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CHAPTER I.

THE BLACK PATCH.

^NsiJ^ERiNG it was nearly the height
Of the London winter season, the Great
trnpire Hotel was not unusually crowded,
ihis might perhaps have been owing to
the fact that two or three of the finest suites
of rooms in the building had been engaged
by Mark Fenwick, who was popularly sup-
posed to be the last thing in the way of
Amencan multi-millionaires. No one loiew
precisely who Fenwick was, or how he had
made his money; but during the last few
months his name had bulked largely in
the financial Press and the daily periodicals
of a sensational character. So far, the man
had hardly been seen, it being understood
that he was suffering from a chill, contracted
on uis voyage to Europe. Up to the present
moment he had taken aU his meals in his
rooms, but it was whispered now that the
great man was coming down to dinner.
There was quite a flutter of excitement in
theVenetian dining-room about eight o'clock.
ine beautifully decorated saloon had a



» THE FOUR FINGERS.

sprinkling of weU-dressed men and won -nalready dming decorously there. Every"

H^5i
"^ v ^^?°^«^, about the Great Empire

f^^!^ i^? f^''''^^ ^*^ ^^^ spared inthe effort to keep the place quiet a£id select

morp^fP'*' "^f^ ^^^"^ ^^^^^ the waitersmore than usua^^^y soft-footed. On the whole,

JLT *,.^^*H P^*^^' tho"gh> perhaps
the decorative scheme of its lighting erred

's"tfll flo*"^" ^P/'^"
'^^' °* the lombre

btiU, flowers and ferns were soft and feathery.
Ihe band pls.yed just loudly enough to
stimiJate com^ersation instead of droining
It. At one of the little tables near thf

th^\u^ ""^^ "^^'^ .^^^S- The one had
Ihl A^^ ''^^ '"'S^"'' which bespeaks
the dweller m towns. He was n^tly

fhTn'^nH* "^'^t ^T^ ^K ^^^^ht suspicion ofthe dandy m his dress, though it wai obvious
at the merest glance that he was a gentle-man. His short, sleek hair gave to hishead a certain suggestion of strength. Theeyes which gleamed behind his gold-rimmed
glasses were keen and steady. ^ Most^li
about town were acquainted with the name
of Jim Gurdon as a generation before had
.M .•^'"3",^"'*^^ w^th his prowess in the

athletic field. Now he was by way of being

%n^Z'1^'' *.^°^^^ ^"^ ample private mean!
rendered professional work quite unnecessary

limW °!k^'' ^' "^^ *^"^^^ ""'^e loose-
limbed, though his spare frame suggested
great physical strength. As to the r^t
he was dark in a hawk-like way, though
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the suggestion of the adventurer about him
was softened by a pair of frank and pleasant
grey eyes. Gerald Venner was tanned to
a fine, healthy bronze by many years of
wandermg aU over the world; m fact he
was one of those restless Enghshmen who
cannot for long be satisfied without risking
tus hie m some adventure or other.

*u • i:*?"®
^"^"^ ^** *^«re quietly over

theu- fish, criticising from time to time
those about them.

" After all," Gurdon said presently, " you
must admit, my dear feUow, that there is
somethmg m our civilization. Now, isn't
this better than starving under a thin
blanket, with a chance of being murdered
before mornmg ?"
Venner shrugged his shoulders indifferently.
^,^?ont know," he said. "There is

somethmg m danger that stimulates me •

m tact It is the only thing that makes life
worth hvmg. I dare say you have won-
dered why it is that I have never settled
down and become respectable like the rest
of you. If you heard my story, you would
not be surprised at my eccentric mode of
living

; at any rate, it enables me to forget "
Venner uttered the last words slowly and

sac as if he were talking to himself, and
hac -orgotten the presence of his companion.
There was a speculative look in his eyes,much as if London had vanished and he
could see the orchids on the table beforemm growmg m their native forests
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¥

I suppose I don't look much like a man
with a past," he went on ; " like a man who
IS the victim of a great sorrow. I'M tell
you the story presently, but not here : Ir^y could not do it in surroundings liketh^. I ve tned everything, even to money-makmg but that is the worst and most
unsatisfactory process of the lot. There isnothmg so sordid as that."

"tI^^L^^?'^^*'^' ^^<^on laughed.
It IS better to be a multi-millionaire than

Fenwick, for mstance ; the papers are making
more fuss of him than if he was royaltv
travelling incognito." ^ ^
Vomer smiled more or less contemptuously.

He turned to get a casual glance of a noisy
party who had just come into the dining-
room, for the frivolous note jarred upon
him Almost immediately the little party
sat down, and the decorous air of the room
seemed to subdue them. Immediately behind
them followed a man who came dragging
his limbs behind him, supported on either
side by a servant. He was quite a young
man, with a wonderfully handsome, clean-
shaven face. Indeed, so handsome was he
that Venner could think of no more fitting
simile for his beauty than the trite old
comparison of the Greek god. The man's
featur^ were perfectly chiseUed, sUghtly
melancholy and romantic, and strongly sug-
gestive of the early portraits of Lord Byron.
Yet, all the same, the almost perfect face
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WM from time to time twisted and distorted
with pam, and from time to time there
came mto the dark, melancholy eyes a look
of almost malignant fury. It was evident
that the newcomer suffered from racking
pam for his Ups were twitching, and Venner
could see that his even, white teeth were
clenched together. Altogether, it was a
strikmg figure to mtrude upon the smooth
gaiety of the dining-room, for it seemed
to Venner that death and the stranger were
more than casual acquaintances. He had
an Idea that it was only a strong wiU which
kept the mvalid on this side of the grave
The suffers- isank at length with a s^h of

rehef into a large armchair, which had been
speciaUy placed lor him. He waved the ser-
vants aside as if he had no further use for them
and commenced to study his menu, as if he had
no thought for anything else. Venner did not
tail to note that the man had the full use of
his arms ais eye dwelt with critical appro-
val on th strong, muscular hands and wrists

Now, 1 wonder who that fellow is > " he
said. " \^at a magnificent frame his must
have been before he got so terribly broken up "

r^ M ^ certainly a fascinating person-
ality, Gurdon admitted. "Somehow, he
strikes me not so much as the victim of
an accident as an unfortunate being who
IS suffermg from the result of some terrible
form of vengeance. What a character he
would make for a story ! I am ready to
bet anythmg in reason that if we could get
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mJf S
^"?"* ^^ ^ ^^""^ it would be amost dramatic one. It regujily appeals toth!^imagmation I can quite bdiWe^JJ Wend

Si^?.^*?,^*^5edhiise!f out of bedVST^rforce of wUl to keep some appointment where'by he can wreak his long nu^ revengi''

" V^J^Jf ?^f ^i' *?.^'" Vernier Imiled.

,,«^^U°*i ^
i"^

*^® ^^^ ^ys these thing^used to be played out to the accompanimeS

t'^'t'^Jt^'^^'^ '^ a.blasWSth*i^ow we are much more quiet and ffentl«»m our methods. It is qufte eiThat
TdiSe'^wrWm'^^' ''• -I-^ting'^m^n^'
H?nn^r%ru-

^^' ^® ^^ivcs a most exceUent

S?7,f .*«i»
enemy, points out to him hisfaults m the most gentlemanly fashioTand

preSafS'cW ^ T^" ^^ ^^"^ *^Myprepared cigar I can see the whoirthinein the form of a short story"
^

panion. He was more than half inclined

mmseli. He turned to the waiter to «vesome order, and as he did so his eves^n
countered two more people wh^ l^^tSt'

w^Tmr^r/ *h«^Wro'om.'Vh%*were a man and a woman. The man w^somewhat past middle age, with a W
Sow ?kk '^a^^^^ "f V^^S ^ome'^lfyeiiow skm, and a yellow face lighted bv a

was set off and rendered smister bv a small

Fo?tte rSt Thl * '""'« "'^'^ "°-*^h^i-or tne rest, the man was short and inclined
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Sm^i^''*?!? '"" a "»n of his weight : heseemwl to rwch his seat much as a cat miihthave done. Indeed, despite his bulk rter^Sal

vf^^ *«''«8*»y feline about thrst^"^

S^-^5:i:5:Me-\iff-^ff

M

ThT*- '^T'^^'*
'«»<' snaked the ^m

the ^L*" *,5?f
»"«° ' " Venner aslced of

ha^h'lhat he\I?Siy"^^^ „«"

'

vwce. " Who is the U?!^^ t, T-
Lfr hi"f5 '^^

J
'^ i^t stout 'rZ'with the lady m white, over there " '

The waiterstared at the speakeJ iS^^tonish-

^A^^i" '^'"'^^ -•>-« he had

r-J^-^ 'U*^*^
*e speaker aside. He was

htd mZ^°n ^ ^°*'°" now; the bl^lnaa returned once more to his cheeks vitbecame conscious of the fart tw 7- ^

trracai-^"'"^^^^^^^

Do you know that for the last twoSS
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you have been regarding; that obc-e capitalist
with a look that was absolutely murderous ?Do you mom to teU me that you have ever
seen him before?"

"Indeed, I have," Venner replied. ' But
on the last occasion of our meeting, he did
not caU hunstJf Mark Fenwick, or by any
other name so distinctly British. L<x)k at
him now; look at his yeUow skin with the

ilJff
.P».t<*« of purple at the roots of the

lit^e hair he has. Mark the shape of his face
wid the peculiar obUque slit of^his eyelids.
Would you take that man for an Englishman?"
"
-No I rfiouldn't," Gurdon saMfomWy.
If I had to hazard a guess, I should say

he IS either Portuguese or perhaps some-
thmg of the Mexican half-caste."

JiA '^^^i?^^ ^ ^^ ^«>n«/' Venner
said quietly. I suppose you thought that
the appearance of that man here to-night
was something of a shock to me ? You^
little guess what sort of a shock it has been.
I promise to tell you my story presently,
so it wiU have to keep. In the meantime, it
is my mood to sit here and watch that man."

Personally, I am much more interestedm his companion," Gurdon laughed. "A
daughter of the gods, if ever there was one.
What a face, and what a figure ! Do you
mean to say that you didn't notice her as
she came in ?

"

^
"Positively, I didn't," Venner confessed.
My whole attention was riveted on the

man. I tell you I can see absolutely nothing ' 1
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^t his great, yeUow, wicked face, with the

It was Gurdon's turn now to listen. Hekant forward in his chair, his whole attention
conaatrated upon the figure of the Strang, r^
huddled up m the armchair at the little tatte

?i32^*2i ?»? *°i?***^
^^"^^ <>n *l»e arm, and

^ite^ *^** ^?:*'**. ^^ *^« ^^ who' had
" m^ ^ f^K. ^ '"

.f'?'^
^°'"'" ^^ other.

" Tw ^^''^ thickens," Venner «ured.

Uo!r 1?
™y.

i^^""^'
h® ^^^"^ to 0w thisMark Fenwick as well as I do

TTie maimed, crippled figure k « affn-

S5''' .^*l.^«ged himseK aim*, to his

}^1'
^t'^.'iw powerful, muscular ari ^.roppimhun agamst the table. His wUder\^

handsome face was aU broken asid tw ^

W^ ^^A ^ ^T^sion of ma%nant hwy.He stood there for a moment or two hkc astatue of uncontrollable passion, .^id, &xedand motionless, save for the t^cimT^f
his face, Then, gradually, he ropm ! 1^, ^mto his chair again, a broken and h«. Xdheap, quivenng from head to foot w t kmpam caused by his recent exertioii 1moment later he took from his breast pock.^a silk shade, which he proceeded to tirSvS-
his eyes, as if the light Lrt him. WatcS
his every movement with intense eagernSs^the two friends saw that he had alsf takSfrom his pocket a small, silver case, aboutthe same size as an ordinary box of safety
matches. Indeed, the case looked not S^
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•aid %Sfi.?J11^ dramatic." Gordon

gratify my cunosity. I confess I should K^

«ke on^finff ??1 *PP*" *<"* to the leut
" H° i^^- 'i*J^ P'***!? "">"«y 'Pinner?'n« isnt, Venner sad crindv "Anv«.Wg out that. Why, three yiSagolhS

wS-U^ **
i~<"" «<* desperateM tlf^m^iwretched outcast who wiks thrstrMtT^fLondon to-night. And one thW %Tm^tbe certam of-wherever you din? from mw

IW^ dy^ day, you^TCS theroof of no more diabolical scoundrS tl^thecreature who calls himself MarkF^wickS

ihlt^dicTZ^
deep note in VemTe^s^ce

curiositv ??.±'' *? '*^"^*« G-rdon's

f^'.
who appeared to Be talkinft in rome

^ck^Z^T'^ "•' ^'l^^e iair had to
^ h^r fa

fr'ends, so that they could notsee her face, and whai she spoke it was in
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^tTJ!L^^!^ *^** '* ^ "^* possible to

5 to ^1^ "^'' ^^^' the^wcetness

crS^h ^"^n.
"^^ *^y "**' ^« » English

fh^^^uJ 5®^?' **^ * ^^^'nan with a more
thoroughbred air. She is looking this way.''

h^/a^^^J "^^^ ?*"?^* • ^^^ sight of

in^Ji^i**!^
"^^ ^'^^^^ ^*«> •nd the girl

Jjmped from his chair and took three stridesacTMs the room. He paused there as ifstnigriin§ to regam possession of himself-
thenlie aropped into his chair again/^dd-

?^i^^\'^.^ *^** ^^ companion had

l^!i* ® f ^^^*.^y «^«y- VeritSly it was

nrifif^*. ?/
sppris^es, quick, dramitic sur-

K' '"""^"^"^S^ ^ose upon one another's

her ^oV"'^''r^'!?'"'^^. *^ ^y ^^^ J^««>wner too? Gurdon whispered.

^Ju^^^'u^''^^ ""^rV^^ ^ strange, unsteady
smile on his face. He appeared to be fiifht-

^'InZ^^'1%'V'^''f^^ self-contrT

fnVn? !f ' ^ ^"^ ^""^ ^^''" he said. " Myfriend, you are gomg to have aU the sur-Dnsw you want. What will you say when

LfnJ?" *^V^" ^^ ^^0 sits there?utTeSy

STeT^^^.l'^y^P'^^nce, and deemingme to be at the other end of the world, ilno less a person than—my own wife ?

"
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CHAPTER ri.

THE FIRST FINGER.

Gordon waited for his companion to go
I I ^"'^ * ***** of lus that he had

f^«ft«d most of the sensations if Itfe
*"-? .*»* he never aUowed anythinc toastonish him. All the same, hf^ ^
J^or the last twenty-five years, on and oifhe had known Venner. Indeed, the?e tod^ few secrets between them sin4 theWW p^ H"?

•=*""* "^o^n ^rom Oxford
together. From tune to time, during hisv^d«mgs Venner had writtei to h^ old

tr^ n "-'' ~?>P «te account of his adven-w k«?"'""'«
^''^ '^* *'»^«« years the letters

w^"*"^^"x "^^ ^a"- '^t^'een
; and at

nol^JfT " ^"'^ "^y^ *S«' Gurdon had

chum fh,t"*.!'*T.'"
*^^ "^^e^ °f his oldChum that he had not seen before.

th.r.t^!^ ?°'^' naturally enough, forthe other to give some explanation of his

r^tZ"i"^ statement. But Vernier ap!peared to have forgotten all about Gurdoh.

^H h a}"'^ ^i^'^e one side of his fa^and hee(Uess of the attentions of the waiterwho proffered him food from time to ^l
<«
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"Is that all you are going to teU me ?
Gurdon asked at length.

;' Upon my word, I am very sorry," Venner
said. But you will excuse me if I sav
nothing more on this head at present. You
can miagine what a shock this has been to
me.

" Of course. I don't wish to be imper-
tment, old chap, but I presume that there

.. tS^®"
^^^ ^^**^® misunderstanding "

.
Not m the least. There has been no

misunderstanding whatever. I honestly
believe that the woman over yonder is stiU
just as passionately fond of me as I am of
her. As you know, Gurdon, I never wasmuch of a ladies' man ; in fact, you fellows
at Oxford used to chaff me because I was
so iJl at easem the society of women. UsuaUv
a man like myself falls in love but on<im his lifetime, and then never changes
At any rate, that was my case. I worship
the ground that girl walks upon. I would
have given up my life cheerfuUy for her •

I would do so now if I could save her a
moment's pain. You think, perhaps, that
she saw me when she came in here to-night
rhat is where you have got the impression
irom that there is some misunderstanding
between us. You talked just now of dramatic
surprises. I could show you one even bevond
your powers of imagination if I chose. What
would you say if I told you that three years
ago I became the husband of that beautifui
gu-1 yonder, and that from half-an-hour after
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have never set eyes on her again ?
"

^twems almost incredible," Gnrdon ex-

h.t:i;fJ,lrK;*slT i^^j^y^
here the romance of my hfe I ^^5do ,t in surroundings liie these We will

fjn to your rooms presently, and tS
thi^ "S*^* * ="1*" •»•««* ofthe wh^ttang. You may be disposed to lanrfi atme for a sentimentalist, ^t I shouS liS

a^ agam to h»^_ar a word or two fi»m herm- If you Win push those floww aci^sbetwe^ me and the light I sM beS

orll?^ ^^y^®' *^^ ^"'*>" Veimer said with&ra cii^Ly^^
«" ^

IleUt^«f ?°''°"- I do not like irS
1 Jet It pass feelmg so sure of Vera's innocenceMd mtegnty. But the waiter wiUtS^
J^^'r"!*""^' ^ *e lady diningov^ th^e
^K^i^-^r^'^K^ darter IrZtT"
'Tl,»t •*"u^' ST' tJ"* "^to respondedThat IS Miss Fenwick"

^i^uuca.

bet^e'ii^ ^hfi^^'^r- ^? » """"^nt or twoDetween the two friends. Venner appeared



THE FIRST FINGER. ax

to be deeply immersed in his o^^-n thoughts,
whilst Gurdon's eyes travelled quickly between
the table where the millionaire sat and the

h^LiIS'^''^^^' J"" ^^^^^ *^e invahd lay
huddled; and Vernier now saw that the
cnpple on the opposite side of the roomw^ regardmg Fenwick and his companion
with a marvellous mtentness.

« i"^u ^*^,<^onie pretty well to an endat length, and now the coffee and liqueurs

F.T ^r^ J''""^-
A cup was placed fcefor^

wXf n' ^t"" *}"^^1*? one of the waiters

fTnit^"''$K''^'^^.'^^^^^ *^® !***«' hastened

lu ?^y' . ^® ^^^^^ was given so clearly

w^ l?^ S"/°"ii,^^^
distinctly what it

t^hu^ft^^^^^J^' ^ "«^*> wherewith

IL^^*
t^e glass of Cura^oa which he in-

"
S^HV*^f'/^'^^Sn fashion, in his coffee.

m..1^» J^*""
* ^''^S^* *o bring me a wooden

?l^V^^/ li««>'nmanded. " Household matdSS^i-^t night one ofyourmenbroughtmeavesta "
The waiter hurried off to execute hh

commission, but his intention w^ 4tici-pated by another waiter who had apparently|«en domg nothing and hanging about in

Im.lh-.^P"^^' TJ?e second wfiter was asmall, lithe ma ., with beady, black eyes and

n^f^rJ^^'i-
^^^t^pie reason or other,L.^nnoticed him particularly; then he saw a

strange thing happen, fhe little wSter witSthe snaky hair glanced swiftly across theroom in the direction of the cri^e huddkdup in the armchair. Just as if he had l^nwaitmg for a signal, the invalid sfretclSd
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S^?** ®/, ^^ ^^^ ^^> and laid his fineere

before Th^c^^n **^*^ '^"*^ ^'t^^e timeDeiore. The small waiter went across thi»

irom tne table. Then he walked brisklv

wanished. He seemed to fairly race down
whir"" ""'".'«'^ '"'* « aWS
fcnf''^"^*^ *•>« 'Joor- Gurdon had
fnSilf "^ *'^ '^^ *'«' deepest^LiWe
interest. Venner sat there, apbarenSvlMt

was <m his hands, his mind was fax awwThe efore, Gordon was left entirely to hmi-
selt, to study the strange things that w^egomg on around him. Ilis wl^l. attUT^was now concentrated upon Frow'^ whS

o^'^k h ^ ~ffee cup, and then stretchedout hB hand for the sUver match box by^ .«de- .He was still talking to l^coZ
ZC.^Tt ^^^'^ *°' * mtch1ritk,ut

s?S!i t
*' ^^'^ case in his hand.

rivef^L h'*1t!'*
*%¥**''• '^ •'lack eyesriveted on the box. Then it feU from his

insect, and he rose to his feet with a sudd^scream that could be heard aU oy^ the ?^^"
iJ? ' 7** * 'i'^"^ •»»* in the conveisa-
tipn, and every head was turned in the
direction of the millionaire's table. PracticiUfy
every diner there knew who the man with
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the yeUow h-ad was, so that the startline
interruption was aU the more unexpected
Once again the frightened cry rang out
and thai Fenwick stood there, ga^ with
horrified eyes and white, ghastly face at
the innocent looking little box on the table,

*< u r^^i^brought this here ? " he screamed.
Bring that waiter here. Find him at once,md him at once, I say ! A little man with

beady eyes and hair like rats' taUs."
The head waiter bustled up, full of im-

portance
; but it was in vain that he asked

for some explanation of what had happened.
All Fenwick could do was to stand there
jesticulatmg and crying, and caUing aloud

u « ® production of the erring waiter.
But I assure you, sir," the head waiter

said, we have nc waiter here at all who
answers to the description of the man you
mention. They are all here now, every
waiter who has entered the room to-night.
If you will be so good as to pick out the one
who has offended you "

Fenwick's startled, bloodshot eyes ranged
slowly over the array of waiters which had
been gathered for his inspection round his
table. Presently he shook his head with
an impatient gesture.

u^u *^ y^^ ^^ ^^ "^* ^^re," he cried.
ihe man is not here. He is quite small,

with very queer, black hair."
The head waiter was equally positive in

his ^urance. Louder rose the angry voice
of the milhonaire, tiU at laigth Venner



i'l

«4 THE FOUR FINGERS.

uiflo7!l^ ^?1 ^^ ""^^"^ *nd looked

tL ?o*^^'^°'' 1*"? ^"^^ ^J^at was going onIhe latter explained as far as nossihiA n-ni

sUver box. Venner smiled wth the air of a

" Ttet ^ Sl° •

*'"' P^g'*"""'," he said,inat will come in my storv later on u„twhat puzdes me is where ttarhZdsome

By this tu-ne Fenwick's prot^tetions had

Kre^'o? Fn r'^* "'fS^ *» "^J^on ^ a«uxtm^e of Enghsh and Portuguese which was«K:eedingly puzzling to the hladwU?S X
to^d'ih: Jl^^ •'^*"' *~' '»<J gatheredround the milhonaire's table with noliti.

I thmk we had better get to our owi
t^ V," ^^^b e^»"« ^"'ce said, asXtall, faff nrl by Fenwick's side ^o^ ^dmoved m the direction of the do^r. 1?^
own tahU K

*""* "^ •»« ^^°^^ from hisown table, he came face to face with thegirl who stood there watchine him with
something like pain in herX^y^" Cfor an mstant she staggered back and a^parently would have flen had not Ven^Splaced his arm about her waist. InThestrange confusion caused by the ukex^ted

G^ don'"who""'°'^^<'
°»«^^^^

You had bettw take the lady as far as
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A* I« ^ **' ''y '"* *«Je was quite incaoable

?n h^T« ?"y «»>J««°'» for the St
^ fmm il "^ *"* *^'"' "«1 ^«Wy dragged

faint]? ^^t ^*»^^*«." the girl repKed

mSt nnf J^ "* "Jl.-^he fi«t floor But you

Se? I?^ "S^u!"*' y<"» """'t come noWither It would be madness for him to'""^ that we are together."
"

reoliS' ^^^''\'^f-\ J"** y«t." Vennerrepnea. My friend knows something ofmy story and he will do his b«it to ert us

SikT njT''r- You h^e ^^aZ
J^D ? J"?" Gurdon before."

" v^ 1 '? Jnadness," the girl whisnered

S-we D^terf af^ti,
'"*' **"«'''« °t fate wewere parted at the very moment when ourhappwess seemed most complete Wi^Z

J!!iJ „y ^'t- ''n your letter to me vou
I^H TJ^ 'J*'^'

hound to act as you Sdand I beheved you implicitly. How rnaj
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men in similar circumstances would have
behaved as I did ? How many men would
have gone on honouring a wife who betrayed
her husband as you betrayed me? And
yet, as I stand here at this moment, lookingmto your eyes, I feel certain that you iuS
the same sweet and innocent creature who
^^""^ .?J*P?"*®** *^ become my wife."

fiiiS*
beautiful hce quivered, the flue eyes^ed with teare. Her trembling hand lay on

Venner s arm for a moment ; then he caught
u V'^}^ ^i*

^^^ *»d kissed her passionately.
I thank you for those words," she

whispered. " From the bottom of my heart
I thank you. If • ou only knew what Ihave suffered, if you only knew the terrible
pressure that is put upon me ;--and it seemed

ilr^y^iJ."^^ *<^*"^ ^or the best. I
Hoped, too, that you would go away and for-
get me; that in the course of time I should
be nothing more than a memory to you.And yet, m my heart of hearts, I always felt
that we should meet again. Is it not strange
that we should come together like this ? "

I do not see that it is in the least strange "
Vernier repUed, " considering that iTave
been looking for you for the fast three years.When I found you to-night, it was with
the greatest difficulty that I restrained my-
self from laymg my hands on that man who
is the cause of aU your misery and suffering.And how long has he been passing for ^
Englishman ? Since when has h? been a
nuUionaire—if he be a millionaire at all ?"
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"p'lP^^i teU you," the «rl whispered.R ally, I do not know. A little time aeowe were poor enough

; then suddenly money
seemed to come in from all sides. I asked
no questions; they would not have been
answered if I had ; at least, not truthfuUv.
And now you reaUy must go. When shaU
I see you again ? Ah, I cannot tell you.
l*or the present you must go on trusting me
as imphcitly as you have done in thepast.
Oh, if you only knew how it wrings my heart
to have to speak to you like this, when all the
time my whole love is for you and you alone,
uerald—^, go now

; go at once. Cannot
you see that he is coming up the stairs ? "
Vomer turned away, and slipped down

a side comdor, till Fenwick had entered
his own room. Then he walked down the
stairs agam into the dining-room, where a

k!^-^
discussion was still going on as to

*^«_!dent;ty of the missing waiter.

•«J^"^" S"""^ ^^ ^^ G^<^on mat-
tered, for the simple reason that the feUow
was imported for the occasion, and, in mv
opinion, was no waiter at aU. You will
notice also that our crippled friend has
vanished. I would give a great deal to
know what was in the box that pretty nearly
scared the yeUow man to death. I never
saw a fellow so frightened in my life. He had
to fortify himself with two brrmdies before he
could get up to his own ic.m. Gerald I
really must find out what was in that box »

"
I think I could tell you," Venner said, with
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a siiule. " Didn't you teU me that the mysteri-
ous waiter fetched it from the table where it

.1 J*®?*.p!**^«^ ^y *^« handsome cripple ?
"

CwtauUy, he did. I saw the signal
pass directly Fenwick asked for a wo^n
match

;
that funny little waiter was palpably

waitmg for the sUver box, and ass^Z he
placed It on Fenwick's table, he discreetiy
vanirficd. But, as I said before, I would give
* *".?? «*® ^**^ ^^* "^ "» that box/'

" TT I ' ^^ ^^ ^>" Venner said grimly.
UiUess my eyes deceive me, the box is

still lymg on Fenwick's table. In his fright
he forgot^ about it, and there isn't a wSte^
amwigst the whole lot, from the chief down-

n**^'«7il*' ^f * '^^y ^^^ impression
of what the offence was. If you take my
ad>ace^ you will go and have a peep into
that box when you get the chance. Don't tellme what you find, because I wiU guess that "
Gurdon cr<^ over to the other tabie.

aiid took the box up in his hand. He pulled
the shde out and glanced at the contents with
a puzzled expression of face. Then he dropped
the box again, and came back to Venner with
a look on his face as if he had been handling
somethmg more than usually repulsive.

You needn't tell me what it is," Venner
?^ .J J ^^^ ^^*® ^ well as you do.
Inside that box is a dried up piece of flesh,
some three mches long—in other words a
mummified human forefinger."

'
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THE LOST MINE.

trymg to piece the puixle together in bismmd, but so far without success. He wasnot m the least surprised to find that Vcnnerhad ffuessed correctly.

u
"

* Xf I^^V**
«»«%/' he said. " That

By this time dinner had long been a thine
of tie past and aU the guests haHepartSf
Here and there the light! were tumS'dSw:
leaving half the room in semi-darkness It

TciSdlS^es*^*
•"'* "^ '"' "" -'='-i

in't^r.^^^-G^:;-^^.ttjas
read things of this kind before, but thevhave generally taken the form of a warning
previous to some act of vengeance."

As a matter of fact, this is something

fJ^l^"^^ Wn<i/' Venker said; "tS
ih^t ^"^t ^""^y *^** "jy guess 'was sonfe-what m the nature of a shot. Still, puttingtwo and two together, I felt that f couldnot have been far wrong. Since I have been
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here this evening, I have begun to forma pretty shrewd opinion as to where Fcnwick
gets his money from."
"What shall we do with that box?"

Gurdon asked.
" Uave it where it is, by aU means. Youmay depend upon it that Fenwick wUl return

for his lost property.'*

TJe prophecy came true quicker than
Gurdon liad expected, for out of the gloom
there presently emerged the yellow, Sckly
face ot Mark Fcnwiclc. He dime hi wSh
a furtive air, like some mean thief who is
about to do a shabby action. He was pal-
pably lookmg for something. He made a K»-
ture of disappointment when he saw that the
table where he had dined was now stripped
of evwything except the flowers. He did notseem to see the other two men there at all.
Venner took the box from his companion's
Hand, and advanced to Fenwick's s&e.

I thmk you have lost something, sir"
he said coolly. " Permit me to restore voir
property to you." ^

The millionaire gave a kind of howl as
he looked at Venner. The noise he made
was ludicrously hke that of a child suffering
from toothache. He fairly grovelled at
Venner s feet, but, as far as the latter's ex-
pression was concerned, the two might havemet for the first time. Just for a moment
Fenwick stood there, mopping his slimv
yellow face, himself a pkture of aS
misery and despair.

^
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Uii)^^^ ^ " ^*^^ ^^ ****^PJy- " I» this
Jittle box yours, or not ?

"

u vP^*tJ^' ,?K y^C Fcnwick whined.
You Imow that perfectly well—I mean,

you must recctfnise-oh, I don't know what

} S*!S* i3* »Jt is I am really ill to-night.
1 hardly know what I am doing. Thank wuvw much." ^ ^ '

Fenwick snatched the box irom Venncr's
finjjftts and made hastUv for the door.

I behevc we are allowed to smoke in
here after ten," Gurdon said. " If that is

JL% ?^' ^^y "^* ^^® * cigar together,
and discuss the matter , What! am iSxioui
to know at present is the inner meaning
of the finger m the box."

There was no objection to a cigar in the
dining-room at this late hour, and presently
the two fhoids were discussing theur Muriw

?^{SSL* ^T^ ^^ *^ ^P^**^ *t ^«n«tl^.

u . ^^Pf^^ »t ,w<>"^a be as well," he said.
to stick to the box business first. You

wiU remember, some three years ago. mvwritmg you to the effect that I w2 going
to undertake a journey through Madco
I don t suppose I should have gone there

«J ^ ^ui^y
^ 7^ attracted by the notion

of possible adventures in that country
amongst the hills where, at one time, gold
used to be found. There was no question
whatever that gold in large quantities used
to be mmed m the wild district where I

p!iiJ I
^ ^.^ ^^^^ "P "^y headquarters.

Practical engmeers say that the gold is
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tb^^^- *•"* ^^' ^^ "°t det« me w
"The first man who put the idea info

and traditioni'w^ co/cer ed~ He ^^m^

J?our l-mger Mine. It appears that thk

more ago by a Frenchman, who had settied

ttn*" *he country and niarried theS
Mer o^h."^

?*"^" ='^*'- The ori^allounder of the mine was a curious sort of

miserly tendencies. Most men in his position

Z^eJ^Z^^^'^r^ *°6fher a^ffl Tf
for aJl it ^= ™J?^

exploited the mine

U Fenu ^ ^b However, this man,
tf^/u" 'j- "^ nothmg of the kind. Hekept his discovery an absolute secret and

1 understand that he was a man of fine

&?Lr'^ ^^* ^ dispositioHas ateS-

seasons of the year to go up to his mineand there work it for a month or twoTatune, spoiding the rest of the year fa thebosom of his fanuly. It is qiu-^^
too, that he kept h^ secret, even iiim hisgrowi-up sons

; for when he died tC hadnot the slightest idea of the locality of the
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mine, which fact I know from Le Fenu's
descendants.

"And now comes the interesting part of
my story. Le Fenu went up into the moun-
tains early in May one year, to put in his
solitary two months' minin|[, as usud. For
perhaps the first time in his life, he suffered
from a serious illness—some kind of fever,
I suppose, though he had just strength of
will enou^ to get on the back of a horso
and ride as far as the nearest hacienda.

" Now, on this particular farm there dwelt
a Dutchman, who, I believe, was called
Van Fort. Whether or not Le Fenu partiallv
disclosed his secret in his delirium will

never actually be known. At any rate, two
or three weeks later the body of Le Fenu
was discovered not very far away from the
scene of his mining operations, and from
the evidence obtainable, there was no doubt
in the world that he was foully murdered.
Justice in that coimtry walks with very
tardy footsteps, and though there was little

question who the real murderer was, Van
Fort was never brought to justice. Perhaps
that was accounted for by the fact that he
seemed to be suddenly possessed of more
money than usual, and was thus in a position
to bribe the authorities.

