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Chapter 1

A CLIENT FOR PAUL HARLEY

Some of Paul Harley's most interesting caseswere brought to his notice
in an almost accidental way. Although he closed his office in Chancery
Lane sharply at the hour of six, the hour of six by no means marked the
end of his businessday. His work was practically ceaselessBut even in
times of leisure, at the club or theatre, fate would sometimes castin his
path the first slender thread which was ultimately to lead him into some
unsuspected labyrinth, perhaps in the underworld of London, perhaps
in a city of the Far East.

His investigation of the caseof the man with the shaven skull afforded
an instance of this, and even more notable was his first meeting with Ma-
jor Jack Ragstaff of the Cavalry Club, a meeting which took place after
the office had been closed, but which led to the unmasking of perhaps
the most cunning murderer in the annals of crime.

One summer's evening when the little clock upon his table was rapidly
approaching the much-desired hour, Harley lay back in his chair and
stared meditatively across his private office in the direction of a large
and very handsome Burmese cabinet, which seemed strangely out of
place amid the filing drawers, bookshelves, and other usual impedi-
menta of a professional man. A peculiarly uninteresting week was draw-
ing to a close,and he was wondering if this betokened a decreasedactiv-
ity in the higher criminal circles, or whether it was merely one of those
usual quiescent periods which characterize every form of warfare.

Paul Harley, although the fact was unknown to the general public, oc-
cupied something of the position of an unofficial field marshal of the
forces arrayed against evildoers. Throughout the war he had undertaken
confidential work of the highest importance, especially in regard to the
Near East, with which he was intimately acquainted. A member of the
English bar, and the last court of appeal to which Home Office and For-
eign Office alike camein troubled times, the brassplate upon the door of



his unassuming premises in Chancery Lane conveyed little or nothing to
the uninitiated.

The man himself, with his tropical bronze and air of eager vitality,
must have told the most carelessobserver that he stood in the presence
of an extraordinary personality. He was slightly gray at the temples in
thesedays, but young in mind and body, physically fit, and possessedof
an intellectual keennesswhich had forced recognition from two hemi-
spheres. His office was part of an old city residence, and his chambers
adjoined his workroom, so that now, noting that his table clock re-
gistered the hour of six, he pressed a bell which summoned Innes, his
confidential secretary.

"Well, Innes," said Harley, looking around, "another uneventful day."

"Very uneventful, Mr. Harley. About a month of this and you will
have to resume practice at the bar."

Paul Harley laughed.

“Not a bit likely, Innes," he replied. "No more briefs for me. | shall re-
tire to Norfolk and devote my declining years to fishing."

"l don't know that fishing would entirely satisfy me," said Innes.

"It would more than satisfy me," returned Harley. "But every man to
his own ambition. Well, there is no occasionto wait; you might as well
get along. But what's that you've got in your hand?"

"Well," replied Innes, laying a card upon the table, "I was just coming
in with it when you rang."

Paul Harley glanced at the card.

"Sir Charles Abingdon,"” he read aloud, staring reflectively at his sec-
retary. "That is the osteologist?"

"Yes," answered Innes, "but | fancy he has retired from practice."

"Ah," murmured Harley, "I wonder what he wants. | suppose | had
better seehim, as| fancy that he and | met casually someyearsagoin In-
dia. Ask him to come in, will you?"

Innes retiring, there presently entered a distinguished-looking, elderly
gentleman upon whose florid facerested an expression not unlike that of
embarrassment.

"Mr. Harley," he began, "l feel somewhat ill at easein encroaching
upon your time, for | am by no means sure that my casecomes within
your particular province."

"Sit down, Sir Charles,"” said Harley with quiet geniality. "Officially,
my working day is ended; but if nothing comes of your visit beyond a
chat it will have beenvery welcome. Calcutta, was it not, where we last
met?"



"It was," replied Sir Charles, placing his hat and cane upon the table
and sitting down rather wearily in a big leather armchair which Harley
had pushed forward. "If | presume upon so slight an acquaintance, | am
sorry, but | must confessthat only the fact of having met you socially en-
couraged me to make this visit."

He raised his eyesto Harley's face and gazed at him with that peculi-
arly searching look which belongs to members of his profession; but
mingled with it was an expression of almost pathetic appeal, of appeal
for understanding, for sympathy of some kind.

"Go on, Sir Charles," said Harley. He pushed forward a box of cigars.
"Will you smoke?"

“Thanks, no," was the answer.

Sir Charles evidently was oppressed by some secrettrouble, thus Har-
ley mused silently, as, taking out atin of tobacco from a cabinet beside
him, he beganin leisurely manner to load a briar. In this he desired to
convey that he treated the visit asthat of a friend, and also, since busi-
ness was over, that Sir Charles might without scruple speak at length
and at leisure of whatever matters had brought him there.

“Very well, then,"” began the surgeon; "I am painfully conscious that
the facts which | am in a position to lay before you are very scanty and
unsatisfactory."

Paul Harley nodded encouragingly.

“If this were not so," he explained, "you would have no occasionto ap-
ply to me, Sir Charles. It is my businessto look for facts. Naturally, | do
not expect my clients to supply them."

Sir Charles slowly nodded his head, and seemedin some measure to
recover confidence.

"Briefly, then," he said, "l believe my life is in danger."

"You mean that there is someone who desires your death?"

"l do."

"H'm," said Harley, replacing the tin in the cupboard and striking a
match. "Even if the facts are scanty, no doubt you have fairly substantial
grounds for such a suspicion?"

"I cannot say that they are substantial, Mr. Harley. They are rather
more circumstantial. Frankly, | have forced myself to come here, and
now that | have intruded upon your privacy, | realize my difficulties
more keenly than ever."

The expression of embarrassment upon the speaker's face had grown
intense; and now he paused, bending forward in his chair. He seemedin
his glance to appeal for patience on the part of his hearer, and Harley,



lighting his pipe, nodded in understanding fashion. He was the last man
in the world to jump to conclusions. He had learned by bitter experience
that lightly to dismiss such casesas this of Sir Charles as coming within

the province of delusion, was sometimes tantamount to refusing aid to a
man in deadly peril.

"You are naturally anxious for the particulars,” Sir Charles presently
resumed. "They bear, | regret to say, a close resemblanceto the symp-
toms of awell-known form of hallucination. In short, with one exception,
they may practically all be classed under the head of surveillance."”

"Surveillance," said Paul Harley. "You mean that you are more or less
constantly followed?"

"l do."

"And what is your impression of this follower?"

"A very hazy one. To-night, as| cameto your office, | have every reas-
on to believe that someone followed me in a taxicab."

"You came in a car?"

"l did."

"And a cab followed you the whole way?"

"Practically the whole way, except that as my chauffeur turned into
Chancery Lane, the cab stopped at the corner of Fleet Street."

"Your idea is that your pursuer followed on foot from this point?"

"Such was my impression."

"H'm, quite impossible. And is this sort of thing constant, Sir Charles?"

"It has been for some time past.”

"Anything else?"

"One very notable thing, Mr. Harley. | was actually assaultedlessthan
a week ago within sight of my own house."

“Indeed! Tell me of this." Paul Harley becameaware of an awakening
curiosity. Sir Charles Abingdon was not the type of man who is lightly
intimidated.

"I had beento visit afriend in the neighbourhood," Sir Charles contin-
ued, "whom | am at present attending professionally, although | am ac-
tually retired. | was returning acrossthe square, closeto midnight, when,
fortunately for myself, | detected the sound of light, pattering footsteps
immediately behind me. The place was quite deserted at that hour, and
although | was so near home, the worst would have happened, | fear, if
my senseof hearing had beenlessacute. | turned in the very instant that
a man was about to spring upon me from behind. He was holding in his
hand what looked like a large silk handkerchief. This encounter took



place in the shadow of some trees, and beyond the fact that my assailant
was a small man, | could form no impression of his identity."

"What did you do?"

"l turned and struck out with my stick."

"And then?"

"Then he made no attempt to contest the issue, but simply ran swiftly
off, always keeping in the shadows of the trees."

"Very strange,” murmured Harley. "Do you think he had meant to
drug you?"

"Maybe," replied Sir Charles. "The handkerchief was perhaps satur-
ated with some drug, or he may even have designed to attempt to
strangle me."

"And you formed absolutely no impression of the man?"

"None whatever, Mr. Harley. When you seethe spot at which the en-
counter took place, if you care to do so, you will recognize the diffi-
culties. It is perfectly dark there after nightfall.”

"H'm," mused Harley. "A very alarming occurrence, Sir Charles. It
must have shakenyou very badly. But we must not overlook the possib-
illity that this may have been an ordinary footpad.”

"His methods were scarcely those of a footpad,” murmured Sir
Charles.

"I quite agree," said Harley. "They were rather Oriental, if | may say
s0."

Sir Charles Abingdon started. "Oriental!" he whispered. "Yes, you are
right.”

"Does this suggest a train of thought?" prompted Harley.

Sir Charles Abingdon cleared his throat nervously. "It does, Mr. Har-
ley," he admitted, "but a very confusing train of thought. It leads me to a
point which | must mention, but which concerns a very well-known
man. Before | proceed | should like to make it clear that | do not believe
for a moment that he is responsible for this unpleasant business."

Harley stared at him curiously. "Nevertheless," he said, "there must be
some data in your possessionwhich suggestto your mind that he has
some connection with it."

“There are, Mr. Harley, and | should be deeply indebted if you could
visit my house this evening, when | could place this evidence, if evidence
it may be called, before you. | find myself in so delicate a position. If you
are free | should welcome your company at dinner."

Paul Harley seemed to be reflecting.



"Of course, Sir Charles," he said, presently, "your statementis very in-
teresting and curious, and | shall naturally make a point of going fully
into the matter. But before proceeding further there are two questions |
should like to ask you. The first is this: What is the name of the ‘well-
known' man to whom you refer? And the second: If not he then whom
do you suspect of being behind all this?"

“The one matter is so hopelessly involved in the other,"” he finally
replied, "that although | came here prepared as | thought with a full
statement of the case,l should welcome a further opportunity of rearran-
ging the facts before imparting them to you. One thing, however, | have
omitted to mention. It is, perhaps, of paramount importance. There was
a robbery at my house less than a week ago."

"What! A robbery! Tell me: what was stolen?"

"Nothing of the slightest value, Mr. Harley, to any one but myselfNor
so | should have supposed.” The speaker coughed nervously. "The thief
had gained admittance to my private study, where there are several
casesof Oriental jewellery and a number of piecesof valuable gold and
silverware, all antique. At what hour he came, how he gained admit-
tance,and how he retired, | cannot imagine. All the doors were locked as
usual in the morning and nothing was disturbed."

"l don't understand, then."

"I chanced to have occasion to open my bureau which | invariably
keep locked. ImmediatelyNimmediatelyNl  perceived that my papers
were disarranged. Close examination revealed the fact that a short
manuscript in my own hand, which had been placed in one of the pi-
geonholes, was missing."

"A manuscript,” murmured Harley. "Upon a technical subject?"

"Scarcelya technical subject, Mr. Harley. It was a brief account which |
had vaguely contemplated publishing in one of the reviews, a brief ac-
count of a very extraordinary patient whom | once attended.”

"And had you written it recently?"

"No; some years ago. But | had recently added to it. | may say that it
was my purpose still further to add to it, and with this object| had actu-
ally unlocked the bureau."”

"New facts respecting this patient had come into your possession?"

“They had."

"Before the date of the attack upon you?"

"Before that date, yes."

"And before surveillance of your movements began?"

"l believe so."



"May | suggestthat your patient and the 'well-known man' to whom
you referred are one and the same?"

“It is not so, Mr. Harley," returned Sir Charles in a tired voice.
"Nothing so simple. | realize more than ever that | must arrange my facts
in some sort of historical order. Therefore | ask you again: will you dine
with me to-night?"

"With pleasure,"” replied Harley, promptly. "I have no other
engagement.”

That his ready acceptancehad immensely relieved the troubled mind
of Sir Charles was evident enough. His visitor stood up. "I am not prone
to sickly fancies, Mr. Harley," he said. "But a conviction has been grow-
ing upon me for some time that | have incurred, how | cannot imagine,
but that nevertheless | have incurred powerful enmity. | trust our
evening's counsel may enable you, with your highly specialized fac-
ulties, to detect an explanation.”

And it was instructive to note how fluently he spoke now that he
found himself temporarily relieved of the necessity of confessing the
source of his mysterious fears.



Chapter 2

THE SIXTH SENSE

Paul Harley stepped into his car in Chancery Lane. "Drive in the direc-
tion of Hyde Park Corner," he directed the chauffeur. "Go along the
Strand."

Glancing neither right nor left, he entered the car, and presently they
were proceeding slowly with the stream of traffic in the Strand. "Pull up
at the Savoy," he said suddenly through the tube.

The car slowed down in that little bay which contains the entrance to
the hotel, and Harley stared fixedly out of the rear window, observing
the occupants of all other cars and cabswhich were following. For three
minutes or more he remained there watching. "Go on," he directed.

Again they proceeded westward and, half-way along Piccadilly, "Stop
at the Ritz," came the order.

The car pulled up before the colonnade and Harley, stepping out, dis-
missed the man and entered the hotel, walked through to the side en-
trance, and directed a porter to get him ataxicab. In this he proceeded to
the house of Sir Charles Abingdon. He had been seeking to learn wheth-
er he was followed, but in none of the faceshe had scrutinized had he
detected any interest in himself, sothat his idea that whoever was watch-
ing Sir Charles in all probability would have transferred attention to
himself remained no more than an idea. For all he had gained by his tac-
tics, Sir Charles's theory might be no more than a delusion after all.

The house of Sir Charles Abingdon was one of those small, discreet es-
tablishments, the very neatnessof whose appointments inspires respect
for the occupant. If anything had occurred during the journey to suggest
to Harley that Sir Charles was indeed under observation by a hidden en-
emy, the suave British security and prosperity of his residence must have
destroyed the impression.

As the cab was driven away around the corner, Harley paused for a
moment, glancing about him to right and left and up at the neatly cur-
tained windows. In the interval which had elapsed since Sir Charles's

10



departure from his office, he had had leisure to survey the outstanding
features of the story, and, discounting in his absencethe pathetic sincer-
ity of the narrator, he had formed the opinion that there was nothing in
the account which was not susceptible of an ordinary prosaic
explanation.

Sir Charles's hesitancy in regard to two of the questions asked had
contained a hint that they might involve intimate personal matters, and
Harley was prepared to learn that the source of the distinguished
surgeon's dread lay in some unrevealed episode of the past. Beyond the
fact that Sir Charles was a widower, he knew little or nothing of his
private life; and he was far too experienced an investigator to formulate
theories until all the facts were in his possession.Therefore it was with
keen interest that he looked forward to the interview.

Familiarity with crime, in its many complexions, East and West, had
developed in Paul Harley a sort of sixth sense.It was an evasive, fickle
thing, but was neverthelessthe attribute which had made him an invest-
igator of genius. Often enough it failed him entirely. It had failed him to-
nightNor else no one had followed him from Chancery Lane.

It had failed him earlier in the evening when, secretly, he had watched
from the office window Sir Charles's car proceeding toward the Strand.
That odd, sudden chill, as of an abrupt lowering of the temperature,
which often advised him of the nearnessof malignant activity, had not
been experienced.

Now, standing before Sir Charles's house, he "sensed"the atmosphere
keenlyNseeking for the note of danger.

There had beena thunder shower just before he had set out, and now,
although rain had ceased,the sky remained blackly overcastand a curi-
ous, dull stillness was come. The air had a welcome freshnessand the
glistening pavements looked delightfully cool after the parching heat of
the day. In the quiet square, no doubt, it was always restful in contrast
with the more busy highroads, and in the murmur of distant traffic he
found something very soothing. About him then were peace,prosperity,
and security.

Yet, as he stood there, waitingNit came to him: the note of danger.
Swiftly he looked to right and left, trying to penetrate the premature
dusk. The whole complexion of the matter changed. Some menaceintan-
gible now, but which at any moment might become evidentNlay near
him. It was sheer intuition, no doubt, but it convinced him.

A moment later he had rung the bell; and as a man opened the door,
showing a easy and well-lighted lobby within, the fear aura no longer
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touched Paul Harley. Out from the doorway came hominess and that air
of security and peacewhich had seemedto characterize the house when
viewed from outside. The focus of menace, therefore, lay not inside the
house of Sir Charles but without. It was very curious. In the next instant
came a possible explanation.

"Mr. Paul Harley?" said the butler tentatively.

"Yes, | am he."

"Sir Charles is expecting you, sir. He apologizes for not being in to re-
ceive you, but he will only be absent a few minutes."

"Sir Charles has been called out?" inquired Harley as he handed hat
and coat to the man.

"Yes, sir. He is attending Mr. Chester Wilson on the other side of the
square, and Mr. Wilson's man rang up afew moments ago requesting Sir
Charles to step across."

"l see,"murmured Harley, asthe butler showed him into a small but
well-filled library on the left of the lobby.

Refreshments were set invitingly upon a table beside a deep lounge
chair. But Harley declined the man's request to refresh himself while
waiting and began aimlessly to wander about the room, apparently
studying the titles of the works crowding the bookshelves. As a matter of
fact, he was endeavouring to arrange certain ideasin order, and if he had
been questioned on the subjectit is improbable that he could have men-
tioned the title of one book in the library.

His mental equipment was of a character too rarely met with in the
profession to which he belonged. While up to the very moment of reach-
ing Sir Charles's house he had doubted the reality of the menace which
hung over this man, the note of danger which he had sensedat the very
threshold had convinced him, where more ordinary circumstantial evid-
ence might have left him in doubt.

It was perhaps pure imagination, but experience had taught him that it
was closely allied to clairvoyance.

Now upon his musing there suddenly intruded sounds of a muffled
altercation. That is to say, the speakers,who were evidently in the lobby
beyond the library door, spoke in low tones, perhaps in deferenceto the
presence of a visitor. Harley was only mildly interested, but the voices
had broken his train of thought, and when presently the door opened to
admit a very neat but rather grim-looking old lady he started, then
looked across at her with a smile.

Someof the grimness faded from the wrinkled old face,and the house-
keeper, for this her appearance proclaimed her to be, bowed in a queer
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Victorian fashion which suggested that a curtsy might follow. One did
not follow, however. "I am sure | apologize, sir,” she said. "Benson did
not tell me you had arrived."

“That's quite all right," said Harley, genially.

His smile held a hint of amusement, for in the comprehensive glance
which the old lady cast acrossthe library, a glance keen to detect dis-
order and from which no speck of dust could hope to concealitself, there
remained a trace of that grimness which he had detected at the moment
of her entrance. In short, she was still bristling from a recent encounter.
Somuch so that detecting something sympathetic in Harley's smile she
availed herself of the presence of a badly arranged vase of flowers to
linger and to air her grievances.

"Servantsin thesetimes," sheinformed him, her fingers busily rearran-
ging the blooms, "are not what servants were in my young days."

"Unfortunately, that is so," Harley agreed.

The old lady tossed her head. "I do my best," she continued, "but that
girl would not have stayed in the house for one week if | had had my
way. Miss Phil is altogether too soft-hearted. Thank goodness, she goes
to-morrow, though."

"You don't refer to Miss Phil?" said Harley, intentionally
misunderstanding.

"Gracious goodness, no!" exclaimed the housekeeper, and laughed
with simple glee at the joke. "I mean Jones,the new parlourmaid. When |
say new, they are all new, for none of them stay longer than three
months."

“Indeed,"” smiled Harley, who perceived that the old lady was
something of a martinet.

“Indeed, they don't. Think they are ladies nowadays. Four hours off
has that girl had to-day, although she was out on Wednesday. Then she
has the impudence to allow someoneto ring her up here at the house;
and finally | discover her upsetting the table after Bensonhad laid it and
after | had rearranged it."

She glanced indignantly in the direction of the lobby. "Perhaps one
day," she concluded, pathetically, as she walked slowly from the room,
"we shall find a parlourmaid who is a parlourmaid. Good evening, sir."

"Good evening," said Harley, quietly amused to be made the recipient
of these domestic confidences.

He continued to smile for some time after the door had been closed.
His former train of ideas was utterly destroyed, but for this he was not
ungrateful to the housekeeper, since the outstanding disadvantage of
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that strange gift resembling presciencewas that it sometimes blunted the
purely analytical part of his mind when this should have been at its
keenest. He was now prepared to listen to what Sir Charles had to say
and to judge impartially of its evidential value.

Wandering from side to side of the library, he presently found himself
standing still before the mantelpiece and studying a photograph in a sil-
ver frame which occupied the centre of the shelf. It was the photograph
of an unusually pretty girl; that is to say, of a girl whose beauty was un-
deniable, but who belonged to a type widely removed from that of the
ordinary good-looking Englishwoman.

The outline of her face was soft and charming, and there was a ques-
tioning look in her eyeswhich was alluring and challenging. Her naive
expression was palpably a pose, and her slightly parted lips promised
laughter. She possesseddelightfully wavy hair and her neck and one
shoulder, which were bare, had a Grecian purity. Harley discovered
himself to be smiling at the naive lady of the photograph.

"Presumably ‘Miss Phil'," he said aloud.

He removed his gaze with reluctance from the fascinating picture, and
dropping into the big lounge chair, he lighted a cigarette. He had just
placed the match in an ashtray when he heard Sir Charles's voice in the
lobby, and a moment later Sir Charles himself came hurrying into the lib-
rary. His expressionwas so peculiar that Harley started up immediately,
perceiving that something unusual had happened.

"My dear Mr. Harley," began Sir Charles, "in the first place pray accept
my apologiesN"

"None are necessary,"Harley interrupted. "Your excellent housekeeper
has entertained me vastly."

"Good, good," muttered Sir Charles. "I am obliged to Mrs. Howett,"
and it was plainly to be seenthat his thoughts were elsewhere. "But |
have to relate a most inexplicable occurrenceNinexplicable unless by
some divine accident the plan has been prevented from maturing.”

"What do you mean, Sir Charles?"

"I was called ten minutes ago by someonepurporting to be the servant
of Mr. Chester Wilson, that friend and neighbour whom | have been
attending."

"So your butler informed me."

"My dear sir," cried Sir Charles, and the expressionin his eyesgrew al-
most wild, "no one in Wilson's house knew anything about the matter!"

"What! It was a ruse?"

"Palpably a ruse to get me away from home."
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Harley dropped his cigarette into the ashtray beside the match, where,
smouldering, it sentup a gray spiral into the air of the library. Whether
becauseof his words or becauseof the presenceof the man himself, the
warning, intuitive finger had again touched Paul Harley. "You saw or
heard nothing on your way acrossthe square to suggest that any one
having designs on your safety was watching you?"

"Nothing. | searchedthe shadows most particularly on my return jour-
ney, of course. For the thing cannot have been purposeless.”

"l quite agree with you," said Paul Harley, quietly.

Between the promptings of that uncanny sixth senseof his and the
working of the trained deductive reasoning powers, he was momentarily
at aloss. Somefact, some episode, a memory, was clamouring for recog-
nition, while the intuitive, subconsciousvoice whispered: "This man is in
danger; protect him." What was the meaning of it all? He felt that a clue
lay somewhere outside the reach of his intelligence, and a sort of anger
possessed him because of his impotence to grasp it.

Sir Charles was staring at him in that curiously pathetic way which he
had observed at their earlier interview in Chancery Lane. "In any event,”
said his host, "let us dine: for already | have kept you waiting."

Harley merely bowed, and walking out of the library, entered the cosy
dining room. A dreadful premonition had claimed him as his glance had
met that of Sir CharlesNa premonition that this man's days were
numbered. It was uncanny, unnerving; and whereas, at first, the atmo-
sphere of Sir Charles Abingdon's home had beenladen with prosperous
security, now from every side, and even penetrating to the warmly
lighted dining room, came that chilling note of danger.

In crossing the lobby he had not failed to note that there were many
Indian curios in the place which could not well have failed to attract the
attention of a burglar. But that the person who had penetrated to the
house was no common burglar he was now assured and he required no
further evidence upon this point.

As he took his seat at the dining table he observed that Sir Charles's
collection had overflowed even into this room. In the warm shadows
about him were pictures and ornaments, all of which came from, or had
been inspired by, the Far East.

In this Oriental environment lay an inspiration. The terror which had
come into Sir Charles'slife, the invisible menacewhich, swordlike, hung
over him, surely belonged in its eerie quality to the land of temple bells,
of silent, subtle peoples, to the secretland which hasbred so many mys-
teries. Yes, he must look into the past, into the Indian life of Sir Charles
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Abingdon, for the birth of this thing which now had grown into a shad-
ow almost tangible.

Bensonattended at table, assistedby a dark-faced and very surly-look-
ing maid, in whom Harley thought he recognized the housekeeper'sbete
noire.

When presently both servants had temporarily retired. "You see, Mr.
Harley," began Sir Charles, glancing about his own room in a manner al-
most furtive, "l realized to-day at your office that the history of this
dread which has come upon me perhaps went back so far that it was al-
most impossible to acquaint you with it under the circumstances."

"l quite understand.”

"l think perhaps | should inform you in the first place that | have a
daughter. Her mother has beendead for many years, and perhaps | have
not given her the attention which a motherless girl is entitled to expect
from her father. | don't mean," he said, hastily, "that we are in any sense
out of sympathy, but latterly in some way | must confessthat we have
got a little out of touch." He glanced anxiously at his guest, indeed al-
most apologetically. "You will of course understand, Mr. Harley, that
this seeming preamble may prove to have a direct bearing upon what |
propose to tell you?"

"Pray tell the story in your own way, Sir Charles," said Harley with
sympathy. "I am all attention, and | shall only interrupt you in the event
of any point not being quite clear."

"Thank you," said Sir Charles. "l find it so much easierto explain the
matter now. To continue, there is a certain distinguished Oriental
gentlemanN"

He paused as Benson appeared to remove the soup plates.

"It is always delightful to chat with one who knows India so well as
you do," he continued, glancing significantly at his guest.

Paul Harley, who fully appreciated the purpose of this abrupt change
in the conversation, nodded in agreement. "The call of the East," he
replied, "is a very real thing. Only one who has heard it can understand
and appreciate all it means."

The butler, an excellently trained servant, went about his work with
quiet efficiency, and once Harley heard him mutter rapid instructions to
the surly parlourmaid, who hovered disdainfully in the background.
When again host and guest found themselves alone: "l don't in any way
distrust the servants," explained Sir Charles, "but one cannot hope to pre-
vent gossip." He raised his serviette to his lips and almost immediately
resumed: "l was about to tell you, Mr. Harley, about my daughter'sN"
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He paused and cleared his throat, then, hastily pouring out a glass of
water, he drank a sip or two and Paul Harley noticed that his hand was
shaking nervously. He thought of the photograph in the library, and
now, in this reference to a distinguished Oriental gentleman, he sud-
denly perceived the possible drift of the conversation.

This was the point to which Sir Charles evidently experienced such
difficulty in coming. It was something which concerned his daughter;
and, mentally visualizing the pure oval face and taunting eyesof the lib-
rary photograph, Harley found it impossible to believe that the evil
which threatened Sir Charles could possibly be associatedin any way
with Phyllis Abingdon.

Yet, if the revelation which he had to make must be held responsible
for his present condition, then truly it was a dreadful one. No longer able
to conceal his concern, Harley stood up. "If the story distressesyou so
keenly, Sir Charles," he said, "l begN"

Sir Charles waved his hand reassuringly. "A mere nothing. It will
pass," he whispered.

"But | fear," continued Harley, "thatN"

He ceasedabruptly, and ran to his host's assistance for the latter, evid-
ently enough, was in the throes of some sudden illness or seizure. His
fresh-coloured face was growing positively livid, and he plucked at the
edge of the table with twitching fingers. As Harley reached his side he
made a sudden effort to stand up, throwing out his arm to grasp the
other's shoulder.

"Benson!" cried Harley, loudly. "Quick! Your master is ill!"

There came a sound of swift footsteps and the door was thrown open.

“Too late," whispered Sir Charles in a choking voice. He began to
clutch his throat as Benson hurried into the room.

"My God!" whispered Harley. "He is dying!"

Indeed, the truth was all too apparent. Sir Charles Abingdon was al-
most past speech.He was glaring acrossthe table asthough he saw some
ghastly apparition there. And now with appalling suddenness he be-
came as a dead weight in Harley's supporting grasp. Raspingly, as if
forced in agony from his lips:

"Fire-Tongue," he saidE "Nicol BrinnE "

Benson, white and terror-stricken, bent over him.

"Sir Charles!" he kept muttering. "Sir Charles! What is the matter, sir?"

A stifled shriek sounded from the doorway, and in tottered Mrs.
Howett, the old housekeeper, with other servants peering over her
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shoulder into that warmly lighted dining room where Sir Charles Abing-
don lay huddled in his own chairNdead.
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Chapter

SHADOWS

"Had you reason to suspect any cardiac trouble, Doctor McMurdoch?"
asked Harley.

Doctor McMurdoch, a local practitioner who had been a friend of Sir
Charles Abingdon, shook his head slowly. He was a tall, preternaturally
thin Scotsman, clean-shaven, with shaggy dark brows and a most
gloomy expression in his deep-set eyes. While the presence of his
sepulchral figure seemed appropriate enough in that stricken house,
Harley could not help thinking that it must have been far from reassur-
ing in a sick room.

"l had never actually detected anything of the kind," replied the physi-
cian, and his deep voice was gloomily in keeping with his personality. "I
had observed a certain breathlessnessat times, however. No doubt it is
one of those casesof unsuspected endocarditis. Acute. | take it," raising
his shaggy brows interrogatively, "that nothing had occurred to excite Sir
Charles?"

"On the contrary," replied Harley, "he was highly distressed about
some family trouble, the nature of which he was about to confide to me
when this sudden iliness seized him."

He stared hard at Doctor McMurdoch, wondering how much he might
hope to learn from him respecting the affairs of Sir Charles. It seemedal-
most impertinent at that hour to seekto pry into the dead man's private
life.

To the quiet, book-lined apartment stole now and again little signific-
ant sounds which told of the tragedy in the household. Sometimeswhen
a distant door was opened, it would be the sobs of a weeping woman,
for the poor old housekeeperhad been quite prostrated by the blow. Or
ghostly movements would become audible from the room immediately
over the libraryNthe room to which the dead man had been carried;
muffled footsteps, vague stirrings of furniture; eachsound laden with its
own peculiar portent, awakening the imagination which all too readily
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filled in the details of the sceneabove. Then, to spur Harley to action,
camethe thought that Sir Charles Abingdon had appealed to him for aid.
Did his need terminate with his unexpected death or would the shadow
under which he had died extend now? Harley found himself staring
acrossthe library at the photograph of Phil Abingdon. It was of her that
Sir Charles had been speaking when that mysterious seizure had tied his
tongue. That strange, fatal iliness, mused Harley, all the more strange in
the caseof a man supposedly in robust healthNit almost seemedlike the
working of a malignant will. For the revelation, whatever its nature, had
almost but not quite been made in Harley's office that evening. So-
mething, some embarrassment or mental disability, had stopped Sir
Charles from completing his statement. Tonight death had stopped him.

