentleman staying here named Smith,” he said to the manager, in faultless French. “I wish to see him.”

			“Ah, you are Monsieur Picot, no doubt,” said the manager. “Yes, Mr. Smith is expecting you.”

			Sexton Blake heaved a sigh of relief. He had not disguised himself Jo resemble M. Picot of, course, for the simple reason that he had not a ghost of an idea what M. Picot was like. He had merely made up as an elderly, grey-haired Frenchman, and if He manager had happened lo know M. Picot, the detective’s trick would have been exposed at the very outset of his programme.

			But the manager suspected nothing—he called lo one of the waiters and instructed him to conduct the detective to No. 49.

			The detective walked into the room. Brett came forward with outstretched hand. The waiter closed the door retired.

			“I hope you speak English, Monsieur Picot?” said the major, somewhat anxiously.

			“But yes,” said the detective, “I speak English veree well. And you? Is it that you do not speak our language?”

			“No,” said Brett, “English is the only language I know—and the only one I want to know!”

			Again a look of relief crossed the detective’s face. The stolen report was written in Spanish. If English was the only language which Brett knew, he could not have read the report, and, therefore, would not be able to tell Monsieur Picot what it contained if he—Sexton Blake—could recover it before the Frenchman saw it.

			Brett observed the look which flashed into the detective’s face, and misinterpreted it.

			“You’re wondering,” he said, “how I wrote that telegram, if I didn’t know French?”

			“Certainly the telegram was in French,” said Sexton Blake, making a blind shot.

			“Of course it was, but it wasn’t written by me. It was written by a gentleman whom you know, I believe—Mr. Percival, Sir Otto Trevelyan’s private secretary. He wrote it out for me last night, and I sent it off from London this morning.”

			The detective nodded—somewhat impatiently, it is to be feared. It was now ten minutes to eight, and the real Monsieur Picot was due at eight.

			“And now to business, as you English say,” he said. “You have brought the report?”

			Brett gazed at him in undisguised astonishment.

			“You’re a hoy for jumping to conclusions!” he said. “How on earth did you guess I’d got the report?”

			This was an awkward corner; but Sexton Blake turned it with flying colours.

			“Ah, I see Mr. Percival doesn’t tell you everything!” he said blandly. “Of course, the telegram was in French; you couldn’t read it.”

			“That’s so,” said Brett. “But Percival didn’t say any more in the telegram than what I’ve told you, did he?”

			The detective shrugged his shoulders.

			“The beggar!” said Brett. “Fancy his deceiving me like that!”

			It was then five minutes to eight.

			“Then why do you waste time in idle talk?” said Sexton Blake. “Let us come to business. You have the report. I want it. For how much will you sell it to me?”

			“Five thousand pounds,” said Brett. “Mot a penny less!”

			“A large sum,” said Sexton Blake. “Yet I do not say if is more than the report is worth. First of all, however, before we discuss terms I must know that you are not deceiving me. I must see the report.”

			“You can look at it across the table,” said Brett; “but I’m not going to let you touch it, or read a line of it, till the money’s in my hands.”

			“Let me see it, then,” said Sexton Blake.

			Brett thrust his hand into the inside pocket of his frock-coat and drew out a foolscap envelope, addressed to Sir Otto Trevelyan at his London Office, and bearing a Peruvian stamp. From the envelope he drew out a folded packet of papers, unfolded it, and laid it face upwards on the table in front of him.

			Quick as thought the detective stretched out his hand to secure the papers, but, quicker still, a revolver flashed from Brett’s pocket and leaped into his face.

			“No, you don’t,” said Brett. “No tricks! As I said before, I’m not going to let you touch those papers till the five thousand pounds are in my hands.”

			The detective smiled. Fixing his eyes on the bedroom door, which was behind Brett, he ostentatiously nodded his head.

			“Collar him!” he said.

			“Right you are, sir,” said a gruff voice behind Brett’s back.

			Brett leaped to his feet with a startled oath, and spun round on his heel.

			But it was only Sexton Blake practising a little Ventriloquism. And even as Brett turned his head to see who had spoken, the detective’s hands shot out across the table. One hand snatched up the precious report; the other wrested the revolver from Brett’s grasp and levelled it at its owner’s head.

			Still covering Brett with the revolver, he raised the hand containing the report to his head, and whipped off his wig and false beard.

			“Sexton Blake!” gasped Brett.

			“Who presents his compliments to Major Brett, of Tapton Lodge!” said the detective, with a mocking bow.

			The clock struck eight. Footsteps and excited voices were heard in the corridor outside.

			“I rather fancy,” said Sexton Blake, “that this is the real Monsieur Picot, coming in see you. By this time, no doubt, the manager has explained to him that another gentleman, giving the name of Picot, has been shown up to your room. Monsieur Picot appears to be angry and excited. I hate scenes. You’d better meet him in the corridor, and explain to him that there has been a slight mistake, and that you have no important private information for sale.”

			Brett looked up quickly.

			“You’re not going to arrest me?” he asked eagerly.

			Sexton Blake did not answer. He did not trouble to explain that he had no power to arrest him. He merely pointed to the door.

			“Go—quickly!” he said. “They’ll be here in half a minute!”

			Brett darted from the room. Scarcely had he disappeared, when Sexton Blake slipped into the bedroom through one door and out through another.

			“NO. I sha’n’t prosecute,” said Sir Otto, when Sexton Blake had presented him with the report, and had briefly related his adventures. “Percival is dying, the doctor says; and as for Picot, well, I don’t suppose he’ll ever dare to show his face in England again, and, now that I’ve recovered the report I don’t feel inclined to waste time and trouble over extradition proceedings.”

			And so the true history of the robbery at Mostyn Manor never got into tho papers; and the villagers are still wondering why Major Brett, of Tapton Lodge, departed by an early train for London one morning, and never returned.

		

	
		
			MY LORD THE BABY

			Originally published September 26, 1908.

			It was a case which Sexton Blake was very fond of quoting, not in a boastful spirit, but as a striking proof of his contention that no man may hope to become a successful detective unless he has received at least the rudiments of a medical education. The bald facts of the case, stripped of all unnecessary verbiage were these:—

			Mr. Beaumont was an architect and a well-known figure at Hummersea, a small watering place on the south coast. He married somewhat late in life, and twelve months after his marriage his wife presented him with a son.

			On a certain sunny day in August, the baby being then about three weeks old, he was taken out in his mail-cart by his nurse. They left the house about half-past 10, and, on reaching the sea-front, they turned along a secluded path which skirted the edge of the cliffs.

			Afterwards the nurse asserted that, from the moment she left Mr. Beaumont’s house, she had “an uneasy feeling” that she was being followed. As she never mentioned this “uneasy feeling,” however, until after the mystery had been solved, one is justified in wondering if it were not an afterthought.

			About a quarter-past eleven, being then quite out of sight of the town, the nurse was thinking of retracing her steps, when she was startled by hearing a sudden scream and a shout for help.

			Glancing back along the road by which she had come, she saw a woman lying at full length on the path. According to the nurse’s subsequent statements, this woman spoke with a decided foreign accent, and appeared to be about the same age as the nurse, but, as she was wearing a thick, dark veil, which she never raised, the nurse never saw her face with sufficient clearness to enable her to identify the woman.

			Hastily turning the mail-cart round, the nurse hurried back to the woman, who explained that she had stumbled and fallen, and believed she had broken her leg. She seemed to be in terrible agony, said the nurse, and, at the woman’s suggestion, the nurse left her in charge of the baby and the mail-cart while, she ran back, to the nearest house—about half-a-mile away—in quest of help.

			And when the nurse returned, a few minutes later, accompanied by two men and a roughly-improvised stretcher, the woman and the baby had disappeared! The mail-cart was still there, but the woman had apparently risen to her feet as soon as the nurse was out of sight, and taken the baby out of the mail-cart, and had made off with him.

			In less than an hour the whole town was ringing with the news of this sensational abduction of Mrs. Beaumont’s baby. The local police cross-questioned the nurse and wired her meagre description of the unknown woman to all the surrounding towns and villages. Thousands of people visited the spot where the abduction had taken place and scores of theories were put forward to explain the affair.

			Mrs. Beaumont was prostrated with grief, and had three attacks of hysterics in less than as many hours. Mr. Beaumont was almost equally distracted; and when 7 o’clock arrived and there was still no news of the missing baby he wired for Sexton Blake.

			The detective arrived at nine o’clock, by which time it was raining hard, and the little town was enveloped in a thick sea-mist. Mr. Beaumont met him at the station, and as they walked to his house he told the detective all the details of the case.

			“Now, what Is your theory?” he asked, as they turned in at the garden gate. “Who was the woman who stole my child, and why did she steal him? What object could anybody hope to achieve by stealing a baby three weeks old? Revenge is out of the question, for I haven’t an enemy in the world, and neither has my wife.”

			“I must have more information before I begin, weaving theories,” said Sexton Blake. “The nurse is still here, I suppose?”

			“Oh, yes.”

			“Then I’d like to begin by questioning her,” said Sexton Blake.

			By this time they had entered the house. Mr. Beaumont, ushered the detective into a cosily-furnished dining-room, and then, explaining that the housemaid—his only other servant—was out, he went off in search of the nurse.

			A moment or two later he returned with the nurse, and Sexton Blake was in the act of cross-examining her when the house re-echoed with a violent peal of the front-door bell.

			“I’ll see who it is,” said Mr. Beaumont, jumping to his feet.

			He left the room and opened the front door. There was nobody there. Peering through the swirling mist he called out; but received no answer. Then, just as he was about to close the door his eyes fell on a bundle on the step. It was a baby, wrapped in a shawl. He snatched it up, dragged aside the shawl, and peered into the baby’s face. Then an awful cry burst from his lips.

			He staggered back into the dining-room, tears streaming down his face, and tenderly laid a little form on the couch.

			“My boy—my little son,” he sobbed. “She—she has brought him back—left him on the doorstep—rang the bell, and ran away. And—and he is dead!”

			II.

			There was no doubt that the baby was dead. A very brief examination on the part of Sexton Blake sufficed to convince him of that fact. Also, incidentally, it convinced him of something else.

			He felt in his waistcoat pocket and drew out a clinical thermometer. He shook down the mercury index and inserted the bulb of the instrument in the baby’s mouth. Then he turned to the weeping nurse. It was no use talking to Mr. Beaumont, who, with his face buried in his hands, was rocking himself to and fro in an agony of grief.

			“So, this is the baby whom you took out this morning and who afterwards disappeared?” said Sexton Blake.

			The nurse nodded.

			“Do you notice any difference in him?”

			“He’s just as I left him in the mail-cart,” she said. “The same clothes and the same little bonnet. Nothing has been changed or stolen.”

			There was an interval of silence; then Mr. Beaumont raised his head and regarded the detective with tear-dimmed eyes.

			“Well?” he said, in a husky voice. “What is your theory? How has he been murdered, and why?”

			“I have discovered nothing up to the present,” said Sexton Blake, “to lead me to suppose that this child has been murdered. On the contrary, I have little hesitation in saying that he died from natural causes—probably convulsions.”

			Mr. Beaumont shook his head. “I can’t believe that,” he said. “He was perfectly well and strong when he left this house at half-past ten this morning, and nothing will make me believe that his death was due to natural causes.”

			Sexton Blake made no reply. He stood, silent, watch in hand, for a couple of minutes, then he removed the thermometer from the baby’s mouth, glanced at it, and replaced it in his pocket.

			“How many fingers had your baby when he was born?” he asked.

			Mr. Beaumont was evidently surprised by the question.

			“The usual number, of course,” he said. “Four fingers and a thumb on each hand.”

			“You are absolutely certain of that?”

			“Of course.”

			“He hadn’t an extra finger on the right hand, which the doctor snipped off?”

			“Certainly not! Why do you ask such an extraordinary question?”

			“I’ll explain my reason by-and-by,” said Sexton Blake. “In the meantime”—he laid his hand on Mr. Beaumont’s shoulder—”hope for the best,” he said. “I am going to leave you now for a little while, but when I come back I hope I shall be able to give you good news of your little son.”

			And before his astounded and bewildered client could say a word he picked up his hat and left the house.

			It was 11 o’clock when be returned. Mr. Beaumont was still in the dining-room, but the lifeless form of the dead baby had been carried upstairs.

			“Here we are again!” said the detective with, a levity that jarred on Mr. Beaumont’s nerves. “I have a cab outside and I want you to come with me for a drive.”

			“Where to?” asked Mr. Beaumont./p>

			“I’ll tell you when we’re in the cab,” said Sexton Blake.

			“But what—?”

			“Don’t ask questions,” said Sexton Blake. “Come with me, and I promise you that in half an hour from now yon shall see your son.”

			Mr. Beaumont gazed at him in stupefied bewilderment.

			“But I’ve seen him already,” he said. “He’s lying dead upstairs.”

			The detective shook his head.

			“He isn’t!” he said. “That baby—But I’ll tell you all about it later. Come along or her ladyship will have gone to bed.”

			Like a man in a dream, Mr. Beaumont followed the detective out of the house. A moment later they were seated in the cab and rattling down the mist-enshrouded road.

			III.

			“Now, before I explain my seemingly eccentric conduct tonight,” began Sexton Blake, “I’m going to give you an elementary lesson in medical jurisprudence.

			“As you may be aware,” he continued, “the normal temperature of a living human being is ninety-eight and a half degrees Fahrenheit. In fever a man’s temperature may rise to a hundred and three or four or five, and in states of collapse it may sink to ninety-seven, or even ninety-six. The ordinary temperature of a healthy living man, woman, or child is, however, as I have said, ninety-eight and a half. When a man dies the heat of his body gradually subsides until it reaches the same temperature as that of the surrounding air. As the rate of cooling is fairly regular—one and three-fifths of a degree per hour after death, a very simple calculation enables us to say that that particular man or woman has been dead six and a quarter hours. Do you follow me?”

			“Quite,” said Mr. Beaumont. “But what has all this; to do with the death of my child?”

			“That’s just what I’m going to explain,” said Sexton Blake. “When I examined that baby which was left on your doorstep, the first thing that struck me was that the body was, abnormally cold for a child that had been alive and well at a quarter-past eleven this morning. As you saw, I took the baby’s temperature with my thermometer. It was sixty-six and a half.

			“It was a quarter-past nine when I examined the baby. Your baby had been alive and well at a quarter-past eleven in the morning; therefore, if this was your baby, it could not have been dead more than ten hours at the very outside. But this baby’s temperature was sixty-six and a half, which proved that it had been dead twenty hours!

			“In other words,” he went on, “the baby which was left on your doorstep tonight died about one o’clock this morning. As your baby was alive and well at a quarter-past eleven, it follows, as a matter of course, that the baby I examined tonight was not yours.”

			“But—but it was dressed in my child’s clothes,” stammered Mr. Beaumont.

			The detective laughed.

			“That proves nothing,” he said. “It is easy to change a child’s clothes—to take them from a living child and place them on a dead one. And babies of three weeks old are very, much alike, as a rule.

			“However,” he continued, “whilst I was examining the baby I made an other discovery, which effectually settled the matter. As you doubtless know, it is not an uncommon thing for a baby to be born with an extra, or supernumerary, finger. The finger, as a rule, is merely attached to the outer side of the hand by a thin pedicle of skin, and a snip of the scissors is all that is required to remove it.

			“Whilst I was examining the baby in your dining-room I discovered a minute scar on the outer side of the right hand, which showed me at a glance that the child had had a supernumerary finger removed at that spot. I asked you if your child had been born with an extra finger, and you replied in the negative, which was all the further proof I heeded to convince me this was not your child.

			“To sum up the result of my examination,” he concluded: “it was obvious to me that somebody had stolen your child, had taken off his clothes, had put them on a dead child, had brought the dead child to your door under cover of the darkness and the mist, and had rung the bell and run away.”

			“But who could have done such an extraordinary thing?” said Mr. Beaumont, still only half-convinced. “What could anybody have to gain by exchanging a dead child for a living one?”

			“That’s just what I asked myself,” said Sexton Blake. “So when I left your house. I started on a round of visits to the local doctors. ‘Have you a patient,’ I asked, who recently gave birth to a male baby with a supernumerary finger on the right hand which you removed?”

			“The first five doctors I interviewed answered my question in the negative. The sixth said, ‘Yes: Lady Lingdale, of Hummersea Castle, gave birth to a son and heir three weeks ago. He had a supernumerary finger on his right hand, and I snipped it off with a pair of scissors before he was an hour old!”

			“Lady Lingdale!” gasped Mr. Beaumont.

			The detective nodded.

			“You know her?” he asked.

			“Well!” said Mr. Beaumont; “She’s the widow of the late Lord Lingdale. His lordship was killed in a motor accident two days before the baby was born.”

			“And it was her ladyship’s first child?”

			“Yes; so that the baby was the new Lord Lingdale the moment he was born.”

			“So the doctor told me. He also told me that so long as the little Lord Lingdale lived her ladyship would continue to enjoy a royal income, but if the child died before attaining the age of twenty-one Lady Lingdale would have to leave the castle—the rightful owner, a distant cousin would succeed—and she would only have a comparatively modest jointure as her portion.”

			Mr. Beaumont started and regarded the detective with eyes that glowed with suppressed excitement.

			“Yes,” said Sexton Blake, in reply to his unspoken question. “That’s the explanation, without a doubt. Lady Lingdale’s son evidently died—probably in a convulsion fit—at one o’clock this morning. She knew that you had a son the same age as her own, and either she or an accomplice stole your baby and exchanged it for her own.”

			“Then we are now going—?” said Mr. Beaumont.

			“To Hummersea Castle,” said Sexton Blake. “Where I hope to find your little son alive and well.”

			A quarter of an hour later they reached-the castle. Lady Lingdale—formerly known on the music-hall stage as Flossie Flower—happened to be crossing the entrance hall when the detective and-Mr. Beaumont were admitted by the butler.

			She recognised Sexton Blake at a glance, and obviously guessed the object of his visit, for she instantly turned pale, stumbled forward with a low moan of despair, and—but for the prompt action of Sexton Blake, who sprang forward and caught her in his arms—would have fallen to the ground.

			“I didn’t do it,” she protested, when the detective had seated her in a chair. “It was Celestine! It was her idea, and I told her it wouldn’t come off.”

			The butler gazed at this extraordinary scene with wide-open eyes. He was still, more amazed when Mr. Beaumont seized her ladyship by the wrist, and forced her to look at him.

			“My son,” he said, in a voice that vibrated with tense excitement. “Is he here? Is he safe?”

			There was no need for Lady Lingdale to reply, for at that moment the lusty cry of an infant was heard in an adjoining room.

			Half a dozen strides and Mr. Beaumont was in the room. The next instant the baby was in his arms and he was covering its wee pink face with hysterical kisses.

			THE rest is soon told; As Sexton Blake had surmised, Lady Lingdale’s baby had been seized with convulsions at one o’clock in the morning and had died within a few minutes. The only persons present in the bedroom at that time had been Lady Lingdale and her French maid, Celestine. Both of them were aware that Mrs. Beaumont had a baby the same age as the little Lord Lingdale, and both of them knew what a difference would be made to Lady Lingdale’s position by the death of her son.

			It was Celestine, as Lady Lingdale had said to Sexton Blake, who had suggested the daring idea of stealing Mrs. Beaumont’s baby and passing it off as Lady Lingdale’s. And it was Celestine who had followed the nurse from the house, had pretended to fall and break her leg, and had made off with the child.

			How the plot was circumvented by the skill and acumen of Sexton Blake the reader already knows, and it only remains to add that, moved by the appeal of Lady Lingdale—who was undeniably pretty—Mr. Beaumont consented to hush the matter up. With the result that the infant, Lord Lingdale, was duly buried in the family vault, and Lady Lingdale, accompanied by Celestine, left the castle and went abroad—according to the papers—”for the good of their health.”

		

	
		
			THE SILVER CANDLESTICK

			Originally published September 19, 1908.

			It was a few commonplace words which Sexton Blake chanced to overhear whilst buying a toothbrush which furnished him with the clue that ultimately enabled him to solve the mystery of the burglary at Ugthorpe Lodge.

			He had gone down to Ugthorpe, a little seaside village in Lincolnshire, in order to examine the parish register for certain information in connection with a case he had on hand.

			On unpacking his bag, late in the afternoon, he discovered that he had come away without a toothbrush; and, accordingly, he strolled round to the village chemist’s to buy one. He was on the point of leaving, when a stylishly-dressed young woman, who would have been pretty but for a disfiguring patch of eczema on her right cheek, came into the shop.

			“Will you please make me up another box of ointment and another bottle of medicine?” she said.

			“The iron medicine or the sulphur medicine?” inquired the chemist.

			“The sulphur medicine,” she replied. “The same that I’ve been taking for the last fortnight. You have the prescription.”

			“Oh, yes,” said the chemist. “Shall I send them up to the lodge?”

			“I’ll call for them in about half an hour,” she said. And with that she left the shop.

			“That was Miss Flower,” said the chemist to Sexton Blake. “Her father is Lord Borrowby’s agent, you know.”

			The detective neither knew nor cared to know. He gathered up his change and returned to the inn, where he spent the night.

			Next morning, after breakfast, the detective was just setting out for the station to catch the half-past seven train to town, when a dogcart rattled up to the front door of the inn, and an elderly man, with iron-grey hair, sprang out.

			“Mr. Sexton Blake?” he inquired.

			“That’s me,” said the detective, who was just coming out of the door, bag in hand.

			“Thank goodness, I’ve caught you in time!” said the new arrival. “My name is Flower. I’m Lord Borrowby’s agent. A burglary has been committed at my house, and a bag containing nearly six hundred pounds has been stolen. I’ve communicated with the police, of course, but having heard that you were in the neighbourhood, I’ve decided to ask you to make an independent investigation. If you will, I’ll drive you to my house—which is about two miles from here—and I’ll give you all the details on the way.”

			The detective having expressed his willingness to undertake the case, he and Mr. Flower drove off in the direction of Ugthorpe Lodge.

			“Now, begin at the beginning, and tell me all about it, said Sexton Blake.

			“If I am to begin at the beginning,” said Mr. Flower, “I must first tell you that yesterday I drove to Kedmires, which is a village about seven miles from here, in order to receive the rents of those of Lord Borrowby’s tenants who have holdings on that portion of the estate. When I returned to Ugthorpe Lodge—the name of my house—I had over five hundred pounds—nearly six, as a matter of fact—in a small, black-leather handbag. About fifty pounds was in notes; the rest was in gold and Silver.

			“On arriving at my house, about half-past eleven last night, I placed the bag and its contents in a roll-top desk in my library, intending to bank the money today. I have locked money in that desk for the last twenty years, and never until now have I had reason to regret it.

			“I ought, perhaps, to explain that I am a widower. My household consists of myself, my daughter—who is just out of her teens—and a couple of female servants.”

			He stopped suddenly, seeming to find the detective’s keen glance disconcerting.

			“To resume my narrative,” he continued, “I went to bed soon after midnight, and by one o’clock was fast asleep. Two hours later I awoke—for no particular reason—and as I lay awake in bed I fancied I heard somebody in the library.

			“I slipped out of bed and stole downstairs. A feeble glimmer of light was streaming under the library door, and I distinctly heard two people talking. By that time, however, the burglars—for such they were, of course, had evidently heard me coming downstairs: for suddenly the light was extinguished.

			“With a ringing shout, by which I hoped to rouse the servants, I rushed to the library door, and flung it open. No sooner had I done so than one of the burglars—whom I could not see in the darkness, of course—sprang at me, and enveloped my head and shoulders in a rug.

			“‘Run—run!’ I heard him say to his confederate in a low, excited whisper.

			“I struck out wildly, and tried to free myself from the rug. In doing so I slipped and fell, and as I fell I struck my head against the corner of the table. The blow stunned me for a few minutes, and when I regained my senses the burglars had disappeared, and I was lying on the library floor, surrounded by my daughter and the two servants. I struggled to my feet, and told them briefly what had happened. I then proceeded to examine the room.

			“The first thing I discovered was that the burglars had had the impudence to raid my larder, and regale themselves on chicken and claret! Standing on the library table were a silver candlestick, which they had taken from the hall-stand, the remains of a cold chicken which they had found in the larder, some bread and butter, and a newly-opened bottle of claret.

			“Finally, I must tell yon,” he concluded, “that the library-window—which is a French window—was wide open—which showed how the scoundrels had gained admittance to the house, and how they had escaped.”

			“But when did you discover that the money had been stolen?” said Sexton Blake.

			“Not for several minutes,” said Mr. Flower. “In fact, after examining the room, I had come to the conclusion that I had surprised the burglars before they had time to steal anything, when it occurred to me to look in my desk. Then I found that it had been forced open, and closed again. The lock, in fact, had been smashed; and when I raised the roll-top. I saw at a glance that the bag had disappeared.

			“On bearing my announcement that the bag had been stolen, my daughter fainted. After I had, satisfied myself that nothing else had been stolen, I dressed, drove to the village, informed the constable of what had occurred, and then drove to the Towers and informed Lord Borrowby. It was at his suggestion that I decided to ask you to investigate the case. And now”—he heaved a sigh of relief—”I think I’ve told you everything.”

			A few minutes later they reached Ugthorpe Lodge.

			In accordance with Mr. Flower’s instructions, nothing had been disturbed in the library. Sexton Blake made a rapid examination of the room; then he turned to Mr. Flower.

			“You spoke of burglars in the plural number,” he said, pointing to the table. “As you see, however, only one of them must have been hungry. There is only one plate, one glass, and one knife and fork.”

			“Humph!” growled Mr. Flower. “I hadn’t noticed that before! It is, however, as you say. Only one of the scoundrels was regaling himself at my expense when I disturbed them.”

			The detective next examined the roll-top desk. The lock was of the most primitive description, and had been smashed open by main force.

			“Amateurish—very amateurish!” he murmured! “This is, not the work of a professional!”

			He examined the window. As already stated, it was a French window, and was secured on the inside by a couple of bolts at the top and another pair at the bottom. Clearly, therefore, nothing outside the window could have unfastened these bolts without first making a breach in the panes; yet both the panes were intact.

			“You didn’t think, I suppose,” he said, “of examining the other windows of the house?”

			“Oh, yes, I did!” said Mr. Flower. “I carefully examined every door and window in the house, and all of them were securely fastened.”

			Sexton Blake made no remark on this statement: but, in his own mind, he registered it as a fact beyond all doubt that the burglars—or one of them, at any rate—had been admitted into the library by somebody inside the house.

			He examined the ground outside the window. To the untrained eye there was nothing to be seen; but, to Sexton Blake, a double track of footprints, one leading to the window and the other away from it, was as clear as the noonday sun. But the footprints were all alike; they were the footprints of one man, not two.

			This, of course, confirmed Sexton Blake’s theory. Somebody had walked up to the outside of the window; a second person, inside the house, had opened the window and admitted him; and, after Mr. Flower had been stunned the first man had stepped through the window and escaped, leaving the second person in the house.

			Who was the second person? Clearly it could only have been one of three people—Miss Flower or one of the two female servants.

			Whilst Sexton Blake was pondering over this discovery, he happened to glance at the silver candlestick, which was still standing on the table by the side of the remains of the burglar’s supper.

			He picked up the candlestick and closely examined it. A black stain which he had observed was apparently of recent origin, and was due to a deposit of sulphide of silver.

			To what was this deposit due? There was only one possible explanation. The silver—of which the candlestick was composed—had been brought in contact with sulphur in some form. But how? Again there was only one explanation. Sexton Blake, who had had a medical training, was well aware that persons who are taking medicine containing sulphur exude small quantities of the drug in their perspiration, with the result that any silver articles they handle, or any silver articles in their pockets—such as a silver watch, or silver coins—are tarnished and blackened by the sulphur, which combines with the silver to form silver sulphide. The explanation of the dark stain on the candlestick was, therefore, perfectly clear. Somebody who was taking sulphur medicine had recently handled the candlestick. In a flash the detective remembered the conversation he had overheard in the chemist’s shop the day before.

			“The sulphur medicine,” Miss Flower had said. “The same that I’ve been taking for the last fortnight.”

			There was still a loophole of escape from the terrible conclusion to which Sexton Blake was being forced. He turned to Mr. Flower.

			“Can you find out when this candlestick was last cleaned?” he asked.

			Mr. Flower rang the bell for the housemaid.

			“I cleaned it yesterday evening,” she said, in reply to the detective’s question. That settled the matter. It was Miss Flower who had admitted the burglar; who had carried the candlestick to the larder in search of food for him; who had escaped from the library—and had doubtless returned to her bed-room—when the burglar, after flinging the rug over her father’s head, had whispered, “Run—run!”

			It was a horrible solution of the mystery; but suddenly another thought occurred to Blake. He went to the door, and caught the housemaid at the head of the stairs. To her he put a rapid question, and he breathed a sigh of relief at her reply.

			His musings ended in a sudden start. Through the open window he saw a girlish figure stealing down the drive, and ever and anon glancing furtively behind her, as if she feared to be seen. He recognised her at a glance. It was the girl he had seen in the chemist’s shop the day before.

			The detective turned to Mr. Flower.

			“Will you fetch me another bottle of claret, the same as this?” he asked.

			Completely mystified, Mr. Flower left the room; and the moment he had disappeared the detective stepped through the open window, and darted after Miss Flower.

			“Good-morning, Miss Flower!” he said, overtaking her. “Hadn’t you better let me do it?”

			She gazed at him with frightened eyes.

			“Do—do what?” she faltered.

			“Go to your brother,” said Sexton Blake, “and beg him to return the money which, unknown to you, he stole from his father’s desk.”

			With a piteous moan, the poor girl reeled, and would have fallen if he had not caught her.

			His rapid question to the housemaid had provided him with the key to the mystery. He had noted Mr. Flower’s hesitation when he described the members of his family, and the girl had told him that one had been left unmentioned—a scapegrace son, who had disappeared two years before.

			The matchless brain of the detective brought him to the conclusion that, unknown to his father, the son had returned. Miss Flower had admitted him to give him food and perhaps money. While she was in the larder the scamp had abstracted the money. Miss Flower had no idea of this; that was why she had fainted when the robbery was made manifest.

			“Now tell me all about it,” he said gently. And she told him—told him everything. Her brother had returned to tho village penniless and starving. He had sent her a note, begging her to grant him an interview; and after that everything had happened as the detective surmised.

			“He must have yielded to a sudden temptation, and broken open the desk whilst I was in the larder,” she sobbed. “He isn’t really bad, Mr. Blake, only a bit wild; and by this time, I know, he has bitterly repented of his mad act. If only I could have seen him, before his guilt was discovered, he would have given me the bag, and all might have been well. And now it is too late—too late!”

			“Not yet,” said Sexton Blake softly. “I have told nobody but you of my discoveries; and if your brother is truly repentant, all may still be well. Tell me where he is staying, then go back to the house, and leave the rest to me.”

			Two hours later the detective stepped back into the library, through the open window, with a small black-leather handbag in his hand.

			Mr. Flower was standing there looking abjectly miserable.

			Suddenly he saw the bag.

			“You—you don’t mean to say you’ve found it?” he gasped.

			Sexton Blake smiled and handed him the bag.

			“You’ll find all the money there,” he said, “except for a fee of twenty guineas, which I’ve taken the liberty of extracting. No; don’t-ask any questions. Rest content to have recovered your property, and accept my thanks for giving me the opportunity of tackling a very interesting problem.”

			Before the astounded agent could question him further, he was trudging down the drive. At the gate he met Miss Flower.

			“The bag is now in your father’s possession,” he said. “It was as you guessed, a case of a sudden temptation on your brother’s part, followed by swift remorse. So satisfied was I, in fact, of his repentance that, in order to enable him to make a fresh start in life, gave him—” he smiled and raised his hat “—some very good advice. Good-bye.”

			And it was not until long afterwards that Miss Flower learned from her brother, who was then in Canada, that Sexton Blake, in addition to giving him “some very good advice,” had also given him twenty guineas.

		

	
		
			THE TATTOOED EYE

			Originally published November 21, 1908.

			I.

			A fortune of three millions sterling, a handsome, popular, and accomplished wife, a palace in Park Lane, a noble estate in Wiltshire—surely one would think that the man who could boast of these possessions, at the comparatively early age of forty-five, had every reason to be happy and contented with his lot. Yet it would be difficult to imagine a more miserable-looking and dejected man than Raymond Featherstone, the well-known South African magnate, at the moment when Sexton Blake’s landlady ushered him into the famous detective’s sitting-room.

			“Before I tell you why I have come to consult you,” he began, “I want to ask you one question. I’m in one of the most terrible predicaments that ever a man was in, and I can’t trust my own judgment. I want your advice and help; but—but—Well, this is the question I want to ask you. If I told you I was a murderer, would you be willing to help me, or would you betray me to the police?”

			Sexton Make stared at him in stupefied amazement.

			“Of course I shouldn’t betray you to the police,” he said. “Any information I receive from my clients is as sacred as the secrets of the Confessional. But whether I should be willing to help you is another matter.”

			“In any case, you wouldn’t reveal my information to the police?”

			“Certainly not.”

			The millionaire heaved a sigh of relief, and, without any further beating about the bush, plunged into his story.

			“Thanks to the newspapers and illustrated magazines,” he said, “you are doubtless acquainted with the broad facts of my so-called ‘romantic career.’

			“You know that I went to South Africa, practically penniless, at the age of twenty-two, and that, after wooing fortune in vain for eleven years, I finally ‘struck oil,’ as the saying is, and returned to England a millionaire in 1901. You also doubtless know that three years ago I married Lord Lingdale’s second daughter.”

			The detective nodded.

			“So much, in common with the general public, I already knew,” he said.

			“Well, now,” said Mr. Featherstone, “during those eleven years that I was living from hand to mouth in South Africa, I met a young fellow, about the same age as myself, named Gledhill. It was in 1888, at a small mining-camp near Barkly West, that I met him. He had come out from England two years before, intent, like myself, on seeking fortune at the diamond fields. He was a fine, stalwart, fresh-complexioned fellow, and was known by the nickname of Snowflake.”

			“Why?” asked Sexton Blake.

			“Because he had a pearly-white patch in the centre of his left eye—the scar of some old injury, I suppose—which was supposed to resemble a snowflake in size, shape, and colour.

			“As I have already told you,” continued the millionaire, “I made his acquaintance at a small mining-camp near Barkly West. We went into partnership, and one day, whilst we were working our claim—which was some distance from the camp—we had a quarrel. The matter about which we quarrelled is of no importance. It is enough to say that, enraged by something Snowflake said, I whipped out a revolver and shot him dead on the spot.

			“As soon as I realised what I had done, my anger gave place to panic-stricken terror. Believing that nobody had witnessed my crime, I took to my heels, and never stopped running till I leached Barkly West, where I hired a Cape cart, and drove to Kimberley.

			“From Kimberley I took the next train to Buluwayo. For two years I lived, more or less in hiding, in Rhodesia; then I made my way to Johannesburg, where, as you know, I laid the foundations of my present fortune. Seven years ago, as you also know, I returned to England, and three years ago I married.

			“During all these years,” he continued, “I had never heard a word of suspicion that I had been responsible for Snowflake’s death, or anything to lead me to believe that anybody had witnessed my crime. About three months ago, however, my fancied security was rudely disturbed.

			“Last April my butler at Park Lane fell ill, and was taken to St. George’s Hospital. My wife and I were at our country house at the time; but when we came up to town, early in May, I went to the hospital to see the butler. In the bed next to my butler lay a thin, shrivelled-looking man, whose complexion was of such a peculiar dark brown hue that I took him to be a foreigner, probably from India or Japan. I observed that he watched me narrowly whilst I was talking to my butler, and I also noticed that he averted his face whenever I happened to glance in his direction. I thought nothing of this at the time, however, and, after a quarter of an hour’s stay, I returned to my house in Park Lane.

			“Six weeks later—that is to say, three months ago—I was surprised to receive a visit from this brown-faced man. He said his name was Edward Crawshaw, and in the bluntest possible fashion he explained that he had been in the neighbourhood of Barkly West in 1888, and had seen me—actually seen me—murder Snowflake. Without entering into details, I may add that he described what had happened on that fatal day so accurately and so minutely that it was impossible to doubt that he had been an eye-witness of my crime.

			“He further explained that he had left South Africa some years ago, and had come to London, where ultimately be had fallen ill, and had sought admission to St. George’s Hospital. He said be had recognised me as Snowflake’s murderer the moment I had entered the ward, and he had afterwards made inquiries, and found out where I lived. Then, as soon as he had been discharged from the hospital, he had made his way to Park Lane.”