" And now comes a further development.
Soon after the death of Le Fenu, it was
noted that Van Fort spent most of his time
away from his farm in the mountains, no
doubt prospecting for Le Fenu's mine.

c
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Whether he ever found it or not wiU never
be known. Please to bear in mind the fact
thai for a couple of centuries at least Le
Fenu's mysterious property was known as
the Four Finger Mine. With this digression.
/ will go on to speak further of Van Fort's
movements. To make a long story short,
from his last journey to the mountains he
never returned. His widow searched for
him everywhere ; I have seen her—a big
sullen woman, with a cruel mouth and a
heavy eye. From what I have heard, I
have not the slightest doubt that it was she
who inspired the murder of the Frenchman.
"She had practically given up all idea

of ever seeing her husband again, when,
one dark and stormy night, just as she
was preparing for bed, she heard her husband
outside, screaming for assistance. From his
tone, he was evidently in some dire and
deadly peril. The wc *y was by no means
devoid of courage ; si ^ ihed out into the
night and searched fa. and near, but no
trace of Van Fort could be found, nor did
that imploring cry for assistance come again.
But the next morning, on the doorstep lay
a bleeding forefinger, which the woman
recognised as coming from her husband's
hand. To make ident^' ' absolutely certain,
on the forefinger was a ring of native gold,
which the Dutchman ^Iwajrs wore. Please
to remember once moi . that this mine was
known as the Four Finger Mine."

Venner paused just for a moment to give
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dramatic effect to his point. But Gurdon
said nothing ; he was too deeply interested

in the narrative to make any comment.
" That was what I may csm the Lrst act

in the drama," Venner went on. "Six
months had elapsed, and Van Fort's widow
was beginning to foiget all about the startling

incident, when, one night, just at the same
time, and in just the same circumstances,
came that wild, pitiful yell for assistance

outside the Dutchman's farm. Half mad
with dread and terror the woman sat there
listening. She did not dare to go outside
now ; she knew how futile such an act would
be. Also, she knew quite well what was
going to happen in the morning. She sat

up half the nigh^ in a state bordering on
madness. I ne^ not insult your intelligence,

my dear fellow, by asking you to guess
what she found on the doorstep in the cky-
light."

"Of course, I can guess," Gurdon said.
" Beyond all question, it was the third

finger of the Dutchman's hand.'
" Quite so," Venner resumed. " I need

not over elaborate my story or bore you by
telling how, six months later, the second
finger of ^e hand appeared in the same
sensational circumstances, and how, at the
end "'f a year, the four fingers were complete.
Let me once more impress upon 3^u the
amazing fact that this mine was called the
Four Finger Mine for more than a century
before these strange things happened."
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" It is certainly an extraordinary thing,"
Gurdon muttered. "I don't think I ever
listened to a weirder tale. And did the
Dutch woman confess to her crime ? This
strikes me as being a fitting end to the story.
I suppose it came from her lips."

" She didn't confess, for the simple reason
that she had no mind to confess with,"
Venner explained. " Of course, certain neigh-
bours knew something of what was gomg
on, but they never knew the whole truth,
because, after the appearance of the last
finger, Mrs. Van Fort went stark raving
mad. She lived for a few days, and at
the end of that time her body was found
in a waterfall close by her house. That
is the story of the Four Finger Mine so far
as it goes, though I should not be surprised
if we manage to get to the last chapter yet.
Now, you are an observant man—did you
notice anything peculiar in Fenwick's ap-
pearance to-night ?

"

Gurdon shook his head slowly. It was
quite evident that he had not noticed any-
thing out of the common in the appearance
of the millionaire. Venner proceeded to ex-
plain.

" Let me teU you this," he said. " When
I married mv wife, we were within an easy
ride of the locality where the Four Finger
Mine is situated. Mind you, our marriage
was a secret one, and I presume that Fen-
wick is still in ignorance of it, though, of
course, he was fullv aware of the fact that
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I had more than a passing admiration for
Vera. I merely mention this by way of
accentuating the little point that I am going
lo make. It is more than probable that,
when I stumbled upon Fenwick and the
girl who passes for his daughter, he also
was in search of the Four Finger Mine.
When he came in to-night he, of course,
recognised me, though I treated him as an
absolute stranger whom I had met for the
first time. You will see presently why I
treated him in this fashion. I am glad
I spoke to him, because I noticed a slight
thing that throws a Hood of light upon the
mystery. Now, did it escape your observa-
tion, or did you notice that Fenwick took
the box I gave him in his right hand ?

"

" Oh, dear, no," Gurdon said. " A Uttle
thing like that would be aim st too trivial
for the typical detective of the cheap story."
"AH the same, it is very important,"

Venner said. "He took the box in his
right hand ; he made as if to extend his left,

then suddenly changed his mind, and put
it in his pocket. But he was too late to
disguise from me that he had "

"I know," Gurdon shouted. "He had
lost all the fingers o.i his left hand. What
an amazing thing ! My dear fellow, we must
„et to the bottom of this business at all costs."

" That is precisely what we are going to
do," Venner said grimly. " I am gJad you
are so quick in taking up the point. When
I noted the loss of those fingers, I was abso-
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lutely staggered for a moment. If he had
been less agitated than he was, Fenwick
would have guessed what I had seen. I

need not tdl vou that when I last saw Fen-
wick his left hand was as sound as yours or

mine. The inference of this is, that Fen-
wick has fallen under the ban of the same
strange vengeance that overtook Van Fort
and his wife. There is not the slightest doubt
that he discovered the mine, and that he has
not yet paid the penalty for his temerity."

"I presume the penalty is comins/'
Gurdon said. " What a creepy sort of idea

it is, that terrible vengeance reaching across

a continent in such a sinister fashion. But
don't forget that we know something as

to the way in which this thing is to be brought
about. Don't forget the cripj^e who sat

at yonder table to-night."
" I am not likely to forget him," Venner

observed. " All the more because he evi

dently knows more about this matter than
we do ourselves. When he came here to-

night, he little dreamt that there was one
man in the room, at least, who had a fairly

good knowledge of the Four Finger Mystery.
We shall have to look him out, and, if neces-
sary, force him to speak. But it is a delicate

matter, and, as far as I can see, one not
unattended with danger."
Gurdon smoked in thoughtful silence for

some little lime, turning the strange thing
over in his mind. The more he dwelt upon
it, the more wild and dramatic did it seem.
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"There is one thing in our favour," he
said, presently. " The mysterious cripple with
the beautiful face is evidently a deadly
enemy of Fenwick's. We shall doubtless
find him ready to accept our offer, provided
that we put it in the right way."

" I am not so sure of that," Venner replied.
" At any rate, we can make no move in
that direction without thinking the whole
thing out carefully and thoroughly. Our
crippled friend is evidently a fanatic in
his way, and he is not alone in his sdieme.
Do not forget that we have also the Uttk
man who played the part of the waiter to
deal with. I am sorry that I did not notice
him. A man who could cany off a thing
like that with such splendid audacity is

certainly a force to be reckimed with."
Gurdon rose from his seat with a yawn,

and intimated the fact that it was time to
go to bed. It was long past twelve now;
the hotel was gradually retiring to rest.

The Grand Empire was not the sort of house
to cater for the frivolous type of guest, and
usually within an hour of the dosing of
the theatres the whole of the vast building
was wrapped in silence.

" I think I will get off now," Gurdon said.
" Come and lunch with me to-morrow, and
then you can tell me something about your own
romance. What sort of a night is it, waiter?"

" Very bad, sir," the waiter repUed. " It's

Pjouring in torrents. Shall I call you a cab,
sir ?"



:.|l CHAPTER IV.

IN THE LIFT.

GuRDON looked out fron. the shelter of
the §freat portico to see the sheets of rain
roaring on the pavement. Nothing but the
steady plash of the raindrops as they rattled
on the pavements. To walk half a mile
on such a night meant getting wet through

;

and Gurdon somewhat ruefully regarded his
thin slippers and his light dust overcoat.
Half a dozen times did the night porter
blow his whistle, but no sign of a cab could
be seen.

"We sha'n't get one to-night," Venner
said. " They are all engaged. There is only
one thine for it—you must take a room
here, and stay till the morning. I've no
doubt I can fit you up in the way of pyjamas
and all the rest of it."

Gurdon fell in readily enough with the
sugg;estion. Indeed, there was nothing else
for it. He took his number and key from
the sleepy clerk in the office, and made his
way upstairs to Vennor's bedroom.

'I'll just have one cigarette before I
turn in," he said. "It seems as if Fate
had ordained it that I am to keep in close

4^0
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touch with the leading characters of the mys-
tery. By the way, we never took the trouble
to find out who the handsome cripple was."

** That is very easily done in the morning,"
Venner replied. "A striking personality
like that is not soon lost sight of. Besides,
he has doubtless been here before, for, if

you will recollect, his attendants took him
to the right table as if it had been ordered
beforehand. And now, if you don't mind,
I'll turn in— not that I expect to sleep
much after an exciting evenmg like this.

Good night, old fellow."

Gurdon went on to his own room, where
he slowly imdressed and sat thinking the
whole thing out on the edge of his bed.
Perhaps he was suffering from the same
suppressed excitement which at that moment
was keeping Venner awake, for he felt not
the slightest disposition to turn in. Usually
he was a sound sleeper ; but this night seemed
likely to prove an exception to the rule.

An hour passed, and Gurdon was still sit-

ting there, asking himself whether it would not
be better to go to bed and compel sleep to
come to him. Impatiently he flicked out his
light and laid his head resolutely on the pillow.
But it was all in vain—sleep was out

of the question. The room was not altogether
in darkness, either; for the sleeping apart-
ments on that landing had been arranged
back to back with a large, open ventilator
between them. Through this ventilator came
a stream of light ; evidently the occupant
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of the adjoining xoom had not yet retired.
The liffht worried Gurdon ; he asked himself
irritably why his neighbour should be per-
mitted to annoy him in this way. A moment
or two later the sound of suppre^ed voices
came through the ventilator, followed by
the noise of a heavy fall.

At any ordinary time Gurdon would have
thought nothing of this, but his imagination
was aflame now ; his mind was full of hidden
mysteries. It seemed to him that some-
thing sinister and underhand was going on
in the next room.

Usually, no one would identify the Grand
Empire Hotel with crime and intri^e ; but
that did not deter Gurdon from rismg from
his bed and making a determined effort
to see through the ventilator into the adjoin-
ing room. It was not an easy matter, but
by dint of balancing two chairs one on top
of the other the thing was accomplished.
Very cautiously Gurdon pushed back the
glass slide and looked through. So far as
he could see, there was nothing to justify
any suspicion. The room was absolutely
empty, though it was brilliantly lighted;
and for a moment Gurdon felt ashamed of
his suspicions, and turned away, half deter-
mined to try and sleep. It was at that
instant that he noticed something out of
the common. To his quickened ear there
came a sound unmistakably like a snore,
and pushing his body half through the ven-
tilator he managed to make out the bed
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in the next room. On it lay the body of
a boy in uniform, mimistakatdy a messenger
boy or an hotel attendant of that kind.
For Gurdon could see the hotel name em-
broidered in gold letters on his collar.

Perhaps there was nothing so very sus-
picious in this, except that the boy was
lying on the bed fuUy dressed, even in his
boots. It was a luxurious room; not at
all the class of apartment to which the
hotel management would relegate one of
their messenger boys, nor was it possible
that the lad had had the temerity to go
into the vacant room and sleep.

"Something wrong here," Gurdon mut-'
tered. "Hang me if I don't get through
the ventilator and see what it is."

It was no difficult matter for an athlete
like Gurdon to push his way through and
drop on to the bed on the other side. Then he
shook the form of the slumbering lad with-
out reward. The boy seemed to be plunged
in a sleep almost like death. As Gurdon
turned him over, he noticed on the other
side of the lad's collar the single word " Lift."
It began to dawn upon Gurdon exactly
what had happened. It large hotels like
the Grand Empire there is no fixed period
when the lift is suspended, and consequently
it has its attendants night and day. For
some reason this boy had evidently been
drugged and carried into the room where
he now lay. There was no doubt whatever
about it, for it was impossible to shake the
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lad into the slightest semblance of life.
Gurdon crotsed to the door, and found, not
to his surpnse, that it was locked. His first
impulse was to return to his room and caU
the night porter ; but a strange, wild idea
had come mto his mind, and he refrained
from doinf so. It occurred to him that
perhaps l&rk Fenwick or the handsome
^Jf^tS ^4 ^d * J»nd in this outrage.

,^
n'll wait a bit " Gurdon told iSSself.
It IS just possible that my key will fit

this ^r. Anyway, it is worth tryinjr."
Gurdon made his way back to his dwn

room again, to return a minute or two later
with his key. To his great delight the door
ODened, and he stood in a further corridor
close agamst the cage in which the lift worked
noiselessly up and down.

It was absolutely quiet there, so that
anybody standing there would have been
able to carry out any operation of an un-
lawful kmd without observation. Gurdon
stood there, looking down the lift shaft
until he saw that the cage was once more
begmnmg to ascend. It came up slowly
and smoothly without the least noise, untU
It was level with the floor on which Gurdon
was standmg It was one of the open kind
of lifts, so that he could see inside quite
clearly. To all practical purposes, the lift
was empty, save for the presence of one man.
who lay unconscious on the floor. The cage
was ascending so leisurely that Gurdon wasm a position to make quite a close examina- i
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tion of the figure before the whole structure
had risen to the next floor. It did not need
a second glinoe to tell Gurdon that the
man in the cage was the lift attendant,
and that he was suffering from the same
drug which had placed his boy assistant
beyond all power of interfering.

'' Now what does all this mean ? " Gurdon
muttered. " Who is there on the floor above
who is interested in getting these two people
out of the way ? What do they want to
brinj up or send down which it is not safe
to disix>se of by the ordinary means ? I
think I'll wait and see. No sleep for me
to-night."

The lift vanished in the same sUent way.
It hung overhead for some little time, and
once more appeared in sight, this time abso-
lutely empty, save for a small square box with
iron bands at the comers, which lay upon
the floor. As the ca^^e descended, Gurdon
suddenly made up his mind what to do.
He sprang lightly on to the top of the falling
cage, and grasped the rope with both hands.
A moment later and he was descending in
the darkness.
As far as he could judge, the lift went

absolutely down to the basement, where,
for the time being, it remained. There was
a warm damp smeD in the air, suggestive
of fungus, whereby Gurdon knew that he
must be in the vaults beneath the hotel.
As his eyes became accustomed to the gloom,
he could make out just in front of him a
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circular patch of light, which evidently was
a coal «hoot.
He had no need to wait now for the fiill

development of the adventure. He could
hear whispered voices and the clang of metal
as if somebody had opened the door of the
lift. One of the voices he faUed to under-
stand, but with a thrill he recognised the
fact that the speaker was talking in either
Spanish or Portuguese. Instantly it flashed
mto his mind that this was the language
most familiar to the man who called Wm-
self Mark Fenwick. Beyond doubt he was
qmte right when he identified this last
development with the actors in the dramatic
events earlier in the evening.

" Now don't be long about it," a hoarse
voice whispered. " There are two more cases
to send up, and two more to come down here.
Has that van come along, or shall we have
to wait until morning ?

"

" The van is there right enough," another
hoarse voice said. " We have got the stuff
put on the pavement. Let's have that last
lot here, and get it up at once."
Gurdon could hear the sound of laboured

breathing as if the unseen man was struggling
with some heavy burden. Presently some
square object was deposited on the floor
of the hft. It seemed to slip from some-
one s hands, and dropped with a heavy thud
that caused the hft to vibrate like a thimr
of life."

^^*
** Clumsy fool," a voice muttered. " You

I
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might have dropped that on my toot. What
did you want to let go for ?

"

"I couldn't help it," another voice
grumbled. "I didn^t know it was half so
heavy. Besides, the rope broke."

" Oh, are you going to be there all night ?
"

—another voice, with a suggestion of a
foreign accent in it, asked impatiently.
"Don't forget you have got to bring the
man down yet, and see that the boy is taken
to his place. Now, up with it."

Standing there, holding on to the rope and
quivering with excitement, Gurdon wondered
what was goinc to happen next. Once more
he felt himself rising, and an instant later
he was in the light again. He waited till

the lift had reached his own floor ; then he
jumped quickly down, taking care as he
went to note the heavy box which lay on
the floor of the lift. A comer of it had been
split open by the heavy jar, and some shining
material like sand lay in a Httle heap, glitter-

ing in the rays of the electric light.

Gurdon stood there panting for a moment,
and rather at a loss to know what to do next,
Once more the lift came down, this time
with two boxes of a smaller size. They
vanished ; and as the lift rose once again,
Gurdon had barely time to hide himsell
behind the bedroom door, and thus escape
the observation of two men who now oc-
cupied the cage. He just caught a fleeting

glimpe of them, and saw that one was an
absolute stranger, but he felt his heart beating

I
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t'h^^nL^**-,^ ^f
recognised in the otherthe now fanuhar form of Mark FenwickThe mystery was begimiing to unfold iSdf.*

I^H ^,}^ ^^ }^ ^®* ^ace- " I thinkI had better go back to my own room andwajtdevdopments. One can% be too^ref2l

"

nn^ ^S^? T^ ^*^ sl«epmg soundlyon the bed
; but his features we t^tS

T\^ i ^^^y *^^ <^"H? was bSS
to lose Its effect. At iSst SO^iuJrrJnn

st^idmg m his own room now, waiting by

footsteps on the other side of the waU Two

r^ttl^^risr^rd^^S Z' t^^t^^

woiiiH^H.'^^J^^ *^"* fi^« "^«tes morewould do It/' one of them said. "Bettercarry him out, and shove him in that littlesentry box of his. When he comes tohimSagam he won't know but what he hasM«^a^eep
;
barnng a headache, the little b^garwon t be any the worse for the adventur?™

Have we got aU the stuff up now ? "theother man asked. ^ ^ r me

" t' hr""^}}^ ""{]*'" ^^ *^e whispered reply.
I hope the old man is satisfied now Itwas not a bad idea of his to work th^iitt^egame m a great hotel of this kind. But, Sithe same, it is not without risks, and I for
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one should be glad to get away to that placem the country where we are going in a week
or two."

^

Gordon heard no more. He allowed the
best part of half-an-hour to pass before he
ventured once more to creep through the
ventilator and reach the landing in th?neigh-
bom-hood of the lift. Everything looked
quite normal now, and as if noSing had
happened. The lift boy sat in his little
nut, yawninfif and stretching himself. It
was quite evident that he knew nothing of
the vile uses he had been put to. A sudden
Idea occurred to Gurdon.

" I want you to bring the lift up to this
floor, he said to the boy. "No, I don't
want to use it ; I have lost something, and

the^lSr'
*o ^^ that I might have left it in

In the usual unconcerned manner of his

J xu ,.^y touched an electric button,
and the hft slowly rose from the basement.

Does this go right down to the cellars ?
"

Gurdon asked.

^^
"It can if it's wanted to," the boy rephed.
Only it very seldom does. You see we

only use this Hft for our customers.
'

It's
fitted with what they call a pneumatic
cushion--I mean, if anything goes wrong,
the hft falls mto a funnel-shaped well, made
of concrete, which forms a cushion of air
and so breaks the fall. They say you could
cut the rope and let it down without so
much as upsetting a glass of wine. Not

D
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that I should like to try it, sir, but there
you are."

Gurdon entered the lift, where he pretended
to be searching for something for a moment
or two. In reality, he was scraping up
some of the yellow sand which had fallen

from the box on to the floor of the lift, and
this he proceeded to place in a scrap of
{>aper. Then he decided th^t it was abso-
utdy necessary to retire to bed, though
he was still in full possession of his waking
faculties. As a matter of fact, he was asleep
almost as soon as his head touched the pillow.

Nevertheless, he was up early the following
morning, and in Venner's bedroom long before
breakfast. He had an exciting story to tell,

and he could not complain that in Venner
he had anything but an interested listener.

"We are getting on," the latter said
grimly. "But before you say an5rthing
more, I should like to have a look at that
yellow sand you speak of. Bring it over
near the light."

Venner let the yellow stuff trickle through
his hands; then he turned to Gurdon with
a smile.

" You look upon this as refuse, I suppose ?
"

he said. " You seem to imagine that it is

of no great value."
"Wdl, is it?" Gurdon asked. "What

is it ?
"

"Gold," Venner said curtly. "Pure
virgin gold, of the very finest quality. I

never saw a better sample."



CHAPTER V.

A PUZZLE FOR VENNER.

Venner sat just for a moment or two
with the thin stream trickling through his
finjgers, and wondering what it all meant.
With his superior knowledge of past events
he could see in this thing something that
It was impossible for Gurdon to foflow.
"I suppose this is some of the gold from

the Four Finger Ifine ? " Gurdon suggested.
Do you know, I have never handled any

virgin gold before. I had an idea that it
was more brilliant and glittering. Is this
very eood stuff ?

"

* Absolutely pure, I should say," Venner
replied. "There are two ways of gold
mming. One is by crushing quartz in
machinery, as they do in South Africa, and
the other is by obtaining the metal in what
are caUed pockets or placers. This is the waym which it is generally found in Australia and
Mexico. I should not be in the least surprised
if this came from the Four Finger Mine."

There is no reason why it shouldn't,"
Gurdon said. "It is pretty evident, from
what you told me last night, that Mark
Fenwick has discovered the mysterious trea-
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»^e house, but that does not account for
aU these proceedings. Why should he have
taken all the trouWe he did last night, when
he might just as well have brought the stuff
m, and taken the other boxes out by the
front door?" ^

"That is what we have to find out"
Venner said. "That feUow may caU him-
self a millionaire, but I believe he is nothing
more nor less than a desperate adventurer!^
Gurdon nodded his assent. There must

have been something very urgent to compel
Mark Fenwick to adopt such methods, wby
was he so strangdy anxious to conceal the
knowledge that he was receiving boxes of
pure gold in the hotel, and that he was send-
mg out something of equal value ? How-
ever carefidly the thing might have been
planned, the drugging of lift attendants
inust have been attended with considerable
nsk. And the slightest accident would have
brought about a revelation. As it was
everything seemed to have passed off
smoothly, except for the chance by which
Gurdon had stumbled on the mystery
"We can't leave the thing here," the

latter said. "For once in my life I am
gomg to turn amateur detective. I have
made up my mind to get into Fenwick's
suite of rooms and see what is going on
there. Of course, the thing will taketime
and ^ have to be carefully planned. Do
you thmk it is possible for us to make use
of your wife in this matter ?

"
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*Wnk so," Venner said thought-

f!?^;K -i"
the first place, I don't much

Uke the idea ; and m the second, I am entirely
at a loss to know what mysterious hold
Mark Fenwick has on Vera. As I told you
last night, she left me within a very short
time of our marriage, and until a few hours
ago I had never looked upon her again,
bomethmg temble must have happened, or
she would never have deserted me in the

.^y. w ^'^- ^ ^^^'^ ^°^ a moment believe
that Mark Fenwick knew anything abou*
our marriace, but on that point I cannot
be absolutely certain. You had better come
back to me later in the day, and I will see
what I can do. It is just possible that
good fortune may be on my side."
The afternoon was dragging on, and stillV^er was no nearer to a practical scheme

which would enable him to make an examina-
tion of Fenwick's rooms without the chance
of discovery. He was lounging in the hall,
smokmg mnumerablc cigarettes, when Fen-
wick himself came down the stairs. Obviously
the man was going on a journey, for he
was closely muffled up in a big fur coat,
and behind him came a servant, carrying
two bags and a railway rug. It was a httle
gloomy m the lounge, so that Venner was
enabled to watch what was going on with-
out being seen himself. He did not fail
to note a certain strained anxietv that rested
on Fenwick's face. The man looked behind
him once or twice, as if half afraid of being
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followed. Venner had seen that same furtive
air in men who are wanted by the police.
Fenwick stopped at the office and handed a
couple of keys to the clerk. His instructions
were quite audible to Venner.

" I sha'n't want those for a day or two,"
he said. "You will see that no one has
them under any pretext. Probal^y I shall
be back by Saturday at the latest."
Venner did not scruple to follow Fenwick's

disappearing figure as far as the street.
He was anxious to obtain a due to Fenwick's
destination. Straining his ears, he just
managed to catch the words " Charing Cross,"
and then returned to the hall, by no means dis-
satisfied. Obviously, Fenwick was intending
to cross the Channel for a day or two, and
he himself had said that he would not be
back before Saturday.
Here was something like a chance at last.

Very slowljr and thoughtfully, Venner went
up the stairs in the direction of his own
room. He had ascertained by this time
that one part of Fenwick's suite was im-
mediately over his own bedroom. His idea
now was to walk up to the next floor, and
make a close examination of the rooms there.
It did not take him long to discover the fact
that Fenwick's suite was self-contained,
like a flat. That is to say, a strong outer
door once locked made communication with
the suite of rooms impossible. Venner was
still pondering over his problem when the
master door opened, and Vera came out
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80 hurriedly as almost to fall into Venner's
arms. She turned pale as she saw him;
and as she closed the Wg door hurriedly
belmid her. Vernier could see that she hadm her hand the tiny Yale key which gave
entrance to the suite of rooms. The girl
looked distressed and embarrassed, but not
much more so than Venner, who was feeling
not a Uttle ^ilty.

*

But all this was lost upon Vera ; her own
agitation and her own unhappiness seemed
to have blinded her to everything else.

What are you doing here ? '* £e stam-
mered.

"P«^aps I am looking for you," Venner
said. He had quite recovered himself by
tlus time. " I was in the lounge just now,
when I saw that scoundrel, Fenwick, go out.
He IS not coming back for a day or two I
understand."

'

" No," Vera said with accents of evident
rdief. "He is gone, but I don't know
where he is gone. He never tells me."

Just for a moment Venner looked some-
what sternly at his companion. Here was
an opportunity for an explanation too good
to be lost.

"There is a little alcove at the end of
the corridor," he said. " I see it is full
of ferns and flowers. In fact, the very place
for a confidence. Vera, whether you like
it

2L^^^» I ^^ going to have an explanation."
The girl shrank back, and every vestige

of colour faded from her face. Yet, at the
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same time, the pleading, imploring eyet
which she turned upon her companion's
face were filled with the deepest affection.

Badly as he had been treated, Venner could
not doubt for a moment the sincerity of
the woman who had become his wife. But he
did not fail to realise that few men would have
put up with conduct like this, however much
m love they might have been. Therefore, the
hand that he laid on Vera's arm was strong
and firm, and she made no resistance as he
led her in the direction of the little ala>ve.

" Now," he said. " Are you gomg to
tell me why you left me so mysteriously
on our wedding day ? You merely went to
change your dress, and you never returned.
Am I to understand that at the very last

moment you learnt something that made
it absolutely necessary for us to part ? Do
you really mean that ?

"

"Indeed, I do, Gerald," the girl said.

"There was a letter waiting for me in my
bedroom. It was a short letter, but long
enough to wreck my happiness for all time.

" No, no," Venner cried ;
" not for all

time. You asked me to trust you absolutely
and implicitly, and I have done so. I believe
every word that you say, and I am prepared
to wait patiently enough till the good time
comes. But I am not going to sit down
quietly like this and see a pure life like yours
wrecked for the sake of such a scoundrel
as Fenwick. Surely it is not for his sake
that you "
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" Oh, no," the girl cried. ** My sacrihce
is not for his sake at all, but for that of
another whose life is bound up with his in
the strangest possible way. When you first

met me, Gerald, and asked me to be your
wife, you did not display the faintest curio-
sity as to my past history. Why was that ?

"
^* Why should I ? " Vernier demanded.

" I am my own master, I have more money
than I know what to do with, I have practi-
cally no relations to consider. You were
all-sufficient for me; I loved you for your
own sake alone ; I cared nothing, and I care
nothing still for your past. What I want to
know is, how long this is foing on ?

"

" That I cannot teU you," Vera said sadly.
" You must go on trusting me, dear. You
must-
The speaker broke off suddenly, as some-

one in the corridor called her name. She
slipped away from Venner's side, and, look-
ing through the palms and flowers, he could
see that she was talking eagerly to a woman
who had the appearance of a lady's maid.
Venner could not fail to note the calm strength
of the woman's face. It was only for a
moment ; then Vera came back with a tele-
gram in her hand.

"I must go at once," she said. " It is

something of great importance. I don't know
when I shall see you again "

" I do," Venner said grimly. " You are
going to dine with me to-night. Come just
for once ; let us imagine we are on oui honey-
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m<K)n. That blackguard Fenwick is away,
and he will be none the wiser. Now, I
want you to promise me."
"I rcaUy can't/' Vera protested. "If

you only knew the danger "

However, Venner's persistency got his own
way. A nnoment later Vera waa lying down
the corridor. It was not until she was out
of sight that Venner found that she had
gone away, leaving the little Yale key behind
er on the table. Venner thriUed at the

siffht of It Here was the opportunity for
which he had been waiting.
Not more than ten minutes had elapsed

when, thanks to the use of the telephone.
Gurdon had reached the Grand Empire Hotel
In a few hurried words, Venner gave him
a bnef outline of what had happened. There
was no time to lose.

a
" 9^^"^^' ^* ^ a "^K" Venner said,

. ^2 I
^"^ ^^^ altogether sure that I am

justified m taking advantage of this little
shp on the part of my wife. What do you
think ?" ^

"I think you are talking a lot of rot."
Gurdon said emphatically. " You love the
girl, you believe implicitly in her, and you
are desperately anxious to get her out of
the hands of that blackguard, Fenwick
brom some morbid idea of self-sacrifice
your wife continues to lead this life of misery
rather than betray what she would probabi

y

caU a trust. It seems to me that you would
be more than foolish to hesitate any longer

"
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" Come along, then," Vcnncr said. " Let's

•ec what we can do."
The key was in the lock at len^h, and

the big door thrown open, di. 'osing a
luxurious suite of rooms beyond. So far
as the explorers could see at present, they
had the place entirely to themselves. No
doubt Fenwick's servants had taken ad-
vantage of his absence to make a holiday.
For the most part, the rooms presented
nothing out of the common; they might
have been inhabited by anytx>dy possessing
large means. In one of the rooms stood
a desk, carefully locked, and by its side a
fireproof safe.

" No chance of getting into either of those,"
Gurdon said. " Besides, the attempt would
be too risky. Don't you notice a peculiar
noise going on ? Sounds almost like
machinery."

Surely enough, from a distant apartment
there came a peculiar click and rumble,
followed by a whirr of wheels, as if someone
was nmning out a small motor close by.
At the same time, the two friends noticed
the unmistakable odour of petrol on the
atmosphere.

" mat the dickens can that be ? " Gurdon
said. " It's most assuredly in the flat, and
not far off, either."

" The only way to find out is to go and
see," Venner replied,

way."
They came at lenf

+ri' <« '^
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the end of a long corridor. It was evidently
from this room that the sound of machinery
came, for the nearer they grew the louder
It became. The door was slightly ajar, and
looking in, the friends could see two men
e^adently engaged on some mechanical task.
There was a fire of charcoal in the grate
and attached to it a pair of small but power-
ful bellows, driven by a small motor. In
the heart of the fu-e was a metal crucible
so white and dazzling hot that it was ahnost
mmossiWe for the eye to look upon it. Venner
did not fail to notice that the men engagedm this mysterious occupation were masked •

at least they wore exceedingly large smoked
spectacle, which came to much the same
thing. Behind them stood another man
who had every appearance of being a master
workman. He had a short pipe in his mouth
a pau- of slippers on his feet, and as to the
rest, his somewhat expansive body was
swathed in a frock coat. Presently he made
a sign, and with the aid of a long pair of
tongs, the white hot crucible was lifted
Irom the fire. It was impossible for the
two men outside to see what became of it
but evidently the foreman was satisfied with
the experiment, for he gave a grunt of
approval.

*

„^ *^"^k *^at will do," he muttered.
ine impression is excellent. Now. vou

fellows ca ike a rest whilst I go off and
nnish the ,er lot of stuff."
"He's coming out," Venner whispered.
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"Let us make a bolt for it. It won't do
to be caught here."
They darted down the corridor together,

and stood in an angle of a doorway, a little
undecided as to "/hat to do next. The manm the frock coat passed them, carrying under
one arm a square case, that bore some resem-
blance to the slide in which photographers
gip their negatives after taking a photograph.
The man in the frock coat placed his burden
down on a chair, and then, apparently, hurried
back for something he had forgotten.

«, T
^®^® ^ ^"'' c*^^ce," Gurdon whispered.

Let's see what is in that case. There
may be an important clue here."
The thing was done rapidly and neatly.

Inside the case, between layers of cotton
wool, lay a great number of gold coins,
obviously sovereigns. They appeared to bem a fine state of preservation, for they
glfetened in the light like new gold.
"Put one in your pocket," whispered

Venner. " I'm afraid we are going to have
our journey for our pains; but still, you
can't tell. Better take two whUe vou are
about it."

^

Gurdon slipped the coins into his pocket,
then turned away in the direction of the
door as the man in the frock coat came
back, thoughtfully whistling, as if to give
the intruders a chance of escape. Before
he appeared in sight the outer door closed
softly, and Venner and Gurdon were in
the corridor once more.



m

CHAFFER Vr.

A PARTIAL FAILURE.

"Now do you notice anything peculiar
about these coins?" Venner said, when
once more they were back in the comparative
seclusion of the smoking-room. "Have a
good look at them."
Gurdon complied; he turned the coins

over in his hand and weighed them on his
fingers. So far as he could see they were
good, honest, British coins, each well worth
the twenty shillings which they were sup-
posed to represent.

" I don't see anything peculiar about
them at all," he said. "So far as I can
judge, they appear to be genuine enough.
At first I began to think that our friend
Fenwick had turned coiner. Look at this."
As he spoke Gurdon dashed the coin down

upon a marble table. It rang true and clear.
" I'd give a pound for it," he said. " The

weight m itself is a good test. No coiner
yet has ever discovered a metal that will
weigh like gold and ring as true. The only
strange thing about the coin is that it is
in such a wonderful state of preservation.
It might have come out of the Mint yesterday.