"Was he consulting you professionally, Mr. Harley?" asked the
physician.

"He was," replied Harley, continuing to stare fascinatedly at the photo-
graph on the mantelpiece. "l am informed," said he, abruptly, “that Miss
Abingdon is out of town?"

Doctor McMurdoch nodded in his slow, gloomy fashion. "Sheis stay-
ing in Devonshire with poor Abingdon's sister," he answered. "l am won-
dering how we are going to break the news to her."

Perceiving that Doctor McMurdoch had clearly beenintimate with the
late Sir Charles, Harley determined to make use of this opportunity to
endeavour to fathom the mystery of the late surgeon's fears. "You will
not misunderstand me, Doctor McMurdoch,” he said, "if | venture to ask
you one or two rather personal questions respecting Miss Abingdon?"

Doctor McMurdoch lowered his shaggy brows and looked gloomily at
the speaker."Mr. Harley," he replied, "I know you by repute for a man of
integrity. But before | answer your questions will you answer one of
mine?"

"Certainly."

"Then my question is this: Does not your interest ceasewith the death
of your client?"

"Doctor McMurdoch," said Harley, sternly, "you no doubt believe
yourself to be acting as a friend of this bereaved family. You regard me,
perhaps, asa Paul Pry prompted by idle curiosity. On the contrary, | find
myself in a delicate and embarrassing situation. From Sir Charles's con-
versation | had gathered that he entertained certain fears on behalf of his
daughter."

“Indeed," said Doctor McMurdoch.
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“If these fears were well grounded, the danger is not removed, but
merely increased by the death of Miss Abingdon's natural protector. | re-
gret, sir, that | approached you for information, since you have mis-
judged my motive. But far from my interest having ceased,it has now as
| see the matter become a sacred duty to learn what it was that Sir
Charles apprehended. This duty, Doctor McMurdoch, | propose to fulfil
with or without your assistance."

"Oh," said Doctor McMurdoch, gloomily, "I'm afraid I've offended you.
But | meant well, Mr. Harley." A faint trace of human emotion showed it-
self in his deep voice. "Charley Abingdon and | were students together in
Edinburgh,” he explained. "l was mayhap a little strange."

His apology was so evidently sincere that Harley relented at once.
"Pleasesay no more, Doctor McMurdoch,” he responded. "I fully appre-
ciate your feelings in the matter. At such atime a stranger can only be an
intruder; but"Nhe fixed his keen eyes upon the physicianN"there is
more underlying all this than you suspector could readily believe. You
will live to know that | have spoken the truth."

"I know it now," declared the Scotsman,solemnly. "Abingdon was al-
ways eccentric, but he didn't know the meaning of fear."

"Once that may have beentrue," replied Harley. "But a great fear was
upon him when he cameto me, Doctor McMurdoch, and if it is humanly
possible | am going to discover its cause."

"Go ahead," said Doctor McMurdoch and, turning to the side table, he
poured out two liberal portions of whiskey. "If there's anything | can do
to help, count me at your service. You tell me he had fears about little
Phil?"

"He had," answered Harley, "and it is maddening to think that he died
before he could acquaint me with their nature. But | have hopes that you
can help me in this. For instance"Nagain he fixed his gaze upon the
gloomy face of the physicianN"who is the distinguished Oriental gentle-
man with whom Sir Charles had recently become acquainted?"

Doctor McMurdoch's expression remained utterly blank, and he
slowly shook his head. "l haven't an idea in the world," he declared. "A
patient, perhaps?"

"Possibly," said Harley, conscious of some disappointment; "yet from
the way he spoke of him | scarcelythink that he was a patient. Surely Sir
Charles, having resided so long in India, numbered several Orientals
among his acquaintances if not among his friends?"
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"None ever came to his home," replied Doctor McMurdoch. "He had
all the Anglo-Indian's prejudice against men of colour." He rested his
massive chin in his hand and stared down reflectively at the carpet.

“Then you have no suggestion to offer in regard to this person?"

“None. Did he tell you nothing further about him?"

"Unfortunately, nothing. In the next place, Doctor McMurdoch, are
you aware of any difference of opinion which had arisen latterly
between Sir Charles and his daughter?"

"Difference of opinion!" replied Doctor McMurdoch, raising his brows
ironically. "There would always be difference of opinion between little
Phil and any man who cared for her. But out-and-out quarrelNno!"

Again Harley found himself at a deadlock, and it was with scanty
hope of successthat he put his third question to the gloomy Scot. "Was
Sir Charles a friend of Mr. Nicol Brinn?" he asked.

“Nicol Brinn?" echoedthe physician. He looked perplexed. "You mean
the American millionaire? | believe they were acquainted. Abingdon
knew most of the extraordinary people in London; and if half one hears
Is true Nicol Brinn is asmad as a hatter. But they were not in any sense
friends asfar as| know." He was watching Harley curiously. "Why do
you ask that question?"

“I will tell you in a moment,” said Harley, rapidly, "but I have one
more question to put to you first. Doesthe term Fire-Tongue convey any-
thing to your mind?"

Doctor McMurdoch's eyebrows shot upward most amazingly. "l won't
insult you by supposing that you have chosensuch atime for joking," he
said, dourly. "But if your third question surprised me, | must say that
your fourth sounds simply daft."

"It must," agreed Harley, and his manner was almost fierce; "but when
| tell you why | ask thesetwo questionsNand | only do so on the under-
stand ing that my words are to be treated in the strictest confid-
enceNyou may regard the matter in a new light. 'Nicol Brinn' and 'Fire-
Tongue' were the last words which Sir Charles Abingdon uttered."

"What!" cried Doctor McMurdoch, displaying a sudden surprising en-
ergy. "What?"

"I solemnly assure you," declared Harley, "that such is the case.Ben-
son, the butler, also overheard them."

Doctor McMurdoch relapsed once more into gloom, gazing at the
whiskey in the glass which he held in his hand and slowly shaking his
head. "Poor old Charley Abingdon," he murmured. "It's plain to me, Mr.
Harley, that his mind was wandering. May not we find here an
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explanation, too, of this idea of his that some danger overhung Phil? You
didn't chance to notice, | suppose, whether he had a temperature?"

"I did not," replied Harley, smiling slightly. But the smile quickly left
his face, which became again grim and stern.

A short silence ensued, during which Doctor McMurdoch sat staring
moodily down at the carpet and Harley slowly paced up and down the
room; then:

“In view of the fact," he said, suddenly, "that Sir Charles clearly appre-
hended an attempt upon his life, are you satisfied professionally that
death was due to natural causes?"

"Perfectly satisfied,” replied the physician, looking up with a start:
"perfectly satisfied. It was unexpected, of course, but such casesare by
no means unusual. He was formerly a keen athlete, remember. 'Tis often
so. Surely you don't suspectfoul play? | understood you to mean that his
apprehensions were on behalf of Phil."

Paul Harley stood still, staring meditatively in the other's direction.
“There is not a scrap of evidence to support such a theory," he admitted,
"but if you knew of the existence of any poisonous agent which would
produce effectssimulating thesefamiliar symptoms, | should be tempted
to take certain steps."

"“If you are talking about poisons,"” said the physician, a rather startled
look appearing upon his face, "there are several | might mention; but the
Idea seemspreposterous to me. Why should any one want to harm Char-
ley Abingdon? When could poison have been administered and by
whom?"

"When, indeed?" murmured Harley. "Yet | am not satisfied."

"You're not hinting atNsuicide?"

"Emphatically no."

"What had he eaten?"

"Nothing but soup, exceptthat he drank a portion of a glassof water. |
am wondering if he took anything at Mr. Wilson's house." He stared
hard at Doctor McMurdoch. "It may surprise you to learn that | have
already taken steps to have the remains of the soup from Sir Charles's
plate examined, as well asthe water in the glass.| now propose to call
upon Mr. Wilson in order that | may complete this line of enquiry."

"I sympathize with your suspicions, Mr. Harley," said the physician
dourly, "but you are wasting your time." A touch of the old acidity crept
back into his manner. "My certificate will be 'syncope due to unusual ex-
citement’; and | shall stand by it."
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"You are quite entitled to your own opinion," Harley conceded, "which
if 1 were in your place would be my own. But what do you make of the
fact that Sir Charles received a bogus telephone message some ten
minutes before my arrival, as a result of which he visited Mr. Wilson's
house?"

"But he's attending Wilson," protested the physician.

"Nevertheless, no one there had telephoned. It was a ruse. | don't as-
sume for a moment that this ruse was purposeless."

Doctor McMurdoch was now staring hard at the speaker.

"You may also know," Harley continued, “that there was an attempted
burglary here less than a week ago."

"I know that," admitted the other, "but it counts for little. There have
been several burglaries in the neighbourhood of late."

Harley perceived that Doctor McMurdoch was one of those characters,
not uncommon north of the Tweed, who, if slow in forming an opinion,
once having done so cling to it as tightly as any barnacle.

"You may be right and | may be wrong," Harley admitted, "but while
your professional businesswith Sir Charles unfortunately is ended, mine
iIs only beginning. May | count upon you to advise me of Miss
Abingdon's return? | particularly wish to seeher, and | should prefer to
meet her in the capacity of a friend rather than in that of a professional
investigator."

"At the earliest moment that | can decently arrange a meeting," replied
Doctor McMurdoch, "I will communicate with you, Mr. Harley. | am just
cudgelling my brains at the moment to think how the news is to be
broken to her. Poor little Phil!l He was all she had."

"I wish | could help you," declared Harley with sincerity, "but in the
circumstances any suggestion of mine would be mere impertinence." He
held out his hand to the doctor.

"Good-night," said the latter, gripping it heartily. "If there is any mys-
tery surrounding poor Abingdon's death, | believe you are the man to
clear it up. But, frankly, it was his heart. | believe he had a touch of the
sun once in India. Who knows? His idea that some danger threatened
him or threatened Phil may have been merelyN" He tapped his brow
significantly.

"But in the whole of your knowledge of Sir Charles," cried Harley, ex-
hibiting a certain irritation, "have you ever known him to suffer from de-
lusions of that kind or any other?"

"Never," replied the physician, firmly; "but once aman hashad the sun
one cannot tell."
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"Ah!" said Harley. "Good-night, Doctor McMurdoch."

When presently he left the house, carrying a brown leather bag which
he had borrowed from the butler, he knew that rightly or wrongly his
own opinion remained unchanged in spite of the stubborn opposition of
the Scottish physician. The bogus messageremained to be explained, and
the assaultin the square,asdid the purpose of the burglar to whom gold
and silver plate made no appeal. More important even than these points
were the dead man's extraordinary words: "Fire-Tongue"N"Nicol Brinn."
Finally and conclusively, he had detected the note of danger outside and
inside the house; and now ashe beganto crossthe square it touched him
again intimately.

He looked up at the darkened sky. A black cloud was moving slowly
overhead, high above the roof of the late Sir Charles Abingdon; and as
he watched its stealthy approach it seemedto Paul Harley to be the sym-
bol of that dread in which latterly Sir Charles's life had lain, beneath
which he had died, and which now was stretching out, mysterious and
menacing, over himself.
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Chapter

INTRODUCING MR. NICOL BRINN

At about nine o'clock on the same evening, a man stood at a large win-
dow which overlooked Piccadilly and the Green Park. The room to
which the window belonged was justly considered one of the notable
sights of London and doubtless would have received suitable mention in
the "Blue Guide" had the room been accessibleto the general public. It
was, on the contrary, accessibleonly to the personal friends of Mr. Nicol
Brinn. As Mr. Nicol Brinn had a rarely critical taste in friendship, none
but a fortunate few had seenthe long room with its two large windows
overlooking Piccadilly.

The man at the window was interested in a car which, approaching
from the direction of the Circus, had slowed down immediately opposite
and now was being turned, the chauffeur's apparent intention being to
pull up at the door below. He had seenthe face of the occupant and had
recognized it even from that elevation. He was interested; and since only
unusual things aroused any semblance of interest in the man who now
stood at the window, one might have surmised that there was something
unusual about the present visitor, or in his having decided to call at
those chambers;and that such was indeed his purpose an upward glance
which he cast in the direction of the balcony sufficiently proved.

The watcher, who had been standing in a dark recessformed by the
presence of heavy velvet curtains draped before the window, now
opened the curtains and stepped into the lighted room. He was a tall,
lean man having straight, jet-black hair, a sallow complexion, and the
features of a Sioux. A long black cigar protruded aggressively from the
left corner of his mouth. His hands were locked behind him and his large
and quite expressionlessblue eyesstared straight acrossthe room at the
closed door with a dreamy and vacant regard. His dinner jacket fitted
him sotightly that it might have beenexpected at any moment to split at
the seams. As if to precipitate the catastrophe, he wore it buttoned.

There came a rap at the door.
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“In!" said the tall man.

The door opened silently and a manservant appeared. He was spot-
lessly neat and wore his light hair cropped close to the skull. His fresh-
coloured facewas quite asexpressionlessasthat of his master; his glance
possessedno meaning. Crossing to the window, he extended a small sal-
ver upon which lay a visiting card.

“In!" repeated the tall man, looking down at the card.

His servant silently retired, and following a short interval rapped
again upon the door, opened it, and standing just inside the room an-
nounced: "Mr. Paul Harley."

The door being quietly closed behind him, Paul Harley stood staring
acrossthe room at Nicol Brinn. At this moment the contrast between the
types was one to have fascinated a psychologist. About Paul Harley,
eagerly alert, there was something essentially British. Nicol Brinn,
without being typical, was nevertheless distinctly a product of the Un-
ited States.Yet, despite the stoic mask worn by Mr. Brinn, whose lack-
lustre eyeswere so unlike the bright gray eyesof his visitor, there exis-
ted, if not a physical, a certain spiritual affinity between the two; both
were men of action.

Harley, after that one comprehensive glance, the photographic glance
of a trained observer, stepped forward impulsively, hand outstretched.
“Mr. Brinn," he said, "we have never met before, and it was good of you
to wait in for me. | hope my telephone messagehas not interfered with
your plans for the evening?"

Nicol Brinn, without change of pose, no line of the impassive face al-
tering, shot out a large, muscular hand, seized that of Paul Harley in a
tremendous grip, and almost instantly put his hand behind his back
again. "Had no plans,” he replied, in a high, monotonous voice; "l was
bored stiff. Take the armchair."

Paul Harley sat down, but in the restless manner of one who has ur-
gent businessin hand and who is impatient of delay. Mr. Brinn stooped
to a coffee table which stood upon the rug before the large open fire-
place. "l am going to offer you a cocktail,” he said.

"l shall acceptyour offer," returned Harley, smiling. "The 'N. B. cock-
tail' has a reputation which extends throughout the clubs of the world."

Nicol Brinn, exhibiting the swift adroitness of that human dodo, the
New York bartender, mixed the drinks. Paul Harley watched him, mean-
while drumming his fingers restlessly upon the chair arm.

"Here's success," he said, "to my mission."
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It was an odd toast, but Mr. Brinn merely nodded and drank in si-
lence. Paul Harley set his glass down and glanced about the singular
apartment of which he had often heard and which no man could ever
tire of examining.

In this room the poles met, and the most remote civilizations of the
world rubbed shoulders with modernity. Here, encased,were afamily of
snow-white ermine from Alaska and a pair of black Manchurian leo-
pards. A flying lemur from the Pelews contemplated swooping upon the
head of a huge tigress which glared with glassy eyesacrossthe place at
the snarling muzzle of a polar bear. Mycenaean vases and gold death
masks stood upon the same shelf as Venetian goblets, and the mummy
of an Egyptian priestess of the thirteenth dynasty occupied a sarcophag-
us upon the top of which rested a basrelief found in one of the shrines of
the Syrian fish goddess Derceto, at Ascalon.

Arrowheads of the Stone Age and medieval rapiers were ranged
alongside some of the latest examples of the gunsmith's art. There were
elephants' tusks and Mexican skulls; a stone jar of water from the well of
Zem-Zem, and an ivory crucifix which had belonged to Torquemada. A
mat of human hair from Borneo overlay a historical and unique rug
woven in Ispahan and entirely composed of fragments of Holy Carpets
from the Kaaba at Mecca.

"l take it," said Mr. Brinn, suddenly, "that you are up against a stiff
proposition."

Paul Harley, accepting a cigarette from an ebony box (once the prop-
erty of Henry VIII) which the speaker had pushed acrossthe coffee table
in his direction, stared up curiously into the sallow, aquiline face."You
are right. But how did you know?"

"You look that way. AlsoNyou were followed. Somebody knows
you've come here."

Harley leaned forward, resting one hand upon the table. "l know | was
followed," he said, sternly. "I was followed becausel have entered upon
the biggest case of my career." He paused and smiled in a very grim
fashion. "A suspicion begins to dawn upon my mind that if | fail it will
also be my last case. You understand me?"

"I understand absolutely," replied Nicol Brinn. "These are dull days.
It's meat and drink to me to smell big danger."

Paul Harley lighted a cigarette and watched the speaker closely the
while. His expression, as he did so, was an odd one. Two courseswere
open to him, and he was mentally debating their respective advantages.
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"I have come to you to-night, Mr. Brinn," he said finally, "to ask you a
certain question. Unless the theory upon which | am working is entirely
wrong, then, supposing that you are in a position to answer my question
| am logically compelled to suppose, also, that you stand in peril of your
life."

"Good," said Mr. Brinn. "I was getting sluggish.” In three long strides
he crossedthe room and locked the door. "I don't doubt Hoskins's hon-
esty," he explained, reading the inquiry in Harley's eyes, "but an Al in-
telligence doesn't fold dress pants at thirty-nine."

Only one very intimate with the taciturn speakercould have perceived
any evidence of interest in that imperturbable character. But Nicol Brinn
took his cheroot between his fingers, quickly placed a cone of ashin a
little silver tray (the work of Benvenuto Cellini), and replaced the cheroot
not in the left but in the right corner of his mouth. He was excited.

"You are out after one of the big heads of the crook world," he said.
"He knows it and he's trailing you. My luck's turned. How can | help?"

Harley stood up, facing Mr. Brinn. "He knows it, as you say," he
replied, "and | hold my life in my hands. But from your answer to the
guestion which | have come here to-night to ask you, | shall conclude
whether or not your danger at the moment is greater than mine."

"Good," said Nicol Brinn.

In that unique room, at once library and museum, amid relics of a
hundred ages, spoil of the chase,the excavator, and the scholar, these
two faced each other; and despite the peaceful quiet of the apartment up
to which as a soothing murmur stole the homely sounds of Piccadilly,
eachsaw in the other's eyesrecognition of a deadly peril. It was a queer,
memorable moment.

"My question is simple but strange," said Paul Harley. "It is this: What
do you know of 'Fire-Tongue'?"
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Chapter

THE GATES OF HELL

If Paul Harley had counted upon the word "Fire-Tongue" to have a dra-
matic effect upon Nicol Brinn, he was not disappointed. It was a word
which must have conveyed little or nothing to the multitude and which
might have been pronounced without perceptible effect at any public
meeting in the land. But Mr. Brinn, impassive though his expression re-
mained, could not conceal the emotion which he experienced at the
sound of it. His gaunt face seemedto grow more angular and his eyesto
become even less lustrous.

"Fire-Tongue!" he said, tensely, following a short silence. "For God's
sake, when did you hear that word?"

"I heard it," replied Harley, slowly, "to-night." He fixed his gaze in-
tently upon the sallow face of the American. "It was spoken by Sir
Charles Abingdon."

Closely as he watched Nicol Brinn while pronouncing this name he
could not detect the slightest change of expression in the stoic features.

"Sir Charles Abingdon," echoed Brinn; "and in what way is it connec-
ted with your case?"

“In this way," answered Harley. "It was spoken by Sir Charles a few
moments before he died."

Nicol Brinn's drooping lids flickered rapidly. "Before he died! Then Sir
Charles Abingdon is dead! When did he die?"

"He died to-night and the last words that he uttered were 'Fire-
Tongue'N" He paused, never for a moment removing that fixed gaze
from the other's face.

"Go on," prompted Mr. Brinn.

"And 'Nicol Brinn."

Nicol Brinn stood still asa carven man. Indeed, only by an added ri-
gidity in his posedid hereward Paul Harley's intense scrutiny. A silence
charged with drama was finally broken by the American. "Mr. Harley,"
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he said, "you told me that you were up against the big proposition of
your career. You are right."

With that he satdown in an armchair and, resting his chin in his hand,
gazed fixedly into the empty grate. His pose was that of a man who is
suddenly called upon to review the course of his life and upon whose
decision respecting the future that life may depend. Paul Harley watched
him in silence.

"Give me the whole story," said Mr. Brinn, "right from the beginning."
He looked up. "Do you know what you have done to-night, Mr. Harley?"

Paul Harley shook his head. Swiftly, like the touch of an icy finger,
that warning note of danger had reached him again.

“I'll tell you," continued Brinn. "You have opened the gates of hell!"

Not another word did he speak while Paul Harley, pacing slowly up
and down before the hearth, gave him a plain account of the case,omit-
ting all reference to his personal suspicions and to the measures which
he had taken to confirm them.

He laid his cards upon the table deliberately. Whether Sir Charles
Abingdon had uttered the name of Nicol Brinn asthat of one whose aid
should be sought or asa warning, he had yet to learn. And by this appar-
ent frankness he hoped to achieve his object. That the celebrated Americ-
an was in any way concerned in the menace which had overhung Sir
Charles he was not prepared to believe. But he awaited with curiosity
that explanation which Nicol Brinn must feel called upon to offer.

"You think he was murdered?" said Brinn in his high, toneless voice.

"l have formed no definite opinion. What is your own?"

"I may not look it," replied Brinn, "but at this present moment | am the
most hopelessly puzzled and badly frightened man in London."

"Frightened?" asked Harley, curiously.

"l said frightened, | also said puzzled; and | am far too puzzled to be
able to express any opinion respecting the death of Sir Charles Abing-
don. When I tell you all | know of him you will wonder asmuch as| do,
Mr. Harley, why my name should have been the last to pass his lips."

He half turned in the big chair to face his visitor, who now was stand-
ing before the fireplace staring down at him.

"One day last month," he resumed, "I got out of my car in a big hurry
at the top of the Haymarket. A fool on a motorcycle passedbetween the
car and the sidewalk just as| stepped down, and | knew nothing further
until 1 woke up in adrug store close by, feeling very dazed and with my
coat in tatters and my left arm numbed from the elbow. A man was
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standing watching me, and presently when | had pulled round he gave
me his card.

"He was Sir Charles Abingdon, who had been passing at the time of
the accident. That was how | met him, and as there was nothing seri-
ously wrong with me | saw him no more professionally. But he dined
with me a week later and | had lunch at his club about a fortnight ago."

He looked up at Harley. "On my solemn word of honour," he said,
“that's all | know about Sir Charles Abingdon."

Paul Harley returned the other's fixed stare."l don't doubt your assur-
ance on the point, Mr. Brinn," he acknowledged. "I can well understand
that you must be badly puzzled; but | would remind you of your state-
ment that you were also frightened. Why?"

Nicol Brinn glanced rapidly about his own luxurious room in an oddly
apprehensive manner. "l said that," he declared, "and | meant it."

“Then | can only suppose,” resumed Harley, deliberately, "that the
cause of your fear lies in the term, 'Fire-Tongue'?"

Brinn again rested his chin in his hand, staring fixedly into the grate.

"And possibly," went on the remorseless voice, "you can explain the
significance of that term?"

Nicol Brinn remained silentNbut with one foot he was slowly tapping
the edge of the fender.

"Mr. Harley," he began, abruptly, "you have been perfectly frank with
me and in return | wish to be asfrank with you as| canbe.| am faceto
face with a thing that has haunted me for sevenyears, and every step |
take from now onward hasto be considered carefully, for any step might
be my last. And that's not the worst of the matter. | will risk one of those
steps here and now. You ask me to explain the significance of Fire-
Tongue" (there was a perceptible pause before he pronounced the word,
which Harley duly noticed). "I am going to tell you that Sir Charles
Abingdon, when | lunched with him at his club, asked me precisely the
same thing."

"What! He asked you that so long as two weeks ago?"

"He did."

"And what reason did he give for his inquiry?"

Nicol Brinn beganto tap the fender again with his foot. "Let me think,"
he replied. "I recognize that you must regard my reticence as peculiar,
Mr. Harley, but if ever a man had reasonto look before he leaped, | am
that man."

Silencefell again, and Paul Harley, staring down at Nicol Brinn, real-
ized that this indeed was the most hopelessly mystifying casewhich fate
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had ever thrown in his way. This millionaire scholar and traveller,
whose figure was asfamiliar in remote cities of the world asit was famil-
lar in New York, in Paris, and in London, could not conceivably be asso-
ciated with any criminal organization. Yet his hesitancy was indeed diffi-
cult to explain, and becauseit seemedto Harley that the cloud which
had stolen out across the house of Sir Charles Abingdon now hung
threateningly over those very chambers, he merely waited and
wondered.

"He referred to an experience which had befallen him in India,” came
Nicol Brinn's belated reply.

“In India? May | ask you to recount that experience?"

"Mr. Harley," replied Brinn, suddenly standing up, "l can't."

"You can't?"

"l have said so.But I'd give alot more than you might believe to know
that Abingdon had told you the story which he told me."

"You are not helping, Mr. Brinn," said Harley, sternly. "I believe and |
think that you share my belief that Sir Charles Abingdon did not die
from natural causes.You are repressing valuable evidence. Allow me to
remind you that if anything should come to light necessitating a post-
mortem examination of the body, you will be forced to divulge in acourt
of justice the facts which you refuse to divulge to me."

"I know it," said Brinn, shortly.

He shot out one long arm and grasped Harley's shoulder asin a vice.
“I'm counted a wealthy man," he continued, "but I'd give every cent |
possessto see'paid’ put to the bill of a certain person. Listen. You don't
think | was in any way concerned in the death of Sir Charles Abingdon?
It isn't thinkable. But you do think I'm in possession of facts which
would help you find out who is. You're right."

"Good God!" cried Harley. "Yet you remain silent!"

"Not so loudNnot so loud!" implored Brinn, repeating that odd, al-
most furtive glance around. "Mr. HarleyNyou know me. You've heard of
me and now you've met me. You know my place in the world. Do you
believe me when | say that from this moment onward | don't trust my
own servants?Nor my own friends?" He removed his grip from Harley's
shoulder. "Inanimate things look like enemies. That mummy over yon-
der may have ears!"

“I'm afraid | don't altogether understand you."

"See here!"

Nicol Brinn crossed to a bureau, unlocked it, and while Harley
watched him curiously, sought among a number of press cuttings.
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Presently he found the cutting for which he was looking. "This was said,"
he explained, handing the slip to Harley, "at the Players' Club in New
York, after a big dinner in pre-dry days. It was said in confidence. But
some disguised reporter had got in and it came out in print next morn-
ing. Read it."

Paul Harley accepted the cutting and read the following:

NICOL BRINN'S SECRET AMBITIONS
MILLIONAIRE SPORTSMAN WHO WANTS TO SHOOT
NIAGARA!

Mr. Nicol Brinn of Cincinnati, who is at presentin New York, opened
his heart to members of the Players' Club last night. Our prominent cit-
izen, responding to a toast, "the distinguished visitor," said:

"I'd like to live through months of midnight frozen in among the polar
ice; I'd like to crossAfrica from eastto west and get lost in the middle. I'd
like to have a Montana sheriff's posseon my heelsfor horse stealing, and
I've prayed to be wrecked on a desertisland like Robinson Crusoe to see
if I am man enough to live it out. | want to stand my trial for murder and
defend my own case,and | want to be found by the eunuchs in the har-
em of the Shah.| want to dive for pearls and scalethe Matterhorn. | want
to know where the tunnel leads toNthe tunnel down under the Great
Pyramid of GizehNand I'd love to shoot Niagara Falls in a barrel."

"It sounds characteristic,”" murmured Harley, laying the slip on the cof-
fee table.

"It's true!" declared Brinn. "l said it and | meant it. I'm a glutton for
danger, Mr. Harley, and I'm going to tell you why. Something happened
to me seven years agoN"

"In India?"

"In India. Correct. Something happened to me, sir, which just took the
sunshine out of life. At the time | didn't know all it meant. I've learned
since. For seven years | have been flirting with death and hoping to fall!"

Harley stared at him uncomprehendingly. "More than ever | fail to
understand."”

"l canonly askyou to be patient, Mr. Harley. Time is a wonderful doc-
tor, and | don't say that in sevenyears the old wound hasn't healed a bit.
But to-night you have, unknowingly, undone all that time had done. I'm
a man that has been down into hell. I bought myself out. | thought |
knew where the pit was located. | thought | was well away from it, Mr.
Harley, and you have told me something tonight which makes me think
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that it isn't where | supposed at all, but hidden down here right under
our feet in London. And we're both standing on the edge!"

That Nicol Brinn was deeply moved no student of humanity could
have doubted. From beneath the stoic's cloak another than the dare-devil
millionaire whose crazy exploits were notorious had looked out. Persist-
ently the note of danger cameto Paul Harley. Those luxurious Piccadilly
chambers were a focus upon which some malignant will was concen-
trated. He becameconscious of anger. It was the anger of a just man who
finds himself impotentNthe rage of Prometheus bound.

“Mr. Brinn!" he cried, "I acceptunreservedly all that you have told me.
Its real significance | do not and cannot grasp. But my theory that Sir
Charles Abingdon was done to death has become a conviction. That a
like fate threatens yourself and possibly myself | begin to believe." He
looked almost fiercely into the other's dull eyes."My reputation eastand
west is that of a white man. Mr. BrinnNI ask you for your confidence."

Nicol Brinn dropped his chin into his hand and resumed that unseeing
stare into the open grate. Paul Harley watched him intently.

“There isn't any one | would rather confide in," confessedthe Americ-
an. "We are linked by a common danger. But'"Nhe looked upN"l must
ask you again to be patient. Give me time to thinkNto make plans. For
your own partNbe cautious. You witnessed the death of Sir Charles
Abingdon. You don't think and perhaps | don't think that it was natural,;
but whatever stepsyou may have taken to confirm your theories, | dare
not hope that you will ever discover even a ghost of a clue. | simply
warn you, Mr. Harley. You may go the sameway. Somay |. Others have
travelled that road before poor Abingdon."

He suddenly stood up, all at once exhibiting to his watchful visitor
that tremendous nervous energy which underlay his impassive manner.
"Good God!" he said, in a cold, even voice. "To think that it is here in
London. What does it mean?"

He ceasedspeaking abruptly, and stood with his elbow resting on a
corner of the mantelpiece.

"You speak of it being here," prompted Harley. "Is it consistent with
your mysterious difficulties to inform me to what you refer?"