			“To demand blackmail as the price of his silence?” said Sexton Blake.

			“Of course. He was still very weak and ill, and his terms were that he should stay with me until be was well, and that I should then give him sufficient money to return to South Africa and set up in business as a diamond broker.”

			“You accepted his terms?”

			“I had no choice. I kicked at the idea of his taking up his residence at my house, but he insisted on it, and swore that he would denounce me to the police unless I agreed to his conditions in their entirety.”

			“So he is now living at your house in Park Lane?”

			“Yes; and from the moment he came to live there, three months ago, I have never known a moment’s peace. I am no longer master in my own house. He orders me about like a dog, and openly insults me before the servants. He gets drunk twice a day with unfailing regularity; so that I hardly dare to leave the house, lest, in a drunken fit, he should blurt out my secret. He gets no better of his illness—in fact, I think he grows worse—but be won’t hear of my sending for doctor. He spends most of his time on the couch in the library, and—”

			The millionaire broke down.

			“If it were only myself that had to suffer I could bear it,” he continued after an interval. “But it is breaking my wife’s heart. The blackguard talks to her in a way that makes my blood boil, and I daren’t stop him. I haven’t told my wife the truth, but she sees that I am in Crawshaw’s power, and as I said before, the strain is breaking her heart.

			“I can’t stand it any longer,” he concluded, in a broken voice. “No matter what happens to me, I must make an end of this for my wife’s sake. That is why I have come to seek your advice. What do you advise me to do? Shall I go to the police and give myself up, or do you think that, if you were to see Crawshaw, you could induce him to accept a lump sum—I don’t care how much—and go away?”

			The detective hesitated for a moment before he replied. It was against his principles to ally himself with a confessed murderer, yet all his sympathies were on the side of Raymond Featherstone. Moreover, there we several points in the millionaire’s story which piqued his curiosity.

			“I’d like to see Crawshaw before I advise you what to do,” he said, rising to his feet. “Your car is outside, I see. Let us go to Park Lane.”

			II.

			Crawshaw was reclining on the couch in the library when Sexton Blake and Mr. Featherstone arrived, and, although it was only three o’clock in the afternoon, he was obviously “three sheets to the wind.”

			He was, as Mr. Featherstone had described to Sexton Blake, a thin, shrivelled-up-looking man, little more than skin and bones, and his face and hands had a peculiar bronze-brown hue, that gave him the appearance of a mulatto. His features, however, were distinctly those of a pure-bred Englishman.

			He looked up, resentfully and suspiciously, when Mr. Featherstone entered the room with Sexton Blake at his heels.

			“This is—” began the millionaire, when Sexton Make gripped him almost fiercely by the wrist, and motioned him to silence.

			“I am a doctor,” said Sexton Make to Crawshaw. “Mr. Featherstone has told me how ill you are, and he has brought me here to—”

			Before he could complete the sentence, Crawshaw broke in with a torrent of foul oaths. He didn’t want to see a doctor! He refused to see a doctor! Mr. Featherstone had no right to bring a doctor to see him without his consent. And so on, and so forth.

			The detective smiled indulgently, and seated himself on a chair beside the couch. He caught hold of Crawshaw’s wrist in the approved professional fashion, peered into his lace, and asked him to put out his tongue.

			Crawshaw’s answer is unprintable. Pretending to be shocked, the detective rose to his feel.

			“I am only wasting my time here,” he said stiffly. “It’s a pity you troubled to call me in. Good-day!”

			He picked up his hat and gloves, and left the room. Mr. Featherstone, utterly bewildered, followed him to the entrance-hall.

			“What—what is the meaning of this?” he inquired. “Why did you pretend to be a doctor?”

			“I didn’t pretend,” said Sexton Make. “I am a duly-qualified man, although I have never practised as such.”

			“But why—what—”

			The millionaire made a gesture of complete mystification.

			Sexton Blake smiled, and opened the door.

			“I’ll explain my apparently eccentric conduct later,” he said. “in the meantime, I’m going to make a few inquiries. I’ll come back later, and when I return I hope it will be to tell you that all your troubles are at an end.”

			And, before the bewildered millionaire could question him further, he strode through the door, and walked rapidly away in the direction of St. George’s Hospital.

			It was growing dark when Sexton Blake returned to Park Lane, he was accompanied by an inspector of the Metropolitan Police, at the sight of whom Mr. Featherstone turned deathly pale.

			“He has come to arrest me,” he said.

			“Arrest you?” said Sexton Blake. “What for?”

			“For the murder of Gledhill, of course.”

			The inspector and the detective laughed.

			“Come into the drawing-room,” said Sexton Blake, “and I’ll soon put you at your case.”

			Like a man in a dream the millionaire led the way to the drawing-room.

			“Now, to begin at the beginning,” said Sexton Blake, “I must tell you first that as soon as I saw Crawshaw I perceived that he was suffering from a well-known, but somewhat rare, affection, known as Addison’s disease. I may tell you that patients who suffer from this disease grow thin and haggard, and their skin assumes a peculiar bronze-brown colour.

			“The next thing I observed,” he continued, “was that Crawshaw’s left eye had been tattooed. You look surprised, but I assure you that tattooing of the eye is a very common operation.”

			“For what purpose?” asked Mr. Featherstone.

			“To improve the patient’s appearance, as a rule,” said Sexton Blake. “For instance, a man receives an injury to his eyes which, when the wound is healed, results in a pearly-white scar. By tattooing the scar with Indian ink it is possible to obliterate it, and to make the white patch as black as the rest of the pupil. Of course, the operation has no effect on the patient’s sight, but it removes a conspicuous disfigurement.

			“Therefore,” he concluded, “as soon as I perceived that Crawshaw’s left eye had been tattooed, I knew that once upon a time he had had a white scar in the centre of that eye.”

			Mr. Featherstone started.

			“Do you mean to suggest—” he began.

			“I don’t suggest—I know!” said Sexton Blake. “Crawshaw is Gledhill, alias Snowflake. You didn’t murder him. He recovered from the effects of four shot, and afterwards came to England. Probably, in the meantime, he lad lost all trace of you; but when he recognised you at St. George’s Hospital, and learned that you were now a millionaire, the idea occurred to him—knowing how completely his personal appearance had altered—of blackmailing you by pretending to have seen you murder Gledhill.”

			“But—but Gledhill was a stalwart, fresh-complexioned man,” stammered he millionaire. “Crawshaw is a man of entirely different build and appearance.”

			“Addison’s disease,” said Sexton Blake. “I guessed the truth as soon as I saw him; but, in order to make sure, I went to St. George’s Hospital, where I asked for information concerning a man who had been in the hospital four and a half months ago, in the next bed to Mr. Featherstone’s butler, suffering from Addison’s disease.

			“I was informed that the man I was inquiring about was an ex-convict named Gledhill. I further ascertained, on inquiry, that he had a white scar in the centre of his left eye when he was admitted, and that, on the day after you had been to the hospital, he asked the house-surgeon if there was any way in which this scar could be obliterated. The house-surgeon, it appears, told him it could be tattooed, and, at Gledhill’s request, the operation was performed a few days later. Five or six weeks afterwards he left the hospital, and that was all they knew of him.

			“Having ascertained that Gledhill was an ex-convict,” continued Sexton Blake, “I communicated with Scotland Yard, and afterwards wired to Dartmoor, where he had served his sentence. The result of my inquiries was this:

			“Gledhill was mixed up in a poaching affray in 1880, in the course of which a gamekeeper was killed. He fled the country and went to South Africa. In 1893—five years after you thought you had murdered him—he was recognised in Kimberley, was arrested, extradited, and brought hack to England, where he was sentenced to twenty years’ penal servitude.

			“Six months ago, whilst serving his sentence at Dartmoor, he developed symptoms of Addison’s disease, in consequence of which he was released on ticket-of-leave. Apparently he came to London and went to St. George’s Hospital, where he afterwards saw you, recognised you, and conceived the idea of blackmailing you by pretending that he had seen you murder Snowflake.

			“So now you know,” concluded Sexton Blake, “why he averted his face when you were in the ward. He didn’t wish von to see the scar on his left eye, lest you should recognise him. After your departure he induced the doctors’ to obliterate the scar, and then, feeling sure that you would never recognise him, he came here and spun the yarn which you have told me.”

			Whilst the detective had been speaking, Mr. Featherstone seemed to have grown younger by ten years. With a happy smile, he turned to the inspector.

			“And why are you here;” he asked.

			“Gledhill was released on ticket-of-leave,” said the inspector. “It was his duty to report himself and his present address to the authorities. He has neglected to do this for the last three months. In consequence of that neglect he has forfeited his ticket, and I have come to take him back to prison. Of course, if von wish to prefer a charge of conspiracy and blackmail against him I shall be very glad to—”

			“No, no!” said Mr. Featherstone. “Thanks to Sexton Blake, the nightmare that has haunted me for the last twenty years has been swept away, and Snowflake may go free.”

			The inspector smiled.

			“Not free,” he said. “He has still five years of his sentence to serve. May I trouble you to take me to him.”

			Gledhill, alias Snowflake, offered no resistance. He seemed, indeed, to have anticipated some such conclusion to his daring scheme from the first.

			“Good-bye, Feathers, old man!” he said, as the inspector led him away. “I’ve had a bully time here, though I feared all along it wouldn’t last! And to think,” he added, “that an idiot like you—fool who could be bamboozled as easily as this—has made a fortune of three millions!”

		

	
		
			MRS. LAMBERT’S LODGER

			Originally published Deceber 19, 1908.

			I.

			It was a bleak December afternoon—a Friday afternoon, to be precise—when he first came to Little Paddington Street. His name, he said, was Herbert Franklin, and he was dressed in black.

			“I’m looking for rooms,” he said to Mrs. Lambert, who lived at No. 13, and eked out a slender private income by taking in a single lodger. “I only want them for a week, as I’m sailing for Canada next Saturday, You have a bedroom and a sitting-room to let, I believe. Would you be willing to let them to me for so short a period as a week?”

			Mrs. Lambert replied in the affirmative; and later in the day the lodger entered into possession of his rooms.

			In every way he proved an ideal tenant. He was a teetotaller and a non-smoker. Nobody ever came to see him, and he seldom went out. He explained that he was in mourning for his father, who had recently died; but that, and the statement that he was going to Canada, were the only references he ever made to his private affairs.

			He came to lodge at No. 13, as already stated, on Friday night. On Tuesday morning he expressed his disappointment that a letter he had expected had not arrived. It arrived, however, on Wednesday morning, Mrs. Lambert, who took it from the postman, noticed that it bore the Liverpool postmark.

			About half-past six on Wednesday evening Mrs. Lambert was washing up the tea-things in the kitchen when Franklin put his head in at the door.

			“I’m going out for the evening,” he said, “so you need not prepare any supper for me tonight. I have the latchkey, so if I’m late you needn’t sit up for me.”

			Three-quarters of an hour after he had left the house—or at quarter-past seven—a telegram arrived for Mrs. Lambert.

			“HAVE BEEN ARRESTED ON FALSE AND RIDICULOUS CHARGE,” it ran. “CASE OF MISTAKEN IDENTITY. PLEASE COME AT ONCE TO CHESHAM POLICE STATION AND IDENTIFY ME. IMPLORE YOU DO NOT FAIL ME,—FRANKLIN.”

			The telegram had been handed in at Chesham at five minutes to seven. If Mrs. Lambert had paused to consider, it might have occurred to her that Franklin, who had only left the house at half-past six, could hardly have reached Chesham, and been arrested, and sent off a wire by five minutes to seven!

			But she did not pause to consider. Full of sympathy and concern, not unmixed with indignation against the “stupid police,” she hurriedly donned her cloak and bonnet, locked up the house, caught, the 7.40 from Baker Street, and arrived at Chesham at a quarter to nine.

			The sergeant at the police station would probably have been more sympathetic and helpful if Mrs. Lambert had not prefaced her enquiries with a caustic allusion to the fatuity and imbecility of the police in general and those of Chesham in particular. Instead of offering to assist her to trace the sender of the telegram, he contented himself with curtly informing her that nothing was known of Franklin at Chesham, and that neither he nor anybody else had been arrested that evening.

			“And if you’d used a bit of common sense,” he said, “you’d have seen at once that the telegram was a hoax; for if Mr. Franklin didn’t leave your house till half-past six, he couldn’t possibly have been here, at five minutes to seven!”

			Wrathful and disgusted, Mrs. Lambert returned to London by the next train.

			It was half-past ten when she reached her house. Except for the light in the front passage, it was all in darkness—just as she had left it. On entering, the first things she noticed was a strong smell of tobacco-smoke. The next was, that the door of Franklin’s sitting-room, which had been shut when she had left, was now ajar.

			Franklin had returned whilst she had been out, and had gone to bed. That was her first theory. But the smell of tobacco-smoke puzzled her, since Franklin was a teetotaller and non-smoker. She walked into the sitting-room and lit the gas. There was no doubt whatever that somebody had been smoking in the room. And somebody had been drinking, too, for there was a wet stain on the tablecloth, which proved to be due to the fact that some whisky had been spilled on the cloth. On the carpet were several muddy footprints—too many to have been made by one pair of feet.

			Mrs. Lambert’s second theory was a modification of her first. Franklin had returned whilst she had been out, and had brought a friend with him. It was this friend who had been smoking and drinking. Probably, he had brought his own whisky with him, since Franklin did not keep any.

			Franklin, of course, had gone to bed, after his “friend” had taken his departure. But when, presently, Mrs. Lambert went upstairs, with the intention of retiring to rest herself, she perceived that his bedroom door was open, and his bed was empty.

			A plausible solution suggested itself. When Franklin’s “friend” had taken his departure, Franklin had walked part of the way home with him.

			But he had not come back up to the time when Mrs. Lambert rose at six o’clock on Thursday morning. When ten o’clock arrived and there was still no sign of him, she decided it was time to act.

			“Probably the police will only make fun of my fears,” she said. “Anyhow, before I go to the police, I’ll first hear what Mr. Sexton Blake’s opinion is.”

			II.

			“AND now, what do you think of it all?” asked Mrs. Lambert, when she had told Sexton Blake her story.

			“It is a puzzling case,” said the detective. “I must have more information. Your house is only a step from here—may I go back with you and examine those muddy footprints?”

			Mrs. Lambert assented, and ten minutes later the detective was on his hands, and knees in the sitting-room at No. 13 examining the carpet with his pocket-lens.

			“There were three men here last night,” he said; “so if Mr. Franklin did return whilst you were out, he must have brought two friends with him, not one.”

			He glanced round the room, and his eyes fell on a writing-case. With a full sense of the responsibility he was assuming, he opened it. The only thing of interest it contained was a letter bearing the Liverpool postmark.

			For a moment the detective hesitated; then he drew the letter out of its envelope. It was from “Rayntree Hall, Liverpool, Tuesday,” and ran as follows:

			Dear Sir,—

			Your letter and enclosures received. I am coming up to London tomorrow—Wednesday—and shall be glad if you will come to me at the Hotel Metropole about seven oclock in the evening. I enclose one of my cards, on presentation of which the hall-porter will show you up to my room.

			I note what you say about not accepting any help from me, and I admire both your loyalty and your independence. At the same time, I earnestly beg you not to refuse to come to see me, as I am naturally anxious to hear fuller details of your father’s life and death before you leave for Canada.

			Yours sincerely,

			William Franklin.

			“Sir William Franklin!” said Sexton Blake, after reading this letter aloud to Mrs. Lambert. “The well-known Liverpool shipowner and millionaire! Is it possible that your lodger was related to Sir William?”

			“I don’t know, I’m sure,” she replied. “He never spoke about his private affairs.”

			“Well, at any rate,” said Sexton Blake, “we now know where Mr. Franklin went when he left here at half-past six last night. Consequently, in order to trace his further movements, I must, now go to the Metropole and make enquiries there.”

			Taking the letter with him, he left the house, and drove to the Metropole, where the information he received may be summed up as follows:—

			Sir William, he was told, had arrived st the hotel, from Liverpool, about four o’clock on Wednesday afternoon, and had engaged a bedroom and a private sitting-room. Franklin had arrived at seven o’clock, and had been shown straight up to Sir William’s room. He had remained there, talking to Sir William, for a couple of hours, and had left at nine o’clock. Sir William had then dined, and spent an hour in the smoke-room, and had gone to bed.

			“Is Sir William here now?” asked Sexton Blake.

			“No, sir,” said the hall-porter. “He left this morning to catch the ten train back to Liverpool.”

			The detective turned to leave the hotel. At the same moment a hansom drew up outside the entrance, and Mrs. Lambert stepped out.

			“I thought I should be in time to catch you here,” she said. “The mystery of Mr. Franklin’s disappearance is solved. You had hardly left my house when a messenger arrived from Charing Cross Hospital. Mr. Franklin was knocked down by a hansom in the Strand last night, and was taken to that hospital. It was not until he recovered consciousness this morning, and gave them his name and address, that they were able to send me word.”

			Five minutes later the detective was at the hospital, where the mention of his name sufficed to gain him an immediate interview with the injured man, who appeared little the worse for his accident.

			Franklin listened to the detective’s story with unfeigned amazement; but he could throw no light on the mysterious telegram from Chesham, or on the identity of the three men who had visited his sitting-room.

			“By the way,” said Sexton Blake, “are you related to Sir William?”

			“I am his grandson, though I’m not proud of the fact!” said Franklin, somewhat bitterly. “You look surprised! Have you never heard that Sir William quarrelled with his only son many years ago, and disowned and disinherited him? Well, that son was my father.

			“My father was only a youth of eighteen when he and Sir William quarrelled,” he continued. “Why they quarrelled does not matter. It is enough to say that Sir William treated my father most unjustly, and practically turned him out without a penny.

			“My father came to London, and obtained a situation as clerk in a shipping office. In due course he became head clerk, when he married my mother, who died a few weeks after I was born. Financially he still continued to prosper, and ultimately he became part-owner of a small fleet of tug-boats.

			“About six months ago a series of rash speculations on the part of his partner resulted in the firm going bankrupt, and my father found himself practically penniless. His health broke down, and he died a fortnight ago today.

			“Up till then I had never known that my father was the son of Sir William Franklin, the millionaire shipowner of Liverpool. On his death-bed, however, my father told me who he was and all about his quarrel with Sir William. He gave me certain papers proving his identity, and he asked me to promise that, after he was dead, I would write to Sir William and send him the papers.

			“‘Perhaps,’ he said, ‘my father’s heart may have softened towards me, and when he knows you are my son he will do something for you.’

			“I told him I didn’t want any help, and wouldn’t accept any help from a man who had treated him so shamefully. In the end, to please him, I reluctantly promised I would do as he wished.

			“After his death I moved into lodgings an Little Paddington Street. Last Saturday I wrote to Sir William, and enclosed the papers my father had given me. I told him I was only writing because my father had made me promise to do so. I said I didn’t want any help from him, and wouldn’t accept any if he offered it; and I wound up by saying I was leaving for Canada next Saturday.

			“I received his reply yesterday morning. You have read it, you tell me so. There is no need for me to repeat its contents. It is enough to say that I went to the Metropole at the time he appointed, and was shown straight up to his room.

			“For an hour and a-half he was quite nice. Then his manner changed. He began to speak insultingly of my father. Finally, he said he had no intention of doing anything for me, and that I need not trouble, therefore, ever to write to him again or to seek to see him.

			“This rather nettled me, and I indulged in a little plain speaking myself. Then, after telling him what I thought of the way he had treated my poor father, I left the hotel, was knocked down by a hansom whilst crossing the Strand, and brought in here unconscious.”

			The detective pondered for a moment or two.

			“Who is Sir William’s heir?” he asked.

			“His nephew, John Sinclair,” said Franklin. “He’s an orphan, and was adopted by Sir William when a small boy. He and my father were brought up together at Rayntree Hall; but my father never liked him, and always believed it was Sinclair’s evil influence which brought about the quarrel with Sir William.”

			“Does Sinclair live with Sir John at Rayntree Hall?”

			“Yes. He must he nearly fifty now, but is still a bachelor.”

			The detective nodded.

			“It’s a theory worth testing, anyhow,” he muttered.

			III.

			The first part of the “testing” consisted of a prepaid telegram addressed to the house-keeper at Rayntree Hall.

			“WHERE IS SIR WILLIAM?” it ran. “REPLY, SEXTON BLAKE, BAKER STREET, LONDON.”

			The answer came about half-past one:

			“HOTEL GREAT CENTRAL, LONDON.”

			A taxi-cab landed Sexton Blake at the hotel just as Sir William was going down to lunch.

			“I have called see you on behalf of your grandson, Herbert Franklin,” said Sexton Blake.

			“Then you are wasting your time!” said Sir William stiffly. “I have said all I have to say to him last night.”

			“Were did you say it?”

			“At his lodgings, of course.”

			“Exactly,” said Sexton Blake. “Just what I expected. He was drinking whisky and smoking shag tobacco when you called?”

			“He was; but what—”

			“I’ll explain myself later. In the meantime, tell me all that happened. I know everything up to the time when Franklin wrote to you and enclosed the papers given to him by his father.”

			“I was struck by the manly tone of his letter,” said Sir William; “and I wrote to him on Monday night, telling him that my nephew and I were coming up to London on Wednesday, and would call to see him at his lodgings about eight o’clock in the evening. We did so, and what was our disgust to find that he was unmistakably drunk—so drunk, in fact, that he fell over a chair in the sitting-room and upset his glass of whisky on the tablecloth.

			“We only stayed about five minutes, but in that short spate of time I heard more disgusting language than I have ever heard in the whole course of my life before. The result was, as you doubtless know, that I told my grandson I had come up to London with the idea of helping him, but after his disgraceful behaviour I washed my hands of him for ever!”

			“Exactly!” said Sexton Blake again. “Now come with me!”

			By sheer force of will, and without giving any explanation, he induced Sir William to accompany him to Charing Cross Hospital.

			“Franklin,” he said, when they reached the ward, “allow me to introduce you to your grandfather. Sir William, permit me, to introduce your grandson!”

			“But this isn’t the man I saw at the Metropole last night!” said Franklin.

			“And this isn’t the young fellow I saw at 13, Little Paddington Street!” said Sir William.

			The detective smiled. He made Sir William repeat the story he had told him at the Great Central, and then he requested Franklin to narrate his version of what had happened.

			Sir William, could, scarcely believe his ears.

			“You received a letter asking you to come to see me at the Hotel Metropole?” he said to Franklin.

			“Yes,” said Sexton Blake, “he did; and here’s the letter.”

			One glance at the letter drove all the colour from Sir William’s cheeks.

			“You recognise the writing, I see?” said Sexton Blake.

			“It is my nephew’s, John Sinclair’s!” said Sir William. “But what does it all mean?”

			“Surely the meaning is plain enough!” said Sexton Blake. “Sinclair knew that you had written to Franklin, telling him that you would call to see him on Wednesday night. He knew that you had been struck by the manly tone of Franklin’s letter, and were favourably disposed towards him. He knew that if you acknowledged Franklin as your grandson, and left him any part of your fortune, there would be so much less for John Sinclair!

			“Sinclair intercepted your letter and destroyed it before it was posted. Then he wrote that letter which is now in your hand, and afterwards, with the aid of three confederates, he carried out this cunning plot:

			“One of his confederates went to the Metropole and registered himself in your name. Another went to Chesham, and sent off that telegram to Mrs. Lambert.

			“The third broke into No. 13, Little Paddington Street, after Mrs. Lambert had left, and pretended, when you and Sinclair arrived, to be your grandson.

			“Your nephew knew that Franklin was leaving for Canada the day after tomorrow. If he could keep you and your grandson apart for a day or two, his object would be achieved, How he endeavoured to achieve his object you now know.

			“It was a clever plot,” he concluded, “and would probably have succeeded if it hadn’t been for Franklin’s lucky accident, which led Mrs. Lambert to seek my assistance. Now that the plot has been unmasked, the ball is at your feet, so to speak. What are you going to do?”

			“I’m going to talk to Sinclair!” said Sir William grimly. “He’s lunching with a London friend named Major Wyndham. You’d better come with me, as there may be a scene!”

			* * * *

			What happened at the interview is best left to the reader’s imagination. It only remains to add that John Sinclair is now earning a precarious livelihood us a sandwichman in London; whilst Herbert Franklin is now the acknowledged heir of Sir William, and will one day succeed to the whole of the millionaire’s estate.

		

	
		
			A SLIP OF THE PEN

			Originally published December 26, 1908.

			I.

			IN a great many respects the case resembled that of Mr. Dyson, of Maida Vale, who, it may be remembered, was lured away from home by a bogus message, and compelled to perform an operation on a man who had nothing wrong with him. And it was, no doubt, the recollection of the brilliant triumph which Sexton Blake had achieved in Dr. Dyson’s case which led Mrs. Banham, when all the efforts of the local police had failed to solve the mystery of her husband’s disappearance, to wire for Sexton Blake. The facts of the case, briefly stated, were as follows:—

			About half-past eleven on a certain Tuesday night in February, Dr. Banham, a country doctor, practising at Birkendale, in Shropshire, received a hastily-written note, which purported to come from one of his patients, named Arkwright, who lived at Longstones Farm, some three or four miles away. The note was terse and to the point. Mrs. Arkwright had been suddenly taken ill, and would the doctor please come at once! After tossing the note across to his wife, and advising her not to sit up for him, Dr. Banham donned his hat and overcoat, saddled his horse, and rode off in the direction of Longstones Farm. He was seen and spoken to by the village constable as he cantered past the church, but from that point all trace of him was lost.

			When Mrs. Banham awoke next morning and found that her husband had not yet returned, she was mildly surprised but in no wise anxious. As the morning wore on, however, and there was still no sign of him, she began to feel uneasy. Still, she was not really alarmed until the constable arrived, about half-past one in the afternoon, leading the doctor’s horse, which he had found grazing by the roadside on the outskirts of the village.

			The natural conclusion to which everybody jumped was that the doctor had been thrown from his horse—or, at any rate, that some accident had happened. But the case assumed a more sinister aspect when, on enquiries being made at Longstones, it was ascertained that the note which Dr. Banham had received was a forgery. Nobody was ill at Longstones; nobody had sent for Dr. Banham; and, although the doctor had undoubtedly set out for the farm, he had never arrived there.

			In view of these facts, the note assumed a vital importance, since the handwriting might furnish a clue to the identity of the writer. Fortunately, Mrs. Banham had preserved it; but when she produced it for the inspection of the superintendent of the local police, she discovered, to her dismay, that every scrap of writing had disappeared, and only a blank half-sheet of paper remained. To make matters worse, Dr. Banham himself had opened the door when the bearer of the note had rung the bell; so that neither Mrs. Banham nor the servants had seen the man, woman, or child who had brought the note.

			Perhaps the local police would have paid more attention to the case if it had not been for the fact that they were then engaged on what was—in their eyes, at any rate—a much more important matter than the disappearance of a country doctor. In the small hours of Tuesday morning a daring robbery had been committed at Birkendale Hall, the country seat of Lord and Lady Easington, and family jewels and plate to the value of many thousands of pounds had been stolen.

			In their highly commendable zeal to discover the authors of this sensational robbery, the local police—we propound the theory with all diffidence—did not, perhaps, devote as much attention as they might have done to the mystery of Dr. Banham’s disappearance. Anyhow, at the-end of-ten days their investigations, whatever they may have been, had yielded no result. The fate of Dr. Banham—and, incidentally, the identity of the thieves who had broken into Birkendale Hall—still remained an insoluble enigma. And then, as previously, mentioned, Mrs. Banham wired for Sexton Blake.

			II.

			IT was half-past nine at night, and quite dark, of course, when Sexton Blake reached Birkendale.

			“What has happened admits of little doubt,” he said, when Mrs. Banham had told her story. “Somebody who knew that the Arkwrights were patients of your husband’s forged that note asking him to go to Longstones Farm at once. On his way to Longstones your husband was accosted by this man, who enticed him into his house, made him a prisoner, and afterwards turned the horse adrift.”

			“But why should anybody wish to make a prisoner of my husband?” asked Mrs. Banham.

			The detective shrugged his shoulders. “That remains to be seen,” he said. “In the meantime, if you, still have that half-sheet of paper on which the note was written, I should very much like to see it.”

			Mrs. Banham still had it, and produced it for the detective’s inspection.

			“It is quite clear what has happened here, of course,” he said, after examining the paper with his pocket-lens. “The note was written in what is known as sympathetic ink—ink that becomes invisible in the course of a few hours. Have the police made any experiments with this sheet of paper?”

			Mrs. Banham looked puzzled.

			“Experiments?” she said. “No. I showed it to them, of course; but, when they saw the writing had disappeared, they merely remarked, as you yourself remarked just now, that the note had been written in sympathetic ink.”

			“And that is all they said or did?”

			“Yes.”

			Again the detective shrugged his shoulders.

			“Your husband dispensed his own medicines?” he said.

			“Yes.”

			“Would you mind taking me to his dispensary?”

			Mrs. Banham conducted him to a small room at the Lack of the house. On the shelves which lined one end of the room were dozens of bottles of drugs and chemicals. After scanning the labels, the detective poured a few drops out of one of the bottles into a measure-glass, diluted them with water, and added a few crystals from another bottle. When the crystals had dissolved, he poured the solution over the half-sheet of paper, and in less time almost than it takes to tell the original writing reappeared in brownish-purple characters.

			“Wonderful!” ejaculated Mrs. Banham. “You’re a magician!”

			The detective laughed.

			“Any schoolboy could have done as much,” he said. “My only surprise ut that the police never thought of adopting such a simple expedient.”

			He dried the note between two sheets of blotting-paper, and attentively perused it. It was written in a sprawling hand, and ran as follows:—

			Longstones, Fev. 21,1907.

			Dear Mr. Banham—

			My wife has been suddenly taken ill. Please come at once.

			Yours truly,

			J.T. Arkwright.

			Once, twice, Sexton Blake read the note. At the second time of reading he discovered something which brought a gleam of triumph into his eyes.

			“Here’s a clue which a one-eyed man couldn’t miss!” he exclaimed.

			“Clue?” said Mrs. Banham, who was looking over his shoulder. “I don’t see any clue.”

			“You have read the note?” asked Sexton Blake.

			“Yes.”

			“What do you notice peculiar about it?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Read it again. Notice the date.”

			“Well? I see nothing peculiar about the date. It only indicates that the note was written on February the twenty-first, which was the day my husband received the note.”

			“February? Look at that date again.”

			“Oh, yes! I see what you mean. The writer of the note has written F-e-v. instead of F-e-b.”

			“What do you infer from that?”

			“That the writer of the note was either a bad or a careless speller.”

			The detective shook his head. “The worst or most careless speller in Great Britain would never spell February with a V,” he said. “The V in this note is neither the result of faulty education nor carelessness, it is a slip of the pen—a fatal slip of the pen—which has given us a most important clue to the nationality of the writer. You look surprised. Surely the conclusion is obvious! What is the French for February?”

			“Février.”

			“And how would a Frenchman abbreviate that?”

			“He would shorten it, I suppose, to F-e-v.”

			“Of course he would! And if he had been in the habit all his life of writing F-e-v. as an abbreviation for February, what could be more natural than that he should make a slip of the pen when writing in English, and write F-e-v. instead of F-e-b.”

			“Now, if it is clear, as it is, that the writer of this note is a Frenchman,” he continued, “it is equally clear that he must have been living in this neighborhood for some time, otherwise he would not have known that the Arkwrights were patients of your husband’s. Again, if, as I believe, he waylaid your husband on his way to Longstones, and inveigled him into his house, it follows, as a matter of course, that his house is on the way from here to Longstones. You are doubtless acquainted with everybody in this neighborhood; do you know of any Frenchman who lives, and has been living for some time, in a house which stands between here and Longstones Farm?”

			“Yes!” said Mrs. Banham excitedly. “About three weeks ago a Frenchman named Monceau came to live at Ridge House. He’s an artist—at least, he says he is—of rather eccentric habits, and his only servants are two Englishmen, about the same age as himself.”

			“And where is Ridge House?” asked Sexton Blake.

			“About, two miles from here, on the road to Longstones. It was formerly the residence of Lord Easington’s agent, but at the beginning of this year the agent removed to Birkendale Lodge, and Ridge House was advertised to be let.”

			“Furnished?”

			“Yes.”

			“And Monsieur Monceau took it, and came to live, there, three weeks ago, with his two English servants?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then I haven’t the slightest doubt,” said Sexton Blake, “that it was Monceau who wrote this note, and that Ridge House was the house into which your husband was lured.”

			“But with what object?” asked Mrs. Banham.

			“I don’t know,” said the detective frankly. “Before I can answer that question I must transfer my enquiries to Ridge House. Tell me exactly where it is.”

			Mrs. Banham told him, and a few minutes later the detective was on his way to Ridge House.

			III.

			The house had originally been built for a private lunatic asylum, and the acre and a half of grounds in which it stood were surrounded by a high stone wall, on the top of which was a chevaux-de-frise of iron spikes. From the front door of the house a broad drive led to a pair of gates which opened on to the road.

			It was eleven o’clock when Sexton Blake pulled up outside these gates. They were closed and padlocked, and the front of the house was in darkness. The sides and back of the house he could not see, on account of the high stone wall.

			Having satisfied himself that the gates were unclimbable, he made a tour of exploration round the outside of the walls which enclosed the ground, only to find that the wall was as unclimbable as the gates. Five minutes later he had picked the lock, and stood inside the grounds.

			The north side of the house, like the front, was in total darkness. So was the back of the house. On the south side, however, there was a single lighted window on the first floor. It was uncurtained and unshuttered, and was apparently the window of one of the bedrooms. It was provided with a blind, but the blind was not drawn down.

			Exactly opposite this window, and a few yards only from the side of the house, grew a sturdy elm, one of whose leafless branches, projecting towards the house, almost touched the top of the window.

			“If I were to get up this tree,” mused Sexton Blake, “I could see into that room, and I might see something worthwhile. Shall I? Yes; here goes!”

			Suiting the action to the word, he climbed up the tree, and the moment his head came on a level with the window he saw that which converted his previous suspicions into certainties.

			There were two beds in the room. In the larger of the two lay a man who was apparently unconscious. He had an ice-bag on his head, and on the table beside the bed were several bottles of medicine.

			On the smaller bed—not in it, but on it—lay a fully-dressed man, whose hands were tied behind his hack. From Mrs. Banham’s description, the detective recognised him instantly as Dr. Banham.

			There were two other men in the room, one of whom was obviously a foreigner. They were seated at another little table, at the foot of the larger bed, playing cards.

			Scarcely had the detective taken in these facts, when a crackling of the bushes fell on his ears, and the next instant, to his horror and dismay, a dog dashed to the foot of the tree, barking furiously. It was evidently a dog which had been turned loose in the grounds to guard against the intrusion of strangers, and it had only just discovered the presence of Sexton Blake.

			At the first bark of the dog the two men who were playing cards sprang to their feet. The foreigner said something to his companion, which, of course, Sexton Blake could not hear; then the two men darted to the bedroom door and rushed downstairs.

			For an instant, but only for an instant, the detective hesitated how to act. Then, swiftly crawling to the end of the projecting branch, which drooped beneath his weight, he swung himself off on to the window-sill, forced back the catch with the blade of his knife, threw up the sash, and leaped into the room.

			By that time Dr. Banham had scrambled off the bed, and was staring at Sexton Blake in stupefied bewilderment. By that time, too, the foreigner and his companion had heard the detective open the window and leap into the room; and even as Sexton Blake, with one slash of his knife, severed the cords by which the doctor’s wrists were fettered, he heard the two men running upstairs.

			Quick as thought, the detective whipped out two revolvers, one of-which he thrust into the bewildered doctor’s hand.

			“I’m Sexton Blake!” he said hurriedly. “I’ll explain things later. Cover them the instant they appear.”

			The words had scarcely crossed his lips ere the two men dashed into the room. Both were armed, but before they had time to grasp the situation they found themselves covered by the revolvers of Sexton Blake and Dr. Banham, whilst at the same moment the stern command rang in their ears:

			“Hands up!”

			Never was a surprise more dramatic or more complete. Up went the two men’s hands, and in little more time than it takes to tell they were both disarmed and bound. Then Sexton Blake turned to Dr. Banham.

			“Now, tell me all about it,” he said quietly.

			IV.

			There is no need to give Dr. Banham’s statement in detail.