63
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I am afraid we sbaU have to abandon the
idea of laying Fenwick by the heels on the
charge of making counterfeit money. I'll

swear this is genuine."
" I am of the same opinion, too," Venner

said. "I have handled too much gold in
my time to be easUy deceived. Still, there
is something wrong here, and I'll tell you
why. Look at those two coins again, and
tell me the dates on them."

" That is very easily done. One is datcJ
1901 and the other is dated 1899. I don't
see that you gain anjrthing by pointing
out that fact to me. I don't see what you
are driving at."

" Well, the thing is pretty clear. It vould
be less clear if those coins had been worn
by use and circulation. But they are both
of them Mint perfect, and they are of different
dates. Do you suppose that our friend
Fenwick makes a hobby of collecting
English sovereigns? Besides, the man in
the frock coat was going to do something
with these coins ; and, of course, you noticed
how carefully they were wrapped up in
cotton wool."

" I should like to make assurance doubly
sure," Gurdon said. "Let's take these t.':o

coins to some silversmith's shop and ask
if they are all right."

It was no far journey to the nearest silver-
smiths, where the coins were cut up, tected,
and weighed. The assistant smiled as he
handed the pieces back to Venner.



64 THE FOUR FINGERS.

10^

We wiU give you eighteen and sixpence
each for them, sir," he said, " which is about
the intrinsic value of a sovereign ; and, as
you are probably aware, sir, English gold
coinage contains a certain amount of afloy
without which it would speedily deteriorate
in circulation, just as the old gumea used
to

; but there is no doubt that I have just
lost you three shillings by cutting up those
coins."

Venner smiled as he left the shop. As a
matter of fact, he was a little more puzzled
now than he had been before, ife had
quite expected to find something wrong
with the two coins.

"We must suspend judgment for the
present," he said. " Still, I feel absolutely
certain that there is some trick here, though
what the scheme is I am utterly at a loss
to know. WiU you come m this evening
after dinner and take your coffee and cigar
with me ? My wife is dining with me, but
it was an express stipulation that she should
go directly dinner is over."

It was a little after seven, and Venner
was impatiently waitmg the coming of Vera.
He was not altogether sorry to notice that
the dining-room was filling up more rapidly
to-night than it had done for some days past
Perhaps, on the whole, there would be safety
in numbers. Venner had secured a little
table for two on the far side of the room,
and he stood in the doorway now. waiting
somewhat restlessly and impatiently for Vera
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to appear. He was not a little anxious
and nervous in case something should happen
at the last moment to prevent his wife's
appearance. As a rule, Venner was not
a man who was troubled much with nerves,
though he became conscious of the fact that
he possessed them to-night.
Was ever a mau so strangely placed as

lumself, he wondered ? He marvelled, too
that he could sit down so patiently without
assertmg his rights. He was the possessor of
ample means, and if money stood in the way
he was quite prepared to pay Fenwick his price.
On these somewhat painful meditations

Vera mtruded. She was simply dressed in
white, and had no ornaments beyond a
few flowers. Her face was flushed new
and there was in her eyes a look of something
that approached to happiness.
"I am so glad you have come, dearest,"

Venner said, as he pressed the giri's hand.
I was terribly afraid that something might

come m the way. If there is any danger "
"I don't think there is any danger,"

Vera whispered, "though there are other
ey s on me besides those of Mark Fenwick.
Bit, all the same, I am not supposed to
know anybody in the hotel, and I come
down to dinner as a matter of course. Iam glad the place is so crowded, Gerald, it
will make us less conspicuous. But it is
just possible that I may have to go before
dinner is over. If that is so, I hope you
will not be annoyed with me."
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*' You have given me cause for greater
annoyance than that/' Venner smiled. " And
I have borne it all uncomplainingly. And
now let us forget the unhappy past, and
try and live for the present. We are on
our honeymoon, vou understand. I wonder
what people in this room would say if they
heard our amazing story."

*' I have no doubt there are other stories
just as sad here," Vera said, as she took
her place at the table. "But I am not
going to allow myself to be miserable to-night.
We are going to forget everything ; we are
going to believe that this is Fairyland, and
that you are the Prince who "

Despite her assumed gaiety there was
just a little catch in Vent's voice. If Venner
noticed it he did not appear to do so. For
the next hoiu* or so he meant resolutely
to put the past out of his mind, and give
himself over to the ecstasy of the moment.
All too soon the dinner came to an end,
and Gurdon appeared.

^^

" This is my wife," Venner said simply.
" Dearest, Mr. Gurdon is a very old friend
of mine, and I have practically no secrets
from him. All the same, he did not loiow
till last night that I was married—until
you came into the room and my feelings
got the better of me. But we can trust
Gurdon."

" I think I am to be relied upon," Gurdon
said with a smile. "You will pardon me
if I say that I never heard a stranger story
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; and if at any time I can be of

^f^u}^ 7*?"' ^ *^*" ^ sincerely happy
to do aU that is in my power " ^^
" ^^l"^^ ""^y good/' Vera said gratefully.

4^ V^?A,^^^* ^**^ soon I may caU upon you

IhJ"^? ^"^ f'?"^ ^ ^^* I aiTafiid
that it will not be quite yet"
Thev sat chatting there for some half anhour longer, when a waiter came in, andadvancmg to their table proffered Vera a

visiting card, on the back of which a few
words had been scribbled. The girl looked
a httle anxious and distressed as her eves

r^T'^ *^i,
"^^^ ^'^ *^* <^d- Then she

rose humedly.

"
"

^,
a™ afraid I shall have to go," she said.

Uttle SJi^e.'^"
anticipating this for some

She turned to the waiter, and asked if

?5 "^^ !?®x ^"*^^^®' *<> wWch the man
responded that it was the maid who had
brought the card, and that she was waiting
with her wraps in the corridor. Vera ej^
tended her hand to Gurdon as she rose to go
- tL ?"" ^exceedingly sorry," she said.'

1 his has been a pleasant evening for me •

perhaps the most pleasant evening with
one exception that I evtr spent iiTmy life.
Gerald will know what evening I mean."
As she finished she smiled tenderly at

Vernier. He had no words in reply. Just

oL vS?"'^''*
^^ ^^ ^ed ^ti^ pisionateand rebellious anger. He dared not trust

himself to speak, conscious as he was that
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Vera 8 burden was already almost more
than she could bear. She held out her
hand to him with an imploring little gesture,
as if she understood exactly what was passimr
in his mind.

^
•'You wiU forgive me," she whispered.
I am sure you will forsive me. It is nothing

but duty which compds me to go. I would
lar rather stay here and be happy."
Venner took the extended hand and

pressed It tenderly. His yearning eyes looked
after the retreating figure; then, suddenly,
he turned to Gurdon, who affected to be
busy over a cigar.

"I want you to do something for me,"
he said. It is a strange fancy, but I should
hke you to foUow her. I suppose I am
beginnmg to get old and nervous : at anv
rate, I am fuU of silly fancies to-night. Iam possessed with the idea that my un-
happy little girl is thrusting herself into
some danger. You can quite see how im-
possible It is for me to dog her footsteps,
but your case is different. Of course, if
you like to refuse "

.*'! am not going to refuse," Gurdon
said. I can see nothing dishonourable.
I U go at once, if you like."
Venner nodded curtly, and Gurdon rose

trom the table. He passed out into the
V reet just as the slim figure of Vera was
t. scending the steps of the hotel. He had
no difficulty m recognising her outline, though
she was clad from head to foot now in a
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long, bkck wrap, and her fair hair was
disguised under a hood of the same material
Rather to Gurdon's surprise, the giri had
not called a cab. She was walking down
the street now with a firm, determined step
as of one who knew exactly where she wis
gpmg, and meant to get there in as short a
time as possible.

Gurdon foUowed cautiously and at a
distance. He was not altogether satisfiedm his own mind, now, that his action was
quite as straightforward as it might have
been. Still, he had given his promise, and
he was not inclined to back out of it now
°5m^I"^ quarter of an hour he followed!

until Vera at length halted before a house
somewhere in the neighbourhood of Gros-
venor Square. It was a fine, large comer
mansion, but so far as Gurdon could see
there was not a light in the place from
parapet to basement. He could see Vera
going up the steps; he was close enough
to hear the sound of an electric bell ; then
a light blazed in the hall, and the door was
opened. So far as Gurdon could see it
W2W an old man who opened the door,' an
old man with a long-grey beard, and a face
imed and scored with the ravages of time
AH this happened in an instant. The door
was closed again, and the whole house left
in darkness.

Gurdon paused, a little uncertain as to
what to do next. He would have liked
if possible, to be a little closer to Vera for



70 THE FOUR FINGERS.

if there were any dangers threatening her he
would be just as powerless to elp now as
if he had been in another part of the town.
He walked slowlv down the side of the
house, and noted that there was a fine garden
behind, and a small green door leading to
the lane. Acting on the impulse of the
moment he tried the door, which yielded
to his touch. If he had been asked why
he did this thing he would have found it

exceedingly difficult to reply. Still, the thing
was done, and Gurdon walked forward over
the wide expanse of lawn till he could make
out at lengtn a row of windows, looking out
from the back of the house. It was not
so very ea^y to discern all this, for the night
was dark, and the back of the house darker
still. Presently a light flared out in one
of the rooms, and then Gurdon could make
out the dome of a large conservatory leading
from the garden to the house.

" I shall find myself in the hands of the
police, if I don't take care," Gurdon said
to himself. " What an ass I am to embark
on an adventure like this. It isn't as if

I had the slightest chance of being of any
use to the girl, seeing that I

"

Gurdon broke off, suddenly conscious of
the fact that another of the rooms was
lighted now

—

a, large one, by the side of
the conservatory. In the silence of the
garden it seemed to him that he could hear
voices raised angrily, and then a cry, as if

of pain from somebody inside.
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Fairly interested at last, Gurdon advanced

till he was close to the window. He could
hear no more now, for the same tense silence
had fallen over the place once more. Gurdon
pressed close to the window ; he felt some-
thmg yield beneath his feet, and the next
moment he had plunged headlong into the
darkness of something that suggested an
underjjround ceUar. Perhaps he had been
standmg unconsciously on a grating that
was none too safe, for now he felt himself
brmsed and half stunned, lying on his back
on a cold, hard floor, amidst a mass of broken
glass and rusty ironwork.

SUrtled and surprised as he was, the noise
of the breaking glass sounded in Gurdon's
ears like the din of some earthquake. He
struggled to his feet, hoping that the gods
would be kind to him, and that he could
get away before his presence there was
discovered. But he was stiU dazed and
confused; his head ached painfully, and he
groped in the pitch darkness without any
prospect of escape. He could nowhere find
an avenue. So far as he could judge, he was
absolutely caught like a rat in a trap.
He half smiled to himself; he was still

too dazed to grasp the significance of his
position, when a light suddenly appeared
overhead, at the top of a flight of stairs,
and a hoarse voice demanded to know who
was there. In the same dreamy kind of
way, Gurdon was just conscious of the fact
that a strong pair of arms Ufted him from
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the floor, and that he was being carried up
the steps. In the tame drouny fashion,

he was cognisant of light and warmth, a
luxurious atmosphere, and rows upon rows
of beautiful flowers everywhere. He would,
no doubt, awake presently, and find that
the whole thinp; was a dream. Meanwhile,
there was nothmg vkuonary about the glass

of brandv which somebody had put to his

lips, or about the hands wUch were brushing
lum down and removing all traces of his

recent adventure.
" Whai you feel quite up to it, sir," a

quiet, respectful voice said, "my master
would like to see vou. He is naturally
curious enough to know what you were
doing in the garden."

" I am afraid your master must have his

own way," Gurdon said grimly. " I am
feeling pretty well now, thanks to the brandy.
If you will take me to your master, I will

try to explain matters."
The servant led the way into a large,

handsome apartment, where a man in evening
dress was seated in a big armchair before
the fire. He looked round with a peculiar
smile as Gurdon came in.

"WeU, sir," he said. "And what does
this mean ?

"

Gurdon had no voice to reply, for the man
in the armchair was the handsome cripple
—the hero of the forefinger.



CHAPTER VII.

THE WRITE LADY.

Guidon looketl hopelessly alx>ut him,
utterly at a loss for anything to ay. The
whole thin^ had l)een so unexi)tcted, so
very opposite to the commonplace ending
he had anticipated, that he was too dazed
and confused to do anything but smile
in an inane and foolish manner. He had
rather looked forward to seeing some eccen-
tric individual, some elderly recluse who
lived there with a servant or two. And
here he was, face to face with the man who,
at the present moment, was to him the most
intresti.^^ in London.

Vr;u ; an take your time," the cripple
^aiii. '

I am anxious lor you to believe
ilu I am not in the least hurry. The point
of tiie problem is this : a well-dressed man,
evidently a gentleman, is discovered at a
late hour in the evening in my cellar. As
the gentleman in question is obviously sober,
one naturally feels a little curiosity as to
what it all means."
The speaker spoke quite slowly and clearly,

and with a sarcastic emphasis that caused
Gurdon to writhe impotently. Every word

n



74 THE FOUR FINGERS.

-- H

-I

and gesture on the part of the cripple spoke
of a strong mind and a clear intellect in
that twisted body. Despite the playful
acidity of his words, there was a distinct
threat underl)dng them. It occurred to Gur-
don as he stood there that he would much
rather have this man for a friend than a foe.
"Perhaps you had better take a seat/'

the cripple said. " There is plenty of time,
and I don't mind confessing to you that
this little comedy amuses me. Heaven
knows, I have little enough amusement in
my dreary life ; and, therefore, in a measure,
you have earned my gratitude. Rut there
is another side to the picture. I have
enemies who are utterly unscrupulous. I
have to be unscrupulous in my turn, so that
when I have the opportunity of laying one
of them by the heels, my methods are apt
to be thorough. Did you come here alone
to-night, or have you an accomplice ?

"

"^ Assuredly, I came alone," Gurdon replied.
"Oh, indeed. You found your way into

the garden. To argue out the thing logically,
we will take it for granted that you had
no intention whatever of paying a visit to
my garden when you left home. If such
had been your intention, you would not
be wearing evening dress, and thin, patent
lejither shoes. Your visit to the garden
was either a resolution taken on the spur
of the moment, or was determined upon
after a certain discovery. I am glad to hear
that you came here entirely by yourself."
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There was an unmistakable threat in these
latter words; and as Gurdon looked up he
saw that the cripple was regarding him
with an intense malignity. Tlie grey eyes
were cold and merciless, the hand^me face
hard and set, and yet it was not a countenance
which one usually associates with the mad-
man or the criminal. Really, it was a very
noble face—the face of a philanthropist, a
poet, a great statesman, who devotes his money
and his talents to the interests of his country.
Despite a feeling of danger, Gurdon could not
help making a mental note of these things.

Won't you sit down ? " the cripple asked
again. " I should like to have a little chat
with you. Here are whisky and soda, and
some cigars, for the excellence of which I can
vouch, as I import them myself. Perhaps,
also, you share with me a love of flowers ?

"

With a wave of his strong arm, the speaker
indicated the wealth of blossoms which arose
from all sides of the room. Indeed, there
were flowers everjnvhere. The luxuriant
blooms seemed to overpower and dwarf the
luxuriant furiishings of the room. At the far
end, folding doors opened into the conserva-
tory, which was a veritable mass of brilliant

colours. The cripple smiled upon his blos-

soms, as a mother might smile on her child.
" These are the only friends who never

deceive you," he said. " Flowers and dogs,
and, perhaps, little children. I know this,

because I have suffered from contact with
the world, as, perhaps, you will notice when
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you regard this poor body of mine. I think
you said just now you came here entirely
by yourself."

^

"That is a fact," Gurdon rephed. He
was beginning to fed a little more at his^ now. "Let me hasten to assure you
that I came here with no felonious intent
at all. I was looking for somebody, and I
thought that my friend came here. You will
pardon me if I do not explain with any amount
of detail, because the thing does not concern
myself altogether. And, besides "

Gurdon paused ; he could not possibly tell
this stranger of the startling events which had
led to his present awkward situation. In
any case, he would not have been believed.

" We need not so into that," the cripple
said. " It is all by the way. You came
here alone; and, I take it, when you left
your home, you had not the slightest in-
tention of coming here. To make my mean-
mg a little more clear, if you disappeared
from this moment, and your friends never
saw you again, the police would not have
the slightest clue to your whereabouts."
Gurdon laughed just a little uneasily ; he

began to entertain the idea that he was face
to face with some dangerous lunatic, some
man whose dreadful troubles and misfortunes
had turned him against the world. Evidently,
it would be the right policy to humour him.

" That is quite correct," he said. " Nobody
has the least idea where I am; and if the
unpleasant contingency you allude to hap-
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pened to me, I should go down to posterity as
one of the victims of the mysterious type of
crime that startles London now and again."

" I should think," said the stranger, in a
thin, dry tone, that caused Guidon's pulses
to beat a little faster—"! should think
that your prophecy is in a fair way to turn
out correct. I don't ask you why you came
here, because you would not tell me if I

did. But you must have been spying on
the place, or you would not have had the
misfortune to tread on a damaged grating,
and finish your adventiu*e ignominiously in
the cellar. As I told you just now, I have
enemieswho are absolutely unscrupulous, and
who would give much for a chance of murder-
ing me if the thing could be done with impu-
nity. Common sense prompts me to take it for
granted that you are in some way connected
with the foes to whom I have alluded."

" I assure you, I am not," Gurdon pro-
tested. " I am the enemy of no man. I

came here to-night
"

Gurdon stopped in some confusion. How
could he possibly tell this man why he had come
and what he had in his mind ? The thing was
awkward—almost to the verge of absurdity.

" I quite see the quandary you are in,'*

said the cripple, with a smile. " Now, let

me ask you a question. Do you happen to
know a man by the name of Mark Fenwick ?

"

The query was so straight and to the point
that Gurdon fairly started. More and more
did he begin to appreciate the subtlety

A
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and cleverness of his companion. It was
impossible to fence the interrogation; it

had to be answered, one way or the other.
"I know the man by sight," he said;

"but I beg to assure you that until last
night I haa never seen him."
"That may be," the cripple said drily.

" But you know him now, and that satisfies
me. Now, listen. You see what I have
in my hand. Perhaps you are acquainted
with weapons of this land ?

"

So saying, the speaker wrigfi[led in his
chair, and produced from some^ere behind
him a small revolver. Despite its silver
plated barrel and ivory handle, it was a
sinister looking weapon, and capable of deadly
mischief in the hands of an expert. Though
no judge of such matters, it occurred to
Gurdon that his companion handled the
revolver as an expert should.

" I have been used to this kind of thing
from a boy," the cripple said. "I could
shoot you where you sit within a hair's
breadth of where I wanted to hit you."

" Which would be murder," Gurdon said
quietly.

"Perhaps it would, in the eyes of the
law ; but there are times when one is tempted
to defy the mandates of a wise legislature.
For instance, I have told you more than
once before that I have enemies, and every-
thing points to the fact that you are the
tool and accomplice of some of them. I
have about me one or two faithful people.
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who would do anything I ask. If I shoot
you now the report of a weapon Uke this
will hardly be audible beyond the door.
You lie there, dead, shot clean through the
brain. I ring my bell and teU my servants
to clear this mess away. I give them orders
to go and bury it quietly somewhere, and
they would obey me without the slightest
hesitation. Nothing more would be said.
I should be as safe from molestation as if

the whole thing had happened on a desert
island. I hope I have succeeded in making
the position clear, because I should be loth
to think that a little incident like this should
cause inconvenience to one who might after
all have been absolutely innocent."
The words were spoken quietly, and with-

out the sUghtest trace of passion. Still,

there was no mistaking the malignity and
intense fury which underlay the well-chosen
and well-balanced sentences.

Gurdon was silent ; really, there was nothing
for him to say. He was in a position in
which he could not possibly explain; he
could only sit there, looking into the barrel
of the deadly weapon, and praying for
some diversion which nught be the means
of saving his life. It came presently in a
strange and totally unexpected fashion.
Upon the tense, nerve-breaking silence, a
voice suddenly intruded like a flash of light
in a dark place. It was a sweet and girlish

voice, singing some simple ballad, with a
natural pathos which rendered the song singu-
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larly touching and attractive. As the voice
came nearer the cripple's expression changed
entirely : his hard eyes grew soft, and the
handsome features were wreathed in a smile.
Then the door opened, and the singer came in.

Gurdon looked at her, though she seemed
unconscious of his presence altogether. He
saw a slight, fair girl, dressed entirely in
white, with her long hair streaming over
her shoulders. The face was very sad and
wistful, the blue eyes clouded with some
suggestion of trouble and despair. Gurton
did not need a second glance to assure him
that he was in the presence of one who was
mentally afflicted. She came forward and
took her place by the side of the cripple.
"They told me that you are busy," she

said. " Just as if it mattered whether you
were busy or not, when I wanted to see you."

" You must go away now, Beth," the
cripple said, in his softest and most tender
manner. " Don't you see that I am talking
with this gentleman ?

"

The girl turned eagerly to Gurdon; she
crossed the room with a swift, elastic step,
and laid her two hands on him.

" I know what you have come for," she
said, eagerly. " You have come to tell me
all about Charles. You have found him
at last

;
you are going to bring him back to

me. They told me he was dead, that he
had perished in the mine ; but I knew better
than that. I know that Charles will come
back to me again"
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]• WTiat mine ? " Gurdon asked.

^ Why, the Four Finger Mine, of course,"
wfe the totally unexpected reply. " They
said that Charles had lost his life m the Four
Finger Mine. It was in a kind of dream
that I saw his body lying there, murdered.
But I shall wake from the dream presently
and he will come back to me, come back m
the evening, as he always used to when
the sun was setting beyond the pines."
There was something so utterly sad and

hopeless in this that Gurdon averted his
eyes from the girl's face. He glanced in
the du-ection of the door ; then it required
all his self-control to repress a cry, for in
the comparative gloom of the passage beyond
he could just make out the figure of Vera'
who stood there with her finger on her lip
as if imposing silence. He could see that in
her hand she held something that looked
like a chisel. A moment later she flitted
away once more, leaving Gurdon to puzzle
his brain as to what it all meant.

" I am sorry for aU this," the cripple said.
You have enturely by accident come face to

face with a phase in my life which is sacred
and mviolate. ReaUy, if I had no other
reason for reducing you to silence, this
would be a sufficiently powerful inducement.My dear Beth, I really must ask you "

Whatever the cripple might have intended
to say, the speech was never finished • for
at that moment, the electric lights vanished
suddenly, plunging the whole house into

I
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absolute darkness. A moment later, foot-

steps came hunying along in the hall, and
a voice was heard to say that the fuse from
the meter had gone, and it would be im-
possible to turn on the light again until

the officials had been called in to repair

the damage. At the same moment, Guixlon

rose to ms feet and crept quietly in the

direction of the door. Here, at any rate,

was a chance of escape, for that his Ufe was
in dire peril Gurdon had felt for some little

time. He had hardly reached the doorway
when he felt a slim hand touch his, and he
was guided from the room into the passage

beyond. He could give a pretty fair idea

as to the owner of the slun fingers that

trembled in his own, but he made no remark

;

he allowed himself to be led on till his feet

stumUed against some stairs.

" This way," a voice whispered. " Say
nothing, make no protest. You will be
quite safe from further harm."
Gurdon did exactly as he was told. He

found himself presently at the top of a
staircase, and a little later in on a room,
the door of which was closed very quietly

by his guide.
" I think I can guess whom I have to

thank for this," Gurdon murmured. " But
why did 5rou not take me to the front door,

or the back entrance leading to the garden ?

It was lucky for me that the lights failed

at the critical moment—a piece of nominal
good fortune, such as usually only happens

I
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•n^* fjo/y- But I «hould feel a great deal
•afer il I were on the other tide of the fror?
door."

iJ'P***^ ''"**? impoMible," Vera said,
for she it was who had come to Gurdon's
rwcoe. "Both doors are locked, and all

^.."**J™* ^ ^^ ground floor are furnished
with shutters. As to the light going out
I am responsible for it. I learnt aU about
the electric light when I lived in a mining
camp m Mexico. I had only to remove
one of the lamps and apply my chisel to
ttoe two pics, and thereby put out every
fuse m the house. That is why the light
jaUed, as it occurred to me that in the con-
fMion that followed the darkness, I should
De m a position to save you. But you little
reatee how near you have been to death
to-ni^ht And, why, oh, why did you followme m this way ? It was very wrong of

u^K"^^ Venner's idea," Gurdon said.
lie had a strange fear that vou were going

mto some danger. He asked me to foUow
you, and I did so. As to the manner ofmy gettmg here "

" I know all about that," Vera said
humedly. I have been listening to v-our
conversation. I dare say you are curious
to know something more about this strange
household; but, for the present, you wOl
be far better employed in getting away
from It. I shaU not be ezsy in my mind
till you are once more in the street."



m

CHAPTER VIII.

MISSING.

GusDON waited to hear what his companion
was going to say now. He had made up
his mind to place himself inq)Iidtly in her
hands, and let her decide for the best.
Evidently, he had found himself in a kind
of lunatic asylum, where one inhabitant
at least had devdoped a dangerous form
of homicidal mania, and he had a pretty
s^e conclusion that Vera had saved h^
life. It was no time now to ask questions

;

that would come later on.
"I am sure I am awfully grateful to

you," Gurdon said. " Who are these people,
and why do they behave in this insane
fa^on ? This is not exactly the kind of
milage one expects to find in one of the
best appointed mansions in the West End."

" I can tell you nothing about it," Vera
said. There was a marked coldness in her
voice that told Gurdon he was going too
far. "I can tell you nothing. One thing
you may rest assured of—-1 am in no kind
of danger, nor am I likely to be. My con-
cern chiefly at the present moment is with
you. I want you to get back as soon as
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you can to the Great Empire Hotel, and
ease Gerald's mind as to myself."

*' I hardly like to go, without you/' Gordon
murmured.

" But you must," Vera protested. '* Let
me aaMire you once more that I am as
absolutely safe here as if I were in my own
room. Now, come this way. I dare not
strike a lifht. I can only take you by the
hand and lead you to the top of the house.
Evevy inch of the place is perfectly familiar to
me, and you are not likely to come to the least
harm. Bease don't waste any more time."
Gurdon yielded against his better judg-

ment. A moment or two later, he found
himself climbing through a sl^rlight on to
the flat leads at the top of the house. By
the light of the town h^ could now see what
he was doing, and pretty well where he
waa. From the leads he could look down
into the garden, though, as yet, he could
not discern any avenue of escape.

" The thing is quite easy," Vera explained.
"The late occupant of the house had a
nervous dread of fire, and from every floor
he had a series of rope ladders arranged.
See, there is one here fixed to this chimney.
I have only to throw it over, and you can
reach the garden without delay; then I
will puU the ladder up again and no one
will be any the wiser. Now, please, leave
me without any further delay, in the abso-
lute assurance that I shall bie back again
within an hour."
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A few minutes later Gurdon was in the
street again, making his way back to the
hotel where Venner was awaiting him.

It was a strange story that he had to tell ; a
very thrilling and interesting adventure, but
one which^after all, still further complicate the
mystery and rendered it almost unintdligible.

"And you mean to say that you have
been actually face to face with our cripple
friend ? " Venner said. " You mean to say
that he would actuaUy have murdered you
if Vera had not interfered in that providential
manner ? I suppose I must accept your
assurance that she is absolutely safe, though
I can't help feeling that she has exaggerated
her own position. I am terribly anxious
about her. I have an idea whidi I should
like to carry out. I feel tolerably sure
that this picturesque cripple of ours could
tell us everything that we want to know.
Besides, unless I do something I shall go
mad. What do you say to paying the
interesting cripple a visit to-morrow night,
and forcing him to tell us everything ?

"

Gurdon shook his head; he was not
particularly impressed with the suggestion
that Venner had made.
"Of course, we could get into the house

easily enough," he said. " Now that I have
learnt the secret of the cellar, there will be
no difficulty about that. Still, don't you
think it seems rather ridiculous to try this
sort of thing when your wife is in a position
to tell you the whole thing ?

"
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" But she would decline to do an3rthing

of the kind/' Venner protested. " She has
told me that her Ups are sealed ; she has
even no explanation to offer for the way in

which she left me within half an hour of

our becoming man and wife. I should
almost be justified in forcing her to speak

;

but, you see, I cannot do that. Therefore,
I must treat her in a way as if she were one
of our enemies. I have a very strong fancy
for paying a visit to our cripple friend, and,
if the worst came to the worst, we could
convince him that we are empliatically not
on the side of Mark Fenwick. At any rate,

I mean to have a try, and if you don't like

to come in
"

" Oh, I'll come in fast enough," Gurdon
said. " You had better meet me to-morrow
night at my rooms, say, about eleven ; then
we will see what we can do with a view to

a solution of the mystery."
At the appointed time, Venner duly put

in an appearance. He was clothed in a dark
suit and cap, Gurdon donning a similar

costume. Under his arm Venner had a
small brown paper parcel.

" What have you got there ? " Gurdon
asked.

" A pair of tennis shoes," was the response.
" And if you take my advice, you would
have a pair, too. My idea is to take off

one's boots directly one gets into the seclusion

of the garden and change into these shoes.

Now come along, ler.'s get it over."
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It was an easy matter to reach the garden
without being observed, and in a very short
time the two friends were standing close
to the windows of the large room at the
back of the house. There was not so much
as a glimmer of light to be seen anywhere
within. Very cautiously they felt their way
along until they came at length to the grating
through which Gurdon had made so dramatic
an entrance on the night before. He took
from his pocket a box of vestas, and ventured
to strike one. He held it down dose to
the ground, shading the tiny point of flamem the hollow of his hand.

" Here is a bit of luck to begin with "

he chuckled. "They haven't fastened this
grating up again. I suppose my escape last
night must have uT>set them. At any rate,
here is a way into tiio he jse without running
the risk of being arrested on a charge of
burglary, and if the police did catch us we
should find it an exceedingly awkward matter
to frame an excuse carefully, to satisfy
a magistrate."

uxlJ^^^ ^®"^ ^^ right," Venner said.
When we get into the cellar it's any odds

that we find the door of the stairs loc'ied.
I don't suppose the grating has been for-
gotten. You see, it is not such an easy
matter to get the British workman to do a
job on the spur of the moment."

Well, come along ; we will soon ascertain
that," Gurdon said. "Once down these
steps, we shall be able to use our matches "
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They crept cautiously down the stairs
into the damp and mouldy cellar; thence,
up the steps on the other side, where Gurdon
lighted one of his matches. The door was
closed, but it yielded quite easily to the
touch, and at length the two men werem the part of the house which was given
over to the use of the servants. So far as
they could judge the place was absolutely
deserted. Doubtless the domestic staff had
retired to bed. All the same, it seemed
strange to find no signs of life in the kitchen.
The stove was cold, and though the grate
was full of cinders, it was quite apparent
that no fire had been lighted there for the
past four-and-twenty hours. Again, there
was no furniture in the kitchen besides
a large table and a couple of chairs. The
dressers were empty, and the shelves deprived
of their usual burden.

"This is a precious odd thing," Venner
murmured. " Perhaps we shall have better
luck on the dining-room floor. I suppose
wo had better not turn on the lights

!

"

^

" That would be too risky," Gurdon said.
" However, I have plenty of matches, which
will serve our purpose equally well."
On cautiously reaching the hall a further

surprise awaited the intruders. There was
absolutely nothing there—not so much as
an umbrella stand. The marble floor was
swept bare of everything, the big dining-room
which the night before had been most luxur-
iously furnished, was now stripped and
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tmpty ; not so much as a flower remained

;

and the conservatory beyond showed nothing
but wooden stagmg and glitt( ring glass behind
that. A close examination of the whole
house disclosed the fact that it was absolutely
empty.

" If I did not know you as well as I do,"
Venner said gnmly, "I should say that
you had been drinking. Do you mean to
tell me that you sat in this dining-room last
night, and that it was furnished in the luxur-
ious way you described ? Do you mean to
tdl me that you sat here, opposite our cripple
friend, waiting for him to shoot you ? Are
you perfectly certain that we have made
our way into the right house ? You have
no doubt on that scOTe ?

"

"Of course, I haven't," Gurdon said, a
little hotly. " Would there be two houses
close together, both of them with a broken
grating over the cellar ? I tell you this is
the same house right enough. It was just
in this particular spot I was seated when the
lights went out, and your wife's fertility
of resource saved my life. It may be possible
that the electric fuses have not yet been
repaired. At any rate, I'll see."
Gurdon laid his hand upon the switch and

snapped it down. No light came ; the solitary
illuminating point in the room was afforded
by the match which Venner held in bis
hand.

"There," Gurdon said, with a sort of
gloomy triumph. " Doesn't that prove it ?
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I suppose that our cripple friend took alarm
and has cleared out of the house."

"That's all very well, but it is almost
impossible to remove the furniture of a
great place like this in the course of a day."

" My dear chap, I don't think it has been
removed in the course of a day. Di'' c

von notice just now what a tremendous
lot of dust we stirred up as we were going
over the house ? My theory is this—only
three or four of the rooms were fimiished,
and the rest of the house was closed. When
I made my escape last night, the cripple

must have taken alarm and gone away
from here as speedily as possible. What
renders the whole thing more inexplicabh
is the fact that your wife could explain
everything if she pleased. But after a check-
mate like this, I don't see the slightest reason
for staying here any longer. The best thing
we can do is to get back to my rooms and
discuss the matter over a whisky and soda
and cigar. But, talking about cigars, will

you have the goodness to look at this ?
"

From the empty grate Gurdon picked up
a half smoked cigar of a somewhat peculiar
make and shape.

" I want you to notice this little bit of
evidence," he said. " This is the very cigar
that the cripple gave me last night. I can't
say that I altogether enjoyed smoking it,

but it was my tip to hum( or him. I smoked
that much. When the white lady came in
I natiurally pitched the end of the cigar into
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the fireplace. In th face of this, I don't
thmk you will accuse me of dreaming."
More than one cigar was consumed before

yenner left his friend's rooms, but even the
mspu-ation of tobacco failed to elucidate a
solitary point at issue. What had become
of the cripple, and where had he vanished
so mysteriously ? Gurdon was still debating
this point over a late breakfast the following
mommg, when Venner came in. His face
was flushed and his manner was excited.He earned a copy of an early edition of
an evening paper in his hand—the edition
which is usuafly issued by most papere a
little after noon.