Nicol Brinn glanced aside at him. "If | informed you of that," he
answered, "you would know all you want to know. But neither you nor |
would live to use the knowledge. Give me time. Let me think."

Silencefell in the big room, Nicol Brinn staring down vacantly into the
empty fireplace, Paul Harley standing watching him in a state of almost
stupefied mystification. Muffled to a soothing murmur the sounds of
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Piccadilly penetrated to that curtained chamber which held so many re-
cords of the troubled past and which seemedto be charged with shad-
owy portents of the future.

Something struck with a dull thud upon a windowpaneNonceNtwice.
There followed a faint, sibilant sound.

Paul Harley started and the stoical Nicol Brinn turned rapidly and
glanced across the room.

"What was that?" asked Harley.

"| expectNit was an owl," answered Brinn. "We sometimes get them
over from the Green Park."

His high voice sounded unemotional as ever. But it seemedto Paul
Harley that his face,dimly illuminated by the upcastlight from the lamp
upon the coffee table, had paled, had become gaunt.
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Chapter 6

PHIL ABINGDON ARRIVES

On the following afternoon Paul Harley was restlessly pacing his private
office when Innes came in with a letter which had been delivered by
hand. Harley took it eagerly and tore open the envelope. A look of ex-
pectancy faded from his eager face almost in the moment that it ap-
peared there. "No luck, Innes," he said, gloomily. "Merton reports that
there is no trace of any dangerous foreign body in the liquids analyzed."

He dropped the analyst's report into a wastebasket and resumed his
restless promenade. Innes, who could seethat his principal wanted to
talk, waited. For it was Paul Harley's custom, when the clue to a
labyrinth evaded him, to outline his difficulties to his confidential secret-
ary, and by the mere exerciseof verbal construction Harley would often
detect the weak spot in his reasoning. This stage come to, he would dic-
tate a carefully worded statement of the caseto date and thus familiarize
himself with its complexities.

"You see, Innes," he began, suddenly, "Sir Charles had taken no re-
freshment of any kind at Mr. Wilson's house nor before leaving his own.
Neither had he smoked. No one had approached him. Therefore, if he
was poisoned, he was poisoned at his own table. Since he was never out
of my observation from the moment of entering the library up to that of
his death, we are reduced to the only two possible mediumsNthe soup
or the water. He had touched nothing else."

"No wine?"

"Wine was on the table but none had beenpoured out. Let us seewhat
evidence, capable of being put into writing, existsto support my theory
that Sir Charles was poisoned. In the first place, he clearly went in fear of
some such death. It was becauseof this that he consulted me. What was
the origin of his fear? Something associatedwith the term Fire-Tongue.
So much is clear from Sir Charles's dying words, and his questioning
Nicol Brinn on the point some weeks earlier.
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"He was afraid, then, of something or someonelinked in his mind with
the word Fire-Tongue. What do we know about Fire-Tongue? One thing
only: that it had to do with some episode which took place in India. This
item we owe to Nicol Brinn.

"Very well. Sir Charles believed himself to be in danger from some
thing or person unknown, associatedwith India and with the term Fire-
Tongue. What else?His house was entered during the night under cir-
cumstances suggesting that burglary was not the object of the entrance.
And next? He was assaulted, with  murderous intent. Thirdly, he be-
lieved himself to be subjected to constant surveillance. Was this a delu-
sion? It was not. After failing several times | myself detected someone
dogging my movements last night at the moment | entered Nicol Brinn's
chambers. Nicol Brinn also saw this person.

“In short, Sir Charles was, beyond doubt, at the time of his death, re-
ceiving close attention from some mysterious person or persons the ob-
ject of which he believed to be his death. Have | gone beyond established
facts, Innes, thus far?"

“"No, Mr. Harley. So far you are on solid ground."

"Good. Leaving out of the question those points which we hope to
clear up when the evidence of Miss Abingdon becomesavailableNhow
did Sir Charles learn that Nicol Brinn knew the meaning of Fire-
Tongue?"

"He may have heard something to that effect in India."

“If this were so he would scarcely have awaited a chanceencounter to
prosecute his inquiries, since Nicol Brinn is a well-known figure in Lon-
don and Sir Charles had been home for several years."

“"Mr. Brinn may have said something after the accident and before he
was in full possession of his senses which gave Sir Charles a clue."

"He did not, Innes. | called at the druggist's establishment this morn-
ing. They recalled the incident, of course.Mr. Brinn never uttered a word
until, opening his eyes, he said: 'Hello! Am | much damaged?"

Innes smiled discreetly. "A remarkable character, Mr. Harley," he said.
"Your biggest difficulty at the moment is to fit Mr. Nicol Brinn into the
scheme."

"He won't fit at all, Innes! We come to the final and conclusive item of
evidence substantiating my theory of Sir Charles's murder: Nicol Brinn
believes he was murdered. Nicol Brinn has known others, in his own
words, 'to go the same way.' Yet Nicol Brinn, a millionaire, a scholar, a
sportsman, and a gentleman, refuses to open his mouth."

"He is afraid of something."
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"He is afraid of Fire-TongueNwhatever Fire-Tongue may be! | never
saw a man of proved courage more afraid in my life. He prefers to court
arrest for complicity in a murder rather than tell what he knows!"

“It's unbelievable."

"It would be, Innes, if Nicol Brinn's fears were personal.”

Paul Harley checked his stepsin front of the watchful secretary and
gazed keenly into his eyes.

"Death has no terrors for Nicol Brinn," he said slowly. "All his life he
has toyed with danger. He admitted to me that during the past seven
years he had courted death. Isn't it plain enough, Innes? If ever a man
possessedall that the world had to offer, Nicol Brinn is that man. In such
a case and in such circumstances what do we look for?"

Innes shook his head.

"We look for the woman!" snapped Paul Harley.

There camearap at the door and Miss Smith, the typist, entered. "Miss
Phil Abingdon and Doctor McMurdoch," she said.

"Good heavens!"muttered Harley. "Sosoon?Why, shecan only justN"
He checked himself. "Show them in, Miss Smith," he directed.

As the typist went out, followed by Innes, Paul Harley found himself
thinking of the photograph in Sir Charles Abingdon's library and wait-
ing with an almost feverish expectancy for the appearance of the
original.

Almost immediately Phil Abingdon came in, accompanied by the
sepulchral Doctor McMurdoch. And Harley found himself wondering
whether her eyeswere really violet-coloured or whether intense emotion
heroically repressed had temporarily lent them that appearance.

Surprise was the predominant quality of his first impression. Sir
Charles Abingdon's daughter was so exceedingly vitalNpetite and
slender, yet instinct with force. The seeming repose of the photograph
was misleading. That her glance could be naive he realizedNas it could
also be gayNand now her eyes were sad with a sadnessso deep as to
dispel the impression of lightness created by her dainty form, her allur-
ing, mobile lips, and the fascinating, wavy, red-brown hair.

Shedid not wear mourning. He recalled that there had beenno time to
procure it. She was exquisitely and fashionably dressed, and even the
pallor of grief could not rob her cheeksof the bloom born of Devon sun-
shine. He had expected her to be pretty. He was surprised to find her
lovely.

Doctor McMurdoch stood silent in the doorway, saying nothing by
way of introduction. But nothing was necessary. Phil Abingdon came
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forward quite naturallyNand quite naturally Paul Harley discovered her
little gloved hand to lie clasped between both his own. It was more like a
reunion than a first meeting and was so laden with perfect understand-
ing that, even yet, speech seemed scarcely worth while.

Thinking over that moment, in later days, Paul Harley remembered
that he had been prompted by some small inner voice to say: "So you
have come back?" It was recognition. Of the hundreds of men and wo-
men who cameinto his life for a while, and ere long went out of it again,
he knew, by virtue of that sixth senseof his, that Phil Abingdon had
come to stayNwhether for joy or sorrow he could not divine.

It was really quite briefNthat interval of silenceNalthough perhaps
long enough to bridge the ages.

"How brave of you, Miss Abingdon!" said Harley. "How wonderfully
brave of you!"

"She'san Abingdon,” camethe deep tones of Doctor McMurdoch. "She
arrived only two hours ago and here she is."

“There can be no rest for me, Doctor," said the girl, and strove valiantly
to control her voice, "until this dreadful doubt is removed. Mr. Har-
ley"Nshe turned to him appealinglyN"please don't study my feelings in
the least; | can bear anythingNnow:; just tell me what happened. Oh! |
had to come. | felt that | had to come."

As Paul Harley placed an armchair for his visitor, his glance met that
of Doctor McMurdoch, and in the gloomy eyes he read admiration of
this girl who could thus conquer the inherent weaknessof her sexand at
such an hour and after a dreadful ordeal sether hand to the task which
fate had laid upon her.

Doctor McMurdoch sat down on a chair beside the door, setting his
silk hat upon the floor and clasping his massive chin with his hand.

“I will endeavour to do as you wish, Miss Abingdon," said Harley,
glancing anxiously at the physician.

But Doctor McMurdoch returned only a dull stare. It was evident that
this man of stone was as clay in the hands of Phil Abingdon. He deprec-
ated the strain which she was imposing upon her nervous system,
already overwrought to the danger point, but he was helpless for all his
dour obstinacy. Harley, looking down at the girl's profile, read a new
meaning into the firm line of her chin. He was conscious of an insane de-
sire to put his arms around this new acquaintance who seemedin some
indefinable yet definite way to belong to him and to whisper the tragic
story he had to tell, comforting her the while.
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He began to relate what had taken place at the first interview, when
Sir Charles had told him of the menace which he had believed to hang
over his life. He spoke slowly, deliberately, choosing his words with a
view to sparing Phil Abingdon's feelings as far as possible.

She made no comment throughout, but her fingers alternately
tightened and relaxed their hold upon the arms of the chair in which she
was seated. Once, at some reference to words spoken by her father, her
sensitive lips began to quiver and Harley, watching her, paused. She
held the chair arms more tightly. "Please go on, Mr. Harley," she said.

The words were spoken in avery low voice, but the speakerlooked up
bravely, and Harley, reassured, proceeded uninterruptedly to the end of
the story. Then:

"At some future time, Miss Abingdon," he concluded, "I hope you will
allow me to call upon you. There is so much to be discussedN"

Again Phil Abingdon looked up into his face."l have forced myself to
come to seeyou to-day," she said, "becausel realize there is no service |
can do poor dad so important as finding outN"

"| understand," Harley interrupted, gently. "ButN"

“No, no." Phil Abingdon shook her head rebelliously. "Pleaseask me
what you want to know. | came for that."

He met the glance of violet eyes,and understood something of Doctor
McMurdoch's helplessness.He found his thoughts again wandering into
strange, wild byways and was only recalled to the realities by the dry,
gloomy voice of the physician. "Go on, Mr. Harley," said Doctor McMur-
doch. "She has grand courage."
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Chapter 7

CONFESSIONS

Paul Harley crossedthe room and stood in front of the tall Burmese cab-
inet. He experienced the utmost difficulty in adopting a judicial attitude
toward his beautiful visitor. Proximity increased his mental confusion.
Therefore he stood on the opposite side of the office ere beginning to
guestion her.

"In the first place, Miss Abingdon," he said, speaking very deliberately,
"do you attach any particular significance to the term 'Fire-Tongue'?"

Phil Abingdon glanced rapidly at Doctor McMurdoch. "None at all,
Mr. Harley," she replied. "The doctor has already told me ofN"

"You know why | ask?" She inclined her head.

"And Mr. Nicol Brinn? Have you met this gentleman?"

"Never. | know that Dad had met him and was very much interested
in him."

“In what way?"

"l have no idea. He told me that he thought Mr. Brinn one of the most
singular charactershe had ever known. But beyond describing his rooms
in Piccadilly, which had impressed him as extraordinary, he said very
little about Mr. Brinn. He sounded interesting and "Nshe hesitated and
her eyesfilled with tearsN"l asked Dad to invite him home." Again she
paused. This retrospection, by making the dead seemto live again, ad-
ded to the horror of her sudden bereavement, and Harley would most
gladly have spared her more. "Dad seemed strangely disinclined to do
so," she added.

At that the keen investigator came to life within Harley. "Your father
did not appear anxious to bring Mr. Brinn to his home?" he asked,
eagerly.

"Not at all anxious. This was all the more strange becauseDad invited
Mr. Brinn to his club."

"He gave no reason for his refusal?"
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"Oh, there was no refusal, Mr. Harley. He merely evaded the matter. |
never knew why."

"H'm," muttered Harley. "And now, Miss Abingdon, canyou enlighten
me respecting the identity of the Oriental gentleman with whom he had
latterly become acquainted?"

Phil Abingdon glanced rapidly at Doctor McMurdoch and then
lowered her head. She did not answer at once. "I know to whom you
refer, Mr. Harley," she said, finally. "But it was | who had made this
gentleman's acquaintance. My father did not know him."

“Then | wonder why he mentioned him?" murmured Harley.

“That | cannot imagine. | have been wondering ever since Doctor
McMurdoch told me."

"You recognize the person to whom Sir Charles referred?"

"Yes. He could only have meant Ormuz Khan."

"Ormuz KhanN" echoed Harley. "Where have | heard that name?"

"He visits England periodically, | believe. In fact, he has a house some-
where near London. | met him at Lady Vail's."

“Lady Vail's? His excellency moves, then, in diplomatic circles? Odd
that | cannot place him."

"l have a vague idea, Mr. Harley, that he is a financier. | seemto have
heard that he had something to do with the Imperial Bank of Iran." She
glanced naively at Harley. "Is there such a bank?" she asked.

“There is," he replied. "Am | to understand that Ormuz Khan is a
Persian?"

"l believe he is a Persian," said Phil Abingdon, rather confusedly. "To
be quite frank, | know very little about him."

Paul Harley gazed steadily at the speaker for a moment. "Can you
think of any reasonwhy Sir Charles should have worried about this gen-
tleman?" he asked.

The girl lowered her head again. "He paid me alot of attention," she fi-
nally confessed.

"This meeting at Lady Vail's, then, was the first of many?"

"Oh, noNnot of many! | saw him two or three times. But he began to
send me most extravagant presents. | suppose it was his Oriental way of
paying a compliment, but Dad objected."

"Of course he would. He knew his Orient and his Oriental. | assume,
Miss Abingdon, that you were in England during the years that your
father lived in the East?"

"Yes. | was at school. | have never been in the East.”
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Paul Harley hesitated. He found himself upon dangerously delicate
ground and was temporarily at a loss asto how to proceed. Unexpected
aid came from the taciturn Doctor McMurdoch.

"He never breathed a word of this to me, Phil," he said, gloomily. "The
impudence of the man! Small wonder Abingdon objected."

Phil Abingdon tilted her chin forward rebelliously.

"Ormuz Khan was merely unfamiliar with English customs," she retor-
ted. "There was nothing otherwise in his behaviour to which any one
could have taken exception."

"What's that!" demanded the physician. "If a man of colour paid his
heathen attentions to my daughterN"

"But you have no daughter, Doctor."

"No. But if | hadN"

“If you had," echoed Phil Abingdon, and was about to carry on this
wordy warfare which, Harley divined, was of old standing between the
two, when sudden realization of the purpose of the visit cameto her. She
paused, and he saw her biting her lips desperately. Almost at random he
began to speak again.

"Sofar asyou are aware, then, Miss Abingdon, Sir Charles never met
Ormuz Khan?"

"He never even saw him, Mr. Harley, that | know of."

"It is most extraordinary that he should have given me the impression
that this manNfor | can only suppose that he referred to Ormuz
KhanNwas in some way associated with his fears."

“I must remind you, Mr. Harley,” Doctor McMurdoch interrupted,
“that poor Abingdon was a free talker. His pride, | take it, which was
strong, had kept him silent on this matter with me, but he welcomed an
opportunity of easing his mind to one discreet and outside the family
circle. His words to you may have had no bearing upon the thing he
wished to consult you about."

"H'm," mused Harley. "That's possible. But such was not my
impression."

He turned again to Phil Abingdon. "This Ormuz Khan, | understood
you to say, actually resides in or near London?"

"He is at present living at the Savoy, | believe. He also has a house
somewhere outside London."

There were a hundred other questions Paul Harley was anxious to ask:
somethat were professional but more that were personal. He found him-
self resenting the intrusion of this wealthy Oriental into the life of the girl
who sat there before him. And because he could read a kindred
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resentment in the gloomy eye of Doctor McMurdoch, he was drawn spir-
itually closer to that dour character.

By virtue of his training he was a keen psychologist, and he perceived
clearly enough that Phil Abingdon was one of those women in whom a
certain latent perversity is fanned to life by opposition. Whether she was
really attracted by Ormuz Khan or whether she suffered his attentions
merely becauseshe knew them to be distasteful to others, he could not
yet decide.

Anger threatened himNas it had threatened him when he had realized
that Nicol Brinn meant to remain silent. He combated it, for it had no
place in the judicial mind of the investigator. But he recognized its pres-
ence with dismay. Where Phil Abingdon was concerned he could not
trust himself. In her glance, too, and in the manner of her answers to
questions concerning the Oriental, there was a provoking femininityNa
deliberate and baffling intrusion of the eternal Eve.

He stared questioningly acrossat Doctor McMurdoch and perceived a
sudden look of anxiety in the physician's face. Quick as the thought
which the look inspired, he turned to Phil Abingdon.

Shewas sitting quite motionless in the big armchair, and her face had
grown very pale. Even as he sprang forward he saw her head droop.

"She has fainted," said Doctor McMurdoch. "I'm not surprised."

“Nor I," replied Harley. "She should not have come."

He opened the door communicating with his private apartments and
ran out. But, quick ashe was, Phil Abingdon had recovered before he re-
turned with the water for which he had gone. Her reassuring smile was
somewhat wan. "How perfectly silly of me!" she said. "I shall begin to
despise myself."

Presently he went down to the street with his visitors.

"There must be so much more you want to know, Mr. Harley," said
Phil Abingdon. "Will you come and see me?"

He promised to do so. His sentiments were so strangely complex that
he experienced a desire for solitude in order that he might strive to un-
derstand them. As he stood at the door watching the car move toward
the Strand he knew that to-day he could not count upon his intuitive
powers to warn him of sudden danger. But he keenly examined the faces
of passers-by and stared at the occupants of those cabs and cars which
were proceeding in the samedirection asthe late Sir Charles Abingdon's
limousine.
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No discovery rewarded him, however, and he returned upstairs to his
office deep in thought. "I am in to nobody," he said as he passedthe desk
at which Innes was at work.

"Very good, Mr. Harley."

Paul Harley walked through to the private office and, seating himself
at the big, orderly table, reached over to a cupboard beside him and took
out atin of smoking mixture. He beganvery slowly to load his pipe, gaz-
ing abstractedly across the room at the tall Burmese cabinet.

He realized that, excepting the extraordinary behaviour and the veiled
but significant statements of Nicol Brinn, his theory that Sir Charles
Abingdon had not died from natural causesrested upon data of the most
flimsy description. From Phil Abingdon he had learned nothing
whatever. Her evidence merely tended to confuse the case more
hopelessly.

It was sheer nonsenseto suppose that Ormuz Khan, who was evid-
ently interested in the girl, could bein any way concernedin the death of
her father. Nevertheless, as an ordinary matter of routine, Paul Harley,
having lighted his pipe, made a note on a little block:

Cover activities of Ormuz Khan.

He smoked reflectively for a while and then added another note:

Watch Nicol Brinn.

For ten minutes or more he sat smoking and thinking, his unseeing
gaze set upon the gleaming lacquer of the cabinet; and presently, as he
smoked, he became aware of an abrupt and momentary chill. His sixth
sense was awake again. Taking up a pencil, he added a third note:

Watch yourself. You are in danger.
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Chapter

A WREATH OF HYACINTHS

Deep in reflection and oblivious of the busy London life around him,
Paul Harley walked slowly along the Strand. Outwardly he was still the
keen-eyed investigator who could pry more deeply into a mystery than
any other in England; but to-day his mood was introspective. He was in
a brown study.

The one figure which had power to recall him to the actual world sud-
denly intruded itself upon his field of vision. From dreams which he re-
cognized in the moment of awakening to have beenof Phil Abingdon, he
was suddenly aroused to the fact that Phil Abingdon herself was present.
Perhaps, half subconsciously, he had been looking for her.

Veiled and dressed in black, he saw her slim figure moving through
the throng. He conceived the idea that there was something furtive in her
movements. She seemedto be hurrying along asif desirous of avoiding
recognition. Every now and again she glanced back, evidently in search
of a cab, and a dormant suspicion which had lain in Harley's mind now
becameanimate. Phil Abingdon was coming from the direction of the Sa-
voy Hotel. Was it possible that she had been to visit Ormuz Khan?

Harley crossed the Strand and paused just in front of the hurrying,
black-clad figure. "Miss Abingdon," he said, "a sort of instinct told me
that | should meet you to-day."

She stopped suddenly, and through the black veil which she wore he
saw her eyes grow largerNor such was the effect as she opened them
widely. Perhaps he misread their message.To him Phil Abingdon's ex-
pression was that of detected guilt. More than ever he was convinced of
the truth of his suspicions. "Perhaps you were looking for a cab?"he
suggested.

Overcoming her surprise, or whatever emotion had claimed her at the
moment of this unexpected meeting, Phil Abingdon took Harley's out-
stretched hand and held it for a moment before replying. "I had almost
despaired of finding one," she said, "and | am late already."
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“The porter at the Savoy would get you one."

"I have tried there and got tired of waiting,” she answered quite
simply.

For a moment Harley's suspicions were almost dispelled, and, ob-
serving an empty cab approaching, he signalled to the man to pull up.

"Where do you want to go to?" he inquired, opening the door.

"l am due at Doctor McMurdoch's," she replied, stepping in.

Paul Harley hesitated, glancing from the speaker to the driver.

"l wonder if you have time to come with me," said Phil Abingdon. "I
know the doctor wants to see you."

"I will come with pleasure," replied Harley, a statement which was no
more than true.

Accordingly he gave the necessary directions to the taxi man and
seated himself beside the girl in the cab.

"I am awfully glad of an opportunity of a chat with you, Mr. Harley,"
said Phil Abingdon. "The last few days have seemedlike one long night-
mare to me." She sighed pathetically. "Surely Doctor McMurdoch is
right, and all the horrible doubts which troubled us were idle ones, after
all?"

She turned to Harley, looking almost eagerly into his face. "Poor
daddy hadn't an enemy in the world, | am sure," she said. "His ex-
traordinary words to you no doubt have some simple explanation. Oh, it
would be such arelief to know that his end was a natural one. At leastit
would dull the misery of it all a little bit."

The appeal in her eyeswas of a kind which Harley found much diffi-
culty in resisting. It would have been happiness to offer consolation to
this sorrowing girl. But, although he could not honestly assure her that
he had abandoned his theories, he realized that the horror of her suspi-
cions was having a dreadful effect upon Phil Abingdon's mind.

"You may quite possibly be right,” he said, gently. “In any event, |
hope you will think aslittle aspossible about the morbid side of this un-
happy business."

"l try to," she assured him, earnestly, "but you canimagine how hard
the task is. | know that you must have some good reason for your idea;
something, | mean, other than the mere words which have puzzled us all
so much. Won't you tell me?"

Now, Paul Harley had determined, since the girl was unacquainted
with Nicol Brinn, to conceal from her all that he had learned from that
extraordinary man. In this determination he had been actuated, too, by
the promptings of the note of danger which, once seemingly attuned to
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the movements of Sir Charles Abingdon, had, after the surgeon's death,
apparently become centred upon himself and upon Nicol Brinn. He
dreaded the thought that the cloud might stretch out over the life of this
girl who satbeside him and whom he felt sourgently called upon to pro-
tect from such a menace.

The cloud? What was this cloud, whence did it emanate,and by whom
had it been called into being? He looked into the violet eyes,and as a
while before he had moved alone through the wilderness of London now
he seemed to be alone with Phil Abingdon on the border of a spirit world
which had no existence for the multitudes around. Psychically, he was
very close to her at that moment; and when he replied he replied evas-
ively: "I have absolutely no scrap of evidence, Miss Abingdon, pointing
to foul play. The circumstanceswere peculiar, of course, but | have every
confidence in Doctor McMurdoch's efficiency. Since he is satisfied, it
would be mere impertinence on my part to question his verdict."

Phil Abingdon repeated the weary sigh and turned her head aside,
glancing down to where with one small shoe she was restlessly tapping
the floor of the cab. They were both silent for some moments.

"Don't you trust me?" she asked, suddenly. "Or don't you think | am
clever enough to share your confidence?"

As she spoke shelooked at him challengingly, and he felt all the force
of personality which underlay her outward lightness of manner.

"l both trust you and respectyour intelligence,” he answered, quietly.
“If | withhold anything from you, | am prompted by a very different
motive from the one you suggest.”

“Then you are keeping something from me," she said, softly. "I knew
you were."

"Miss Abingdon," replied Harley, "when the worst trials of this affair
are over, | want to have a long talk with you. Until then, won't you be-
lieve that | am acting for the best?"

But Phil Abingdon's glance was unrelenting.

“In your opinion it may be so, but you won't do me the honour of con-
sulting mine."

Harley had half anticipated this attitude, but had hoped that she
would not adopt it. She possessedin a high degree the feminine art of
provoking a quarrel. But he found much consolation in the fact that she
had thus shifted the discussion from the abstract to the personal. He
smiled slightly, and Phil Abingdon's expression relaxed in response and
she lowered her eyes quickly. "Why do you persistently treat me like a
child?" she said.

49



"I don't know," replied Harley, delighted but bewildered by her sud-
den change of mood. "Perhaps because | want to."

She did not answer him, but stared abstractedly out of the cab win-
dow; and Harley did not break this silence, much ashe would have liked
to do so. He was mentally reviewing his labours of the preceding day
when, in the character of a Colonial visitor with much time on his hands,
he had haunted the Savoy for hours in the hope of obtaining a glimpse of
Ormuz Khan. His vigil had been fruitless, and on returning by a round-
about route to his office he had bitterly charged himself with wasting
valuable time upon a side issue. Yet when, later, he had satin his study
endeavouring to arrange his ideas in order, he had discovered many
points in his own defence.

If his ineffective surveillance of Ormuz Khan had been dictated by in-
terest in Phil Abingdon rather than by strictly professional motives, it
was, nevertheless, an ordinary part of the conduct of such a case.But
while he had personally undertaken the matter of his excellency he had
left the work of studying the activities of Nicol Brinn to an assistant. He
could not succeedin convincing himself that, on the evidence available,
the movements of the Oriental gentleman were more important than
those of the American.

"Here we are," said Phil Abingdon.

Shealighted, and Harley dismissed the cabman and followed the girl
into Doctor McMurdoch's house. Here he made the acquaintance of Mrs.
McMurdoch, who, as experience had taught him to anticipate, was as
plump and merry and vivacious as her husband was lean, gloomy, and
taciturn. But she was a perfect well of sympathy, as her treatment of the
bereaved girl showed. Shetook her in her arms and hugged her in a way
that was good to see.

"We were waiting for you, dear,"” she said when the formality of
presenting Harley was over. "Are you quite sure that you want to go?"

Phil Abingdon nodded pathetically. Shehad raised her veil, and Har-
ley could seethat her eyes were full of tears. "l should like to seethe
flowers," she answered.

She was staying at the McMurdochs' house, and as the object at
presentin view was that of a visit to her old home, from which the funer-
al of Sir Charles Abingdon was to take place on the morrow, Harley be-
came suddenly conscious of the fact that his presence was inopportune.

"l believe you want to seeme, Doctor McMurdoch," he said, turning to
the dour physician. "Shall | await your return or do you expectto be
detained?"
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But Phil Abingdon had her own views on the matter. She stepped up
beside him and linked her arm in his.

"Please come with me, Mr. Harley," she pleaded. "I want you to."

As a result he found himself a few minutes later entering the hall of
the late Sir Charles's house. The gloved hand resting on his arm
trembled, but when he looked down solicitously into Phil Abingdon's
face she smiled bravely, and momentarily her clasp tightened asif to re-
assure him.

It seemedquite natural that she should derive comfort from the pres-
ence of this comparative stranger; and neither of the two, as they stood
there looking at the tributes to the memory of the Ilate Sir
CharlesNwhich overflowed from a neighbouring room into the lobby
and were even piled upon the library tableNwere conscious of any
strangeness in the situation.

The first thing that had struck Harley on entering the house had been
an overpowering perfume of hyacinths. Now he saw whence it arose;
for, conspicuous amid the wreaths and crosses,was an enormous device
formed of hyacinths. Its proportions dwarfed those of all the others.

Mrs. Howett, the housekeeper, a sad-eyed little figure, appeared now
from behind the bank of flowers. Her grief could not rob her of that Old
World manner which was hers, and she saluted the visitors with a bow
which promised to develop into a curtsey. Noting the direction of Phil
Abingdon's glance, which was setupon a card attached to the wreath of
hyacinths: "It was the first to arrive, Miss Phil," she said. "Isn't it
beautiful?"

"It's wonderful,” said the girl, moving forward and drawing Harley
along with her. Sheglanced from the card up to his face, which was set
in a rather grim expression.

"Ormuz Khan hasbeenso good," she said. "He sent his secretaryto see
if he could be of any assistanceyesterday, but | certainly had not expec-
ted this."

Her eyesfilled with tears again, and, becausehe thought they were
tears of gratitude, Harley clenched his hand tightly so that the muscles of
his forearm becametaut to Phil Abingdon's touch. Shelooked up at him,
smiling pathetically: "Don't you think it was awfully kind of him?" she
asked.

"Very," replied Harley.

A dry and sepulchral cough of approval came from Doctor McMur-
doch; and Harley divined with joy that when the ordeal of the next day
was over Phil Abingdon would have to face cross-examination by the
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conscientious Scotsmanrespecting this stranger whose attentions, if Ori-
entally extravagant, were instinct with such generous sympathy.

For some reason the heavy perfume of the hyacinths affected him un-
pleasantly. All his old doubts and suspicions found a new life, sothat his
share in the conversation which presently arose became confined to a
few laconic answers to direct questions.

He was angry, and his anger was more than half directed against him-
self, becausehe knew that he had no shadow of right to question this girl
about her friendships or even to advise her. He determined, however,
even at the cost of incurring arebuke, to urge Doctor McMurdoch to em-
ploy all the influence he possessedto terminate an acquaintanceship
which could not be otherwise than undesirable, if it was not actually
dangerous.

When, presently, the party returned to the neighbouring house of the
physician, however, Harley's plans in this respectwere destroyed by the
action of Doctor McMurdoch, in whose composition tact was not a pre-
dominant factor. Almost before they were seatedin the doctor's drawing
room he voiced his disapproval. "Phil," he said, ignoring a silent appeal
from his wife, "this is, mayhap, no time to speak of the matter, but I'm
not glad to see the hyacinths."

Phil Abingdon's chin quivered rebelliously, and, to Harley's dismay, it
was upon him that shefixed her gazein replying. "Perhapsyou also dis-
approve of his excellency's kindness?" she said, indignantly.