			“Monsieur Monceau” and his “two English servants” were the burglars who had committed the robbery at Birkendale Hall. All three were well-known criminals—well-known, that is, to the London police—and their real names were Lerouge, Smithson, and Calvert.

			Having decided to burgle Birkendale Hall, they had taken Ridge House, partly in order to be on the spot whilst maturing their plans, and partly to have a convenient place to which to convey their plunder. Unfortunately—or, rather, fortunately—a few hours after the burglary, Calvert had taken an apoplectic fit, and had thereby upset his confederates’ plans for leaving next morning, with their booty, for London. To make matters worse, Calvert had been seen at the time of the robbery by one of the servants at the Hall, and a more or less accurate description of him was in the hands of the local police.

			In these circumstances, what were Lerouge and Smithson to do? They could not go away, leaving Calvert in an unconscious condition in the house. On the other hand, they dared not call in a doctor in the ordinary way, for fear lest he should recognise Calvert from the published police description.

			What they did may be guessed from what has been narrated above. Lerouge wrote a note in “sympathetic ink,” purporting to come from Mr. Arkwright, asking Dr. Banham to come to Longstones Farm at once. Smithson delivered the note; then he and Lerouge lay in wait for Dr. Banham, dragged him off his horse, and carried him into the house.

			“No harm will befall you if you act sensibly,” said Lerouge. “All we require of you is that you should act as if you were a resident physician in attendance to Calvert. Treat him as you would treat any other patient; tell, us what to do for him, and, if he requires medicine, write a prescription, which I’ll copy out and take to Highfleld and get dispensed.

			“In the meantime,” he said, “except that you will be kept a close prisoner here, you will receive every consideration. When Calvert is well, you will be paid an adequate fee, and within an hour of our reaching London your wife will receive a telegram informing her that you are lying, bound and gagged, but otherwise unharmed, at Ridge House.”

			How Dr. Banham accepted these terms; and how the plot was brought to naught by Sexton Blake, is now a matter of history. For the rest, it only remains to add that the whole of the proceeds of the robbery at Birkendale Hall were found at Ridge House, and that Lerouge, Smithson, and Calvert—who eventually recovered-are at present enjoying His Majesty’s hospitality at Dartmoor.

		

	
		
			AN ARTIFICIAL CLUE

			January 9, 1909

			At the conclusion of the County Ball, which ended at half-past two, Lord and Lady Lingdale motored back to the Castle, arriving there about three o’clock on a starlit December morning. Her ladyship was wearing the famous Lingdale diamonds, which, being of incalculable value, were usually kept in the strongroom of the local bank. Lord Lingdale himself had fetched them from the bank on the afternoon, of the ball, and intended himself to take them back next morning.

			On reaching the Castle, her ladyship went straight up to her room, removed the famous diamonds from her neck and arms and hair, placed them in their case, and gave the case to her maid, who took it downstairs and handed it to Lord Lingdale.

			Lord Lingdale deposited the case in a safe in the library, locked up the safe, rang for his valet, and went to bed. Half an hour later the Castle was wrapped in darkness and silence. Perhaps it was the lobster mayonnaise, of which his lordship had partaken so freely at the ball supper; perhaps it was the champagne, which had certainly not been up to the usual “County” standard. Anyhow, whatever the reason may have been, Lord Lingdale could not sleep.

			About half-past four he got out of bed and drew aside the curtains which screened his bedroom window. It was a clear, dark, frosty night, but the stars gave just sufficient light for his lordship to see a muffled figure vault over the fence on the far side of the tennis-lawn and walk rapidly and stealthily towards the library window, which was hidden from Lord Lingdale’s view by a projecting buttress.

			This, of course, was eminently calculated to arouse Lord Lingdale’s suspicions; and when, a moment later, he heard a faint tinkle of falling glass, his suspicions were converted into certainties. The man was a burglar, and had broken into the library through the window.

			His lordship was a self-reliant man, and was accustomed to act on his own initiative. Besides, if be had roused the servants, he would probably have alarmed the burglar and given him time to escape. Fifteen seconds later, armed with the bedroom poker, he was creeping noiselessly downstairs.

			A feeble glimmer of light streamed under the library door. Scarcely daring to breathe, he crept to within a couple of yards of the door; then he suddenly sprang forward, seized the handle, and endeavoured to fling the door open.

			It had never occurred to him that the burglar might have taken the obvious precaution of locking the door on the inside. The door refused to open and the light went out.

			Further concealment was now impossible. Applying his shoulder to the door, his lordship burst it open. As he tumbled into the room, a half-seen figure leaped at him and struck him a savage blow on the side of the head. After that, so far as Lord Lingdale woe concerned, the world became a blank.

			In the meantime, the crash of the burst-open door had roused the rest of the inmates of the Castle. Johnson, his lordship’s valet, was the first to arrive on the scene. The butler was the next, being followed in quick succession by two footmen, three or four frightened maidservants, her ladyship’s maid, and, finally, her ladyship.

			They found Lord Lingdale lying just inside the library door, quite unconscious. The safe was open, and so was the window; and the case containing the Lingdale diamonds had disappeared.

			Johnson was sent for the doctor, and the butler for the village constable. By the time the doctor arrived, Lord Lingdale was beginning to show signs of returning consciousness. When he finally regained his senses and had been informed that the diamonds had been stolen, he turned to his wife.

			“Wire at once for Sexton Blake,” he said.

			* * * *

			It was growing dusk when Sexton Blake arrived. First he interviewed Lord Lingdale, who was still in bed, of course. He listened attentively to his lordship’s story, and seemed to be particularly interested in the fact that the blow which had stunned his lordship had landed on the left side of Lord Lingdale’s head.

			He then went to the library, where he carefully examined the lock of the safe, after which he turned his attention to the window.

			The window was of the ordinary “French” pattern, and consisted of two long panes. In one of the panes, about four inches from the central catch, a hole had been made by the well-known expedient of scratching a rough circle on the pane with a diamond or a glass-cutter, sticking a lump of putty in the middle of the circle, and pulling out the disc of glass.

			Apparently, the disc of glass had come out more quickly, or more suddenly than the burglar had expected, and had dropped off the putty and fallen to the ground; for on the stone-flagged terrace outside the window were several fragments of broken glass, the “tinkle” of which, as they had fallen to the ground, Lord Lingdale had heard. There was no sign, however, of the lump of putty, which the burglar, no doubt, had afterwards replaced in his pocket.

			The detective collected the fragments of glass and subjected each of them in turn to a careful examination. Many of them bore the marks of the putty on one side, and one large fragment had a email piece of putty still adhering to it. This last-named fragment, which had originally formed the upper half of the glass disc, especially attracted Sexton Blake’s attention. He lifted it into its place in the hole in the window-pane, and gazed, with a gleam of satisfaction in his eyes, at the morsel of putty which still adhered to it.

			“How strange it is,” he muttered to himself, “that even the cleverest criminal nearly always makes a fatal slip of this kind!”

			“I beg your pardon,” said Lady Lingdale, who had conducted him to the library. “Did you speak?”

			“I hope not,” said the detective suavely. “If I did, I was guilty of the unpardonable offence of speaking my thoughts aloud!”

			“Have you discovered any clue to the identity of the burglar?” asked her ladyship.

			“I’m inclined to think I’ve discovered two,” said Sexton Blake. “In the meantime—”

			He pointed through the window to a rustic fence on the far side of the tennis-lawn.

			“Is that the fence over which your husband saw the man vault?” he asked.

			“Yes,” Lady Lingdale answered.

			“Then, if your ladyship will excuse me for a few minutes,” said Sexton Blake, “I’ll go and examine the ground in the neighbourhood of the fence.”

			He opened the window and crossed the lawn. Whilst he was examining the surface of the ground he became aware that somebody was watching him from one of the upper windows of the Castle. As the light was now rapidly failing, he could not see who it was, but he distinctly saw a face close-pressed to the inside of the pane.

			Chuckling softly to himself, the detective suddenly darted behind a clump of bushes. Stooping down to hide his movements from the view of his unknown watcher, he whipped out his handkerchief. Then he raised himself to an upright position, holding the handkerchief ostentatiously displayed in his hand, and pretended to examine it with the greatest care.

			Half a minute later the side door of the Castle opened, and a man walked swiftly in his direction. It was Johnson, the valet. Sexton Blake waited until he was halfway across the lawn; then, pretending suddenly to catch sight of him, he hurriedly thrust the handkerchief into his pocket.

			“Hallo! I didn’t know you were here, sir,” said Johnson. “You’re searching for traces of the burglar, I suppose sir? Have you discovered anything?”

			“Oh, yes!” said Sexton Blake pleasantly. “I’ve discovered lots of things!”

			“What was that you put into your pocket just now, sir?” asked Johnson.

			“That’s my business,” said the detective, stiffly. “Where does Mr. Sadler live?”

			Mr. Sadler was a well-known local breeder of bloodhounds.

			“He’ll lend me one of his dogs, I suppose, if I ask him?” said Sexton Blake, when the valet had given him the necessity directions.

			“No doubt,” said Johnson. “But why do you want a bloodhound?”

			The detective tapped the outside of the pocket into which he had thrust the handkerchief.

			“Ask no questions,” he said, with a meaning wink, “Is there a gate in this fence?”

			“Yes, but it’s locked,” said Johnson. “If you’re going down to the village to see Mr. Sadler, you’d better go down the drive and through the park gates.”

			“For reasons of my own, I prefer to go by this lane,” said Sexton Blake, referring to the lane on the other side of the fence. “Lead the way to the gate of which you spoke.”

			Johnson led the way to the gate, and, on Sexton Blake’s instructions, lifted it off its hinges. The detective narrowly watched him whilst he was removing the gale; then, alter telling the man to inform Lady Lingdale where he had gone, he strode off down the lane in the direction of the village.

			In the meantime, the village constable had wired the facts of the case to the chief constable of the county. The latter had instructed Inspector Wynn to go down and investigate the affair, and, as luck would have it, the detective met the inspector and the constable at the end of the lane already mentioned.

			“Hallo! You here!” exclaimed the inspector, recognising Sexton Blake. “Just my luck! For the credit of the force, I hope you haven’t solved, the mystery already!”

			“Not quite, but very nearly!” said Sexton Blake, with a laugh. “You’re just in time to be in at the death. Send the constable away, and I’ll tell you all about it.”

			When the constable had been dismissed, much against his will, the detective told the inspector all the known facts of the case. Then he went on to describe the result of his own investigations.

			“When I saw Lord Lingdale,” he said, “the first thing that struck me was that his lordship had been stunned by a blow on the left side of the head. As his assailant had attacked him from the front, this seemed to me to be conclusive proof that the man who had attacked hie lordship was left-handed. You agree?”

			“Of course,” said the inspector. “A right-handed man, attacking another from the front, could hardly strike him on the left side of the head.”

			“When I examined the safe,” continued Sexton Blake, “I found that the lock had not been picked or tampered with in any way. It had simply been unlocked by means of a duplicate key. I then examined the window. There was a hole in one of the panes, which had been cut out in the usual way—with a diamond cutter and a lump of putty. The piece of glass which had been cut out was lying in fragments on the terrace outside. One fragment I was able to fit into its place in the hole in the pane. There was a tiny piece of putty still sticking to it; and the putty was on, that side of the glass which had originally faced into the room!”

			The inspector whistled.

			“The piece of glass had been cut out by somebody inside the room,” he said.

			“Obviously,” said Sexton Blake, “he had endeavoured to make it appear that the window had been broken open by somebody outside; but, with that carelessness which nearly always gives a criminal away, he had cut out the piece of glass from the inside of the room.

			“Having thus convinced myself that the real burglar was somebody in the house,” he continued, “and that the man whom Lord Lingdale had seen was merely a confederate who had come by appointment to take away the plunder, I addressed myself to the task of discovering who the confederate was.”

			He described how he had examined the ground in the neighborhood of the fence, and how he had observed that somebody was watching him out of one of the upper windows of the Castle.

			“Needless to say,” he said, “I was morally certain that the man who was watching me was the man who, at some time or another, had obtained possession of the key of the safe, had made a duplicate key, had stolen the Lingdale diamonds, and had given them to the man whom Lord Lingdale had seen. As I had no clue to this man’s identity, I decided to manufacture one—in other word’s, to invent an artificial clue, in the hope that it would lure him into revealing himself.

			“With that object in view,” continued Sexton Blake, “I suddenly darted behind a neighboring clump of bushes, and pretended to pick up a pocket-handkerchief. Knowing that the man was watching me, I tried, to the best of my ability, to make him believe that the man who had vaulted over the fence this morning had dropped the handkerchief, that I had found it, and that I had thereby discovered a possible clue to his identity.”

			“Cute!” said the inspector, admiringly. “Very cute! Did the ruse succeed?”

			“Perfectly,” said Sexton Blake. “The man who had been watching me immediately came to see what I had found.”

			“And who was he?”

			“Lord Lingdale’s valet—a man of the name of Johnson. He tried to appear unconcerned, but it was only too plain that he was distracted with fear and anxiety. He asked me what I had discovered. I returned evasive answers, and conveyed the impression that I intended to borrow one of Mr. Sadler’s bloodhounds in order to follow up the clue I had discovered. In order to make assurance doubly sure, I asked him to lift, the gate off the hinges. I watched him whilst he did so, and saw that he was left-handed!”

			“That settles, the matter,” said the inspector decisively. “Without a doubt it was Johnson who stole the diamonds, who stunned Lord Lingdale, and who gave the stolen property to his confederate.”

			“And Johnson believes that I have now gone down to the village to interview Mr. Sadler,” said Sexton Blake meaningly. “He believes that I shall presently return with a bloodhound. What will he do?”

			“He will hurry off to his confederate’s house,” said the inspector, “and warn him of his supposed danger.”

			“Exactly,” said Sexton Blake. “And if we keep watch on the Castle, and shadow him when he leaves—”

			“Come on!” said the inspector.

			The two men concealed themselves on the outskirts of the park, in such a position that nobody could leave the Castle without their seeing them.

			They had not long to wait. The side door opened, and a man came out. As he passed their hiding-place they saw it was Johnson. They shadowed him down the drive, up the road, through an adjacent wood, and eventually saw him enter a gamekeeper’s cottage. It was a one-storied building, with two doors and four windows. Only one of the windows was lighted. With stealthy, cat-like steps, the detective and the inspector crept up to the outside of this window. The blind was drawn. They could see nothing of the interior of the room, but they heard Johnson say:

			“Dropped your handkerchief—saw Sexton Blake pick it up—gone to Sadler’s for a bloodhound!”

			“But I didn’t drop my handkerchief,” said a louder voice, which the listeners rightly guessed was that of the gamekeeper.

			“Must have done,” they heard Johnson say. “If you didn’t, how— Blake find it? Anyhow, can’t afford to run any risk. We must—the stuff—and hide it at once. Where is it?”

			“Under my bed,” said the gamekeeper.

			“Fetch it,” said Johnson. “It may a false alarm—no risk. Bury it in the garden. If Sexton Blake comes—no proof!”

			The detective glanced at the inspector.

			“Ready?” he whispered, and he drew his revolver.

			The inspector nodded, and produced a pair of handcuffs.

			Three minutes elapsed: then the cottage door opened, and the gamekeeper, with a spade over his shoulder, walked out into the garden, closely followed by Johnson, who was carrying the stolen jewel-case.

			“Hands up!”

			Sexton Blake jumped at Johnson, seized him by the throat with one hand, and clapped the muzzle of his revolver to his head with the other. At the same instant the inspector sprang at the gamekeeper, tripped him up, and seated himself astride his chest.

			Never was a surprise more dramatic or more complete. In little more lime than it takes to tell, the handcuffs encircled the gamekeeper’s wrists, and Johnson’s hands had been tied behind his back with the same handkerchief that had furnished Sexton Blake with his “artificial clue.”

			“It’s a fair cop!” admitted Johnson sullenly, as he staggered to his feet. “But—but where’s the bloomin’ bloodhound?”

			“There,” said the inspector, pointing, with a smile, to Sexton Blake.

			A puzzled look crossed Johnson’s face. Then suddenly the truth dawned on him.

			“That ’andkerchief was a fake!” he gasped.

			“It was,” said Sexton Blake cheerfully.

			“Jeerusalem!” groaned Johnson.

			“No, not Jerusalem,” said Sexton Blake, with a pleasant smile. “Northallerton, I think!”

			And he was right. Half-an-hour later the Lingdale diamonds were safely back in his lordship’s safe; and within the month Johnson and the gamekeeper—who had hatched the plot between them—had made their first acquaintance with the unlovely interior of Northallerton Gaol.

		

	
		
			A MODERN ALCHEMIST

			Jan 25, 1909

			I.

			Mr. Jervis returned from Leeds on Monday afternoon, and on Monday night he sent off twenty copies of the following advertisement, which duly appeared in as many London and provincial newspapers on Wednesday morning:—

			JOHN WELFORD.—Twenty pounds will be paid for the present address, if living, or proof of death, if dead, of John Welford, who was born at Leeds in 1882; and whose father, William Welford, emigrated to New South Wales in 1883. Apply, Jervis and Co., Solicitors, Lincoln’s Inn Fields, London, W.C.

			When Mr. Jervis reached his office on Wednesday morning he found a telegram awaiting him. It had been, “handed in” at the Commercial Road Post Office, Milltown, at 9.35 a.m., and ran as follows:

			JUST SEEN YOUR ADVERTISEMENT. I AM THE JOHN WELFORD REFERRED TO. MY PRESENT ADDRESS IS 27, BRIDGE STREET, MILLTOWN.— JOHN WELFORD.

			As the case was an important one, involving a sum of over £70,000, Mr. Jervis decided not to write to Welford, but to go and see him. Two hours later, accordingly, he was on his way to Milltown.

			Bridge Street proved to be a narrow back street leading out of Commercial Road.

			“Does Mr. Welford live here!” asked Mr. Jervis of the elderly woman who opened the door of No. 27 in answer to his knock, and whose name, he afterwards learned, was Mrs. Barr.

			“He lodges here,” corrected Mrs. Barr; “but he isn’t in at present, and he won’t be in before seven o’clock.”

			Mr. Jervis had foreseen the possibility of having to spend the night in Milltown, and had brought a hastily-packed portmanteau with him. He drove to the Royal Hotel, engaged a bedroom, and returned to Bridge Street about half-past seven.

			Welford had not yet returned. Whilst waiting for him, Mr. Jervis took advantage of the opportunity to question Mrs. Barr about her lodger.

			“He’s a very nice, steady young fellow,” she said, “but I can’t tell you much about him, as he’s only been lodging here a little over a fortnight.

			“Where did he lodge before he came here?”

			“I don’t know; but it wasn’t in Milltown.”

			“How do you know?”

			“I had advertised for a lodger, and he answered the advertisement. When he came he said he was a stranger to Milltown, and had only arrived that morning. He said he had seen my advertisement in The Post, and that was why he had come to me.”

			“Had he any luggage with him?”

			“One bag and a small tin trunk.”

			“Then Mr. Welford isn’t what—er—you might call well off?”.

			“He’s very poor, I should say; though he paid me a month in advance, like a gentleman.”

			“Did he say why he had come to Milltown?”

			“Yes. He said he had got employment in the town.”

			“Of what kind?”

			“I don’t know. When I asked him, he laughed, and said that his employer was an eccentric old gentleman, who had made his swear that he wouldn’t tell anybody in Milltown who his employer was or what his work was.”

			“And do you mean to say that Welford has been lodging here for over a fortnight and you don’t know what his employment is?”

			“It’s a fact! All I know is that he leaves here every morning at half-past nine, and comes back for supper about seven o’clock, Why he is so late tonight I can’t imagine.”

			“He left here this morning, as usual, at half-past nine.”

			“Yes,” said Mrs. Barr. “But he’ll be in directly, no doubt, and then he’ll be able to tell you all you want to know.”

			But Mrs. Barr was mistaken. Welford was not “in directly.” As a matter of fact, he had not returned when Mr. Jervis left at ten o’clock, and he had not returned when Mr. Jervis called again at nine o’clock oh Thursday morning.

			As the day wore on, and there was still no sign of Welford’s return, Mr. Jervis became alarmed. Eventually, he communicated with the police, but this was of little use, for at the end of forty-eight hours they had not only failed to solve the mystery of Welford’s disappearance, but they had equally failed to discover what his employment was.

			II.

			And so, on Saturday afternoon, Mr. Jervis wired for Sexton Blake. Mr. Jervis met Sexton Blake at the station, and, as they drove to Bridge Street, the lawyer explained to the detective how and why he was interested in the case.

			“About ten days ago,” he said, “I received a letter from a firm of solicitors in Sydney, for whom I have acted before, informing me that one of their clients, named William Welford, had died intestate, leaving a fortune of over seventy thousand pounds. From papers found in his house after his death, they said, it appeared that he was a native of Leeds, and had emigrated to Australia in 1883. They requested me, therefore, to make enquiries in Leeds, and ascertain if he had any relatives who were entitled to the money.

			“I went down to Leeds,” he continued, “and, with much trouble, discovered these facts: William Welford married in 1881, and in 1882 his wife presented him with a son, who was christened John. She died a few weeks later; and in 1883 Welford emigrated to Australia, leaving his baby-son in the charge of an aged couple named Dudley. He promised to send them money from time to time to pay for the upbringing of the child, but he never did so. In fact, after he left Leeds, nothing more was heard of him by Mr. and Mrs. Dudley.

			“I further ascertained,” he went on, “that the Dudleys left Leeds in 1887, taking Welford’s son with them. But nobody knew where they went, or whether they were now alive or dead. Consequently, on my return to London last Monday, I sent out this advertisement, which appeared in all the leading London and provincial papers on Wednesday morning.”

			When Sexton Blake had read the advertisement Mr. Jervis showed him Welford’s telegram, and told him of his interview with Mrs. Barr, and his subsequent interview with the local police.

			“So that’s how the matter stands at present,” he concluded. “John Welford is evidently William Welford’s son, and, as such, the legal heir to his father’s money. We know that he left Leeds, in 1887, with the Dudleys; but from that date until three weeks ago his history is a blank. All we know is that he came to lodge with Mrs. Barr three weeks ago; that he told her he had obtained employment in the town with an eccentric old gentleman, who had made him swear that he would not divulge the nature of his employment; and that every day he left, has lodgings at half-past nine in the morning, and returned at seven o’clock in the evening.”

			Mr. Jervis had scarcely finished speaking when the hansom drew up at 27, Bridge Street. Here the detective questioned and cross-questioned Mrs. Barr, without, however, eliciting any more information than she had already given to Mr. Jervis and the police. He then requested her to show him the room—a combined bedroom and sitting-room—which Welford had occupied. For a time his examination yielded no result, Presently, however, the detective made a discovery which appeared to afford him the liveliest satisfaction.

			Hanging behind the door was a shabby tweed jacket. On the front of it were several stains, and on one of the sleeves was a daub of green paint. In one of the side-pockets was a match-box containing a few wax vestas. In the ticket-pocket were four old tramway tickets.

			“Here are three invaluable clues,” said Sexton Blake, as he laid the coat, the matchbox, and the tickets on the table. “This smudge of paint on the coat-sleeve might possibly prove to be a fourth clue, if only we knew its origin.”

			“I can tell you all about that,” said Mrs. Barr, “When-Mr. Welford came here, three weeks ago, he was wearing that coat, and he wore it every day up to last Tuesday. When he came home last Tuesday, he showed me that daub of paint, and he told me he had accidentally knocked up against a newly-painted lamp-post outside his employer’s house.”

			This information so obviously increased the detective’s satisfaction that Mr. Jervis was fain to demand an explanation.

			The detective laughed.

			“You will agree with me,” he said, “that, before we can hope to unravel the mystery of Welford’s disappearance, we must first know what his occupation was, and where he went to when he left his lodgings at half-past nine every morning?”

			“Of course!”

			“Very well,” said Sexton Blake. “Let us first deal with the question of where he went to every morning. Here are four old tramway tickets. They are all for the same route—from Commercial Road to Western Park. When you find four old tramway tickets in a man’s pocket, all for the same route, it is safe to assume that the man in whose pocket the tickets are found has been a pretty frequent traveller by that route.

			“We may, take it as proved, therefore,” he continued, “that Welford was in the habit of travelling by the trams which run from Commercial Road to Western Park. Mrs. Barr has told us that he never went out in the evenings after he returned from business. What is the obvious deduction?”

			“That Welford used the trams as a means of getting to and from the place where he was employed,” said Mr. Jervis. “That is to say, when he left here, he walked as far as Commercial Road, and took a tram from there to Western Park.”

			“Not necessarily to Western Park. He may not have journeyed all the way to Western Park. He may have alighted from the tram before it reached thu Park.”

			“He may have done so, but we have no proof that he did.”

			“Excuse me, we have. Look at our second clue—this matchbox. It bears, as you see, by way of advertisement, the name and address of a tobacconist in Cemetery Road.”

			The detective turned to Mrs. Barr.

			“It is a long time since I was last in Milltown,” he said, “but, if I remember rightly, the trams from Commercial Road to Western Park run along Western Road, and Cemetery Road is one of the streets leading out of Western Road, about half a milo on this side of the Park.”

			“That is so,” said Mrs. Barr.

			“Well, now,” said Sexton Blake, turning to Mr. Jervis again, “if Welford purchased this box of matches, as he evidently did, at a tobacconist’s shop in Cemetery Road, it is a fair deduction, I think, that he was in the habit of alighting from the tram before it reached the Park, and turning down Cemetery Road. You agree?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then, in our efforts to find out where Welford went to every morning, we have now traced him as far as Cemetery Road. Can we trace him any farther? I think we can.”

			He pointed to the smudge of paint on the coat-sleeve.

			“Welford told Mrs. Barr on Tuesday night,” he said, “that this was due to his having accidentally knocked up against a freshly-painted lamp-post outside his employer’s house. If we can find a street or road in the neighborhood of Cemetery Road in which the lamp-posts were newly painted last Tuesday, we shall have found the street in which Welford’s employer lives.

			“And now for our last clue,” he continued, pointing to the stains on the from of the coat.

			“This stain is due to iodine. This was been caused by nitric acid, and this, in all probability, by bromide. This smells of ammonia, and this of sulphuretted hydrogen. In a word, all these stains have been caused by chemicals. What is the obvious conclusion? Is it not that Welford’s work lay amongst chemicals—in other words, that he was employed in a chemical laboratory?”

			The words had scarcely crossed his lips ere Mrs. Barr exclaimed:

			“Now I know! I know where he went to! I know who his employer was! Professor Allen, the borough analyst, who is also the professor of chemistry at Milltown College, lives in Junction Road. And Junction Road leads out of Cemetery Road.”

			“Then we’ll pay him a visit,” said Sexton Blake to the lawyer, “Come along.”

			III.

			The lamp-posts in Junction Road had obviously been recently repainted. A policeman informed them that the lamp-posts had been repainted on the previous Tuesday. He also directed them to the borough analyst’s house.

			Professor Allen listened to the defective’s story with the greatest interest, and also with a twinkle in his eye.

			“So,” he said, “your clues have led you to the conclusion that I am the eccentric old gentleman who employed Welford and made him swear that he wouldn’t reveal the nature of his employment. It is a pity to demolish such an artistically-constructed theory; but, as a matter of fact, I have never seen Welford, and know nothing of him. Moreover, I have no laboratory here, as I do all my work at my office in Commercial Road.”

			“Then I owe you an apology for troubling you,” said Sexton. Blake. “Ail the same, I am none the less convinced that my artistically-constructed theory, as you are pleased to call it, is sound, Welford was undoubtedly employed by somebody who is interested in chemical research, and who lives in this neighborhood. Do you know of anybody answering to that description?”

			“Yes. At number ninety-six, over the way, lives poor old Sir Charles Clutton. You remember him, of course? He was once one of our foremost authorities in chemistry.

			“For the last five years,” he continued, “Sir Charles has been undoubtedly mad, though not mad enough to warrant his being put under restraint. Two years ago he built himself a laboratory at the back of his house, with iron-barred windows, steel-plated doors, burglar-alarms, and all the rest of it; and rumour has it that he spends all his time in trying to discover the Philosopher’s Stone and the Elixir of Life.”

			“A modern alchemist!” said Sexton Blake, with a laugh.

			“Exactly. His household consists of himself and an old housekeeper; and regularly, about once a month, he advertises for a confidential assistant, who—But I’ll show you one of his advertisements.”

			A moment later he produced the following advertisement for the detective’s inspection:

			WANTED. A well-qualified assistant for research work in important chemical investigation. Must be prepared to take oath of secrecy. Liberal salary. Apply by letter only in first instance to Sir Charles Clutton, F.R.S., 96, Junction Road, Milltown.

			“To my certain knowledge,” said Professor Allen, “he has had ten assistants in the last twelve months, but all of them have left him, after a few weeks’ employment, on account of his insane behaviour.”

			“Thank you! Now we’ll go across and interview Sir Charles Clutton,” said Sexton Blake.

			IV.

			Sir Charles was not at home. He had left for London on Wednesday night. Such was the information vouchsafed by his housekeeper at No. 96.

			“Perhaps you can tell us what we wish to know,” said Sexton Blake. “We have called to enquire about a young fellow named Welford. You recognise the name, I see. Am I right in supposing he was Sir Charles’ assistant?”

			“Yes,” replied the housekeeper; “but Sir Charles dismissed him on Wednesday evening, in consequence of a quarrel they had had.”

			“Do you know what they quarrelled about?”

			“I don’t. I was out shopping at the time. When I went out, Sir Charles and Mr. Welford were in the laboratory; but when I came back Mr. Welford had gone, the laboratory was locked up and in darkness, and Sir Charles was in his bedroom, packing his portmanteau.

			“He was very excited and strange in his manner,” she continued. “I asked him why he was packing his bag, and he said he was going up to London to hunt for a new assistant, as Mr. Welford and he had quarrelled, and he had dismissed him on the spot.”

			“So you didn’t actually see Mr. Welford leave?” said Sexton: Blake.

			“No.”

			“Have you ever been into the laboratory since Sir Charles went away?”

			“No. In the first place, Sir Charles has the key, and, in the second place, he doesn’t allow anybody but himself and his assistant to go into the laboratory.”

			The detective turned to Mr. Jervis.

			“Welford was here on Wednesday evening,” he said. “Nobody saw him leave. He and Sir Charles quarrelled, and immediately afterwards Sir Charles departed for London, leaving no address. Nobody has been into the laboratory since. Our course is clear, I think?”

			The lawyer nodded. His face was very white.

			“We’d better have a policeman,” he said.

			The policeman whom they had previously questioned was still at the end of the road. He listened to their story, and accompanied them to the laboratory—a prison-like building in a secluded corner of the grounds at the back of the house. And here, on bursting open the door, they found John Welford—not dead, as they had feared—not even seriously injured—but half dead with cold and hunger.

			The explanation was simple. Sir Charles, in Welford’s words, had been “madder than ever” on Wednesday evening, and, amongst other things, had conceived the idea that Welford was trying to rob him of his precious formula for the manufacture of the Elixir of Life! Angered by Welford’s amused denial of this charge, he had struck him a blow which had momentarily stunned him. Then, in a mad fit of terror, fully believing that he had murdered his assistant, he had locked up the laboratory and had fled to London, where he was subsequently discovered, living under an assumed name, in a third-class hotel in Bloomsbury. He is now in an asylum.

			The iron-barred windows and the steel-plated door had prevented Welford getting out; whilst the distance of the building from the house had prevented his shouts being heard. He had thus been kept a prisoner, without food and drink, from Wednesday evening until Saturday night. That he would have perished of starvation if it had not been for Sexton Blake admits of little doubt.

		

	
		
			THE ANCIENT MONK

			Feb 13, 1909.

			He was certainly a most ingenious rogue, and a humorous one withal. Sexton Blake, being a disinterested outsider, could appreciate the rascal’s humour; but the viscount—well, that would have been too much to expect!

			It was the day after Captain Owen’s funeral that the viscount consulted Sexton Blake. He began, as so many clients did, by asking if he could rely on the detective’s discretion—if he could be sure that nothing he said would go beyond the four walls of the room, and so on. Being reassured on these point, he plunged into his story.

			“Five years ago,” he said, “I was foolish enough—mad enough—to write a letter of a most compromising nature. I do not intend to tell you to whom the letter was addressed, or what it was about. There is no necessity. It is enough to say that if that letter were forwarded to a certain quarter I should be absolutely and irretrievably ruined.

			“By an evil mischance the letter fell into the hands of an unscrupulous half-pay Army captain, who at once came to see me, and unblushingly informed me that he intended to use the letter as a means of levying blackmail on me. Knowing I was in his power, I offered to buy the letter; but he would not part with it.

			“‘I’m too fond of drink,’ he said candidly. ‘If I sold the letter for a lump sum down, I should go on the booze, and the money would be gone in less than a month. What I want is a regular, steady income; and the way in which I propose to secure it is this:

			“‘So long as I receive a Bank of England note for fifty pounds on the first day of every month,’ he said, ‘the letter will remain in my possession, and nobody but you and I need know of its existence. But on the day my instalment fails to arrive the letter goes to—you know whom!’

			“‘That’s all very well,’ I said. ‘But suppose you die—what then? The letter will be found at your flat, and the ruin and disgrace I have paid to avert will come upon me, after all. That must be prevented, at any cost!’

			“Scoundrel though he was, he was not an unreasonable man,” continued the viscount. “He saw my point, and after some consideration he said—I don’t pretend to quote his exact words—’I only want to keep the letter as a means of securing an income for myself for the few years longer I have to live. It is only right that you should have it when I die; so I’ll tell you what I’ll do.

			“‘I’ll hide the letter at my flat,’ he said, ‘and I’ll deposit a sealed envelope with my solicitors containing such information as will enable you to find the letter. And I’ll instruct my solicitors that, if I die before you, they are to forward the sealed envelope to you within twelve hours of my death. Of course, if you die first, my income will be gone, and I’ll destroy both the sealed envelope and the letter.’”

			“And yon accepted those terms?” asked Sexton Blake.

			“I had no choice but to accept,” replied the viscount. “The sealed envelope was deposited with the lawyers a few days later; and on the first day of each month, for the last five years, I have paid Captain Owen fifty pounds.”

			“Well?” said Sexton Blake, as the viscount paused and fumbled in his waistcoat-pocket.

			“Captain Owen died last Tuesday,” said the viscount, “and on Wednesday morning I received the sealed envelope from his solicitors. You can imagine with what eager haste I opened it, and you can judge of my amazement and chagrin when I found that the only thing it contained was this!”

			Saying which, he drew from his waistcoat-pocket, and handed to Sexton Blake, a plain gold ring set with a single large ruby!

			For once in a way Sexton Blake was clearly surprised.

			“Captain Owen,” he said, “promised that he would deposit an envelope with his solicitors, containing such information as would enable you to find the letter, yet when you opened the envelope there was nothing in it but this ring?”

			“Absolutely nothing,” said the viscount. “Not a scrap of writing of any kind. As you see, there is an inscription on the ring, and, although I’ve examined it a hundred thousand times, I cannot find any trace of a secret cavity, or anything that throws any light on the whereabouts of the hidden letter.

			“As I’ve already told you,” he continued, “Captain Owen died last Tuesday. He was buried yesterday, and today his flat is being dismantled, with a view to his belongings being sold by auction to satisfy his numerous creditors. As the letter is undoubtedly concealed somewhere at the flat, and may be found at any moment, I decided this afternoon that I would delay no longer, but would come to you—as I thought of doing last Wednesday—and ask your advice.

			“As you will have gathered,” he concluded, “Captain Owen was an unscrupulous scoundrel. Nevertheless, he had a perverted sense of honour, and I am perfectly certain he would not deliberately lie to me. He said the contents of the envelope would enable me to find the letter, and although he may have indulged his well-known propensity for practical joking, I have not the very slightest doubt that that ring, in some way or other, furnishes a clue to the hiding-place of the letter. I cannot interpret the clue myself—can you!”

			The detective carefully examined the ring, first with the naked eye, and then with the aid of a powerful pocket-lens. Something in the appearance of the ruby struck him as peculiar.

			“This stone has been tampered with,” he said. “Apparently it has been cut in two and then re-joined. Apparently, too, something has been placed between the two halves before they were joined together again. I have an X-ray apparatus in the next room. Come with me, and we’ll see if the X-rays throw any light on the matter.”