;'I thmk I've discovered something," he
^*tr* , .y^** 9"^*® ^y accident, but you
wiU not fail to be interested in something
that appears in the Comet, It aUudes to
the dijappearance of a gentleman called
Bates, who seems to have vanished from
his house in Portsmouth Square. You know
the name of the square, of course ?

"
Gurdon pushed his coffee cup away from

him and lighted a cigarette. He felt that
something of importance was coming.

I suppose I ought to know the name
of the square," he said grimly. " Seeing
that m a house there the night before last
I nearly lost my life. But please go on.
I see you have something to tell me that is
well worth hearing."

"That's right," Venner said. "Most of
It IS m this paper. It appears that the
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aforesaid Mr. Bates is a gentleman of retiring
disposition, and somewhat eccentric habits.
As iar as one can gather, he has no friends,
but lives quietly in Portsmouth Square,
his wants being ministered to by a body of
servants who have been in his employ for
years. Of necessity, Mr. Bates is a man of
wealth, or he could not possibly live in a
house the rent of which cannot be less than
five or six hundred a year. As a rule, Mr.
Bates rarely leaves his house, but last night
he seems to have gone out unattended,
and since then he has not been seen."

" Stop a moment," Gurdon exclaimed
eagerly. "I am beginning to see daylight
at last. What was the number of the house
where this Bates lived ? I mean the number
of the square."

Venner turned to his paper, and ran his
eye down the printed column. Then he
smiled as he spoke.
"The number of the house," he said.

" is 75"
" I knew it," Gurdon said excitedly. " I

felt pretty certain of it. The man who has
disappeared lived at No. 75, and the place
where we had our adventure, or rather, I
had my adventure, is No. 74. Now, tell

me, who was it who informed the police of
the disappearance of Mr. Bates ? Some ser-
vant, I suppose ?

"

" Of course ; and the servant goes on to
suggest that Mr. Bates had mysterious
enemies, who caused him considerable trouble
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from time to time. But now I come to
the interesting i;art of my story. At the
foot of the narrative which is contained in
the Comet, that I hold in my hand, is a full
description of Mr. Bates."
"Go on/' Gurdon said breathlessly. "I

should be little less ihan an idiot if I did not
know what was coming."
"I thought you would guess/' Veaner

said. "A name like Bates implies middle
age and respectabiUty. But this Bates is
described as being young and exceedingly
good-kwking. Moreover, he is afflicted mth
a kind of paralysis, which renders his move-
ments slow at*d uncertain. And now you
know all about it. There is not the slightest
doubt that this missing Bates is no other
than our interesting fnend, the good-kx>k-
ing cripple. The only point which leaves
one in doubt is the fact that Mr. Bates is
a respectable householder, living at 75, Ports-
mouth Square, while the man who tried to
murder you entertained you at No. 74,
which house, now, is absolutely empty. We
need not discuss that puzzle at the present
moment, because there are more important
things to occupy our attention. There can
be no doubt that this man who calls himself
Bates has been kidnapped by somebody.
You will not have much difficulty in guessinir
the name of the culprit."
"I guess it at once," Gurdon said. *' If

I mention the name of Mark Fenwick, I
think I have said the last word."



CHAPTER IX.

A NEW PHASE.

There was not the slightest doubt that
Gtirdon had hit the mark. As far as they
could see at present, the man most likely
to benefit by the death or disappearance
of the cripple was Mark Fenwick. StiU, it

was impossible to dismiss the thing in this
casual way, nor could it be forgotten that
the cripple had actually been present at the
Grand Empire Hotel on the night when the
alleged millionaire received, his message by
me?»jxs of the mummy finger. Therefore,
logically speaking, it was orly fair to infer
that on the night in question Fenwick had
^ been acquainted with the personaJity
o* the cripple. Otherwise, the latter would
have scarcely ventured to show himself in
a place where his experiment had been
brought to a conclusion.
On the other hand, it was just possible

that Fenwick had been looking for the
cripple for some time past. But all this
was r ore or less in the air, though there
was a great deal to be said for the coiiclusion
at which tl e two friends had arrived.

''
I work it out like this," Venner said,

?}
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after * lonff, thoughtful pause. " You know
all about the Four Finder Mine

; you know
exactly what happened to the Dutchman
Van Fort after the murder of Lc Fenu.
It will be fresh in your recollection how, by
some mysterious agency, the fingers of the
Dutchman were conveyed to his wife, though
he himself was never seen again. It is
quite fair to infer that Fenwick has con-
trived to get hold of the same min^ though
that dangerous property does not seem to
have harmed him as much as it did the
other thief Still, we know that he has
lost all the lingers of his left hand, and we
ha\ evidence of the fact that the vengeance
has been worked out in the same mysterious
fashion as it was worked out on the Dutch-
man. We know, too, who is at the bottom
Of the plot, we know that the cripple could
tell us all about it if he liked. Obviously, this
same cripple is a deadly enemy of Fenwick's.
And, no doubt, Fenwick has found out where
to lay his hands upon his man quite recently.
Fenwick is a clever man, he is bold and
unscrupulous, and without question he set to
work at once to get the better of the cripple.
Of course, this may be nothing but a wrong
theory of mine, and it may lead us astray, but
it is all I can see vork upon at present."

" I don't think you are very far wrong,"
Gurdon said, " but I am still puzzled about
the house in Portsmouth Square."

" Which house do you mean ? " Venner
asked.
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^®^'*® "* ^*"^^ '"y adventure took

place. The house from which the furniture
vanished so mysteriously.'*
"That seems to me capable of an easy

explanation," Venner replied. " There is no
doubt that the man called Bates and the
cripple are one and the same person. You
must admit that."

!! lif^\ ^ *^^™* *^* ^'^y enough. Go on."
Well, this Bates, as we wul call hr.'

has a large establishment at 75, Portsmoui.
Square. The house next door was empty,
possibly 11 belonjBjed to Mr. Bates. He had
a whim for furnishing a room or two in an
empty house, or perhaps there was some
nwre sinister purpose behind it. Anyway,
after you had blundered on the place and
had taken your life in your hands, it became
necessary for the man to disappear from
No. 74. Therefore, he had that furniture
removed at once. T daresay 'f we investi-
gated the house carefully \ should find
that there was some mesLis of communication
between the two ; at le„v3t, that is the only
exphination I cei* think oi."

'You've got IL/' Gurdon cried. "Any
money, you are right. But I am sorry this
man has vanished in this mysterious way,
because it checks our investigations at the
very outset. The last thing you wanted in
this matter was police interference. Now
the whole thing has got into the papers,
and the public are sure to take the matter
up. It is the very cl? 3S of mystery that

G
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the cheap press loves to dwell upon. It

has all the attributes of the cause cilebre.

Here is a handsome man, picturesque looking,
a cripple into the bargain, a man leading
an absolutely secluded life, and the very
last person in the world one would expect
to have enemies. He is very rich, too, and
lives in one of the finest houses in the West
End of London. He disappears in the most
mysterious manner. Unless I am greatly
mistaken, within the next two or three days
London will be discussing this matter and
the newspapers will be full of it."

"I am afraid you are right," Venner
admitted; "but I don't see how we are
going to gain anything by telling the police
what we have found out. As you know, I

investigated this matter solely in the interests
of the woman I love, and with the one in-

tention of freeing her life from the cloud
that hangs over it. In any other circum-
stances I would go direct to Scotland Yard
and tell them everything we know. But
not now. I think you wiH agree with me
that we should go our own way and say
nothing to anybody about our discovery."
The events of the next day or so fully

verified the fears of the two friends. The
Bates case appealed powerfully to the large
section of the public who delight in crimes
of the m5rsterious order. Within a couple
of days most of the papers were devoting
much space to the problem. It so hap-
pened, too, that the week was an exceedingly
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barren one from a news point of view

;

therefore, the Bates case had the place of
honour. There was absolutely no fresh in-
formation, not a single line that pointed
to a definite solution of the problem. In-
deed, the ingenious way in which most of
the papers contrived to fill some three
columns a day was beyond all praise. But
both Gurdon and Venner searched in vain
for a scrap of information that threw any
light on the identity of the missing man.
His habits were described at some length,
a tolerably accurate description of his house-
hold appeared in several quarters; hut
nothing very much beyond that. The
missing man's servants were exceedingly
reticent, and if they knew anything what-
ever about their master they had preferred
to confide it to the police in preference to
the inquisitive reporter. Not a single relative
turned up, though it was generdly under-
stood that the missing man was possessed
of considerable property.

It was on the third day that Venner began
to see daylight. One of the evening papers
had come out with a startling letter which
seemed to point to a clue, though it con-
veyed nothing to the police. Venner came
round to Gurdon's rooms with a copy of the
evening paper in his hand. He laid it before
his friend and asked him to read the letter,
which, though it contained but a few lines,
was of absorbing interest to both of them.

" You see what this man says ? " Venner
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remarked. "He appears to be a working-
man who got himself into trouble over a
drinking bout. Two days ago he was
charged before the magistrate with being
drunk and disorderly, and was sentenced
to a fine of forty shillings or fourteen days'
imprisonment. According to his story, the
money was not forthcoming, therefore he
was taken to gaol. At the end of two days
his friends contrived to obtain the necessary
cash and he was released. He writes aU
this to show how it was that he was entirely
ignorant of the startling events which had
taken place in the Bates case. This man
goes on to say that on the night when Mr.
Bates disappeared he was passing Ports-
mouth Square on his way home from some
public-house festivities. He was none too
sober, and has a hazy recollection of what
he saw. He recollects quite clearly, now
that he has time to think the matter over,
seeing a cab standing at the comer of the
square within three doors of No. 75. At
the same time, a telegraph boy called at
No. 75 with a message. It was at this point
that the narrator of the story stopped to
light his pipe. It was rather a windy
evening, so that he used several matches
in the process. Anyway, he stood there
long enough to see the telegraph boy deliver
his message to a gentleman who appeared
to have great difficulty in getting to the
door. No sooner had the telegraph boy
gone than the gentleman crept slowly and
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painfull}' down the steps and walked in the
direction of the cab. Then somebody
stepped from the cab and accosted the
cripple, who, beyond all question, was the
mysterious Bates. The w.iter of the letter
says that he heard a sort of cry, then some-
one called out something in a language that
he was unable to understand. He rather
thinks it was Portuguese, because amongst
his fellow workmen is a Portuguese artisan,
and the language sounded something like his."

^^

" We are getting on," Gurdon said.
"That little touch about the Portuguese
language cleariy points to Fenwick."
"Of course, it does," Venner went on.

" But that is not quite all. The letter goes
on to say that something like a struggle
took place, after which the cripple gentleman
was bundled into the cab, which was driven
away. It was a four-wheeled cab, and the
peculiarity about it was that it had india-
rubber tyres, which is a i-i0£,t unusual thing
for the typical growler. The author of all
this information says that the struggle
appeared to be of no very desperate nature,
for it was followed by nothing in the way
of a call for help. Indeed, the workman
who is telling all this seemed to think that
it was more or less in the way of what he
calls a spree. He said nothing whatever
to the police about it, fearing perhaps that
he himself was in no fit state to tell a story

;

and, besides, there was just the possibility
that he might find himself figuring before a
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magistrate the next morning. That is the
whole of the letter, Gurdon, which though
It conveys very little to the authorities, is
full of pregnant information for ourselves.
At any rate, it teUs us quite clearly that
Fenwick was at the bottom of this outrage."

Quite right," Gurdon said. " The little
touch about the Portuguese language proves
that. Is there anything else in the letter
hkely to be useful to us ?

"

" No, I have given you the whole of it.
rersonaUy, the best thing we can do is to go
and mterview the writer, who has given his
name and address. A smaU, but judicious,
outlay m the matter of beer wiU cause him
to tell us all we want to know."

It w^ somewhere in the neighbourhood
of the docks where the man who had given
his name as James Taylor was discovered
later on m the day. The man was a fairly
mteUigent type of labourer, who obtained
a more or less precarious livelihood as a
docker. As a rule, he worked hard enough
four or five hours a day when things were
brisk, and, in slack periods when money
was scarce, he spent the best part of his daym bed. He had one room in a large tene-
ment house, where the friends found him
partially dressed and reading a sporting
paper. He was not disposed to be com-
municative at first, but the suggestion of
somethmg in the way of liquid refreshment
stimulated his good-nature.
"Right you are," he said. "I've had
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nothing tonlay besides a mouthful of break-
fast, and when I've paid my rent I shall
have a solitary tamier left ; but I 'ope you
gents are not do\»'n here with a view of
getting a poor chap into trouble ?

"

Gurdon hasteiied to reas8'.ire him on that
head. He was balancing a half-sovereign
thoughtfully on his forefinger.

" We are not going to hurt you at all,"
he said. "We want you to give us a little
information. In proof of what I say you
can take this half-sovereign and obtain what
liquid refreshment you require. Also, you
can keep the change. If you don't like my
proposal, there is an end of the matter."
"Don't be short, guv'nor," Taylor re-

sponded. " I like that there proposition
of yours so well that I'm going to take it

;

'alf-sovereigns ain't so plentiful as all that
comes to. If you just wait a moment, I'll

be back in 'alf a tick. Then I'll tell you all
you want to know."
The man was back again presently, and

professed himself ready to answer any ques-
tions that might be put to him. His manner
grew just a little suspicious as Venner men-
tioned the name of Bates.
"You don't look like police," he said

•'Speaking personally, I ain't fond of 'en
and I don't want to get into trouble."

" We have no connection whatever with
the police," Venner said. "In fact, we
would rather not have anything to do with
them. It so happens that we are both
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interested in the gentleman that you saw
getting into the cab the other night. I
have read your letter in the paper, and I
am quite prepared to believe every word of
it. The only thing we want to know is
whether you saw the man in the cab "

"Which one?" Taylor asked. "There
were two blokes in the cab."
"This is very interesting," Venner mur-

mured. " I shaU be greatly obliged to you
if you will describe both of them."
"I couldn't describe the one, guv'nor"

Taylor replied. "His back was to me aU
the time, and when you come to think of
it, I wasn't quite so clear in the head as I
might have been. But I caught a glimpse
of the other cove's mug ; as he looked out
of the cab the light of the lamp shone on
his face. He'd got a big cloak on, as far as
I could judge, with the coUar turned up
about his throat, and a soft hat on his head.
He knocks the hat off looking out of the
cab wmdow, then I see as 'is head was baJd
like a bloomm' egg, and yeUow, same as if he
had been painted. I can't tell you any more
than that, not if you was to give me another
alf-sovereign on the top of the first one."

a-^'J"^*
another question," Gurdon said.

Then we won't bother you any more
About what age do you suppose the man
was ?

"

Taylor paused thoughtfully for a moment
before he replied.

" Well, I should think he was about fifty-
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five to sixty/' he said. " Looked like some
sort of a foreigner."

^^
"That will do, thank you," Venner said.

" We will not detain you any longer. At
the same time I should be obliged if you
would keep this information to yourself;
but, of course, if the police question you,
you will have to speak. But a discreet
silence on the subject of this visit of ours
would be esteemed."

Taylor winked and nodded, and the friends
departed, not displeased to get away from
the stuffy and vitiated atmosphere of
Taylor's room. On the whole, they were
not dissatisfied with the result of their ex-
pedition. At any rate, they had now proof
positive of the fact that Fenwick was at
the bottom of the mysterious disappearance
of the man called Bates.

" I don't quite see what we are going to
do next," Venner said. " So far, we have
been exceedingly fortunate to find ourselves
in possession of a set of clues which would
be exceedingly valuable to the police. But
how we are going to use these clues is quite
another matter. What do you suggest ?

"

" Keeping a close eye upon Fenwick at
any rate. For that purpose it would not
be a bad idea to employ a private inquiry
agent. He need know nothing of what we
are after."

Thereupon it was decided that Gurdon
was to dine with Venner that night and go
fully into the matter.



CHAPTER X.

an?I

THE SECONI FINGER.

It was, perhaps, fortunate for all concerned
that, though Venner was so closely identified
by the irony of Fate with the movements
of Mark Fenwick, he was not known to the
latter personally, though they had been
almost side by side three years ago in Mexico.
Therefore, it was possible f t Venner to get
a table in the dining-room quite close to that
of the alleged millionaire. It was all the
more fortunate, as thin&[s subsequently
turned out, that Fenwick had returned to
town the same afternoon and had announced
his intention of dining at the hotel the same
evening. This information Venner gave to
Gurdon when the latter turned up about
half-past seven. Then the host began to
outline the plan of campaign which he had
carefully thought out.

" Fenwick is dining over there," he said.
" He generally sits with his back to the
wall, and I have had our table so altered
that we can command all his movements.
Vera, of course, will dine with him. Naturally
enough, she will act as if we were absolute
strangers to her. That will be necessary."

io6



1

THE SECOND FINGER. 107

"Of course," Gurdon admitted. "But
isn't it a strange thing that you should be
an absolute stranger to Fenwick ?

"

"Well, it docs seem strange on the face
of it. But it is capable of the easiest ex-
planation. You see, when I first met Vera,
she was at school in a town somewhere
removed from the Four Finger Mine. I
saw a good deal of her there, and when
finally she went up country, we were prac-
tically engaged. At her urgent request the
engagement was kept a secret, and when
I followed to the mines it was distmctly
understood that I should not call at Fen-
wick's house or make myself known to him
except in the way of business. As it

happens, we never did meet in the way of
business, and whenever I saw Vera it was
usually by stealtl. The very marriage was
a secret one, and you may charge me fairly
with showing great weakness in the matter.
But there, I have told you the story before,
and you must make the best of it. On
the whole, I am glad things turned out as
they did, for now I can play my cards in the
game against Fenwick without his even
suspecting that he has me for an opponent.
It is certainly an advantage in my favour."
Venner had scarcely ceased speaking before

Fenwick and Vera appeared. She gave one
timid glance at Venner; then, averting
her eyes, she walked demurely across to her
place at the table. Fenwick followed, look-
ing downcast and moody, and altogether
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unlike a man who k supposed to be the
happy possessor of millions. His manner
was curt and irritable, and he seemed dis-
posed to find fault with ever3rthing. Venner
noticed, too, that though the man ate very
little, he partook of far more champagne
than was ^ood for anyone. Thanks no doubt
to the wme, the man's dark mood lifted

presently, and he began chatting to Vera.
The two men at the other table appeared
to be deeply interested in their dinner,
though, as a matter of fact, th^ were
listening intently to every word that Fenwick
was saying. He was talking glibly enough
now about some large house in the country
which he appeared to have taken for the winter
months. Vera listened with polite indifference.
"In Kent," Fenwick was saying. "Not

very far from Canterbury. A fine old house,
filled with grand furniture, just the sort of
place you'd like. I've made all arrange-
ments, and the sooner we get away from
Loudon the better I shall be pleased."

"It will be rather dull, I fear," Vera
replied. "I don't suppose that I shall get
on very well with county people

"

"Hang the county people," Fenwick
growled. " Who cares a straw for them ?

Not but what they'll come along fast enough
when they hear that Mark Fenwick, the
millionaire, is in their midst. Still, there is

a fine park round the house, and you'll be
able to get as much riding as you want."

Venner watching furtively saw that Vera
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was interested for the first time. He had
not foreotten the fact that she was an ex-
ceedingly fine horsewonum; he recollected
now the glorious rides they had had together.
Interested as he was in the mysterious set
of circumstances which had wound them-
selves into his life, he was not without hope
now that this change would enable hun to
see more of Vera than was possible in
London. In the lonely country he would
be able to plan meetings with her ; indeed,
he had made up his mind to leave London
as soon as Vera had gone. Moreover, in
this instance, duty and inclination pointed
the same way. If the mystery was to be
solved and Vera freed from her intolerable
burden, it would be essential that every
movement of Fenwick's should be carefully
watched. The only way to carry out this
plan successfully would be to follow him
mto Kent.

" You heard that ? " he murmured to
Gurdon. " We must find out exactly where
this place is, and then look out some likely
quarters in the neighbourhood. I must con-
trive to see Vera and learn her new address
before she goes."

" No reason to worry about that," Gurdon
said. "It will all be in the papers, the
doings of these monied men are chronicled
as carefully now as the movements of
royalty. It is any odds when you take
up your Morning Post in the morning that
you will know not only exactly where
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Fenwick is going to spend the winter, but
get an exact history of the house. So far
as I can see we might finish our dinner and
go off to a theatre. We are not likely to
hear any more to-ni^ht, and all this mystery
and worry is beginning to get on my nerves.
What do you say to an hour or two at the
Gaiety ?

"

Venner pleaded for a few moments' delay.
So lar as he was personally concerned he
felt very unlike the frivolity of the typical
musical comedv; but still, he had finished
his dinner by this time and was not dispc^ed
to be churlish. Fenwick had now com-
pleted his repast also, and was sipping his
coffee in an amiable frame of mind, needlebs
apparently of business worries of all kinds.
At the same moment a waiter came into

the room and advanced to the n^*"ionaire*s
table with a small parcel in his hand.

•' A letter for you, sir. An express letter
which has just arrived. Will you be good
enough to sign the receipt ?

"

" Confound the people,^' Fenwick growled.
" Can't you leave me alone for half an hour
when I am having my dinner ? Take the
thing up to m> room. You sign it, Vera."

^^
"I'll sign it, of course," Vera replied.

" But don't you think you had better open
the parcel ? It may be of some importance.
People don't usually send express letters
at this time of night unless they are urgent.
Or, shall I open it for you ?

"

The waiter had gone by this time, taking
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the r ceipt for the letter with him. With a
gesture Fenwick signified to Vera that she
miffht open the parcel. She cut the string
and opened the flat packet, disclosing a
small object in tissue paper inside. This
she handed to Fenwick, who tore the paper
off leisurely. Then the decorous silence of
the room was startled by the sound of an
oath uttered in tones of mtense fury.

•' Curse the thing I
" Fenwick cried. His

yellow face was wet and ghastly now. The
big purple veins stood out like cords on his
forehead. "Am I never to be free from
the terror of this mystery ? Where did it

come from ? How could it be possible when
the very man I have most reason to dread
is no longer m a position

"

The speaker broke off suddenly, as if

conscious that he was betraying himself.
The little object in the tissue paper lay on
the table in such a position that it was im-
possible for Venner or Gurdon to see what
It was, but they could give a pietty shrewd
guess. Venner looked inquiringly at his
friend.

" Well, what do you suppose it is ? " he
asked.

" Personally, I have no doubt whatever
as to what it is," Gurdon said. "I am as
sure as if I held the thing in my hand at the
present moment. It is the second finger
which at some time or another was attached
to Fenwick's hand."
"You've got it," Venner .said. "Upon
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my word, the farther we §o with this thing
the more complicated it becomes. No
sooner do we clear up one point than a dozen
fresh ones arrive. Now, is not this

amazing ? We know perfectly well that the
man whom we have to call Bates has been
kidnapped by our interesting friend oppo-
site, and yet here the second warning arrives

just as if Bates were still free to carry out
his vengeance. What can one make of it ?

"

" Well, the logical conclusion is that Bates
has an accomplice. I fail to see any other
way of accounting for it."

Fenwick still sat there mopping his heated
face and turning a disgusted eye upon the
little object on the table. He seemed to be
terribly distressed and upset, though there
was nothing like the scene on the previous
occasion, and, doubtless, few diners besides
Venner and Gurdon knew that an5d:hing

out of the common was taking place there.

But they were watching everything care-

fully ; they noted Fenwick's anxious face,

they could hear his stertorous breathing.

Though he had dined so freely he called

for brandy now, a large glass of which he
drank without any addition whatever.
Then his agitation became less uncontrollable,

a little natural colour crept into his cheeks.

Without glancing at it he slipped the little

object on the table into his pocket and rose

more or less unsteadily to his feet.
" I have had a shock," he muttered. " T

don't deny that I have had a terrible shock.
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You don't understand it, Vera, and I hope
you never will. I wish I had never touched
that accursed mine. I wish it had been
fathoms under the sea before I heard of it,
but the mischief has been done now, and I
shall have to go on to the end. You can
stay here if you like—as to me, I am going
to my own room. I want to be alone for a
bit and think this matter out."
Fenwick lurched across the room with

the air of a man who is more or less intoxi-
cated, though his head was clear enough
and his faculties undimmed. StiU, hir, limbs
were trembling under him and he groped
his way to the door with the aid of a table
here and there. It was perhaps rather a
risky thing to do, but Venner immediately
crossed over and took the seat vacated so
recently by Fenwick. Vera welcomed him
shyly, but it was palpable that she was ill

at ease. She would have risen had not
Venner detained her.

"Don't you think you are very impru-
dent ? '' she said. " Suppose he should change
his^ mind and come back here again ?

"

"I don't think there is much chance of
that,'' Venner said, grimly. " Fenwick will
only be too glad to be by himself for a bit.
But tell me, dearest, what was it that gave
him such a shock ?

"

^
" I don't understand it at all," Vera said.
It was something to do with that dreadful

mine and the vengeance connected with it.
This is the second time the same thing has

H
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happened within the last few days, and I

fear that it will culmijiate sooner or later
in some fearful tragedy. I have some hazy
idea of the old legend, but I have almost
forgotten what it is."

" I don't think you need worry about
that," Venner said. "Though it will have
to be spoken of again when the whole thing
is cleared up ; but now I wish to talk to you
on more personal matters. Did I not under-
stand Fenwick to say to-night that he was
taking a large house somewhere in Kent ?

"

"That is his intention, I believe," Vera
replied. "I understand it is a large, dull

Flace in the heart of the coimtry. Personally
am not looking forward to it with the

least pleasure. Tilings are bad enough here
in London, but there is always the com-
fortable feeling that one is protected here,
whereas in a lonely neighbourhood the
feeling of helplessness grows very strong."

" You are not likely to be lonely or
neglected," Venner smiled. "As soon as I

have definitely ascertained where you are
going, Gurdon and myself will follow. It

is quite necessary that we should be some-
where near you ; but, of course, if you
object " ^

But Vera was not objecting. Her face
flushed with a sudden happiness. Th*^ know-
ledge that the man she loved was going to be
so near her filled her with a sense of comfort.

" Don't you think it will be dangerous ?
"

she asked.
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' Not in the least," Venner said. " Don't

forget that I am a stranger to Mark Fenwick,
which remark applies with equal force to
Gurdon. And if we take a fancy to spend
a month or two hunting in the neighbour-
hood of Canterbury, surely there is nothing
suspicious in that. I am looking forward
to the hunting as a means whereby we may
manage to get some long rides together.
And even if Fenwick does find it out, it will
be easy to explain to him that yon made
my acquaintance on the field of spoi ."

" I am glad to hear you say that," Vera
whispered. "I may be wrong, of course,
but I feel that strange things are going to
happen, and that ± shall need your presence
to eive me courage."
Vera might have said more, but a waiter

came into the room at the same moment
with an intimation to the effect that lilr.

Fenwick desired to speak to her. She flitted
away now, and there was nothing for it but
for Venner to fall in with Gurdon's sug-
gestion as to a visit to the theatre.

It was not long after breakfast on the
following morning that Venner walked into
Gurdon's rooms with a new proposal.

" I have been thinking out this con-
founded thing," he said. " I have an idea

;

as you know, the house where you had your
adventure the other night is empty, it has
occurred to me that perhaps it may be to
let. If so, we are going to call upon the
agent in the characters of prospective
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tenants. What I want to do is to ascertain
if possible the name of the owner of the
premises."

"I see," Gurdon said thoughtfully. "I
am ready for you now."

It was some little time before the friends
got on the right track, but they found the
right man at length. The agent was not
quite sure whether he was in a position at
present to make any definite arrangements
on the part of the owner.
"I presume he wants to let the house,"

he said, "though I have no instructions,
and it is some considerable time since I
have heard from my client. You see, he
lives abroad."

" Can't you give us his address," Venner
asked, " and let us write to him direct ?
It would save time."
"That I fear is equally impossible," the

agent explained. " My client wanders about
from place to place, and I haven't the
remotest idea where to find him. However
I'll do my best."

" You might tell us his name," Venner said
" Certainly. His name is Mr. Le Fenu."
" What do you make of it ? " Venner

said, when once more he and Gurdon were
in the street. "I see you have forgotten
what the name of Le Fenu implies. Don't
you remember my telling you that the
onginal owner of the Four Finger Mine who
was murdered by the Dutchman, Van Fort
was called Le Fenu .?

" '
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AN UNEXPECTED MOVE.
On the whole the discovery was startling
enough. It proved to demonstration that
the man who caUed himself Bates must have
been m some way connected with the one-
time unfortunate owner of the Four FingerMme There was very little said as the
two friends walked down the street together
Venner paused presently, and stood as if
an Idea had occurred to him.
"I have a notion that something will

come of this " he said. " I had a greatmmd to go l»ck to the agent's and t?y to
get the key of the empty house under some
pretext or another."

askd^* ^° ^^" ^^* ^* ^^^^'' Gurdon

*J'^,f^r ^^^ ^^® *^^* ^ want it for anv-
thmg, Venner admitted. " I have a vague
idea a shadowy theory, that I am on the
right track at last, but I may be wrong
especiaUy as I am dealing with so unscrupu-

T ?^^ W'^i'"''^ ^ Fenwick. AU the same,
I think I n step round to that agent's office
this afternoon and get the key. Sooner or
later, 1 shaU want a town house, and I don't
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see why that Portsmouth Square place
shouldn't suit me very well."

Vernier was true to his intention, and laterm the afternoon was once more closeted
with the house-agent.

" Do you really want to let the place ?
"

he asked.
" Well, upon my word, sir, I'm not quite

sure, the agent replied. " As I said before,
It IS such a difficult matter to get in contact
with the owner."

" But unless he wanted to let it, why did
he put It in your hands?" Venner asked.

StiU, you can try to communicate with
mm, and it will save time if you let me have
the keys to take measurements and get
estimates for the decorating, and so on. I
will give you any references you require."

Oh, there can be no objection to that,"
the agent replied. "Yes, you can have
the keys now, if you like. You are not in
the least likely to run away with the place."

Venner departed presently with the keysm his possession, and made his way back
to the hotel. He had hardly reached his
own room before a waiter came in with a
note for him. It was from Vera, with an
urgent request that Venner would see her
at once, and the intimation that there would
be no danger in his going up to the suite of
rooms occupied by Mark Fenwick. Venner
tost no time in answering this message.
He felt vaguely uneasy and alarmed,
burely, there must be something wrong, or

*i
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Vcro would not have sent for him in thissndden manner. He could not quite see
either, how it was that he could c^ at F^-
wicks rooms without risk. However, he
hesitated no longer, but knocked at the^t^ door of the self-contained rooms,

y^hl^U^^^
was presently answered by

"You can come in," she said. " I am ab-
solutdy alone. Mr. Fenwick has gone off in a
great hurry with all his assistants,Ind my ownmaid wiU not be back for some'uttle tW

But » there no chance of Fenwickcommg back ? » Venner asked. I" If he^ught me here now, all my plans would benuned My dearest girl, why don't you
leave him and come to me ? I declare itmakes me miserable to know that you are
constantly m contact with such a man as that.

^t **i
^ y^^ ^®^® ^y reiatiQn to him."

oii»> V S°?.<^«ss* I am no relation at

*Ht
Vera rephed. " It is not for my own

» J?** ^ ^^^^ ^ this humiliation."

u V^^^' ^V ^^^^ it ? " Venner urged.

^h..^"^^ ^ ^^'l"* ^^^P "myself. Because
there is someone else whom I have to look
after and shield from harm. Some day vouwiU know the whole truth, but not yet
because my lips are sealed. But I did notbrmg you here to talk about myself. There
are other and more urgent matters. I am
perfectly sure that something very wrongK going on here. Not long after breakfast
this mommg, Mr. Fenwick was sitting here
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reading the paper, when he suddenly rose in
a state of great agitation and began sending
telegrams right and left. I am certain thS
there was terribly disturbing intelligence in
that paper ; but what it was, I, of course,
cannot say. I have looked everywhere for
a clue and aU in vain. No sooner were the
telegrams despatched than the three or four
men here, whom Mr. Fenwick calls his clerks
gathered all his papers and things together
and sent them ofif by express vans. Mr.
Fenwick told me that ever3rthing was going
to the place that he had taken at Canterburv.
but I don't believe that, because none of the
boxes were labelled. Anyway, they have all

fone, and I am to remam here until I hear
from Mr. Fenwick again."

Venner began to understand ; in the light
of his superior knowledge it was plain to 5m
that these men had been interrupted in some
work, and that they feared the grip of the law.
He expressed a wish to see the paper which had
been the cause of aU the trouble. The news-
sheet lay on the floor where Fenwick had

,?S?.**i.^^
Venner took it up in his hands.

u i ., ^?^ "°* ^^^ disturbed ? " he asked.
No Vera replied. " I thought it best not

to. I have looked at both sides of the paper
myself, but I have not turned over a leaf. You
see It must have been on one side or another
of this sheet that the disturbing news appeared
and that is why I have not looked further'
Perhaps you wiU be able to pick out the par-
ticular paragraph ? There is plenty of time."
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V&ry carefuUy Vcnner scanned the columns

Of the paper. He came at length to some-
thuM; that seemed to him to bear upon the
sudden change of plans which appeared to
have been forced upon Fenwick. The para-
graph m question was not a long one. and
emanated from the New York correspondent
of the Datly Herald.