Harley found himself temporarily at a loss for words. She was per-
fectly well aware that he disapproved, and now was taking a cruel pleas-
ure in reminding him of the fact that he was not entitled to do so.Had he
been capable of that calm analysis to which ordinarily he submitted all
psychological problems, he must have found matter for rejoicing in this
desire of the girl's to hurt him. "I am afraid, Miss Abingdon," he replied,
quietly, "that the matter is not one in which | am entitled to expressmy
opinion."

She continued to look at him challengingly, but:

"Quite right, Mr. Harley," said Doctor McMurdoch, "but if you were,
your opinion would be the same as mine."

Mrs. McMurdoch's glance becamepositively beseeching,but the phys-
ician ignored it. "As your father's oldest friend,” he continued, "I feel
called upon to remark that it isn't usual for strangersto thrust their atten-
tions upon a bereaved family."

"Oh," said Phil Abingdon with animation, "do | understand that this is
also your opinion, Mr. Harley?"
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"As a man of the world," declared Doctor McMurdoch, gloomily, "it
cannot fail to be."

Tardily enough he now succumbed to the silent entreaties of his wife.
“I will speak of this later,"” he concluded. "Mayhap | should not have
spoken now."

Tears began to trickle down Phil Abingdon's cheeks.

"Oh, my dear, my dear!" cried little Mrs. McMurdoch, running to her
side.

But the girl sprang up, escaping from the encircling arm of the moth-
erly old lady. Sheshook her head disdainfully, asif to banish tears and
weakness,and glanced rapidly around from faceto face."l think you are
all perfectly cruel and horrible,” she said in a choking voice, turned, and
ran out.

A distant door banged.

"H'm," muttered Doctor McMurdoch, "I've put my foot in it."

His wife looked at him in speechlessindignation and then followed
Phil Abingdon from the room.
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Chapter 9

TWO REPORTS

On returning to his office Paul Harley found awaiting him the report of
the man to whom he had entrusted the study of the movements of Nicol
Brinn. His mood was a disturbed one, and he had observed none of his
customary precautions in coming from Doctor McMurdoch's house. He
wondered if the surveillance which he had once detected had ceased.
Perhaps the chambers of Nicol Brinn were the true danger zone upon
which these subtle but powerful forces now were focussed. On the other
hand, he was quite well aware that his movements might have been
watched almost uninterruptedly since the hour that Sir Charles Abing-
don had visited his office.

During the previous day, in his attempt to learn the identity of Ormuz
Khan, he had covered his tracks with his customary care. He had suffi-
cient faith in his knowledge of disguise, which was extensive, to believe
that those mysterious personswho were interested in his movements re-
mained unaware of the fact that the simple-minded visitor from Van-
couver who had spent several hours in and about the Savoy, and Paul
Harley of Chancery Lane, were one and the same.

His brain was far too alertly engaged with troubled thoughts of Phil
Abingdon to be susceptible to the influence of those delicate etheric
waves which he had come to recognize asthe note of danger. Practically
there had been no development whatever in the investigation, and he
was almost tempted to believe that the whole thing was a mirage, when
the sight of the typewritten report translated him mentally to the luxuri-
ous chambers in Piccadilly.

Again, almost clairvoyantly, he saw the stoical American seatedbefore
the empty fireplace, his foot restlessly tapping the fender. Again he
heard the curious, high tones: "Il tell youE You have opened the gates
of hellE ."

The whole scene,with its tantalizing undercurrent of mystery, was
reenactedbefore his inner vision. He seemedto hear Nicol Brinn, startled
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from his reverie, exclaim: "l think it was an owlE . We sometimes get
them over from the Green ParkE ."

Why should so simple an incident have produced so singular an ef-
fect? For the face of the speaker had been ashen.

Then the pendulum swung inevitably back:"You are all perfectly cruel
and horribleE ."

Paul Harley clenched his hands, frowning at the Burmese cabinet as
though he hated it.

How persistently the voice of Phil Abingdon rang in his ears!He could
not forget her lightest words. How hopelessly her bewitching image in-
truded itself between his reasoning mind and the problem upon which
he sought to concentrate.

Miss Smith, the typist, had gone, for it was after six o'clock, and Innes
alone was on duty. He camein asHarley, placing his hat and cane upon
the big writing table, sat down to study the report.

“Inspector Wessexrang up, Mr. Harley, about an hour ago. He said he
would be at the Yard until six."

"Has he obtained any information?" asked Paul Harley, wearily, glan-
cing at his little table clock.

"He said he had had insufficient time to do much in the matter, but
that there were one or two outstanding facts which might interest you."

"Did he seem to be surprised?"

"He did," confessed Innes. "He said that Ormuz Khan was a well-
known figure in financial circles, and asked me in what way you were
interested in him."

"Ah!" murmured Harley. He took up the telephone. "City 400," he
saidE . "Is that the Commissioner's Office, New Scotland Yard? E Paul
Harley speaking. Would you please inquire if Detective Inspector Wes-
sex has gone?"

While awaiting areply he looked up at Innes. "Is there anything else?"
he asked.

"Only the letters, Mr. Harley."

“No callers?"

"No."

"Leave the letters, then; | will seeto them. You need not wait." A mo-
ment later, as his secretary bade him good-night and went out of the
office:

"Hello," said Harley, speaking into the mouthpieceE "The inspector
has gone?Perhapsyou would ask him to ring me up in the morning." He
replaced the receiver on the hook.
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Resting his chin in his hands, he began to read from the typewritten
pages before him. His assistant's report was conceived as follows:

'Re Mr. Nicol Brinn of Raleigh House, Piccadilly, W. I.

‘Mr. Nicol Brinn is an American citizen, born at Cincinnati, Ohio,
February 15, 1884.He is the son of John Nicolas Brinn of the same city,
founder of the firm of J.Nicolas Brinn, Incorporated, later reconstituted
under the style of Brinn's Universal Electric Supply Corporation.

‘Nicol Brinn is a graduate of Harvard. He has travelled extensively in
nearly all parts of the world and has accessto the best society of Europe
and America. He has a reputation for eccentricity, has won numerous
sporting events as a gentleman rider; was the first airman to fly over the
Rockies;took part in the Uruguay rebellion of 1904,and held the rank of
lieutenant colonel of field artillery with the American forces during the
Great War.

'He has published a work on big game and has contributed numerous
travel articles to American periodicals. On the death of Mr. Brinn, senior,
in 1914, he inherited an enormous fortune and a preponderating influ-
encein the B.U.E.S.C.He has never taken any active part in conduct of
the concern, but has lived arestlessand wandering life in various parts
of the world.

‘Mr. Nicol Brinn is a confirmed bachelor. | have been unable to find
that he has ever taken the slightest interest in any woman other than his
mother throughout his career. Mrs. J.Nicolas Brinn is still living in Cin-
cinnati, and there is said to be a strong bond of affection between mother
and son. His movements on yesterday, 4th June, 1921, were as follows:

'He came out of his chambers at eight o'clock and rode for an hour in
the park, when he returned and remained indoors until midday. He then
drove to the Carlton, where he lunched with the Foreign Secretary,with
whom he remained engagedin earnestconversation until ten minutes to
three. The Rt. Hon. gentleman proceeded to the House of Commons and
Mr. Brinn to an auction at Christie's. He bought two oil paintings. He
then returned to his chambers and did not reappear again until seven
o'clock. He dined alone at a small and unfashionable restaurant in Soho,
went on to his box at Covent Garden, where he remained for an hour,
also alone, and then went home. He had no callers throughout the day.'

Deliberately Paul Harley had read the report, only removing his hand
from his chin to turn over the pages.Now from the cabinet at his elbow
he took out his tin of tobacco and, filling and lighting a pipe, lay back,
eyes half closed, considering what he had learned respecting Nicol
Brinn.
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That he was concerned in the death of Sir Charles Abingdon he did
not believe for a moment; but that this elusive case,which upon investig-
ation only seemedthe more obscure, was nevertheless a caseof deliber-
ate murder he was as firmly convinced as ever. Of the identity of the
murderer, of his motive, he had not the haziest idea, but that the cloud
which he had pictured asoverhanging the life of the late Sir Charles was
a reality and not a myth of the imagination he becamemore completely
convinced with each new failure to pick up a clue.

He found himself helplessly tied. In which direction should he move
and to what end? Inclination prompted him in one direction, common
sense held him back. As was his custom, he took a pencil and wrote
upon a little block:

Find means to force Brinn to speak.

He lay back in his chair again, deep in thought, and presently added
the note:

Obtain interview with Ormuz Khan.

Justas he replaced the pencil on the table, his telephone bell rang. The
caller proved to be his friend, Inspector Wessex.

"Hello, Mr. Harley," said the inspector. "I had occasionto return to the
Yard, and they told me you had rung up. | don't know why you are in-
terested in this Ormuz Khan, unless you want to raise a loan."

Paul Harley laughed. "I gather that he is a man of extensive means,"he
replied, "but hitherto he has remained outside my radius of observation."

"And outside mine," declared the inspector. "He hasn't the most dis-
tant connection with anything crooked. It gave me a lot of trouble to find
out what little | have found out. Briefly, all I have to tell you is this: Or-
muz KhanNwho is apparently entited to be addressed as 'his excel-
lency'Nis a director of the Imperial Bank of Iran, and is associated, too,
with one of the Ottoman banks. | presume his nationality is Persian,but |
can't be sure of it. He periodically turns up in the various big capitals
when international loans and that sort of thing are being negotiated. |
understand that he has a flat somewhere in Paris, and the Service de
Surete tells me that his name is good for several million francs over
there. He appears to have a certain fondness for London during the
spring and early summer months, and | am told he has a fine place in
Surrey. He is at present living at Savoy Court. He appears to be
something of a dandy and to be very partial to the fair sex,but neverthe-
lessthere is nothing wrong with his reputation,considering, | mean, that
the man is a sort of Eastern multimillionaire."

57



"Ah!" said Harley, who had been listening eagerly. "Is that the extent
of your information, Wessex?"

“That's it," replied Wessex,with a laugh. "I hope you'll find it useful,
but | doubt it. He hasn't been picking pockets or anything, has he?"

"No," said Harley, shortly. "I don't apprehend that his excellency will
ever appear in your province, Wessex.My interest in him is of a purely
personal nature. Thanks for all the trouble you have taken."

Paul Harley beganto pacethe office. From a professional point of view
the information was uninteresting enough, but from another point of
view it had awakened again that impotent anger which he had too often
experienced in these recent, strangely restless days.

At all costshe must seeOrmuz Khan, although how he was to obtain
accessto this man who apparently never left his private apartments (if
the day of his vigil at the Savoy had been a typical one) he failed to
imagine.

Nevertheless, pausing at the table, he again took up his pencil, and to
the note "Obtain interview with Ormuz Khan" he added the one word,
underlined:

"To-morrow."
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Chapter 1 O

HIS EXCELLENCY ORMUZ KHAN

The city clocks were chiming the hour of ten on the following morning
when a page from the Savoy approached the shop of Mr. Jarvis, boot-
maker, which is situated at no great distance from the hotel. The im-
pudent face of the small boy wore an expression of serio-comic fright as
he pushed open the door and entered the shop.

Jarvis, the bootmaker, belonged to arapidly disappearing classof Brit-
ish tradesmen. He buckled to no one, but took an artistic pride in his
own handiwork, criticism from a layman merely provoking a scornful
anger which had lost Jarvis many good customers.

He was engaged, at the moment of the page's entrance, in a little fit-
ting room at the back of his cramped premises, but through the doorway
the boy could seethe red, bespectacledface with its fringe of bristling
white beard, in which he detected all the tokens of brewing storm. He
whistled softly in self-sympathy.

"Yes,sir," Jarviswas saying to an invisible patron, "it's a welcome sight
to see a real Englishman walk into my shop nowadays. London isn't
London, sir, since the war, and the Strand will never be the Strand
again." He turned to his assistant, who stood beside him, bootjack in
hand. "If he sendsthem back again," he directed, "tell him to go to one of
the French firms in Regent Street who cater to dainty ladies." He posit-
ively snorted with indignation, while the page, listening, whistled again
and looked down at the parcel which he carried.

"An unwelcome customer, Jarvis?"inquired the voice of the man in the
fitting room.

"Quite unwelcome," said Jarvis. "l don't want him. | have more work
than | know how to turn out. | wish he would go elsewhere. | wishN"

He paused. He had seenthe page boy. The latter, having undone his
parcel, was holding out a pair of elegant, fawn-coloured shoes.

"Great Moses!" breathed Jarvis. "He's had the cheekto send them back
again!"
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"His excellencyN" began the page, when Jarvis snatched the shoes
from his hand and hurled them to the other end of the shop. His white
beard positively bristled.

“Tell his excellency,” he shouted, "to go to the devil, with my
compliments!"”

Sopositively ferocious was his aspectthat the boy, with upraised arm,
backed hastily out into the street. Safety won: "Blimey!" exclaimed the
youth. "He's the warm goods, he is!"

He paused for several moments, staring in a kind of stupefied admira-
tion at the closed door of Mr. Jarvis's establishment. He whistled again,
softly, and then began to runNfor the formidable Mr. Jarvis suddenly
opened the door. "Hi, boy!" he called to the page. The page hesitated,
glancing back doubtfully. "Tell his excellency that | will send round in
about half an hour to remeasure his foot."

"D'you mean it?" inquired the boy, impudentlyN"or is there a catchin
it?"

"I'l' tan your hide, my lad!" cried the bootmakerN"and | mean that!
Take my message and keep your mouth shut.”

The boy departed, grinning, and little more than half an hour later a
respectable-looking man presented himself at Savoy Court, inquiring of
the attendant near the elevator for the apartments of "his excellency," fol-
lowed by an unintelligible word which presumably represented "Ormuz
Khan." The visitor wore a well-brushed but threadbare tweed suit, al-
though his soft collar was by no means clean. He had a short, reddish-
brown beard, and very thick, curling hair of the same hue protruded
from beneath a bowler hat which had seen long service.

Like Mr. Jarvis, he was bespectacled,and his teeth were much discol-
oured and apparently broken in front, as is usual with cobblers. His
hands, too, were toil-stained and his nails very black. He carried a card-
board box. He seemedto be extremely nervous, and this nervousness
palpably increased when the impudent page, who was standing in the
lobby, giggled on hearing his inquiry.

"He's second floor," said the youth. "Are you from Hot-Stuff Jarvis?"

“That's right, lad," replied the visitor, speaking with a marked
Manchester accent; "from Mr. Jarvis."

"And are you really going up?" inquired the boy with mock solicitude.

"I'm going up right enough. That's what I'm here for."

"Shut up, Chivers," snapped the hall porter. "Ring the bell." He glanced
at the cobbler. "Secondfloor," he said, tersely, and resumed his study of a
newspaper which he had been reading.
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The representative of Mr. Jarvis was carried up to the secondfloor and
the lift man, having indicated at which door he should knock, descended
again. The cobbler's nervousness thereupon became more marked than
ever, so that a waiter, seeing him looking helplessly from door to door,
took pity on him and inquired for whom he was searching.

"His excellency," was the reply; "but I'm hanged if | can remember the
number or how to pronounce his name."

The waiter glanced at him oddly. "Ormuz Khan," he said, and rang the
bell beside a door. As he hurried away, "Good luck!" he called back.

There was a short interval, and then the door was opened by a man
who looked like a Hindu. He wore correct morning dress and through
gold-rimmed pince-nez he stared inquiringly at the caller.

“Is his excellency at home?" asked the latter. "I'm from Mr. Jarvis, the
bootmaker."

"Oh!" said the other, smiling slightly. "Come in. What is your name?"

"Parker, sir. From Mr. Jarvis."

As the door closed, Parker found himself in a small lobby. Beside an
umbrella rack a high-backed chair was placed. "Sit down," he was direc-
ted. "l will tell his excellency that you are here."

A door was opened and closed again, and Parker found himself alone.
He twirled his bowler hat, which he held in his hand, and stared about
the place vacantly. Once he began to whistle, but checked himself and
coughed nervously. Finally the Hindu gentleman reappeared, beckoning
to him to enter.

Parker stood up very quickly and advanced, hat in hand.

Then he remembered the box which he had left on the floor, and,
stooping to recover it, he dropped his hat. But at last, leaving his hat
upon the chair and carrying the box under his arm, he entered a room
which had been converted into a very businesslike office.

There was a typewriter upon a table near the window at which
someone had evidently been at work quite recently, and upon a larger
table in the centre of the room were dispatch boxes, neat parcels of docu-
ments, ledgers, works of reference,and all the evidence of keen commer-
cial activity. Crossing the room, the Hindu rapped upon an inner door,
opened it, and standing aside, "The man from the bootmaker," he said in
a low voice.

Parker advanced, peering about him as one unfamiliar with his sur-
roundings. As he crossedthe threshold the door was closed behind him,
and he found himself in a superheated atmosphere heavy with the per-
fume of hyacinths.
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The place was furnished as a sitting room, but some of its appoint-
ments were obviously importations. Its keynote was orientalism, not of
that sensuous yet grossly masculine character which surrounds the
wealthy Eastern esthete but quite markedly feminine. There were an ex-
traordinary number of cushions, and many bowls and vases containing
hyacinths. What other strange appointments were present Parker was far
too nervous to observe.

He stood dumbly before a man who lolled back in a deep, cushioned
chair and whose almond-shaped eyes, black as night, were set immov-
ably upon him. This man was apparently young. He wore a rich, bro-
caded robe, trimmed with marten fur, and out of it his long ivory throat
rose statuesquely. His complexion was likewise of this uniform ivory
colour, and from his low smooth brow his hair was brushed back in a
series of glossy black waves.

His lips were full and very red. As a woman he might have been con-
sidered handsomeNeven beautiful; in a man this beauty was unnatural
and repellent. He wore Oriental slippers, fur-lined, and his feet rested on
a small ottoman. One long, slender hand lay upon a cushion placed on
the chair arm, and a pretty girl was busily engaged in manicuring his
excellency'snails. Although the day held every promise of being uncom-
fortably hot, already a huge fire was burning in the grate.

As Parker stood before him, the languid, handsome Oriental did not
stir a muscle, merely keeping the gaze of his strange black eyes fixed
upon the nervous cobbler. The manicurist, after one quick upward
glance, continued her work. But in this moment of distraction she had
hurt the cuticle of one of those delicate, slender fingers.

Ormuz Khan withdrew his hand sharply from the cushion, glanced
aside at the girl, and then, extending his hand again, pushed her away
from him. Becauseof her half-kneeling posture, she almost fell, but man-
aged to recover herself by clutching at the edge of a little table upon
which the implements of her trade were spread. The table rocked and a
bowl of water fell crashing on the carpet. His excellency spoke. His voice
was very musical.

"Clumsy fool," he said. "You have hurt me. Go."

The girl becamevery white and began to gather up the articles upon
the table. "l am sorry," she said, "butN"

"l do not wish you to speak," continued the musical voice; "only to go."

Hurriedly collecting the remainder of the implements and placing
them in an attache case,the manicurist hurried from the room. Her eyes
were overbright and her lips pathetically tremulous. Ormuz Khan never
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glanced in her direction again, but resumed his disconcerting survey of
Parker. "Yes?" he said.

Parker bumblingly began to remove the lid of the cardboard box
which he had brought with him.

"l do not wish you to alter the shoesyou have made," said his excel-
lency. "l instructed you to remeasure my foot in order that you might
make a pair to fit."

"Yes,sir," said Parker. "Quite so, your excellency." And he dropped the
box and the shoes upon the floor. "Just a moment, sir?"

From an inner pocket he drew out a large sheetof white paper, a pen-
cil, and a tape measure."Will you place your foot upon this sheetof pa-
per, sir?"

Ormuz Khan raised his right foot listlessly.

"Slipper off, please, sir."

"I am waiting," replied the other, never removing his gaze from
Parker's face.

"Oh, | beg your pardon sir, your excellency," muttered the bootmaker.

Dropping upon one knee, he removed the furred slipper from a
slender, arched foot, bare, of the delicate colour of ivory, and assmall as
a woman's.

"Now, sir."

The ivory foot was placed upon the sheetof paper, and very clumsily
Parker drew its outline. He then took certain measurements and made a
number of notes with a stub of thick pencil. Whenever his none too clean
hands touched Ormuz Khan's delicate skin the Oriental perceptibly
shuddered.

"Of course, sir," said Parker at last, "I should really have taken your
measurement with the sock on."

"l wear only the finest silk."

"Very well, sir. As you wish."

Parker replaced paper, pencil, and measure, and, packing up the rejec-
ted shoes, made for the door.

"Oh, bootmaker!" came the musical voice.

Parker turned. "Yes, sir?"

“They will be ready by Monday?"

"If possible, your excellency."

"Otherwise | shall not accept them."

Ormuz Khan drew a hyacinth from a vase close beside him and lan-
guidly waved it in dismissal.
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In the outer room the courteous secretary awaited Parker, and there
was apparently no one elsein the place, for the Hindu conducted him to
the lobby and opened the door.

Parker said "Good morning, sir,” and would have departed without
his hat had not the secretary smilingly handed it to him.

When, presently, the cobbler emerged from the elevator, below, he
paused before leaving the hotel to mop his perspiring brow with alarge,
soiled handkerchief. The perfume of hyacinths seemedto have pursued
him, bringing with it a memory of the handsome, effeminate ivory face
of the man above. He was recalled to his sensesby the voice of the im-
pudent page.

"Been kicked out, gov'nor?" the youth inquired. "You're the third this
morning."

"Is that so?" answered Parker. "Who were the other two, lad?"

“The girl wot comesto do his nails. A stunnin' bird, too. She came
down cryin' a few minutes ago. ThenN"

"Shut up, Chivers!" cried the hall porter. "You're asking for the sack,
and I'm the man to get it for you."

Chivers did not appear to be vastly perturbed by this prospect, and he
grinned agreeably at Parker as the latter made his way out into the
courtyard.

Any one sufficiently interested to have done so might have found mat-
ter for surprise had he followed that conscientious bootmaker as he left
the hotel. He did not proceed to the shop of Mr. Jarvis, but, crossing the
Strand, mounted a city-bound motor bus and proceeded eastward upon
it asfar asthe Law Courts. Here he dismounted and plunged into that
maze of tortuous lanes which dissectsthe triangle formed by Chancery
Lane and Holborn.

His step was leisurely, and once he stopped to light his pipe, peering
with interest into the shop window of alaw stationer. Finally he cameto
another little shop which had once formed part of a private house. It was
of the lock-up variety, and upon the gauze blind which concealedthe in-
terior appeared the words: "The Chancery Agency."

Whether the Chancery Agency was a press agency, a literary or a dra-
matic agency, was not specified, but Mr. Parker was evidently well ac-
quainted with the establishment, for he unlocked the door with a key
which he carried and, entering a tiny shop, closed and locked the door
behind him again.

The place was not more than ten yards square and the ceiling was very
low. It was barely furnished as an office, but evidently Mr. Parker's
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businesswas not of a nature to detain him here. There was a second door
to be unlocked; and beyond it appeared a flight of narrow stairsNat
some time the servant's stair of the partially demolished house which
had occupied that site in former days. Relocking this door in turn, Mr.
Parker mounted the stair and presently found himself in a spacious and
well-furnished bedroom.

This bedroom contained an extraordinary number of wardrobes, and a
big dressing table with wing mirrors lent a theatrical touch to the apart-
ment. This was still further enhanced by the presenceof all sorts of wigs,
boxes of false hair, and other items of make-up. At the table Mr. Parker
seated himself, and when, half an hour later, the bedroom door was
opened, it was not Mr. Parker who crossedthe book-lined study within
and walked through to the private office where Innes was seated writ-
ing. It was Mr. Paul Harley.
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Chapter 1 1

THE PURPLE STAIN

For more than an hour Harley sat alone, smoking, neglectful of the
routine duties which should have claimed his attention. His face was set
and grim, and his expression one of total abstraction. In spirit he stood
again in that superheated room at the Savoy. Sometimes, as he mused,
he would smoke with unconscious vigour, surrounding himself with
veritable fog banks. An imaginary breath of hyacinths would have
reached him, to conjure up vividly the hateful, perfumed environment of
Ormuz Khan.

He was savagely aware of a great mental disorderliness. He recog-
nized that his brain remained a mere whirlpool from which Phyllis
Abingdon, the deceased Sir Charles, Nicol Brinn, and another, altern-
ately aroseto claim supremacy. He clenched his teeth upon the mouth-
piece of his pipe.

But after some time, although rebelliously, his thoughts beganto mar-
shal themselvesin a certain definite formation. And outstanding, alone,
removed from the ordinary, almost from the real, was the bizarre per-
sonality of Ormuz Khan.

The data concerning the Oriental visitor, as supplied by Inspector
Wessex,had led him to expect quite a different type of character. Inured
as Paul Harley was to surprise, his first sentiment as he had set eyes
upon the man had been one of sheer amazement.

"Something of a dandy," inadequately described the repellent sensu-
ousnessof this veritable potentate, who could contrive to invest a sitting
room in a modern hotel with the atmosphere of a secret Eastern house-
hold. To consider Ormuz Khan in connection with matters of interna-
tional finance was wildly incongruous, while the manicurist incident in-
dicated an inherent cruelty only possible in one of Oriental race.

In a mood of complete mental detachment Paul Harley found himself
looking again into those black, inscrutable eyesand trying to analyze the
elusive quality of their regard. They were unlike any eyes that he had
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met with. It were folly to count their possessora negligible quantity.
Nevertheless, it was difficult, becauseof the fellow's scented effeminacy,
to believe that women could find him attractive. But Harley, wise in
worldly lore, perceived that the mystery surrounding Ormuz Khan must
make a strong appeal to a certain type of female mind. He was forced to
admit that some women, indeed many, would be asclay in the hands of
the man who possessed those long-lashed, magnetic eyes.

He thought of the pretty manicurist. Mortification he had read in her
white face, and pain; but no anger. Yes, Ormuz Khan was dangerous.

In what respect was he dangerous?

"Phil Abingdon!" Harley whispered, and, in the act of breathing the
name, laughed at his own folly.

In the name of reason, he mused, what could shefind to interest her in
aman of Ormuz Khan's type? He was prepared to learn that there was a
mystic side to her personalityNa phasein her character which would be
responsive to the outre and romantic. But he was loath to admit that she
could have any place in her affections for the scented devotee of
hyacinths.

Thus, as always, his musings brought him back to the same point. He
suppresseda groan and, standing up, beganto pacethe room. To and fro
he walked, before the gleaming cabinet, and presently his expression un-
derwent a subtle change. His pipe had long since gone out, but he had
failed to observe the fact. His eyes had grown unusually brightNand
suddenly he stepped to the table and stooping made a note upon the
little writing block.

He rang the bell communicating with the outer office. Innes came in.
“Innes," he said, rapidly, "is there anything of really first-rate importance
with which | should deal personally?"

"Well," replied the secretary, glancing at some papers which he car-
ried, "there is nothing that could not wait until to-morrow at a pinch."

“The pinch has come," said Harley. "I am going to interview the two
most important witnesses in the Abingdon case."

“To whom do you refer, Mr. Harley?"

Innes stared rather blankly, as he made the inquiry, whereupon:

"I have no time to explain," continued Harley. "But | have suddenly
realized the importance of a seemingly trivial incident which | wit-
nessed.lt is thesetrivial incidents, Innes, which so often contain the hid-
den clue."

"What! you really think you have a clue at last?"
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"I do." The speaker's face grew grimly serious. "Innes, if | am right, |
shall probably proceed to one of two places: the apartments of Ormuz
Khan or the chambers of Nicol Brinn. Listen. Remain here until |
phoneNwhatever the hour."

"Shall | advise Wessex to stand by?"

Harley nodded. "YesNdo so. You understand, Innes, | am engaged
and not to be disturbed on any account?"”

"l understand. You are going out by the private exit?"

"Exactly."

As Innes retired, quietly closing the door, Harley took up the tele-
phone and called Sir Charles Abingdon's number. He was answered by a
voice which he recognized.

“This is Paul Harley speaking," he said. "Is that Benson?"

"Yes, sir," answered the butler. "Good morning, sir."

"Good morning, Benson.| have one or two questions to ask you, and
there is something | want you to do for me. Miss Abingdon is out, |
presume?"

"Yes, sir," replied Benson, sadly. "At the funeral, sir."

“Is Mrs. Howett in?"

"She is, sir."

"l shall be around in about a quarter of an hour, Benson.In the mean-
time, will you be good enough to lay the dining table exactly as it was
laid on the night of Sir Charles's death?"

Benson could be heard nervously clearing his throat, then: "Perhaps,
sir," he said, diffidently, "I didn't quite understand you. Lay the table, sir,
for dinner?"

"For dinnerNexactly. | want everything to be there that was present on
the night of the tragedy; everything. Naturally you will have to place dif-
ferent flowers in the vases,but | want to seethe same vases.From the
soup tureen to the serviette rings, Benson, | wish you to duplicate the
dinner table as| remember it, paying particular attention to the exactpo-
sition of eacharticle. Mrs. Howett will doubtless be able to assistyou in
this."

"Very good, sir," said BensonNbut his voice betokened bewilderment.
"l will see Mrs. Howett at once, sir."

"Right. Good-bye."

"Good-bye, sir."

Replacing the receiver, Harley took a bunch of keys from his pocket
and, crossing the office, locked the door. He then retired to his private
apartments and also locked the communicating door. A few moments
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later he came out of "The Chancery Agency" and proceeded in the direc-
tion of the Strand. Under cover of the wire-gauze curtain which veiled
the window he had carefully inspected the scenebefore emerging. But
although his eyes were keen and his sixth sense whispered
"DangerNdanger!" he had failed to detect anything amiss.

This constant conflict between intuition and tangible evidence was be-
ginning to tell upon him. Either his sixth sensehad begun to play tricks
or he was the object of the most perfectly organized and efficient system
of surveillance with which he had ever come in contact. Once, in the
past, he had found himself pitted against the secret police of Moscow,
and hitherto he had counted their methods incomparable. Unless he was
the victim of an unpleasant hallucination, those Russian spies had their
peers in London.

As he alighted from a cab before the house of the late Sir Charles, Ben-
son opened the door. "We have just finished, sir,” he said, as Harley ran
up the steps. "But Mrs. Howett would like to see you, sir."

"Very good, Benson,"replied Harley, handing his hat and caneto the
butler. "I will see her in the dining room, please."

Benson throwing open the door, Paul Harley walked into the room
which so often figured in his vain imaginings. The table was laid for din-
ner in accordancewith his directions. The chair which he remembered to
have occupied was in place and that in which Sir Charles had died was
set at the head of the table.

Brows contracted, Harley stood just inside the room, looking slowly
about him. And, as he stood so, an interrogatory cough drew his gazeto
the doorway. He turned sharply, and there was Mrs. Howett, a pathetic
little figure in black.