			The X-rays amply confirmed the detective’s suspicions. To the trained eye of Sexton Blake they revealed the fact that the ruby had been cut in two, that a tiny disc of ruby-coloured glass had been placed between the two halves, and that the whole had been joined together again by means of a transparent cement.

			Prising the stone out of its setting, Sexton Blake immersed it in a chemical bath, which had the effect of dissolving the cement. The ruby then resolved itself into three separate portions—two hemispheres of precious stone, and a circular disc of ruby-coloured glass. And when the detective placed this disc of glass on the stage of a powerful microscope, he discovered—as, indeed, he had expected—that it was nothing more nor less than a micro-photographic negative.

			“Captain Owen had more ingenuity and skill than I gave him credit for,” he said to the viscount. “What he did Is obvious. First he wrote down certain words and figures which contained a clue to the hiding-place of the letter. These words and figures, by means of a well-known process, he photographed on a disc of glass no bigger than a pin-head. He then divided this ruby in two, placed his micro-photographic film between the two halves, cemented the three together, and replaced the ruby in the ring.”

			“Then that little slip of glass which you have been examining under the microscope,” said the viscount, “contains the information which will enable me to find the hidden letter?”

			“Yes,” said Sexton Blake.

			The viscount heaved a sigh of relief. “What a wonderful man you are!” he said. “I’m awfully glad I came to you! Now, tell me, what are the words and figures which are photographed on that slip of glass?”

			“Look for yourself,” said Sexton Blake.

			The viscount applied his eye to the microscope, and this is what he saw:

			Numbers 21 22 41

			Numbers 12 5 1

			Numbers 3 0 8

			The viscount looked up from the microscope, and regarded Sexton Blake with a glance of blank bewilderment.

			“But—but this gives no clue to the whereabouts of the hidden letter!” he faltered.

			“Oh, yes, it does!” said Sexton Blake.

			“How?” demanded the viscount. “What is the meaning of these numbers?”

			“Numbers!” said Sexton Blake significantly.

			The viscount stared at him in undisguised perplexity. Then a sudden light broke on him.

			“Numbers!” he exclaimed. “One of the hooks of the Bible!”

			“Of course,” said Sexton Blake. “This is a cryptogram of sorts. But we have solved it, I hope. Unless I am greatly mistaken, we have only to refer to the forty-first word of the twenty-second verse of the twenty-first chapter of Numbers, and so on, to learn where the letter is concealed.”

			He led the way back to his sitting-room. From his bookcase he took down a Bible. He turned to the twenty-first chapter of Numbers, and found that the forty-first word of the twenty-second verse was “past.”

			He referred to the twelfth chapter, and found that the first word of the fifth verse was “and.”

			This was not encouraging, and when he turned to the third chapter and found that the eighth word of the sixth verse was “present,” his mystification was complete.

			“Past and present!” he repeated in a puzzled voice.

			The viscount made a gesture of despair.

			“Your theory is strangled at its birth,” he said. “It is clear that those numbers do not refer to the Book of Numbers at all. You are on a wrong tack. ‘Past and present!’ There’s no sense in it!”

			For a moment or two Sexton Blake was inclined to agree with the viscount that his theory was at fault.

			“Past—and—present!” he repeated to himself; and, again, “Past—and—present!”

			“As you say,” he said to the viscount, “the words appear to convey no sense; and yet—”

			He broke off with a stifled cry of triumph.

			“‘Past and present!’” he exclaimed excitedly. “I knew I’d heard the combination before! How dense I am! ‘Past and Present,’ of course, is the title of one of Carlyle’s best-known books!”

			“So it is, now you mention it!” said the viscount. “But I still fail to see how that helps us.”

			“Where is Captain Owen’s flat?” asked Sexton Blake.

			“In Elgin Avenue.”

			“Have you ever been there?”

			“Yes.”

			“Had the captain any books at his flat?”

			“Heaps. He was a great reader.”

			“Then the mystery is solved,” said Sexton Blake. “Amongst the captain’s books at his flat in Elgin Avenue there is doubtless a copy of Carlyle’s ‘Past and Present.’ And in that book—possibly concealed between the leather and the cardboard of the covers—your letter is hidden!”

			“And the captain’s books and other belongings are being removed this afternoon,” said the viscount.

			“Which means,” said Sexton Blake, “that no time is to be lost if we are to prevent the letter falling into the hands of strangers. Your car is outside, I see. Come along!”

			And a moment later the detective and his client were speeding their way to Elgin Avenue.

			The captain’s bedroom had already been dismantled when Sexton Blake and the viscount arrived. Two men were at work removing the things from the kitchen, but the sitting-room had not yet been disturbed.

			It was just such a room as one would expect to find in the occupation of a sporting and much-travelled bachelor who had formerly been in the Army. Over the mantelpiece was a trophy of Zulu assegais and Moorish jezails. On one wall was a stuffed and varnished salmon, and on another a fox’s head and brush. On the top of the bookcase stood a stuffed monkey, very old and disreputable-looking, and flanked on one side by an ebony elephant, hailing from Ceylon, and on the other by a Burmese idol. It was to the bookcase that Sexton Blake naturally directed his attention. It contained a curious medley of books—sporting novels, racing guides, military text-books, volumes of poems, and works of classic authors.

			Amongst the latter the detective speedily discovered a copy of Carlyle’s “Past and Present;” but, although he examined it most carefully, he failed to discover the slightest sign of any letter concealed therein. On the fly-leaf, however, he observed that there was written, in bold characters:

			“To Viscount M. Book Two. Title.”

			It should here be explained—though the reader doubtless knows it—that Carlyle’s famous work is divided into four books. The first book is entitled “Proem,” the second “The Ancient Monk,” the third “The Modern Worker,” and the fourth “Horoscope.”

			“‘To Viscount M.,” murmured Sexton Blake. “‘Book Two. Title.’ That is evidently meant as a direction to you, viscount.”

			“But what does it mean?” asked the bewildered viscount. “What is the title of Book Two?”

			The detective turned over tile leaves of the volume.

			“‘The Ancient Monk,’” he said. “That’s the title of Book Two; and the words are meant, without a doubt, to furnish you with another clue to the whereabouts of the hidden letter.”

			Once more the viscount made a gesture of despair.

			“‘The Ancient Monk,’” he said. “The words convey no sense to me, and most assuredly they do not give any clue to the hiding-place of the letter. Do they give you any clue?”

			Sexton Blake shook his head.

			“At present,” he said, “I’m bound to confess that I’m as much in the dark as you are. At the same time, there cannot be the slightest doubt that these words are meant to—”

			Suddenly he paused, and burst out laughing.

			The viscount bridled up.

			“I don’t see anything to laugh at!” he said stiffly.

			“Don’t you?” said Sexton Blake, still laughing. “Then you evidently don’t possess the sense of humour which Captain Owen possessed. ‘The Ancient Monk!’ The wag! What a humorous rascal he must have been!”

			“He was,” admitted the viscount. “When he let himself go, he was one of the funniest men I ever met. But why this hilarity?”

			“‘The Ancient Monk,’” of course said Sexton Blake, with a chuckle.

			The viscount began to lose his temper.

			“This may be a Laughing matter for you,” he said angrily, “but it’s a matter of life and death for me!”

			“I beg your pardon,” said Sexton Blake humbly. “For the future I’m as solemn as a tombstone!”

			“If you have discovered any clue to the hiding-place of the letter,” said the viscount, “I beg of you to explain!”

			“With pleasure,” said Sexton Blake.

			He pointed to the stuffed monkey on the top of the bookcase.

			“The Ancient Monk!” he said. “And a very ancient monk it is, to be sure! See the idea?”

			The viscount started. “You think the letter is hidden inside that monkey?” he gasped.

			“I’m willing to bet on it!” said Sexton Blake. “Anyhow, we’ll soon see how far my belief is justified!”

			He lifted down the “ancient monk,” took out his pocket-knife, opened the biggest blade, and slit the animal open.

			And there, sure enough, rolled up in a goose-quill, and concealed in one of the monkey’s legs, was the viscount’s compromising letter.

			“Which shows you,” said Sexton Wake, as they left the flat, “that a little imagination, a sense of humour, and a knowledge of English literature are by no means bad equipments for an up-to-date detective!”
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			I.

			With the exception of Mrs. Trevelyan and her son, and, possibly, the village constable—though he is doubtful—there was not a man, woman, or child in Penleven who did not believe that the outrages were the work of a particularly spiteful and malignant ghost. And, although one may laugh at the superstition of these simple Cornish fisher-folk, one is bound to confess that there were several features of the case which at first sight seemed incapable of any but a supernatural explanation.

			James Ritchie, the local coast-guard, was the first victim of the “ghost.” He was on night duty at the time, and was patrolling the cliffs on the north side of the bay. It was a pitch-dark night towards the end of January, and a strong and somewhat gusty breeze was blowing from the south-west. Snow had fallen earlier in the evening, and as Ritchie was the first to come this way since the snow had ceased, the path which ran along the edge of the cliffs was covered with a soft, white, fleecy carpet two inches thick, whose smooth and unbroken surface Ritchie’s footprints were the first to mar.

			He had reached a point about half a mile south-west of the village when suddenly he was startled to hear a wild, weird cry, which, in his own words, “froze his blood to the marrow of his bones.” The cry appeared to come from some spot close behind him, but ere he could turn round he received a blow on the back of the head which caused him to stumble forwards and fall on his hands and knees.

			The blow was so severe that Ritchie was partially stunned, and lay for several moments where he had fallen. When his scattered wits returned he scrambled to his feet and re-lit his lantern, which had been extinguished by his fall. And then came the mysterious part of the affair. Ritchie’s assailant had disappeared; but, seeing that the ground, as already stated, was covered with a virgin mantle of fleecy snow, the coast-guard naturally expected to be able to give chase to his assailant by following his footprints in the snow. Imagine, therefore, his stupefied bewilderment when, though he examined the surface of the snow for fifty yards on each side of the spot where he had been struck, he failed to discover a single footprint except his own!

			About the same time that Ritchie was assaulted in this mysterious fashion, the Rev. Mr. Trevelyan, the rector of Penleven, was returning to the rectory after visiting a sick parishioner in the village. A short-cut from the village to the rectory was across one of the glebe-fields, known as the Ten-Acre Pasture. In this field—which, of course, was carpeted with snow like the rest of the countryside—was an open shed, which served as a night-shelter for the rector’s pony, which was always “turned out” for the winter.

			Mr. Trevelyan had crossed this field on his way to the village to see his sick parishioner, and he crossed it again on his way back to the rectory. At least, he started to cross it; but, in consequence of something which happened when he was halfway across the field, he had not returned to the rectory when midnight struck.

			When half-past twelve arrived and there was still no sign of the rector’s return, his wife became uneasy. At one o’clock—by which time the moon had risen—she asked her son, Philip Trevelyan, to go down to the village and ascertain why his father was so long in coming back.

			Philip Trevelyan, like his father, took the short-cut across the Ten-Acre Pasture. Halfway across the field he came upon the unconscious form of the rector lying face downwards in the snow, with an ugly wound on the back of his head. By his side stood the pony, shivering with pain and terror, and bleeding profusely from a horrible gash on the left side of its neck.

			And again the only prints in the snow were those of the feet of the rector and his son and the hoofs of the pony!

			Raising his father in his arms, Philip carried him up to the rectory. A doctor was sent for, and afterwards the village constable was communicated with. By that time Ritchie had also communicated with the constable; and by nine o’clock next morning the whole village knew that Ritchie had been assaulted, and the rector had been stunned, and his pony had been mutilated, by some mysterious assailant who was able to travel across the snow without leaving any footprints!

			In view of these facts, and also considering that neither Ritchie nor tho rector had been robbed, the superstitious villagers had no hesitation in attributing the outrages to the machinations of a ghostly visitant. Needless to say, neither Mrs. Trevelyan nor Philip was content with this explanation; and when night came, and the investigations of the local police had failed to shed any light on the mystery, Mrs. Trevelyan wired for Sexton Blake.

			II.

			Travelling by the night express, the detective arrived at Penleven about half-past one in the afternoon. By that time the pony had succumbed to its injuries; but the rector, though still unconscious, was, according to the doctor, progressing favourably, and likely to recover.

			After listening attentively to Philip Trevelyan’s story, the detective examined the dead pony, and afterwards, with the doctor’s permission, examined the wound at the back of the rector’s head. Then he asked to be taken to the field in which the outrage had been perpetrated.

			The rector’s son conducted him to the Ten-Acre Pasture, and showed him the exact spot where he had found his father.

			“He was lying just here,” he said, “with his right arm doubled under his head. He had apparently staggered forward a few paces before falling; but there were no signs of a struggle, and no footprints in the snow except his own. That red stain over there is where the pony was standing. She was bleeding profusely; but in her case, as in the ease of my father, the scoundrel who had attacked her had left no trace of his presence.”

			The snow in the neighborhood of the spot where the rector had been struck down had been trampled into slush by the feet of innumerable morbid sightseers. Beyond this trampled area, however, the field presented an unbroken surface of white and glistening snow. At least, the snow was white for the most part, but here and there, stretching in a line towards the north-east corner of the field, were several brownish-looking patches.

			Sexton Blake walked over to one of these patches, and picked up a handful of discoloured snow. He examined it, rubbed it between his fingers, and nodded his head.

			“Just what I expected,” he muttered. “Le Chat Noir, without a doubt.”

			Philip Trevelyan caught the half-spoken words.

			“Le Chat Noir?” he repeated, in a puzzled voice. “The Black Cat?”

			“Yes,” said Sexton Blake, with a smile. “The Black Cat—that’s the explanation of the mystery. Now take me to see Ritchie.”

			They found the coast-guard at home, cleaning his accoutrements. He repeated the story he had told to the constable the night but one before, and readily consented to show the detective the spot where the “ghost” had assaulted him.

			Here, again, the snow had been trampled into meaningless slush; and here again, not on the summit of the cliff, but on its sloping, snow-clad face, were several brownish patches similar to those which Sexton Blake had observed in the Ten-Acre Pasture.

			“You were struck on the back of the head, I understand,” said Sexton Blake to Ritchie. “Naturally, therefore, you did not see who struck you?”

			“That’s so,” said Ritchie.

			“Have you any idea what you were struck with?”

			“It might have been a stick, or it might have been the butt-end of a revolver. Anyhow, it was something hard.”

			“Where were you when you were struck?”

			“Just abreast of those bushes.”

			Sexton Blake strolled over to a clump of gorse-bushes growing on He very edge of the cliff. Drawing on his gloves, he groped amongst the bushes, and presently drew out a small mahogany, brass-bound box containing an aneroid barometer.

			“This settles the matter, I think,” he said quietly.

			“Settles the matter?” gasped Philip Trevelyan. “Why I never! What do you mean?”

			Before the detective had time to reply, a fisherman came running down the path, evidently in a state of great excitement.

			“Please, Mr. Blake,” he said, addressing the detective, “the doctor says will you please come to the Pollard Arms as quick as you can?”

			“Why?” asked Sexton Blake.

			“They’ve found another of ’em!” said the fisherman.

			“They? Who?”

			“Two of Sir John Pollard’s gamekeepers. They was passing through Padley Wood about ’arf an hour ago when they came across the body of an unknown man lying in the snow. He was unconscious, an’ one of his legs was broken, an’ he was cut about the ’ead something ’orrible. It must ’ave been the ghost what done it, because—”

			He dropped his voice to an awed whisper.

			“The keepers say,” he said, “as there wasn’t a single footprint in the snow for a hundred yards all round the man!”

			“An unknown man, I think you said?” said Sexton Blake.

			“Yes,” replied the fisherman.

			“A foreigner?”

			“I don’t know,” said the fisherman. “But he’s a big toff, anyhow, judgin’ by his fur-lined coat, an’ ’is diamond ring, an’ ’is gold watch, an’—”

			The detective turned to Philip Trevelyan.

			“The owner of the Black Cat!” he said, “Come along!”

			III.

			“Mystery?” said Sexton Blake; as he and Philip Trevelyan trudged through tho deepening dusk to the Pollard Arms. “There is no mystery. There never was. Surely what has happened is as clear as anything can be?”

			“To you, perhaps,” said Trevelyan. “To me, I confess, the whole affair is an inscrutable enigma.”

			The detective shrugged his shoulders.

			“That is because you do not give your reason unfettered play,” he said. “If you approached the problem in the same spirit as you would tackle a sum in arithmetic, the answer would suggest itself at once. You have only to exclude all those factors which fail to satisfy the conditions, and what remains, however improbable it may sound, is bound to be the true solution.”

			“Both Ritchie and your father,” he continued, “were undoubtedly struck on the head by something, or somebody, which, or who was able to travel across the snow without leaving any footprint. Neither you nor I believe in ghosts, and a bird is out of the question. What, then, remains?”

			Trevelyan shook his head.

			“I don’t know,” he said.

			“Yet you have heard of such things as balloons, I suppose?” said Sexton Blake.

			Trevelyan started. “By Jove!” he said. “You think—”

			“I don’t think—I’m sure!” said Sexton Blake. “As soon as I had heard your story, I realised that a balloon was the only possible explanation. When I examined those brownish patches in the Ten-Acre Pasture, and found they were due to the presence of sand, my theory was confirmed. When I found that aneroid barometer, my theory ceased to be a theory, and became a certainty.

			“Without a doubt, what happened the night before last was this,” he went on. “Somebody in a balloon, which was probably partly deflated, was drifting across the English Channel. Suddenly he found himself in danger of being dashed against the face of the cliffs to the south-west of this village. Uttering that cry of alarm which Ritchie heard, he threw out some ballast and thereby caused those brownish patches on the snow-clad face of the cliff.

			“In consequence of this manoeuvre, the balloon shot upwards, and cleared the edge of the cliff. As it did so it evidently lurched to one side, and that mahogany case containing the barometer, was thrown out. The case struck Ritchie on the back of the head, and afterward rolled into that clump of bushes. The balloon then drifted inland and floated over the Ten-Acre Pasture.

			“What happened next,” continued Sexton Blake, “is only conjecture, but conjecture, I think, which is founded on sound reasoning. The aeronaut’s grapnel, I opine, was dangling from the car, and it was one of the flukes of the grapnel which caught the pony and inflicted that wound in her neck, and which afterwards struck your father and stunned him.

			“Owing to the darkness,” concluded the detective, “the occupant of the balloon did not see what happened. He only knew that his grapnel had caught on something which had failed to hold it. At the same time, probably, he saw the lights of the rectory in front of him, and, not wishing to be dashed against the walls of the house, he threw out the contents of another sandbag. Hence the line of brownish patches which we saw, stretching away towards the north-east corner of the field.”

			Trevelyan gazed at him admiringly.

			“You have solved the mystery, without a doubt,” he said. “But what was the meaning of your mysterious allusion to the Black Cat, and who is the unknown man who was found in Padley Wood?”

			By way of reply the detective drew from his pocket a copy of that day’s Daily Mail.

			“Read that, and then you will understand,” he said, handing the paper and his pocket electric lamp to Trevelyan, and pointing to a paragraph on the fifth page, which was headed:

			The Fate of the Comte de Passy.
His Balloon Found near Exeter

			There is no need to reproduce the paragraph in full. Suffice to say that it recounted how the Comte de Passy, a well-known Parisian aeronaut, had ascended in his balloon, which he had christened “Le Chat Noir”—i.e., “The Black Cat”—with the intention of attempting to cross the English’ Channel; how the wind had backed to the east shortly after the ascent, with the result that the Comte had been blown out to sea; how the wind had afterwards veered round to the south-west, and had thereby given rise to a hope that the intrepid Comte might land somewhere in England, after all.

			“Such hope, however, must now be abandoned,” the paragraph concluded. “Early yesterday morning a derelict balloon was observed to be floating over Exeter. It eventually collapsed and fell into a field on the outskirts of the city. From papers and other evidence found in the car, no doubt remains that the balloon is Le Chat Noir.”

			* * * *

			“I read that in the train on my way down here,” said Sexton Blake; “and after I had heard your story, and had satisfied myself that a balloon was responsible for the alleged attack on your father and the coast-guard, I had little hesitation in deciding that the balloon must have been that of the unfortunate Comte de Passy—especially as I knew that Penleven is due south-west of Exeter, so that a balloon drifting with the wind that was blowing the night before last would, after passing over Penleven, eventually reach Exeter.”

			“And the unknown man who was found in Padley Wood this afternoon?” asked Trevelyan.

			“Is the Comte de Passy, no doubt,” said Sexton Blake, “His balloon was apparently unmanageable when he reached the English coast, and after drifting over the Ten-Acre Pasture it must have lurched to one side again and thrown the Comte out, just as it had previously thrown the barometer out. Then, lightened by the loss of the Comte de Passy’s weight, it bounded up into the air, drifted with the wind towards the north-east, and eventually settled down near Exeter.”

			“All of which sounds very plausible,” said Trevelyan, “and is, no doubt, the truth, At any rate, we shall soon know whether you are right or not, for here is the Pollard Arms.”

			They turned into the only public-house which Penleven possessed. The doctor was coming downstairs and met them in the sanded front passage.

			“Great news!” he said to Sexton Blake. “From papers found in my patient’s pocket, we have discovered his identity. And who do you think he is?”

			“The Comte de Passy,” said Sexton Blake.

			The doctor gasped.

			“You—you must be a wizard!” he exclaimed. “How on earth did you know?”

			How the detective knew, the reader already knows. For the rest, it is only necessary to say that both the rector and the Comte de Passy eventually recovered from their injuries, when Sexton Blake’s theory of what had happened was proved to be as correct as if he had been an actual eye-witness of the whole affair.

		

	
		
			AN OLD MAN’S DARLING

			March 3, 1909

			I.

			For thirty years, as many Londoners will remember, John Parker kept a hat-shop in Euston Road, At tho age of sixty-five, being then a widower with an only daughter, he retired from business and settled down, with his daughter and a maid-of-all-work, in a small house in Portman Terrace. Two years after his retirement his daughter married a man named Hunt, and went to live at Streatham. After her departure the old man advertised for a housekeeper, and ultimately engaged, out of a score of applicants, a dashing young widow of twenty-eight, named Robertson.

			Portman Terrace was divided in its opinions of Mrs. Robertson. The men, on the whole, thought her a “jolly good sort”; the women, on the other hand, said spiteful things about her golden hair, her pearly-white teeth, and her well-developed figure. They said other unkind things, which need not be repeated here, and presently they confided to their husbands that the “artful minx” was “setting her cap” at “her old fool of a master.”

			By this, of course, they meant to imply that the dashing young widow was trying to capture the old man’s heart, and the three or four thousand pounds which he had saved. The men, with typical masculine superiority, scoffed at the suggestion, and advised their wives to exercise a little more Christian charity. But the wives soon had their revenge, for a few Sundays later the banns of marriage were published for the third time, and the date of the wedding had been fixed, when Mrs. Hunt, late one evening, received an anonymous postcard asking her if she was aware that her father was about to marry his youthful, golden-haired housekeeper.

			Now, Mrs. Hunt, it will he readily understood, had no desire to see her father’s three or four thousand pounds pass into the possession of a stranger, as they probably would if he married Mrs. Robertson. Accordingly, within an hour of the receipt of the postcard, a very indignant and very determined Mrs. Hunt arrived at Portman Terrace, intent on “putting an end to this tomfoolery!”

			Amelia, the maid-of-all-work, opened the door for her, and informed her, in answer to her first question, that Mrs. Robertson had gone away that afternoon in order to spend the week before the wedding with some friends in the North.

			“Wedding!” snorted Mrs. Hunt. “There’s going to be no wedding!”

			Then she sailed into the little sitting-room to interview her father.

			What passed at the interview may be gathered from the statement which Amelia—who was listening outside the door most of the time—afterwards made to the police. She said she heard Mrs. Hunt describe her father as a “blind old fool,” and Mrs. Robertson as “an artful cat.” She heard Mrs. Hunt implore her father to break off the marriage and come back with her to Streatham. Most important of all, she distinctly heard Mrs. Hunt declare, “I’d rather see you in your grave than married to a hussy like that!”

			According to Amelia, the old man proved as determined and self-willed as his daughter. Again and again she heard him say he meant to many Mrs. Robertson, and all the talking in the world wouldn’t alter his decision. And, at last, said Amelia, he terminated the interview by wishing Mrs. Hunt good-night and going to bed.

			Mrs. Hunt was furious. At the same time, she had no intention of giving in after one round, so to speak. After wiring to her husband that she would not return until the following day, she spent the night at Portman Terrace, rose betimes next morning, and assisted Amelia to prepare the old man’s breakfast—the said breakfast consisting of a plate of oatmeal porridge, two rounds of buttered toast, and a pot of tea.

			It is a fact of some importance that Parker complained that the porridge did not taste the same as usual, and left nearly half of it. He also left a portion of the toast and most of the tea. He had no appetite, he said, and presently he complained of a burning pain at the pit of his stomach. Very quickly the pain grew worse; he became very sick; a splitting headache supervened, followed by cramp in the limbs and smarting of the eyes.

			At ten o’clock Mrs. Hunt sent Amelia for Dr. Burgin, who lived a few doors away, and who, as elsewhere related, was the young medical man who had consulted Sexton Blake, some months before, in the puzzling case of “The Mummer’s Wife.”

			As soon as Dr. Burgin had examined his patient, he declared that he was suffering from the effects of some poison, probably arsenic. He said this in the hearing of Parker, who, writhing with agony though he was, turned on Mrs. Hunt, with something akin to maniacal fury.

			“This is your doing, you—you fiend!” he almost screamed. “You said last night you would rather sea me dead than married to Ethel! You have poisoned me to prevent me marrying Ethel, and in the hope of securing my money yourself. But you won’t gain anything by it! I made a new will last week, leaving everything to Ethel!”

			In spite of Dr. Burgin’s protests, the old man sent Amelia for the police.

			The police, of course, declined to arrest Mrs. Hunt, as her father commanded them to do. After they had questioned Dr. Burgin, however, they took possession of the remains of Parker’s breakfast. Later in the day they reported to Mr. Parker, and afterwards to Dr. Burgin, that the borough analyst had carefully analysed these various articles, and had failed to find the very smallest trace of any poison of any kind.

			This placed Dr. Burgin in a somewhat awkward position. He had pledged his reputation that Parker’s symptoms were due to poison. Even on his own showing, the poison could only have been administered at breakfast-time. Yet the remains of the food which Parker had eaten at breakfast-time were not poisoned.

			In the meantime, Parker’s condition was growing graver with every passing hour, and every fresh symptom pointed more strongly, in Dr. Burgin’s opinion, to the fact that he was suffering from arsenical poisoning. Yet none of the usual remedies—and Dr. Burgin tried them all—had the slightest effect.

			“He’s going to die,” said the doctor to his wife, when he returned to his house after his fifth visit to his patient. “That he has been poisoned with arsenic I haven’t the smallest doubt; but how, or when, or by whom, and why no arsenic was found in the food, I can’t imagine. I was never so baffled in my life.”

			“Why not slip round to Baker Street and lay the facts before Sexton Blake?” suggested his wife.

			“Good idea!” said the doctor. “Why didn’t I think of him before?”

			II.

			“I should like to see Mr. Parker before I pass an opinion on the case,” said Sexton Blake, when Dr. Burgin had told him all there was to tell. “You have no objection?”

			“On the contrary!” said Dr. Burgin. And a few minutes later the two men stood in Parker’s bedroom. The detective, who, it will to remembered, was a duly-qualified medical man, examined the old man.

			“Unless something is done for him, and very quickly, he’s going to die,” he said, when he and Dr. Burgin had adjourned to the sitting-room. “May I see the maid?”

			“Certainly,” said Dr. Burgin. “In the meantime, do you agree with me that he is suffering from arsenical poisoning?”

			“I do. There’s no room for doubt.”

			“Then why—”

			“I’ll tell you when I’ve questioned the maid.”

			Amelia came into the room, red-eyed and frightened-looking.

			“Who prepared the porridge for Mr. Parker’s breakfast this morning?” asked Sexton Blake.

			“Please, sir, Mrs. Hunt, sir,” replied Amelia.

			“Did he always have porridge for breakfast?”

			“Ever since Mrs. Robertson came, sir.”

			“And Mrs. Robertson usually prepared it?”

			“Always, sir.”

			“Was the oatmeal which was used this morning the same that Mrs. Robertson used yesterday, and the day before?”

			“Yes, sir. Leastways, it was out of the same jar, but it wasn’t the same oatmeal.”

			“Ah! That’s what I suspected. Mrs. Robertson used the last of the old oatmeal yesterday morning?”

			“Not quite all, sir. But when she’d made his porridge yesterday morning there wasn’t enough to make any more, so, before she went away, she got a fresh lot and put it in the jar.”

			“And it was the fresh lot which Mrs. Hunt used this morning?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Let me see the jar.”

			Amelia brought the jar, and the detective turned it upside-down on the table, thus emptying out its contents in a little conical heap. From the top of the heap—which represented the old oatmeal, which had been in the bottom of the jar, of course—he scooped up a small quantity of the meal and placed it in an envelope. Then, bidding Dr. Burgin wait for him, and promising to explain when he returned, he left the house, and walked briskly to his rooms.

			In his laboratory he submitted the meal to a searching analysis, the result of which appeared to afford him the liveliest satisfaction. Then, after taking down from one of the shelves a small bottle of pinkish-colored fluid and thrusting it into his pocket, he returned to Portman Terrace.

			As he entered the bedroom he saw that Dr. Burgin was just about to give his patient a hypodermic injection of morphia to relieve him.

			“Don’t do that,” said Sexton Blake. “I’ve got something here which will give him far more relief than morphia.”

			“What?” asked Dr. Burgin, in surprise.

			By way of reply, the detective drew the bottle of pinkish liquid from his pocket, poured out a small quantity into a medicine-glass, and administered it to the old man.

			For a moment or two nothing happened. Then gradually the look of pain died out of Parker’s face, his skin resumed its normal color, the sickness ceased, and murmuring, “Heaven bless you, sir! That’s the first bit of ease I’ve had since this morning!” he sank back on his pillows and dropped into a quiet sleep.

			To say that Dr. Burgin was bewildered and amazed is but feebly to describe his feelings. He gazed at Sexton Blake in astonishment.

			“You’re a wizard!” he gasped. “What-what have you given him?”

			“A big dose of arsenic!” said Sexton Blake.

			III.

			“When you told me what Mr. Parker’s symptoms were,” said Sexton Blake to Dr. Burgin, “I had not the slightest doubt that you were right in supposing he was suffering from arsenical poisoning. When you told me that no arsenic had been found in the remains of his breakfast, or in the food which he had rejected, I began to have a suspicion of the truth. When I questioned the maid my suspicions were confirmed, and when I had analysed the meal at the bottom of the jar they became a certainty.”

			“There was arsenic in the meal at the bottom of the jar?”

			“There was.”

			“What, then, is your theory?”

			Before the detective could reply Mrs. Hunt came into the room.

			“My father seems better,” she remarked.

			“Much better,” said Sexton Blake. “In fact, I think we may say he is out of danger.”

			Mrs. Hunt hesitated for a moment; then she looked the detective full in the face.

			“Do you believe I poisoned him?” she asked.

			“No,” said Sexton Blake; “but I believe—in fact I know—that Mrs. Robertson did.”

			Mrs. Hunt shook her head, Prejudiced though she was against her father’s housekeeper, she had all an Englishwoman’s sense of fair play.

			“Impossible!” she said. “Mrs. Robertson went away yesterday afternoon, and my father was only taken ill this morning.”

			The detective smiled.

			“Mrs. Robertson evidently knows more about the action of arsenic than you do,” he said. “She knows, for instance, that if a person has been in the habit of taking arsenic regularly for some time, and is then suddenly deprived of it, he contracts all the symptoms of acute arsenical poisoning.

			“What I mean is this,” he continued. “If you had not been in the habit of taking arsenic, and I were to give you a big dose, you would quickly become as ill as your father was this morning. On the other hand, if I were to begin by giving you a small dose every day, and were gradually to increase the dose, I could at last, without hurting you, give you a dose that would poison any ordinary person. If I were then suddenly to stop giving you any arsenic, you would develop the same symptoms as if I had given you a big, dose all at once for the first time in your life.”

			“Is that so?” asked Mrs. Hunt, turning to Dr. Burgin.

			“Yes,” said the doctor, in tones of Suppressed excitement. “Now I understand! Mrs. Robertson has been mixing arsenic with your father’s porridge for the last few months, doubtless in increasing doses. Yesterday she went away, with the result that your father got no arsenic with his porridge this morning. Being thus deprived of his daily dose, he immediately began to suffer all the symptoms of acute arsenical poisoning.”

			“Exactly! said Sexton Blake. He turned to Mrs. Hunt.

			“Mrs. Robertson,” he said, “had evidently set her heart on securing your father’s money. She could only do this by marrying him, which she didn’t want to do—which, perhaps, she couldn’t do, as she may be married already. What she did, therefore, was this:

			“Every morning she mixed a dose of arsenic, which doubtless grew bigger every day, with your father’s porridge. When the banns had been published for the last time and the date of the wedding had been fixed, and your father had made a new will in her favor, she went away, pretending that she was going to spend the week before the wedding with some friends in the North. Doubtless she took the new will with her, and I shall be greatly surprised if she left any address when she went away.”

			“She didn’t,” said Mrs. Hunt.

			“Which is just what I expected,” said Sexton Blake. “But to resume my explanation. Before she left she bought a fresh supply of oatmeal and placed it in the jar on the top of the doctored meal she had been using. That she didn’t throw the latter away is just one of those incredibly stupid mistakes which, somehow, the cleverest criminals nearly always make.

			“The rest you can guess for yourself,” he concluded. “This morning your father, being deprived of his daily dose of arsenic, developed violent symptoms of arsenical poisoning. The police examined the remains of the food he had had at breakfast, but, of course, they found no arsenic in it. For it wasn’t the presence of arsenic, but the absence of arsenic, in the porridge which caused your father’s illness. Hence, when I gave him a stiff dose of the drug, as Dr. Burgin will tell you, all his symptoms disappeared.”

			“What an inhuman fiend the woman must be!” said Mrs. Hunt. “And she’ll never be caught, of course, for nobody knows where she is, and when she learns that her diabolical plot has failed she’ll never dare show up here again.”

			“Suppose we could make Mrs. Robertson believe that her plot had succeeded?” said Sexton Blake. “Suppose she read in tomorrow’s papers that Mr. Parker was dead? What would she do?”

			“She would hurry here at once,” said Mrs. Hunt, “and produce the will, and claim my father’s money.”

			“Exactly!” said Sexton Blake. “See the idea?”

			They did; and half an hour later all the blinds were drawn, whilst the following morning an announcement of John Parker’s death appeared in the obituary columns of all the leading London papers.

			The detective’s ruse succeeded to perfection. In the course of the afternoon Mrs. Robertson arrived at Portman Terrace, apparently prostrated with grief. Her grief, however, quickly changed to fury and dismay when she was arrested and the trick was explained.

			When, from papers found in her possession, the police had identified her as the wife—not the widow—of an ex-medical student, who was then serving a long term of penal servitude for a similar crime, she threw up the sponge; and her confession proved to be a replica of the theory expounded by Sexton Blake.

		

	
		
			THE BLUE LINE

			13 March 1909

			I.

			It was a stormy night in mid-December, and Father Bean, the priest in charge of the Catholic Mission at Rocksby, a fishing village on the Yorkshire coast, had just finished hearing confessions, and had returned to his cosy sitting-room, when the presbytery re-echoed with a violent pealing of front-door bell.

			So loud and peremptory was the ring that Father Benn, instead of waiting for his housekeeper to answer the summons, ran to the door himself. Ere he had time to reach it, however, it was suddenly flung open, and a tall, thin, weedy-looking young fellow, one side of whose face was streaming with blood, stumbled across the threshold, slammed the door behind him, and planted his back to it.

			“Don’t let ’im in!” he panted wildly and incoherently. “He isn’t far behind me! He’s tried to murder me once, and he’ll do it if yer let ’im in!”

			To say that Father Benn was astounded and bewildered is to describe his feelings mildly. He knew everybody in the neighborhood, yet this weakly-looking young fellow was an utter stranger to him. His age was apparently twenty-five Or twenty-six, and his appearance and manner of speech were those of a poor working-man. His clothes were splashed with mud, he had lost his hat, and one side of his face, as already stated, was streaming with blood. From head to foot be was trembling with mingled terror and excitement; and, from the way in which he was gasping for breath, he appeared to have been running for a considerable distance at an unaccustomed pace.