" ii^\u^^
mformed," the paragraph ran,

that the police here believe that at length
they are on the track of the clever gang of
international swindlers who were so successfulm their bank forgeries two years ago.
Naturally enough, the authorities are very
' eticent as to names and other details, but
they declare that they have made a dis-
covery which embraces what is practically a
new crune, or, at any rate, a very ingenious
vanant upon an old one. As far as we can
understand, the police were first put on the
track bv the discovery of the fact that the
Head of the gang had recently transported
some boxes of gold dust to London. Quite
by accident this discovery was made, and,
at first, the police were under the impression
that the gold had been stolen. When, how-
ever, they had proved beyond the shadow
of a doubt that the gold in question was
honestly the property of the gang, they
naturaUy began to ask themselves what it
was mtended for. As the metal could be
so e^ily transferred into cash, what was
the object of the gang in taking the gold to
Europe? This question the Head of the
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Criminal Investigation Department feeb
fmte sure that he has successfully solved,
he public may look for startling develop-

ments before long. Meanwhile, two of the
smartest detectives in New York are on
their way to Europe, and are expected to
reach Liverpool by the Umbria to-day."
"There is the source of the trouble,"

Venner said. " I hardly care about telling
you how I know, because the less informa-
tion you have on this head the better. And
I don t want your face to betray you to the
sharp eyes of Mark Fenwick. But I am
absolutdy certain that that paragraph is
the source of all the mischief."
"I daresay it is," Vera sighed. " I feel

so imUy lonely and frightened sometimes,
so afraid of something terrible happening,
that I fed mchned to run away and hide
myself. What shall I do now, though Iam afraid you cannot help me ?

"

'/,
I can hdp you in a way you little dream

of, Venner said through his teeth. "For
the present, at any rate, you had better do
exactly as Fenwick tdls you. I am not going
to leave you here aU alone, when we have
a chance Uke this ; after dinner, I am goine
to take you to a theatre. Meanwhile, I must
leave you now, as I have much work to do, and
there is no time to be lost. It will be no fault
of mine if you are not absolutely free from
Mark Fenwick before many days have passed."
Venner sat alone at dinner, keeping a

critical eye open for whatever might be going
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rS^f*'^ *''"'•. "?^ "^^^ one or two little

to l^^i'Si -"^"^
''fT 1**;°"*'^ expected

to iwn wmething useful before midnight.me meal had not proceeded very far whentwo ttrangers came In and took their placw

aU ^^}^ ""^"^ ^' They were In evening
dress and appeared to be absolutely at home

materially from the other dinere aboutthem. On the whole, they might have

just touched civilisation after a long lapse
of time. Venner noticed that th^ both

^m!? ."^ sparingly, and that they»e^ to get through their dinner ^
speedily as possible, ftey went of! to the

l«'?^vP''^^*i>'„*° ^"^""^ over their coffee,and Venner followed them. He droppedmto a seat by their side.
«*"Fpca

'aX^^^"^^ forgotten me, Mr. Egan." he
said to the smaller man of the two " Don't
you remember that night in the Bowerywhen I^ fortunate enough to help you to
lav hands on th^ nMr^ri^Za t *^i<_i "

other cried. ''This is my friend, Giady.
^ aaj^ay you have heard of him."

Of course I have," Venner replied.
Mr. Grady is quite as celebrated in hisway as you are yourself. But you see

^^rZ"^ ^ *r^ ^^.^",^ *^^ * keen interest
'" cnme and crimmals, and some of mym
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experiences in New York would make a
respectable volume. When I heard that you
were coming over here "

" You heard we were coming here ?

"

Egan said significantly. •• I should very
much hke to know how you heard that

"

"Oh
y*>?. j;««^'* ^ alarmed," Venner

laughed. "Nobody has betrayed your
secret mission to Europe, though, stranirelv
enough, I fancy I shall be in a position to
give you some considerable assistance. I
happened to see a paragraph in the Herald
to-day alludmg to a mysterious gang of
swmdlers who had hit upon a novel form
of crime—something to do with gold dust.
I bdieve it was. At the end of the para-
graph it stated that two of the smi^est
detectives in the New York force were
commg over here, and, therefore, it was
quite fau- to infer that you might be one of
them. In any case, if you had not been,
I could have introduced myself to vour
colleagues and used your name."
E^an looked relieved, but he said nothing.
You are quite right to be reticent,"

Venner said. But, as I remarked before,
I think I can help you in this business.
You hoped to lay hands on the man vou
wanted in this same hotel."

" Oh, I quite see you know something,"
Egan rephed. " As a matter of fact, we are
a long way at present from being in a position
to lay hands on our man with a reasonable
hope of convicting him. There will be a
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great deal of watching to do first, and a lot
of delicate detective work. That is the
worst of these confounded newspapers.How that paragraph got into the Herald
I dont know, but it is coing to cause
Grady and myself a great deal of trouble.
To be quite candid, we did expect to find
our man here, but when he had vanished
as he did, just before we arrived, I knew at
once that somebody must have been «vinK
him mformation." *

"Do I know the name of the man ?

"

Venner asked.
" If you don't, I certainly can't tell you."

Egan said. " One has to be cautious, even
« Jf® discreet a gentleman as yourself."
That's very weU," Venner ^id. " But

it so hapi>ens that I am just as much
interested m this individual as yourselfNow let me describe him. He is short and
stout, he IS between fifty and sixty years
of age, he has beady black eyes, and a little
hooked nose like a parrot. Also, he has an
enormous bald head, and his colouring is
strongly like that of a yellow tomato. If Iam mistaken, then I have no further interestm the matter."

^
''Oh, you're not mistaken," Egan said.
Ihat is our man right enough. But tellme su- do you happen to know what his

particular Ime is just at present ?
"

''I have a pretty good idea," Venner
said; but I am not quite sure as yet
I have been making a few mquiries, and thev
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all tend to confirm my theory, but I am
afraid I c?nno+ stay here discussing the
matter any longer, as I have an important
appointnient elsewhere. Do you propose to
stay at the Empire Hotel for any time ?

"

Egan replied that it all depended upon
circumstances. They were in no way
pressed for time, and as they were there
on State business they were not limited as
to expenses. With a remark to the effect
that they might meet again later on in the
evening, Venner went on his way and stood
waiting for Vera at the foot of the stairs.
She came down presently, and they entered
a cab together.

" We won't go to a theatre at all," Venner
said. " We will try one of the music halls,
and we shall be able to talk better there,
and if we have a box we shall be quite secure
from observation."

" It is all the same to me," Vera smiled. " I
care very little where I go so long as we are
together. How strange it is that you should
have turned up in this extraordinary way 1

"

" There is nothing strange about it at all,"
Venner said. " It is only Fate making for
the undoing of the criminal. It may be an
old-fashioned theory of mine, but justice
always overtakes the rogue sooner or later,
and Fenwick's time is coming. I have been
the instrument chosen to bring about his
downfall, and save you from your terrible
position. If you would only confide in
me "
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u Tu^^* .
^ can't, dearest," Vera said,

for f^!*"^
somel5)dy eke. If it were not

S?f *Tr'^^u ®"* ^°^^'* ^^* ^ talkaDout It. T.et us have two delightful hours

The linie passed all too quickly in the

VW^^^^'^ .1^«« of the boxes f indeed,Vera sat up with a start when the orchestr^^an to play the National Anthem. Sseemed impossible that the hour was close

V??a lZ^I\ ^ ^V^^ performance itself.Vera could have said very little. She hadbeen far too engrossed in her companion toheed what was taking place upon the stageCome along," Venner said. "It hasbeen a deUghtful time, but all too br^T

voTyJT^ Ik PS*/i^" ^ ^ *^ah and send

srGS:don'''''
''*^' ^ ' '^^^ '' ^' -^

mZf* "!?^^ "^ ^^'^"^ to this arrange-ment, and presently was being conveyed

f^i?^
^"^
i?5 ¥**^^' ^h^st Vennir thought-Mly walked down the street. Late af twas, the usual crop of hoarse yeUing news-b03^ were ranging the pavement and^forcing

their wares on the unwiUing passers-by.
^

Qfor+r /^"i ^""^^ ^^- I^te ' Special.'Startlmg development of the Bates CaseThe mystery solved."
*

" Hwc **^® °''^- ?^ t^°^^>" Venner said.Heres sixpence for you, and you cankeep the change. CaU me that cab there "



CHAPTER XII.

THE HOUSE NEXT DOOR.

Venner lost no time in reaching the rooms
of his friend Gm-don, and was fortunate
enough to find the latter at home. He was
hard at work on some literary matter, but
he pushed his manuscript aside as Venner
came excitedly into the room.

" Well, what is it ? " he asked. " Any-
thing fresh ? But your face answers that
question. Have you found Bates ?

"

" No, I haven't," Venner said ;
" but he

seems to have been discovered. I bought
this paper just now in Piccadilly, but I

have not been able to look at it yet. It is

stated here that the mystery has been solved."
** Hsmd it over," Gurdon cried excitedly.

" Let's see if we can find it. Ah ! here we
are. The Press Association has just re-

ceived a letter which appears to come from
Mr. Bates himself. He sa5rs he is very
much annoyed at all this fuss and bother
in the papers about his so-called kidnapping.
He goes on to say that he was called to the
Continent by pressing business, and that
he had not even time to tell his servants
he was going, as it was imperatively neces-



THE HOUSE NEXT DOOR. j^

tolr).wl''*-l5°"''*
"^^"^ ^^'^ ™<J"ight boatto Dieroe. The correspondent of tSe Pr«sAssociation says that ^t. Bates has iSmtemewed by a foreign joumSst who faabsolutely cotain as to^ hfe idSitW More!ovCT, an official has caUed at Mr Rtt^

Si7Zi^f/;Z\^'^' ''*' serTaJits^h'I^e

wr ^T?'"'^ '•" *« next twrmont^m my dear man, that seems to bT vSy
M^&r ^^t^^*L^y disposes of th^

^^Ded rL*^^**''^ mysteriously kid-napped. I am rather sorry for this in a wav

n^™ tX*' '"
°"f *f'»««

a^d maSnecessw to begin our task aU over again."

said "T iJ^'''^? *°'<^ °* it," Venner

WMcomlnJ^nT '*' f gigantic bluff. Iwas coming to see you to-ntht in anv casAbut after buying that paper'l cameTn htr'ewl .i?r *^^* '*^^ ^f *^« Press

thkT % .r. •

"^^' ""^ ^ ^^S decidedlythin, here is a man living comfortably

myst'eriouf^r'^^"'^ f^^^^'^^ ^ ^ -o tmystenous manner, and nothing is heardof hmi for some time. Directly the Dublic

seu It would have been quite another

rtuer from1 "'/^"^ **^^*' ^^ writesa letter from abroad, or sends a telegram
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or something of that kind, saying that he
has been called away on urgent business.
That might pass easily enough, but mark
what follows. He writes to his servants
asking them to join him at once in some
foreign town because he has let his house
for two months, and the new tenant wishes
to get in without delay. Did ever any-
body hear anything so preposterous ? Just
as if a man would let a house in that break-
neck fashion without giving his servants due
warning. The thing is not to be thought of."

" Then you think the servants have been
lured away on a focls' errand?" Gurdon
asked. " You don't think there is anvbodv
in the house ?

"

J J

" Oh, yes, I do," Vernier said drily. "
I

hav a very strong opinion that there are
people in the house, and I also have a pretty
shrewd idea as to who they are. It
happens, also, that I am in a position to testmy the y without delay."

" How do you propose to do that ?

"

Gurdon asked.
" Quite easily. After I left you this after-

noon I went back to the agent and succeededm obtaming possession of the keys of the
empty house in Portsmouth Square. My
excuse was that I wanted to go into detaU
and to take measurements and the like.
I need not remind you that Bates' house
is next door to the empty one. In fact,
there is no question that both houses belong
to the same person. You will remember, also,
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the mysterious way in which that furniture
vwmhed from the scene of your adventure."

Oh, I remember that aU right," Gurdon
said gnmly. "But aU the same I don't
quite see what you are driving at."

" The thing is quite plain. That furniture
did not vanish through the prosaic medium
of a van, nor was it carted through the
front door from one house to the other.
The two houses communicated in some way
and it will be our business to find the door!
As I have the keys and every legitimate
excuse for being on the premises, we can
proceed to make our investigations without
the slightest secrecy, and without the least
tear of awkward questions being asked.Now do you follow me ?

"

" Oh, I follow you fast enough. I suppose
your game is to try and get into the next
house by means of the door ?

"

^^
"You have hit it exactly," Venner said.
Ihat IS precisely what I mean to do. We

shaJl find it necessary to discover the identity
of Mr. Bates' tenant."
"When are we gomg to make the ex-

periment ? " Gurdon asked.

r ^^^.*«^ ^^^^^ *^ ^^^^ i* »ow," Venner re-
plied We will have a cab as far as the Em-
pu-e Hotel, so that I can get the keys. After
that, the thmg will be quite easy. Come
along, and thank me for an exciting evening's
adventure. I shall be greatly surprised if it is
not even more exciting than the last occasion."

They were in the empty house at last.
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I fhff^f"^ "^^^^ S^°'^^ ^d Shuttered,

lf.*4-
^^"<^"s rooms without attracting

attention from the outside. But search how

coufdT^ ^' "P^^l^^ °^ *^<> hours; t^ycould find no trace whatever of a means of
communication between the two houses. Thevtapped the walls and sounded the skirtings butso far without success. Venner paced thffloor
of the drawmg-room moodily, racking hisbrains to discover a way out of the cSffifulfy

. i ??^^* ^ ^^® somewhere," he mut-

motl'H 7 r T' ^ *^*t fu^nitu^e w^moved backwards and forwards through
^^%^^^* ^^ a wide one at that

"

Then it must be on the ground floor
"

thmk of It, some of that furniture was soheavy and massive that it would not gothrough an ordinary doorway, neither coidd
It .lave been brought upstairs without the
assistance of two or three men of great
personal strength. We shaU have to ^ookfor It m the hall ; if we don't find it therewe shaU have to give it up as a bad job Sdtry some other plan."

^

"I am inclined to think you are right"

iTrfw^-
" Let us go down and see^ At

J^LcKf '

^^'"''^ '' ""^^ consolation, if we fail
tonight we c^ come again to-morrow."

HiT'JLS!^'^''" 1*^ "°* ?PP«ar to be listening,

fhl ^}I?^^^
resolutely down the stairs into

f^mnl^
and stood for some moments con-templatmg the panels before him. The



THE HOUSE NEXT DOOR. 133

ixmels were painted white; they were
elaborately ornamented with wreaths of
flowers after the Adams style of decoration.
Then it seemed to Gurdou that two pairs of
panels, one above and one below, had at onetmie taken the formation of a doorway He
^^Jl''''^ ""^ *^^ P^^^^' ^^ the drum-ming <rf his fingers gave out a hoUow sound.

nL'Il2'^\ fPf^^i^^"^ ^" *h® '^ext parallel
panel, but hardly any sound at aU came in

'*^P?"^: ,^^ ^^^^^ triumphantly at Venner.
"

I thmk we have got it at last," he said.Do you happen to have such a thing inyour pocket as a knife? Unless I%m
greatly mistaken, the decorations round these
panels come off like a bead. If you hapi^
to have a knife with you we can soon findouT

'

Vernier produced a small knife from his

S^«f ' ??? ^S^^I^^
attempted to insinuate thepomt of the blade under the elaborate mould-

ing Surely enough, the moulding yielded
^^Il^^^fy came away in GurdoS's hands.

«. T * M® ^^"^
^r^'i ^^ ^^' " It Js exactly

^ I told you. I thought at first that those
mouldings were plaster, but vou can see for

JlSSd^'
"°^ ^^^^ ^'^ elaborately carved

It was exactly as Gurdon had said.
Venner laid the ornament aside and stood

Zh\f^u ^w^^'* ^^*^ breathless interest
whilst the latter attacked another of the
mouldmgs. They came away quite easilypomtmg to the fact that thVmust have
been removed before within a very short
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period. Once they were aU cleared away.
Gurdon placed the point of the knife behind
one of the panels, and it came away in his
hands, disclosing beyond a square hole quite
large enough for anybody to enter. Here
was the whole secret exposed.

^
Exa% what I thought" Gurdon said.

If 1 removed all the mouldings from the
other three panels there would be space
enough here to drive a trap throughVl
thmk we have been exceedingly lucky to
get to the bottom of this. It is wonderfully
aever how ingeniously the whole thing has
tern managed. However, I don't think there
IS any occasion for us to worry about movini?
^y more of the panels, seeing that we am
get through now quite easily. Wouldn't it

4?^^ as well to put all the lights out ?
"

I Iwven't thought of that," Venner
muttered. " On the whole, it would be
exceedingly injudicious not to extinguish
all the h^hts. We had better go on at
once, I think, and get it over."
The house was reduced to darkness, and

very quietly and cautiously tne two ad-
venturers crept through the panel. They
were m the haU on the other side, of which
fact there was no doubt, for they stepped
at once off a marble floor on to a thick me
which dgidened the sound of their foot-
steps Jh^y had, naturaUy enough, ex-
pected to ind the whole place in &rkness
and the tenant of the house and his servantsm bed. This, oft the whole, would be in
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their fevour, for it would enable them to
take au the observations they required with
a minimum chance of being disturbedA surprwe awaited them from the first,
ime, the hall was in darkness, and, as far
as they could judge, so was the rest of the
house. But from somewhere upstairs came
the unmistakable sound of a piano, and of
somebody singing in a sweet but plaintive
soprano voice. Gurdon clutched his com-
panion by the arm.
"Don't you think it is just possible thatwe have made a mistake ? " he whispered,
isn t It quite on the cards that this is a

^enume affair, and that we are intrudingm an imwarrantable manner upon some
respectable private citizen? I am bound
to say that that beautiful voice does not
suggest crime to me."

'' Oh we must go on now," Venner said, im-
patiently. It won't do to judge by appear-
ances. Let us go up the stairs and see what isgomg on for ourselves. If we are intrudini?
we wiU gret away as speedily as possible."
Gurdon made no further objection, and

together they crept up the stairs. ThereWM no chance of their being surprised from
behmd by the servants, for they had taken
good care to notice that the basement was
all m darkness. They were getting nearer
and nearer now to the sound of the music
which appeared to come from the drawing-
room, the door of which was widely enough
open for the brilliant light inside to il&.
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minate the staircase. A moment later the
music ceased, and someone was heard to
applaud m a hoarse voice.
/Sing some more," the voice said.Now don't be foolifh, don't begin to cry

afi:am. Confound the girl, she makes nw
miserable."

"I^ yo« recognise the voice?" Vcnner
wmsp^reci.

.^, " t®'"^ !
y^" w*s Gurdon's reply. ** Why.

It s Fenmck. No mistaking those tones any-
where. Now, what on earth does all tins
mean ?

"

"That we shall find out presently"
Venner said. " You may laugh at me, bit
^ q^te expected. something of this kind
which was one of the reasons why I obtained
the keys of the house."

"It's a my^i extraordinary thing," Gurdon
replied. " Iww isn't this man—Fenwick—
one of the last persons in the world you
would credit with a love of music ?

"
" Oh, I don't know," Venner said. " You

never can tell. But don't let's talk We
are here more to listen than anything else.
I wish we could get a glimpse of the singer."

««TTi *? ^°"^^ *°'" Gurdon declared.
Unless I am greatly mistaken, I have made

a discovery, too. Oh, I am not going to take
any risk. Do you see that mirror opposite
the door ? It strikes me if I get close enough
to look mto that I shaU be able to see who
is m the room without betraying my
presence.

m
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So saying, Gurdon crept forward tiU hewas close enough to the mirror to get a verygod Idea of the room and its occupantsHe could see a pale figure in white st^dingDy a piano

; he could see that Fenwick was
sprawling in a bi£ armchair, smoking a
^^J^^S- P«n^« noticed that the girl
crossed the fl<^r and laid a slim h^d
should™

half-imploringly, on Fenwick's

c^i'^^^tiSf* y^^ ^ ^^^^ to me?" she
said. Why so cruel ? How many times

hfZ^Z'^u
P«>»ni^ me that you will bringhim back to me again ? I get so tired of

waiting, I feel so sad and weary, and attimw my mmd seems to go altogether."
Oh, patience," Fenwick said. " If you

J^l only wait a little longer he will come
back to you nght enough. Now go to the
piano and smg me another song before Igo to bed. Do you hear what I say ?

"
The last words were harshly uttered : the

F^L^^^ >^ .^ '* *^^^^g ^ Wow
Gurdon standmg there clenched his fists
impulsively; he had some little difficulty
in restrammg himself.

^

an!i Tk''^ r"Vi'
'^^ ^^^

'
" i"st one more,and then I wiU go to bed, for I am so tiredand weary.

Once more the sweet, pathetic voice rang

^oH.I"ii^!?^^^''"P^^ ^^^> ^^ *Jje word!
graduaUy died away, and once more there
was silence. Gurdon had barely time to
shp back to the head of the stairs before
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the girl came out and made her way to the
landing above. Standing just below the
level of the floor, Venner gased eageriy at
the pretty, tired face and mournful toie eyes.
He grasped his companion by the arm m a
gnp that was ahnost painful.

'We are getting to it," he said. "It
was a good night's work coming here to-
night. Do you mean to say you don't
notice the likeness ? Making due allowance
for the difference in height and tempeiament,
that poor girl is the image of my wife."

I must have been a dolt not to have no-
ticed It before," Gurdon said. "Now that you
mention it, the likeness is plain enough. Ify
dear fellow, can't you see in this a reason for
your wife's reticence in speaking of the past ?

"

There was no time to reply, for the sinister
evil face of Fenwick appeared in the door-
way, and he called aloud in Spanish some
hoarse command, which was answered from
above by someone, in the same language.
Gurdon whispered to his companion, with a
view to ascertaining what had been said.
/Oh, you will see for yourself in a

minute," Venner said in an excited whisper.
You are going to have another surprise.

You wanted to know just now what had
become of Bates. Unless I am greatly mis-
taken, you will be able to judge for yourselfm a few moments. I believe the man to
be a prisoner in his own house."



CHAPTER XIII.

THE WHITE LADY AGAIN.

It im perhaps an imprudent thing for the
two mends to remain there, exposed as they
were to the danger of discovery at any
moment; but so completely were they
fascmated by what was going on about
them, that they had flung caution to the
wmds. One thmg was in their favour, how-

2^ V t^*'* ^"^ "^* '""c^ likelihood of
their bemg attacked from below, seeing that
all the servants had gone to bed ; unless,
perhaps, some later comer entered the house.
btill, the nsk had to be run, and so they
stood there together, waiting for the next
move. It was Venner who spoke first.
"I cannot get over that extraordinary

likene^ of that girl to my wife," he said.
Is she anything like the woman you saw

next door ? I mean the poor half-demented
creature who happened to come into the
room when you were talking with the
owner ?

"

" Why, of course, it is the same girl."
Gurdon replied.

„„"Then I am sure she is Vera's sister.
J 11 ask her about it the first time I have an

»39
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opportunity, but be silent and get a little
lower down the stairs. There is somebody
coming now from the top of the house.
We can see here without being seen."
Assuredly there were sounds emanating

from the top of the house. A voice was
raised in angry expostulation, foUowed by
other voices morose and threatening. As
far as the listeners could judge, two men
were dragging a third down the stairs against
his will. But for that, the house was^adly
silent ; the' watchers there could hear the
jingle of a passing cab bell, some belated
foot passenger whistled as he went along.
It seemed almost impossible to believe that
so close to light and law and order and the
well-being of the town a strange tragedy
like this should be in progress; hidden
from the eye of London, by mere skill of
brick and mortar, this strange thing was
going on. Vernier wondered to himself how
many such scenes were taking place in
London at the same moment.
But he had not much time for his medita-

tion, for the shuffling of feet came closer.
There were no more sounds of expostulatk>n
now; only the heavy breathing of three
people, as if the captive had ceased to
struggle and was making but a passive
resistance. Then there emerged on the
landing the figure of the handsome cripple
with a guardian on either side. His face
was no longer distorted with pain ; rather
was it white with an overpowering anger—
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Ws eyes shone like points of flame. On his
nght side Venner and Gurdon recognised
the figure of the man in the list slippers—
the man who had been handling the sove-
reigns in Fenwick's rooms. His comrade
was a stranger, though of the same type,
and It seemed to Venner that anyone would
have been justified in repudiating either of
them as an acquaintance. It was perfectly
evident that the handsome cripple came
agamst his will, though he was strugghn^
no longer. Probably the condition of his
emaciated frame had rendered the task of
his captors an easy one. They dragged
hun now, limp and exhausted, into the
drawmg-room where Fenwick was seated
and they stood in the doorway awaiting
further instructions.

®

"You needn't stay there," Fenwick
growled. If I want you I can call. You
had oetter go back to your cards again."
Tag two men disappeared up the stairs

and just for a moment there was sUence in
the drawmg-room. It was safe for Venner
and his companion now to creep back to
the drawing-room door and take a careful
note of what was going on. With the aid
of a friendly mirror on the opposite side of
the room, it was possible to see and note
everything. The handsome cripple had
fallen into a chair, where he sat huddledm a heap, his hand to his head, as if some
peat physical pain racked him. His heavy
breathmg was the only sound made, except
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the steady puffing of Fenwick's cigar. A
fit of aneer gripped Venner for the moment

;

he would have liked to step in and somidly
punish Fenwick for his brutality. Doubtless
the poor crippled frame was racked with
the pain caused by the violence of his late

captors.

But under that queer exterior was a fine

spirit. Graduallj^ the crmple ceased to

quiver and palpitate, gradually he pulled
himsdf up in his chair and faced his captor.

His iact was still deadly white, but it was
hard and set now ; there was no sign of fear

about him. He leant forward and stared

Fenwick between the eyes.
" Well, you scoundrel/' he said in a dear,

cold voice, "I should like to know the
meaning of this. I have heard of and read
of some strange outrages in my time, but to
kidnap a man and keep him prisoner in his

own house is to exceed all the bounc^ of

audacity."

"You appear to be annoyed," Fenwick
said. " Perhaps you have not already learnt

who I am ?
"

" Oh, I know perfectly well who you are,"

the cripple responded. " Your name is Mark
Fenwick, and you are one of the greatest

scoundrds unhung. At present, you are
posing as an American nuUionaire. Fools
may believe you, but I know better. The
point is, do you happen to know who I am ?

"

" Yes, I know who you are," Fenwick
said, with a sardonic smile. " You elect to
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call yourself Mr. Bates, or some such name
and you pretend to be a recluse who givc^
hunself over to literary pursuits. M a
matter of fact, you are Charles Le Fenu
and your father was, at one time, the
P'^cjical owner of the Four Finger Mine."

We are getting on," Venner whispered.
It may surprise you to hear this, but I

have suspected it for some little time. The
so-called absent owner of these houses is the
man sittmg opposite Fenwick there. Now
do you b^in to see something like day-
light before you ? I wouldn't have missed
this for worlds."
"We have certainly been lucky," Gurdon

rephed.

There was no time lor any further con-
versation, for the cripple was speaking again
His voice was stiU hard and cold^nor dS hii
niMmer betray the slightest sign of fear.

u xr^ ,y®" ^^* ^^^^ t^t out," he said.
You know that I am the son of the un-

fortunate Frenchman who was murdered by
a rasc^y Dutchman at your instigation.
You thought that once having discovered
the secret of the mine you could work it to
your own advantage. How well you worked
It to your own advantage your left hand
testifies."

The jeer went home to Fenwick- his
great yeUow face flushed, and he half rose
from his chair with a threatening gesture

•'^^hr^^^ ^^ ^^^^ ^^'" the cripple
said. I am practicaUy helpless as far as
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my lower limbs are concerned, and it would
be just the sort of cowardly act that would
gratify a dirty little soul like yours. It

hurts me to sit here, helpless and useless,

knowing that you are the cause of idl my
misfortunes ; knowmg that, but for you, I

should be as straight and strong as the best
of them. And yet you are not s»fe—-you
are going to pay the penalty of your crime.
Have you had the nrst of your warnings
yet ?

"

Fenwick started in his seat ; in the looking-
glass the watchers could see how ghastly his
face had grown.

" I don't know what you mean," he
muttered.

" Liar !
" the cripple cried. *' Paltry liar !

Why, you are shaking from head to foot
now—^your face is like that of a man who
stands in the shadow of the gallows."

" I repeat, I don't know what you mean,"
Fenwick said.

" Oh, yes, you do. When your accom-
plice Van Fort foully murdered my father,
you thought that the two of you would have
the mine to yourselves

; you thought 3^u
would work it alone as my father did, and
send your ill-gotten gains back to England.
That is how the murdered man accomplished
it, that is how he made his fortune—and
you were going to do the same thing, both
of you. When you had made adl your
arrangements you went down to the coast

on certain business, leaving the rascally
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the nune, there was no one within miles

vLXr^.''**- An<» /«* he vaniS;^van l-ort was never heard of again Th«
"i««fe "^^Ws fingers was conveye^to his

^^KtK* "^ WMcated in the murder
tL?I ?*''*'''

S"^ how she suffered youalready know But you are a brave man-I pve you aU the credit for that. You wentback to the mme again, determined not to be
h±[I^., ^y *'•»* had happened Wh^happened to you. I need not go into. SMI
i rBjii*?*"'^'.*"

'*'" y°" hi content witha rccoDection of your sufferings ? It is allthe same to me."

H^^^ "* u^-
'"''*. "««'" Fenwick cried.He was tremblmg with the rage that filled

nn^M u ^"^ ^°'^ *hat I am here,

o^^ ^"^ 'H y°» »re hack in yo,S

th» -?Jf^'
.?"** °°* * *°'^ w»"Jd suffer for

in^ *^'PPi® ^^"8^^®^ ^^o^d; he seemed
*o^be amused at something?.

is w^S^^
'

'* ^^
'""^^'^i

" Such cheap talk^wasted upon me. Besides, what would

muJ^f^^
so unnecessary a crime, and how

^w^ll^c^Tf 7"^^ y^^ ^ ? You knowas weU as I do disguise it as you wiU, thatthe long arm has reached for you across
five thousand miles of sea, and t^hat, whenthe time comes, you will be stricken downnere m London as surely and inevitably as

K
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if you had remained in Mexico under the

shadow of the mountains. The dreadful

secret is known to a few, in its entirety it is

even unknown to me. I asked you just now
if you had received the first of your messages,

and you denied that you knew what I meant.
You actually had the effrontery to deny it

to me, sitting opposite to you as I am, and
looking straight at the dreadful disfigurement

of your left nand. For over three centuries

the natives of Mexico worked the Four
Finger Mine till onl^ two of the tribe who
knew its secret remained. Then it was that

my father came along. He was a brave
man, and an adventurer to his finger tips.

Moreover, he was a doctor. His healing art

made those rough men his friends, and
when their time came, my father was left

in possession of the mine. How that mine
was guarded and how the spirit of the place

took its vengeance upon intruders, you know
too well. Ah, I have touched you now."
Fenwick had risen, and was pacing un-

easily up and down the room. AU the
dare-devn spirit seemed to have left the

man for a moment ; he turned a troubled
face on the cripple huddled in his chair.

He seemed half inclined to temporise, and
then, with a short laugh, he resumed his own
seat again.

" You seem to be very sure of your
ground," he sneered.

** Oh, I am," the cripple went on.
" What does it matter what becomes of a

If
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melancholy wreck like myself ? Doctors tellme that in time I may become my old self
ajgam but in my heart of hearts I doubt
It, and as sure as I sit here the mere frame-
work of a human being, my injuries are due
to you. I might have had you shot before
now, I might even have done it myself, but
I spared you. It would have been a kindness
to cut your life short, but I had another use
for you than that. And now, graduaUy
but surely, the net is closmg in around you
though you cannot yet see its meshes, and
you are powerless to prevent the inevitable
end.

" You seem to have mapped it all out "
F^wkk replied. "You seem to have
settled It aU to your own satisfaction, but
you forget that I may have something to
say m the inatter. When I discovert, as
I did quite by accident, that you were in
London, I laid my plans for getting you
mto my hands. It suits me very well
apart from the criminal side of it, to hide
myself in your house, but that is not all. Iam in a position now to dictate terms, and
you have nothing else to do but to listen
I am prepared to spare your life on
one condition. Now kindly follow me care-
fully."

''I am listening," xhe cripple said, coldly.
If you were not the blind fool you seem

to be you would know that there could be
no conditions between us ; but go on. Let
me hev what yow have to say."
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" I am coming to that. I want you to
tell me where I can fini Felix ZsLryr

Suddenly, without the slightest premoni-
tion, the cripple burst into 1 hearty kugh.
He rocked backwards and forwards in a
perfect ecstasy of enjoyment; for the
moment, at any rate, he might have been
on the very best of terms with his com-
panion.

" Oh, that is what you are driving at ?
"

he said. " So you think that if you could
get Felix Zary out of the way you would
be absolutely safe ? Really, it is marvellous
how an otherwise clever man could be so
blind to the true facts of the case. My
good sir, I will give you Zary's address
with pleasm-e."

Fenwick was obviously puzzled. Perhaps
it was beginning to dawn upon him that he
had a man of more than ordinary intellect
to grapple with. He looked searchingly at
the cripple, who was leaning back now with
eyes half-closed.

" Hang me, if I can understand you," he
muttered. "I am in imminent danger of
my life, though I should be safe enough if

Felix Zary and yourself were out of the
way."
"And you are quite capable of putting

us out of the way," the cripple said, gently.
" Is not that so, my friend ?

"

"Aye, I could, and I would," Fenwick
said in a fierce whisper. " If you were
both dead I could breathe freely; I could
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go to bed at night feeliiw; sure that I should
wake in the morning. Nothing could troubleme then. As to that accursed mine, I have
done with it. Never again do I plant my
loot m Mexico."

r j

"Fool that you are!" the cripple saidm tones of infinite pity. " So you think
that if Zary and myself were out of the
way you might die eventually in your bed
honoured and respected of men? I teU
you, never! The vengeance is upon you.
It IS following you here, it is close at hand
now. You have ah-eady had your warning.
Perhaps, for all I know to the contrary, you
may have had your second warning; that
you have had one your face told me
eloquently enough a few moments ago. Iam quite sure that a little quiet reflection
will show you the absurdity of keeping me
a prisoner in my own house. Of course, I
know I am entirely in your hands, and that
you may keep me here for weeks if you
choose. It will be very awkward for me,
because I have important business on hand."