"Ah, Mrs. Howett," said Harley; kindly, "please try to forgive me for
this unpleasant farce with its painful memories. But | have a good reas-
on. | think you know this. Now, as | am naturally anxious to have
everything clear before Miss Abingdon returns, will you be good enough
to tell me if the table is at present set exactly as on the night that Sir
Charles and | came in to dinner?"

“No, Mr. Harley," was the answer, "that was what | was anxious to ex-
plain. The table is now laid as Benson left it on that dreadful night."

"Ah, | see. Then you, personally, made some modifications?"

"l rearranged the flowers and moved the centre vase so." The method-
ical old lady illustrated her words. "I also had the dessert spoons
changed. You remember, Benson?"

69



Benson inclined his head. From a sideboard he took out two silver
spoons which he substituted for those already set upon the table.

"Anything else, Mrs. Howett?"

“The table is now as| left it, sir, a few minutes before your arrival. Just
after your arrival | found Jones,the parlourmaidNa most incompetent,
impudent girlNaltering the position of the serviettes. At least, such was
my impression."

"Of the serviettes?" murmured Harley.

"Shedenied it," continued the housekeeper,speaking with great anim-
ation; "but she could give no explanation. It was the last straw. Shetook
too many liberties altogether."

As Harley remained silent, the old lady ran on animatedly, but Harley
was no longer listening.

“This is not the same table linen?" he asked, suddenly.

"Why, no, sir," replied Benson. "Last week's linen will be at the
laundry."

"It has not gone yet," interrupted Mrs. Howett. "I was making up the
list when you brought me Mr. Harley's message."

Paul Harley turned to her.

"May | ask you to bring the actual linen used at table on that occasion,
Mrs. Howett?" he said. "My request must appear singular, | know, but |
assure you it is no idle one."

Bensonlooked positively stupid, but Mrs. Howett, who had conceived
a sort of reverence for Paul Harley, hurried away excitedly.

"Finally, Benson,"said Harley, "what elsedid you bring into the room
after Sir Charles and | had entered?"

"Soup, sir. Here is the tureen, on the sideboard, and all the soup plates
of the service in use that night. Of course, sir, | can't say which were the
actual plates used."

Paul Harley inspected the plates, a set of fine old Derby ware, and
gazed meditatively at the silver ladle. "Did the maid, Jones,handle any
of these?" he asked.

"No, sir"Nemphatically. "She was preparing to bring the trout from
the kitchen."

"But | saw her in the room."

"She had brought in the fish plates, a sauceboat, and two toast racks,
sir. Sheput them here, on the sideboard. But they were never brought to
the table."

"H'm. Has Jones left?"
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"Yes, sir. She was under notice. But after her rudeness, Mrs. Howett
packed her off right away. She left the very next day after poor Sir
Charles died."

"Where has she gone?"

“To a married sister, | believe, until she finds a new job. Mrs. Howett
has the address."

At this moment Mrs. Howett entered, bearing a tablecloth and a num-
ber of serviettes.

“This was the cloth," she said, spreading it out, "but which of the servi-
ettes were used | cannot say."

"Allow me to look," replied Paul Harley.

One by one he began to inspect the serviettes, opening each in turn
and examining it critically.

"What have we here!" he exclaimed, presently. "Have blackberries
been served within the week, Mrs. Howett?"

"We never had them on the table, Mr. Harley. Sir CharlesNGod rest
himNsaid they irritated the stomach. Good gracious!" Sheturned to Ben-
son. "How is it | never noticed those stains, and what can have caused
them?"

The serviette which Paul Harley held outstretched was covered all
over with dark purple spots.
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Chapter 1 2

THE VEIL IS RAISED

Rising from the writing table in the library, Paul Harley crossedto the
mantelpiece and stared long and hungrily at a photograph in a silver
frame. So closely did he concentrate upon it that he induced a sort of
auto-hypnosis, sothat Phil Abingdon seemedto smile at him sadly. Then
a shadow appeared to obscure the piquant face. The soft outline
changed, subtly; the lips grew more full, became voluptuous; the eyes
lengthened and grew languorous. He found himself looking into the face
of Ormuz Khan.

"Damn it!" he muttered, awakened from his trance.

He turned aside, conscious of a sudden, unaccountable chill. 1t might
have been caused by the mental picture which he had conjured up, or it
might be another of those mysterious warnings of which latterly he had
had so many without encountering any positive danger. He stood quite
still, listening.

Afterward he sometimes recalled that moment, and often enough
asked himself what he had expectedto hear. It was from this room, on an
earlier occasion,that he had heard the ominous movements in the apart-
ment above. To-day he heard nothing.

"Benson," he called, opening the library door. As the man came along
the hall: "I have written a note to Mr. Innes, my secretary," he explained.
“There it is, on the table. When the district messenger,for whom you
telephoned, arrives, give him the parcel and the note. He is to acceptno
other receipt than that of Mr. Innes."

"Very good, sir."

Harley took his hat and cane, and Benson opened the front door.

"Good day, sir," said the butler.

"Good day, Benson," called Harley, hurrying out to the waiting cab.
"Number 236 South Lambeth Road," he directed the man.

Off moved the taxi, and Harley lay back upon the cushions heaving a
long sigh. The irksome period of inaction was ended. The cloud which
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for a time had dulled his usually keen wits was lifted. He was by no
means sure that enlightenment had come in time, but at least he was in
hot pursuit of a tangible clue, and he must hope that it would lead him,
though tardily, to the heart of this labyrinth which concealedNwhat?

Which concealed something, or someone, known and feared as Fire-
Tongue.

For the moment he must focus upon establishing, beyond query or
doubt, the fact that Sir Charles Abingdon had not died from natural
causes. Premonitions, intuitions, beliefs resting upon a foundation of
strange dreamsNthese were helpful to himself, if properly employed,
but they were not legal evidence. This first point achieved, the motive of
the crime must be sought; and thenNthe criminal.

"One thing at a time," Harley finally murmured.

Turning his head, he glanced back at the traffic in the street behind
him. The action was sheerly automatic. He had ceasedto expectto detect
the presenceof any pursuer. Yet he was convinced that his every move-
ment was closely watched. It was uncanny, unnerving, this conscious-
ness of invisible surveillance. Now, as he looked, he started. The invis-
ible had become the visible.

His cab was just on the point of turning on to the slope of Vauxhall
Bridge. And fifty yards behind, speeding along the Embankment, was a
small French car. The features of the driver he had no time to observe.
But, peering eagerly through the window, showed the dark face of the
passenger.The man's nationality it was impossible to determine, but the
keen, almost savageinterest, betrayed by the glittering black eyes,it was
equally impossible to mistake.

If the following car had turned on to the bridge, Harley, even yet,
might have entertained a certain doubt. But, mentally putting himself in
the pursuer's place, he imagined himself detected and knew at once ex-
actly what he should do. Sincethis hypothetical course was actually pur-
sued by the other, Harley's belief was confirmed.

Craning his neck, he saw the little French car turn abruptly and pro-
ceed in the direction of Victoria Station. Instantly he acted.

Leaning out of the window he thrust a ten-shilling note into the
cabman's hand. "Slow down, but don't pull up," he directed. "I am going
to jJump out just asyou passthat lorry ahead. Ten yards further on stop.
Get down and crank your engine, and then proceed slowly over the
bridge. | shall not want you again."

"Right-oh, sir," said the man, grinning broadly. As a result, immedi-
ately he was afforded the necessarycover, Harley jumped from the cab.
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The man reached back and closed the door, proceeding on his leisurely
way. Excepting the driver of the lorry, no one witnessed this eccentric
performance, and Harley, stepping on to the footpath, quietly joined the
stream of pedestrians and strolled slowly along.

He presently passedthe stationary cab without giving any sign of re-
cognition to the dismounted driver. Then, a minute later, the cab over-
took him and was soon lost in the traffic ahead. Even as it disappeared
another cab went by rapidly.

Leaning forward in order to peer through the front window was the
dark-faced man whom he had detected on the Embankment!

"Quite correct," murmured Harley, dryly. "Exactly what | should have
done."

The spy, knowing himself discovered, had abandoned his own car in
favour of a passing taxicab, and in the latter had taken up the pursuit.

Paul Harley lighted a cigarette. Oddly enough, he was aware of a feel-
ing of great relief. In the first place, his sixth sense had been tri-
umphantly vindicated; and, in the second place, his hitherto shadowy
enemies, with their seemingly supernatural methods, had been un-
masked. At least they were human, almost incredibly clever, but of no
more than ordinary flesh and blood.

The contest had developed into open warfare. Harley's accurate know-
ledge of London had enabled him to locate No. 236 South Lambeth Road
without recourseto a guide, and now, walking on past the big gasworks
and the railway station, he turned under the dark archesand pressedon
to where arow of unprepossessing dwellings extended in uniform ugli-
ness from a partly demolished building to a patch of waste ground.

That the house was being watched he did not doubt. In fact, he no
longer believed subterfuge to be of any avail. He was dealing with dan-
gerously accomplished criminals. How clever they were he had yet to
learn; and it was only his keen intuitive which at this juncture enabled
him to score a point over his cunning opponents.

He walked quite openly up the dilapidated stepsto the door of No.
236,and was about to seizethe dirty iron knocker when the door opened
suddenly and a girl cameout. Shewas dressed neatly and wore a pseudo
fashionable hat from which a heavy figured veil depended so as almost
to hide her features. Shewas carrying a bulging cane grip secured by a
brown leather strap.

SeeingHarley on the step, she paused for a moment, then, recovering
herself:
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"Ellen!" she shouted down the dim passagewayrevealed by the open-
ing of the door. "Somebody to see you."

Leaving the door open, she hurried past the visitor with averted face.
It was well done, and, thus disguised by the thick veil, another man than
Paul Harley might have failed to recognize one of whom he had never
had more than an imperfect glimpse. But if Paul Harley's memory did
not avail him greatly, his unerring instinct never failed.

He grasped the girl's arm. "One moment, Miss Jones,"he said, quietly,
“it is you | am here to see!"

The girl turned angrily, snatching her arm from his grasp. "You've
made a mistake, haven't you?" she cried, furiously. "I don't know you
and | don't want to!"

"Be good enough to step inside again. Don't make a scene.If you be-
have yourself, you have nothing to fear. But | want to talk to you."

He extended his arm to detain her. But she thrust it aside. "My boy's
waiting round the corner!" she said, viciously. "Just see what he'll do
when | tell him!"

"Stepinside," repeated Harley, quietly. "Or accompany me to Kenning-
ton Lane Police StationNwhichever you think would be the more
amusing."

"What d'you mean!" blustered the girl. "You can't kid me. | haven't
done anything."

"Then do as | tell you. You have got to answer my questionsNeither
here or at the station. Which shall it be?"

He had realized the facts of the situation from the moment when the
girl had made her sudden appearance,and he knew that his only chance
of defeating his cunning opponents was to frighten her. Delicate meas-
ures would be wasted upon such a character. But even as the girl, fling-
ing herself sullenly about, returned into the passage,he found himself
admiring the resourcefulness of his unknown enemies.

A tired-looking woman carrying a child appeared from somewhere
and stared apathetically at Harley.

Addressing the angry girl: "Another o' your flames, Polly?" she in-
quired in a dull voice. "Has he made you change your mind already?"

The girl addressed as "Polly" dropped her grip on the floor and,
banging open a door, entered a shabby little sitting room, followed by
Harley. Dropping onto a ragged couch, she stared obstinately out of the
dirty window.

"Excuse me, madam, for intruding,” said Harley to the woman with
the baby, "but Polly has some information of use to the police. Oh, don't
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be alarmed. Shehas committed no crime. | shall only detain her for afew
minutes."

He bowed to the tired-looking woman and closed the sitting-room
door. "Now, young woman," he said, sternly, adopting this official man-
ner of his friend, Inspector Wessex,"l am going to give you one warning,
and one only. Although | don't think you know it, you have got mixed
up with a gang of crooks. Play the game with me, and I'll stand by you.
Try any funny business and you'll go to jail."

The official manner had its effect. Miss Joneslooked sharply acrossat
the speaker. "I haven't done anything,” she said, sullenly.

Paul Harley advanced and stood over her. "What about the trick with
the serviettes at Sir Charles Abingdon's?" he asked, speaking the words
in slow and deliberate fashion.

The shaft went home, but the girl possesseda stock of obstinate cour-
age. "What about it?" she inquired, but her voice had changed.

"Who made you do it?"

"What's that to you?"

Paul Harley drew out his watch, glanced at the face, and returned the
timepiece to his pocket. "I have warned you," he said. "In exactly three
minutes' time | shall put you under arrest."

The girl suddenly lifted her veil and, raising her face, looked up at
him. At last he had broken down her obstinate resistance. Already he
had noted the coarse, elemental formation of her hands, and now, the
veil removed, he saw that she belonged to a type of character often
found in Wales and closely duplicated in certain parts of London. There
was a curious flatness of feature and prominence of upper jaw singularly
reminiscent of the primitive Briton. Withal the girl was not unprepos-
sessingin her coarseway. Utter stupidity and dogged courage are the
outstanding characteristics of this type. But fear of the law is strong with-
in them.

"Don't arrest me," she said. "I'll tell you."

"Good. In the first place, then, where were you going when | came
here?"

“To meet my boy at Vauxhall Station."

"What is his name?"

“I'm not going to tell you. What's he done?"

"He has done murder. What is his name?"

"My God!" whispered the girl, and her face blanched swiftly. "Murder!
INI can't tell you his nameN"

"You mean you won't?"
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She did not answer.

"He is a very dark man," continued Harley "with black eyes.He is a
Hindu."

The girl stared straight before her, dumbly.

"Answer me!" shouted Harley.

"YesNyes! He is a foreigner."

"A Hindu?"

"l think so."

"He was here five minutes ago?"

"Yes."

"Where was he going to take you?"

"I don't know. He said he could put me in a good job out of London.
We had only ten minutes to catch the train. He's gone to get the tickets."

"Where did you meet him?"

"“In the Green Park."

"When?"

"About a month ago."

"Was he going to marry you?"

"Yes."

"What did you do to the serviettes on the night Sir Charles died?"

"Oh, my God! | didn't do anything to hurt himNI didn't do anything
to hurt him!"

"Answer me."

"SidneyN"

"Oh, he called himself Sidney, did he? It isn't his name. But go on."

"He asked me to get one of the serviettes, with the ring, and to lend it
to him."

"You did this?"

"Yes. But he brought it back."

"When?"

"The afternoonN"

"Before Sir Charles's death? Yes. Go on. What did he tell you to do
with this serviette?"

"ItNwas in a box. He said | was not to open the box until | put the ser-
viette on the table, and that it had to be put by Sir Charles's plate. It had
to be put there just before the meal began.”

"What else?"

"l had to burn the box."

"Well?"
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“That night | couldn't seehow it was to be done. Benson had laid the
dinner table and Mrs. Howett was pottering about. Then, when | thought
| had my chance, Sir Charles sat down in the dining room and began to
read. He was still there and | had the box hidden in the hall stand, all
ready, when SidneyNrang up."

"Rang you up?"

"Yes.We had arranged it. He said he was my brother. | had to tell him
| couldn't do it."

"Yes!"

"He said: 'You must." | told him Sir Charles was in the dining room,
and he said: 'I'll get him away. Directly he goes,don't fail to do what |
told you.™

"And then?"

"Another 'phone call cameNfor Sir Charles. | knew who it was, be-
causel had told Sidney about the caseSir Charles was attending in the
square. When Sir Charles went out | changed the serviettes. Mrs. Howett
found me in the dining room and played hell. But afterward | managed
to burn the box in the kitchen. That's all | know. What harm was there?"

"Harm enough!" said Harley, grimly. "And nowNwhat was it that
'Sidney’ stole from Sir Charles's bureau in the study?"

The girl started and bit her lip convulsively. "It wasn't stealing," she
muttered. "It wasn't worth anything."

"Answer me. What did he take?"

"He took nothing."

"For the last time: answer."

"It wasn't Sidney who took it. | took it."

"You took what?"

"A paper."

"You mean that you stole Sir Charles's keys and opened his bureau?"

“There was no stealing. He was out and they were lying on his dress-
ing table. Sidney had told me to do it the first time | got a chance."

"What had he told you to do?"

"To searchthrough Sir Charles's papers and seeif there was anything
with the word 'Fire-Tongue' in it!"

"Ah!" exclaimed Harley, a note of suppressedtriumph in his voice. "Go
on."

“There was only one paper about it," continued the girl, now speaking
rapidly, "or only one that | could find. | put the bureau straight again
and took this paper to Sidney."

"But you must have read the paper?"
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"Only a bit of it. When | cameto the word 'Fire-Tongue,' | didn't read
any more."

"What was it aboutNthe part you did read?"

"The beginning was all about India. | couldn't understand it. | jumped
awhole lot. | hadn't much time and | was afraid Mrs. Howett would find
me. Then, further on, | came to 'Fire-Tongue'."

"But what did it say about 'Fire-Tongue'?"

"I couldn't make it out, sir. Oh, indeed I'm telling you the truth! It
seemed to me that Fire-Tongue was some sort of mark."

"Mark?"

"YesNa mark Sir Charles had seen in India, and then again in
LondonN"

“In London! Where in London?"

"On someone's arm."

"What! Tell me the name of this person!"

"l can't remember, sir! Oh, truly | can't.”

"Was the name mentioned?"

"Yes."

"Was it Armand?"

"No."

"Ormond?"

"No."

"Anything like Ormond?"

The girl shook her head.

"It was not Ormuz Khan?"

“No. | am sure it wasn't."

Paul Harley's expression underwent a sudden change. "Was it
Brown?" he asked.

She hesitated. "I believe it did begin with a B," she admitted.

"Was it Brunn?"

"No! | remember, sir. It was Brinn!"

"Good God!" muttered Harley. "Are you sure?"

"Quite sure."

"Do you know any one of that name?"

"No, sir."

"And is this positively all you remember?"

"On my oath, it is."

"How often have you seen Sidney since your dismissal?"

"l saw him on the morning | left."

"And then not again until to-day?"
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"No."

"Does he live in London?"

“"No. He is a valet to a gentleman who lives in the country."”

"How do you know?"

"He told me."

"What is the name of the place?"

"l don't know."

"Once againNwhat is the name of the place?"

The girl bit her lip.

"Answer!" shouted Harley.

"I swear, sir," cried the girl, beginning suddenly to sob, "that | don't
know! Oh, please let me go! | swear | have told you all | know!"

"Good!"

Paul Harley glanced at his watch, crossedthe room, and opened the
door. He turned. "You can go now," he said. "But | don't think you will
find Sidney waiting!"

It wanted only three minutes to midnight, and Innes, rather haggard
and anxious-eyed, was pacing Paul Harley's private office when the
'‘phone bell rang. Eagerly he took up the receiver.

"Hullo!" came a voice. "That you, Innes?"

"Mr. Harley!" cried Innes. "Thank God you are safe! | was growing
desperately anxious!"

"I am by no meanssafe,Innes! | am in one of the tightest corners of my
life! Listen: Get Wessex! If he's off duty, get Burton. Tell him to bringN"

The voice ceased.

"Hullo!NMr. Harley!" called Innes. "Mr. Harley!"

A faint cry answered him. He distinctly heard the sound of afall. Then
the other receiver was replaced on the hook.

"Merciful Heavens!" whispered Innes. "What has happened? Where
was he speaking from? What can | do?"
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Chapter 1 3

NICOL BRINN HAS A VISITOR

It was close upon noon, but Nicol Brinn had not yet left his chambers.
From that large window which overlooked Piccadilly he surveyed the
prospect with dull, lack-lustre eyes. His morning attire was at least as
tightly fitting asthat which he favoured in the evening, and now, hands
clasped behind his back and an unlighted cigar held firmly in the left
corner of his mouth, he gazed acrossthe park with a dreamy and vacant
regard. One very familiar with this strange and taciturn man might have
observed that his sallow features looked even more gaunt than usual.
But for any trace of emotion in that stoic face the most expert
physiognomist must have sought in vain.

Behind the motionless figure the Alaskan ermine and Manchurian leo-
pards stared glassily acrossthe room. The flying lemur continued appar-
ently to contemplate the idea of swooping upon the head of the tigress
where she crouched upon her near-by pedestal. The death masks
grinned; the Egyptian priestesssmiled. And Nicol Brinn, expressionless,
watched the traffic in Piccadilly.

There came a knock at the door.

“In," said Nicol Brinn.

Hoskins, his manservant, entered: "Detective Inspector Wessexwould
like to see you, sir."

Nicol Brinn did not turn around. "In," he repeated.

Silently Hoskins retired, and, following a short interval, ushered into
the room atypical detective officer, a Scotland Yard man of the besttype.
For Detective Inspector Wessex no less an authority than Paul Harley
had predicted a brilliant future, and since he had attained to his present
rank while still a comparatively young man, the prophecy of the celeb-
rated private investigator was likely to be realized. Nicol Brinn turned
and bowed in the direction of a large armchair.

"Pray sit down, Inspector," he said.
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The high, monotonous voice expressed neither surprise nor welcome,
nor any other sentiment whatever.

Detective Inspector Wessex returned the bow, placed his bowler hat
upon the carpet, and sat down in the armchair. Nicol Brinn seated him-
self upon a settee over which was draped a very fine piece of Persian
tapestry, and stared at his visitor with eyeswhich expressednothing but
a sort of philosophic stupidity, but which, as a matter of fact, photo-
graphed the personality of the man indelibly upon that keen brain.

Detective Inspector Wessexcleared his throat and did not appear to be
quite at ease.

"What is it?" inquired Nicol Brinn, and proceeded to light his cigar.

"Well, sir," said the detective, frankly, "it's a mighty awkward busi-
ness, and | don't know just how to approach it."

"Shortest way," drawled Nicol Brinn. "Don't study me."

"Thanks," said Wessex, "Il do my best. It's like this"Nhe stared
frankly at the impassive face: "Where is Mr. Paul Harley?"

Nicol Brinn gazed at the lighted end of his cigar meditatively for a mo-
ment and then replaced it in the right and not in the left corner of his
mouth. Even to the trained eye of the detective inspector he seemedto be
quite unmoved, but one who knew him well would have recognized that
this simple action betokened suppressed excitement.

"He left thesechambersat ten-fifteen on Wednesday night," replied the
American. "I had never seen him before and | have never seen him
since."

"Sure?"

"Quite."

"Could you swear to it before a jury?"

"You seem to doubt my word."

Detective Inspector Wessexstood up. "Mr. Brinn," he said, "I am in an
awkward corner. | know you for a man with a fine sporting reputation,
and therefore | don't doubt your word. But Mr. Paul Harley disappeared
last night."

At last Nicol Brinn was moved. A secondtime he took the cigar from
his mouth, gazed at the end reflectively, and then hurled the cigar across
the room into the hearth. He stood up, walked to a window, and stared
out. "Just sit quiet a minute," came the toneless voice. "You've hit me
harder than you know. | want to think it out."

At the back of the tall, slim figure Detective Inspector Wessex stared
with a sort of wonder. Mr. Nicol Brinn of Cincinnati was a conundrum
which he found himself unable to catalogue, although in his gallery of

82



gueer characterswere many eccentricand peculiar. If Nicol Brinn should
prove to be crooked, then automatically he becameinsane. This Wessex
had reasonedout even before he had seteyesupon the celebrated Amer-
ican traveller. His very first glimpse of Nicol Brinn had confirmed his
reasoning, except that the cool, calm strength of the man had done much
to upset the theory of lunacy.

Followed an interval of unbroken silence. Not even the ticking of a
clock could be heard in that long, singularly furnished apartment. Then,
asthe detective continued to gaze upon the back of Mr. Nicol Brinn, sud-
denly the latter turned.

"Detective Inspector Wessex,"he said, "there has beena cloud hanging
over my head for seven years. That cloud is going to burst very soon,
and it looks as if it were going to do damage."

"I don't understand you, sir," replied the detective, bluntly. "But | have
beenput in charge of the most extraordinary casethat has ever come my
way and I'll ask you to make yourself as clear as possible."

“I'l' do all I can," Nicol Brinn assured him. "But first tell me something:
Why have you come to me for information in respect to Mr. Paul
Harley?"

"Il answer your question," said Wessex,and the fact did not escape
the keen observing power of Nicol Brinn that the detective's manner had
grown guarded. "He informed Mr. Innes, his secretary, before setting
out, that he was coming here to your chambers."

Nicol Brinn stared blankly at the speaker. "He told him that? When?"

"Yesterday."

“That he was coming here?"

"He did."

Nicol Brinn satdown again upon the settee."Detective Inspector,” said
he, "I give you my word of honour as a gentleman that | last saw Mr.
Paul Harley at ten-fifteen on Wednesday night. Sincethen, not only have
| not seen him, but | have received no communication from him."

The keen glance of the detective met and challenged the dull glance of
the speaker."l acceptyour word, sir," said Wessex,finally, and he sighed
and scratched his chin in the manner of a man hopelessly puzzled.

Silence fell again. The muted sounds of Piccadilly became audible in
the stillness. Cabsand carsrolled by below, their occupants all unaware
of the fact that in that long, museum-like room above their headslay the
key to a tragedy and the clue to a mystery.

"Look here, sir," said the detective, suddenly, "the result of Mr. Paul
Harley's investigations right up to date has been placed in my hands,
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together with all his notes. | wonder if you realize the fact that, suppos-
ing Mr. Harley does not return, | am in repossessionof sufficient evid-
ence to justify me in putting you under arrest?"

"I seeyour point quite clearly,” replied Nicol Brinn. "I have seen my
danger sincethe evening that Mr. Paul Harley walked into this room: but
I'll confess | did not anticipate this particular development.”

“To get right down to business,"said Wessex,"if Mr. Paul Harley did
not come here, where, in your idea, did he go?"

Nicol Brinn considered the speaker meditatively. "If | knew that," said
he, "maybe | could help. | told him herein this very room that the pair of
us were walking on the edge of hell. | don't like to say it, and you don't
know all it means, but in my opinion he has taken a step too far."

Detective Inspector Wessex stood up impatiently. "You have already
talked in that strain to Mr. Harley," he said, a bit brusquely. "Mr. Innes
has reported something of the conversation to me. But | must ask you to
remember that, whereas Mr. Paul Harley is an unofficial investigator, |
am an officer of the Criminal Investigation Department, and figures of
speechare of no useto me. | want facts. | want plain speaking. | ask you
for help and you answer in parables. Now perhaps | am saying too
much, and perhaps | am not, but that Mr. Harley was right in what he
believed, the circumstances of his present disappearance go to prove. He
learned too much about something called Fire-Tongue."

Wessexspoke the word challengingly, staring straight into the eyesof
Nicol Brinn, but the latter gave no sign, and Wessex,concealing his dis-
appointment, continued: "You know more about Fire-Tongue than you
ever told Mr. Paul Harley. All you know | have got to know. Mr. Harley
has been kidnapped, perhaps done to death."

"Why do you say so?" asked Nicol Brinn, rapidly.

"Because | know it is so. It does not matter how | know."

"You are certain that his absence is not voluntary?"

"We have definite evidence to that effect.”

"l don't expectyou to be frank with me, Detective Inspector, but I'll be
as frank with you as | can be. | haven't the slightest idea in the world
where Mr. Harley is. But | have information which, if | knew where he
was, would quite possibly enable me to rescue him."

"Provided he is alive!" added Wessex, angrily.

"What leads you to suppose that he is not?"

"“If he is alive, he is a prisoner."

"Good God!" said Nicol Brinn in alow voice. "It has come." He took a
step toward the detective. "Mr. Wessex,"he continued, "I don't tell you to
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do whatever your duty indicates; | know you will do it. But in the in-
terests of everybody concerned | have a request to make. Have me
watched if you likeNl suppose that's automatic. But whatever happens,
and wherever your suspicions point, give me twenty-four hours. As |
think you cansee,l am a man who thinks slowly, but moves with arush.
You can believe me or not, but | am even more anxious than you are to
seethis thing through. You think | know what lies back of it all, and |
don't say that you are not right. But one thing you don't know, and that
thing | can't tell you. In twenty-four hours | might be able to tell you.
Whatever happens, even if poor Harley is found dead, don't hamper my
movements between now and this time tomorrow."

Wessex,who had been watching the speaker intently, suddenly held
out his hand. "It's a bet!" he said. "It's my case,and I'll conduct it in my
own way."

"Mr. Wessex,"replied Nicol Brinn, taking the extended hand, "l think
you are a clever man. There are questions you would like to ask me, and
there are questions | would like to ask you. But we both realize the facts
of the situation, and we are both silent. One thing I'll say: You are in the
deadliest peril you have ever known. Be careful. Believe me | mean it. Be
very careful."
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Chapter 1 4

WESSEX GETS BUSY

Innes rose from the chair usually occupied by Paul Harley as Detective
Inspector Wessex,with a very blank face, walked into the office. Innes
looked haggard and exhibited unmistakable signs of anxiety. Since he
had received that dramatic telephone messagefrom his chief he had not
spared himself for a moment. The official machinery of Scotland Yard
was at work endeavouring to trace the missing man, but since it had
proved impossible to find out from where the messagehad been sent,
the investigation was handicapped at the very outset. Close inquiries at
the Savoy Hotel had shown that Harley had not beenthere. Wessex,who
was a thorough artist within his limitations, had satisfied himself that
none of the callers who had asked for Ormuz Khan, and no one who had
loitered about the lobbies, could possibly have been even a disguised
Paul Harley.

To Inspector Wessexthe lines along which Paul Harley was operating
remained a matter of profound amazement and mystification. His inter-
view with Mr. Nicol Brinn had only served to baffle him more hopelessly
than ever. The nature of Paul Harley's inquiriesNinquiries which, pre-
sumably from the death of Sir Charles Abingdon, had led him to invest-
igate the movements of two persons of international repute, neither ap-
parently having even the most remote connection with anything
crookedNwas a conundrum for the answer to which the detective in-
spector sought in vain.

"l can see you have no news," said Innes, dully.

"To be perfectly honest," replied Wessex, "l feel like a man who is
walking in his sleep. Except for the extraordinary words uttered by the
late Sir Charles Abingdon, | fail to seethat there is any possible connec-
tion between his death and Mr. Nicol Brinn. | simply can't fathom what
Mr. Harley was working upon. To my mind there is not the slightest
evidence of foul play in the case.There is no motive; apart from which,
there is absolutely no link."
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"Nevertheless," replied Innes, slowly, "you know the chief, and there-
fore you know aswell as| do that he would not have instructed me to
communicate with you unless he had definite evidence in his possession.
It is perfectly clear that he was interrupted in the act of telephoning. He
was literally dragged away from the instrument.”

"l agree,"said Wessex."He had got into atight corner somewhere right
enough. But where does Nicol Brinn come in?"

"How did he receive your communication?"

"Oh, it took him fairly between the eyes.There is no denying that. He
knows something."

"What he knows," said Innes, slowly, "is what Mr. Harley learned last
night, and what he fears is what has actually befallen the chief."