			“Who are you!” demanded Father Bean.

			“My name—” began the young fellow; then he suddenly stiffened, and his eyes dilated with panic-stricken fear. “He’s outside!” he almost screamed. “I can ’ear ’im! Don’t let ’im in! Don’t let ’im in!”

			More than half convinced that his visitor was mad, yet anxious to allay his obvious terror, Father Benn stepped up to the door, turned the key, and shot the bolts.

			“There!” he said soothingly. “Nobody can come in now, and I promise you I won’t let anybody in. Now, come into the sitting-room and tell me all about it.”

			He led the way into the sitting-room, where he closed the door and pointed to an easy-chair.

			“Sit down,” he said, in a kindly voice. “Shut the shutters first,” said the young fellow, glancing at the uncurtained window, which overlooked a garden-plot at the side of the presbytery.

			“I’m afraid I can’t,” said Father Benn. “There are no shutters.”

			“Then pull down the blind,” said his visitor. “He’s outside. I know he is, ’cos I ’eard ’im. If he looks through that winder he’ll see me, an’ if he sees me he’ll—”

			The sentence was never completed, for at that moment the sharp crack of a revolver mingled with the howling of the wind, and the next instant a bullet crashed through the window-pane, whistled past the reverend father’s head, and buried itself in the young fellow’s breast.

			With a sobbing cry, the young man threw up his arms and fell in a huddled heap at Father Benn’s feet.

			“I told yer—I told yer!” he moaned. Then a rush of blood choked his further utterance, and he lapsed into unconsciousness. Acting on the impulse of the moment, Father Benn dashed to the window, threw up the sash, and leaped out into the garden. But the night was so dark, and the roar of the wind was so loud, he could neither see nor hear anything of the man who had fired the shot.

			For a second or two he stood in the pelting rain, straining his ears and peering through the inky darkness; then he climbed back through the window, and turned his attention to his visitor, who was bleeding profusely from a bullet-wound on the left side of the chest.

			In the meantime, the housekeeper had heard the revolver-shot, and a moment later, pale and scared, she burst into the room. The priest instructed her to fetch the village doctor and the village constable. The doctor was the first to arrive at the presbytery, where he helped Father Benn to carry the unconscious man upstairs, undress him, and place him in the priest’s own bed. He then examined him, extracted the bullet—which had not penetrated very deeply, dressed the wound, and expressed the opinion that, “with luck,” the man might yet pull through.

			Whilst the doctor was dressing the wound the constable arrived. After hearing the priest’s story, he took the responsibility of searching the young fellow’s pockets, in the hope of finding some clue to his identity. In this, however, he was disappointed, for the only things the pockets contained were a handkerchief, a pipe, a plug of twist tobacco, a knife, a box of matches, a sovereign, nine shillings in silver, and four pence in copper.

			* * * *

			As soon as the post office opened next morning the constable wired full particulars of the affair to the chief constable of the North Riding, who promptly sent an inspector to Rocksby to take charge of the case. The inspector, however, had no more success than the constable in his efforts to establish the identity of Father Benn’s mysterious visitor. It is true that he ascertained that the young fellow had arrived at Rocksby by the 5.45 train from the south, and had given up a third-class single from Scarborough; but exhaustive enquiries in Scarborough failed to discover anybody who knew the man or anything about him. And so, next day, Father Benn, at his own expense, and solely in the interests of truth and justice, telegraphed for Sexton Blake.

			II.

			“And the man is still here?” said Sexton Blake, when Father Benn had told him all.

			“Yes.”

			“May I see him?”

			“Certainly!” said the priest. And be led the detective up to the bedroom, where the unknown man, still unconscious, was being nursed by a nun. After bowing to the nun, Sexton Blake proceeded to examine the man.

			The first thing that attracted his attention was the condition of the young fellow’s arm, which, bare to the elbow, was lying on the outside of the counterpane. The muscles on the back of the forearm were terribly wasted, and when the detective raised the arm the hand drooped limply down, almost at right angles to the wrist.

			“Suggestive!” he muttered to himself.

			He parted the young fellow’s lips, and examined his gums. On each of them, where the teeth joined the gums, there was a well-marked blue line.

			“This is most important,” he said. “You know, I suppose, the significance Of this blue line?”

			Father Benn shook his head.

			“What does it signify?” he said.

			“It signifies,” said Sexton Blake, “that this young fellow has been suffering for some time from a disease known as lead poisoning. This blue line on the gums, this wasted condition of the muscles of the forearm, and this peculiar drooping of the wrist—which is known as ‘dropwrist’—are all well-recognised symptoms of that disease, which is caused by the constant and frequent introduction into the system of minute quantities of lead.

			“The men who are most commonly afflicted with lead-poisoning,” he continued, “are lead-workers, painters, plumbers, and file-cutters. We may safely conclude, therefore, that this young man follows one of those occupations. From the absence of any paint stains on his hands, and from the absence of the burns and bruises which one usually finds on a plumber’s hands, I have little hesitation in saying that he is either a lead-worker or a file-cutter. If we can discover which of these trades he followed, we shall have obtained a valuable clue to his identity.”

			“I don’t know if this will help you, sir,” said the nun, speaking for the first time, “but he has three peculiar spots on the upper part of his right arm. They were little more than scratches when first I saw him on Wednesday night, but during yesterday and today they have grown bigger and quite inflamed.”

			The nun rolled up the man’s shirtsleeve; and the moment the detective’s eyes fell on the “three peculiar spots” an involuntary cry of satisfaction rose to his lips.

			“Re-vaccination marks!” he exclaimed. “From their appearance, four days old. Splendid! This man was re-vaccinated four days ago, from which we may safely conclude that he is a file-cutter, and comes from Sheffield.”

			The blank look of bewilderment which crossed Father Benn’s face was eloquent of hie mystification.

			“How do you make that out?” he asked.

			“Here is a young fellow, twenty-five or twenty-six years of age, who was I re-vaccinated four days ago,” said Sexton Blake. “How many such will you find in the North, of England at the present moment? Not many. But there is a town in the Midlands where young men, middle-aged men, and old men are being re-vaccinated at the present time by thousands. That town, of course, is Sheffield, where the prevailing epidemic of smallpox is driving the inhabitants to seek safety in re-vaccination.”

			It should here be explained that these events took place in December, 1887, when the epidemic of smallpox in Sheffield was just at its height.

			“We have already decided,” continued Sexton Blake, “that this young fellow is either a lead-worker or a file-cutter. We have discovered that he is suffering from lead-poisoning, and that he was re-vaccinated four days ago. There are practically no lead-workers in Sheffield, but there are thousands of file-cutters, amongst whom the disease of lead-poisoning is terribly prevalent. Putting two and two together, therefore, there is no doubt whatever in my mind that this young fellow is a file-cutter, and comes from Sheffield.”

			“Assuming that your theory is correct,” said Father Benn, “what do you propose to do?”

			“I propose, to go to Sheffield by the next train,” said Sexton Blake. “On reaching Sheffield I shall obtain a list of all the medical men in the town, and I shall then set to work to call on them. To each of the doctors I interview I shall describe this man, and to each of them I shall say, ‘Did you, last Monday, re-vaccinate a young file-cutter such as I have described, and who was suffering from lead-poisoning? If so, what is his name, and where does he live?’

			“And when I have found a doctor who answers my question in the affirmative,” concluded Sexton Blake, “I shall have taken the first step towards solving the mystery of your unknown visitor’s identity.” Two hours later the detective left for Sheffield.

			III.

			“Yes,” said the seventeenth doctor whom Sexton Blake interviewed; “I re-vaccinated the man you describe last Monday afternoon. His name is Arthur Wilson, and he lives at No. 5, Court 37, Portland Street.”

			A quarter of an hour later a hansom landed Sexton Blake at the entrance of the passage which led to Court 37, Portland Street. Bidding the driver wait for him, the detective strode up the passage to No. 5.

			“Does Mr. Arthur Wilson live here?” he asked of the old woman who answered his knock.

			“Yes; but ’e’s away from ’ome at present,” she replied. “Would you like to see ’is father?”

			“Please,” said Sexton Blake. And she thereupon conducted him to a dirty, barely-furnished bedroom, in which lay an old man, apparently in the last stage of consumption.

			“My name is Sexton Blake,” said the detective. “I’ve called to enquire about your son. He left here, I believe, last Wednesday, and went to Rocksby.”

			The old man started, and regarded him with a glance of stupefied amazement.

			“’Ow did you know!” he gasped.

			By way of reply, the detective told him all that had happened.

			Long before he had finished, the old man’s eyes blazed with fury.

			“It was Julian Cole who shot ’im!” he cried. “Arthur must ’ave met ’im on ’is way to the ’All. Arthur must ’ave told ’im he was goin’ to see Sir Norman, an’ Cole must ’ave tried to murder ’im. But I’ll be even with the scoundrel! I’ll make a clean breast of everything!”

			“The very best thing you can do,” said Sexton Blake. “Fire away!”

			“Thirty years ago,” said Arthur Wilson’s father, “I was butler at Rocksby ’All. There was livin’ at the ’All at that time Sir Norman Verrill, who was a widower, ’is only son, Ralph Verrill, an’ Sir Norman’s nephew, Julian Cole. Julian’s parents ’ad died a year or two before, an’ Sir Norman ’ad adopted ’im.

			“Ralph was a fine young feller, but Julian was a skunk, an’ was always tryin’ to supplant Ralph in Sir Norman’s favour. At last ’is chance came. A burglar broke into the ’All one night, an’ was riflin’ Sir Norman’s safe, when Ralph surprised ’im. The burglar stunned ’im with a life-preserver, an’ ’ad just climbed out of the library winder, when Julian an’ me arrived on the scone.

			“We found Ralph lyin’ unconscious by the side of the open safe, an’ Julian sez to me, sez he, ‘I’ll give you five ’undred pounds if you’ll tell Sir Norman as me an’ you found Ralph riflin’ the safe, an’ knocked ’im down.’

			“I accepted ’is offer; an’, though Ralph protested ’is innocence when he came round, Sir Norman believed our story, an’ he ordered Ralph to leave the ’ouse an’ never darken its doors again. Next day he made a new will, disinheriting Ralph an’ leavin’ all to Julian.

			“Julian paid me my five ’undred pounds,” continued the old man, “an’ a, few months later I resigned my situation as butler at the ’All an’ came to Sheffield, which is my native town. I took a pub, and in 1801 I married. Arthur was born in 1862, an’ when he was eighteen years old my wife died. After ’er death everything went wrong, an’ two years ago I gave up the pub, an’ came to live ’ere with Arthur an’ a ’ousekeeper. ’Im an’ me got work as file-cutters, an’ for eighteen months we did fairly well. Then ’e took bad with lead poisonin’, an’ I fell ill with consumption, an’ last Tuesday the doctor told me I was goin’ to die.

			“Up till then I’d never told a livin’ soul about the bargain between me an’ Julian Cole. When I knew I was goin’ to die, my conscience began to prick me; an’, in the end, to make a long story short, I determined to tell Sir Norman everything. So I first told Arthur all about it, an’ then I asked ’im to go to Rocksby an’ ask Sir Norman to come an’ see me.

			“Arthur left ’ere on Wednesday afternoon,” he concluded. “He couldn’t book all the way to Rocksby, so he booked as far as Scarborough, which explains why he gave up a ticket from Scarborough when he arrived at Rocksby at 5.45 on Wednesday night. I expected ’im back, with Sir Norman, yesterday; an’ it was not till you came this mornin’, an’ told me wot ’ad ’appened, that I knew why ’e ’adn’t come.”

			“So your theory is,” said Sexton Blake, “that your son arrived at Rocksby on Wednesday evening, that he met Cole on his way to the Hall, that he foolishly told him why he wished to see Sir Norman, that Cole attempted to shoot him, that your son fled and took refuge with Father Benn, and that Cole, who had followed him, shot him through the presbytery window?”

			“Yes,” said the old man.

			“And I’m very much inclined to agree with you,” said Sexton Blake. “Anyhow, I’ll now return to Rocksby and test your theory.”

			IV.

			In accordance with this programme, the detective left Sheffield by the first available train, and arrived at Rocksby at a quarter to six in the evening. At half-past six he presented himself at Rocksby Hall, where, on asking for Sir Norman Verrill, he was informed by the butler that Sir Norman was away from home, and had been away for the past three weeks, but was expected back on Monday. On enquiring for Julian Cole, he was informed that Cole had hurriedly left the Hall on Wednesday night, saying that he was going to visit some friend in the south.

			“He’s lying low until he hears whether Wilson recovers or dies,” said Sexton Blake to Father Benn. “If he hears that Wilson has died without telling his secret, he’ll return to Rocksby. If he learns that the truth has been discovered, he’ll never be heard of again.”

			The detective proved a true prophet. Nothing had been heard of Julian Cole up till Monday, when Sir Norman Verrill returned to Rocksby Hall, where Sexton Blake interviewed him.

			* * * *

			On Tuesday Arthur Wilson recovered consciousness, and confirmed his father’s theory in every particular. Nothing more was ever heard of Julian Cole, but Ralph Verrill was traced by means of an advertisement in the newspapers. Ralph is now Sir Norman’s acknowledged heir; and Arthur Wilson, whose father died a few weeks later, is at present in the enjoyment of a pension of three pounds a week from Ralph Verrill’s father.

		

	
		
			THE AMATEUR BURGLAR

			April 3, 1909

			I.

			He was “Marmaduke and Co.,” outside brokers, of Throgmorton Avenue. He was “Duncombe and Platts,” turf accountants and commission agents’, of tie Haymarket. He was “Cecil Howard,” money-lender and bill-discounter, of Oxford Street. He had several other aliases and business addresses; but his real name was Edward Sinclair, and his private residence was in Lordship Park, Stoke Newington, where his household consisted of himself, a cook, a housemaid, and an unmarried niece named Arnold, who acted as his housekeeper. One night he returned from the City at half-past six, dined with his niece, and retired to rest about a quarter to eleven. Miss Arnold and the servants followed his example shortly afterwards, and by half-past eleven everybody in the house was in bed and fast asleep.

			A few minutes after three o’clock in the morning, Miss Arnold was awakened by a resounding crash, which appeared to proceed from her uncle’s bedroom. She sprang out of bed, hastily donned a dressing-gown, and ran towards it.

			Presently she was joined by the housemaid and the cook, who had also been awakened by the crash; and when she and the two servants had exhausted their strength in vain attempts to burst the door open, she sent the housemaid in search of a policeman. Applying his shoulder to the door, the constable quickly burst it open; then, with the three frightened women at his heels, he strode into the room and turned on the electric light. And this is what they saw:

			Mr. Sinclair, in his pyjamas, was lying face downwards on the floor, midway between the bed and the fireplace. He was quite unconscious, and was bleeding profusely from a wound in the centre of his forehead, which appeared to have been inflicted by some blunt instrument. Near him lay an overturned chair; whilst a little distance from the chair lay the bedroom poker, which was wet with blood.

			A writing-desk which stood in one corner of the room had been broken open, apparently with the aid of the poker. There was no blood on the desk, however; but there wore several bloodstains on the carpet, and also innumerable muddy footprints, which were especially noticeable near the window.

			On examining the window, the constable speedily discovered that it had been opened from the outside. Immediately underneath was the sloping roof of a wooden tool-shed, and on this roof ample evidence that somebody had crawled up it.

			“It’s easy to see what’s ’appened,” said the constable, when he had completed his investigations and the housemaid had been sent for the nearest doctor. “Somebody climbed on to the roof of the tool-shed and broke into this room through that window. He forced open the lid of that desk with this poker, and was in the act of riflin’ the desk, when Mr. Sinclair awoke and surprised ’im. The man then attacked Mr. Sinclair with the poker, and stunned ’im; then he rushed to the window, climbed out on to the roof of the shed, closed the window behind ’im, slid down the roof of the shed, dropped to the ground, and made ’is escape.”

			The doctor, when he arrived, endorsed the constable’s theory, and added the further information that the blow had fractured Mr. Sinclair’s skull.

			“Do you think he will recover?” asked Miss Arnold.

			“It’s no good deceiving you,” said the doctor; “I don’t.”

			Miss Arnold felt it was her duty to take every possible step to bring her uncle’s assailant to justice, and, accordingly, at seven o’clock she sent the housemaid with a note to Sexton Blake, asking the detective to come to Lordship Park at once.

			II.

			Except that Mr. Sinclair had been put back to bed, nothing had been altered in the bedroom when Sexton Blake arrived. He listened to Miss Arnold’s story, and then, by permission of the doctor, examined the wound in the centre of Mr. Sinclair’s forehead.

			“The skull has certainly been fractured,” he said to the doctor; “but the fracture is a very slight one, and—er—doesn’t it occur to you that there is another cause for this profound unconsciousness!”

			“What other cause can there be?” asked the doctor.

			The doctor glanced round the room, and as he did so his eyes fell on a hanging cabinet over the washstand. He walked up to it and opened it. Inside, amongst other things, he found a bottle labelled “Syrup of Chloral” and a medicine-glass, in the bottom of which were a few drops of liquid. He smelt at this liquid and tasted it; then he turned to Miss Arnold.

			“Was your uncle in the habit of taking chloral as a sleeping-draught?” he asked.

			“Yes,” she answered, in some surprise.

			“I thought so,” said Sexton Blake. “Now, will you kindly tell me which is the chair you found overturned when you broke into the room?”

			Miss Arnold pointed out the chair, and Sexton Blake examined it. On one of the sharp corners of the frame he found a stain of blood.

			He examined the poker and the writing-desk. With the aid of a pocket-lens, he examined the bloodstains and the muddy footprints on the carpet. He next examined the window, the roof of the tool-shed, and the surface of the ground, outside. In the garden he discovered two distinct impressions of the burglar’s feet. He measured them, and made a sketch of them in his notebook. Then he climbed back on to the roof of the shed and returned to the bedroom.

			With the doctor and Miss Arnold looking on, he subjected every nook and corner of the room to a minute and careful examination. In the course of his investigations he came to the grate, in which a fire had been laid ready for lighting. And here, on the top of the pile of wood and coal, he discovered the remains of a half-burnt match and several fragments of charred and blackened paper.

			Carefully removing these fragments of charred paper, he examined them with his lens. They appeared to be portions of a cheque, for on one of them he read the words, “Pay to—”; on another, “—ed Bidwell”; and on another, “D 24543.” The writing, or the printing, on the other fragments was undecipherable.

			“Well?” said the doctor when Sexton Blake had entered these particulars’ in his notebook.

			“In the first place,” said Sexton Blake, turning to Miss Arnold, “your uncle was not stunned with the poker; his unconsciousness has little or nothing to do with that wound on his forehead. The moment I saw him, I saw that he was suffering from an overdose of chloral; and when I examined the poker I found two hairs adhering to the bloodstain on the end, which satisfied me as the wound on your uncle’s forehead is at least an inch away from any part that is covered with hair—that the wound had not been inflicted with the poker. Clearly, then, somebody else had been struck with the poker, and the wound on your uncle’s forehead was due to some other cause.

			“In my opinion,” he continued, “what happened was this: A man, wearing narrow-toed, well-made boots, climbed on to the roof of the tool-shed and broke into this room through that window. He woke your uncle, and probably covered him with a revolver. He ordered him to open that desk and take out and burn a certain cheque. Probably your uncle, in the hope of taking the man by surprise, said he had not the key of the desk, and suggested he should break it open with the poker. Apparently the man assented, and your uncle, having secured the poker, suddenly sprang at him and struck him a violent blow on the head. That is why the end of the poker is stained with blood, and why there are hairs adhering to it.

			“The man was evidently not seriously injured,” he went on, “for we have clear proof that your uncle broke open the desk and burnt the cheque by holding a lighted match to it over the wood and coals in the grate. When the cheque had been burnt, the man, who was bleeding from the wound on his head—I have found drops of blood leading from the desk to the window and down the roof of the shed and across the garden—climbed out through the window and made his escape.

			“After his departure,” continued Sexton Blake, “your uncle apparently went back to bed. But he could not sleep. Eventually, he got up and took a dose of chloral. In his agitation, he took too much. Presently he realised that he had taken too much. He found himself growing unconscious. He got out of bed, with the intention of rousing you and sending for a doctor. In the darkness he stumbled over that chair, and that was the crash you heard. As he fell he struck his head against the corner of the chair. That explains the wound on his forehead and the bloodstain on the chair. But the unconscious state in which you found him, and in which he now lies, was not due to the fall, but to the overdose of chloral he had taken.”

			“What do you propose to do in the matter?” asked the doctor.

			“I propose,” said Sexton Blake, “to go to the bank which issued the cheque and interview the manager.”

			III.

			Five minutes at the London and Colonial Bank, which had just opened when Sexton Blake arrived, sufficed to give the detective all the information he required.

			“The cheque-book from which that particular cheque was taken,” said the manager, after referring to his books, “was issued by us, three years ago, to Alderman Sir Alfred Bidwell, the well-known City merchant, of Hazeldean Hall, Elstree.”

			The detective thanked him, hired a taxicab, and drove to Elstree. On reaching. Hazeldean Hall, he found that the gates were closed and locked. He rang the bell, and the lodge-keeper appeared.

			“I wish to see Sir Alfred on a matter of urgent importance,” said Sexton Blake, when the man had opened the gates. “Is he at home?”

			“Yes, sir,” said the lodge-keeper; “but he’s ill in bed, and isn’t allowed to see any visitors.”

			As he uttered these words the detective saw two young fellows come out of the front door of the hall, clearly visible from the gates, and stroll away in the direction of the conservatories.

			“Who are those?” he asked.

			“The taller of the two is Master Ralph,” said the lodge-keeper. “He’s Sir Alfred’s only son, you know. The other is Lieutenant Ford. He’s a great friend of Master Ralph’s, and has been staying here for the last day or two.”

			Bidding the taxi-driver wait for him, the detective hurried up the snow-clad drive and followed the two young fellows towards the conservatories. Suddenly he started, and a thrill of suppressed excitement shot through his nerves. In the snow, on that part of the drive which led from the front door to the conservatories, the footprints of the two young fellows were the only footprints to be seen. And the footprints of one of the young fellows exactly corresponded with the footprints which Sexton Blake had sketched in Mr. Sinclair’s garden!

			Quickening his pace, the detective approached the two young men from behind without their having observed him, Carefully watching them, he saw that the one whose footprints corresponded with those of Mr. Sinclair’s nocturnal visitor was Lieutenant Ford.

			“Good-morning, gentlemen,” said Sexton Blake. “Sorry if I intrude. You know who I am, I see.”

			“You’re Sexton Blake,” said Lieutenant Ford, turning pale.

			“I am,” said the detective. “And I’ve come to ask you why you broke into Mr. Sinclair’s house this morning and forced him to burn that cheque?”

			The lieutenant uttered a groan of dismay, Ralph Bidwell turned to him with a cry of comprehension.

			“So you have been to Sinclair’s and forced him to destroy the cheque!”

			“I have,” said the lieutenant defiantly. “You have nothing more to fear from Sinclair.”

			“That is true,” said Sexton Blake gravely. “Mr. Sinclair is dying.”

			“Dying!” gasped Lieutenant Ford. “But—but I never touched him! It isn’t my fault if he is dying!”

			“I know it isn’t,” said Sexton Blake. “But after yon left the house, Mr. Sinclair took an overdose of chloral, and— However, before I tell you my story you’d better tell me yours.”

			The lieutenant glanced at Ralph Bidwell.

			“You’d better tell him the first part,” he said.

			“Two years ago,” said Ralph to the detective, “I was desperately hard up for money, and in a mad fit of youthful folly I forged my father’s name to a cheque. Within an hour of parting with the cheque I realised my folly. I went to the man to whom I had given the cheque, and implored him to give it back to me. But I was too late. He had endorsed it and had given it to Mr. Sinclair in payment of a debt.

			“I went to Mr. Sinclair,” he continued, “and made a clean breast of the whole affair. He saw that I was in his power, and, like the scoundrel he is, he made the most of it. In other words, he refused to give up the cheque, but agreed not to present it so long as I paid him so much a month.

			“From first to last,” he concluded, “I have paid Mr. Sinclair over a thousand pounds on account of that cheque. Three days ago he informed me that unless I paid him a hundred pounds before the end of the week he would take the cheque to my father and tell him everything. My father was then ill, and likely to die. I knew that the revelation of my baseness would break his heart. I also knew that he would probably alter his will. Yet I could do nothing to avert the disaster, as I couldn’t have raised a hundred pounds to save my life.”

			“Ralph told me all this last night,” said Lieutenant Ford, taking up the thread of the narrative. “Without telling him of my intention, I decided to go to Sinclair’s house and compel him to destroy the cheque.”

			The rest is soon told. Ralph Bidwell took Sexton Blake’s advice, and told his father everything. The old man was naturally greatly distressed, but in the end he forgave his erring son, and died without altering his will. Miss Arnold, on hearing the detective’s story, declared she had nothing but sympathy and admiration for Lieutenant Ford; and, as Mr. Sinclair died without recovering consciousness, the whole affair, so far as the police and public were concerned, remained an unsolved mystery.

		

	
		
			PY PONK

			April 17, 1909

			I.

			Like most detectives, Sexton Blake made a practice of reading all the “agony” advertisements that appeared in the leading London and provincial papers. Generally, the advertisements were so trivial that the detective’s interest in them ended when he had read them. But there were exceptions to this rule, and the following was one of them.

			It first appeared in the “agony” column of the Daily Letter on Saturday, 5th January, 1907, and it appeared, so far as Sexton Blake could discover, in no other paper. It ran:

			“X.Y.Z. Py ponk.”

			The detective road it and wrinkled his brow.

			“Py ponk!”

			No language with which he was acquainted contained such words.

			“A cryptogram,” he said to himself. “It’s no use trying to solve a cryptogram of two short words, but other advertisements may appear, couched in the same cipher, and then I may unearth the key.”

			The advertisement appeared again on the following Saturday, 12th January, and again on Saturday, the 19th, and again on Saturday the 26th. Its regular appearance at intervals of a week, and always exactly in the same form, piqued the detective’s curiosity.

			On Saturday, 2nd February, the advertisement appeared again, but this time with an addition. It now ran:

			“X.Y.Z. Eska zoeoltox. Py ponk.”

			Next Saturday—9th February—the advertisement reverted to its original for:

			“X.Y.Z. Py ponk.”

			In this form it appeared on the 16th and the 23rd, and then, on Saturday. 2nd March, it appealed again as:

			“X.Y.Z. Eska zoeoltox. Py ponk.”

			March passed and April came. April gave place to May, May to June, June to July, and July to August. And still the advertisement continued to appear every week, always in the Daily Letter, and always on Saturday. On the first Saturday in the month it took the form of “Eska zoeoltox. Py ponk.” On the other Saturdays in the month it simply said, “Py ponk.”

			“If only the fellow would add a few more words to this advertisement, and give me something to work on, I’d undertake to discover the key,” muttered Sexton Blake, one night towards the end of August. “But he never will!” he added viciously. “It’ll be ‘Py ponk’ and ‘Eska zoeoltox’ to the end of the chapter.”

			In this, however, the detective was mistaken, for, on opening his Daily Letter on the morning of Saturday, 31st August, he saw that the familiar initials “X.Y.Z.,” instead of being followed by the usual “Py ponk,” were followed by two or three lines of unintelligible-looking jargon, of which the first three words were “Ponk si uski.”

			“At last!” cried Sexton Blake, with a happy, exultant laugh.

			II.

			Proceeding on the usual well-known system—of which the fundamental principle is to count all the characters in the cryptogram, and to assume that the one which appears the oftenest stands for the letter “e”—Sexton Blake speedily unravelled the tangle, and in less than half an hour had obtained a complete key to the unknown advertiser’s code.

			With the help of this key he ascertained that “Py ponk” stood for “No news”; that “Eska zoeoltox” meant “Cash received;” and that “Ponk si uski” meant “News at last.” That is to say, for eight months—from January to August—the unknown advertiser had advertised on the first Saturday in each month, “Cash received. No news.” On the other Saturdays of the month he had simply stated, “No news.” And now, on the last Saturday in August, he prefaced his advertisement with the statement, “News at last.”

			What was his news? Eagerly the detective deciphered the rest of the advertisement; and, when he had completed his task, this is what he read:

			“X.Y.Z.—News at last. Have found him. He enlisted in Yorkshire Fusiliers last June in name of Trevor. Have seen him and struck up acquaintance. Your wish will be gratified Sunday afternoon. See Monday’s Highfield Telegraph for full particulars.”

			Dark thoughts flitted through the detective’s brain as he perused these words. Then he walked across to the telephone and called up the War Office.

			“Where are the Yorkshire Fusiliers stationed at present?” he asked.

			“Highfield,” was the curt reply.

			He consulted a Bradshaw, and sent for a hansom. Half an hour later he was on his way to Highfield, where, on arrival, he drove to the barracks and asked to see the colonel.

			He colonel received him in one of the rooms of the officers’ mess, and listened to the story with the deepest attention.

			“Oh, yes,” he said. “I know the young fellow to whom the advertisement refers. His name is John Trevor. But what do you suppose, is the meaning of these advertisements?”

			“In my mind,” said Sexton Blake, “there is no room for doubt as to their meaning. The man who inserted them in the Daily Letter was evidently employed by ‘X.Y.Z.’—whoever he may be—to ascertain the present whereabouts of this young fellow whom you know as John Trevor. X.Y.Z. apparently agreed to pay the man a certain sum per month whilst he was prosecuting his search, and instructed him to report progress every week in the Daily Letter.”

			“For eight months,” continued Sexton Blake, “the man’s investigations and enquiries yielded no result; so he advertised each week, ‘No news.’ Probably he received his promised pay on the last of each month; so on the first Saturday subsequent he added to the advertisement the words, ‘Cash received.’ Now, at last, he has discovered that the young fellow he has been searching for enlisted in your regiment last June.”

			“All of which,” said the colonel, “sounds very plausible. But what is the meaning of ‘Have seen him and struck up acquaintance. Your wish will gratified Sunday afternoon. See Monday’s Highfield Telegraph for full particulars’?”

			“It is because of those very words,” said Sexton Blake gravely, “that I have hurried here as fast as train and cab would bring me. In my opinion, ‘X.Y.Z.,’ in addition to engaging this man to search for Trevor, has bribed him to murder him; and, if I read the advertisement aright, the man intends to commit the crime tomorrow afternoon.”

			A look of horrified incredulity crossed the colonel’s face.

			“I must confess I find it hard to credit your theory,” he said. “If ‘X.Y.Z.’ had concluded this infamous bargain with his confederate, why should he instruct him to report to him in the Daily Letter?”

			“The reason for the cipher is obvious,” said Sexton Blake. “As for the rest, suppose that ‘X.Y.Z.’ didn’t wish to reveal his identity to his confederate, for fear that the latter might blackmail him. What could be simpler than for ‘X.Y.Z. to arrange to send his confederate his promised pay each month through his bankers, and to instruct his confederate to communicate with him, whenever he hail anything to communicate, by means of an advertisement in the Daily Letter?”

			The colonel touched a bell, and an orderly appeared.

			“Tell Private Trevor I wish to see him,” said the colonel.

			III.

			Trevor could throw no light on the meaning of the advertisements.

			“The last one certainly seems to refer to me,” he said; “but what it means I can’t imagine.”

			“It means,” said Sexton Blake, “that somebody has bribed somebody else to murder you. Tell me your history.”

			“There’s no reason that I know of why I shouldn’t tell you my history,” said Trevor. “I’ve done nothing to be ashamed of. My real name is Hugh Langley, and I was adopted when my parents died by the late Sir Mark Bainford, who was an old friend, but no relation, of my father’s. Sir Mark always intended to leave me the bulk of his fortune, but he forgot to make a will; so, when he died, a year ago this month, his nephew, Harvey Bainford, obtained the whole of his uncle’s money, and I was turned adrift without a penny.

			“The rest you can guess,” he said bitterly. “After Sir Mark’s death, I tried in vain to obtain, employment as a clerk, and at last, two months ago, I enlisted in the Fusiliers in the name of John Trevor.”

			“What new acquaintances have you made, outside the regiment, within the last few days?” asked Sexton Blake.

			“Well,” said Trevor, “there is a man named Coombe, at present in Highfield on a visit. Last Wednesday I played in the annual cricket match between the garrison and the town, and at the conclusion of the match Mr. Coombe came up and congratulated me on my batting. He asked me to spend the evening with him at his hotel, which I did, and afterwards we arranged, at his suggestion, to go for a row on the river tomorrow afternoon.”

			“Sunday afternoon!” said Sexton Blake meaningly, “Can you swim?”

			“No,” said Trevor, in obvious surprise. “Strange to say, Mr. Coombe asked me that.”

			The detective laughed.

			“Now, come with me to Mr. Coombe’s hotel,” he said.

			Trevor obeyed—as everybody had a knack of doing when Sexton Blake commanded. They found “Mr. Coombe” in the otherwise deserted smoke-room of the hotel, and the instant Sexton Blake set eyes on him he recognised him as a shady London “private enquiry agent” named Vincent Wise. Wise was equally quick to recognise Sexton Blake, and started up.

			“‘Py ponk!’” said Sexton Blake, with a bland smile. “Also ‘Eska zoeoltox!’ Likewise ‘Ponk si uski!’ Sit down; the game’s up. Now, tell us all about it.”

			Wise threw up the sponge without even the semblance of a struggle.

			“Last New Year’s Day,” he said, “a gentleman whom I had never seen before came to my office and offered me a certain sum to do a certain work.”

			“The said ‘work’ being,” said Sexton Blake, “to find Hugh Langley, and murder him?”

			Wise sullenly nodded.

			“He wouldn’t tell me his name,” he said, “or why he desired Mr. Langley’s death. He said if I accepted his terms he would instruct his bankers to send me a certain sum on the last of each month, and he further arranged that I was to put an advertisement in the Daily Letter every Saturday, in a cipher of his own devising to inform him of the progress of my search.”

			“You accepted his terms,” said Sexton Blake, “and eventually you discovered that Mr. Langley had enlisted in the Fusiliers in the name of Trevor. You invited him to go for a row on the river tomorrow, and, having ascertained that he could not swim, you intended there should be an accident and he should be drowned.”

			Wise hung his head and did not speak.

			“Your silence proves that I am right,” said Sexton Blake. “Now, tell me, have you no suspicion who your unknown client is?”

			“I know who he is,” said Wise. “I shadowed him when he left my office, and found out who he was and where he lived; but I never let him know I had discovered his identity.”

			“And he its Mr. Harvey Bainford, of course?” said Sexton Blake.

			“Yes,” said Wise.

			“And he lives?”

			“At Marton Manor, near Cheltenham.”

			The detective turned to Hugh Langley.

			“And now for Marton Manor,” he said.

			IV.

			It was nearly midnight, and pitch dark, when Sexton Blake and Langley reached Marton Manor. It was a warm night, and they saw that the French window of the library—the only room which displayed a light—was wide open.

			As they drew nearer to the house, the sound of voices was borne on their ears, and a second or two later they perceived that the voices were those of two men in the library.

			“Harvey Bainford and Mr. Hampson,” whispered Langley. “That’s Bainford in the easy-chair, and the other man, with the foolscap envelope in his hand, is Mr. Hampson. He was Sir Mark’s solicitor.”

			Tho detective signed to his companion to tread lightly.

			“So you refuse to accept my terms?” they heard the lawyer say.

			“I do,” said Bainford.

			“Do you realise what your refusal means?” asked Hampson. “Here in this envelope is your uncle’s will, leaving everything to Hugh Langley. For twelve months I have suppressed it—”

			“For which you have been well paid,” interrupted Bainford.

			“Admitted,” said the lawyer. “But that isn’t the point. As I’ve already told you, I must have ten thousand pounds before the end of next week, or I’m a ruined man! I offer to give to give you this will and to let your burn it, and to release you from your bargain, if you’ll give me a cheque for the amount I have mentioned. I have only to produce this will, and to pretend that I only found it yesterday, and Langley will take everything, and you will be penniless.”

			“Unfortunately for you,” retorted Bainford, “Langley disappeared eight months ago, and you don’t know where the is.”

			“An advertisement in the newspapers will quickly find him,” said Hampson.

			“And when will the advertisement appear?”

			“On Monday morning,” said the lawyer.

			Bainford inhaled a mouthful of smoke.