I know your important business," Fen-
wick sneered. " Everything that goes in
your favour wiU naturaUy spell disaster to
me. As I told you before, it was only an
accident that told me where you were •

mdeed, so changed are you that I should
not have recognised you if I had met youm the street. No, on the whole, you will
stay where you are."
At this point Venner clutched Gurdon's
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arm and dragged him hurriedly acrosa the
landing down to the hall staircaae. So
^ukkly was this done that Gurdon had no
tune to ask the reason for 4«. all.

"Someone coming down the stairs/*

Venner whispered. ''Didn't you hear a
voice? I beUeve it is the white lady again."

Surely enough, looking upwards, they
could see the slim white figure creeping
down the stairs. The girl was crooning some
little sonff to herself as she came along.
She turned into the drawing-room and odled
aloud to the cripple in the chair. With an
oath on his lips, Fenwick motioned her
away.
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CHAPTER XIV.

MASTER OF THE SITUATION.

"What have you come back here for?"
Fenwick demanded. "You said you were
wed, and that you were going to bed, tong
ago.

The girl looked dreamily about her: itwas some Uttle time before she appeared to
appreciate the significance of Fenwick's
^uwtion. She was more like one who walksm her sleep than a human being in the fuU
possession of understanding.
"I don't know," she said, helplessly. She

rubbed her eyes as if there had been some
mist before them. " I was so tired that I
lay on the bed without undressing, and I
fell fast asleep. Then I had a (£eam I
dreamt that aU the miserable past was for-
gotten, ond that Charles was with me once
more. Then he seemed to call me, and Iwoke up. Oh, it was such a vivid dream
so vivid, that I could not sleep again f Iwas so restless and anxious, that I^de upmy mmd to come downstairs again, and as
I was p^ing a door just now, it opeiied,
and the face of Charles looked out. Itwa^
only for a moment, then two men behind

III
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him dragged him back and the door dosed
once more."
"A foolish feiicy" Fenwick srowled.
"It was not/' the girl cried almost pas-

sionately. " I trivcl the door a moment
later, and it . ^s i )cked. I tell you that
Charles is in th / . )cm. I cannot go to bed
again until I siu vei\aia of the truth. Oh,
why do you ke p n*^ in suspense like this ?

"

'^Mad," Fer. Irs i.mttfred. "Mad as a
March hare. ^^ sy oo.i ,M-a send her to
an asvlum ?

"

"She is not Tiad .he cripple said m a
curiously hard \oice. Somethmf teUs me
that she has made a discovery. You rasod,
is it possible that you have Charles Evors
under this roof ?

"

Fenwick laughed, but there was something
uneasy and strained about his mirth. He
glanced defiantly at the cripple, then his
eyes dropped before the latter's steady gaze.

" Why should I worry about Evors ?

"

he asked. " The man is nothing to me,
and if by chance "

The rest of Fenwick's sentence was
drowned in a sudden uproar which seemed
to break out in a room overhead. The
tense silence was broken by the thud of
heavy blows as if someone were banging on
a door, then came muttered shouts and ydk
of immistakable pain. Hastily Fenwick rose
from his seat and made in the direction of
the door. He had hardly advanced two
steps before he found himself confronted

it!

%
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wrth the rim of a silver-plated revolver
which the cripple was holding directly in
the line of his head.

"Sit down," the latter said tersely. " Sit
a)wn, or, as sure as I am a living man, I'll
fire. I could say that I fired the shot in
self-defence, and when the whole story comes
to be told I have no fear that a jury would
d»bdieve me. Besides, there is nothing to
be afraid of. Those sounds don't come
from the police trying to force their way
mto the house. On the contrary, it seems
to me that some oi your parasites are having
a misunderstanding: over their cards. At
any rate, you are not to move. If you do,
ihere will be an end once and for all of the
miliwnaire Mark Fenwick. Sit down, my
child^you are trembling from head to foot/'

" it was his voice," the girl cried. "
I

am certain that it was Charles who called
out just now."
Once more the shouts and cries broke out,

once more came that bangmg on the panels,
followed by a splitting crash, after ^hich
the uproar doubled. Evidently a do' had
given way and the conflict was being louffht
out on the stairs.

" ShaU we go and take a hand ? " GmCon
whispered excitedly. " Mui ier might be
going on here."
"I think we had hotter risk it a little

loE^er," was Venners cautious reply.
After all said and done, we must not make

ourselves too prominent, ^f necessary we
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will take a hand, but, unless I am greatly
mistaken, the prisoner upstairs has got the
better of his captors. Ah, I thought so."
The sound of strife overhead suddenly

ceased after two smashing blows, in which
evidently a man's clenched fist had come
m contact with naked flesh. There was a
groan, the thud of a falling body, and the
man in the list slippers came rolling down
the stairs. He was followed a moment later
by a young clean-shaven man dressed in a
grey Norfolk s'lit. His frame suggested
power and strength, though his face was
white like that of one who is just recovering
from a long iUness. He was breathing very
hard now, but otherwise he did not appear
to have suffered much in the struggle out
of which he had emerged in so victorious a
fashion. He made his way direct to the
drawing-room, and immediately a woman's
voice uprose in a long wailing cry.

" I'd give something to see that," Venner
whispered. " Only I am afraid we can't do
anythmg until the gentleman in the list slippers
comes to his senses and takes himself off.
There is another one coming now. He doesn't
look much better off than his colleague."
Another man crept down the stairs, swaying

as he came and holding on to the balusters.
He had a tremendous swelline over his left
eye and a terrible gash in his Tip, from which
the blood was fLowiag freely. Altogether he
presented a terrible aspect as he bent overihe
prostrate form of his unconscious companion.
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Here, get up, wake up," he said.
What are you lying there for ? He'll be

out of the house before we can turn round,
and what will the governor say then ?

"

The man in the list slippers gradually
assumed a sitting position and stared stupidly
about him. A hearty kick in the ribs seemed to
restore him to some measure of consciousness.

" Don't ask me," he said. " I never saw
anything like it. Here's a chap who has
been in bed on and off for months coming out
in this unexpected manner and knocking us
about as if we had been ninepins. What's
become of him, I should like to know ?

"

" What are you two ruflfians doing there ?

came Fenwick's voice from the drawing-
room. " Go back to your room, and I will
send for you when I want you."
The men slunk back again, probably by

no means sorry to be out of further trouble.
No sooner had they disappeared than the
two friends stood in the entrance to the door
of the drawing-room once more. The friendly
mirror again stood them in good stead, for by
its aid they watched as dramatic and thrilling
a picture as ever was presented on any stage.
The young man in the Norfolk suit stood

there side by side with the girl in white.
He had his arm about her waist. She clung
to him, with her head upon his shoulder;
there were words of endearment on her lips.

Just for the moment she seemed to have
forgotten that they were not alone ; all the
world might have been made for herself and
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her lover. For the moment, too, the dreamy
look had left her face, and she no longer
conveyed the inmression to a stranger's eyes
that she was suffering from some form of in-
sanitv. She was alert and vigorous once more.

" Oh, I knew that vou would come back
to me," she said. " I knew that you were
not dead, for all they told me so. How
cruel they were to tdi me these things—"
"Stop," the cripi^ cried. "It sounds

cruel and heartless for me to have to inter-
fere just now, but I must insist that you go
back to your room, Beth. Back at <mce."

" Oh, can't I stay a little tonger ? " the
girl pleaded. " It is such a long time since
Charles and I "

" No, no, you must do as I tetl you. It
will be far better in the Icmg run. We are
only two men against three, and there may be
others ccmcealed in the house for all I know.
For myself, I am perfectly helpless, and Charles
looks as if he had just come from the grave
Evidently hi struggles have tried him."

* Well, I must confess, I am feeling rather
down," Charles Evors said. "I could not
stand it any longer, and I made a dash for
hberty. Goodness knows how long I have
been in the hands of those men

; goodness
laiows how long they have kept me under
the influence of drugs. I suppose the supply
feU short. Anyway, I had just sense enough
to take advantage of my first opportunity.
You can explain all to me presently, but the
mere fact of Fenwick being here 19 enough
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to tell me who is at the bottom of this
lusmess."
Fenwick placed his fingers to his lips and

whwtled shriUy. Ahnost immediately sounds
of foc'iteps broke out overhead, and a door
C'pened somewhere with a loud crash. The
fjnpple turned to the girl, who had crept
reluctantly as far as the doorway.

J' Now listen to me," he said quickly.
Listen and act quickly. Go downstairs

mto the street and bring here the first police-
man you can find. Tell him a violent quarrel
has broken out between Mr. Bates and some
of hM guests, and say you fear that some mis-
chjrf will be done. Do you understand me ? "
The girl nodded quickly. Evidently she

quite understood. Therefore slie disappeared
so suddenly that Vennerand Gurdon had bare-
ly time to get out of her way. i l -y heard
the street door open—they were couscious of
the sudden draught rushing up the stairs ; the
sound of passing cabs was distinctly audible.
The girl had hardly time to get outside

before three or four men came down the
stairs. They rushed headtong into the
drawmg-room, where they seemed to pause, no
doubt deterred in their violence for a moment
^»« sight of the cripple's revolver,

w-rt.^^''®'!
^^ chance," Gurdon whfepered.

The gu-1 wiU be back with the police in
two minutes, and we have heard quite
enough to know the ingenious scheme urtiich
is uppermost in the cripple's mind. Let's
lock them in. Don't you see that the key
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18 in on this side of the door? Turn it

quickly."
" Good business/' Gordon chuckled as he

snapped the key in the lock. "Now they
can aght as long as they like. At any rate,
they can't do much mischief so long as they
are ca^ in there."

A dm of mmgled voices came from the
other side of the do<»', followed quickly by
the whifdike cradc of a revolver shot. Then
someone tried the door and yelled ak>ud
that it was locked. Fists battered vwlently
(m the pands, and just as the din was at its

height the hdmets of two policemen
appeared mounting the stairs. Venner
stepped coolly lonmd as if he had every
r^t to be there.

" I'm dad you officers have come," he
said. "There seems to be something in
the nature of a free fight going on here.
We took the liberty of turning in as the door
was open to see what had mippened. You
had better go in yourself."

The policeman tried the door, which,
naturally, did not yield to his hand, and he
called out to those inside to open in the
name of the law. A voice on the other side
pleaded that the door was locked. Venner
turned the key in the door.

" Probably the young lady had the sense
to lock them in," he said. '^ You had better
go inside, officer. No, there is no reason why
we should accompany you . As a matter of fact
cmr presence here is more or less an intrusion."
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The jwliceman stepped into the room and
demanded to know what was the matter.
They could see the master of the house
sitting there in his chair, with a tall youne
man in a Norfolk suit by his side, and
opposite him Fenwick, flushed and sullen,
with his satellites behind him. There were
four of them altogether, and the appearance
they made was by no means attractive,
seemg that two at least of them were showing
unmistakable signs of violence.

It was the cripple who first recovered his
self-possession.

u^l f°*
somr to trouble you," he said,

out I am afraid we have rather forgotten
ourselves. You know me, of course ?

*^

.1^^^' y^' "^»" *^® ^* ®ffic«^ rcpUcd.
You are Mr. Bates, the gentleman who is

supposed to have been kidnaj^ped the other
mght ; the inspector told me that you were
still on the Continent."

^^

" WeU, I am not," the cripple said curtly.
I am back home again, as you can see with

your own eyes. The gentleman over there
with the yellow face is Mr. Mark Fenwick,
the well-known millionaire. I daresay you
have heard of him."
Both ofl&cers touched their hats respect-

fuUy; they had probably come hwe pre-
pared to make more than one arrest and
thus cover themselves with comparative
glory; but the mere mention of Fenwick's
name settled that point once and for all.

" As you are probably aware," the cripple
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went on, " until quite recently Mr. Fcnwick
was staying at the Great Empire Hotel,
but the place was too public for one of his
gentle and retiring disposition, and so he
made arrangements to take my house fur-
nished, though the understandmg was that
nobody should know aiything about it,
and nobody would have known anirthing
about it but for the fact that in the way of
business BIr. Fenwick had to consult these
other gentlemen. Perhaps they don't look
in the least like it, but they are all American
capitalists, having made their money by
gold mining. They don't look a very
attractive lot, officer, but if you knew them
as well as I do you would learn to love them
for their many engaging qualities, and their
punty of heart."
The officers touched their helmets again

and appeared to be undecided in their minds
as to whether the cripple was chaffing them
or not. But though his voice had a certain
playfuhiess of tone, his face was quite grave
and steadfast.

"Very weU, sir," the foremost of the
constables said. " I understand that neither
of you gentlemen desire to make any charge
against another. I shall have to make a
note of this."

"Of course you will," the cripple said
sweetly. "Now I appeal to Mr. Fenwick
and his companions as to whether or not the
whole thing has not been a siUy misunder-
standing. You see, officer, gold mining is
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rather a thirety business, and occasionaJly
lea^ to rather more champagne than is
good for one. I can only apologise to myte^t. Mi. Fenwick, for losihg my temp^,
and I wm at once rid him of my prese^!
It is gettmg very late, and I can come roundm the mommg and make my peace here. As
I am a httle lame, I wiU ask one of you
officers to give me your arm. Charles. wiU
y^ be good enough to ^ve me your arm
fn *L r*^- r''

,?^^.night, Mr. Fenwick.

cLii i^^i^^^ii^ ^* y^^ good-night. Ish^ not faU to caU round in the mominl "

in H?!Jl ^""""uV
''''* «^^"^«^^" ^^^"^ck cried

in dismay. You are not going away from
your own house at this time of night ?

"

" thl^'lJ^l^^y *1?^. ^PP^« ^^> gravely,

Jh fL? tI^^
*""^ ^"^ y°" a^« my tenantand that I have no more right in this house-^

mdeed, not so much right as one of these
policemen. I have sent my servants away,and I am at pr^t staying-in fact, it does
not^matter much where i am staying. Come

, ^l?^*^P.^^ ^ ^®**ly laid and so coollyworked that Fenwick could only sit and gasp
in his chau-, >yhile his two victims wS
a.Z7. " *'^ "^°^* ^^^^ ---
^^
"We had better be off," Gurdon whispered,mere k no occasion for us to stay any

longer. Let us foUow the cripple. By Jove

th^Tatr^ ^^^^ ^"'^^ moreVeatlj;
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FELIX ZARY.

It would have been a comparatively easy
matter for the two friends to have slipped
out of the house before the cripple came
down the stairs accompanied by the young
man who called himself Charles Evors. The
front door was still open, and there was no
one to bar their way. Then it suddenly
occurred to Gurdon that by so doing they
would betray the secret of the movable panel
which communicated with the house next door.
"It would never do to go away hke this,"

he said, hurriedly. "Besides, it is more
than Hkely that we shall want to use that
entrance again. We shall have to run the
risk of losing sight of the cripple ; anything
is better than leaving that panel open for
the servants to discover in the morning."
Venner could see for himself at once that

there was no help for it, so without any
lurther discussion on the natter, the two
men hurried down the stairs, their feet
making no noise on the thick carpet, an^
then they darted through the hole into the
house next dror. It was only the work of
a moment to replace the panel, but hardly
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had they done so before they heard a con-
fused murmur of voices on the other side.
Gurdon pressed his back to the panel until
the noise of the voices ceased.

^^
"That was a pretty close call," he said.

"Give me the mouldmgs and I will try to
make them secure without any unnecessary
noise. I daresay we can get the nails to fit the
same holes. Anyway, there must be no ham-
mering, or we shall be pretty sure to rouse
the suspicions of the people next door."

It was perhaps fortunate that the mould-
ings fitted so well, for Gurdon managed to
work the nails into the original holes and
complete a more or less workmanlike job
to his own satisfaction. Certainly, anybody
who was not in the secret would never have
detected anything wrong with the panels or
imagined for a moment that they had been
so recently moved.

" That's a good job well done," Venner said.
"Yes, but what do you do it for? In

fact, what are you two gentlemen doing
here at all ?

" ^

The voice came with a startling sudden-
ness. It was an exceedingly clear, melodious
voice, yet with a steely ring in it. The two
friends wheeled round sharply to find them-
selves face to face with an exceedingly tall
mdividual, whose length was almost grotes-
quely added to by the amazing slimness of
his figure. In that respect he was not at
all unlike the type of human skeleton which
one generally expects to find in a travelling
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circus, or some show of that kind. The
man, moreover, was dressed in deep black;

which added to his solemnity. He had aii

exceedingly lonff, melancholy face, on both
sides of which hung a mass of oUy-looking
black hair; his nose, too, was elongated
and thin, and a long, drooping moustache
concealed his mouth. On the whole, his

appearance was redeemed from the grotesque
by an extraordinary pair of black eyes,

which were round and large as those of a
Persian cat. Despite the man's exceeding
thinness, he conveyed a certain suggestion

of strength. At that moment he nad a
handkerchief between his fingers, and
Gurdon could see that his wrists were supple
and pliable as if they had been made of

indiarubber. Gurdon had heard that sort

of hands before described as conjuror's

hands. As he looked at them he half ex-

pected to see the handkerchief disappear
and an orange or apple or something of that

kind take its place. Then the stranger

coolly walked across the hall and turned
up another of the lights. He seemed to be
perfectly at home, and conveyed a curious

impression to the visitors that he expected
to find them here.

" I beg to remind you that you have not
yet answered my question," he said. " What
are you doing here ?

"

" Let me answer your question with
another," Venner said. " Who are you, and
what may you be doing here ?

"

i
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The mar smiled in a peculiar fashion.

His big Mac., eyes seemed to radiate sparks
;

they were lummous and full of vivid fuiy,

though, at the same time, the lon^ horse-
like face never for a moment lost its look
of profound dejection. They might have been
eyes deaming oehind a dull, painted mask.

" We will come to that presently," he said.
" For the moment the mention of my name
must content you. It is just possible that you
might have heard the name of Felix Zary."
Yenner and Gurdon fairly started. The

name of Felix Zary was familiar to them,
but only during the last three-quarters of
an hour. In fact, that was the name of the
man as to whose whereabouts Fenwick had
been so anxious to hear. Here was another
element in the mystery, which, up to this

moment, had not advanced very far towards
solution.

" I have heard the name before," Venner
said, " but only quite recently—within the
last hour, in fact.

" Oh, yes," the stranger said, " I know
exactly what you mean. You probably
heard it next door when you were listening

so intently to the conversation between my
friend Charles Le Fenu, the cripple, and
that scoundrel who calls himself Fenwick.
He is exceedingly anxious to know where
I am, though without the smallest intention
of l^efiting me. And, before long, his

curiosity will be gratified; but not in the
way he thinks."
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The latter words came from the speaker's

lips with a spitting hiss, such as a cat emits

in the presence of a dog. The great round
black eyes added intensity to the threat, and
rendered the feline simile complete. The
})rophecy boded ill for Fenwick when at

enrth he and Felix Zary came face to face.

'^I see my conjecture is quite right/' the

stranger went on. " And as to you gentle-

men, I have asked your names merely as a
matter of courtesy. As a matter of fact, I

know perfectly well who you are—^you are

Mr. Gerald Venner and Mr. James Gurdon.
But there is one thing I don't know, and
that is why you have thrust yourself into

this diabolical business. You must be brave

men, or absolutely unconscious of the terrible

danger you are running. If either of you
are friends of Fenwick's

"

" Not for a moment," Venner cried.
" You pay us a poor compliment indeed if

you take us to be in any way friendly with

that scoundrel."
" And yet you are here," Zary went on.

" You are spying on the movements of my
friend, Le Fenu. You have contrived to

obtain possession of the keys of his house
for no other purpose. Why ?

"

Venner paused before he answered the

question. He did not recognise the right

of this man to put him through a cross-

examination. Indeed, it seemed to him, the

less he said the better. Perhaps Zary saw
something of what was going on in his mind,
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for hit bi^ black eye§ smiled, though the
(kjected visage remained the same.

" I se«, you do not trust me/' he laid.
" Perhaps you are right to be cautious.

Let me ask you another question, assuring
you at the same time that I am the friend

of Charles Le Fenu and his sisters, and that
if necessary I will lay down my life to save
them from trouble. Tell me, Mr. Venner.
why are you so interested in saving tlw girl

who pisses lor Fenwick's daughter from
her miserable position ? Tell me."
Zarv came a step or two closer to Venner

and looked down into his face with a
searching, yearning expression in those
magnetic black eyes. The appeal to Venner
was irresistihte. The truth rose to his lips

;

it refused to be kep^t back.
" Because," he said slowly, " because she

is my wife."

A great sigh of relief came from Zary.
"I am dad of that," he said. ^'Ex-

ceedingly glad. And yet I had suspected
something of the kind. It is good for me
to know that I am with friends, and that
you two are only actuated by the best

motives. For some day^s now I have had
you under close observation. I followed you
here to-night ; indeed, I was in the house
when you removed those panels. As a
matter of fact, Mr. Gurdon's first involun-
tary visit here absolutely ruined a carefully

laid plan of mine for getting Mark Fenwick
into my hands. But I will tell you later on
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;

all about the mystery of the furnished
dining-room and how and why the furniture
vanished so strangely. When I followed
you here to-night I was quite prepared to
bhoot you both if necessary, but some strange
impulse rame over me to speak to you and
ask you what you were doing. I am rather
glad I did, because I should not like to have
a tragedy on my hands. Now would you
like to come with me as far as my own rooms,
where I shall be in a position to throw a
little light upon a dark place or two ?

"

Venner and Gurdon dutched eagerly at
the suggestion. Without further words, they
passed into the street, and would have walked
down the steps had not Zary detained them.

" One moment," he whispered. " Hang
back in the shadow of the portico. Don't
you see that there are two or three men on
the steps of the house next door ? Ah, I can
catch the tones of that rascal Fenwick. If only
that vile scoundrel knew how close to him I

was at the present moment ! But let us listen.

Perhaps we may hear something useful."
It was very still and quiet in the square

now, for the hour was late, and therefore
the voices from the portico came clear and
distinct to the listeners' ears.

*' What is the good of it ? " one of the
voices said. " Why on earth can't you wait
till morning ? Le Fenu has got clear away,
and there isn't much chance of catching him
again in a hurry. It was one of the coolest
things I have seen for a long time."
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"Oh, he doesn't lack brains, or pluck
either," Fenwick said. " I should have been
proud of a trick like that myself. I ought
to have poisoned him when I had the chance.
I ought to have got him out of the way
without delay. But it seemed such a safe
thing to kidnap him and hide him in his
own house, where we could go on with our
work without the slightest (Smger or inter-

ruption from those accursed police. And
then, when Fate played into our hands and
we got hold of Evors as well, it looked as
if ever)rthing was going in our way. How you
fools ever contrived to let him get the upper
hand of you is more than I can understand."

" It was Jones's fault," another voice
growled. ** He forgot the drug, and we ran
clean out of it. Then, I suppose, we got
interested over a game of cards, and, one
way and another, Evors managed to get
six or seven hours' sleep without having
any of that stuff inside him. Bless me, if

it wasn't all like a dream, guv'nor. There
we were, interested in our cards, and before
we knew where we were our heads were
banged together, and I was lying on the
floor thinkmg that the end of the world had
come. That fellow has got the strength of
the very devil itself."

" Poor weak creature," Fenwick sneered.
" Weak-minded, perhaps, sjid easily led,"

the first speaker said. " But there is not
much the matter with him when it comes
to fists."
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" We can't stop chattering here all night,"
Fenwick cried. " It is all very well for you
men, who don't care so long as vou have
got something to eat and drink. You would
be quite satisfied to sit like a lot of hogs in
a sty in Le Fenu's house, but he'll certainly
be back in the morning with some infemsu
scheme or other for getting the best of us.

Don't you see it is mipossible for me any
longer to play the part of a tenant of a fm:-

nished house, now that the ovvner of the
house is at large again ? It is a very for-

tunate thing, too, in a way, that I can pass
all you people off as my servants. Now
get away at once and do as I tell you. As
for me, I am going to take a cab as £ar as
the old place by the side of the river. In
an hour's time I hope to be on my way to
Canterbury. Now, you are quite sure you
all know what to do ? It's confoundedly
awkward to have one's plans upset like this,

but a clever man alwa3rs has an alternative
scheme on hand, and I've got mine. There,
that will do. Be off at once."

" That's all very well, guv'nor," another
voice said. " It is easy enough to put the
door on the latch and turn out of the crib,

leaving it empty, but what about the girl

in the white dress ? I ain't very scrupulous
as a rule, but it seems rather cruel to leave
the poor kid behind and she not more than
half right in her head."

"Devil fly away with the girl," Fenwick
said passionately. " We can pick her up



FELIX ZARY. 171

at any time we want to. Besides, I think I

can see a way to arrange for her and a
method of getting her out of the house
within the next hour. It was no bad thing
foi men who get their Uving as we do when
some genius invented motor cars. Now do
go along or we shall never finish."

The little group on the portico steps
melted away, and one by one the slouching
figures vanished into the darkness, ^iry
stepped on to the pavement, and proceeded
to open the front door of the next house.
It yielded to his touch.

*'l am glad of this," he said; "and,
really, we owe quite a debt of gratitude to
the tender-hearted ruffian who was averse
to leaving a poor girl in this house all alone.

We will spare Fenwick the trouble of any
inconvenience so far as she is concerned."
So saying, Zary proceeded to walk up the

stairs, turning up the lights as he went.
He called the name of Beth softly three or
four times, and presently a door opened
overhead and a girl in a white dress came
out. A pleased smile spread over her face

as she looked over the balusters and noted
the caller.

" Felix," she said softly, " is it really

you ? I have been hiding m3^elf in my
room because I was terrified, and after

Charles had gone those men quarrelled so
terribly amongst themselves I I suppose
Charles forgot all about me in the excite-

ment of the moment."
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" (Ml, no, he didn't, dear one," Zary said
very gently. "He would have come back
to you in any case. But I am going to take
you away from this house where you have
been so miserable ; I am going to see that
you are not molested in the future."

" That is aU very well," Venner interposed,
" but where can the voung lady go ? She
is quite alone and helpless, and unless you
have some reputable female relation

'^

"It is not a matter of my relations,"
Zary smiled. "Miss Beth will go to one
who is her natural protector, and one who
will watch over her welfare with unceasing
care. To put it quite plainly. Miss Beth is

going to the Grand Empire Hotd, and you
are going to take her. To-night she will
sleep under the same roof as her sister."
Venner was just a little startled by the

suddenness of the proposal, yet, oa the
whole, the suggestion was an exceedingly
natural one, for who was better capable of
looking after the unfortunate Beth than her
own sister ? True, the hoar was exceedingly
late ; but then a huge place Ukt the Grand
Empire Hotel was practically open night
and day, and a request at one o'clock m the
morning that a guest in the house should be
knocked up to receive another guest would
be nothing in the way of a novelty.

" Very well," Venner said. " Let her put
on her hat and jacket, and she can come
with me at once."



CHAPTER XVI.

FENWICK MOVES AGAIN.

Beth raised no objection to the programme
;

indeed, the suggestion seemed to fill her
with delight. She would not be a moment,
she said. She would put certain necessaries
in a handbag, and come back for the rest
of her wardrobe on the morrow. Venner
had expressed a desire that Zary should
accompany him, but the latter shook his
head emphatically.

" No, no," he said ;
" you are going alone.

As for me, I have important business on
hand which will not brook the slightest
delay. Mr. Gurdon had best return to his
own rooms ; and, for his own sake, I would
advise him to keep in the middle of the road.
You two little know the danger you in-
curred when you decided to thrust your
head into this hornet's nest. Now I will
see you both off the premises and put out all
the lights. I may mention in passing that
I have a latchkey to this place."
A few minutes later Venner found himself

walking down the deserted streets with his
fair little companion hanging on his arm.
She chattered to him very prettily and

«73
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daintUy, but there was a great deal in her

remarks which conveyed nothing to him
at all. She constantly alluded to matters

of which he was entirely ignorant, apparently

taking it for granted that he was au fati

with what she was saying. It struck Venner
that though not exactly mentally deficient,

she was suffering from weakness of intellect,

brought about, probably, by some great

shock or terrible sorrow. On the whole,

he was not sorry to find himself in the great

hall of the hotel, the lights of which were
still burning, and where several guests were
lounging for a final cigar.

" 1 laiow it is exceedingly late," Venner
said to the derk, " but it is quite inmerative

that this yoimg lady should see Miss Fenwick.
Will you be good enough to send up to her

room and tell her how sorry I am to disturb

her at this time of night, but that the matter
ks exceedingly urgent ?

"

" Miss Fenwick is not in, sir," came the

startling response. " She went out shortly

after eleven o'clock, and she told me that

she might not be back for some considerable

time. You see, she wanted to be quite sure

that she could get back into the hotel at any
time she returned. Qh, no doubt she is return-

ing, or I don't suppose for a moment that she

would have asked me all those questions."

The information was sufl&ciently disturbing,

but there was no help for it. All they had
to do was to sit down and wait patiently

till Vera came back. They were not in the
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least likely to attract any attention, seeing
that several men in evening dress, togethei
with their wives, were seated in the hall foi

a final chat after the theatre or some party
or reception. In her long white frock, par-
tially concealed by a cloak and hood, Beth
would have easily passed for a girl fresh
from a theatre or a dance. It was a long
weary wait of over an hour, and Venner
was feeling distinctly anxious, when the big
foldizig doors at the end of the hall opened
and vera's tall, graceful figure emerged.
"Here is your sister," Venner said.

There was just a stem suggestion in his
voice. " Now, you are not to cry or make
any scene, you are not to attract any atten-
tion to yourself, but take it all for granted.
You can be as emotional as you please when
you are alone together in your room."

Vera came across the hall in a jaded,
weary way, as if she were thoroughly tired
out. Her face flushed a Uttle as she recog-
nised Venner. Then she looked at his com-
panion and almost paused, while the blood
ebbed from her face, leaving it deadly pale.

" Gerald," she whispered. " Gerald and
Beth. What does it mean ? What strange
thing has happened to bring you both
together here."

** Don't make a scene, for goodness' sake,"
Venner said. "Take it as calmly as you
can. Unless you are self-possessed, your
sister is sure to give way, and that is the
last thing in the world to be desired. I
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cannot possibly stop now to tell you all the
extraordinary things which lutve happened
to-night. Let it be sufficient to say that
it is absolutely imperative that you give
your sister shelter, and that nobody but
yourself should know where she is."

" But how did you find her ? " Vera asked.
" And who was it suggested that you should
brine her to me ?

"

" Let me just mention the name of Zary/*
Venner repUed. " Oh, I can come round here
to-morrow and tell you all about it. If you
think that there is any possible danger—

"

"Of course there is clanger," Vera said.
" Mr. Fenwick may be back at any moment.
He does not know that I am aware that my
sister is even alive. If he became acquainted
with the fact that we had come together
again, all my plans would be absolutely
ruined, and my three years of self-sacrifice

would be in vain."
" I am afraid you must run the risk now,"

Venner said. " At any rate, your sister
will have to stay here till the morning.
It is perhaps a good thing that she does not
understand what is going on."
Apparently the girl had no real com-

prehension of all the anxieties and emotions
of which she was unconsciously the centre.
She was holding her sister's hand now and
smiling tenderly into her face, like a child
who has found a long-lost friend.

" You may rest assured on one point,"
Venner went on. " For the present there
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it not the slightest reason to fear Fenwkk.
He hat had a great shock to-nifht ; all his

plans have been upset, and he nnds himself

in a position of considerable danger. I know
for a fact that he is going straight away to
Canterbury, and proKiblv by this time he
is on his way there. According to what
your mysterious friend Zary said, he had
some plan cut and dried for providing for

your sister's safety to-morrow. Now take
the poor child to bed, for she is half-asleep

already, and when once you have made her
comfortable I want you to come down again
and have a few words with me. Oh, you
need not hesitate ; surely a man can talk

to his wife whenever he pleases—and, be-
sides, there are several people here who show
not the slightest signs of going to bed yet."

" Very wdl," Vera said. " Come along,

dearest. I see you are dreadfully sleepy

—

so sleepy that you do not appear to recognise

the sister you have met for the first time
for three years."

Venner had time to smoke the best part
of a cigar before Vera reappeared. They
took a seat in a secluded corner of the hall,

where it was possible to talk without inter-

ruption.
" Now, please, tell me ever3rthing," the

girl said.

"I am afraid that is impossible," Venner
replied. " This is one of the most extra-

ordinary and complicated businesses that I

ever heard of. In the first place, I came to
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England, weary and worn out vnih my
search for you, and half inclined to alnndon
it altogether. In the very last place in the
world where I expect to meet you, I come in

contact with you in this hotel. I fmd that
you are being passed off as the daughter
of one of the greatest scoundrels who ever
cheated the gallows. But that does not
check my faith in you. I had kept my
trust in you intact. Ever since you left me
on the day of our marriage I have had no-
thing but a few words to explain your
amazing conduct ; and now here am I doing
my best to free you from the chains that
bind you, and all the while you seem to be
struggling to hug those chains about you
and to baffle all my efforts. Why do you
do this ? Wliat is the secret that you
conceal so carefully from the man who would
do anything to save you from trouble, from
the man you profess to love ? If you do
care for me "

" Oh, I do indeed," Vera whispered.
There were tears in her eyes now and her
cheeks were wet. " It is not for my own
sake—it is for the sake of the poor girl up-
stairs. I had promised to say nothing of
that to anyone—to try and save her—and
I left you and ran the risk of for ever for-
feiting your affection. But if Beth is better
in the morning I will try to get her to absolve
mc from my promise and induce her "

" She is not capable of giving a promise
or rescinding it," Venner said. " Don't you
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think it would be far better if, instead, you
discussed the matter with your brother,

Charles Le Fenu ?
"

** So you know all about that ? " Vera cried.
" Yes, I do. I have seen him to-night.

Gurdon has already had an interview with
hun—an interview that almost cost him
his life. Oh, we have been having some
pretty fine adventures the last two or three

days—but if it all ends in saving you and
lifting this cloud from your life I shall be
well content. I am not goine to ask you
to go into explanations now, because I see

they would be distasteful to you, and because

you have given some foolish promise which
3^u are bth to break. But tell me one
thing. You said just now that 3rou had not

seen your sister for three years, though she

has been livin^g with your brother, whom
you visited quite recently."