Detective Inspector Wessex stood beside the Burmese cabinet, rest-
lessly drumming his fingers upon its lacquered surface."l am grateful for
one thing," he said. "The press has not got hold of this story."

“They need never get hold of it if you are moderately careful.”

"For several reasons| am going to be more than moderately careful.
Whatever Fire-Tongue may be, its other name is sudden death! It's a dev-
il of a business; a perfect nightmare. ButN" he pausedN

"I am wondering what on earth induced Mr. Harley to send that parcel
of linen to the analyst."

“The result of the analysis may prove that the chief was not engaged
upon any wild-goose chase."

"By heavens!"Wessexsprang up, his eyesbrightened, and he reached
for his hat, "that gives me an idea!"

"The messagewith the parcel was written upon paper bearing the let-
terhead of the late Sir Charles Abingdon. So Mr. Harley evidently made
his first call there! I'm off, sir! The trail starts from that house!"

Leaving Innes seated at the big table with an expression of despair
upon his face, Detective Inspector Wessexset out. He blamed himself for
wasting time upon the obvious, for concentrating too closely upon the
clue given by Harley's last words to Innes before leaving the office in
Chancery Lane. It was poor workmanship. He had hoped to take a short
cut, and it had proved, asusual, to be along one. Now, ashe satin alag-
gard cab feeling that every minute wasted might be a matter of life and
death, he suddenly became conscious of personal anxiety. He was a
courageous, indeed a fearless, man, and he was subconsciously sur-
prised to find himself repeating the words of Nicol Brinn: "Be care-
fulNbe very careful” With all the ardour of the professional, he longed
to find a clue which should lead him to the heart of the mystery.
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Innes had frankly outlined the whole of Paul Harley's caseto date, and
Detective Inspector Wessex,although he had not admitted the fact, had
nevertheless recognized that from start to finish the thing did not offer
one single line of inquiry which he would have been capable of follow-
ing up. That Paul Harley had found material to work upon, had some-
how picked up adefinite clue from this cloudy maze, earned the envious
admiration of the Scotland Yard man.

Arrived at his destination, he asked to see Miss Abingdon, and was
shown by the butler into a charmingly furnished little sitting room which
was deeply impressed with the personality of its dainty owner. It was es-
sentially and delightfully feminine. Yet in the decorations and in the ar-
rangement of the furniture there was a note of independence which was
almost a note of defiance. Phyllis Abingdon, an appealingly pathetic fig-
ure in her black dress, rose to greet the inspector.

"Don't be alarmed, Miss Abingdon," he said, kindly. "My visit does not
concern you personally in any way, but | thought perhaps you might be
able to help me trace Mr. Paul Harley."

Wessexhad thus expressedhimself with the bestintentions, but even
before the words were fully spoken he realized with a sort of shock that
he could not well have made a worse opening. Phil Abingdon's eyes
seemedto grow alarmingly large. Shestood quite still, twisting his card
between her supple fingers.

"Mr. Harley!" she whispered.

"| did not want to alarm you," said the detective, guiltily, "butN" He
stopped, at a loss for words.

"Has something happened to him?"

"I am sorry if | have alarmed you," he assured her, "but there is some
doubt respecting Mr. Harley's present whereabouts. Have you any idea
where he went when he left this house yesterday?"

"Yes, yes. | know where he went, quite well."

"Benson, the butler, told me all about it when | camein." Phil Abing-
don spoke excitedly, and took a step nearer Wessex. "He went to call
upon Jones, our late parlourmaid."

“Late parlourmaid?" echoed Wessex, uncomprehendingly.

"Yes. He seemed to think he had made a discovery of importance."

"Something to do with a parcel which he sent away from here to the
analyst?"

"Yes!l have beenwondering whatever it could be.In fact, | rang up his
office this morning, but learned that he was out. It was a serviette which
he took away. Did you know that?"
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"I did know it, Miss Abingdon. | called upon the analyst. | understand
you were out when Mr. Harley came. May | ask who interviewed him?"

"He saw Benson and Mrs. Howett, the housekeeper."

"May | also see them?"

"Yes, with pleasure. But please tell me"NPhil Abingdon looked up at
him pleadinglyN"do you think somethingNsomething dreadful has
happened to Mr. Harley?"

"Don't alarm yourself unduly,” said Wessex."l hope before the day is
over to be in touch with him."

As a matter of fact, he had no such hope. It was a lie intended to con-
sole the girl, to whom the news of Harley's disappearance seemed to
have come asaterrible blow. More and more Wessexfound himself to be
groping in the dark. And when, in responseto the ringing of the bell,
Bensoncamein and repeated what had taken place on the previous day,
the detective's state of mystification grew even more profound. As a mat-
ter of routine rather than with any hope of learning anything useful, he
interviewed Mrs. Howett; but the statement of the voluble old lady gave
no clue which Wessex could perceive to possess the slightest value.

Both witnesses having beendismissed, he turned again to Phil Abing-
don, who had been sitting watching him with a pathetic light of hope in
her eyes throughout his examination of the butler and Mrs. Howett.

“The next step is clear enough,” he said, brightly. "I am off to South
Lambeth Road. The woman Jones is the link we are looking for."

"But the link with what, Mr. Wessex?"asked Phil Abingdon. "What is
it all about?Nwhat does it all mean?"

“The link with Mr. Paul Harley," replied Wessex.He moved toward
the door.

"But won't you tell me something more before you go?" said the girl,
beseechingly. "ININfeel responsible if anything has happened to Mr.
Harley. Please be frank with me. Are you afraid he isNin danger?"

"Well, miss," replied the detective, haltingly, "he rang up his secretary,
Mr. Innes, last nightNwe don't know where fromNand admitted that he
was in arather tight corner. | don't believe for a moment that he is in ac-
tual danger, but he probably hasN" again he hesitatedN"good reasonsof
his own for remaining absent at present."”

Phil Abingdon looked at him doubtingly. "I am almost afraid to ask
you," she said in a low voice, "butNif you hear anything, will you ring
me up?"

"l promise to do so."
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Chartering a more promising-looking cab than that in which he had
come, Detective Inspector Wessex proceeded to 236 South Lambeth
Road. He had knocked several times before the door was opened by the
woman to whom the girl Joneshad called on the occasion of Harley's
visit.

"l am a police officer," said the detective inspector, "and | have called
to see a woman named Jones, formerly in the employ of Sir Charles
Abingdon."

"Polly's gone," was the toneless reply.

"Gone? Gone where?"

"She went away last night to a job in the country."

"What time last night?"

"I can't remember the time. Just after a gentleman had called here to
see her."

"Someone from the police?"

"I don't know. She seemed to be very frightened."

"Were you present when he interviewed her?"

"No."

"After he had gone, what did Polly do?"

"Sat and cried for about half an hour, then Sidney came for her."

"Sidney?"

"Her boyNthe latest one."

"Describe Sidney."

"A dark fellow, foreign."”

"FrenchNGerman?"

"No. A sort of Indian, like."

“Indian?" snapped Wessex. "What do you mean by Indian?"

"Very dark," replied the woman without emotion, swinging a baby she
held to and fro in a methodical way which the detective found highly
irritating.

"You mean a native of India?"

"Yes, | should think so. | never noticed him much. Polly has so many."

"How long has she known this man?"

"Only a month or so, but she is crazy about him."

"And when he came last night she went away with him?"

"Yes. She was all ready to go before the other gentleman called. He
must have told her something which made her think it was all off, and
she was crazy with joy when Sidney turned up. She had all her things
packed, and off she went."
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Experience had taught Detective Inspector Wessex to recognize the
truth when he met it, and he did not doubt the statement of the woman
with the baby. "Can you give me any idea where this man Sidney came
from?" he asked.

"l am afraid | can't," replied the listless voice. "He was in the service of
some gentleman in the country; that's all | know about him."

"Did Polly leave no address to which letters were to be forwarded?"

"No; she said she would write."

"One other point," said Wessex,and he looked hard into the woman's
face: "What do you know about Fire-Tongue?"

He was answered by a stare of blank stupidity.

"You heard me?"

"Yes, | heard you, but | don't know what you are talking about."”

Quick decisions are required from every member of the Criminal In-
vestigation Department, and Detective Inspector Wessex came to one
now.

“That will do for the present," he said, turned, and ran down the steps
to the waiting cab.
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Chapter 1 5

NAIDA

Dusk was falling that evening. Gaily lighted cars offering glimpses of
women in elaborate toilets and of their black-coated and white-shirted
cavaliers thronged Piccadilly, bound for theatre or restaurant. The work-
aday shutters were pulled down, and the night life of London had com-
menced. The West End was in possessionof an army of pleasure seekers,
but Nicol Brinn was not among their ranks. Wearing his tightly-buttoned
dinner jacket, he stood, hands clasped behind him, staring out of the
window as Detective Inspector Wessexhad found him at noon. Only one
who knew him very well could have detected the fact that anxiety was
written upon that Sioux-like face.His gaze seemedto be directed, not so
much upon the fading prospect of the park, as downward, upon the
moving multitude in the street below. Came a subdued knocking at the
door.

"In," said Nicol Brinn.

Hoskins, the neat manservant, entered. "A lady to see you, sir."

Nicol Brinn turned in a flash. For one fleeting instant the dynamic
force beneath the placid surface exhibited itself in every line of his gaunt
face. He was transfigured; he was a man of monstrous energy, of tre-
mendous enthusiasm. Then the enthusiasm vanished. He was a creature
of stone again; the familiar and taciturn Nicol Brinn, known and puzzled
over in the club lands of the world.

"Name?"

"She gave none."

"English?"

“No, sir, a foreign lady."

"In."

Hoskins having retired, and having silently closed the door, Nicol
Brinn did an extraordinary thing, a thing which none of his friends in
London, Paris, or New York would ever have supposed him capable of
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doing. He raised his clenched hands. "Please God she has come," he
whispered. "Dare | believe it? Dare | believe it?"

The door was opened again, and Hoskins, standing just inside, an-
nounced: "The lady to see you, sir."

He stepped aside and bowed as a tall, slender woman entered the
room. She wore a long wrap trimmed with fur, the collar turned up
about her face. Three stepsforward shetook and stopped. Hoskins with-
drew and closed the door.

At that, while Nicol Brinn watched her with completely transfigured
features, the woman allowed the cloak to slip from her shoulders, and,
raising her head, extended both her hands, uttering a subdued cry of
greeting that was almost a sob. She was dark, with the darkness of the
East, but beautiful with a beauty that was tragic. Her eyeswere glorious
wells of sadness,seeming to mirror a soul that had known a hundred
ages.Withal she had the figure of a girl, slender and supple, possessing
the poetic grace and poetry of movement born only in the Orient.

“Naida!" breathed Nicol Brinn, huskily. "Naida!"

His high voice had softened, had grown tremulous. He extended his
hands with a groping movement The woman laughed shudderingly.

Her cloak lying forgotten upon the carpet, she advanced toward him.

She wore a robe that was distinctly Oriental without being in the
slightest degree barbaric. Her skin was strangely fair, and jewels
sparkled upon her fingers. Sheconjured up dreams of the perfumed lux-
ury of the East,and was a figure to fire the imagination. But Nicol Brinn
seemedincapable of movement; his body was inert, but his eyeswere on
fire. Into the woman's face had come anxiety that was purely feminine.

"Oh, my big American sweetheart," she whispered, and, approaching
him with a sort of timidity, laid her little hands upon his arm. "Do you
still think | am beautiful?"

"Beautiful!

No man could have recognized the voice of Nicol Brinn. Suddenly his
arms were about her like bands of iron, and with along, wondering sigh
she lay back looking up into his face, while he gazed hungrily into her
eyes. His lips had almost met hers when softly, almost inaudibly, she
sighed: "Nicol!"

She pronounced the name queerly, giving to i the value of ee,and al-
most dropping the last letter entirely.

Their lips met, and for a moment they clung together, this woman of
the East and man of the West, in utter transgression of that law which
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England's poet has laid down. It was a reunion speaking of a love so
deep as to be sacred.

Lifting the woman in his arms lightly as a baby, he carried her to the
setteebetween the two high windows and placed her there amid Orient-
al cushions, where she looked like an Eastern queen. He knelt at her feet
and, holding both her hands, looked into her face with that wondering
expression in which there was something incredulous and something
sorrowful; alook of great and selflesstenderness. The face of Naida was
lighted up, and her big eyes filled with tears. Disengaging one of her
jewelled hands, she ruffled Nicol Brinn's hair.

"My Nicol," she said, tenderly. "Have | changed so much?"

Her accentwas quaint and fascinating, but her voice was very musical.
To the man who knelt at her feet it was the sweetest music in the world.

"Naida,"” he whispered. "Naida. Even yet | dare not believe that you
are here."

"You knew | would come?"

"How was | to know that you would see my message?"

Sheopened her closed left hand and smoothed out a scrap of torn pa-
per which she held there. It was from the "Agony" column of that day's
Times.

N. November 23, 1913. N. B. See Telephone Directory.

"l told you long, long ago that | would come if ever you wanted me."

"Long, long ago," echoed Nicol Brinn. "To me it has seemeda century;
to-night it seems a day."

He watched her with a deep and tireless content. Presently her eyes
fell. "Sit here beside me," she said. "I have not long to be here. Put your
arms round me. | have something to tell you."

He seated himself beside her on the settee,and held her close. "My
Naida!" he breathed softly.

"Ah, no, no!" she entreated. "Do you want to break my heart?"

He suddenly releasedher, clenched his big hands, and stared down at
the carpet. "You have broken mine."

Impulsively Naida threw her arms around his neck, coiling herself up
lithely and characteristically beside him.

"My big sweetheart," she whispered, crooningly. "Don't say itNdon't
say it."

"l have said it. It is true."

Turning, fiercely he seized her. "l won't let you go!" he cried, and there
was a strange light in his eyes."Before | was helpless, now | am not. This
time you have come to me, and you shall stay."

94



She shrank away from him terrified, wild-eyed. "Oh, you forget, you
forget!"

"For sevenyears | have tried to forget. | have been mad, but to-night |
am sane."

"l trusted you, | trusted you!" she moaned.

Nicol Brinn clenched his teeth grimly for a moment, and then, holding
her averted face very closeto his own, he beganto speakin alow, mono-
tonous voice. "For seven years," he said, "I have tried to die, because
without you I did not careto live. | have gone into the bad lands of the
world and into the worst spots of those bad lands. Night and day your
eyes have watched me, and | have wakened from dreams of your kisses
and gone out to court murder. | have earned the reputation of being
something more than human, but | am not. | had everything that life
could give me exceptyou. Now | have got you, and | am going to keep
you."

Naida began to weep silently. The low, even voice of Nicol Brinn
ceased.He could feel her quivering in his grasp; and, as she sobbed,
slowly, slowly the fierce light faded from his eyes.

"Naida, my Naida, forgive me," he whispered.

Sheraised her face, looking up to him pathetically. "I came to you, |
came to you," she moaned. "I promised long ago that | would come.
What useis it, all this? You know, you know! Kill me if you like. How of-
ten have | asked you to kill me. It would be sweet to die in your arms.
But what use to talk so?You are in great danger or you would not have
asked me to come. If you don't know it, | tell youNyou are in great
danger."

Nicol Brinn releasedher, stood up, and began slowly to paceabout the
room. He deliberately averted his gaze from the settee."Something has
happened,” he began, "which has changed everything. Becauseyou are
here | know thatNsomeone else is here."

He was answered by a shuddering sigh, but he did not glance in the
direction of the settee.

“In India | respected what you told me. Becauseyou were strong, |
loved you the more. Here in England | can no longer respectthe accom-
plice of assassins."

"Assassins? What, is this something new?"

"With a man's religion, however bloodthirsty it may be, | don't quarrel
so long as he sincerely believes in it. But for private assassinationl have
no time and no sympathy." It was the old Nicol Brinn who was speaking,
coldly and incisively. "ThatNsomething we both know about ever
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moved away from those Indian hills was a possibility | had never con-
sidered. When it was suddenly brought home to me that you, you, might
be here in London, | almost went mad. But the thing that made me real-
ize it was a horrible thing, a black, dastardly thing. See here."

He turned and crossedto where the woman was crouching, watching
him with wide-open, fearful eyes. He took both her hands and looked
grimly into her face."For sevenyears | have walked around with a silent
tongue and a broken heart. All that is finished. | am going to speak."”

"Ah, no, no!" She was on her feet, her face a mask of tragedy. "You
swore to me, you swore to me!"

"No oath holds good in the face of murder."

“Is that why you bring me here? Is that what your message means?"

"My messagemeansthat becauseofNthe thing you know aboutNl am
suspected of the murder."

"You? You?"

"Yes, |, I! Good God! when | realize what your presencehere means, |
wish more than ever that | had succeeded in finding death."

"Pleasedon't say it," camea soft, pleading voice. "What can | do? What
do you want me to do?"

"l want you to release me from that vow made seven years ago."

Naida uttered a stifled cry. "How is it possible?You understand that it
IS not possible.”

Nicol Brinn seized her by the shoulders. "Is it possible for me to re-
main silent while men are murdered here in a civilized country?"

"Oh," moaned Naida, "what can | do, what can | do?"

"Give me permission to speak and stay here. Leave the rest to me."

"You know | cannot stay, my Nicol," she replied, sadly.

"But," he said with deliberate slowness, "l won't let you go."

"You must let me go. Already | have been here too long."

He threw his arms around her and crushed her against him fiercely.
"Never again," he said. "Never again."

She pressed her little hands against his shoulders.

"Listen! Oh, listen!"

"l shall listen to nothing."

"But you mustNyou must! | want to make you understand something.
This morning | seeyour note in the papers. Every day, every day for sev-
en whole long years, wherever | have been, | have looked. In the papers
of India. Sometimes in the papers of France, of England.”
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"l never even dreamed that you left India," said Nicol Brinn, hoarsely.
"It was through the Times of India that | said | would communicate with
you."

"Once we never left India. Now we doNsometimes. But listen. | pre-
pared to come whenNheN"

Nicol Brinn's clasp of Naida tightened cruelly.

"Oh, you hurt me!" she moaned. "Please let me speak. He gave me
your name and told me to bring you!"

"What! What!"

Nicol Brinn dropped his arms and stood, as a man amazed, watching
her.

“Last night there was a meeting outside London."

"You don't want me to believe there are English members?"

"Yes. There are. Many. But let me go on. SomehowNsomehow | don't
understandNhe finds you are oneN"

"My God!"

"And you are not present last night! Now, do you understand? So he
sends me to tell you that a car will be waiting at nine o'clock to-night
outside the Cavalry Club. The driver will be aHindu. You know what to
say. Oh, my Nicol, my Nicol, go for my sake! You know it all! You are
clever. You can pretend. You can explain you had no call. If you
refuseN"

Nicol Brinn nodded grimly. "I understand! But, good God! How has
he found out? How has he found out?"

"| don't know!" moaned Naida. "Oh, | am frightenedNso frightened!"

A discreet rap sounded upon the door.

Nicol Brinn crossedand stood, hands clasped behind him, before the
mantelpiece. "In," he said.

Hoskins entered. "Detective SergeantStokeswishes to seeyou at once,
sir."

Brinn drew a watch from his waistcoat pocket. Attached to it was a fob
from which depended a little Chinese Buddha. He consulted the
timepiece and returned it to his pocket.

"Eight-twenty-five," he muttered, and glanced acrossto where Naida,
wide-eyed, watched him. "Admit Detective Sergeant Stokes at eight-
twenty-six, and then lock the door."

"Very good, sir."

Hoskins retired imperturbably.
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Chapter 1 6

NICOL BRINN GOES OUT

Detective Sergeant Stokes was a big, dark, florid man, the word
"constable" written all over him. Indeed, as Wessex had complained
more than once,the mere sound of Stokes'sfootsteps was a danger signal
for any crook. His respect for his immediate superior, the detective in-
spector, was not great. The methods of Wessexsavoured too much of the
French school to appeal to one of Stokes'stemperament and outlook
upon life, especially upon that phase of life which comes within the
province of the criminal investigator.

Wessex'sinstructions with regard to Nicol Brinn had been succinct:
"Watch Mr. Brinn's chambers, make a note of all his visitors, but take no
definite steps respecting him personally without consulting me."

Armed with theseinstructions, the detective sergeanthad undertaken
his duties, which had proved more or lesstedious up to the time that a
fashionably attired woman of striking but unusual appearance had in-
quired of the hall porter upon which floor Mr. Nicol Brinn resided.

In her manner the detective sergeanthad perceived something furtive.
There was a hunted look in her eyes, too.

When, at the end of some fifteen or twenty minutes, she failed to re-
appear, he determined to take the initiative himself. By intruding upon
this prolonged conferencehe hoped to learn something of value. Truth to
tell, he was no master of finesse, and had but recently been promoted
from an East End district where prompt physical action was of more
value than subtlety.

As aresult, then, he presently found himself in the presenceof the im-
movable Hoskins; and having causedhis name to be announced, he was
requested to wait in the lobby for one minute. Exactly one minute had
elapsedwhen he was shown into that long, lofty room, which of late had
been the scene of strange happenings.

Nicol Brinn was standing before the fireplace, hands clasped behind
him, and a long cigar protruding from the left corner of his mouth. No
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one else was present, so far as the detective could see, but he glanced
rapidly about the room in a way which told the man who was watching
that he had expected to find another present. He looked into the un-
fathomable, light blue eyes of Nicol Brinn, and became conscious of a
certain mental confusion.

"Good evening, sir," he said, awkwardly. "I am acting in the casecon-
cerning the disappearance of Mr. Paul Harley."

"Yes," replied Brinn.

"l have been instructed to keep an eye on these chambers."

"Yes," repeated the high voice.

"Well, sir'Nagain he glanced rapidly about-"I don't want to intrude
more than necessary, but a lady came in here about half an hour ago."

"Yes," drawled Brinn. "It's possible."

"It's afact,” declared the detective sergeant."If it isn't troubling you too
much, | should like to know that lady's name. Also, | should like a chat
with her before she leaves."

"Can't be done," declared Nicol Brinn. "She isn't here."

“Then where is she?"

"l couldn't say. She went some time ago."

Stokes stood squarely before Nicol BrinnNa big, menacing figure; but
he could not detect the slightest shadow of expression upon the other's
impassive features. He began to grow angry. He was of that sanguine
temperament which in anger acts hastily.

"Look here, sir," he said, and his dark face flushed. "You can't play
tricks on me. I've got my duty to do, and | am going to do it. Ask your
visitor to step in here, or | shall search the premises."

Nicol Brinn replaced his cigar in the right corner of his mouth:
"Detective Sergeant Stokes, | give you my word that the lady to whom
you refer is no longer in these chambers."

Stokes glared at him angrily. "But there is no other way out,"” he
blustered.

"I shall not deal with this matter further," declared Brinn, coldly. "I
may have vices, but | never was a liar."

"Oh," muttered the detective sergeant, taken aback by the cold incis-
iveness of the speaker."Then perhaps you will lead the way, as| should
like to take a look around."

Nicol Brinn spread his feet more widely upon the hearthrug.
"Detective SergeantStokes,"he said, "you are not playing the game. In-
spector Wessex passed his word to me that for twenty-four hours my
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movements should not be questioned or interfered with. How is it that |
find you here?"

Stokesthrust his hands in his pockets and coughed uneasily. "I am not
a machine," he replied; "and | do my own job in my own way."

"l doubt if Inspector Wessex would approve of your way."

“That's my business."

"Maybe, but it is no affair of yours to interfere with private affairs of
mine, Detective Sergeant. Seehere, there is no lady in these chambers.
Secondly, | have an appointment at nine o'clock, and you are detaining
me."

"What's more," answered Stokes,who had now quite lost his temper, "
intend to go on detaining you until | have searchedthese chambers and
searched them thoroughly."

Nicol Brinn glanced at his watch. "If | leave in five minutes, I'll be in
good time," he said. "Follow me."

Crossing to the centre section of a massive bookcase,he opened it, and
it proved to be a door. So cunning was the design that the closest scru-
tiny must have failed to detect any difference between the dummy books
with which it was decorated, and the authentic works which filled the
shelves to right and to left of it. Within was a small and cosy study. In
contrast with the museum-like room out of which it opened, it was fur-
nished in a severely simple fashion, and one more experienced in the
study of complex humanity than Detective Sergeant Stokes must have
perceived that here the real Nicol Brinn spent his leisure hours. Above
the mantel was a life-sized oil painting of Mrs. Nicolas Brinn; and where-
as the great room overlooking Piccadilly was exotic to a degree, the at-
mosphere of the study was markedly American.

Palpably there was no one there. Nor did the two bedrooms, the Kit-
chen, and the lobby afford any more satisfactory evidence. Nicol Brinn
led the way back from the lobby, through the small study, and into the
famous room where the Egyptian priestesssmiled eternally. He resumed
his place upon the hearthrug. "Are you satisfied, Detective Sergeant?"

"I am!" Stokesspoke angrily. "While you kept me talking, she slipped
out through that study, and down into the street."

"Ah," murmured Nicol Brinn.

“In fact, the whole business looks very suspicious to me," continued
the detective.

"Sorry," drawled Brinn, again consulting his watch. "The five minutes
are up. | must be off."

“Not until | have spoken to Scotland Yard, sir."
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"You wish to speak to Scotland Yard?"

"l do," said Stokes, grimly.

Nicol Brinn strode to the telephone, which stood upon a small table al-
most immediately in front of the bookcase.The masked door remained
ajar.

"You are quite fixed upon detaining me?"

"Quite," said Stokes, watching him closely.

In one long stride Brinn was through the doorway, telephone in hand!
Before Stokes had time to move, the door closed violently, in order, no
doubt, to make it shut over the telephone cable which lay under it!

Detective SergeantStokesfell back, gazed wildly at the false books for
a moment, and then, turning, leaped to the outer door. It was locked!

In the meanwhile, Nicol Brinn, having secured the door which com-
municated with the study, walked out into the lobby where Hoskins was
seated. Hoskins stood up.

"The lady went, Hoskins?"

“She did, sir."

Nicol Brinn withdrew the key from the door of the room in which
Detective Sergeant Stokes was confined. Stokes began banging wildly
upon the panels from within.

“That row will continue,” Nicol Brinn said, coldly; "perhaps he will
shout murder from one of the windows. You have only to say you had
no key. | am going out now. The light coat, Hoskins."

Hoskins unemotionally handed coat, hat, and caneto his master and,
opening the front door, stood aside. The sound of a window being raised
became audible from within the locked room.

"Probably," added Nicol Brinn, "you will be arrested."

"Very good, sir," said Hoskins. "Good-night, SirE "
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Chapter 1 7

WHAT HAPPENED TO HARLEY

Sometwo hours after Paul Harley's examination of Jones,the ex-parlour-
maid, a shabby street hawker appeared in the Strand, bearing a tray con-
taining copies of "Old Moore's Almanac." He was an ugly-looking fellow
with a split lip, and appeared to have neglected to shave for at least a
week. Nobody appeared to be particularly interested, and during his
slow progression from Wellington Streetto the Savoy Hotel he smoked
cigarettes almost continuously. Trade was far from brisk, and the vendor
of prophecies filled in his spare time by opening car doors, for which
menial service he collected one three-penny bit and several sixpences.

This commercial optimist was still haunting the courtyard of the hotel
at a time when a very handsome limousine pulled up beside the curb
and a sprucely attired Hindu stepped out. One who had been in the
apartments of Ormuz Khan must have recognized his excellency's
private secretary. Turning to the chauffeur, a half-caste of some kind,
and ignoring the presence of the prophet who had generously opened
the door, "You will return at eight o'clock," he said, speaking perfect and
cultured English, "to take his excellency to High Claybury. Make a note,
now, asl shall be very busy, reminding me to call at Lower Claybury sta-
tion for a parcel which will be awaiting me there."

"Yes, sir," replied the chauffeur, and he touched his cap as the Hindu
walked into the hotel.

The salesmanreclosed the door of the car, and spat reflectively upon
the pavement.

Limping wearily, he worked his way along in the direction of Chan-
cery Lane. But, before reaching Chancery Lane, he plunged into a maze
of courts with which he was evidently well acquainted. His bookselling
enterprise presently terminated, asit had commenced, at The Chancery
Agency.

Once more safein his dressing room, the pedler rapidly transformed
himself into Paul Harley, and Paul Harley, laying his watch upon the
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table before him, lighted his pipe and indulged in half an hour's close
thinking.

His again electing to focus his attention upon Ormuz Khan was this
time beyond reproach. It was the course which logic dictated. Until he
had attempted the task earlier in the day, he could not have supposed it
so difficult to trace the country address of a well-known figure like that
of the Persian.

This address he had determined to learn, and, having learned it, was
also determined to inspect the premises. But for such a stroke of good
luck asthat which had befallen him at the Savoy, he could scarcely have
hoped. His course now lay clearly before him. And presently, laying his
pipe aside, he took up a telephone which stood upon the dressing table
and rang up a garage with which he had an account.

"Hello, is that you, Mason?" he said. "Have the racerto meet me at sev-
en o'clock, half-way along Pall Mall."

Never for a moment did he relax his vigilance. Observing every pre-
caution when he left The Chancery Agency, he spent the intervening
time at one of his clubs, from which, having made an early dinner, he set
off for Pall Mall at ten minutes to seven. A rakish-looking gray car re-
sembling a giant torpedo was approaching slowly from the direction of
Buckingham Palace. The driver pulled up as Paul Harley stepped into
the road, and following a brief conversation Harley set out westward,
performing a detour before heading south for Lower Claybury, a little
town with which he was only slightly acquainted. No evidence of espi-
onage could he detect, but the note of danger spoke intimately to his in-
ner consciousness;so that when, the metropolis left behind, he found
himself in the hilly Surrey countryside, more than once he pulled up, sit-
ting silent for a while and listening intently. He failed, always, to detect
any sign of pursuit.

The night was tropically brilliant, hot, and still, but saving the distant
murmur of the city, and ordinary comings and goings along the country
roads, there was nothing to account for a growing anxiety of which he
became conscious.

He was in gunshot of Old Claybury church tower, when the sight of a
haystack immediately inside a meadow gate suggested a likely hiding
place for the racer; and, having run the car under cover, Harley pro-
ceededon foot to the little railway station. He approached a porter who
leaned in the doorway. "Could you direct me to the house of his excel-
lency Ormuz Khan?" he inquired.
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"Yes, sir," was the reply. "If you follow the uphill road on the other
side of the station until you come to the Manor ParkNyou will seethe
gatesNand then branch off to the right, taking the road facing the gates.
HillsideNthat's the name of the houseNis about a quarter of a mile
along."

Dusk was beginning to fall and, although the nature of his proposed
operations demanded secrecy, he recognized that every hour was pre-
cious. Accordingly he walked immediately back to the spot at which he
had left the car and, following the porter's directions, drove over the line
at the level crossing immediately beyond the station, and proceeded up a
tree-lined road until he found himself skirting the railing of an extensive
tract of park land.