			“Monday morning?” he drawled, “M’yes! And by that time Hugh Langley will be dead. Ha, ha! I thought that would give you a shock! By tomorrow night, at this time, Hugh Langley—”

			“Will be Sir Mark’s acknowledged heir!” cried Sexton Blake, leaping into the room through the open window and snatching the will from the stupefied lawyer’s hand.

			* * * * *

			Much against his will, but overborne by Langley’s entreaties, Sexton Blake refrained from taking any legal action against Vincent Wise, Harvey Bainford and Mr. Hampson. The result was that all the public knew of the case was that it was discovered that Sir Mark Bainford had left a will after all, and that Hugh Langley took up his rightful position as squire of Marton Manor.

		

	
		
			THE YOUNG EARL

			May 8, 1909

			I.

			Extradition proceedings in connection with a recently-concluded case had brought Sexton Blake to Brussels. He was staying at the Hotel Leopold, in the Boulevard Anspach, and on this particular afternoon he was returning from the Palace de Justice, and; was just about to turn into the hotel, when a sharp-looking street urchin accosted him.

			“Monsieur ees an Englishman?” queried the boy.

			“I am,” said Sexton Blake.

			“Zen I give you this,” said the boy.

			And he handed Sexton Blake a dirty, mud-stained envelope, on the outside of which was pencilled, in very bad French:

			“To the finder. I pray you to give this to the first Englishman you meet.”

			The detective opened the envelope, and drew out a soiled and crumpled sheet of paper, on which was scribbled, also in pencil, the following startling appeal:

			“For Heaven’s sake, come at once to No. 37, Rue du Petit Loup, and rescue an unfortunate English girl from a bondage worse than death! I was decoyed to this den more than a month ago, and have never been allowed to cross the threshold since. Do not communicate with the police, for I should die of shame if my escapade got into the papers. A little firmness and a little bluster are all that are needed to frighten the proprietor into giving me my freedom. I am locked up in one of the top rooms. I am going to throw this out of the window in the hope that somebody will find it and give it to one of my countrymen. You who read it, come quickly—quickly—quickly! Mabel Trevor.”

			“Where did you find this?” asked Sexton Blake.

			The boy said he had found the envelope on the pavement, in front of a house in the “Street the Little Wolf.” He had read the inscription on the outside of the envelope, had set out in search of an Englishman, and had found. Sexton Blake.

			“Where is the ‘Street of the Little Wolf’?” asked Sexton Blake.

			The boy explained that it was about five minutes’ walk away, and connected the Quai aux Briques and the Rue de Flandre.

			“If monsieur wishes,” said the boy, “I will take him to the street and show him the house.”

			The detective glanced at his watch. It was half-past five, and he had an appointment at his hotel with the Earl of Glaisdale at seven o’clock. However, if the Rue du Petit Loup was only five unfortunate English girl and get back to the hotel by seven o’clock.

			“All right,” he said, “Lead the way!”

			The Street of the Little Wolf proved to be an evil-looking slum, so narrow that the inmates of the houses on one side could almost have shaken hands through the upper windows with the occupants of the houses on the other side. In the deepening gloom—for the date was mid-October and, although it was only a few minutes after half-past five, it was already growing dark—the street looked particularly uninviting.

			Halfway down, the boy came to a halt.

			“This is the house,” he said, “and this”—pointing to a spot on the pavement—“is where I found the letter.”

			The detective glanced at the house—a miserable, whitewashed hovel, with a door and a window on the ground floor, and a couple of windows above.

			“Are you sure this is the house?” he asked. “I’ve seen the numbers on several of the houses we’ve passed, and it seems to me that thirty-seven should be farther along, and on the opposite side.”

			“This is the house,” said the boy confidently. “If Monsieur does not believe me, let him look at the number on the door.”

			The detective glided up to the door, which was slightly ajar, and glanced at the painted number. It was No. 24, and he was just about to turn round and tell the boy that he must be mistaken, when the boy, with a swift and sudden movement, kicked up his right leg, and planted his bare foot in the small of Sexton Blake’s back.

			As a natural consequence of this, the detective stumbled forward, and crashed up against the outside of the door. As the door was ajar, it immediately flew open, and, before Sexton Blake had fully realised what was happening, he was lying on his face on the stone floor of a dimly-lighted room, with somebody kneeling on his back and the muzzle of a revolver closely applied to the nape of his neck.

			II.

			“Keep quiet! Lie still! You’re in no danger if you only act sensibly; but it you struggle, or play any trick, I’ll put a bullet into your spinal marrow without a moment’s hesitation! I have a certain proposal to make to you, and, if you accept it, no harm will come to you.”

			It was the man who was kneeling on the detective’s back who spoke. His voice and accent were those of a well-educated, well-bred Englishman. Before Sexton Blake could make any reply, another voice was heard—the voice of the boy who had lured the detective into the trap.

			“My reward, monsieur?” he said excitedly.

			“The money is on the stool behind me,” answered the man. “I placed it there in readiness for you. Shut the door when you leave.”

			“The detective heard the jingle of coins; then he heard the boy glide out of the house and close the door behind him.

			“So the boy was your confederate?” he said, not because he doubted the fact, but in order to gain time.

			“Of course!” replied the man.

			“And the note from the unfortunate English girl?” said Sexton Blake.

			“Was written by me!” said the man, with a chuckle.

			“Do you live here?”

			“Not much! I hired this hovel—an empty house, by the way, except for a stool and a lamp—for the purpose of this little comedy.”

			“And what are your terms?”

			“If you’ll give me your word of honour that you won’t resist, or try to escape, I’ll first change clothes with you, and then, after binding, and gagging you, I’ll leave you for an hour or two. I’ll come back shortly after midnight, and I’ll give you your clothes, and set you free, on condition, of course, that you swear not to inform the police or anybody else of what has happened. Those are my terms,” he concluded. “Refuse, and I shall be obliged to shoot you here and now.”

			The detective’s answer was a startling one. With a swift and dexterous movement, he unseated his assailant, and sent him floundering on his back. Both men leaped to their feet together, but Sexton Blake got in the first blow, and his opponent, reeling back, stumbled over the stool and struck the back of his head with so much force on the hard stone floor that he was momentarily dazed. And before he had time to collect his scattered wits the rope and gag that had been meant for Sexton Blake had been used to bind and gag the detective’s assailant!

			By that time Sexton Blake had perceived that his opponent was a young, clean-shaven Englishman, about the same height and build as himself. When, a moment later, he discovered an actor’s make-up box in one corner of the hovel, and when he remembered what the man had said about changing clothes with him, he began to have an inkling of the purpose.

			“You meant to personate me,” he said to the man, who was now quite conscious. “If I had accepted your terms, you intended to disguise yourself as me, and to pass yourself off to somebody as Sexton Blake.”

			The look of baffled rage which came Into the man’s eyes told him more eloquently than words that he was right.

			“I shall just leave you here for the present,” continued Sexton Blake, “while I walk to the Bureau de Police, and I shall return here by-and-by with half a dozen gendarmes. Au revoir!”

			Locking the door behind him, he walked briskly to the end of the street It was then quite dark, and as he turned into the Rue de Flandre he almost ran into a smug-looking and apparently short-sighted Englishman who, at the sight of Sexton Blake, pulled up, with a cry of recognition.

			“It’s Warren, isn’t it?” exclaimed the man, peering and blinking through the gloom. “What a marvellous, disguise! You’d pass for Blake anywhere. So it came off all right, then?”

			The detective grasped the situation.

			“Yes, it came off all right—for me,” he said, imitating Warren’s voice.

			“Splendid!” said the man. “We shall pull it off now, as sure as my name’s Monsal! But aren’t you surprised to see me here?”

			“Very!” said Sexton Blake. “Where are you going?”

			“I was coming to tell you,” said Monsal, “that our information was at fault. Blake’s room at the Leopold isn’t forty-nine, but seventy-three. I’ve only just discovered this fact, and I was hurrying to tell you when I met you. All you’ve got to do now is to go to the hotel, ask for the key of seventy-three, and wait there till Lord Glaisdale and I arrive.”

			Lord Glaisdale! The detective started, but, luckily, his short-sighted companion did not notice the start.

			“By Jove!” muttered Sexton Blake to himself. “So that’s the little game, is it? And this is the tutor, no doubt! Good! Now I know what to do!”

			“Does his lordship suspect anything?” he asked aloud.

			“Not a thing!” said Monsal. “Why should he?”

			“Why should he, indeed!” said Sexton Blake. “Now I must be off. Go back to the young fool, and you’ll find me ready for you when you come to the hotel.”

			With this, the two men parted, and Sexton Blake, after a visit to the Bureau de Police, returned to the Hotel Leopold.

			III.

			It has already been mentioned that Sexton Blake had an appointment at his hotel at seven o’clock that evening with the Earl of Glaisdale. It must now be explained that Lord Glaisdale was a brainless young fool who, on attaining his majority, had succeeded to a noble fortune, with which he had forthwith proceeded to play ducks and drakes In this task be had been ably assisted by his former tutor—a man named Monsal—who had obtained an influence over the young earl that some people did not hesitate to describe as hypnotic.

			Lord Glaisdale’s friends had tried by every means in their power to persuade him to shake himself free of Monsal’s influence; but the more they said against the man, the more the young earl loaded him with favours. At last, to get rid of the importunities of his friends, he started off on a Continental tour, taking Monsal with him.

			In Brussels they made the acquaintance of a man named Warren, who, as afterwards appeared, was a notorious “swell mobsman,” and a bosom friend of Monsal’s. The three men played cards, and Lord Glaisdale was fleeced of no less a sum than £17,000. This gave the young earl pause, as Shakespeare would say, and, although he never for a moment suspected his trusted tutor of any share in the swindle, he was convinced that Warren was a card-sharper. Knowing that Sexton Blake was in Brussels at the time, the young earl decided to consult him, in the hope that the detective might be able to expose Warren and force him to disgorge his ill-gotten gains. Without telling Monsal of his intention, he telephoned to the Hotel Leopold in the morning, and arranged to call on Sexton Blake at seven that evening. Afterwards he told Monsal of what he had done, with tho resuit that the latter immediately interviewed Warren and rigged up the plot already described—the idea being that Warren should personate Sexton Blake at the interview and should assure Lord Glaisdale that his suspicions were entirely groundless. As Monsal and Lord Glaisdale were leaving Brussels that night, Warren and Monsal concluded that, if they could only tide matters over until midnight, they would have nothing more to fear; for they knew the young earl would implicitly follow any advice which the supposed Sexton Blake gave him.

			* * * *

			Punctually on the stroke of seven, Lord Glaisdale and Monsal were ushered into Sexton Blake’s private sitting-room at the Hotel Leopold. The detective, keeping his face averted as far as possible from Monsal’s view, signed to them to be seated. Then he turned to the young earl.

			“From what you said over the telephone this morning,” he began, “I gather that your Lordship suspects that you were robbed at cards last might. What is the name of the man you suspect?”

			“Warren,” said Lord Glaisdale. “He was introduced to me by Mr. Monsal; but, of course, I’m not suggesting that Mr. Monsal knew the fellow was a card-sharper.”

			“Quite so!” said the detective suavely. “Mr. Monsal, of course, wouldn’t dream, of introducing you to anybody who—”

			He had no time to say more, for at that moment Monsal, who had meanwhile, donned his glasses, rose hurriedly to his feet. He had discovered the fact that the detective was the real Sexton Blake!

			“I—I think I’ll leave your lordship to discuss this matter alone with Mr. Blake,” he stammered.

			“Just as you like,” said Sexton Blake, as Monsal moved towards the door. “Allow me to open the door for you.”

			He opened the door, and Monsal found himself confronted by two Belgian gendarmes, who had been mounting guard outside.

			“This Is the man,” said the detective quietly. “Arrest him.”

			The handcuffs clicked, and Monsal was a prisoner. Lord Glaisdale sprang to his feet, furious with indignation.

			“What is the meaning of this outrage?” echoed Monsal weakly.

			The detective smiled and shrugged his shoulders.

			“I’m afraid it means that the game is up,” he said to Monsal. “It means that Warren is now on custody, and you are going to join him!”

			Then he turned to Lord Glaisdale, and briefly told him all that had happened. It was some time before the young earl could believe that his beloved tutor was the scoundrel his actions had proved him to be. After the trial, however, he was not only convinced of the truth, but he profited so well by the lesson that at the present day there is no steadier or more respected member of the British peerage than Lord Glaisdale. The credit for which, as he freely admits, is entirely due to Sexton Blake.

		

	
		
			NO ROBBERY

			22 May 1909

			I.

			“A most curious story,” said Vansittart thoughtfully, peeling a peach. “You mean to tell me that your brother has actually told you in so many words that be intends to steal the picture?”

			Godfrey Featherstone filled a glass of port and sipped it nervously.

			“That’s exactly what he wrote. ‘By fair means or foul, I mean to have the Vandyck.’ Those were his very words.”

			“Don’t you think it’s just a joke?” persisted Vansittart. He was a tall, aristocratic-looking man—American by birth but with hardly a trace of the accent of his country.

			“A joke? You wouldn’t talk of jokes if you knew my brother Dudley!” returned Featherstone grimly. “Whatever his faults, Dudley never boasts. If he says he’ll do a thing, he does it, no matter how mad or foolish. That was why my father kicked him out and left the place to me.”

			“Hadn’t you better have sold him the picture? He appears to have offered you a fair price,” said Vansittart, raising his eyes to the other’s face.

			“What, let our greatest treasure leave the country?” cried Featherstone sharply. “Never! No money could tempt me to part with it, even if it were not an heirloom! The Vandyck has hung in the gallery at Fancourt for two centuries and a half and there it shall remain as long as Fancourt is the home of the Featherstones!”

			“Seems to me, Mr Featherstone, that you’ve got trouble ahead of you,” smiled the American. “You’ll find it a hit awkward to be up against this brother of yours—a man with millions of money, and apparently no scruples worth mentioning. And, now, to change the subject, when can I show you those snuff-boxes?”

			“Haven’t you got them with you?”

			“No. They are at Duval’s being cleaned and done up.”

			“That’s a pity. I must go home tomorrow morning.”

			“I’m extremely sorry,” said Vansittart. “They’re worth looking at, I can assure you.”

			Featherstone hesitated.

			“Look here, Mr Vansittart,” he said after a moment’s pause. “Are you very busy?”

			“Not just now. Why?”

			“Would it be too much to ask you to run down to Fancourt? It seems almost impertinent to ask such a favour of a comparative stranger, but if you would dine and spend the night we could make you comfortable.”

			“I should like it, of all things!” declared Vansittart.

			“That’s very nice of you. Will Wednesday suit—the day after tomorrow?”

			“Excellently!” replied Vansittart.

			And so it was arranged.

			Next day, when Featherstone’s motor spun up the smoothly-gravelled drive to the fine old Jacobean house which called him master a keen-eyed young man in rough tweeds was standing in the porch.

			“All safe, Mr Blake?” was Featherstone’s first eager question, as he jumped out and warmly shook the other’s hand.

			Sexton Blake nodded.

			“Right as rain,” he replied cheerfully. Then, in a lower voice: “Remember, I’m not Blake here, Mr Featherstone. Just now my name’s Roper.”

			Featherstone looked annoyed.

			“I’m awfully sorry! I won’t forget again,” he said quickly. “But I’m surprised that nothing’s happened yet. Every day I’ve been expecting to hear of a raid.”

			“I wish they’d hurry up,” said Blake. “I can’t stay here for ever, you know. I’ve other work to do. A week more is my limit. I must go on Saturday.”

			Featherstone’s face fell.

			“I wish to goodness Dudley would start if he’s going to,” he said irritably. “The only time I’ve managed to forget it was the last two nights. I met a man at the hotel called Vansittart, an American millionaire, but much more decent than the usual rich Yankee. Be and I dined together twice, and he talked so well he took my mind off my troubles. Clever man too. He’s coming down tomorrow to show me his snuff-boxes. I hope he’ll stay a few days.”

			“It’ll be a good thing to have someone to cheer you up,” agreed Blake. “You’re worrying too much. If you were wise, you’d take my advice and put the picture away in a safe deposit for a few months.”

			Featherstone’s face darkened.

			“Nothing will induce me to do anything of the kind!” he exclaimed violently. “It would be a confession of weakness. When we were youngsters Dudley nearly bullied the life out of me. He sha’nt have the satisfaction of thinking I’m afraid of him now!”

			II.

			“It’s one of the queerest businesses I was ever mixed up in,” said Blake to himself, as he strolled through the Fancourt Park on the following afternoon. “This Dudley Featherstone is the sort of ruffian who rather appeals to me. Kicked out, disgraced, and disinherited, he makes a fortune by one big gamble, and then calmly announces to his brother that he is going to have the Vandyck by fair means or foul. Hallo! Who’s this?” he broke off as a man in gaiters and corduroys came hurrying across the turf towards him.

			The newcomer was one of the keepers, full of story of a rough-looking chap he’d seen sneaking about in Hedland Wood.

			“Arter pheasants’ eggs, sir, I’ll lay a shilling! I be going to tell the master.”

			“Didn’t you try to catch him?” asked Blake sharply.

			“’Course I did, sir! But he ran like a hare.”

			“Take me down and show me exactly where it was.”

			The keeper looked rather surprised at the sharp command. But his master’s orders had been plain. Mr Roper was to be obeyed.

			He turned and led the way. Blake’s trained eye soon laid him on the track of the intruder, and he followed it as far as the road, Here, in the wind-blown dust, the trail was impossible to follow, and, somewhat out of temper, the detective returned to the house.

			As he climbed the ha-ha steps a motor drove up, and he arrived at the door in time to be introduced by his host to “my American friend Mr Vansittart.”

			The latter had in his hand a small but heavy bag.

			“I’ve brought the snuff-boxes,” he said with a smile.

			“After dinner we’ll have a look at them,” said Featherstone. “Meanwhile let me show you your room.”

			At dinner Vansittart talked brilliantly. He was evidently a man who had been everywhere and seen most things. Paris, Rome, Vienna, New York—he knew them all equally well.

			When dinner was over Featherstone suggested that they should have coffee in the picture-gallery.

			“The Vandyck is well lighted,” he said. “You can see it as well by night as by day.”

			“All right,” replied the American. “I’ll run up to my room, get the snuff-boxes, and join you in a minute.”

			The gallery at Fancourt was on the first floor. It was a long and lofty room, lit by three great mullioned windows. Portraits of generations of Featherstones covered the walls, but the place of honour in the centre was held by the Vandyck.

			This picture, which had all the stately dignity of Rubens’ greatest pupil, represented the famous cavalier Sir Anthony Featherstone, mounted, and in full armour. Sir Anthony, knighted on the field of battle by Charles I, had been the founder of the Featherstone family and the builder of Fancourt.

			For two and a half centuries the picture had descended from father to son, and Blake could well understand the feelings of Dudley Featherstone, disinherited in favour of his younger brother, and barred for ever from the ownership of the old home and its glorious associations.

			“It’s worth stealing,” said Vansittart at last, after gazing for quite three minutes at the masterpiece of the great Jacobean artist. “But, all the same,” he added with a laugh, “it’s not the sort of job that any self-respecting Bill Sikes would care to tackle. You seem to have taken every possible precaution, Mr Featherstone.”

			“I am not running any needless risks,” smiled Featherstone. “Look at these windows!” He pulled back a curtain, and showed the window covered with a shutter of latticed steel. “Then, I have electric alarm wires around the picture itself, and all the doors and windows are protected by the very latest in bolts and safety catches. No, the burglar who tries to steal the Vandyck will have his work cut out.”

			“Now that I’ve seen your treasure you shall see mine,” said Vansittart, opening his bag and taking out a dozen exquisite old snuff-boxes, which he laid on the table.

			He gave a full and particular history of each box, and his stories were so interesting that when the clock on the mantelpiece chimed twelve all three men were genuinely astonished.

			“You’ll be on the look-out tonight Blake?” whispered Mr Featherstone, as he said “Good-night!”

			“You bet!” was the detective’s brief but comprehensive reply.

			III.

			Blake used to say that he slept like a watch-dog—with one eye open. But on this particular night he never went to bed at all. Changing his dress-clothes for a suit of grey flannel and tennis shoes, he sat down in a comfortable chair and picked up his pet copy of The Seven Seas.

			One struck, then two. Blake began to grow a little restless.

			“Wonder if I’m mistaken?” he muttered.

			Another quarter of an hour passed. Then a slight rustling sound in the passage brought him to his feet. His keen eyes gleamed with the light of battle, and opening the door, which swung silently on well-oiled hinges, he glided out into the corridor.

			He was just in time to see a figure faintly outlined against the window at the far end turn noiselessly down a cross-passage that led to the picture gallery.

			Blake was after it like a shot. Years of training had taught him to move with a silent speed that only a cat could equal.

			The picture gallery door was at the far end of the cross-passage. As he turned the corner Blake saw the tiniest gleam of light flicker on the dark oak panelling. He paused.

			Next minute there was a slight click. The light vanished.

			“Knows his job!” chuckled Blake noiselessly. Then, instead of following the intruder, he turned straight buck, and made for the door of Vansittart’s room.

			It was closed. He tried the handle. It turned easily. Blake entered, closed the door again, and flashed an electric pocket lamp.

			The room was empty, but the window was open, and on the sill lay a coil of thin but immensely strong silk rope. Near the rope was the bag.

			Blake opened it. The snuff-boxes were inside, each wrapped separately in tissue paper.

			“They’re genuine, anyhow!” said Blake, with a twinkle in his eye. And emptying all the boxes out of the bag, he stuffed them into his pockets. Then he rapidly filled the bag with lumps of coal from the scuttle, closed it again, and leaving the rope and bag exactly where be had found them, hurried back to his own room.

			He put out the candle by which he had been reading and, leaving the door ajar, sat down and listened quietly.

			In about five minutes there came again the cautious tread which he had heard before. But Blake did not move. The steps passed into Vansittart’s room, but the detective sat still where he was. The door was closed but all Blake did was to get up and begin undressing.

			In less than five minutes he was in bed, and two minutes later sleeping more soundly than for many nights past.

			IV.

			“Hallo! What’s up?” growled Blake.

			Someone was shaking him savagely by the shoulder.

			“What’s up?” repeated Featherstone furiously. “You lie here, snoring like a hog when the picture you’re paid to take care of is stolen!”

			“Are you sure?” asked Blake coolly as he slipped out of bed and donned dressing-gown and slippers.

			“Sure? Haven’t I seen it with my own eyes?” shrieked Featherstone harshly. “It’s been cut out of its frame in the night!”

			“Let’s go and have a look,” said Blake, who seemed quite undisturbed by the other’s emotion.

			Featherstone led the way at a run. Sure enough, when they reached the gallery, the grey morning light fell upon an empty frame. The canvas had been cut clean out of it with a sharp knife.

			Blake regarded it coolly.

			“Any idea who did it?” he asked quietly.

			Featherstone swung round on him savagely.

			“Are you mad?” he cried. “That’s what I’ve been paying you to find out. Dash me if I ever trust a detective again!”

			He would have said more but Blake had left him and gone to the far end of the gallery, where a great oak chest stood against the wall. Producing a key he unlocked this, and took therefrom a roll of canvas tied with string.

			Opening it be held up before the eyes of the amazed Featherstone the Vandyck portrait.

			“W-w-what’s it mean?” gasped the man.

			“That’s your picture all right, isn’t it?” asked Blake.

			Featherstone examined it.

			“Yes,” he said. “I—I apologise, Blake! But, hang me if I can make head or tail of it!”

			“It’s simple enough,” replied Blake, with a twinkle of amusement in his keen eyes. “While you were away I took the liberty of asking a young artist friend down. He painted a copy of the Vandyck—a copy which you yourself last night could not tell from the original. That’s what your brother’s burglar stole.”

			“But who stole it? How did he get in?”

			“You let him in yourself. It was your American friend, Vansittart.”

			Featherstone’s jaw dropped.

			“Impossible!” he gasped.

			“Go to his room, then, and see. My dear sir, I spotted him the minute I set eyes on him as Lex Manley, the cleverest curio thief in two continents. He knows as much about art as any living connoisseur. He collects himself.”

			“Then that explains the snuff-boxes,” said Featherstone, crestfallen.

			“Which reminds me,” replied Blake. “I paid young Winwood fifty pounds for the copy; but I think these will cover the bill.”

			He pulled out the snuff-boxes, and piled them on the table.

			“Fair exchange is no robbery!” he said with a laugh. “On the whole, I think we’ve come out a bit to the good.”

		

	
		
			A HOLIDAY TASK

			June 5, 1909

			I.

			Sexton Blake paced the platform of Little Hesslewood Junction, a station on the Great Southern, nearly two hundred miles from London, and forty-four from the seaport of Barquay.

			The smile which, played upon his keen face showed his thoughts were pleasant. In fact, the famous detective was treating himself to a holiday, and had driven in from the farm where he was staying to meet his old friend Bathurst, who was going to share his vacation.

			“Oh, here she is at last!” he muttered, as the 9.30, brilliantly lit, came out of the tunnel beyond the station and rolled up to the platform.

			Before it had stopped, a figure sprang from a carriage and ran towards Blake.

			“Delighted to see you!” cried Blake. “Where’s your kit?”

			“In front, I believe.”

			They were hurrying towards the luggage-van when a woman in front of them uttered a scream, and Blake was just in time to catch her and save her from falling.

			“Oh, he’s dead!” she moaned, pointing at the carriage immediately opposite.

			In the corner, close by the window, under the strong glow of the roof lamp, a man lay huddled in a shapeless heap. One glance was enough to show that he was dead. He had been cut to pieces.

			In the far corner of the carriage was another man. His face was white, save for a smear of blood across one cheek, his eyes were fixed and glassy, and he seemed barely conscious of his surroundings. A long-bladed knife lay on the seat by his side.

			“Stand back!” shouted a guard, as people came rushing from every side. “Police! Send for the police!”

			Blake, whose idea was not to be mixed up in the dreadful business, lifted the fainting woman bodily in his arms, and took her into the waiting-room, where he left her in the charge of an attendant. Then he escaped, and as the porters were quite beside themselves, he and Bathurst together collected the latter’s luggage, piled it up on the fly, and ordered the man to drive home.

			“Wonder what he killed him for?” said Bathurst thoughtfully.

			“Don’t wonder, Bathurst! Let’s forget the whole business. This is holiday time, remember.”

			He began to talk about the fishing, and that night the subject of the murder was not mentioned again.

			But they were not to be allowed to forget so easily. At breakfast next morning, Farmer Corey, their landlord, came stumping in.

			“Have ’ee heard, gennelmen?” he cried. “There’s been a terrible business in Hesslewood. Chap found stabbed in the train. I brought ’ee the paper.”

			Bathurst thanked him, and took the paper.

			“Hallo!” he exclaimed. “This is funny! The chap swears he didn’t do it.”

			“What, the man with the blood on his face?”

			“Yes. Angus Clibborn is the name he gives. His story is that, when he got into the train at Barquay he was alone. At the last minute two men jumped in. As soon as the train was well out of Barquay they both seized him, and one held him while the other chloroformed him. When he came to the train was already slowing into Hesslewood, one man had disappeared, the other lay dead in the opposite corner of the carriage.”

			“Does he give any reason for the alleged attack upon himself?” said Blake.

			“Yes; they stole his hag.”

			“What was in it?”

			“That’s the odd part of it,” replied Bathurst. “Nothing! But, all the same, he seems to have set great value on the bag. Be says it was a new invention of his own. It was burglar-proof. He patented it some weeks ago. What is more, he maintains that whoever took it will certainly be found.”

			Blake’s forehead knitted.

			“An extraordinary story!” he said. “For if he had already got his patent, his assailants could have no possible object in stealing his invention. But enough of this, Bathurst! Come on down to the river!”

			He was taking his rod from its case when the deep hum of a motor car came from the road. Next moment an elderly man came hurrying up the garden path, and met Blake in the porch.

			“Mr. Sexton Blake, I believe?” said the newcomer.

			“That’s my name, sir,” replied Blake.

			“My name is Gaunt,” said the other. “I am a director of the Great Southern. I know you are holiday-making, Mr. Blake, but I have come to beg you of your kindness to clear up the mystery of the horrible crime.”

			“Is there a mystery?” asked Blake. “On the face of it, the case seems clear.”

			“As to the perpetrator, yes. We have him under lock and key. What we want is the reason of the murder. Mysteries, Mr. Blake, are the worst possible advertisements for a railway.”

			Blake laid down his rod with a sigh. “Very well, Mr. Gaunt, I’ll do what I can. Just wait till I change my things.”

			In less than five minutes Blake and Bathurst were seated in Mr. Gaunt’s car.

			II.

			“What do the police think?” was Blake’s first question, as they whirled rapidly towards Hesslewood.

			“Their theory is that the crime is one of revenge,” replied Mr. Gaunt. “The murdered man is certainly a foreigner. The accused, Angus Clibborn he calls himself, admits that he has lived in Italy all his life. His father was a Scottish engineer, employed on the Calabrian Railway. We all know that Calabria is a nest of secret societies. What more likely than that Clibborn, having some private wrong to avenge, followed his man and killed him at the first opportunity?”

			“Odd that he should then make no attempt to escape.”

			“How could he? The 9.30 averages nearly fifty miles an hour all the way from Barquay.”

			“There is no stop or slow on the journey?”

			“None! The first stop is Hesslewood.”

			“If I remember right,” said Blake, “your line runs through level country most of the way.”

			“Quite so. There are only two gradients—the drop into and the rise from the valley of the Longbourne, and neither of those is severe.”

			“You attach no importance to the story of the hag?”

			Mr. Gaunt shrugged his shoulders.

			“Surely, the prisoner’s story is hardly worth taking seriously. At the same time, the plate-layers were warned all down the line at daybreak this morning, and the permanent way has already been searched. We shall find a wire at the station if anything has been found.”

			In another five minutes they were at the station. The station-master was waiting for them.

			“Nothing has been found, sir!” were his first words.

			Blake turned to Mr. Gaunt.

			“I should like to seq the prisoner,” he said.

			“That is easily arranged,” replied tire director. “He is still at the police-station. I’ll take you on in the car.”

			The local authorities were quite ready to do anything to assist Sexton Blake. They took him to the cell, and Bathurst sat chatting to the police-sergeant nearly half an hour before his colleague reappeared.

			“Thank you,” said Blake, in reply to the sergeant’s inquiries. “I have got all that Clibborn can tell me. Bathurst, we must go back to the railway-station.”

			“Well,” said Bathurst, as they walked up the street, “does he stick to his story!”

			“Absolutely! He swears there were two men, and that both attacked him. He declares that their object was to steal his patent bag, and he reiterates his entire innocence of the murder.”

			“But the story’s absurd,” growled Bathurst.

			“So absurd that I’m half inclined to believe it. No one short of a lunatic would have invented such a yarn!”

			“But the third man,” urged Bathurst. “What became of him? He couldn’t have jumped from a train going at fifty miles an hour. At least, if he had the plate-layers would surely have found the pieces.”

			Arrived at the station, Blake asked if it would be possible to run him down the line.

			“Certainly,” said the station-master. An engine was ordered out, and in a few minutes the detective and his assistant were steaming southwards towards Barquay. Blake requested the driver not to exceed fifteen miles an hour, and as he stood on the footplate his quick eyes searched the ground on either side of the line.

			In about an hour they reached the Long Bank, where the line dropped down, in a beautifully-engineered curve, through thick woods cut into the lovely valley of Longbourne. Halfway down the hill was a siding running to a gravel-pit.

			“Can you stop here?” Blake asked the driver.

			The driver said he could wait in the siding as long as necessary. He ran the engine in, and Blake jumped down.

			“Come on, Bathurst!” he said, and, strolling leisurely away from the railway, plunged amongst the thickest of the trees.

			III.

			Blake walked on down the hill, through covert so thick one could not see five yards in any direction. Bathurst followed.

			All of a sudden the trees opened, and they were standing on the brink of a wide, slow stream.

			“Hallo!” exclaimed Bathurst, “here’s the railway again!”

			They had emerged from the wood just below the spot where the line crossed it on a stone-built bridge. Here the river took a sharp curve to the right, so that the railway embankment ran for a distance of some two hundred yards close alongside the opposite bank.

			Blake sat down leisurely on the grass.

			“Bathurst,” he said, “what do you say to a swim?”

			He began peeling off his clothes. Bathurst, whom experience had taught to fall in with every whim of Blake, followed his example.

			Blake, having dived in, struck out towards the far side, and swam some distance down stream. Then he came back and swam up the left bank towards the spot where he had left his clothes.

			When Bathurst rejoined him he was dressing. Both dressed, Blake led the way to the railway bridge, clambered up the embankment, and crossed. Arrived at a point some fifty yards beyond the bridge, he turned to the left and scrambled down towards the river.

			The bank ran steeply into the water. Footing was difficult, but Blake worked his way along over the coarse, dry grass, and Bathurst followed cautiously.

			The further they advanced the less steep became the slope. At last they reached a place where there was a tongue of level land between embankment and river. This was covered with a coarse growth of brambles and nettles.

			Blake advanced cautiously. Suddenly he gave a triumphant cry, and, plunging down into the weeds, brought up a most extraordinary object.

			It was a tangle of thin steel ribs crushed and broken in the most extraordinary fashion, and covered with tattered scraps of black leather.

			He held it up before Bathurst’s eyes.

			“The bag!” he said. “And now for the man. He hasn’t gone far.”

			He was on the trail again like a questing bloodhound. Signs invisible even to Bathurst’s trained eyes were to him as plain as print.

			Leaving the railway, he walked sharply across a water meadow, then, turning half-right, gained a dense osier-bed where the swampy ground squelched beneath their feet. Here the trail was plain to any eyes. The tall swamp weeds—marsh-mallow, ragged robin, and flag—were crushed and broken as by a heavy weight, but still there was no sign of the fugitive.

			“I didn’t think he’d have got so far,” muttered Blake.

			The words were hardly out of his mouth before a groan broke upon the stillness of the afternoon. Blake dashed on, forcing aside the pliant osier with both hands. Next moment Bathurst saw him drop on his knees beside a man who lay flat on his back on a patch of raised ground.

			The man, whose ugly face was blackened and covered with dried blood, turned and glared.

			“The ’tecs!” he groaned. “If it hadn’t been for that bag I’d have got clear.”

			“Just so,” said Blake coolly. “How much damaged are you?”

			“Too bad for the likes of you to put the rope round my neck,” retorted the other, a gleam of triumph in his eyes.

			Blake made a brief examination.

			“The fellow’s right,” he muttered. “He’s booked. Young Clibborn spoke the truth about his bag. You might just as well fool with an anarchist’s bomb. But what did you want the bag for?”

			“The bag!” growled the fellow. “That warn’t the bag we was after. It were that fool Luigi made the mistake. We was after the chap from the Union Bank.”

			“I thought so,” replied Blake coolly. “Bathurst, go and get help.”

			It was hardly more than half an hour before Bathurst was back with two men and a hurdle. But when they reached the little opening in the osier bed it was too late. The murderer was dead. They left his body at a neighboring farm, and, mounting their engine, returned to Hesslewood.

			“I see part of it,” said Bathurst, “but not all. Tell me!”

			“Simple enough,” replied Blake. “Clibborn’s story was so extraordinary that I believed it, and acted on that belief.

			“The first deduction was that the two thieves, after chloroforming Clibborn, whom they mistook for the bank clerk, quarrelled over their spoils. That gave a motive for the murder. The next was that the murderer, in panic, left the train en route.

			“Now, a man can’t jump out of a fast train on to hard ground. It is suicide to try it. But he can jump into water. A very little pumping of our director friend showed me that the Longbourne was the only possible place where the murderer could have jumped. I argued that he would have thrown the bag out first on to the firm ground, and then himself have dived into the river.

			“That swim proved that I was right. I spotted the place where the fellow climbed up the bank. The rest, of course, was easy. When I interviewed Clibborn this morning he told me about this bag of his. It is so constructed that, although the owner can open or shut it without difficulty or danger, violence causes the explosion of a small charge of a special explosive.

			“The late unlamented pounded it with a large chunk of limestone, and suffered accordingly.

			“That’s the whole story,” concluded Blake drily. “But all I can say is that if the reporters come worrying me about it I shall be extremely rude. I came to Hesslewood for some fishing, and that I’m going to have.”

		

	
		
			FOR SAFE DEPOSIT

			26 June 1909

			I.

			“Lord Arlingford wishes to see his box,” whispered the cashier. And Mr. Upton Greig, manager of the Barnmouth branch of the Southern Counties Bank, hurried out to greet his most important client.