"That is easily explained," Vera said.
" It was deemed necessary to tell Beth one
or two fictions with a view to easing her

mind and leaving her still with some slight

shadow of hope, which was the only means
of preserving her reason from absolutely

leavmg her. These fictions entailed my
keeping out of the way. Beth is exceedingly
different from me, as you know."

" Indeed, she is," said Venner, smiling

for the first time. " But does it not strike

you as an extraordinary thing that I should
be fighting in this fierce way in your behalf,

and that 3rou should be placing negative
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obstacles in my way all the time ? I won't
worry you any more to-night, dearest

—

you look tired and worn out. You had
better go to your own room, and we can
discuss this matter further in the morning."

It was dark enough and sheltered enough
in that secluded corner of the hall for Venner
to draw the girl towards him and kiss her

lips passionately. Just for a brief moment
Vera lay in her husband's arms ; then,

with a little sigh, she disengaged herself and
disappeared slowly up the stairs.

She had placed Beth in her own room,
which they would shaxe together for that

night, at any rate. The younger girl was
sleeping placidly ; there was a smile on her
face—her lips were parted like those of one
who is utterly and entirely happy. She
made a fair picture as she lay there, with
her yellow hair streaming over her shoulders.

She just murmured something in her sleep,

as Vera bent over her and brushed her fore-

head lightly with her lips.

" Oh, I wonder how long this cloud will

last !
" Vera murmured. " How much longer

I shall be till I am free ! How terrible it is

to have the offer of a good man's love and
be compelled to spoil it as I do, or, at least,

as I appear to do. And yet I should be a
happy woman if I could only throw off

these shackles
"

Vera paused, unable to say more, for some-
thing seemed to rise in her throat and choke
her. She was utterly tired and worn out.
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almost too tired to undress and get into
bed—^and yet once her head was on the
pillow she could not sleep ; she tossed and
turned wearily. All London seemed to be
transformed into one noisy collection of
clocks. The noise and the din seemed to
stun Vera and throb through her head like

the beating of hammers on her brain. She
fell off presently into a troubled sleep, which
was full of dreams. It seemed to her that
she was locked in a safe, and that somebody
outside was hammering at the walls to let

her free. Then she became conscious of the
fact that somebody really was knocking at
the door. As Vera stumbled out of bed a
clock somewhere struck three. She flicked

up the light and opened the door. A sleepy-
looking chambermaid handed her a note,
which was marked " Urgent " on the enve-
lope. With a thrill, vera recognised the
handwriting of Mark Fenwick. What new
disaster was here, she wondered.

" Is there anybody waiting for an
answer ? " she asked tremblingly. " Is the
messenger downstairs ?

"

" Yes, miss," the sleepy chambermaid
replied. " It was brought by a gentleman
in a motor. I told him you, were in bed
and fast asleep, but he said it was of the
greatest importance, and I was to wake you.
Perhaps you had better read it."

With a hand that trembled terribly, Vera
tore open the envelope. There were only
two or three lines there in Fenwick's stiff
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handwriting ; they were curt and dis-

courteous, and very much to the point.

They ran as follows

—

" I am writing you this from Canterbury,
where I have been for the last hour, and
where I have important business. I have
sent one of the cars over for you, and you
are to come back at once. Whatever
happens, see that you obey me."

" You will tell the gentleman I will be
down in a few moments," Vera said. " I will

not detain him any longer than I can help."
" What is to be done ? " the girl wondered

directly she was alone. She felt that she
dared not disobey this conmiand ; she would
have to go at all costs. She knew by bitter

experience that Fenwick was not the man
to brook contradiction. Besides, at tht
present moment it would be a fatal thing
to rouse his suspicions. And yet, she felt

how impossible i* was for her to leave Beth
here in the circumstances. Nor could she
see h( : way to call up Venner at this hour
and explain what had happened. All she
could do was to scribble a short note to him
with a view to explaining the outline of the
new situation. Ten minutes later she was
downstairs in the hall, where she found the
man awaiting her. He was clad in furs,

his motor cap was pulled over his eyes as
if he shrank from observation ; but all the
same Vera recognised him.
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"So it is you, Jones," she said. " Do
you know that you have been sent all the
way from Canterbury to fetch me at this

time in the mommg ? It is perfectly
monstrous that I should be dragged out of
bed like this

;
perferi^y disgraceful !

"

" I don't know anything about that,
miss," the man said sullenly. " It is the
guv'nor's orders, and he gave me pretty
plainly to imderstand that he would want
to know the reason why if I came back
without you. Don't blame me."

" I'm not blaming you at all," Vera said,

coldly. "Nor am I going to stand here
bandying words with you. I will just go
to my room and put on a fur coat—then I

shall be ready."
" Very well, '^.iss. That's the proper way

to take it. Buc where is the other young
lady got to ?

"

Vera's heart fairly stood still for a moment.
Fenwick's note had said nothing about her
sister, though this man seemed to be aware
of the fact that she was here. There was
only one thing for it, and that was to lie

boldly and without hesitation. She looked
the speaker in the face in blank astonis,*^

ment.
" I fail to understand you," she said.

" There is nobody here but me ; there could
be nobody here but me. And now I have
nothing further to say. One moment and I

will be with you."
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MERTON GRANGE.

Vera came down a few moments later ready
for her journey. Now that she had had
time to think matters over, she was looking
forward with some dread to her forthcoming
interview with Mark Fenwick. Surely some-
thing out of the common must have taken
place, or he would never have sent for her
at such an extraordinary time, and Vera
had always one thin§ to contend with

;

she had not forgotten, m fact, she could not
forget, that for the last three years she had
been engaged in plotting steadily against
the man by whose name she was known.
Moreover, she was not in the least blind to
Fenwick's astuteness, and there was always
the unpleasant feeling that he might be
playing with her. She had always loathed
and detested this man from the bottom of
her soul ; there were times when she doubted
whether or not he was a relation of hers.

As far as Vera knew, he was supposed to
be her mother's half-brother, and so much
as this she owed the man—he had come to
her at the time when she vvas nearly destitute,

and in no position to turn her back on his

184
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advances. That it suited Fenwick to have
a well-bred and gracefid girl about him
she knew perfectly well. But long before
would she have left him, only she was quite
certain that Fenwick was at the bottom of
the dreadful business which had resulted
in Beth's deplorable state of mind.
But as to all this, Vera could say nothing

at the moment. All she had to do now was
to guard herself against a surprise on the part
of Fenwick. She had been startled by the
mere suggestion on the part of her com-
panion that she had not been alone at the
Grand Empire Hotel. Much as she would
have liked illumination on this point, she
had the prudence to say nothing. Silently
she stepped into the car, a big Mercedes
with great glaring eyes; silently, too, she
was borne along the empty streets. It
wanted yet three hours to daylight, and
Vera asked how long they would be in
reaching their destination Her com-
panion put on speed once the outskirts of
town were reached. Vera could feel the cold
au- streaming past her face like a touch of ice.

' Oh, about an hour and a half," the driver
said carelessly. " I suppose it is about fifty
five miles. With these big lamps and these
clear roads we'll just fly along."
The speaker touched a lever, and the car

seemed to jump over the smooth roads.
The hedges and houses flew by likj a stream
of water, the whole earth seemed to vibrate
to the roar and rattle of the car. It was
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Vera's first experience of anything like
racing, and she held her breath in terror.

" What would happen if a wheel gave
way?" she asked. She had muffled her
face in her veil, so that she could breathe
more freely now. " Surely a pace like this
is dangerous."

" You have to take risks, miss," the
driver said coolly. " We are moving at
about five and forty miles an hour now.
I'm very sorry if it makes you nervous,
but my instructions were to get back as
quickly as possible."

" I don't feel exactly nervous," Vera said.
" Oh, no, you are getting over it. Every-

body does after the first few moments.
When you get used to the motion you will
Uke it. It gives you a feeling like a glass
of champagne when you're tired. You'll
see for yourself presently."

Surely enough Vera did see for herself
presentTy. As the feeling of timidity and
unfamiliarity wore off she began to lie con-
scious of a glow in her blood as if she were
breathing some pure mountain air. The
breeze fairly sang past her ears, the car ran
more smoothly now with nothing to check
its movement, and Vera could have sung
aloud for the very joy of living. She began
to understand the vivid pleasure of motor-
ing

; she could even make an excuse for
those who travelled the high roads at top
speed. Long before she had reached her
destination she had forgotten everything else
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besidf the pure delight of that trip in the
dark.

" Here we are, miss," the driver said at
length, as he turned in through a pair of
huge iron gates. "It's about a mile up
the avenue to the house—you can see the
lights in front of you."
"Have we really come all that way in

this short time?" Vera asked. "It only
seems about ten minutes since we started.

'

The driver made no reply, and Vera had
little time to look curiously about her. So
far as she could judge, they were in a large
Mrk now, filled with magnificent oak timber.
Here and there through the gloom she seemed
to see shadowy figures flitting, and these
she assumed to be deer. On each side of the
avenue rose a noble line of elm trees, beyond
which were the gardens; then a series of
terraces, culminating in a fine house of the
late Tudor period. Beyond question, it was
a fine old family mansion in which Fenwick
had taken up his q arters for the present.

" What do you call the place ? " Vera
asked.

" This is Merton Grange, miss," the driver
explained. " It belongs to Lord Somebody
or another, I forget his name. An5nvay,
he has had to let the house for a time and go
abroad. You had better get out here, and
I'll take the car to the stables. I wouldn't
ring the bell, if I were you, miss. I'd just
walk straight into the house. You'll find
the door open and the guv'nor ready to
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receive you. He is sure to have heard the
car coming up the drive."

Vera descended from the car and walked
up the flight of steps which led to a noble
portico. Here was a great massive oak
door, which looked as if it required the
strength of a strong man to open it, but it

yielded to Vera's touch, and a moment
later she was standing in the great hall.

Tired as she was and frightened as she
was feeling now. Vera could not but admire
the beauty and symmetry of the place.
Like most historic mansions of to-day, the
place had been fitted with electric light, and
a soft illuminating flood of it filled the hall.

It was a mapinificent oak-panelled apart-
ment, filled with old armour and trophies,
and lined with portraits of the owner's
ancestors. It seemed to Vera that anybody
might be happy here. It also seemed strange
to her that a man of Fenwick's type should
choose a place like this for his habitation,
r" -^ was destined to know later on what Fen-
.uk had in his mind when he came here.
Vera's meditations were cut short pre-

sently by the appearance of the man !iim-
self. To her surprise she noted that he
wa:i dressed in some blue material, just like
an engineer on board ship. His hands were
grimy, too, as if he had been indulging in
some mechanical work. He nodded curtly
to the girl.

"So yor ve come at last," he said. "I
daresay you wonder why I sent for you.
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Pi^'^fu* J'**^^
"^^ ** ^« ^^^ yonder

behind the drawing-room, that I have turned
into a study. Go in there and wait for me.
and 1 11 come to you as soon as I have washedmy hands. I hope you have brought all
you want with you ; for there is precious
little acconunodation for your sex here at
present. You can take your choice of bed-
rooms—there are enough of those and to
spare. I hr s got something serious to
say to you."

• ?!? f.i"*^ H ^®** ^^^ Vera passed
mto the httle room that Fenwick had pointed
out to her. At any other time she would

5£I!„f^T!5 ^•v*'?^
frmiiime and theel^t refined simphaty of it aU ; now she

had othar thmgs to think of. She stood warm-
ing her hands at the fire till Fenwick camem and carefully closed the door behind him.
^^

Now we can get to business," he said.
I dwesay you wonder why I sent for you

mstead of leavmg you in London for the
present. Up to now I have always regarded
von »s perfectly safe—indeed, I thought
you .w sufficiently grateful to me for allmy kiiidneM to you. I find I am mistaken."Vim looked up with a challenge in herey^ ih^ knew that she had omething
10 !i 4^w, and she meant to see it through
with*. showing the white feather. She
was \n^ up and ready, now that themon^t for action had come.

Hav. vou ever really been kind to me ? "
^- '^haUt.^ied. " I mean, have you reaUy

she
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been kind to me for my own take, and out of

purejKK>d-nature ? I very much doubt it."

" "niis is your gratitude," Fenwick sneered.

"I think we had better understand one
another."

** I would give a great deal to understand
you/' the girl said boldly. "But we ak*e

wasting time fencing here like this, and I

am veiy tired. You sent for me at this

extraordinary hour, and I came. I hav^
every right to know why you asked r.e

to come nere."
** Sit f'own/* Fenwick growled. " I sent

for you because I did not trust you. I sent

for 3rou because you have betrayed your
promise. You are doing somHhing that you
told me yovL would not do."

" And what is that ? " Vera asked.

"Just as if you did not know. Let us

go back a bit, back three years and a half

ago. Your father was blive m those days ; it

was just before he met his det S in Mexico."
"I remember perfectly Wv ," Vera said,

quietly. "I am not Lkely to forget the
time. Pray continue."

" Oh, yes, I ;ah comijif; to it all in time.

Your father diea more or less mysteriously,

but there is not the shadow of a doubt that

he was murdered. Nobody knows how he
was murdered, but a |^ood many people

behind the scenes can guess why. The thmg
was hushed up, possibly because the tragedy
took place in so remote a comer of the

world—possibly because the authorities were
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bribed. Tell me the name of the man, or, at
least, tell me the name of the one man who
was with your father at the time of his death "

Vera's face paled slightly, * n she kept her
/ye., steadily fixed on her companion's face.
She beffan to understand now where the
ix»mt of the torture was coming in.

" I will not affect to misunderstand you,"
she said. "The man who was with my
father at that time was Mr. Charles Evors.
He was a sort of pupil of my father's, and
had more than once accompanied him on
his excursions. You want to insinuate that
my father met his death av the hands of this
young man, who, overcome by certain tempta-
tion and a desire to obtain the secret of the
Four Fmger Mine, murdered his master."

I am in a position to prove it," Fenwick
said sternly. '* I have given you practice^
proof of It mere than once. Whv should I
have interfered in the way I did, unless it
%vas that I desired to save you pain ? I
could have brought the whole thing into the
light of day, but I refrained from doing so
l)ecause, it seemed to me, nothing could be
earned by bringing the criminal to justice.
1 had another reason, too, as you know."

u r
^^,' ^ ^^ **w^e of that," Vera said.

1 could never make i^ out—I coulj .ever
really believe that Chaises Evors was guilty
of that dreadful crime. He was so frank
and true, so kind to everybody I Oh I
know he was weak—I know that he had
been sent away from England because he
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had fallen into bad company here ; I know,
too, that he was a little fond of drink.

There was only one point on which he was
reticent—he never spoke much about his

people ; but I rather gathered that they
were in a high position."

" Oh, they were," Fenwick grinned.
" You'd be surprised if you knew how
high a position. But go on.

" I was saying that I could not credit

Charles Evors with such a crime. A man
who is so fond of children, so sympathetic
to weaker things than himself, could not
have taken the life of a fellow-creature.

He was fond of my father, too, but that

was not the strangest feature of the mystery.
Do you suppose for a moment that the man
who was engaged to be married to my sister

could have laid violent hands on her

father ?
"

" But he did do it," Fenwick cried im-
patiently. " Otherwise why did he vanish

so m3rsteriously ? Why did he go away
and leave us to infer that he had perished

at sea ? It was the kindest thing we could
do to let your sister think that her lover

was dead, though the shock seems to have
deprived her of her reason ; and though I

acted all for the best, your brother chose
to proclaim me an abandoned scoundrel,

and to say that your father's death lay at

my door. You know why it became
necessary for you to remain with me and
treat your brother henceforth as a stranger.
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You volunteered to do it, you volunteered
to turn your back on your family and remain
with me. Why did you do so ?

"

No reply came from Vera's lips. It
seemed to her that her safest course lay in
silence. To her great relief, Fenwick went
on without waiting for an answer.

,i

" Now I am coming to my point," he said.
You have broken faith with me. Three

or four times since we came to England
you have seen your brother. You have
seen him by stealth; you know all about
that strange household in Portsmouth Square
where he chooses to hide himself under the
name of Bates. I want to know why it is
that you have chosen to break your word
with me ? I have had you watched to-
night, and I have learnt all your movements
by means of the telephone. You will stay
dOMoi here during my pleasure. If you fail
to do so, if you try to deceive me again,
as sure as I stand here at the present
moment I will betray Charles Evors into
the hands of the police. Now look me in
tne lace and answer my question truthfullyDo you know where that young man is ? "

It was fortunate for Vera that she could
reply m the negative. A few more hours.
P« ^P^i.^"? ^^^ ^'^^^ have been able to
attord the mformation ; but, luckily for
her, the startlmg events that had recently
taken place m Portsmouth Square were notknown to her in their entirety. She could
look Fenwick in the face.

N
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" I don't," she said. " I have never seen

him since that fateful morning—but I don't

care to go into that. I adnut that I have

seen my brother. I admit, too, that I have

seen my sister; the temptation to find

them and see them once more was too strong

for me. You will not be surprised to find

that I have some natural fedings left. It

is not so very extraordinary."

Fenwick shot a suspicious glance at Vera,

but she was gazing into the fire with a

thoughtful look. She was acting her part

splendidly; she was deceiving this man
who, as a rule, could read the thoughts of

most people.
" Perhaps you are right," he said doubt-

fully. " But to make assurance doubly sure

you are going to help me out of a difi&culty.

I suppose you have not forgotten Felix

Zary ?
"

" No," Vera said, in a curiously low voice.

"I have not forgotten my father's faithful

companion. I should very much like to

see him again. If you know where he

is
"

" Oh, I know where he is," Fenwick said

with a laugh. " We will have him down
here as a pleasant surprise. That is all I

want you to do—I want you to write a letter

to Zary, teUing him that you are in great

trouble, and asking him to come down here

and see you at once. I should like you to

write that letter now."



CHAPTER XVIIT.

A COUPLE OF VISITORS.

Something in the tone of Fenwick's voice
caused Vera to look up hastily. Perhaps itw^ her imagination that in the unsteady
light of the flickering fire his face seemed
to have changed almost beyond recognition.
The features were dark and murderous, the
eyes were fuU of a lust for vengeance It
was only just for a moment—then the man
became his normal self again, just as if
nothmg had happened. A violent shudder
passed over Vera's frame, but Fenwick
appeared to notice nothing of this.

" You want me to write that letter now ?
"

she asked.

"At once," Fenwick responded. " I don'tmmd teUing you that I am in great trouble
over busmess matters; there is a conspiracy
on foot amongst certain people to get me
mto trouble. I may even find myself inside
the walls of a prison. The man who can
save me from aU this is your friend, Felix
Zary Unfortunately for me. the man has
the bad taste to dislike me exceedingly
He seems to think that I was in some way
responsible for your father's death. Andf,

195
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as you know, he lOved your father with a
devotion that was almost dog-like. If I

could get Zary down here I should have no
difficulty in convincing him that he was
wrong. But he would not come near the
place so long as h . knew that I was present

;

so, therefore, I want you to write to him
and conceal the fact that I am on the pre-

mises. Directly he gets your letter he will

come at once."
" I have not the slightest doubt of it,"

Vera said slowly. ** There is nothing that
Zary would not do for one of us, if you will

assure me that you mean no harm by
him "

"Harm?" Fenwick shouted. "What
harm could I do the man ? Didn't I tell

you just now that I want him to do me a
service ? One does not generally ill-treat

those who are in a position to bestow favours.

Now sit down like the good girl that you
are, and write that letter at once. Then yon
can go to bed."

" I will write it in the morning," Vera
said. " Surely there cannot be all this

desperate hurry. If the letter is written
before the post goes out to-morrow after-

noon it will be in good time. I am much
too tired to do it now."

Just for a moment Fenwick's eyes blazed
angrily again. It seemed to Vera that the
man was about to burst forth into a storm
of passion. The hot words dlid not come,
however, for Fenwick restrained himself.
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Perhaps he was afraid of going a little too(v; perhaps he was afFaid of arousingVera s suspicions, and thus defeating hi!own object by a refusal on her part to write

"Very weU," he said, with an almost
P^tesque attempt at good humour. " Y?u
I?™ "^^ *"*^ ^9-'^}eht, and I daresay youhave had a fatiguing joumey-and, ai^er

^n' in^ "^ ""
^*l*. ''"^- ^ «^ show you

youJ ui "
"^"^ *^"'' ^ ''*^* ^** »P»rt for

De^Sfe 'Ilfr ^I*"^
*°° Slad to get away,mpite her strange surroundings, despite

heLuTth^'Jh°"^^ *«««^ ^he th?ew

Mhaustion. It was getting towards noonbefore she came back to he?self in^Soratedand refreshed by her long rest
'"'^«°"*«<1

servants m the house at present besid«an old retainer of the fam% and Whusband. Fenwirt h<,A .voj- '^ "^

about 7hB «;.« < 5 "^^^ ^^^ excuseaoout the staff of domestics who were tofoUow later on ; but up to now he oX had

VeraTad ;l"^ "•»"* ''™. t^e menKvera had known more or less weU for the

^rteS^V?"-
Tie meals appe^^ed to S:

et™ th^i
'?'"»rkably irregular fashion:even the lunch was partake^ of hurriedlv

bLr^r^'' "'«' P^-'**'' t'"* P--e o'f
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" I can't stop a minute," he said. " I

have more to do now than I can manage.
I should just like to have a look at tha,t

letter that you have written to Zary.
There is no excuse for not doing it now,
and I want to put it in the post-bag."

" Very well,^* Vera said serenely. " If

you will come with me to the library you
will see exactly what I write. I know you
are a suspicious man and that you don't
trust anybody, therefore I shall be very
glad for you to know that I have carried
out your request to the letter."

Fenwick laughed as if something had
pleased him. Nevertheless, he looked over
Vera's shoulder until she had penned the
last word. She slowly folded up the com-
munication and sealed it.

" How am I to address the envelope ?
"

she said. " I have not the slightest idea
where Zary is to be found. For dl I know
to the contrary, he may not even be in

England."
" Oh, yes, he is," Fenwick chuckled.

'* He is in London at the present moment.
If you address that letter, 17, Paradise
Street, Camberwell, Zary will be in receipt
of it to-morrow morning."

Vera wrote the address boldly and firmly,
and handed the letter with more or less con-
tempt to her companion. She wanted him
to feel that she held his suspicions with
scorn. She wanted him to know that so
far as she was concerned here was an end
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of the matter. Nevertheless, she foUowedhun <^essly from the room and sa«r Wm
te w*^' *°«**'^ ***»' others?on ih"haU table. A moment later he had vanished

She did not hesitate for a momwt ; %&made her vjy back to the draWroom
and addressed a second envelope to the housem ^adise Street into whic6 envelope "heshpped a blank sheet of notepaper. ^tCshe stamped the envelope and ^de herway back cautiously to the h™ ^^e wSa chance of being discovered, a chance thatshe was bemg watched, but she had to nmthe nsk of that. She was crossing the taUfredy and cardessly now, and sTconfrivS
as to sweep the mass of lettere with her
sleeve to the ftoor, exclaiming at her omScluj^mess as she did so. Ufe a flash s^
p«:ked out the one letter that she needed

mi^\ exchanged it for the other. Amon^t later she was out of doors, withthe dangerous communication in her lijcket

bev^nH S *''*I?"'i' ^' "''« ^^ succeededbeyond her wildest expectations. It waso^y a sunple ruse, but Uke most simplethm^ generaUy successful. Vera wastrembling from head to foot now, but the

»hLT„°/ >' P^^^u^ *« broad b^autM
toou^h? iLil"^*''*'* ^" i"'<^ nerves and
3''*H^ -^ ""^^ contented frame of
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that I have saved Zary's life. Had he
come down here he would never have left
the place again. And yet there is danger
for him still, and I must warn him of it.

I must manage to communicate in some way
with Gerald. I wonder if it would be safe
to send him a telegram from the village.
I wonder, too, in what direction the village
lies. Still, I have all the afternoon before
me, and a brisk walk will do me good." •
With a firm, elastic step, Vera walked

across the grass in the direction of a wood
beyond which she could see the slope of the
high road. She had hardly entered the
wood before she heard a voice calling her
name, and to her intense delight she turned
to find herself face to face with Venner.
"Oh, this is glorious," she said, as she

placed both her hands in his. " But do
you think that it is quite safe for you to come
here so soon ? For aU I know, I may be
followed." ^

" I don't think so," Venner said. " Now
let me take you in my arms and kiss you.
Let us sit down here in this snug comer and
try to imagine that we are back in the happy
days when no cloud loomed between us
and we were looking forward to many joyous
years together. We will talk mundane
matters presently."

Vera yielded to the ecstasy of the moment.
Everythmg was so dark and melancholy
that It seemed a sin to lose a gleam of sun-
shme hke this. But the time crept on and
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the November jun was sinking, and it was
borne m upon Vera that she must get back
to the house again. Very gently, she dis-
engaged herself from Venner'f embrace.

«*.H ''?.ff*
^ really practical now," she

f^f.Jf.?? what has happened since
1 left the hotel last night ?

"

"So far as I can see, nothing." Venner
replied. " I asked for 'you tSf' momSgand to my surprise I found that you had
vanished m the dead of the night with amystenous chauffeur and a Mefced^ carBv CTeat good luck I found a policemanwho had made a note of the num^r of^
car

;
after which I went to the makeA

or rather the agents of the makers, and it

Z^n^"^- ^^i"" ^^ *^"* ^^** ^^^ Mercedes

Z' rK^^'^''^\''^^^'' *t Merton Grangenear Canterbury. After that, you will notbe surprised to find that I cine down^he?e
as soon as possible, and that I have^Shiding here ^^th a pair of field-glasses trying
to get a ghmpse of you."

^

1 "J^f* .,V^ ^®^ interesting/' Veralaughed. "But tell me about my siste?
I am so anxious over her " ^

"No reason to be," said Venner. "I

yolt Se^'*'^*- '^^ ^- ^-« ^-^ to

ca^ef^y.''
^ '^ ^^"^- N°^ ^^'^^ to me

She went on with some detail to tell thestory of her last night's experiences She
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spoke of Fdix Zary and the letter whidi

she had been more or less compelled to write

to him. Also, she described the ruse by

which the letter had been regained.
^^

" Now you must go and see this ^wry,

she said.
" TeU him that you come from

me. and teU him all about the letter. Mmd,

he must reply to my letter just as if it had

reached him in the ordinary way through

the post, because, as you see, I shall have

to show the answer to Mr. Fenwick, and I

want to lull his suspicions to rest entirel)j.

You may find Zary a little awkward at first.

"
I don't think I shall," Venner smiled.

" In fact, he and I are already acquamted.

But I am not going to tell you anythmg

about that ;
you prefer to keep your secrets

as far as I am concerned, and I am gomg

to guard mine for the present. I am working

to put an end to all this mystery and bother,

and I am going to do it my own way. ^y-
way, I wul see Zary for you and teU him

exactly what has happened. In fact, I wiU

go to town this evening for the expr^s

purpose. Then I will come back m the

morning and meet you here the same time

to-morrow afternoon."

They parted at that, and Vera made her

way back to the house. She saw that the

letters were no longer on the hall table, and

therefore she concluded that they had been

posted. She assumed a quiet, dignihed

manner during ' est of the evenr j.

She treated ¥tnv, r. nore or less distanUy,
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as if she were still o tended with his sus-

picions. Fenwick, on the other hand, was
more than usually amiable. Somethfog had
evidently pleased him^ and he appeared to

be doin|; his best to wip« out the unpleasant
impression of thb morning. Vera felt quite

easy in her mind now ; she knew that her
ruse had beer ^^lut^ successful. All

ured Fenwick's request of

iiessMig to be exceedingly

^, was liO more than the

the same, shr

a little music,

tired, which, ii

truth.
" I am going bed qMte early to-night,"

she said. "I hdve bmm sleeping very in-

differently of l«e."
It was barfeiy ier V I'^re she was in her

room, and tM'e sh faiLy, oblivious of all

that was taking piKv«^ airciund her, till she
woke presently with tm. idea that she could
hear the ^mmnd t*^ ^'^nmering close by.
As she sa up n m---. vrith all her senses

about her, she cm^ d heai the great stable

clock strike the h^^ 4 three. Her ears had
not deceived her ; u o\md of metal meeting
metal in a kind c^ m^isical chink came dis-

tinct and clear. Then from somewhere near
she could hear voices. The thing was very
strange, seeing that Fenwkk was a business
man pure and simple, and that he had never
confessed to any knowledge of mechanics.
It came back to Vera's mind now that
directly she had entered the house Fenwick
had greeted her in a suit of blue overalls

which she understood men who followed
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mechanical pursuits generally wore. She re-

collected, too. that his hands were black

and grimy. What could be spoing on, and

why had she seen nothing of this durmg the

day-time? She could comprehend men

sitting up all night and working in a factory,

but surely there could be no occasion for a

thing like this in a private house, unless,

perhaps, Fenwick and his satellites ww-e

engaged in some pursuit that needed careful

concealment from the eyes of the law.

It would be well, perhaps, Vera thought,

if she could find out what was going on.

The discovery might be the means of putting

another weapon into her hands. She rose

from her bed and prtially dressed herself.

Then, with a pair of slippers on her feet and

a dark wrap roimd her shoulders, she stole

into the corridor. A dim light was burning

there, so that she had no fear of being dis-

covered, especially as the wall:* were draped

with tapestry, and here and there armoured

figures stood, which afforded a capital means

of concealment. As Vera sidled along she

noticed that at the end of the corridor was

a small room down a flight of steps. From

where she stood she could see into the room,

the door of which was open. Fenwick stood

there apparently engaged in superintending

the melting of metal in a crucible over a

fire, which was driven to white heat by a

pair of bellows. The rest of his gang

seemed to be doing something on an iron

table with moulds and discs. Vera could
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see the gleam of yellow metal, then tome-
body doied the door of the room and she
could glean no more. It was all ver}' strange
and mysterious, and there was a furtive air

about it which did not sujggest honesty of
purpose. There was nothing more for it

now except for Vera to return to her room,
with a determination to see the inside of
that little apartment the first time that the
cot^t was clear.

She hurried along back to her own room,
and had almost succeeded ii<, reaching it,

when she came face to face with a man who
had stepped out of a doorway so suddenly
that the two figures came almost in contact.
A fraction of a second later a hand was laid

over Vcra's mouth, whilst another grasped
her wrist ; then she saw that the intruder
had been joined by a companion.

" Please don't say a word, miss ; and,
whatever you do, don't call out," one of the
men whispered. " We know all about you
and who you are. Believe me, we are here
to do you the greatest service in our power.
My colleague will tell you the same."

" But who are you ? " Vera asked, as the
man removed his hand from her mouth.
Her courage had come back to her now.
" Why do you come in this fashion ?

"

^^

" My name is Egan," the stranger said,
" and this is my companion, Grady. We
are New York detectives, over here on im-
portant business. The man we are after
is Mark Fenwick."
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CHAPTER XIX.

PHANTOM GOLD.

Vera had entirely recovered her self-

possession by this time. She was able to

regard the men coolly and critically. There

was nothing about them that suggested any-

thing wrong or imderhand ; on the con-

trary, the girl rather liked their appearance.

All the same it was a strange and unique

experience; and though Vera had been

through a series of trials and tribulaticms,

she thrilled now as she recognised how near

she had been to the man who was thus

running himself into the hands of justice.

" But how can you know anything about

me ? " she said. " You surely do not mean
to say that you suspect

"

"Not at all, miss," Egan said, civilly.

" Only, you see, it is always our busmess

to know a great deal more than people

imagine. I hope you won't suppose that

we are going to take any advantage of our

position here, or that we want you to betray

Mr. Fenwick into our hands ; but smce we
have been unfortunate enough to be dis-

covered by you, we will ask you to go so far

as to say nothing to Mr. Fenwick. If you
306
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tell him, you will be doing considerable
harm to a great many deserving people who
have suffered terribly at that man's hands.
I think you understand."
Vera understood only too well, and yet

her delicate sense of honour was slightly
disturbed at the idea of continuing there
without warning Fenwick of the danger
that overshadowed him. Personally, she
would have liked to have told him exactly
how he stood, and given him the oppor-
tunity to get away. Perhaps Egan saw
something of this in Vera's face, for he went
on to speak again.

" I know it isn't very nice for you, miss,"
he said, " and I am not surprised to see you
hesitate ; but seeing that Mr. Fenwick has done
you as much harm as anybody else

"

" How do you know that ? " Vera ex-
claimed.

** Well, you see, it is our business to know
everything. I feel quite certain that on
reflection you will do nothing to defeat the
ends of justice."

" No," Vera said, thoughtfully. " In any
case, it cannot much matter. You are here
to arrest Mr. Fenwick, and you probably know
where he is to be found at the present moment."

"There you are wrong, liiiss," Grady
said. " We are not in a position at present
to lay hands on our man. We came here
prepared to take a few risks—but I don't
suppose you would care to hear anything
about our methods. It will be a great
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favour to us if you will retire to your room
and stay there till morning."

Vera went off without any further ado,

feelmg that once more the current of events

had come between her and the sleep that

she so sorely needed. But, in spite of every-

thing, she had youth and health on her

side, and within a few minutes she was fast

asleep. It was fairly late when she came
down the next morning, and she was x ither

surprised to find that Fenwick had not

finished his breakfast. He sat there sullen

and heavy-eyed, and had no more than a

grunt for Vera in response to her morning

greeting. He turned over his food A^ath

savage disapproval. Evidently, from the

look of him, he had not only been up late

overnight, but he had also had more wine

than was good for him.

"Who can eat rubbish like this?" he

growled. " The stuff isn't fit to feed a dog

with. Look at this bacon."
" You can expect nothing else," Vera

said, coldly. " If you choose to try and run

a large house like this with practically no
servants beyond a caretaker and his wife,

you must put up with the consequences.