Presently heavy gatesappeared in view; and then, to the right, another
lane in which the growing dusk had painted many shadows. He determ-
ined to drive on until he should find a suitable hiding place. And at a
spot, as he presently learned, not a hundred yards from Hillside, he dis-
covered an opening in the hedge which divided the road from a tilled
field. Into this, without hesitation, he turned the racer, backing in, in or-
der that he might be ready for a flying start in caseof emergency. Once
more he set out on foot.

He proceeded with caution, walking softly close to the side of the
road, and frequently pausing to listen. Advancing in this fashion, he
found himself standing ere long before an open gateway, and gazing
along a drive which presented a vista of utter blackness. A faint sound
reached his earNthe distant drone of a powerful engine. A big car was
mounting the slope from Lower Claybury Station.
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Chapter 1 8

WHAT HAPPENED TO HARLEYNCONTINUED

Not until Harley came within sight of the house, a low, rambling Jaco-
bean building, did he attempt to take cover. He scrambled up a tree and
got astride of awall. A swift survey by his electric torch of the ground on
the other side revealed a jungle of weeds in either direction.

He uttered an impatient exclamation. He calculated that the car was
now within a hundred yards of the end of the lane. Suddenly came an
idea that was born of emergency. Swarming up the tree to where its
dense foliage began, he perched upon a stout bough and waited.

Three minutes later came a blaze of light through the gathering dark-
ness,and the car which he had last seenat the Savoy was turned into the
drive, and presently glided smoothly past him below.

The interior lights were extinguished, sothat he was unable to discern
the occupants. The house itself was also unilluminated. And when the
car pulled up before the porch, lessthan ten yards from his observation
post, he could not have recognized the persons who descended and
entered Hillside.

Indeed, only by the sound of the closing door did he know that they
had gone in. But two figures were easily discernible; and he judged them
to be those of Ormuz Khan and his secretary. He waited patiently, and
ere long the limousine was turned in the little courtyard before the porch
and driven out into the lane again. He did not fail to note that, the lane
regained, the chauffeur headed, not toward Lower Claybury, but away
from it.

He retained his position until the hum of the motor grew dim in the
distance, and was about to descend when he detected the sound of a
second approaching car! Acutely conscious of danger, he remained
where he was. Almost before the hum of the retiring limousine had be-
come inaudible, a second car entered the lane and turned into the drive
of Hillside.
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Harley peered eagerly downward, half closing his eyesin order that
he might not be dazzled by the blaze of the headlight. This was another
limousine, its most notable characteristic being that the blinds were
drawn in all the windows.

On this occasion,when the chauffeur stepped around and opened the
door, only one passengeralighted. There seemedto be some delay before
he was admitted, but Harley found it impossible to detect any details of
the scene being enacted in the shadowed porch.

Presently the second car was driven away, pursuing the same direc-
tion asthe first. Hot upon its departure came the drone of a third. The
windows of the third car also exhibited drawn blinds. As it passed be-
neath him he stifled an exclamation of triumph. Vaguely, nebulously, the
secret of this dread thing Fire-Tongue, which had uplifted its head in
England, appeared before his mind's eye. It was only necessaryfor him
to assure himself that the latest visitor had been admitted to the house
before the next move becamepossible. Accordingly he changed his posi-
tion, settling himself more comfortably upon the bough. And now he
watched the three cars perform eachtwo journeys to some spot or spots
unknown, and, returning, deposit their passengersbefore the porch of
Hillside. The limousine used by Ormuz Khan, upon its second appear-
ance had partaken of the same peculiarity as the others: there were
blinds drawn inside the windows.

Paul Harley believed that he understood precisely what this signified,
and when, after listening intently in the stillness of the night, he failed to
detect sounds of any other approach, he descendedto the path and stole
toward the dark house.

There were French windows upon the ground floor, all of them closely
shuttered. Although he recognized that he was taking desperate chances,
he inspected each one of them closely.

Passing gently from window to window, his quest ultimately earned
its reward. Through a crack in one of the shutters a dim light shone out.
His heart was beating uncomfortably, although he had himself well in
hand; and, crawling into the recessformed by the window, he pressed
his ear against a pane and listened intently. At first he could hear noth-
ing, but, his investigation being aided by the stillness of the night, he
presently became aware that a voice was speaking within the
roomNdeliberately, musically. The beating of his heart seemedto make
his body throb to the very finger tips. He had recognized the voice to be
the voice of Ormuz Khan!
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Now, his senseof hearing becoming attuned to the muffled tones, he
began to make out syllables, words, and, finally, sentences.Darkness
wrapped him about, so that no one watching could have seen his face.
But he himself knew that under the bronze which he never lost he had
grown pale. His heartbeatsgrew suddenly fainter, an eerie chill more in-
tensethan any which the note of danger had ever occasionedcausedhim
to draw sharply back.

"My God!" he whispered. He drew his automatic swiftly from his
pocket, and, pressed against the wall beside the window, looked about
him as a man looks who finds himself surrounded by enemies. Not a
sound disturbed the stillness of the garden exceptfor sibilant rustlings of
the leaves, occasioned by a slight breeze.

Paul Harley retreated step by step to the bushes. He held the pistol
tightly clenched in his right hand.

He had heard his own death sentencepronounced and he knew that it
was likely to be executed.
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Chapter 1 9

WHAT HAPPENED TO HARLEYNCONCLUDED

He regained the curve of the drive without meeting any opposition.
There, slipping the pistol into his pocket, he climbed rapidly up the tree
from which he had watched the arrival of the three cars, climbed over
the wall, and dropped into the weed jungle beyond. He crept stealthily
forward to the gap where he had concealed the racer, drawing nearer
and nearer to the busheslining the lane. Only by a patch of greater dark-
nessbefore him did he realize that he had reachedit. But when the real-
ization came one word only he uttered: "Gone!"

His car had disappeared!

Despair was alien to his character: A true Englishman, he never knew
when he was beaten. Beyond doubt, now, he must acceptthe presenceof
hidden enemies surrounding him, of enemies whose presence even his
trained powers of perception had beenunable to detect. The intensity of
the note of danger which he had recognized now was fully explained.
He grew icily cool, master of his every faculty. "We shall see!" he
muttered, grimly.

Feeling his way into the lane, he set out running for the highroad, his
footsteps ringing out sharply upon the dusty way. The highroad gained,
he turned, not to the left, but to the right, ran up the bank and threw
himself flatly down upon it, lying close to the hedge and watching the
entrance to the lane. Nothing appeared; nothing stirred. He knew the si-
lence to be illusive; he blamed himself for having ventured upon such a
quest without acquainting himself with the geography of the
neighbourhood.

Great issuesoften rest upon a needle point. He had no idea of the dir-
ection or extent of the park land adjoining the highroad. Nevertheless,
further inaction being out of the question, creeping along the grassy
bank, he began to retreat from the entrance to the lane. Someten yards
he had progressed in this fashion when his hidden watchers made their
first mistake.
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A faint sound, so faint that only a man in deadly peril could have de-
tected it, brought him up sharply. He crouched back against the hedge,
looking behind him. For along time he failed to observe anything. Then,
against the comparatively high tone of the dusty road, he saw a silhou-
etteNthe head and shoulders of someone who peered out cautiously.

Still asthe trees above him he crouched, watching, and presently, bent
forward, questing to right and left, questing in a horribly suggestive an-
imal fashion, the entire figure of the man appeared in the roadway.

As Paul Harley had prayed would be the case,his pursuers evidently
believed that he had turned in the direction of Lower Claybury. A vague,
phantom figure, Harley saw the man wave his arm, whereupon a second
man joined himNa thirdNand, finally, a fourth.

Harley clenched his teeth grimly, and asthe ominous quartet beganto
move toward the left, he resumed his slow retreat to the rightNgoing
ever farther away, of necessity,from the only centre with which he was
acquainted and from which he could hope to summon assistance.Finally
he reached a milestone resting almost against the railings of the Manor
Park.

Drawing a deep breath, he sprang upon the milestone, succeededin
grasping the top of the high iron railings, and hauled himself up bodily.

Praying that the turf might be soft, he jumped. Fit though he was, and
hardened by physical exercise,the impact almost stunned him. He came
down like an acrobatNleft foot, right foot, and then upon his hands, but
nevertheless he lay there for a moment breathless and temporarily
numbed by the shock.

In less than a minute he was on his feet again and looking alertly
about him. Striking into the park land, turning to the left, and paralleling
the highroad, he presently came out upon the roadway, along which un-
der shelter of a straggling hedge, he beganto double back. In sight of the
road dipping down to Lower Claybury he crossed, forcing his way
through a second hedge thickly sown with thorns.

Badly torn, but carelessof such minor injuries, he plunged heavily
through a turnip field, and, bearing always to the left, came out finally
upon the road leading to the station, and only some fifty yards from the
bottom of the declivity.

A moment he paused, questioning the silence.He was unwilling to be-
lieve that he had outwitted his pursuers. His nerves were strung to
highest tension, and his strange gift of semi-prescience told him that
danger was at least as imminent as ever, even though he could neither
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seenor hear his enemies. Therefore, pistol in hand again, he descended
to the foot of the hill.

He remembered having noticed, when he had applied to the porter for
information respecting the residence of Ormuz Khan, that upon a win-
dow adjoining the entrance had appeared the words "Station Master."
The station master's office, therefore, was upon the distant side of the
line.

Now camethe hardest blow of all. The station was closed for the night.
Nor was there any light in the signal box. Evidently no other train was
due upon that branch line until some time in the early morning. The
level crossing gate was open, but before breaking cover he paused a
while to consider what he should do. Lower Claybury was one of those
stations which have no intimate connection with any township. The
nearesthouse, so far as Harley could recall, was fully twenty yards from
the spot at which he stood. Furthermore, the urgency of the casehad
fired the soul of the professional investigator.

He made up his mind, and, darting out into the road, he ran acrossthe
line, turned sharply, and did not pause until he stood before the station
master's window. Then his quick wits were put to their ultimate test.

Right, left, it seemedfrom all about him, came swiftly pattering foot-
steps!Instantly he divined the truth. Losing his tracks upon the highroad
above, a section of his pursuers had surrounded the station, believing
that he would head for it in retreat.

Paul Harley whipped off his coat in a flash, and using it as a ram,
smashed the window. He reached up, found the catch, and opened the
sash.In ten secondshe was in the room, and a great clatter told him that
he had overturned some piece of furniture.

Disentangling his coat, he sought and found the electric torch. He
pressed the button. No light came. It was broken! He drew a hissing
breath, and began to grope about the little room. At last his hand
touched the telephone, and, taking it up:

"Hello!" he said. "Hello!"

"Yes," came the voice of the operatorN"what number?"

"City 8951. Police business! Urgent!"

One, two, three seconds elapsed, four, five, six.

"Hello!" came the voice of Innes.

"That you, Innes?" said Harley. And, interrupting the other's reply: "I
am by no meanssafe,Innes! | am in one of the tightest corners of my life.
Listen: Get Wessex! If he's off duty, get Burton. Tell him to bringN"
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Someoneleaped in at the broken window behind the speaker. Resting
the telephone upon the table, where he had found it, Harley reachedinto
his hip pocket and snapped out his automatic.

Dimly he could hear Innes speaking. He half-turned, raised the pistol,
and knew a sudden intense pain at the back of his skull. A thousand

lights seemedsuddenly to split the darkness. He felt himself sinking into
an apparently bottomless pit.
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Chapter 2 O

CONFLICTING CLUBS

"Any news, Wessex?"asked Innes, eagerly, starting up from his chair as
the inspector entered the office.

Wessex shook his head, and sitting down took out and lighted a
cigarette.

"News of a sort," he replied, slowly, "but nothing of any value, | am
afraid. My assistant, Stokes, has distinguished himself."

"In what way?" asked Innes, dully, dropping back into his chair.

These were trying days for the indefatigable secretary. Believing that
some clue of importance might come to light at any hour of the day or
night he remained at the chambersin Chancery Lane, sleeping nightly in
the spare room.

"Well," continued the inspector, "I had detailed him to watch Nicol
Brinn, but my explicit instructions were that Nicol Brinn was not to be
molested in any way."

"What happened?"

"To-night Nicol Brinn had a visitorNpossibly a valuable witness.
Stokes, like an idiot, allowed her to slip through his fingers and tried to
arrest Brinn!"

"What? Arrest him!" cried Innes.

"Precisely. But | rather fancy," added the inspector, grimly, "that Mr.
Stokes will think twice before taking leaps like that in the dark again."

"You say he tried to arrest him. What do you mean by that?"

"I mean that Nicol Brinn, leaving Stokeslocked in his chambers, went
out and has completely disappeared!"

"But the woman?"

"Ah, the woman! There's the rub. If he had lain low and followed the
woman, all might have been well. But who she was, where she came
from, and where she has gone, we have no idea."

“Nicol Brinn must have been desperate to adopt such measures?"

Detective Inspector Wessex nodded.
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"l quite agree with you."

"He evidently had an appointment of such urgency that he could per-
mit nothing to stand in his way."

"He is a very clever man, Mr. Innes. He removed the telephone from
the room in which he had locked Stokes,so that my blundering assistant
was detained for nearly fifteen minutesNdetained, in fact, until his cries
from the window attracted the attention of a passing constable!"

“Nicol Brinn's man did not release him?"

“No, he said he had no key."

"What happened?"

"Stokes wanted to detain the servant, whose name is Hoskins, but |
simply wouldn't hear of it. | am a poor man, but | would cheerfully give
fifty pounds to know where Nicol Brinn is at this moment."

Innes stood up restlessly and beganto drum his fingers upon the table
edge. Presently he looked up, and:

"There's a shadow of hope," he said. "RectorNyou know Rector?Nhad
been detailed by the chief to cover the activities of Nicol Brinn. He has
not reported to me so far to-night."”

"You mean that he may be following him?" cried Wessex.

"It is quite possibleNfollowing either Nicol Brinn or the woman."

"My God, | hope you're right!Neven though it makes the Criminal In-
vestigation Department look a bit silly."

“Then," continued Innes, "there is something else which you should
know. | heard to-day from a garage, with which Mr. Harley does busi-
ness,that he hired a racing car last night. He has often used it before. It
met him half-way along Pall Mall at seveno'clock, and he drove away in
it in the direction of Trafalgar Square."

"Alone?"

"Yes, unfortunately."

“Toward Trafalgar Square,” murmured Wessex.

"Ah," said Innes, shaking his head, "that clue is of no importance.
Under the circumstances the chief would be much more likely to head
away from his objective than toward it."

"Quite," murmured Wessex. "l agree with you. But what's this?"

The telephone bell was ringing, and as Innes eagerly took up the
receiver:

"Yes, yes, Mr. Innes speaking,” he said, quickly. "Is that you, Rector?"

The voice of Rector, one of Paul Harley's assistants, answered him
over the wire:

"l am speaking from Victoria Station, Mr. Innes."
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"Yes!" said Innes. "Go ahead."

"A very odd-looking woman visited Mr. Nicol Brinn's chambers this
evening. Shewas beautifully dressed, but wore the collar of her fur coat
turned up about her face, sothat it was difficult to seeher. But somehow
| think she was an Oriental.”

"An Oriental!" exclaimed Innes.

"l waited for her to come out," Rector continued. "Shehad arrived in a
cab, which was waiting, and | learned from the man that he had picked
her up at Victoria Station."

"Yes?"

"She came out some time later in rather a hurry. In fact, | think there
was no doubt that she was frightened. By this time | had another cab
waiting."

"And where did she go?" asked Innes.

"Back to Victoria Station."

"Yes! Go on!"

"Unfortunately, Mr. Innes, my story does not go much further. |
wasted very little time, you may be sure. But although no train had left
from the South Eastern station, which she had entered, there was no sign
of her anywhere. So that | can only suppose she ran through to the
Brighton side, or possibly out to a car, which may have beenwaiting for
her somewhere."

"Is that all?" asked Innes, gloomily.

“That's all, Mr. Innes. But | thought | would report it."

"Quite right, Rector; you could do no more. Did you seeanything of
Detective Sergeant Stokes before you left Piccadilly?"

"l did," replied the other. "He also was intensely interested in Nicol
Brinn's visitor. And about five minutes before she came out he went
upstairs.”

"Oh, | see. She came out almost immediately after Stokes had gone
up?"

"Yes."

"Very well, Rector. Return to Piccadilly, and report to me as soon as
possible." Innes hung up the receiver.

"Did you follow, Wessex?"he said. "Stokeswas on the right track, but
made a bad blunder. You see, his appearance led to the woman's retreat."

"He explained that to me," returned the inspector, gloomily. "She got
out by another door ashe camein. Oh! a pretty messhe has made of it. If
he and Rector had been cooperating, they could have covered her move-
ments perfectly.”
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“There is no use crying over spilt milk,” returned Innes. He glanced
significantly in the inspector's direction. "Miss Abingdon has rung up
practically every hour all day," he said.

Wessex nodded his head.

“I'm a married man myself," he replied, "and happily married, too. But
if you had seenthe look in her eyeswhen | told her that Mr. Harley had
disappeared, | believe you would have envied him."

"Yes," murmured Innes. "They haven't known each other long, but |
should say from what little | have seenof them that she carestoo much
for her peaceof mind." He stared hard at the inspector. "I think it will
break her heart if anything has happened to the chief. The sound of her
voice over the telephone brings alump into my throat, Wessex.Sherang
up an hour ago. She will ring up again."

"Yet | never thought he was a marrying man," muttered the inspector.

"Neither did I," returned Innes, smiling sadly. "But even he can be for-
given for changing his mind in the case of Phil Abingdon."

"Ah," said the inspector. "I am not sorry to know that he is human like
the rest of us." His expression grew retrospective, and: "l can't make out
how the garage you were speaking about didn't report that matter be-
fore," he added.

"Well, you see,"explained Innes, "they were used to the chief making
long journeys."

“Long journeys," muttered the inspector. "Did he make a long journey?
| wonderNI wonder."
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Chapter 2 1

THE SEVENTH KAMA

As Nicol Brinn strolled out from the door below his chambersin Picca-
dilly, a hoarse voice made itself audible above his head.

"Police!" he heard over the roar of the traffic. "Help! Police!"

Detective Sergeant Stokeshad come out upon the balcony. But up to
the time that Nicol Brinn turned and proceeded in leisurely fashion in
the direction of the Cavalry Club, the sergeant had not succeededin at-
tracting any attention.

Nicol Brinn did not hurry. Having his hands thrust in the pockets of
his light overcoat, he sauntered along Piccadilly asan idle man might do.
He knew that he had ample time to keep his appointment, and recogniz-
ing the vital urgency of the situation, he was grateful for some little leis-
ure to reflect.

One who had obtained a glimpse of his face in the light of the shop
windows which he passed must have failed to discern any evidence of
anxiety. Yet Nicol Brinn knew that death was beckoning to him. He
knew that his keen wit was the only weapon which could avail him to-
night; and he knew that he must show himself a master of defence.

A lonely man, of few but enduring friendships, he had admitted but
one love to his life, exceptthe love of his mother. This one love for seven
years he had sought to kill. But anything forceful enough to penetrate to
the stronghold of Nicol Brinn's soul was indestructible, even by Nicol
Brinn himself.

So,now, at the end of a mighty struggle, he had philosophically accep-
ted this hopeless passion which Fate had thrust upon him. Yet he whose
world was a chaos outwardly remained unmoved.

Perhaps even that evil presencewhose name was Fire-Tongue might
have paused, might have hesitated, might even have changed his plans,
which, in a certain part of the world, were counted immutable, had he
known the manner of man whom he had summoned to him that night.
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Just outside the Cavalry Club a limousine was waiting, driven by a
chauffeur who looked like some kind of Oriental. Nicol Brinn walked up
to the man, and bending forward:

"Fire-Tongue," he said, in a low voice.

The chauffeur immediately descendedand opened the door of the car.
The interior was unlighted, but Nicol Brinn casta comprehensive glance
around ere entering. As he settled himself upon the cushions, the door
was closed again, and he found himself in absolute darkness.

"Ah," he muttered. "Might have foreseenit." All the windows were
curtained, or rather, asarough investigation revealed, were closed with
aluminium shutters which were immovable.

A moment later, as the car moved off, a lamp became lighted above
him. Then he saw that several current periodicals were placed invitingly
in the rack, as well as a box of very choice Egyptian cigarettes.

"H'm," he murmured.

He made a closeinvestigation upon every side, but he knew enough of
the organization with which he was dealing to be prepared for failure.

He failed. There was no cranny through which he could look out.
Palpably, it would be impossible to learn where he was being taken. The
journey might be a direct one, or might be a detour. He wished that he
could have foreseenthis device. Above all, he wished that Detective Ser-
geant Stokes had been a more clever man.

It would have beengood to know that he was followed. His only hope
was that someone detailed by Paul Harley might be in pursuit.

Lighting a fresh cigar, Nicol Brinn drew a copy of the Sketchfrom the
rack, and studied the photographs of more or less pretty actresseswith
apparent contentment. He had finished the Sketch,and was perusing the
Bystander, when, the car having climbed a steep hill and swerved
sharply to the right, he heard the rustling of leaves, and divined that
they were proceeding along a drive.

He replaced the paper in the rack, and took out his watch. Consulting
it, he returned it to his pocket as the car stopped and the light went out.

The door, which, with its fellow, Nicol Brinn had discovered to be
locked, was opened by the Oriental chauffeur, and Brinn descended
upon the steps of a shadowed porch. The house door was open, and al-
though there was no light within:

"Come this way," said a voice, speaking out of the darkness.

Nicol Brinn entered a hallway the atmosphere of which seemedto be
very hot.

"Allow me to take your hat and coat," continued the voice.
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He was relieved of these,guided along a dark passage;and presently,
an inner door being opened, he found himself in a small, barely fur-
nished room where one shaded lamp burned upon a large writing table.

His conductor, who did not enter, closed the door quietly, and Nicol
Brinn found himself looking into the smiling face of a Hindu gentleman
who sat at the table.

The room was decorated with queer-looking Indian carvings, pictures
upon silk, and other products of Eastern craftsmanship. The table and
the several chairs were Oriental in character, but the articles upon the
table were very European and businesslike in appearance.Furthermore,
the Hindu gentleman, who wore correct evening dress, might have been
the representative of an Eastern banking house, asindeed he happened
to be, amongst other things.

"Good evening," he said, speaking perfect English "won't you sit
down?"

He pointed with a pen which he was holding in the direction of a
heavily carved chair which stood near the table. Nicol Brinn sat down,
regarding the speaker with lack-lustre eyes.

"A query has arisen respecting your fraternal rights,” continued the
Hindu. "Am | to understand that you claim to belong to the Seventh
Kama?"

"Certainly," replied Brinn in a toneless voice.

The Hindu drew his cuff back from a slender yellow wrist, revealing a
curious mark which appeared to be branded upon the flesh. It was in the
form of atorch or flambeau surmounted by atongue of flame. He raised
his black brows, smiling significantly.

Nicol Brinn stood up, removing his tight dinner jacket. Then, rolling
back his sleeve from a lean, sinuous forearm, he extended the powerful
member, having his fist tightly clenched.

Upon the inside of his arm, just above the elbow, an identical mark
had been branded!

The Hindu stood up and saluted Nicol Brinn in a peculiar manner.
That is to say, he touched the secondfinger of his right hand with the tip
of his tongue, and then laid the finger upon his forehead, at the same
time bowing deeply.

Nicol Brinn repeated the salutation, and quietly put his coat on.

"We greet you," said the Hindu. "I am Rama Dassof the Bengal Lodge.
Have you Hindustani?"

"No."

"Where were you initiated?"
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"At Moon Ali Lane."

"Ah!" exclaimed the Hindu. "l see it all. In Bombay?"

“In Bombay."

"When, and by whom, may | ask?"

"By Ruhmani, November 23, 1913."

"Strange,”" murmured Rama Dass."Brother Ruhmani died in that year;
which accounts for our having lost touch with you. What is your grade?"

"The fifth."

"You have not proceeded far, brother. How do you come to be unac-
guainted with our presence in England?”

"l cannot say."

"What work has been allotted to you?"

"None."

"Never?"

"Never."

"More and more strange,” murmured the Hindu, watching Nicol Brinn
through the gold-rimmed spectacleswhich he wore. "I have only known
one other case. Such cases are dangerous, brother."”

"No blame attaches to me," replied Nicol Brinn.

"l have not said so," returned RamaDass."But in the Seventh Kama all
brothers must work. A thousand lives are asnothing sothe Fire lives. We
had thought our information perfect, but only by accident did we learn
of your existence."

“Indeed," murmured Nicol Brinn, coldly.

Not even this smiling Hindu gentleman, whose smile concealed so
much, could read any meaning in those lack-lustre eyes, nor detect any
emotion in that high, cool voice.

"A document was found, and in this it was recorded that you bore
upon your arm the sign of the Seventh Kama."

"Tis Fire that moves the grains of dust,” murmured Nicol Brinn, tone-
lessly, "which one day make a mountain for the gods."

Rama Dass stood up at once and repeated his strange gesture of sa-
lutation, which Nicol Brinn returned ceremoniously; and resumed his
seat at the table.

"You are advanced beyond your grade, brother,” he said. "You are
worthy the next step. Do you wish to take it?"

"Every little drop swells the ocean," returned Nicol Brinn.

"You speak well," the Hindu said. "We have here your complete re-
cord. It shall not be consulted. To do so were unnecessary.We are satis-
fied. We regret only that one so happily circumstanced to promote the
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coming of the Fire should have been lost sight of. Last night there were
three promotions and several rejections. You were expected.”

"But | was not summoned."

“No," murmured Rama Dass."We had learned of you as | have said.
However, great honour results. You will be received alone. Do you de-
sire to advance?"

"No. Give me time."

Rama Dass again performed the strange salutation, and again Nicol
Brinn returned it.

"Wisdom is a potent wine," said the latter, gravely.

"We respect your decision."

The Hindu rang a little silver bell upon his table, and the double doors
which occupied one end of the small room opened silently, revealing a
large shadowy apartment beyond.

Rama Dass stood up, crossedthe room, and standing just outside the
open doors, beckoned to Nicol Brinn to advance.

“There is no fear," he said, in a queer, chanting tone.

“There is no fear," repeated Nicol Brinn.

“There is no love."

“There is no love."

“There is no death."

“There is no death.”

"Fire alone is eternal."”

"Fire alone is eternal."”

As he pronounced those words Nicol Brinn crossed the threshold of
the dark room, and the double doors closed silently behind him.
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Chapter 2 2

FIRE-TONGUE SPEAKS

Absolute darkness surrounded Nicol Brinn. Darkness, unpleasant heat,
and a stifling odour of hyacinths. He had beenwell coached,and thus far
his memory had served him admirably. But now he knew not what to
expect. Therefore inwardly on fire but outwardly composed, muscles
taut and nerves strung highly, he waited for the next development.

It took the form, first, of the tinkling of a silver bell, and then of the
coming of adim light at the end of what was evidently along apartment.
The light grew brighter, assuming the form of a bluish flame burning in
a little flambeau. Nicol Brinn watched it fascinatedly.

Absolutely no sound was discernible, until a voice began to speak, a
musical voice of curiously arresting quality.

"You are welcome," said the voice. "You are of the Bombay Lodge, al-
though a citizen of the United States.Becauseof some strange error, no
work has been allotted to you hitherto. This shall be remedied."

Of the weird impressiveness of the scenethere could be no doubt. It
even touched some unfamiliar chord in the soul of Nicol Brinn. The ef-
fect of such an interview upon an imaginative, highly strung tempera-
ment, could be well imagined. It was perhaps theatrical, but that by such
means great ends had already been achieved he knew to his cost.

The introduction of Maskelyne illusions into an English country house
must ordinarily have touched his sense of humour, but knowing
something of the invisible presencein which he stood in that darkened
chamber, there was no laughter in the heart of Nicol Brinn, but rather an
unfamiliar coldness, the nearest approach to fear of which this steel-
nerved man was capable.

"“Temporarily," the sweet voice continued, "you will be affiliated with
the London Lodge, to whom you will look for instructions. These will
reach you almost immediately. There is great work to be done in Eng-
land. It has been decided, however, that you shall be transferred as
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quickly aspossible in our New York Lodge. You will await orders. Only
Fire is eternal."

Again the voice ceased. But, Nicol Brinn remained silent:

"Your reply is awaited."

"Fire is life," replied Nicol Brinn.

The blue tongue of flame subsided, lower and lower, and finally disap-
peared, so that the apartment became enwrapped in absolute darkness.
A faint rustling sound suggestedthat a heavy curtain had beenlowered,
and almost immediately the doors behind Nicol Brinn were opened
again by Rama Dass.

"We congratulate you, brother,” he said, extending his hand. "Yet the
ordeal was no light one, for all the force of the Fire was focussed upon
you."

Nicol Brinn reentered the room where the shaded lamp stood upon
the writing table. In the past he had moved unscathed through peril un-
known to the ordinary man. He was well acquainted with the resources
of the organization whose agents, unseen, surrounded him in that re-
mote country house, but that their pretensions were extravagant his
present immunity would seem to prove.

If the speakerwith the strangely arresting voice were indeed that Fire-
Tongue whose mere name was synonymous with dread in certain parts
of the East, then Fire-Tongue was an impostor. He who claimed to read
the thoughts of all men had signally failed in the presentinstance, unless
Nicol Brinn stared dully into the smiling face of Rama Dass. Not yet
must he congratulate himself. Perhaps the Hindu's smile concealed as
much as the mask worn by Nicol Brinn.

"We congratulate you," said Rama Dass. "You are a worthy brother."

He performed the secret salutation, which Nicol Brinn automatically
acknowledged. Then, without another word, Rama Dassled the way to
the door.

Out into the dark hallway Nicol Brinn stepped, his muscles taut, his
brain alert for instant action. But no one offered to molest him. He was
assistedinto his coat, and his hat was placed in his hands. Then, the front
door being opened, he saw the headlights of the waiting car shining on a
pillar of the porch.

A minute later he was seatedagain in the shuttered limousine, and as
it moved off, and the lights leapt up above him, he lay back upon the
cushions and uttered a long sigh.
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Already he divined that, following a night's sleep, these sceneswould
seemlike the episodes of a dream. Taking off his hat, he raised his hand
to his forehead, and discovered it to be slightly damp.

"No wonder," he muttered.

Drawing out a silk handkerchief from the breast pocket of his dinner
jacket, he wiped his face and forehead deliberately. Then, selecting a
long black cigar from a casewhich bore the monogram of the late Czar of
Russia, he lighted it, dropped the match in the tray, and lolling backin a
corner, closed his eyes wearily.

Thus, almost unmoving, he remained throughout the drive. His only
actions were, first, to assure himself that both doors were locked again,
and then at intervals tidily to place a little cone of ash in the tray
provided for the purpose. Finally, the car drew up and a door was un-
locked by the chauffeur.

Nicol Brinn, placing his hat upon his head, stepped out before the
porch of the Cavalry Club.