			“Come this way, my lord,” he said, lifting the flap in the counter.

			Lord Arlingford, a stout and rather pompous-looking person of sixty, followed the manager into the large private room behind the office.

			“We are home again sooner than I expected, Mr. Greig,” said his lordship affably. “Lady Arlingford is going to Dunglas tomorrow, and, as she desires to take her rubies with her, I came myself to fetch them.”

			Mr. Greig unlocked a door in the right-hand wall and ushered his client down a wide flight of stone steps.

			At the bottom was a great black door of solid metal, unrelieved except by a large brass handle and two small keyholes in the centre. Mr. Greig took a bunch of keys from his pocket, unlocked the two locks separately, then, wrenching round the handle, swung the massive steel door silently back upon its well-oiled hinges.

			Beyond was a second grille door, made of latticed steel. A third key opened this. Mr. Greig stepped forward, switched on an electric light, and revealed a large brick-vaulted cellar with a floor of solid concrete. The only openings in the walls were narrow air-shafts over the door, and these but served to show the enormous thickness of the walls themselves.

			Round the walls were shelves on which were ranged a number of boxes, mostly of iron or steel. Among them was a small, square steel one, which Mr. Greig lifted down from near the end of a shelf.

			“It hasn’t had time to collect much dust, my lord,” said the manager, with a smile.

			“No,” replied Lord Arlingford. “I think it was only on May 28th that I left it with you, was it not!”

			“That was the date, I think. Exactly a week ago.”

			Lord. Arlingford produced his keys, chose the right one, inserted it in the lock, and lifted the lid. In a tray lay five handsome jewel-cases of crimson morocco.

			“Have you ever seen the Arlingford rubies?” asked the peer.

			“No, my lord. I should like to, above all things,” replied the manager, with a bow.

			“This is the tiara,” said Lord Arlingford, snapping open the largest care.

			“Why, good heavens! What does this mean?” he stammered, gasping.

			The case was empty. So were all the other four. The Arlingford rubies had utterly disappeared!

			II.

			“It means absolute ruin for me, Mr. Blake!” said Greig. The man’s voice vibrated with sternly-repressed emotion.

			“You have told me the whole story,” replied Blake. “But are you sure, Mr. Greig, that you have omitted nothing? For instance, could no one have got at your keys?”

			Greig flushed slightly under the steady gaze of the keen eyes.

			“I will be quite open,” he said. “One evening I went to the swimming-bath and left my keys in my trouser-pocket while I was in the water.”

			“And do you think that anyone could have got at them in the meantime? It doesn’t take long, remember, to get a wax impression.”

			“I am almost certain that no one did so,” replied the manager vehemently. “The dressing-rooms open on the bath. I was not in the water for more than five minutes. I should certainly have seen any person who entered my dressing-box.”

			“Very well. We will now take a look at the vault.”

			Sexton Blake’s examination of the vault seemed to the jangled nerves of the manager unnecessarily long and tedious. The detective sounded the walls and floor. From the floor, Blake turned attention to the contents of the vault. He asked to be shown where Lord Arlingford’s box had stood. He went round and looked at every box and chest in the place, on the shelves and the floor, and made various entries in a small notebook.

			At last the detective snapped the elastic on his book, put it back in his pocket, and said briskly: “That will do for the present, Mr. Greig. Now, if you will allow me, I will see the box-register.”

			To the manager this seemed almost as futile a proceeding as the examination of the vault, but he made no objection, and presently Blake was deep in the ledger which recorded the dates of the deposit of boxes in the strong-room, their description, and the names and addresses of the clients who had deposited them.

			“Here is Lord Arlingford’s, I see, on May 28th,” said Blake.

			“Yes, it was only in the vault a week. The loss was discovered the day before yesterday—June 4th,” replied the other, with a puzzled frown.

			“I see that a large plate-chest was deposited on the following day—the 29th—by a Mr. and Mrs. Matheson-Finch,” said Blake.

			“Yes; it’s there now,” answered Greig.

			“And are these old clients of yours?”

			“No, not very. Their account was opened in April, I think. Wait; I’ll tell you.”

			He went out of the private room into the office, and while he was gone Blake whipped out his pocket-book and compared certain entries with those in the box-register.

			The door opened again.

			“Yes; April 2nd,” said Greig.

			“I’ll just take a note of their address, and you may expect me again about three o’clock,” said Blake, and walked off briskly, leaving the manager in a state of profound perplexity.

			III.

			Punctually at the hour mentioned the detective returned to the bank, and, as soon as he was shown into the private room, his first words were: “Greig, I must examine that chest—the Matheson Finch’s, I mean.”

			“Impossible!” exclaimed the manager in shocked tones. “It would be a crime. If such a thing became known it would ruin the bank.”

			“Oh, very well, Mr. Greig! But I warn you that, if you refuse, I must throw up the case.”

			“Very well,” said Greig at last with a sort of groan. “It must be as you wish, Mr. Blake. When will you do it?”

			“At once,” replied, Sexton Blake sharply. “If we wait till night it will probably be too late.”

			Once more the two descended to the vault. Greig carefully closed and locked the doors behind them, then helped Blake to lift the weighty chest into the open.

			Blake examined the box closely. It was very large, being about four feet deep, three long, and three broad. It was rather new, made of yellow pine and clamped with iron. On the top was painted in black the name, “H. Matheson-Finch”—nothing else.

			Suddenly Blake gave a low chuckle.

			“Look at this!” he said.

			“This” was a small slit almost hidden under one of the metal clamps.

			He pulled out a bunch of skeleton keys, and, after examining the lock selected a couple. The second turned the wards, and in a moment the lid was flung back.

			“It’s empty!” gasped the manager, his face like ashes. “Have they robbed that too?”

			“No; it’s not empty,” returned Blake. “Look here!”

			He plunged his hand into the depths of the box, and lifted out a large chunk of pig-iron. Another and another were removed, until a pile of ten in all lay upon the floor.

			Greig looked on in a state of blank amazement.

			“But what does it mean?” he asked helplessly.

			For answer Blake picked up one of the lumps of iron and held it out to the manager.

			“What do you think that weighs?” he asked.

			Greig took it unwillingly and balanced, it in his hand.

			“Oh, about a stone, I suppose.”

			“And there are ten of them,” remarked Blake. “One hundred and forty pounds in all. Does that tell you anything?”

			Greig shook his head again. He was clever at his own work, but his brain had none of that lightning power of deduction which had made Sexton Blake the greatest detective in England.

			“Well, I’ll tell you this much, Mr. Greig,” said Blake, in his quiet way. “I see light. And, though I have no idea whether or not I can recover the rubies, I think I can lay my hand on the people who stole them.”

			“And now,” he went on, “as I shall have to stay in the bank for the present, I’ll go back upstairs again, and, if you’ll allow me, sit in your private room.”

			“The place is at your disposal,” said Greig earnestly. In one minute half the lines were gone which the last two days had stamped upon his tired face.

			No sooner were they back up the stairs than a clerk came into the room and spoke to the manager: “A carriage has called for Mr. Matheson-Finch’s plate-chest.”

			The manager actually smiled as he stood on the steps of the bank and watched a brougham—plainly a jobbed one—driving away with a huge iron-bound yellow chest on the top.

			“No. 5, Lipton Terrace, Murley,” was the address which had been given to the driver, but as soon as the carriage was round the corner the driver turned his horse in a direction which was certainly not that of Barnmouth’s pretty suburb, Murley.

			At last it stopped outside a small, ugly house with a square of shabby grass between its rusty iron railings and its blistered front door.

			The man inside—presumably Mr. Matheson Finch—got out, and he and the driver, with much perspiration and many gasps, lifted the chest off the carriage and carried it through a narrow passage into a dirty, ill-furnished back-room.

			The driver then departed.

			A small man, with a pinched face and a cast in his left eye, came down.

			“So you’ve got it, Josh?” he said in a queer, squeaky voice. “It’s my belief t ’ud have been a sight better to leave it where it were.”

			“Not much it wouldn’t!” retorted the other. “Didn’t you hear, Bill? They got that plaguey detective Sexton Blake down. Emily saw him this morning at the station. First thing you know, he’d have spotted this box and wanted to know what them air-holes meant.”

			“Maybe you knows best,” replied Bill apologetically. “Anyway, it were a good plant. An’, now, what are you going to do with the chest?”

			“Bury it along with the other,” replied Josh emphatically.

			“You’ll wait till dark, I reckon?”

			“You bet! We don’t touch a spade till after midnight.”

			“Then come on round to the Goat and Compasses, an’ let’s drink to our own healths. Nobody’ll ever find them jewels under the hearthstone!”

			“Right you are, then!” said Josh. “I’m that thirsty I could drink a bucket!”

			It was the best part of two hours before the pair returned.

			Blundering into the back-room ahead of his partner, Bill pulled up suddenly and stared stupidly at the box.

			“’Oo opened it?” he demanded thickly.

			“Opened it? What—the box open?”

			Josh’s voice rose to a scream, and he sprang forward, in his haste sending Bill spinning across the room.

			After one glance at the wide-open lid, Josh rushed to the fireplace, and, with a mighty effort, wrenched up the hearthstone and flung it aside.

			A yell of fury burst from him. “Tricked!” he roared, in tones that made the windows rattle.

			“The tricksters tricked!” came a quiet voice from behind.

			Josh spun round to find himself staring down the black muzzle of Sexton Blake’s revolver.

			“I don’t understand it yet!” exclaimed Greig excitedly. “For the life of me, I can’t see how a man could live all those weeks and months in a strong-room and none of us be any the wiser? And how did he get out? He couldn’t have had keys; and, in any case, it’s a time-lock, and no one can open it from the hour we close till the office opens next morning.”

			IV.

			It was eight o’clock the same evening, and Blake, having finished his task, was dining with the grateful manager. He listened smiling to the other’s eager questions.

			“My dear Mr. Greig,” he said, “it’s simple enough. The thief was in your strong-room for one night only, and it was you yourself who let him in and out.”

			Greig’s face assumed a stupefied expression. Blake took out his, pocket-book.

			“Look here,” he said. “It was on May 28th that Lord Arlingford left his rubies with you?”

			“Yes.”

			“And on the 29th that you had the big chest from the Matheson-Finches?”

			“Exactly!”

			“What happened on the 30th?”

			Greig paused a moment.

			“Come to think of it, a box went out. Yes; I remember. A large plate-chest belonging to a Mr. Fred May.”

			“Yes; which had been in your strong-room,” said Blake, glancing again at his notebook, “since the previous day, the 29th. Do you understand?”

			A light broke on the manager’s face. Down came his fist with a bang on the table.

			“What an ass I was! Of course, I see! The thief came in Finch’s box and left in May’s. The iron was makeweight.”

			“Just so!” laughed Blake. “I suspected it the moment I saw the entry of the 30th. Further enquiries made me almost positive, and when you kindly shut me up in that Matheson-Finch box, I chuckled to think that the thief was unsuspectingly carting me straight to the spot where in all probability he had hidden his spoil.”

			“Funny sort of safe deposit that!” exclaimed Greig.

			“Yes. His partner positively crowed over the fact that no one would be able to find their hiding-place. They were under the hearthstone.”

		

	
		
			THE BARTON TUNNEL MYSTERY

			July 10, 1909

			“CAN YOU PLEASE COME DOWN AT ONCE? OWN TERMS. URGENT. JOHNSON, EDITOR MERRITON HERALD.”

			Blake tossed the wire across to Bathurst.

			“Ever heard of the Merriton Herald?” he asked whimsically. “Truly the power of the Press is upon us these days! The man wires as if he were at least a German princeling. I am afraid that I shall be inconsiderate enough to disappoint him. Meanwhile, I would be at peace, and read my papers.”

			Bathurst picked up the telegram and glanced at it carelessly. Having mastered its contents, he threw it aside, and continued his breakfast in silence. Blake was reading betwixt spasmodic mouthfuls of toast and marmalade, when suddenly he gave vent to a hurried exclamation of surprise.

			“By Jove! That Merriton man seems to have stumbled across something a bit off the ordinary lines. The thing he wires about is in the morning papers,” he said. “Listen to this. It is headed, ‘The Barton Tunnel Mystery’:

			“Barton Tunnel is some six miles from Merriton on a small single-line railway linking up Merriton with the main system, which it joins at Fulchurch Junction.

			“There is a train which leaves Merriton at 4.20 p.m. and arrives at Fulchurch at 4.40. When it drew into that station yesterday afternoon, a guard, on opening the door of a first-class smoker, was horrified to discover the body of a well-dressed, middle-aged man lying in a huddled heap on the floor near the farther door, the window of which was down.

			“He at once summoned assistance, and it was found that the man was dead. He had received a terrific blow on the left temple, which had fractured the skull.

			“He was immediately recognised by some of the railway employees as a Mr. Flaxman—a well-known resident of Merriton, who constantly travelled by that line. The body was removed to one of the waiting-rooms, and the police and a doctor summoned.

			“The doctor, after examining the wound, asserted unhesitatingly that the blow had been struck with such terrific force that death must have been practically instantaneous.

			“A considerable sum of money in notes and gold was found on the body; also a valuable gold repeater and other articles of jewellery. The carriage showed no signs of anything in the nature of a serious or prolonged struggle having taken place; but the cushion nearest the corner on the seat facing the engine was partially displaced.

			“The police adopted the theory that the blow must have been struck suddenly—Mr. Flaxman being taken unawares—and that his assailant must have managed to effect his escape, taking the weapon used with him.

			“From the nature of the wound the weapon is supposed to have been a heavy life-preserver or some similar object. Their theory is supported by the fact that there has been a small but very vindictive labour strike at Merriton, which originated in a company of which Mr. Flaxman was chairman. His uncompromising attitude towards the strikers was well known.

			“The authorities at Merriton were at once communicated with, the result being that a fresh complication arose.

			“Both the stationmaster and the ticket-collector at that station had not only seen Mr. Flaxman into an empty carriage, but had stood chatting with him till the train moved out. The farther door—the one by which the body was found—was locked. In addition to Mr. Flaxman, there were barely half-a-dozen passengers on that particular train, all local residents well known by name and sight, and on the face of it to attempt to connect them with the crime would be absurd.

			“The difficulty, therefore, is to ascertain at what point the murderer can have gained access to and left the train.

			“The latter makes, the entire journey at a speed of a trifle over thirty miles an hour with one exception—near Barton Tunnel the line is under repair, and all trains are compelled to slow down to a speed of something under eight miles until the funnel has been left behind.

			“Even at that speed, however, it would require a man of very exceptional daring and activity to board it successfully, and to do so unobserved, with a gang of workmen scattered along the line, would be additionally difficult.

			“The suggested motive is revenge.”

			“Seems to me to be rather a tough nut to crack,” said Bathurst, “unless one of the strikers managed to get a temporary job on the line, and watched his chance to get Flaxman alone.”

			“That is certainly a point worth considering; but then—” Blake paused abruptly. “It’s no use theorising before one has been over the ground oneself. I think we’ll accept Mr. Johnson’s invitation, after all, and run down. You might look up a train whilst I sort out these papers. I’ll be ready in twenty minutes or so.”

			* * * *

			Merriton is barely an hour’s run from town, including the change at Fulchurch, and they decided to go direct to the terminus, Mr. Flaxman’s body having been already removed there.

			Blake, who had been placidly reading all the way to the junction, roused himself into almost feverish activity as soon as they entered the little local train.

			He himself took the window on that side of the carriage where the body had been found, and stood by it, stopwatch in hand, mechanically checking the speed of the train by the jolt-jolt of the rails and the known distances of the telegraph-posts. Bathurst took charge of the other window, for they had the carriage entirely to themselves.

			Arriving at the tunnel, Blake kept watch with renewed vigilance, even going to the length of holding his walking-stick out of the window, at about the height of a man’s head in a stooping position, in order to satisfy himself that there was no projection coming sufficiently close to the window to have caused the injury—supposing Mr. Flaxman had been looking out at the time and leaning forward.

			Blake remained at his post until the train drew in at Merriton.

			Mr. Johnson, the editor, was waiting to meet them, having been apprised by wire of their coming.

			“This is good of you indeed, Mr. Blake!” he said effusively. “I hardly ventured to hope that you would come. The truth is, I am especially anxious to place the case in your hands for private reasons, We have been agitating for some time to get a more intelligent police service in the town—at present they are very lax—and the Herald has pitched into them pretty hot on one or two recent occasions. If you, acting for the paper, as it were, can elucidate the mystery of poor Mr. Flaxman’s death it will be a scoop for us and another nail in their coffin, and the authorities will be compelled to take notice of our complaints. First of all you will, I suppose, wish to see the body, and I have made all arrangements.”

			Blake shook his head.

			“First of all,” he said, “I wish to wait till the station is clear, and then to examine the carriage in which the body was found. I understand that it is in the siding here?”

			“That is so. One moment. I’ll fetch the stationmaster.”

			When that individual arrived they adjourned to the siding. Blake, standing on the line, measured the height of the lowest footboard with his eye, and shook his head.

			“I count myself an active man,” he said—”probably more active than the average—but it would be a physical impossibility for me to gain access to that carriage when in motion from the level of the line. Try it, Bathurst, now that the carriage is at rest even, and you will find it a bit of a scramble. You must bear in mind that a touch of your foot on the wheel, or a slip, would inevitably mean death or disablement.”

			Bathurst tried; but it was only after a third attempt that he at last scrambled up.

			“You see,” said Blake, “with the train moving at a minimum speed of eight miles the thing would be impossible. No living man can have boarded that carriage when once it was under way, nor can he have done so as it was leaving the station, for the stationmaster here was watching this particular carriage. Let’s have a look at the interior.”

			Passing round to the platform side, they entered. There was nothing to be seen, except that the cushion by the door—which was still locked—was a trifle disarranged, and there was an ugly smear on the floor-carpet where the dead man’s head had lain.

			“Where was Mr. Flaxman’s hat found?” asked Blake.

			“On the seat, sir, here,” said the stationmaster. “He took it off and placed it there whilst I was speaking to him.”

			“Humph! And this window of the door which is locked was open then?”

			“He opened it himself directly he got into the carriage. It was a blazing sunny afternoon, sir, and very hot.”

			“Thank you! By the way, the train as it stands in the station now is made up exactly as yesterday’s 4.20?”

			“Exactly the same, sir—with the exception that another carriage is substituted for this, of course?”

			“Quite so! And now, Mr. Johnson, I should like to see the body.”

			Their visit to the mortuary was a brief one. The wound was just such as had been described, and might have been inflicted by almost any blunt, round-ended weapon—a life-preserver, a pebble, a heavy knob-stick.

			The one point noticeable about it was the position—it was exactly over the left temple.

			Blake examined it.

			“This is particularly interesting,” he said. “The theory is that Mr. Flaxman was attacked suddenly—taken unawares; yet, from the position of the wound, it is quite impossible that the attack could have been made from behind.”

			“By Jove, Mr. Blake, you’re right!” exclaimed Johnson. “He must have seen the man—even if it was only at the last instant.”

			“This is one of those cases,” said Blake, in which, having eliminated all that cannot have happened, we must pin our minds to what must have happened, however improbable it may appear at first sight.

			“Mr. Flaxman entered the carriage here at Merriton in good health and spirits. One door of the carriage is locked, the other under observation, and the train was travelling at a very considerable speed.

			“We have proved by experiment that it is a physical impossibility that any man can have entered the carriage from the line en route—even setting aside the fact that he could not have known in which carriage Mr. Flaxman was travelling. It is equally impossible that a man from another carriage could have made his way along the footboards, for the handholds, the distances between which I measured, are too far apart.

			“Yet Mr. Flaxman was found dead when the train drew into Fulchurch, twenty minutes later, and there is no obstruction of any sort along the line or in the tunnel which comes closer than five feet to the carriage window.

			“From those facts—and from the fact that there was no attempt at robbery, though the dead man had property of considerable value on him—there is one obvious deduction—that Mr. Flaxman’s assailant was not on the train at all during any part of the journey.”

			“But, confound it all, you yourself said that, from the position of the wound, he must have seen the man!”

			“Pardon me! It was you who said that. All I pointed out was that the blow could not have been struck from behind. By the way, perhaps you can tell me, was Mr. Flaxman an athletic man—fond of sports, and so forth?”

			“Yes, very. Of course, he was getting on a bit, and had put on weight, so he couldn’t do much himself except play golf; but he was a keen supporter if the local cricket and football clubs.”

			“Ah, thanks! Well, now, if I may, I’ll leave my friend Bathurst on your hands for an hour or so whilst I go for a stroll. I can’t tell you when I shall be back, but the moment I return I will some straight to your office.”

			“You have a theory, then?”

			“That is, perhaps, too much to say; but I have every hope of finding the implement with which Mr. Flaxman was killed.”

			* * * *

			It was past five in the afternoon when Blake knocked at the door of Mr. Johnson’s private sanctum.

			“There’s someone with him,” said Bathurst. “I wonder—”

			The door was flung open, and Blake appeared, ushering in an elderly gentleman with a white moustache, dressed in a light flannel suit, and obviously much agitated.

			“Colonel Kingsford!” exclaimed Mr. Johnson, in surprise.

			“Yes, Colonel Kingsford,” said Blake gravely, “who, unfortunately, but quite innocently, is responsible for Mr. Flaxman’s death.”

			“Good heavens!” gasped Mr. Johnson. And the colonel sank heavily into a chair, covering his eyes with his hand.

			“But, my dear sir, this is impossible!” Johnson blurted out.

			“On the contrary, it is, unfortunately, the truth,” said Blake. “The whole affair was an accident. I will explain. I told you that I had satisfied myself that Mr. Flaxman’s assailant had not been on the train, As a matter of fact. I felt pretty sure that he had not been near it. In other words, I was sure the implement was really a missile of some sort—a rounded stone thrown by chance by some mischievous boy, or—and this was far more favourable—a golf-ball.

			“On my way down the line I had noticed a golf-course on that side, some of the holes of which run parallel with, and dangerously close to, the railway.

			“Two at least of the teeing-grounds are so placed that a sliced ball—that is, of course, a ball curving away to the right—would inevitably cross the line or crash into a passing train. A ball hit with the full strength of a grown man has a terrific initial velocity; add to that the velocity of a train travelling at nearly thirty miles an hour in the opposite direction, and the force of impact would be tremendous.

			“I bicycled out to the club, obtained the services of half a dozen boys, and bade them search the line and the embankment at points where a ball driven from either of those two tees might he expected to land after rebound from the impact. It took a couple of hours’ hard searching, but at last we found it in some long grass halfway down the slope. Here it is. You will notice that there are still slight traces of blood on this side of it.

			“As luck would have it, the owner, as is not unusual, had put a private mark on it—this little circle, drawn with an indelible ink pencil. One of the caddies recognised it at once as Colonel Kingsford’s mark. Of course, I had not told them why I was searching for a ball there.

			“I found Colonel Kingsford at the club, and, on my asking him, he at once remembered losing a ball at that hole the previous afternoon. He was playing a round with his wife. They had no caddies with them, and on that particular hole the full glare of the sun was straight in their eyes. Neither of them saw the ball at all from the instant of its leaving the tee. Not only that, the colonel distinctly remembers the train passing as he played his stroke, and accounted for his failure to see the ball by the fact that the train distracted his attention.

			“What happened, of course, was that he drove it away to the right, Mr. Flaxman was leaning partly out of the open window, looking at the course—he was, I learn, a prominent member of the club—and the ball caught him with terrific force on the side of the head, killing him instantly.

			“It was a deplorable accident, and I am sure the colonel has our sincerest sympathies.

			“Bathurst, we can just catch the up train if we hurry.”

		

	
		
			THE ADVENTURE OF THE COFFEE-POT

			August 7, 1909

			It was nearly midnight. The crescent of the moon hung low over the trees massed about Richmond. The stars seemed to hang suspended by filmy threads of gold from a heaven whose purple, slumbrous distances seemed to the man lying back in a lazily-drifting Canadian canoe to open out each second into more mysterious, intenser depths.

			Suddenly there rang a shriek so startling that Sexton Blake sat abruptly erect, his hands clenching his paddle.

			Right abreast of him, on the north bank, a garden ran down to the water’s edge, and behind a fringe of trees rose the dark, lightless outline of a villa. Almost overhanging the water, a pavilion, shrouded in trees, rose up, the brass ball on its top glowing like fire beneath the moonlight. The shriek had come from that gloom-girdled pavilion, or from that villa all wrapped in darkness. Every pulse and nerve in Blake’s body was tense and quivering.

			Almost unconsciously, he drove his canoe with a couple of vigorous strokes towards the willows whose frondage trailed into the water a little to the left of the pavilion.

			The current insetting by the bank, drew his canoe beneath the trailing frondage of the willows, towards the pool of moon-washed water directly beneath the window of the pavilion. He was yet under the willows when, suddenly, he was aware that the window of the pavilion had been furtively thrust outwards. He caught a glimpse of an arm—a long, bare, extraordinarily crooked and scraggy arm—hurling something in his direction. Before he could realise what the something was, it had smitten him in the centre of his forehead, hurling him backwards.

			Then a red mist rushed in on him, and he lost all consciousness.

			When he came back to himself, he found that his canoe was hooked on to a police-boat, and the white, gleaming face of an inspector was bending over, him. He sat up, gazing a little wildly towards the bank, now fifty yards distant. Of villa, garden, pavilion, there was no trace.

			“You seem to have had an accident, Mr. Blake,” said the police inspector. “We found you adrift, with your paddle gone, and quite unconscious.”

			“And the garden with the pavilion, and that appalling shriek?” said Blake.

			The inspector looked at him curiously.

			“The only garden with a pavilion near here is a mile above Richmond,” he said, “and we’re a good mile below it. Take a drink out of this flask, and tell us what’s happened.”

			Blake obeyed gratefully. He told of the cry, and the missile thrown at him, and as he did so his eyes wandered to the bottom of the canoe.

			“By Jove,” he cried, “and here the missile is! That’s rummy! A little brown coffee-pot!”

			“You’d recognise the place again, of, course?” said the inspector. “We’ll take you in tow, and run you back to investigate, if you like.”

			Blake was regarding the inside of the little brown coffee-pot with a fascinated gaze. He shook his head slowly, and there was a curiously intent gleam in his eyes as they met the inspector’s glance.

			“I think that would be rather premature,” he said; “but I’ll be grateful if you’ll run me into Chelsea. I’ll sleep on this matter and look into it further in the morning.”

			On reaching Chelsea, Blake spent half an hour in gathering up, with infinite care, the scattered grains of sodden coffee-dregs that bespattered the bottom of the boat. He refrained with great scrupulousness from touching them with his hands, but gathered them up on the point of his knife, and placed them labouriously in an envelope, which he bestowed in a pocket-book.

			It was not sleep that Blake sought on arriving at his rooms. He spent the remainder of the night in his laboratory, and when, at seven o’clock, he emerged from his bath, and sent his landlady for a cab, his face had a grim and stern expression on it that foreboded a disagreeable surprise for someone or other.

			He searched his morning paper with much eagerness, and his teeth snapped together with a little click as his eyes encountered a headline reading:

			UNFORTUNATE TRAGEDY AT RICHMOND.

			“We regret,” the report stated, “to announce the death of Mr. Fordham Baxter, the well-known explorer. Shortly after midnight the unfortunate gentleman was found lying lifeless on the terrace of his charming house above Richmond. The explanation of his death was only too obvious, for, lying near him, with its head crushed, was a coral snake, which, it can only be surmised, had escaped from the reptile house which it was one of the unhappy man’s hobbies to stock with a collection of the most venomous snakes. His collection, indeed, was unique; and there can be no doubt that he met his death by the bite of the deadly coral snake found near him. A certain element of mystery is, however, not absent from the case; for, despite the doctor’s assurance that the cause of death was snake-venom, no mark of a bite could be found on the dead man’s body. His tragic end is the more sad as he was to be married next week. The body was found by his friend Professor Dudley, who was staying at the villa, and who immediately summoned medical aid.”

			It was nearly nine o’clock when Blake rang the bell at Rosebank, the residence of Mr. Baxter. A grave-faced butler opened the door and curtly asked his business. Blake slipped half-a-sovereign into his hand.

			“I want a little information from you,” he said. “I am no stranger to the distress you are all naturally feeling; but Mr. Baxter was almost a public man, and the Press is naturally anxious for details.”

			“Oh, if you are a newspaper-man,” said the butler, opening the door wider to admit him, “my hinstructions are to give hevery information.”

			Blake threw a cautious glance round the hall.

			“There ain’t no one ’ere,” said the butler, in a patronising tone. “Professor Dudley’s gorn out to make arrangements with my poor master’s solicitors about the funeral. There’s only me in the ’ouse.”

			“Mr. Baxter had no other servants, then?” asked Blake.

			“Only me,” replied the butler. “I did for ’im and valeted ’im, and the charwoman came of the mornings. He was a very independent gentleman and often as not ’e’d cook ’is own meal when ’e wasn’t going to town.”

			“At what time did you last see him alive?” asked Blake.

			“Eight o’clock of the hevenin’,” said the butler. “After I’d served ’im and his friend Professor Dudley with dinner, I went hout for the night to visit my brother, who’s lyin’ sick in Camberwell, and I didn’t get back till this mornin’.”

			“Then you don’t know how Mr. Baxter spent the evening?” asked Blake.

			“No, sir, I don’t,” replied the butler. “But, hordinarily, he and the professor would go to the pavilion in the garden and play chess; and it’s certain they was there last night, for the chessmen are out on the board, and the ash-trays are full of cigarette-ends.”

			“I suppose he took his coffee there after dinner?” said Slake.

			The Sutler looked at him curiously.

			“Now, it’s funny you should ask that, sir,” he said. “My master was a great coffee-drinker. Six or seven cups a night he’d take, reg’lar. I’ve never known him miss. He’d make it himself on a little stove down in the pavilion, or sometimes the professor would make it. But last night they couldn’t ’ave ’ad it, for the cups ain’t used; and what’s puzzled me is that the little brown coffee-pot the master set such store by isn’t to be found anywhere, though I’ve looked for it ’igh and low.”

			“About these snakes, now,” said Blake. “Have you any idea how they could get out?”

			“I’ve been puzzlin’ my ’ead over that the last four hours,” said the butler. “The master must ’ave taken one out. The glass over their cages is all right, and so is the wire nettin’ over the glass. They couldn’t ’ave got out of themselves.”

			“You say ‘they,’” said Blake, with a keen glance. “Was more than one snake found?”

			“No; there wasn’t,” said the butler. “But there’s two missin’ from the cage; and, though I’ve searched all around the garden, I’m blest if I can find the other.”

			Blake’s eyes gleamed.

			“I should like to see the snake that was found,” he said. “And I should like to see Mr. Baxter’s body.”

			Blake examined the dead reptile carefully. The head was crushed out of all shape: but he laid it open with a knife, and his face betrayed extraordinary excitement as he pointed with the tip of the knife to the empty maw.

			“You will observe,” he said drily, “why no mark of a puncture was found on the body of your dead master. The snake’s tongue and gall-bag have both been removed.”

			The butler turned pale.

			“What ever does it mean, sir?” b< whispered hoarsely.

			“It means,” said Blake quietly, “that your master was murdered, and that you have got to help me find hie murderer. Now, lead me to the room where his body lies.”

			Blake spent but a couple of minutes there. But his action was significant. The dead man’s face was contorted, and his mouth gaped awry. Blake bent over it, sniffed at the lips, and examined the strong, rather discolored teeth through a powerful lens. With the point of his forceps he removed several small brown grains from between the front teeth, and laid them on a sheet of paper.

			“Your master took his coffee in the Turkish fashion?” he said.

			“That’s correct, sir,” said the butler. “He’d let it boil up three times, till the grains was all afloat in the coffee.”

			“You see,” said Blake, pointing to the grains on the paper, “that he did take coffee last night, and that, for some reason the coffee-pot has been suppressed and the coffee-cups washed.”

			“What are we gettin’ at?” muttered the butler, through chattering teeth.

			“Mr. Baxter was reputed a wealthy man,” said Blake. “Do you know how he left his fortune, or who would benefit by his death?”

			“He made no secret of that, sir,” said the butler. “The day after he was engaged to Miss Stirling—and a nicer young lady never breathed—he made ’is will, and left ’er everything. I ’eard ’im with my own ears tellin’ Mr. Dudley so.”

			“The professor was a very close friend of his, then?” asked Blake.

			“The closest,” Baid the butler. “They was like brothers.”

			Blake eyed the man narrowly. There was a certain reserve in his tone that seemed to contradict his words. But he did not pursue the matter.

			“I would like to see the pavilion and the garden,” he said.

			The visit, however, was barren of result. The butler had tidied and swept out the pavilion, and any history it might have told was effaced. The gravelled pathway beneath the avenue of trees running from the pavilion to the tesselated terrace in front of the house was hard as flags, and revealed to his close search no trace of footprints. He was nonplussed. But his suspicions of foul play were confirmed by the discovery of the mutilated maw of the snake, and clinched by the evidence of the coffee in the dead man’s mouth; and he had not a doubt that the analysis of these grains would betray the same traces of venomous poison which he had demonstrated during the early hours of the morning to be present in the coffee-pot which had been so mysteriously flung into the night by that bared, crooked arm.

			“You had better keep your mouth shut on what I have told you,” he said to the butler, as he paused at the door, on the point of taking his departure. “By the way, what time will the professor be back?”

			“I don’t expect him back, sir,” said the butler. “He took his bag away with him, and he said he was going on to the museum after he had seen the solicitors. And I shouldn’t be surprised if he went down to Hastings to break the news to Miss Stirling, as the young lady’s staying there with her mother.”

			“He is a friend of hers, then, too?” asked Blake, in a negligent tone.

			“In my hopinion,” said the butler, in a tone startlingly vindictive, “he’s always been a sight too friendly to ’er, seein’ as she was engaged to my poor master. ’E could never keep ’is eyes off ’er, not for a minit. And the master was none too pleased, either; though Miss Stirling just laughed about it when ’e spoke to ’er one day about ’er eceouragin’ ’im. ‘The poor thing,’ sez she. ’E’s so crooked and wizened and kind, ’ow could I ’elp bein’ nice to ’im?’”

			“Is he deformed, then?” asked Blake, in a voice so curiously vibrant that the butler gaped at him.

			“’Unchbacked,” he said, recovering himself beneath Blake’s steely glance, “with one foot twisted and one arm crooked as a dog’s hind leg.”

			“That is very unfortunate for him,” said Blake, and, rejoining his cab, he was driven to the station.

			An hour later, with a neat parcel under his arm, he entered the South Kensington Museum, and asked for Professor Dudley.

			“You’re just in time, Mr. Blake,” said the porter, “for he’s sent for a cab to take ’im to Charing Cross, on ’is way to Hastings, and ’ere ’e comes now?”

			“Good-morning, professor!” aid Blake, accosting him. “My name is Blake—Sexton Blake, detective—and I desire a few minutes’ conversation with you in private on a matter of most urgent importance.”

			Professor Dudley gave him a sharp glance, and Blake noted that his figure grew suddenly tense, and that his misshapen, knotty hand gripped on the bag he was carrying till the knuckles showed white as chalk. But his voice was even and emotionless as he replied a little testily:

			“I’m sure I don’t know what business you can have with me. I have just time to catch my train, so—”

			“With your permission, I will accompany you in your cab,” said Blake.

			He strode along by the professor’s side, and climbed into the hansom aftar him.

			“Well, what is it?” snapped the professor, in a distinctly disagreeable tone.

			“I have come to return you this,” said Blake menacingly, and with a swift gesture he tore the wrapper off the parcel he was carrying and held up before the professor’s eyes the little brown coffee-pot.

			“You fool!” he snarled, turning on Blake the furious gaze of a trappod lynx. “You can prove nothing nothing!”

			“You mistake, professor,” said Blako composedly. “I saw your bared arm throw that coffee-pot out of the pavilion window a few minutes after Baxter gave his death shriek. You, unfortunately for you, left among the dregs in the coffee-pot the end of one of the fangs of the coral snake, whose venom-sac you removed, and administered to the betrothed of the woman you coveted. I have not the slightest doubt that I shall find in your bag, or on your person, such corroborative evidence as—shall we say—the gall-bag and fangs of the other snake you removed from the cage. Ah. I see from your face that I am right!”

			He put up his hand and opened the trap.

			“Go to Bow Street Police Station, cabbie!” he said.

		

	
		
			THE BLACK PEARL OF BAHREIN

			28 August 1909

			I.

			“’Orrible murder in Bond Street! Disappearance of the Black Pearl of Barrin!”

			The raucous yells of the newsboys reached Blake’s ears as he sat leisurely finishing a late breakfast. He rang, and sent his servant down for a paper. This is what he read:

			SENSATIONAL MURDER IN BOND STREET

			An extraordinary crime was committed last night in the Bond Street establishment of Mr. Lazarus Rosenthal, the well-known dealer in gems and Eastern curios. Mr. Rosenthal, arriving at his shop at half-past nine this morning, found the door of his strong-room open and the electric light full on. Entering the vault, the first thing that met his eyes was a body which he recognised as that of Horace Minns, who had formerly been an employee of his own, but had been discharged about a week ago. The unfortunate man’s skull was horribly crushed, and he was stone dead.

			Further investigation proved that the safe door had been opened, apparently by means of skeleton keys, and that the famous gem known as the Black Pearl of Bahrein had been stolen.

			The pearl was the property of Sir Curtis Bryan, and had been entrusted to Mr. Rosenthal to he sold. The police theory is that Minns had an accomplice, that the two quarrelled over the spoils, and that the accomplice killed Minns and fled.”

			* * * *

			“Phew! The Black Pearl of Bahrein! That’s worth something!” said Blake aloud. “I wonder.…”

			And just then the telephone-bell tinkled sharply, cutting short the further reflections of the eminent detective.

			“Is that Mr. Blake?” came a voice.

			“Yes. Who is it?”

			“Harcourt, manager of the United and General Insurance Company. Can you come over at once? It’s about the Bond Street robbery.”

			* * * *

			Fifteen minutes later Blake was at the door of the manager’s office. Mr. Harcourt, a tall, good-looking man, with a worried face, came forward and shook hands cordially.

			“Great luck, catching you at home, Mr. Blake!” he said. Then, glancing at the paper which the detective still had in his hand: “I see you’ve read the account.”

			“Yes. And I presume you are the insurers of the stolen gem?”

			“Exactly. It’s a very serious matter for us.”

			“It’s history appeared in the papers recently when it was announced that Sir Curtis Bryan was selling it; I presume you wish me to attempt to recover it?”

			“I hope to goodness you can do so, Mr. Blake!” said the other. “The accomplice, whoever he was, seems to have got clean away!”

			“The best thing I can do is to go to Rosenthal’s place and have a look round,” said Blake.

			II.

			Blake discharged his taxi at the Piccadilly end of Bond Street, and walked rapidly northwards. He knew where Rosenthal’s shop was; but, instead of going straight to it, he dropped into a tobacconist’s across the street, and asked for a mild Havana. It was a shop he sometimes dealt at, and the man recognised him at once.

			“Dreadful business, this, sir!” he began at once. “I saw Mr. Rosenthal go in. I happened to look at the clock, and it was just the quarter past. And then, after a bit, he came out again, with his face like chalk, and called the policeman from the corner, and then I knew something was up.”

			The police were in possession when Blake reached the shop; but Kent, the inspector in charge, knew Blake well, and made no difficulty about admitting him.

			A short, stoutish man, with black, shiny hair, and a very dark complexion, was talking eagerly to a tall, well-groomed young man in the little glass office in the corner of the shop.

			“That’s Sir Curtis talking to Rosenthal,” said Kent aside to Blake. “But the theft won’t affect either of them. The pearl was well insured.”

			“I know,” replied Blake. “I am here on behalf of the insurance people.”

			“I thought as much,” said the inspector. “You’ll like to see the strongroom?”

			“If you please.”

			He led the way through the shop, down a flight of steps, and through a pair of heavy iron doors into a large vault, which a blaze of electric light showed to be packed with the most amazing collection of Eastern curiosities that Blake had ever, set eyes upon.

			“You’re in luck, Mr. Blake,” said Kent. “Another five minutes, and we should have had the body shifted. At present everything’s just as it was when Rosenthal came in at half-past nine this morning.”

			“Half-past nine?” repeated Blake, in a tone of mild enquiry.

			“Yes; that’s the time he tells us he came in and found all this mess.”

			As he spoke he stooped and lifted the sheet which covered the body of the murdered man.

			Minns’ body lay flat on its back in that extraordinarily rigid position often seen on battlefields where men have died with extreme suddenness. The eyes were wide open; the fists were clenched by the sides.

			The spot where he had fallen was an open space at the far end of the vault. Beyond him, set in the wall, was the safe—a large and massive, but not particularly modern arrangement. Behind was a curiously-carved chair of some black Eastern wood, and in front, staring vacantly across the vault, towered a Hindu idol of amazing hideousness and gigantic proportions. Blake dropped upon his knees beside the body, and began a rapid examination. For a moment he fingered the head; then he looked up to Kent.

			“Whoever dealt the blow must have been very strong,” he said. “The man’s skull is a pulp. I see there are blood-marks on the floor all the way across from the base of that idol,” went on Blake. “Minns must have been standing close by it when the other hit him!”

			“Perhaps he was admiring it?” said the inspector.

			“It’s not beautiful,” replied Blake. “I think it’s Kala, the Hindu god of death. See, he has the trident in his right hand, and a necklet of skulls. Yes, it’s Kala without a doubt.”

			“Afraid I’m sadly ignorant of Hindu mythology,” said Kent, repressing a yawn. “Now I must leave you, Mr, Blake. One of my men will remain in the shop; if it’s all the same to you, we’ll shift the body now to the mortuary.”

			“By all means, I have seen as much of it us I need.” As Blake spoke he covered the remains again with the sheet. “But I sha’n’t he leaving just yet. I want to have a good look round.”

			There was a ghost of a smile on Sexton Blake’s lips as he watched the inspector depart, but the moment the latter was through the iron doors the detective was all alert. Out came a tiny ivory rule, and he once more removed the sheet, and took quick but accurate measurements of the wound in the head. He had hardly replaced the sheet for the second time before the constables arrived with a stretcher, and carried away the crushed remains. Then Blake was again left alone in this strange underground museum, with its glaring electric lights and its heavy, Eastern atmosphere. But he did not move about, searching for the weapon with which the murder had been committed. Instead, he stood for some minutes on the very spot where Minns’ body had lain, and gazed up at the inscrutable eyes of the huge idol, which stood opposite.

			Then suddenly he became alive again. Out came the rule, pencil, paper, and a small but powerful magnifying-glass, and Blake set to work with sudden silent energy.

			It was twenty minutes before Blake heard footsteps on the stairs, and Lazarus Rosenthal came into the vault. “Haf you found anything!” he asked. “Chiefly dirt,” replied Blake. “Have you any place where I could wash my hands?”

			There was a little dressing-room at the back of the shop, fitted with a fixed basin and hot and cold taps. Blake washed his hands, and when he had done so his next proceeding was to clip off a tiny morsel of the cake of soap, and, placing it in an empty envelope, drop the envelope into his breast-pocket. Then he rejoined Rosenthal.

			“I can’t do anything more here at present,” said the detective. “I may drop in again.”

			“You will find me here any time up to seven,” Rosenthal assured him.

			III.

			Less than a quarter of an hour later he was in the British Museum, enquiring for Professor Haden.

			“Ha! you, Blake?” said the professor.

			“I’d like to have a translation of this inscription.” Blake took out from his inner pocket a long strip of paper, on which was a rubbing in pencil.

			The professor glanced at it.

			“Pali, the sacred language of India. A child could read it!” he said.

			“Not this child,” replied Blake, good-humoredly, “Take pity on my ignorance, professor, and tell me the meaning.”

			“Here it is, then!” snapped the professor. And Blake whipped out his note-book.

			“‘In my heart are the treasures of the Temple; but seek not to open, lest death come upon thee.’ Got it?”

			“Yes, thanks,” said Blake. “Good-bye, professor, and many thanks.”

			* * * *

			Blake drove back to Bond Street, stopping at a post office on the way. Rosenthal seemed surprised to see the detective back so soon.

			“I want to have one more look round to see if I can find the weapon Minns’ murderer used,” explained Blake. “And, by-the-by, Mr, Rosenthal, can you tell me anything of the past history of the man? Was he ever in the Army?”

			“I belief he was,” replied Rosenthal. “But I do not know. He came to me from Strombergs’. They can perhaps tell you more.”

			Blake nodded, and passed down into the vault, where he began a search through the forest of curiosities with which the place was stocked. Rosenthal watched him for a little while, and then a customer came in—a smart-looking young man, who, if the curio-dealer had only known it, was in reality Tinker, Blake’s clever assistant, to whom his chief had telephoned on his way back from the museum.

			The moment Rosenthal was away Blake deftly closed the iron doors and went straight to the giant idol, the black god Kala.

			He climbed on to the pedestal, and, catching hold of the left arm of the monstrous image with his own right hand, began feeling with his left over the wide expanse of the deity’s chest. Presently, amid the carved drapery, his cautious fingers encountered a small metal ring.

			“Got it!” he muttered in triumph.

			And, whipping out a piece of stout cord from his pocket, he tied one end firmly to the ring, and, holding the other, walked back some paces.

			“My head’s pretty thick,” he chuckled grimly, “but I’m not taking any risk?, thank you!”

			So saying, he gave the cord a sharp tug.

			The result was startling. As a square section of the idol’s chest fell open, the huge right arm dropped with a silent but terrifying force, and the ponderous trident club fairly whizzed through the air.

			“No wonder Minns’ skull was pulped!” exclaimed Blake.

			And, drawing himself up to the opening in the idol’s chest, he thrust his hand in, and, after a moment’s fumbling in the cavity, drew out a small morocco case.

			“I thought so!” he exclaimed triumphantly, as there, in its nest of white velvet, shone and glistened with iridescent lustre the famous Black Pearl of Bahrein.

			Rapidly pocketing the pearl, he jumped down, and carefully examined the trident club, ending by putting his nose close to it and smelling it.

			Then, climbing back on to the pedestal, he pressed the open flap back with all his force. Slowly the giant right arm, and the club it gripped in its giant fingers, rose to its former position. Presently there was a slight snap, and all was as before.

			Another minute, and Blake was back in the shop, where the smart young man was still deep in conversation with Rosenthal.

			“I have quite finished for the present, Mr. Rosenthal,” said Blake. “I’ll let you know if any further developments occur.”

			* * * *

			Leaving the shop, Blake went straight to the insurance office, where he amazed Harcourt by asking him to ring up Rosenthal at once and request his immediate presence.

			When the manager had done so, Blake spoke again, giving exact directions on what to say when Rosenthal appeared.

			It seemed a very long time, but was not really quite half an hour, before the curio-dealer, with a jaunty air but puzzled face, was ushered in.

			Harcourt greeted him gravely.

			“Mr. Rosenthal,” he said abruptly, “I wished to tell you that we are not satisfied about this business of the stolen pearl. We mean to fight the case!”

			“Fight the case!” exclaimed the dealer. “Why, you haf not a leg to stand upon! It is as clear a case of burglary as effer was seen!”

			“Quite so,” returned Harcourt drily. “But the question is, who was the burglar?”

			“That is for you to find out,” said Rosenthal.

			“We have found out,” replied Harcourt quietly. “At least, this gentleman has”—pointing to Sexton Blake.

			Sexton Blake came forward.

			“Yes, Mr. Rosenthal. When you arrived at your shop this morning at a quarter past nine, not half-past, as you told Mr. Kent, you found this man Minns dead on the floor, and the idea occurred to you that here was a chance in a million to steal the pearl. You opened the safe yourself and took out the pearl. Then you washed the idol’s club clean of the blood which bespattered it, and pushed it back to its former position. Then you hid the pearl and called the police. Those are my deductions.”

			“Those are your deductions, are they?” Rosenthal remarked scornfully. “And whot proof haf you? Where is der pearl?”

			For answer, Blake drew from his pocket the little red morocco case and snapped it open. There lay the great black pearl on its bed of white velvet.

			Rosenthal’s face went an ugly ash colour; his prominent eyes goggled horribly. Then suddenly down he went flop on his knees on the floor.

			“Haf pity!” he begged. “I will confess it all!”

			* * * *

			“It was all simple enough,” said Blake afterwards, in reply to a question from Harcourt, “from the moment that I realised that the wound on Minns’ head had been made by the idol’s club. Minns, you see, had been a soldier, and had served in India, where he had evidently picked up enough of the Pali language to decipher the inscription on the base of the image, Of course, he did not come after the pearl. As a matter of fact, he probably knew nothing about the gem, for he was discharged at a moment’s notice two days before Sir Curtis left it with Rosenthal.

			“Equally, of course, Minns had no accomplice. He broke in with the object of stealing the treasure which he believed to be in the idol’s heart. The moment he pulled the ring the hidden mechanism caused the club to fall and kill him. The rest you know.”

		

	
		
			THE BLACK DIAMOND

			September 4, 1909

			I.

			“Your Excellency will wear the pearls?”

			The Countess Doldorf gave a little petulant shrug of her very shapely shoulders, and looked from a table all a-glitter with jewels to the lovely vision in the mirror opposite her, and then into the anxious, attentive face of Justine, her Parisian maid.

			“I am tired of pearls, Justine,” she said. “Open my safe and get me the black diamond pendant. I will wear only that.”

			“It will he ravishing!” cooed Justine. “With the amber gown of madame, and with her corn-gold hair, and her throat more fair than the pallor of a field of lilies, the black diamond will be of an exquisite taste! Yet her Excellency will remember that the clasp is not very firm, and the jewel is beyond price.”

			“You are insufferable, Justine, with your eternal prudence!” said the countess, with a merry laugh. “You are worse than his Excellency! He, at least, spares me sermons! Get me the black diamond.”

			“As madame wishes!” sighed Justine.

			Flora Doldorf was the wife of one of the richest Russian nobles, famous in England, who took pleasure in lavishing on her the most costly and rare tokens of his affections that his wealth could procure.

			It was her first season in London, and tonight was to be the official consecration of her success. For the King would grace the ball she was giving, and she knew that she would be the cynosure of the most critical and sceptical and vigilant eyes in Europe. In the whole world there was nothing like the black diamond.

			“Madame will perhaps only wear it,” Justine suggested, “till his Majesty has gone. The clasp is even more loose than I thought. A touch—but a simple touch—and it would come undone.”

			“Oh, it is safe enough!” said Countess Doldorf, as she moved to the door.

			Carelessly conscious of an exquisite toilet, Countess Doldorf descended the stairs slowly. She hurried her pace, and in the same instant turned with a cry of alarm as a statue which she had just passed fell with a crash behind her. Paul Doldorf, startled by the crash, came racing up the stairs as Justine, with a terrified shriek, came racing down, and for a moment all was confusion.

			“My dear Paul,” cried the countess, “I do not know how it happened! I was hurrying to meet you, when I heard the thing crash down behind me. It is lucky I saw you, or I should have been walking slowly, and it would have fallen on me!”

			“It is the—” began Justine, then paused, and stared terrified at her mistress’s neck.

			“What is to do, Justine?” asked Countess Doldorf coldly.

			“Mon Dieu! The diamond!” whispered Justine. “The black diamond!”

			Countess Doldorf’s hand leapt to her throat, then fell outwards in a gesture of dismay and annoyance.

			“It has gone!” she said blankly, searching the floor with her eyes.

			Justine flung herself on her knees, groping from stair to stair.

			“You were wearing the pendant?” asked the count.

			“Yes, I had just put it on,” replied Countess Doldorf. “Justine told me the clasp was a little loose. It must have jerked free when I jumped round at the sound of the crash.”

			“Well, it can’t have gone far,” said Doldorf, with a reassuring smile. But at the end of a minute the count’s assurance changed to a look of consternation.

			“It must have slipped into your corsage,” he said, in an anxious tone.

			“No; I have tried. It is not on me,” replied his wife blankly. In vain they called back the servants bearing away the broken statue; in wain examined the hall and gallery, the stairs and corridor. The pendant was not to be found.

			“This is very serious,” said the count quietly, “For your own sakes, as well as for mine, you three men, and you, Justine, must be searched.” They submitted; But the diamond had mysteriously, inexplicably vanished.

			II.

			“Before examining the staircase, I should like to ask a question of Justine,” said Sexton Blake.

			In answer to a telephone summons, he had hastened to the count’s house, and had heard with unconcealed interest the tale of the extraordinary disappearance.

			“Justine is quite above suspicion!” said Countess Doldorf. “She has been with me for years, and had she wanted to be dishonest she could have decamped with all my jewels any day.”

			“My suspicions do not point towards Justine,” said Blake gravely; “but it is possible that she may have observed some detail that escaped your notice. I understand, count, that the maid was at your wife’s side as soon as you yourself were?”

			“About two seconds sooner, I should think,” said Doldorf. “I stumbled over a chair in the hall as I dashed for the staircase when I heard my wife’s cry and that resounding crash.”

			“It is obvious, then, that Justine must have been on the staircase, and have possibly seen how the statue came to fall,” said Blake. “With your permission, I would like to see her alone.”

			One glance into the French maid’s shrewd, secretive face told Blake that if she had anything to conceal he would labour in vain to discover it from her speech.

			“Your master will have told you who I am,” he said, in his pleasantest manner, “and I may say at once that they have expressed the highest confidence in yon. I want you to tell me why you were on the grand staircase at a moment when your duties would naturally have detained you in your mistress’s room putting away her jewels?”

			Justine’s face took a sickly hue, then flushed scarlet, and her black eyes glittered spitefully.

			“Is monsieur going to teach me my duties?” she said. “I do not see it was anything very extraordinary that I should he on the grand staircase. I am not ashamed of it.”

			“Why should you be?” said Blake soothingly.

			“Mon Dieu! It is simple enough,” said Justine. “I desired to see how my mistress looked as she went down. She was so radiant, I could not resist following her!”

			“Very natural,” murmured Blake, “and very fortunate, for you would thus have seen how it was the statue fell.”

			“Ma foi, no!” she replied. “When I heard the crash I had already turned to regain madame’s room and put her jewels away. But at the sound of the breaking stone and madame’s cry I turned again, to see the statue fallen and madame gazing at it, bewildered. And I rushed down, afraid that she was hurt.”

			“Even though you saw the count with her?” murmured Blake.

			“What will you?” retorted the maid, with a little shrug of her shapely shoulders, “One does not question with such impulses. I saw that the count was at her elbow—yes; but I did not give him a thought. I thought only of my mistress.”

			“Thank you!” said Blake, a strange gleam in his eyes. “That is all I want at present.”

			“Justine’s replies are quite satisfactory,” said Blake, rejoining Doldorf and his wife in the hall. “I would like now to examine the staircase. I shall he glad, count, if you will stand where you were standing when you heard Countess Doldorf’s cry.”

			He ran lightly up the stairs till he reached the point where they gave on to the flying gallery. From the balustrade opposite he could see all the hall, and the count standing almost beneath him, by a table littered with various books and papers. Stepping back into the gallery, he saw that he was completely hidden from anyone in the hall, but in full view of anyone above. Yet it was obvious that, had the statue that had fallen still occupied its niche on the right entrance to the gallery, he would have been able to conceal himself from the view of anyone coming down the stairs.

			“So you had only eyes for madam, my catty little Justine?” he murmured, as, following the gallery, he went on to hands and knees and scrutinised the floor of the recess through a powerful lens. Then he stepped through the open window on to the balcony without, and gave a little laugh of satisfaction as he examined the leaded surface, moist with the heavy dew.

			He descended to the hall again, consulting his watch.

			“Well?” said Doldorf anxiously, “What do you make of it, Mr. Blake? Have you solved the problem? Or docs it baffle you as completely as it mystifies me?”

			“I think I have solved the problem,” said Blake coolly.

			“What? You know where the pendant has got to?” cried the count.

			“Can you recover it?” asked the countess eagerly.

			“It is now half-past eight,” said Blake, evading a direct reply. “I understand that your reception does not take place till ten. If you would care to spend an interesting half-hour, I would suggest that you take a box at the Frivolity.”

			“You are joking, Mr. Blake!” said the count.

			“The turn I particularly want you to see,” pursued Blake, meeting the count’s angry gaze with an enigmatic smile, “begins at five minutes to nine. If you will be good enough to be in your box then, and to follow the instructions I shall send to you, I think I may safely say that by ten o’clock you will have your diamond again in your possession.”

			“And shall we not see you there?” asked the countess.

			“Oh, certainly, as far as I can anticipate,” said Blake. “I have a few enquiries to make, but I shall be there.”

			“We’ll go at once, Paul,” said the countess, as Blake took a hurried leave. “That man inspires me with the utmost confidence. Besides, I’m dying to know what is going to happen!”

			III.

			“I DON’T know why Blake wanted to bring us here,” said Doldorf, as he gazed, half an hour later, from his box at the Frivolity at the antics of a quick-change artist who was delighting his audience impersonating leading men in London.

			His wife’s reply was interrupted by the entrance of an attendant with a note.

			Doldorf read it, whispered a message to the attendant, and handed the note to his wife.

			In two minutes (it ran) the man on the stage will impersonate you. Lean forward and draw his attention by clapping. Tell the attendant who brings this to bring you the actor after his turn to receive your congratulations. I will come with him.

			SEXTON BLAKE.

			“Oh, it’s killing!” cried the countess, as the man in front re-appeared, mimicking to the life the appearance, mannerisms, and voice of her husband.

			“Applaud, Paul, quickly!”

			Doldorf, pink with vexation, leant forward and clapped, the countess joining him. A shout of delight went up from the house as they were recognised, and for a moment the eyes of the actor rested on them with an expression of obvious stupefaction, and his hand flew to his heart. It was his last turn, and, after acknowledging the encore, he disappeared in the wings.

			A few minutes later the door of the count’s box opened again, and the attendant introduced “Professor Julius Hake,” still garbed in his last impersonation, and at the same moment Blake stepped in and softly bolted the door.

			The professor seemed anything but at his ease as he listened to the count’s congratulations, and, stammering his acknowledgments, made to back out. He was interrupted by Sexton Blake, who, slipping an arm through his, held him in a grip of iron.

			“You are forgetting something, Julius, my friend,” said the detective pleasantly. “When one impersonates so courteous a gentleman as the count, one should be complete in every detail.”

			“Sexton Blake!” stuttered Hake, blanching under his grease-paint.

			“Yes, your old acquaintance, Sexton Blake,” said the detective, in a gently ironic tone. “Come, Julius, play up to your part. Do you not see that the countess is overwhelmed with anxiety lest you should lose her diamond pendant.”

			“I don’t know what you mean!” said Hake. And, with a sudden violent contortion, he tried to wrench himself free. But Blake’s grip hardened, and at a sign from him the attendant laid hands on Hake’s other arm.

			“Yes, you do, Julius!” said Blake. “But, as you are so stubborn, I must do the honours.”

			He dived his hand into the opening of Hake’s shirt, and drew out a little chamois-leather bag.

			“If you will open that,” he said to the count, “you will find the pendant inside. And now, Tony, you had better take Hake outside and accompany him to Bow Street.”

			“But how on earth did you hit on it, Mr. Blake?” said the delighted Russian, as Hake was conveyed away.

			“It was really very simple,” said Blake. “Thanks to your immediate search, it was at once evident that the diamond must have gone by way of the gallery and the window—that is to say, someone must have been concealed there. An examination of the balcony assured me that no one would have dared to enter or escape that way into the street. He would have been immediately caught. I picked up the marks of the man’s feet on the balcony. He had evidently waited there for some time, probably till you had finished dinner, before venturing to slip out and leave the house by the front door. Of course, the maid Justine was an accomplice. She gave herself away when she told me that she saw you at your wife’s elbow at the moment when she turned as the statue fell. Hake, got up as you, had been lying concealed in the gallery. Probably his intention was to raid your room while you were at dinner, but, seeing the black diamond on your wife’s neck, he was seized with the idea of throwing down the statue, grabbing the diamond, and fleeing back to cover. What renders Justine’s complicity beyond a doubt is the fact that she left the imprint of her shoes on the dew-drenched balcony. She evidently went there to warn him of the madness of making any attempt on your safe that night.”

			“But how could he get in and out?” asked the count. “There is always a footman on my door.”

			“The footman took him for you,” replied Blake, “when he entered. And Justine got rid of him to let the scoundrel out. I cleared up that point when I left you.”

			“And you spotted the fellow straight off as this impersonator of the halls?” asked Doldorf.

			“Ah, Julius Hake is an old acquaintance of mine!” said Blake, “I knew he was impersonating you at the Frivolity, and I knew his insatiable appetite for unique gems. The association of ideas was too strong not to subject him to suspicion. The chances were a hundred to one against the jewel being anywhere but on his person; and he betrayed its whereabouts by the instinctive gesture he gave when he caught sight of you in the box.”

		

	
		
			THE MISSING WILL

			December 18, 1909

			I.

			“Great Scott! Flinders, of Corpus! And up at eight!”

			Sexton Blake sat back from his breakfast-table and stared in unaffected astonishment at the lantern-jawed, sallow-cheeked, heavy-eyed man whom Simmons had just shown into his room at Messenger Square this December morning as the clock was striking eight.

			His visitor gave a somewhat sickly smile, placed his silk hat carefully on a side-table, and advanced with outstretched hand towards the detective.

			Blake looked at the big, blue, rather flaccid paw, and coolly shook his head.

			“Not much!” he said drily. “Too beastly cold! Go and warm. Have some brekker?”

			He had never particularly cared for Flinders of Corpus in his Oxford days; for he was a soulless, rather spineless individual, curiously but insistently suggestive of an aquarium; and Blake was ever of too vivid a temperament to care for gelatinous vitalities. But some years had passed since then, and Septimus Flinders was now by way of being one of the most closely-marked successful solicitors in London, and was generally spoken of as being a sounder lawyer than many a K.C.; while his reputation among the criminal classes approached the dimensions of a public scandal, so craftily did he pilot past conviction and into liberty men whose guilt no sane man could doubt.

			He had even plucked from punishment one or two men that Blake himself had earmarked as destined to a lengthy sojourn at the expense of a grateful country; and though the detective had not the small and bitter mind that bears grudges, yet he could not help regarding this cadaverous faced lawyer as a distinct danger to the public. Nor was he at all inclined to waste any time in pretending to be more cordial than he felt.

			“Thank you, I have breakfasted,” said Flinders, stepping over to the fire and looking moodily at Blake. “I must apologise for disturbing you so early, but as my firm insisted on consulting you, I thought I had better make sure of finding you in and laying the matter before you myself.”

			“The case concerns the will of a distant relative of my own,” proceeded Flinders, in his drab, monotonous voice. “Our senior partner drew the will up some years ago; but old Joshua Flinders was a very stubborn and suspicious old man and insisted on keeping the will himself. He died a fortnight ago, at his house in Hampstead. But despite the most careful search the will has not been found.”

			“He may have changed his mind, and destroyed it,” suggested Blake.

			“I think not,” drawled Flinders. “I was there when he died, and in the presence of the doctor he indicated an escritoire in a corner of his room, and said, ‘You will find my will there.’ But his memory must have been at fault. It was not there. And where it is has so far completely baffled us to imagine. The firm would like you to look into the matter. There will be, of course, your usual tee, whatever the result. But if you succeed in finding the will, I am authorised to offer you a bonus of two hundred and fifty pounds.”

			“Are you interested under the will?” asked Blake nonchalantly. “Was your relative wealthy?”

			“He was probably worth some three million pounds,” said Flinders, in a tone devoid of the slightest emotion. “Under the missing will, I was practically his heir. He has a son, who has been wild beyond all forgiveness. The old man was adamant against him. He would not even have his name mentioned in the will. His son—Harry is his name—came home when his father was dying, and was in the house for a few days before his death. He had also a niece—Miss Marion Hammond—er—a very beautiful girl.”

			He paused for a moment, and Blake, in the cover of the dish opposite him, saw Flinders’ tongue moisten his thick lips, while a kind of angry, baffled light flecked his dark eyes.

			It was a moment’s exhibition, but to so keen, a student of psychology as was Blake it spoke eloquently.

			“And was this niece also a beneficiary?” asked Blake suavely.

			“On conditions,” replied Flinders. “It was Joshua’s desire that she should become my wife. And she was to receive ten thousand a year in her own right, and all his collection of pearls, on her marriage to me. If she married otherwise, she was to receive a legacy of one hundred pounds, and no more. She had been living with him. And I may add at once that the day before her uncle died she clandestinely married old Joshua’s son Harry, at the Hampstead Registrar’s Office, by special licence. And this brings me, also, to the fact that old Joshua’s collection of pearls, valued at something like sixty thousand pounds, is also missing. They were in their case in his collection-room at ten o’clock of the morning of his death, for I saw them myself. But at noon—he died at eleven fifteen—they had disappeared, and no trace of them has been discovered.”

			Blake’s brow was thoughtful, and he drummed lightly on the table with his fingers.

			“In case the will is not found,” he said abruptly, “the whole estate vests, I presume, in the son?”

			“That is so,” said Flinders.

			“H’m!” said Blake. “On the mere face of it, and without prejudice, as you lawyers say, there would seem to be a very heavy burden of suspicion resting on Mr. Harry Flinders—if not also on his bride.”

			“On both, I think,” said Flinders. “They stood to lose all. They now stand to gain all.”

			“And we have an uncommonly poor chance,” said Blake, rising and loading his pipe; “for, unless the man is a born fool—and the woman too—they will have promptly consigned the will to the flames the moment they had it.”

			“Yes,” admitted Septimus Flinders, with a sudden yellow gleam of passion in his sombre eyes, and the flicker of a smile that made Blake think of the eating of acid into steel, so venomous was it and corrosive—”yes; they will probably have done that. But, Mr. Blake”—he bent forward, and his voice grew suddenly hoarse and trembling with age and the lust of vengeance—”they will not throw into the flames sixty thousand pounds’ worth of pearls. That is what we have got to seek and to find, and what will yet place Harry Flinders and his wife in the dock.”

			“We shall see,” said Blake coldly. “Anyway, I’ll look into the matter for you.”

			“Then I will conduct you at once to Hampstead,” said Flinders. “My motor is waiting.”

			II.

			Blake was very silent on the journey out. Of all things that he mistrusted in criminal cases, he most mistrusted an obvious case presented by an interested and vindictive party.

			It was, therefore, with a mind strung to very high tension that he arrived at White Gables, the residence of the late Joshua Flinders, a large, somewhat gloomy-looking Victorian house in the East Heath Road, overlooking that part of the heath known as the Vale of Health.

			The hall door opened as they advanced up the steps, giving egress to a man and woman, whom Blake instantly dubbed as the finest-looking couple he had ever seen.

			The man was carrying two pairs of skates, and, together, he and the woman formed as pleasant a picture of winter’s delight as could be imagined.

			“Harry Flinders and his wife!” whispered Septimus Flinders in a choked voice.

			He presented Blake more formally, as they reached the couple, who were regarding them with a sort of bantering good-humour in their eyes.

			“Well, Mr. Blake,” said young Flinders, “I am sure I hope you may succeed in your search. I am afraid it is ail up with our skating, Marion. I should like to be here, if anything is found, chiefly, Mr. Blake, because my cousin here has hardly taken the pains to conceal his suspicions that I or my wife—or both of us—are responsible for the disappearance of my father’s pearls, and of the will which would have given him my father’s fortune.”

			“It will be as well that you should be here,” said Blake gravely. “I would like first to see the room where the pearls were kept, then the room in which Mr. Flinders died, and then the rooms occupied by the various parties interested.”

			It was only when Blake eventually reached the room sacred to the use of Harry Flinders that his interest seemed to quicken into a lively curiosity. It was a large room, situated on the ground floor, next door to the collection-room, and, like it, looking out on to the garden and the heath beyond.

			In the bay-window was a table and an arm-chair, and a revolving book case. In a far corner of the room was a four-foot brass bedstead, with a double-glassed wardrobe to the right of it, and a dressing-table to the left, whilst the rest of the floor space was free; and in a corner opposite the bedstead a couple of guns, a cricket-bat, and various golfing-clubs were piled together in careless disorder.

			Blake stood at the door leaning on his stick, his eyes appearing to roam the room, though in reality his whole attention was fixed on a little mirror that was let into the outside link in his left shirt-cuff.

			Presently, with a little jerk of his head, he crossed the room, and, taking up one gun after another, opened the breaches and squinted down the barrels. Then he tapped the stocks, against the wall, as if to make sure they were solid. He next turned his attention to the golf-clubs, and treated them to the same experimental investigation.

			Harry Flinders looked on with a broad grin of amusement on his handsome face, though his wife looked grave and concerned. Septimus had drawn nearer and nearer to Blake. His jaw was thrust forward; a light sweat made his cheeks greasy, and his eyes were positively wolfish in the intensity of their anticipation as he followed Blake’s every movement about the room.

			Blake, though his back was half towards him, lost nothing of the play of his face in the mirror in his link, and a peculiar smile flickered an instant on his lips as he lifted up the only article he had not as yet touched.

			It was a challenge bat, with a silver shield let in above the splice.

			“Be careful with that bat! I prize it!” said Harry, coming forward. “It is a trophy of my Oxford days.”

			“A most interesting one!” said Blake drily, as he examined the shield and the back of the splicing through his lens, and walked over to the table in the window.

			“Most interesting!” he repeated. And then, with a sudden pressure of his thumb on the shield, and a deft movement of both wrists, he lifted the handle clean away from the blade, and, turning the latter upside-down, shook out a shower of pearls onto the table.

			For a moment there was a dead silence that was broken by a low wail from the girl, who had shrank away from her husband’s side, and was looking at him wildly with dazed, horror-stricken eyes.

			“As I thought,” said the lawyer, in a soft, unctuous tone.

			“It is a plant!” said Harry passionately. “I did not even know the bat was made like that! Someone has had it done! I swear it! It was not like that when I used it last! I made a century off it! It would have splintered into forty pieces ax the first hit! It is a foul conspiracy!”

			“Heroics and humbug will hardly serve you at this stage!” snapped the lawyer. “I shall formally charge him, Mr. Blake!”

			“What with?” said Blake drily. “In the absence of any will, the stones are his own property.”

			The lawyer went White as paper.

			Blake watched him narrowly. The lawyer took up the bat and peered into the hollow.

			“There is a document in there,” he said in a shrill, excited tone.

			Blake took the bat from him, and with the aid of a dagger-like paper-knife on the table, drew out, after some skilful probing, a single sheet of parchment.

			It was the last will and testament of Joshua Flinders, and, in some fifteen lines, devised the estate in the manner the lawyer had already described.

			“This puts a different complexion on the matter,” said Blake, as he pocketed the will and tucked the bat under his arm.

			“You still persist in the charge, Mr. Flinders?”

			“More than ever!” snapped the lawyer, with an air of sardonic satisfaction.

			“In that case,” said Blake, looking hard at Harry Flinders, “I must acquaint the police, and you had better come along with me at once. I will see you at three o’clock, and report in your office, Mr. Flinders.”

			“At three,” said the lawyer.

			Marion followed Sexton Blake and her husband to the waiting taxi.

			“I am coming with you!” she said determinedly.

			“It is the one thing I wanted to ask you to do,” said Blake, as he handed her in, waving her husband to follow. Then, whispering an order to the chauffeur, he climbed in himself.

			* * * * *

			It was exactly three o’clock when Blake, accompanied by a police inspector, was shown into Mr. Septimus Flinders’ room in Lincoln’s Inn Fields.

			“You are punctual,” began the lawyer, with an unctuous smile, that faded into an expression of fear and wrath as he perceived behind the inspector the forms of Harry and his bride.

			“What is the meaning of this?” he cried, starting to ibis feet.

			“It means,” said Blake coolly, “that you are to be arrested for conspiracy and attempted fraud.”

			“You’re mad!” snarled the lawyer, coolly seating himself.

			“Your mistake,” said Blake sweetly; “you shall judge. I suspected you from the first. You made your case too obvious. But you forgot to control your features in your cousin’s room. I was watching your eyes in this mirror in my link. They blazed on the bat. It was as though you told me in so many words that the pearls and the will were there. But on the bat, as on the parchment, I found in three distinct places the trace of your thumb. I traced the workmanship and hollowing of the bat to Kitson, in Red Lion Street, and he identified you as his customer.

			“I also traced the chemicals you used on the will to efface the codicil to your purpose. It may interest you still further to know that by the use of other chemicals we have restored the codicil intact, and are ready to prove that it revokes your interest, and leaves all jointly to Harry and his wife, whom it appoints sole executors. That is the case against you, and I don’t think, with all your cleverness, you will squeeze out of it. Take him outside, inspector, before he faints.”
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