The chauffeur closedthe door, and returned again to the wheel. Imme-
diately the car moved away. At the illuminated number Nicol Brinn
scarcely troubled to glance. Common sensetold him that it was not that
under which the car was registered. His interest, on the contrary, was en-
tirely focussedupon a beautiful Rolls Royce,which was evidently await-
ing some visitor or member of the club. Glancing shrewdly at the chauf-
feur, a smart, military-looking fellow, Nicol Brinn drew a card from his
waistcoat pocket, and resting it upon a wing in the light of one of the
lamps, wrote something rapidly upon it in pencil.

Returning the pencil to his pocket:

"Whose car, my man?" he inquired of the chauffeur.

"Colonel Lord Wolverham's, sir."

"Good," said Nicol Brinn, and put the card and a ten-shilling note into
the man's hand. "Go right into the club and personally give Colonel Lord
Wolverham this card. Do you understand?"

The man understood. Used to discipline, he recognized the note of
command in the speaker's voice.

"Certainly, sir," he returned, without hesitation; and stepping down
upon the pavement he walked into the club.

Less than two minutes afterward a highly infuriated military gentle-
manNwho, as it chanced, had never even heard of the distinguished
American travellerNcame running out hatlessinto Piccadilly, holding a
crumpled visiting card in his hand. The card, which his chauffeur had
given him in the midst of a thrilling game, read as follows:
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MR. NICOL BRINN RALEIGH HOUSE, PICCADILLY, W. I.

And written in pencil beneath the name appeared the following:
Borrowed your Rolls. Urgent. Will explain tomorrow. Apologize. N.B.
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Chapter 2 3

PHIL ABINGDON'S VISITOR

On the following morning the card of His Excellency Ormuz Khan was
brought to Phil Abingdon in the charming little room which Mrs.
McMurdoch had allotted to her for a private sanctum during the period
of her stay under this hospitable roof.

"Oh," she exclaimed, and looked at the maid in a startled way. "l sup-
pose | must see him. Will you ask him to come in, please?"

A few moments later Ormuz Khan entered. He wore faultless morning
dress, too faultless; so devoid of any flaw or creaseas to have lost its
masculine character. In his buttonhole was a hyacinth, and in one
slender ivory hand he carried a huge bunch of pink roses,which, bowing
deeply, he presented to the embarrassed girl.

"Dare | venture," he said in his musical voice, bending deeply over her
extended hand, "to ask you to accepttheseflowers? It would honour me.
Pray do not refuse."

"Your excellency is very kind,” she replied, painfully conscious of
acute nervousness. "It is more than good of you."

"It is good of you to grant me so much pleasure," he returned, sinking
gracefully upon a settee, as Phil Abingdon resumed her seat.
"Condolences are meaningless. Why should | offer them to one of your
acute perceptions? But you knowN" the long, magnetic eyes regarded
her fixedlyN"you know what is in my heart."

Phil Abingdon bit her lip, merely nodding in reply.

“Let us then try to forget, if only for a while," said Ormuz Khan. "I
could show you so easily, if you would consentto allow me, that those
we love never leave us."

The spell of his haunting voice was beginning to have its effect. Phil
Abingdon found herself fighting against something which at once re-
pelled and attracted her. Shehad experienced this unusual attraction be-
fore, and this was not the first time that she had combated it. But where-
as formerly she had more or lessresigned herself to the strange magic
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which lay in the voice and in the eyes of Ormuz Khan, this morning
there was something within her which rebelled fiercely against the Ori-
ental seductiveness of his manner.

Sherecognized that a hot flush had covered her cheeks.For the image
of Paul Harley, bronzed, gray-eyed, and reproachful, had appeared be-
fore her mind's eye, and she knew why her resentment of the Persian's
charm of manner had suddenly grown so intense. Yet she was not
wholly immune from it, for:

"Does Your Excellency really mean that?" she whispered.

A smile appeared upon his face, an alluring smile, but rather that of a
beautiful woman than of a man.

"As you of the West," he said, "have advanced step by step, ever up-
ward in the mechanical sciences,we of the Easthave advanced also step
by step in other and greater sciences."

"Certainly," she admitted, "you have spoken of such things before."

"l speak of things which | know. From that hour when you entered
upon your first Kama, back in the dawn of time, until now, those within
the ever-moving cycle which bears you on through the ageshave been
beside you, at times unseenby the world, at times unseenby you, veiled
by the mist which men call death, but which is no more than a curtain
behind which we sometimes step for a while. In the East we have
learned to raise that curtain; in the West are triflers who make like
claims, but whose knowledge of the secret of the veil isN" And he
snapped his fingers contemptuously.

The strange personality of the man was having its effect. Phil
Abingdon's eyes were widely open, and she was hanging upon his
words. Underneath the soft effeminate exterior lay a masterful spiritNa
spirit which had known few obstacles.The world of womanhood could
have produced no more difficult subject than Phil Abingdon. Yet she
realized, and becameconscious of a senseof helplessness,that under cer-
tain conditions shewould be asa child in the hands of this Persian mys-
tic, whose weird eyes appeared to be watching not her body, nor even
her mind, but her soul, whose voice touched unfamiliar chords within
herNchords which had never responded to any other human voice.

It was thrilling, vaguely pleasurable, but deep terror underlay it.

"Your Excellency almost frightens me," she whispered. "Yet | do not
doubt that you speak of what you know."

"It is s0," he returned, gravely. "At any hour, day or night, if you care
to make the request, | shall be happy to prove my words. But,"” he
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lowered his dark lashes and then raised them again, "the real object of
my visit is concerned with more material things."

“Indeed," said Phil Abingdon, and whether becauseof the words of
Ormuz Khan, or becauseof some bond of telepathy which he had estab-
lished between them, she immediately found herself to be thinking of
Paul Harley.

"l bring you a message," he continued, "from a friend."

With eyes widely open, Phil Abingdon watched him.

"From," she beganNbut her lips would not frame the name.

"From Mr. Paul Harley," he said, inclining his head gravely.

"Oh! tell me, tell me!"

"I am here to tell you, Miss Abingdon. Mr. Harley feels that his ab-
sence may have distressed you."

"Yes, yes," she said, eagerly.

"But in pursuit of a certain matter which is known to you, he has
found it necessaryin the interests of his safety to remain out of London
for a while."

"Oh," Phil Abingdon heaved a great sigh. "Oh, Your Excellency, how
glad | am to hear that he is safe!"

The long, dark eyesregarded her intently, unemotionally, noting that
the flush had faded from her face, leaving it very pale, and noting also
the expression of gladness in her eyes, the quivering of her sweet lips.

"He is my guest," continued Ormuz Khan, "my honoured guest."”

"He is with you?" exclaimed Phil, almost incredulously.

"With me, at my home in Surrey. In me he found a natural ally, since
my concern was as great as his own. | do not conceal from you, Miss
Abingdon, that he is danger."

“In danger?" she whispered.

"It is true, but beneath my roof he is safe. There is a matter of vital ur-
gency, however, in which you can assist him."

"1?" she exclaimed.

“"No one but you." Ormuz Khan raised his slender hand gracefully. "I
beg you, do not misunderstand me. In the first place, would Mr. Harley
have asked you to visit him at my home, if he had not beenwell assured
that you could do so with propriety? In the second place, should |, who
respectyou more deeply than any woman in the world, consentto your
coming unchaperoned? Miss Abingdon, you know me better. | beg of
you in Mr. Harley's name and in my own, prevail upon Mrs. McMur-
doch to acceptthe invitation which | bring to lunch with me at Hillside,
my Surrey home."

127



He spoke with the deep respectof a courtier addressing his queen. His
low musical voice held a note that was almost a note of adoration. Phil
Abingdon withdrew her gaze from the handsome ivory face, and strove
for mental composure before replying.

Subtly, insidiously, the man had cast his spell upon her. Of this she
was well aware. In other words, her thoughts were not entirely her own,
but in a measure were promptings from that powerful will.

Indeed, her heart was beating wildly at the mere thought that she was
to seePaul Harley again that very day. Shehad counted the hours since
their last meeting, and knew exactly how many had elapsed. Because
each one had seemed like twelve, she had ceasedto rebel against this
sweet weakness, which, for the first time in her life, had robbed her of
some of her individuality, and had taught her that she was a woman to
whom mastery by man is exquisite slavery. Suddenly she spoke.

"Of course | will come, Your Excellency," she said. "I will see Mrs.
McMurdoch at once, but | know she will not refuse."

“Naturally shewill not refuse, Miss Abingdon,” he returned in a grave
voice. "The happiness of so many people is involved."

"It is so good of you," she said, standing up. "I shall never forget your
kindness."

He rose, bowing deeply, from a European standpoint too deeply.

"Kindness is a spiritual investment," he said, "which returns us interest
tenfold. If | can be sure of Mrs. McMurdoch's acceptance,l will request
permission to take my leave now, for | have an urgent businessappoint-
ment to keep, after which | will call for you. Can you be ready by noon?"

"Yes, we shall be ready."

Phil Abingdon held out her hand in a curiously hesitant manner. The
image of Paul Harley had become more real, more insistent. Her mind
was in a strangely chaotic state, so that when the hand of Ormuz Khan
touched her own, she repressed a start and laughed in an embarrassed
way.

She knew that her heart was singing, but under the song lay
something cold, and when Ormuz Khan had bowed himself from the
room, she found herself thinking, not of the newly departed visitor, nor
even of Paul Harley, but of her dead father. In spite of the sunshine
which flooded the room, her flesh turned cold and she wondered if the
uncanny Persian possessed some strange power.

Clearly asthough he had stood beside her, she seemedto hear the be-
loved voice of her father. It was imagination, of course, she knew this;
but it was uncannily real.
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She thought that he was calling her, urgently, beseechingly:
"PhilE . PhilE ."
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Chapter 2 4

THE SCREEN OF GOLD

Paul Harley raised his aching head and looked wearily about him. At
first, as might be expected, he thought that he was dreaming. He lay
upon alow divan and could only suppose that he had beentransported
to India.

Slowly, painfully, memory reasserteditself and he realized that he had
been rendered unconscious by the blow of a sandbag or some similar
weapon while telephoning from the station master's office at Lower
Claybury. How long a time had elapsed since that moment he was un-
able to judge, for his watch had beenremoved from his pocket. He stared
about him with a sort of fearful interest. He lay in a small barely fur-
nished room having white distempered walls, wholly undecorated. Its
few appointments were Oriental, and the only window which it boasted
was set so high asto be well out of reach. Moreover, it was iron-barred,
and at the moment admitted no light, whether becauseit did not com-
municate with the outer world, or becausenight was fallen, he was un-
able to tell.

There were two doors in the room, one of very massive construction,
and the other a smaller one. The place was dimly lighted by a brasslan-
tern which hung from the ceiling. Harley stood up, staggered slightly,
and then sat down again.

"My God," he groaned and raised his hand to his head.

For a few moments he remained seated, victim of a deadly nausea.
Then, clenching his jaws grimly, again he stood up, and this time suc-
ceeded in reaching the heavy door.

As he had supposed, it was firmly locked, and a glance was sufficient
to show him that his unaided effort could never force it. He turned his
attention to the smaller door, which opened at his touch, revealing a
sleeping apartment not unlike a monk's cell, adjoining which was a tiny
bathroom. Neither rooms boasted windows, both being lighted by brass
lanterns.
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Harley examined them and their appointments with the utmost care,
and then returned again to the outer room, one feature of which, and
quite the most remarkable, he had reserved for special investigation.

This was a massive screenof gilded iron scroll work, which occupied
nearly the whole of one end of the room. Beyond the screen hung a
violet-coloured curtain of Oriental fabric; but so closely woven was the
metal design that although he could touch this curtain with his finger at
certain points, it proved impossible for him to move it aside in any way.

He noted that its lower fringe did not quite touch the door. By stoop-
ing down, he could see a few feet into some room beyond. It was in
darkness, however, and beyond the fact that it was carpeted with a rich
Persianrug, he learned but little from his scrutiny. The gilded screenwas
solid and immovable.

Nodding his head grimly, Harley felt in his pockets for pipe and
pouch, wondering if these,too, had beentaken from him. They had not,
however, and the first nauseaof his awakening having passed, he filled
and lighted his briar and dropped down upon the divan to consider his
position.

That it was fairly desperatewas a fact he was unable to hide from him-
self, but at least he was still alive, which was a matter at once for con-
gratulation and surprise.

He had noticed before, in raising his hand to his head, that his fore-
head felt cold and wet, and now, considering the matter closely, he came
to the conclusion that an attempt had been made to aid his recovery, by
some person or persons who must have retired at the moment that he
had shown signs of returning consciousness.

His salvation, then, was not accidental but deliberate. He wondered
what awaited him and why his life had beenspared. That he had walked
blindly into a trap prepared for him by that mysterious personality
known asFire-Tongue, he no longer could doubt. Intense anxiety and an
egotistical faith in his own acumen had led him to underestimate the
cleverness of his enemies, a vice from which ordinarily he was free.

From what hour they had taken a leading interest in his movements,
he would probably never know, but that they had detected Paul Harley
beneaththe vendor of "Old Moore's Almanac" was certain enough. What
a fool he had been!

He reproached himself bitterly. Ordinary common senseshould have
told him that the Hindu secretary had given those instructions to the
chauffeur in the courtyard of the Savoy Hotel for his, Paul Harley's, spe-
cial benefit. It was palpable enough now. He wondered how he had ever
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fallen into such a trap, and biting savagely upon his pipe, he strove to
imagine what ordeal lay ahead of him.

Sohis thoughts ran, drifting from his personal danger, which he knew
to be great, to other matters, which he dreaded to consider, becausethey
meant far more to him than his own life. Upon these bitter reflections a
slight sound intruded, the first which had disturbed the stillness about
him since the moment of his awakening.

Someonehad entered the room beyond the gilded screen,and now a
faint light showed beneaththe fringe of the curtain. Paul Harley sat quite
still, smoking and watching.

He had learned to face the inevitable with composure, and now, ap-
prehending the worst, he waited, puffing at his pipe. Presently he detec-
ted the sound of someone crossing the room toward him, or rather to-
ward the screen.He lay back against the mattress which formed the back
of the divan, and watched the gap below the curtain.

Suddenly he perceived a pair of glossy black boots. Their wearer was
evidently standing quite near the screen, possibly listening. Harley had
an idea that some second person stood immediately behind the first. Of
this idea he presently had confirmation. He was gripping the stem of his
pipe very tightly and any one who could have seen him sitting there
must have perceived that although his face wore an unusual pallor, he
was composed and entirely master of himself.

A voice uttered his name:

“Mr. Paul Harley."

He could not be sure, but he thought it was the voice of Ormuz Khan's
secretary. He drew his pipe from between his teeth, and:

"Yes, what do you want with me?" he asked.

"Your attention, Mr. Harley, for a few moments, if you feel sufficiently
recovered."

"Pray proceed," said Harley.

Of the presenceof a second person beyond the screenhe was now as-
sured, for he had detected the sound of whispered instructions; and sink-
ing lower and lower upon the divan, he peered surreptitiously under the
border of the curtain, believing it to be more than probable that his
movements were watched.

This led to a notable discovery. A pair of gray suede shoesbecamevis-
ible a few inches behind the glossy black bootsNcuriously small shoes
with unusually high heels. The identity of their wearer was beyond dis-
pute to the man who had measured that delicate foot.

Ormuz Khan stood behind the screen!
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Chapter 2 5

AN ENGLISHMAN'S HONOUR

"You have been guilty of a series of unfortunate mistakes, Mr. Harley,"
continued the speaker. "Notably, you have relied upon the clumsy
device of disguise. To the organization in which you have chosento in-
terest yourself, this has provided some mild amusement. Your pedlar of
almanacs was a clever impersonation, but fortunately your appearance
at the Savoy had been anticipated, and no one was deceived."

Paul Harley did not reply. He concluded, quite correctly, that the or-
ganization had failed to detect himself in the person of the nervous cob-
bler. He drew courage from this deduction. Fire-Tongue was not
omniscient.

"It is possible," continued the unseen speaker, in whom Harley had
now definitely recognized Ormuz Khan's secretary, "that you recently
overheard a resolution respecting yourself. Your death, in fact, had been
determined upon. Life and death being synonymous, the philosopher
contemplates either with equanimity."

"l am contemplating the latter with equanimity at the moment," said
Harley, dryly.

"The brave man does so," the Hindu continued, smoothly. "The world
only seemsto grow older; its youth is really eternal, but as age succeeds
age, new creeds must take the place of the old ones which are burned
out. Fire, Mr. Harley, sweeps everything from its path irresistibly. You
have dared to stand in the path of a fiery dawn; therefore, like all specks
of dust which clog the wheels of progress, you must be brushed aside."

Harley nodded grimly, watching a ring of smoke floating slowly
upward.

"It is alittle thing to those who know the truth," the speakerresumed.
"To the purblind laws of the West it may seema great thing. We seekin
Rome to do as Rome does. We judge every man aswe find him. There-
fore, recognizing that your total disappearance might compromise our
movements in the near future, we have decided to offer you an
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alternative. This offer is basedupon the British character. Where the oath
of some men is a thing of smoke, the word of honour of an Englishman
we are prepared to accept.”

"Many thanks," murmured Harley. "On behalf of Great Britain | accept
the compliment.”

"We have such faith in the completenessof our plans, and in the near-
nessof the hour of triumph, that if you will pledge yourself to silence,in
writing, you will not be molested in any way. You occupy at the moment
the apartment reserved for neophytes of a certain order. But we do not
ask you to become a neophyte. Disciples must seek us, we do not seek
disciples. We only ask for your word that you will be silent.”

"It is impossible,” said Harley, tersely.

“Think well of the matter. It may not seem so impossible to-morrow."

"l decline definitely."

"You are sustaining yourself with false hopes, Mr. Harley. You think
you have clues which will enable you to destroy a system rooted in the
remote past. Also you forget that you have lost your freedom."

Paul Harley offered no further answer to the speaker concealedbehind
the violet curtain.

"Do not misunderstand us," the voice continued. "We bind you to
nothing but silence."

"l refuse," said Harley, sharply. "Dismiss the matter."

“In spite of your refusal, time for consideration will be given to you."

Faintly Paul Harley detected the sounds made by Ormuz Khan and his
secretary in withdrawing. The light beneath the curtain disappeared.

For perhaps a spaceof two hours, Paul Harley sat smoking and con-
templating the situation from every conceivable angle. It was certainly
desperate enough, and after a time he rose with a weary sigh, and made
a second and more detailed examination of the several apartments.

It availed him nothing, but one point he definitely established. Escape
was impossible, failing outside assistance.A certain coldness in the at-
mosphere, which was perceptible immediately beneath the barred win-
dow, led him to believe that this communicated with the outer air.

He was disposed to think that his unconsciousnesshad lasted lessthan
an hour, and that it was still dark without. He was full of distrust. He no
longer believed his immediate death to have been decided upon. For
some reason it would seem that the group wished him to live, at any
rate, temporarily. But now a complete theory touching the death of Sir
Charles Abingdon had presented itself to his mind. Knowing little, but
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suspecting much of the resources of Fire-Tongue, he endeavoured to
avoid contact with anything in the place.

Night attire was provided in the sleeping chamber, but he did not
avail himself of this hospitality. Absolute silence reigned about him. Yet
so immutable are Nature's laws, that presently Paul Harley sank back
upon the mattresses, and fell asleep.

He awoke, acutely uncomfortable and ill-rested. He found a shaft of
light streaming into the room, and casting shadows of the iron bars upon
the opposite wall. The brass lantern still burned above him, and the si-
lence remained complete as when he had fallen asleep. He stood up
yawning and stretching himself.

At least, it was good to be still alive. He was vaguely conscious of the
fact that he had been dreaming of Phil Abingdon, and suppressing a
sigh, he clenched his teeth grimly and entered the little bathroom. There
proved to be a plentiful supply of hot and cold water. At this he sniffed
suspiciously, but at last:

“I'll risk it," he muttered.

He undressed and revelled in the joy of a hot bath, concluding with a
cold plunge. A razor and excellent toilet requisites were set upon the
dressing table, and whilst his imagination whispered that the soap might
be poisoned and the razor possessa septic blade, he shaved, and having
shaved, lighted his pipe and redressed himself at leisure.

He had nearly completed his toilet when a slight sound in the outer
room arrested his attention. He turned sharply, stepping through the
doorway.

A low carved table, the only one which the apartment boasted, dis-
played an excellent English breakfast laid upon a spotless cover.

"Ah," he murmured, and by the sight was mentally translated to that
celebrated apartment of the palace at Versailles, where Louis XIV and his
notorious favourite once were accustomedto dine, alone, and unsuitably
dressed, the courses being served in just this fashion.

Harley held his pipe in his hand, and contemplated the repast. It was
only logical to suppose it to be innocuous, and a keen appetite hastened
the issue. He sidetracked his suspicion, and made an excellent breakfast.
So the first day of his captivity began.

Growing used to the stillness about him, he presently beganto detect,
as the hours wore on, distant familiar sounds. Automobiles on the
highroad, trains leaving and entering a tunnel which he judged to be
from two to three miles distant; even human voices at long intervals.
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The noises of an English countryside crept through the barred win-
dows. Beyond a doubt he was in the house known as Hillside. Probably
at night the lights of London could be seenfrom the garden. He was
within ordinary telephone call of Chancery Lane. Yet he resumed his
pipe and smiled philosophically. He had hoped to seethe table disap-
pear beneath the floor. As evidence that he was constantly watched, this
had occurred during a brief visit which he had made to the bedroom in
guest of matches.

When he returned the table was in its former place, but the cover had
been removed. He carefully examined the floor beneath it, and realized
that there was no hope of depressing the trap from above. Then, at an
hour which he judged to be that of noon, the same voice addressed him
from beyond the gilded screen.

"Mr. Paul Harley?"

"Yes, what have you to say?"

"By this time, Mr. Harley, you must have recognized that opposition is
futile. At any moment we could visit death upon you. Escape,on the oth-
er hand, is out of the question. We desire you no harm. For diplomatic
reasons,we should prefer you to live. Our causeis a sacred one. Do not
misjudge it by minor incidents. A short statement and a copy of your
English testament shall be placed upon the table, if you wish."

"l do not wish," Paul Harley returned.

“Is that your last word, Mr. Harley? We warn you that the third time
of asking will be the last time."

“This is my last word."

"Your own life is not the only stake at issue."

"What do you mean?"

"You will learn what we mean, if you insist upon withholding your
consent until we next invite it."

"Nevertheless, you may regard it as withheld, definitely and finally."

Silence fell, and Paul Harley knew himself to be once more alone.
Luncheon appeared upon the table whilst he was washing in the bath-
room. Remembering the change in the tone of the unseen speaker's
voice, he avoided touching anything.

From the divan, through half-closed eyes, he examined every inch of
the walls, seeking for the spy-hole through which he knew himself to be
watched. He detected it at last: a little grating, like a ventilator, immedi-
ately above him where he sat. This communicated with some room
where a silent watcher was constantly on duty!
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Paul Harley gave no sign that he had made this discovery. But already
his keen wits were at work upon a plan. He watched the bar of light fad-
ing, fading, until, judging it to be dinner time, he retired discreetly.

When he returned, he found dinner spread upon the table.

He wondered for what ordeal the neophyte was prepared in this sin-
gular apartment. He wondered how such neophytes were chosen,and to
what teststhey were submitted before being acceptedas members of the
bloodthirsty order. He could not even surmise.

Evidently no neophyte had been accepted on the previous night, un-
less there were other like chambers in the house. The occupants of the
shuttered cars must therefore have been more advanced members. He
spent the night in the little cell-like bedchamber, and his second day of
captivity began as the first had begun.

For his dinner he had eatennothing but bread and fruit. For his break-
fast he ate an egg and drank water from the tap in the bathroom. His
plan was now nearing completion. Only one point remained doubtful.

At noon the voice again addressed him from behind the gilded screen:

"Mr. Paul Harley?"

"Yes?"

"Your last opportunity hascome. For your own future or for that of the
world you seemto care little or nothing. Are you still determined to op-
pose our wishes?"

"l am."

"You have yet an hour. Your final decision will be demanded of you at
the end of that time."

Faint sounds of withdrawal followed these words and Harley sud-
denly discovered himself to be very cold. The note of danger had
touched him. For long it had been silent. Now it clamoured insistently.
He knew beyond all doubt that he was approaching a crisis in his life. At
its nature he could not even guess.

He beganto pacethe room nervously, listening for he knew not what.
His mind was filled with vague imaginings; when at last came an over-
ture to the grim test to be imposed upon him.

A slight metallic sound drew his glance in the direction of the gilded
screen. A sliding door of thick plate glass had been closed behind it,
filling the spacebetween the metal work and the curtain. ThenNthe light
in the brass lantern became extinguished.

Standing rigidly, fists clenched, Paul Harley watched the curtain. And
as he watched, slowly it was drawn aside. He found himself looking into
a long room which appeared to be practically unfurnished.
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The floor was spread with rugs and at the farther end folding doors
had been opened, so that he could seeinto a second room, most eleg-
antly appointed in Persian fashion. Here were silver lanterns, and many
silken cushions, out of which, asfrom a seaof colour, arose slender pil-
lars, the scheme possessing an air of exotic luxury peculiarly Oriental.

Seatedin a carved chair over which a leopard skin had been thrown,
and talking earnestly to some invisible companion, whose conversation
seemed wholly to enthrall her, was Phil Abingdon!
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Chapter 2 6

THE ORCHID OF SLEEP

"My God!" cried Innes, "here is proof that the chief was right!"

Wessexnodded in silent agreement. On the table lay the report of Mer-
ton, the analyst, concerning the stains upon the serviette which Harley
had sent from the house of the late Sir Charles Abingdon. Briefly, it
stated that the serviette had been sprinkled with some essential oil, the
exact character of which Merton had found himself unable to determine,
its perfume, if it ever possessedany, having disappeared. And the
minute quantity obtainable from the linen rendered ordinary tests diffi-
cult to apply. The analyst's report, however, concluded as follows:

"Mr. Harley, having foreseenthese difficulties, and having apparently
suspected that the oil was of Oriental origin, recommended me, in the
note which he enclosed with the serviette, to confer with Dr. Warwick
Grey. | send a copy of a highly interesting letter which | have received
from Doctor Grey, whose knowledge of Eastern poison is unparalleled,
and to whose opinion | attach immense importance."

It was the contents of this appended letter which had inspired Innes's
remarks. Indeed, it contained matter which triumphantly established
Paul Harley's theory that Sir Charles Abingdon had not died from natur-
al causes. The letter was as follows:

'No.NN Harley Street London, W. .

'MY DEAR MERTON:

'l am indebted to you and to Mr. Harley for an opportunity of ex-
amining the serviette, which | return herewith. | agree that the oil
does not respond to ordinary tests, nor is any smell perceptible.
But you have noticed in your microscopic examination of the
stains that there is a peculiar crystalline formation upon the sur-
face. You state that this is quite unfamiliar to you, which is not at
all strange, since outside of the Himalayan districts of Northwest
India | have never met with it myself.
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'Respecting the character of the oil employed, however, | am in
no doubt, and | actually possess a dried specimen of the flower
from which it is expressed. This is poetically known among the
Mangars, one of the fighting tribes of Nepal, as the Bloom or
Orchid of Sleep.

‘It is found upon the lower Himalayan slopes, and bears a close
resemblance to the white odontoglossum of commerce, except
that the flower is much smaller. Its perfume attracts insects and
sometimes small animals and reptiles, although inhalation seems
to induce instant death. It may be detected in its natural state by
the presence of hundreds of dead flies and insects upon the
ground surrounding the plant. It is especially fatal to nocturnal
insects, its perfume being stronger at night.

'‘Preparation of the oil is an art peculiar to members of an obscure
sect established in that district, by whom it is said to be employed
for the removal of enemies.

‘An article is sprinkled with it, and whilst the perfume, which is
reported to resemble that of cloves, remains perceptible, to inhale
it results in immediate syncope, although by what physiological
process | have never been enabled to determine.

‘With the one exception which | have mentioned, during my stay
in Nepal and the surrounding districts | failed to obtain a speci-
men of this orchid. | have twice seen the curious purple stain
upon articles of clothing worn by natives who had died suddenly
and mysteriously. The Mangars simply say, "He has offended
someone. It is the flower of sleep.”

'l immediately recognized the colour of the stains upon the en-
closed serviette, and also the curious crystalline formation on
their surface. The identity of the "someone" to whom the Mangars
refer, | never established. | shall welcome any particulars respect-
ing the history of the serviette.

‘Very truly yours,

'WARWICK GREY.'

"Sir Charles Abingdon was poisoned," said Wessexin a hushed voice.
"For the girl's sake | hate the idea, but we shall have to get an exhuma-
tion order.”

"It is impossible," returned Innes, shortly. "He was cremated."

"Good heavens," murmured Wessex, "I never knew."
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"But after all," continued Inures, "it is just as well for everyone con-
cerned. The known facts are sufficient to establish the murder, together
with the report of Dr. Warwick Grey. But, meanwhile, are we any nearer
to learning the identity of the murderer?"

"We are not!" said Wessex, grimly. "And what's more, when | get to
Scotland Yard, | have got to face the music. First Mr. Harley goes, and
now Nicol Brinn has disappeared!"

"It's almost unbelievable!"

"l took him for a white man," said the detective, earnestly. "l accepted
his parole for twenty-four hours. The twenty-four hours expired about
noon to-day, but since he played that trick on Stokeslast night and went
out of his chambers, he has vanished utterly."

Innes stood up excitedly.

"Your ideas may be all wrong, Wessex!"he cried. "Don't you seethat
he may have gone the same way as the chief?"

"He was mightily anxious to get out, at any rate."

"And you have no idea where he went?"

"Not the slightest. Following his performance of last night, of course |
was compelled to instal a man in the chambers, and this morning
someonerang up from the house of Lord Wolverham; he is commanding
officer of one of the Guards battalions, | believe. It appearsthat Mr. Nicol
Brinn not only locked up a representative of the Criminal Investigation
Department, but also stole a Rolls Royce car from outside the Cavalry
Club!

"What!" cried Innes. "Stole a car?"

"Stole Lord Wolverham's car and calmly drove away in it. We have
failed to trace both car and man!" The detective inspector sighed wearily.
"Well, | suppose | must get along to the Yard. Stokeshas got the laugh on
me this time."

Wearing a very gloomy expression, the detective inspector proceeded
on foot to New Scotland Yard, and being informed on his arrival upstairs
that the Assistant Commissioner was expecting him, he entered the of-
fice of that great man.

The Assistant Commissioner, who had palpably seenmilitary service,
was a big man with very tired eyes, and a quiet, almost apologetic
manner.

"Ah, Detective Inspector,” he said, as Wessexentered. "l wanted to see
you about this business of Mr. Nicol Brinn."

"Yes, sir," replied Wessex; "naturally."”
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