You are an exceedingly clever man, but you
seem to have overlooked one fact, and that

is the amount of gossip you are providing

for the neighbours. It isn't as if we were

still in town, where the man next door knows
nothing of you and cares less. Here people

are interested in their neighbours. It will
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cause quite a scandal when it becomes known
that you are occup3dng Lord Merton's house
with nothing more than a number of question-
able men. As far as I can see, you are far
worse off here than if you had stayed in
London. I may be wrong, of course."

" I begin to think you are quite right,"
Fenwick gnmted. "I must see to this.
It will never do for all these chattering mag-
pies to pry into my business. You had better
go into Canterbury this morning and see if

you can't arrange for a proper staff of servants
to come. WeU, what's the matter now ?

"

One of the men had come into the room
with a telegram in his hand. He pitched
it in a contemptuous way upon the table
and withdrew, whistling unconcernedly.
The man's manner was so flippant and
familiar that Vera flushed with annoyance.

" I wish you would keep your subordinates
a little more under your control," she said.
" One hardly expects a man of your wealth
to be treated in this way l^ his clerks."
But Fenwick was not listening. His brows

were knotted in a sullen frown over the
telegram that he held in his I nd. He
clutched the flimsy paper and threw it with
a passionate gesture into the fire. Vera
could see that his yellow face had grown
strangely white, and that his coarse lips
were trembling. He rose from the table,
pushing his plate away from him.

I've got to go to town at once,'* he said.
"How strange it is that everything seems

o
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to have gone wrong of late i I shall be back

again in time for dinner, and I shall be glad

if you are good enough to see that I have
something fit to eat. Perhaps you had
better telephone to town for some servants.

It doesn't much matter what you pay them
as long as they are good."

Fenwick walked rapidly from the room,

and a few moments later Vera could see his

car moving swiftly down the drive. On
the whole, she was not sorry to have Fenwick
out of the house. She was pleased, also,

to know that he had made up his mind
over the servant question. Already the

house was beginning to look shabby and
neglected ; in the strong morning sunshine

Vera could see the dust l5nng evaywhere.
Her womanly instincts rebelled against this

condition of things ; she was not satisfied

until she had set the telephone in motion
and settled the matter as far as the domestic

staif was concerned.

Then a sudden thought flashed into her

mind. Here was the opportunity for

examining the little room where Fenwick
and his satellites had been busy the previous

evening. Vera had not failed to notice the

fact that three of the men had gone off

with Fenwick in his car, so that, in all pro-

bability, they meant to accompany him
to town. If this turned out to be correct,

then there was only one man to be accounted

for. Possibly with the assistance of Gerald,

the fourth man rnight be got out of the way.
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It was nearly three o'clock in the after-
noon before Vera managed to see her husband.
Ea^erlv and rapidly she told him all that
had taken place the previous evening, though
she was rather surprised to fmd him manifest-
ing less astonishment than she had expected.
Venner smiled when Vera mentioned this.

" Oh, that's no new thing to me," he said.
" I saw all that going on in your suite of
rooms at the Grand Empire Hotel, though
I haven't the least notion what it all means.
I should have thought that your interesting
guardian was manufactunng counterfeit
coins. But we managed to get hold of one
of them, and a jeweller pronounced at once
that it was a genuine sovereign. Still, there
is no question of the fact that some under-
hand business is going on, and I am quite
ready to assist you in finding out what it is.

The point is whether the coast is clear or not."
"There is only one man left behind,"

Vera explained. "AU the rest have gone
to London with Mr. Fenwick, who received
a most disturbing telegram at breakfast
this morning. Of course, the old caretaker
and his wife count for nothing; they are
quite innocent parties, and merely regard
their stay here as temporary, pending the
arrival of our staff of servants."

" In that case, I don't see why it shouldn't
be managed," Venner said. "You had
better go back to the house, and I will call
and see you. There is not the slightest
reason why I shouldn't give my own name,
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nor is there the slightest reason why you
should not show me over the house when I

come. I daresay all this sounds a bit dbeap,
but one cannot be too careful in dealing
with these people."

It was all arranged exactly as Venner
had suggested, and a little later Vera was
shaking hands with her own husband as if

he were a perfect stranger. They proceeded
presently to walk up the grand staircase

and along the comdor, Vera doing the
honours of the place and speaking in a
manner calculated to deceive anybody who
was listenmg. She stopped presently and
clutched Vernier's arm excitedly. She
pointed to a doorway leading to a little room
down the steps at the end of the corridor.

"There," she whispered, "that is the
room, and, as far as I can see, it is absolut^y
empty. What do you say to going in there
now ? The coast seems to be quite clear."

Venner hesitated for a moment ; it would
be just as well, he thought, to err on the
side of caution. A casual glance from the
corridor disclosed nothing, except that on
the table there stood a bottle apparently
containing wine, for a glass of some dark
ruby liquid stood beside it. Very rapidly
Venner ran down the flight of stairs and
looked into the room.

" There is nobody there for the moment,"
he said, " but that bulldog of Fenwick's
can't be far off, for there is a half-smoked
cigarette on the end of the table which
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has not yet gone out. I think I can see my
way now to working this thing without any
trouble or danger. Do you happen to know
if that rheumatic old caretaker uses snuff ?

"
'' ReaUy, I don't," Vera said with a smUe.
But what possible connection is there

between the caretaker and his snuff ?
"

*' Never mind about that at present. Go
down and ask the old man for his snuff
box. By the look of him, I am quite sure
he indulges in the habit. Tell him you
want to kill some insects in the conservatory.
Tell him anything, so long as you get
possession of the box for a few minutes."

Vera flew off on her errand. She was
some moments before she could make the
old man understand what she needed ; then,
with the air of one who parts with some'
treasure, he handed over to her a little
tortoiseshell box, remarking, at the same
time, that he had had it for the last sixty
years and would not part with it for any-
thing. A moment later. Vera was back
agam at the end of the corridor. Venner
had not moved, a sure sign that no one
had approached in the meantime. Taking
the box from Vera's hand, and leaving her
to guard the corridor, he stepped into the
little room, where he proceeded to stu- a
little pellet of snuff into the glass of wine.
This done, he immediately hurried Vera
away to the other end of the corridor

;'I think that will be all right now," he
said. We have only gol to wait till our
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man comes back and give him a quarter
of an hour's law. Snuff is a very strong
drug, and within a few minutes of his

finisning his wine he will be sound asleep

on the floor."

It all fen out exactly as Venner had
prophesied. The man came back presently,

passing Vera and her companion without
the slightest suspicion of ansrthing being
wrong. Then he turned into the little room
and closed the door behind him. Half an
hour passed before Vera knocked at the
dr )r on some frivolous pretext, but no
answer came from the other side. She
knocked again and again, after which she
ventured to open the door. The wine-
glass was empty, a half-finished cigarette

smouldered on the floor, and, bv the side
of it, lay the man in a deep and comatose
sleep. Venner fairlv turned him over with
his foot, but the slumbering form gave no
sign. Tlie thing was safe now.

" We needn't worry ourselves for an hour
or so," Venner said. " And now to see if

we can discover the secrets of the prison
house. Evidently nothing is going on at
present. I should like to know what the
table is for. It is not unlike a modem gas
stove—I mean a gas stove used for cooking
purposes, and here is a parcel on the table,

just the same sort of parcel that the mysteri-
ous new sovereigns were wrapped up in."

" Oh, let me see," Vera said eagerly as
she pulled the lid of! the box. " See, this
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stuff inside is just like asbestos, and sure
enough here is a la3^r of sovereigns on the
top. How bright and new they look. I have
never seen eold so attractive before. I "
Vera suddenly ceased to speak, and a

sharp cry of pain escaped her as she dropped
on to the floor one of the coins which she
had taken in her hand. She was regarding
her thumb and forefinger now with some
dismay, for they were scorched and
swollen.

"Those coins are red hot," she said.
You try."

Surely enough, the coins were almost at
white heat ; so much so, that a wax match
placed on the edge of one flared instantly,
yenner looked puzzled ; he could not make
It out. There was no fire in the room, and
apparently no furnace or oven in which the
metal could have been heated. Then he
suddenly recoUected that Vera must be in
pain.

"My poor child," he said. " I am so
sorry. You must go down to the old house-
keeper at once and get her to put some-
thmg on your hand. Meanwhile, I will
stay here and investigate, though I don't
expect for a moment that I shall make any
further discoveries."

Vera's ha-1 was dressed at length, and
the pam of u,- bum had somewhat abated
when Venner came down the stairs again
He shook his head in response to the ques-
tioning glance in Vera's eyes.
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"Absolutely nothing," he said. "I
found a safe there let into the wall, but
then, you see, the safe has been built for

vears, and no doubt has been used by Lord
Merton to store his plate and other valuables
of that kind. It is just possible, of course,
that Fenwick has the key of it, and that
the safe had been cleared out for his use.

I am afraid we shall never solve this little

puzzle until Fenwick is in the hands of those
detectives who gave you such a fright last

night."
" But there must have been some means

of heating those coins," Vera protested.
" They must have come straight from a
furnace."

" Of course," Venner said. " The trouble
is where to find the furnace. I am per-
fectly sure, too, that the sovereigns were
genuine. Now what on earth can a man
gain by taking current coins of the realm
and making them red hot ? The only
chance of a solution is for me to find Egan
and Grady and tell them of my discovery.
I shall be at the same spot to-morrow after-

noon at the same time, and if I find any-
thing out I will let you know."

There was nothing more for it than this,

whereupon Venner went away and Vera
returned thoughtfully to the dining-room
She was just a little bit in doubt as to
whether the man upstairs would guess the
trick played upon him, but that she had
to risk.
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THE prodigal's RETURN.

matter of furnishing a large house with
competent servants, and by six o'clock Vera
had contrived for the machine to run a little
more smoothly. At any rate, she was in a
position now to provide Fenwick with scme-
thmg m the shape of a respectable dinner
on his return from town.

It was about a quarter to eight when he
put m an appearance, and for the first time
for some days he changed into evening
dress for the chief meal of the day He
appe^ed to be as morose and savage as he
had been m the morning. He answered
Veras questions curtly, so that she fell
back upon herself and ate her soup in
silence. And yet, though Fenwick was so
quiet, It seemed to Vera that he was re-

i JJ^^^'" iT'^i" \ ^^P ^^^^^. So .uat she
found herself fiushmg under his -^ze He
put his spoon down presently, auu pointed

^J.^x;!^.*'?'^ *° V^^^'s swollen fing^.
What have you got there ? " he de-

"landed. " How did you do that ?
"

I burnt it," Vera stammered. " It wasan accident."

ai7
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" Well, I don't suppose vou burnt it on
purpose," Fen^vick ffrowfed. "I don't
suppose you put your hand into the fire to
see if it was hot. What I asked you was
how you did it."

" I repeat it was an accident," Vera said,
coldly. "I burnt my fingers in such a
way "

" Yes, and you are not the first woman
who has burnt her fingers interfering with
things that don't concern her. I insist upon
knowing exactly how that accident hap-
pened.''^

Vera turned a cold, contemptuous face
to her companion ; she b^[an to under-
stand now that his suspicions were aroused.
It came back to her now vividly enough
that she had dropped the hot sovereign on
the floor, and that, owing to the shock and
sudden surprise, she had not replaced it.

It was just possible that Fenwick had gone
into the little room and had missed the
sovereign from the neat layer of coins on
the top of the box. And then another
dreadful thought came to Vera—supposing
that the drugged man had not recovered
from the effects of his dose by the time
that Fenwick had returned ? It was a point
which both she and Venner had overlooked.
There was nothing for it now but to take
refuge behind an assumed indignation, and
decline to answer offensive questions put
in that tone of voice. Vera was still de-
bating as to the most contemptuous reply
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wh« the dmi]i^.rooin door opened and one

a«lwtt
"*^ »«rvant8 annoimced Mr.

F«»wick rose to his feet and an unmis-
takable oath escaped his lips. All the same,
he forced a kmd of sickly smile to his face
as a big man, with an exceedingly red face
and an exceedingly offensive swa«?erin£
manner, came into ti.e dining-room/ The
stranger was quite weU dressed, nothing
about his ffannents offended the eye or out^

!S^hS " il***5' ^*' ^ *^« «*">«. the
inan had bounder " written aU over himm large letters. His impudent red face
his aggressively waxed moustache, the easy
familianty of his manner, caused v to
shrink withm herself, though she co j^ «
been grateful to the feUow for the cu. v'

^^ «r^ appearance had created.

"Vn„*^'i^ .f''^**'."'?
**"^^'" he cried.You didn t expect that I should accept

your myitation quite so promptly, but Ihapp^ to be knocking around here, and I

n«S- J^ if
^"^ daughter, I suppose ?Wad to make your acquaintance, irms, Iwas told there were many beauties at Merton

Grange, but I find that"^ there is one morethan I expected. *

^ so frankly, hopelessly, utterly vulear

Amusement. She could see that Fenwickwas tembly annoyed, though for ^me
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reason he had to keep himself in hand and
be agreeable to Blossett.

"Sit down," he said. "Ring the beU,
and we wi') gtet another cover laid. I don't
suppose you mind inissing the soup."

" I hi ve been in the soup too often to
care aboL.1 It," Biossett laughed. "To tell

the truth, we had such a warm time last
night that solid food and myself are not on
speaking terms just now. Here, waiter, fill

me a tumbler of champagne. I daresay
when I have got that down my neck I shall
be able to pay my proper attentions to this
young lady."

Fenwick made no reply ; he cut savagely
at his fish as if he were passing the knife
over the throat of the intruder. Mean-
while the stranger rattled on, doubtless
under the impression that he was making
himself exceedingly agreeable. Vera sat
there watching the scene with a certain
sense of amusement. She was still a little
pale and unsteady, still doubtful as to the
amount of information that Fenwick had
gleaned as to her movements that after-
noon. She would be glad to get away pre-
sently and try to ascertain for herself whether
the drugged man had recovered or not.
Meanwhile, there was no occasion for her
to talk, as the intruder was quite able to
carry on all the necessary conversation.

., .','J-^^^
^ mighty fine tipple," he said.

Waiter, give me another tumbler of cham-
pagne. In my chequered career I don't
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often run up against this class of lotion
The worst of it is, it makes one talk too
fast, and seemg that I have got to run the
gauntlet with the next little parcel of
sparklers "

" Fool! " Fenwick burst out. His face
was hvid with rage, his eyes were shot with
passionate anger. " Fool I can't you be
silent ? Don't you see that there is one
here who is outside "

" J ?u^
pardon," Blossett said, unsteadily.

1 thought the young woman knew all
about it. Lord, with her dainty face and
her aristocratic air, what a bonnet she'd
make. Wouldn't she look nice passing off
as the daughter of the old military^well
with a fondness for a little game of cards ?

fw ^^? "^^^t J.
niean-the same game

that old Jim and his wife used to play "

., '' Se silent," Fenwick thundered in a tone
that at last seemed to penetrate the thick
skuU of his companion. " My — my
daughter knows nothmg of these things "

Blossett stammered something incoherent
his manner became more suUen, and lone
before dinner was completed it was evident
that he had had far more wine than was
good for him.

" If you will excuse me, I will leave you "
Vera said coldly. " I do not care for anV
dessert or coffee to-night."
"Perhaps you had better go," Fenwick

said mth an air of relief. " I wiU take care
inat this thing does not happen again."



222 THE FOUR FINGERS.

But Vera had already left the room;
she was still consumed with anxiety, and
desired to know more of what had happened
to the man whom Venner had drug^^ed.

She did not dare venture as far as the little

room, for fear that suspicious eyes should

be watching her. It was jast possible that

Fenwick had given his satellites a hint to

note her movements. Therefore, all she

could do was to sit in the drawing-room
with the door open. Some of the men began
to pass presently, and after a little time,

with a sigh of rdief, Vera caught sight of

the one upon whom the trick of the snuff

was played. He seemed all right, as far as

she could judge, and the girl begem to breathe

a little more freely.

As she sat there in the silence watching
an' siting, she saw Fenwick and his com-
pai emerge from the dining-room and
cros^ tlie hall in the direction of the billiard

room. Blossett was still talking lightly and
incoherently ; he leant on the arm of his

host, and obviously the support was neces-

sary. Vera had never before seen a drunken
man under the same roof as herself, and her
souJ -evolted at the sight. How much
longer was this going on, she wondered ?

Hov much more would she be called upon
to cadure ? For the present, she had only
to possess herself in patience and hope for

the best. She was longing now for some-
thing like action. The silence and stillness

of the house oppressed her ; she would have
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liked to be up and doing something. Any-
thing better thaii sitting there.
The silence was broken presently by the

sound of angry voices proceeding from the
biUiard-rocm. Half-a-dozen men seemea to
be talking at the same time—words floated
to Vera's ears; then sudden^- the noise
ceased, as if somebody had clap}>ed down a
lid upon tho meeting. Vera guessed exactly
what had happened. The billiard-room door
had been closed for fear of the servants
hearing what was going on. It was just
possible that behind those closed doors the
mystery that had so puzzled Vera was being
imfolded. She recollected now that between
the dining and the billiard-roorn was a fairly
large conservatory opening on either side
into the apartments in question. It was
just possible that Fenwick and his com-
panions might have overlooked the con-
servatory. At any rate, Vera determined
to take advantage of the chance. The con-
servatory was full of palms and plants and
flowers, behind which it was possible for the
gu-l to hide and listen to all that was eoias
on. ** **

Vera fully understood the danger she was
runnmg, she quite appreciated the fact that
discovery might be visited with unpleasant
consequences. But this did not deter her
for a moment. She was in the conservatory
a httle later, and was not displeased to find
that the door leading to the billiard-room
was open. Behind a thick mask of ferns
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she took her stand. Between the feathery

fronds she could see into the billiard-room

without being seen. Fenwick was standing
by the side of the table laying down the law
about something, while the rest of his

satellites were scattered about the room.
" Why should I do it ? " Fenwick was

saying. " Why should I trust a man like

you ? You come down to-night on the most
important errand, well knowing the risks

you are running, and 3^u start by getting

drunk at the dinner table."
" I wasn't drunk," Blossett said sullenly.

"As to the girl, why, I naturally ex-
pected

"

" Who gave you the right to expect ?
"

Fenwick demanded. " Couldn't you see at

a glance that she knew notliing about it.

Another word and you would have betrayed
the whole thing. You can stay here aU
night and talk if you like, but you are not
going to have that parcel to take away to

London with you. In your present con-
dition you would be in the hands of the police

before morning."
** But I haven't got a cent," Blossett

said. " I hadn't enough money in mv
pocket to pay my cab fare from Cantc^
bury ; and don't you try on any of your
games with me, because I am not the sort

of man to stand them. You are a fine lot

of workmen I know, but there isn't one of

you who has the pluck and ability to take
two thousand pounds worth of that stuff
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and turn it into cash in a week. Now look
at the last parcel I had, I got rid of it in such
a manner that no one could possibly dis-
a)ver that I ever handled the metal at allWho amongst you could say the same
thing ?

'*

" Oh, you are right enough so long as you
keep sober," Fenwick said. " But, aU the
sjme, I shall not trust you with the parcel
that IS waiting upstairs.*^

Vwa listened, comprehending but httle
of what was going on. After aU, she seemed
to be havmg only her trouble for her pains.

i?y° M,.^?"^ ^^^ "^en were doing some-
thmg ilhat with the coinage of the country
though Yen rould not bring herself to beUeve
that they we*e passing off counterfeit money,
seem^ that the sovereigns were absolutdv
genume. ^

•' WeU, something has got to be done,"
another of the gang remarked. "We are
bound to have a few thousands during the
next few days, and, as Blossett says, there
IS nobody that can work the oracle as well
as he can. The best thing I can do is to go
to town with hrni and keep a dose eye onhim till he has pulled round once more,
rte can keep sober enough on occasions if
he hkes, and once the drinking fit has passed
he may be rijght for weeks."

RilLf*"^ ^^^ */? T^*^® ^^ ^«e with me,"
Blossett roared. " Do you think I am goi^g
to be treated hke a blooming kid ? ! teU
you, I am the best man of the lot of you
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There isn't one of you can hold a candle
to me. Fenwick, with all his cunning, is

a child compared with Ned Blossett. Ask
any of the old gang in New York, ask the
blistering police if you Uke ; and as to the
rest of you, who are you ? A set of white-
faced mechanics, without pluck enough to
rob a hen-roost. Take that, you cur !

"

The speaker rose suddenly to his feet and
lurched across the room in Fenwick's direc-
tion. He aimed an unexpected blow at
the latter which sent him headlong to the
floor, and immediately the whole room was
a scene of angry violence.

Vera shrank back in her shelter, hardly
knowing what to do next. She saw that
Blossett had disentangled himself from the
mob about him and was making his way
headlong into the '^:onservatory. There was
nothing for it but instant retreat. On the
opposite side was a doorway leading to the
garden, and through this Vera hastily slipped
and darted across the grass, conscious of the
noise and struggle going on behind. She
paused with a Tittle cry of vexation as she
came close to a man who was standing on
the edge of the lawn looking at the house.
It was only for a moment that she stood
there in doubt ; then a glad little cry broke
from her lips.

"Charles," she said. "Mr. Evors, what
are you doing here ?

"

"We will come to that presently," Evors
replied. " Meanwhile, you can be observed
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from where you are, and those rioters yonder
may make it awkward for you. When they
have patched up their quarrel, I will return
to the house with you and explain. We can
get in by the little green door behind the
gun-room."
Vera suffered herself to be led away,

feeling now utterly unable to be astonished
at anything. They came at length to the
secluded side of the house, where the girl
paused and looked at her companion for an
explanation.

' You seem to be strangely familiar with
this place," she said. "You walk about
here m the dark as if you had known this
house all your lifetime. Have you been
here before ?

"

"Many a time," Evors replied sadly.
" Up to the time I was twenty my happiest
years were spent here. But I see you are
still in the dark. Cannot you guess who I
really am. Vera? No? Then I will en-
lighten you. My name is Charles Evors,
and I am the only son of Lord Merton. I
was bom here, and, if the Fates are good
to me, some day I hope to die here,**
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CHAPTER XXI.

TRB THIRD FINGER.

Vera ought to have experienced a feeling
of deepest surprise; but she was long past
any emotion of that kind. On the contnuy,
it seemed quite natural that Evors should
be there telling her this extraordinary thing.
The sounds of strife and tumult in the house
had now died away; apparently the men
in the billiard-room had patched up their
quarrel, for nothing more could be heard save
a sudden pop which sounded like the with-
drawal of a cork. With a gesture of contempt,
Evors pointed to the billiSrd-room window.

" I don't think you ne^ worry about
them/' he said. "As far as I can judge,
thev were bound to come to some truce."

'^But do you know what they were
doing ? " Vera asked.

" I haven't the remotest idea," Evors
replied. " Some rascality, beyond question.
There alwa)n3 is rascality where Fenwick
is concerned. Is* it not a strange thing
that I should come down here and find that
fellow settled in the home of my ancestors ?

"

" Then you did not come down on purpose
to see him ?

'

99$
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" ^^VJ..^^*™f.
^*^® entirely on my own

wiponMbility. If you have half an hiur to
•pare, and you think it quite safe, I wiU
tdl you everything. But there is one thing
nret, one assurance you must give me. or Iam bound to remain silent. The death of your

^^^r^.9 *^* mysterious fashion—"

JImi^'^iL y^ ^*^ «^*'y- " I know
exactly what you are gomg to say. Youwt me to beUeve that you had no hand
iipatever m my father's murder. My dear
uiarles. I know it perfectly weU. The only
thing that puziles me is why you acted in
that strange weak fashion after the discoverv
of the crime." ^

"V^ " exactly what I am going to tell
you, EvOTs went on. "It is a strange
story, and one which, if you read it in the
pages of a book, you would be inclined to
discredit entirely. And yet stranger andmMe remarkable things happen every day "
Evors led the way to a secluded path

oeside the terrace.

"You need not worry about getting to
the house," he said. "I can show you
how to manage that at any time of the day

**L?¥^*,.^*^®^* disturbing anybody. I amarod that on many occasions I put mv
intiraate knowledge of the premises to an
unpropa: use, and that was the beginning
of my downfall. What wiU you say to me
whoi I confess to you that when I came out
to Mexico I was driven out of the old countrv
more or less, like a criminal ?

"

^'
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" I understood you to be a little wild,"
Vera said.

'* A little wild
!

" Evors echoed bitterly.
" I behaved in a perfectly disgraceful fashion.
I degraded the old name, I made it a Ir^rword
in the district. As sure as I am standing
here at the present moment, I am more or
less answerable for my mother's death. It
is a stnuijge thing with us Evors that all the
men be^^in in this way. I suppose it is

some tamt in our Idood. Up to the age of
five-and-twenty, we have always been more
like devils than men, and then, for the most
part, we have settled down to wipe out the
past and become respectable members of
society. I think my father recognised that,
though he was exceedingly hard and stem
with me. Finally, after one more unusually
disgraceful episode, he turned me out of
the house, and said he hoped never to look
upon my face again. I was deeply in debt,
I had not a penny that I could call my own,
and, finally, I drifted out to Mexico with
the assistance of a boon companion. On
the way out I took a solemn oath that I
would do my best to redeem the past. I
felt heartily ashamed of my evil ways ; and
for six months no one could possibly have
led a purer and better hfe than myself. It was
about this time that I became acquainted
with your father and your sister Beth."

Evors paused a moment and paced up
and down the avenue with Vera by his side.
She saw that he was disturbed about some-
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thing, 80 that she deemed it best not to
interrupt him.

J^i?.^ ^^ ^•"^ ^^ *«> » ^tter
world agam, Evors went on. " I believed
that I had conquered myself ; I felt pretty
sure of It or I would have never encouraged
the fncndship with your sister, which she
offered me from the first. I don't knowhow It was or why it was that I did not seemuch of you about that time, but you were
not m the : lountains with the others."

" tJ "^ ^o^^J^ tlJC city," Vera explained.
There was a fnend of mine who had had

a long, serious illness, and I was engaged
"*.PS""^f ^^^' That is the reason."

But It doesn't much matter/' Evors
went on. You were not there to watchmy friendship for Beth ripening into awarmer and deeper feeling. Mind you, shehad not the remotest idea who I really was
nor had your father. They were quite
content to take me on trust, they had no
vulgar cunosity as to my past. And then
tUe time came when Beth discovered whatmy feehngs were, and I knew that she hadpven hCT heart to me. I had not intended
to speak, I had sternly schooled myself to
hold my tongue until I had completed my
probation

; but one never knows how these
thmgs come about. It was aU so spon-

Lw^uS^ unexpected~and before I iSew
wnat had really happened, we were engaged.
It was the happiest time of my life. I ladnd myself of aU my bad habits. I was in
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the full flush and vigour of my manhood.
I did not say anything to Beth about the
past, because I felt that the would not irndar-
stand, but I told your father pret^ nearly
everything except who I really was, lor I
had made up my mind not to take the old
name again until I had really earned the
right to do so. Of course, the name of
Evors conveyed no impression to anybody.
It did not imply that I was heir to Lord
Merton. Your father was intensely friendly
and sjrmpathetic, he seemed to understand
exactly. We became more than frioids, and
this is how it came about that I accom-
panied him finally on one of his secret visits
to the Four Fmger Mine. Your father's
regular journeys to the mine had resulted
in his becoming a rich man, and, as you
know, he always kept the secret to himsdf

,

taking nobody with him as a rule, with the
exception of Felix Zary. I will speak of
Zary again presently. You know how fiuth-
ful he was to your father, and how he would
have laid down his life for him."
"Zary was an incomprehensible char-

acter/' Vera said. "He was one of the
surviving, or, rather, the only surviving
member of the tribe who placed the Four
Finger Mine in my fathers hands. That
was done solely out of gratitude, and Zary
steadfastly declined to benefit one penny
from the gold of the mine. He had a curious
contempt for money, and he always said
that the gold from the Four Finger lune had
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brought a curse on his tribe. I really -^^ver
got to the bottom of it, and I don't so , ose I
ej^shall ; hut I am interrupting you, . ivies.WU you please go on with your .tc

Where was I ? " Evors asked. • h
yes, I was just leading up to the time when
I accompanied your father on his last fatal
journey to the mine. At one time, I under-
•Jwd, it was his intention to take with him
the Dutchman, Van Fort, or your mother's
brother, Hark Fenwick. However, your
»™»^ decided against this plan, and I went
with him instead. To a great extent it
was my doing so that kept Van Fort and
Fenwick out of it, for I distrusted both
those men, and I believed that they would
have been £uilty of any crime to learn the
8«^«t ,^ the mine. Your father, always
trustful and confiding, laughed at my fears,
and^ we started on that fateful journey. I
don't want to harrow your feelings un-
necessarily, or describe in detail how your
father died; but he was foully murdered,
and, as sure as I am in the presence of my
Mate, the murder was accomplished either
by the Dutchman or Fenwick, or between
the two of them. Zary mysteriously
vanished about the same time, and there
was no one to back me up in my story.
^®" ™*y J«d«e of my horror and surprise
a Uttle later when Van Fort and Fenwick
^tcred mto a deliberate conspiracy to prove

ir*L * ^^ responsible for your father's
death. They laid their plans with such
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a diaboUcal ingenuity that, had t been
placed upon my trial at that time, I shonld
nave been hanged to a certainty. They
even went so far as to tell Beth what had
happened, with what result upon her mind
you know. At this time Van Fort dis-
appeared, and was never heard of again
Of the strange, weird vaigeance ^h
foUowed hmi I wiU talk at another time.
I suppose I lost my nerve ittteriy, it^ I
became as clay in the hands of Mark Fenwidc.
Badly as he was treating me, he professed
to be my friend, and assmed me he luul
found a way by which I could escape ftom
the death which threatened me. Goodness
only knows what he had in his mmd •

perhaps he wanted to part Beth and myself
and get all your father's money into his
hands. I suppose he reclined without your
brother, though the latter di<J not count
for much just then, seeing that he was in
the hospital at Vera Cranz, hoverim;
between life and death, as the result of hS
accident. For my own part, I never bc-
heved it was an accident at aU. I believed that
lienwick engineered the whole business But
that is all by the way. Uke the weak fool that
I was, I fell m with Fenwick's suggestion and
allowed myself to become a veritable tool in
his hands, but I did not go till I heard that
you had come back again to look after Beth."

vera recollected the time perfectly wdl •

she was following Evors' narrative with
breathless mterest. How well she recollected
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the day of her own marriage and the receipt
of that dreadful letter, which parted G^d
and hersdf on the v^ steps of the altar,
and transformed her life from one of happi-
ness into one of absolute self-sacrifice. She
WIS begmning to see daylight now, she
was beginning to discern a way at length,
whereby she would be able to defy Fen-
wick and port with him for aU time.

" It b getting quite plain now," she said.
" But please go on. You cannot think how
deeply interested I am in all you are saying.
Pimntly I will tell you my side of the story.
How I came to part with Beth, how I placed
her in my brother's hands, how I elected
to remain with Hark Fenwick, and my
reasons for so doing. I may say that one
of my princqMd reascms for staying with
my unde was to discover the real cause of
my lathor's <teath. That you had any-
timg to do with it I never really believed,
thm^ appearances were terribly against
you, and you deUberately elected to make
them look w<»^. But we need not go
mto ^lat now. What happened to you
after you fled from Mexico ?^'

" I am very much afraid that I dropped
back into the old haWts," Evors said, con-
tntdy. " I was reckless and desperate, and
ai«d nothing for anybody. I had honestly
done my best to atone for the past, znd it
seemed to me that Fate was dealing with
me with a crudty which I did not deserve.
Otifi ox two of Fenwick's parasites accom-
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puded me everywhere; there teemed to be
no lack of money, and I had pntty wdl all
I wanted. There were times, <rf orane,
when I tried to l»eak the spkk, hat tbey
used to drug me then, ^ntil my mind began
to give way under the stram. Scmietimet
we were in Paris, sometimes we wero in
Lond<m, but I have not the ^htttt i«-
collection of how I got from one place to
another. I was like a man ute is eon-
stantly on the veige of ^teiiriom tremens.
How long this had been going on I can't
t^ you, but finally J came to my seases
in the house in London, and there for two
days I was practically all r%ht. AH thiongb
this time I had the deepest honor of &
drink with which they plied me, and on
this occasicm the hontH- had grown no less.
For some reason or another, no doubt it
was an oversight, they n^ected me for
two days, and I began to get rapidly better.
Then, by the purest chance in the world,
I discovered that I was actuaUy under Oie
same roof as Beth and your brother, birt the
knowledge was like medicine to me. I
refused everything those men ofiored me,
I demanded to be allowed to go out on
business. They refused, a strange new
strength fiUed my veins. I contrived to
get the better of those two men, and hdl
an hour afterwards I left the house in com-
pany with your brother."

All this was news indeed to Vera, thondi it is
already known to the reader ; but sl^asked
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no qQestums^-she was quite content to stand
tli«c and listen to aU that Evors had to say

I would not stay with your brother."
^*?»- "I ^"^t off immcdip^dy to

an old fncnd of mine, to whom i told a
portion of my story. He supphed me withmonw and clothing, and advised me that
tne best thing I could do was to go quietlya^y mto the country and give myself an?^e r«t- I foUowed his advice, and I
onfted down here, I suppose, in the same
TOj X

?n ««n»I finA his way home.
I did not know my father was away, and
you cui imaflne my surprise when I dis-wcred to whom he had let the house. I
feel pretty much myself now; there is no
danjser of my showing the white feather
afflun. If vou are in any trouble or distress
a Hue to the address on this card will bringme to you a£ any time. In this house tb^
are ccrtam hklin«-idaces where I couldsecr^ myself w^out anybody being the^r; but we need not go into that. Now
periiaps you had better return to the housew you may be missed. Good-night, Vera!You cannot tdl how wonderfully helpfulyow sympathy has btn to me."

^
He was gone a moment later, and Vera

J^ii^TK^'''^ y "•^'^ thoughtfully to the

Sfr^-ir^®
place was perfectly quiet now:

the hilhard-room door was open, and Vera

?n^«!^i *^t *^J
apartment wi desertS^

Apparently the household had retired to
rest, tiiough It wemed to be nobody's
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business to fasten up the doon. Ifbrt of
the lights were out, tor it was getting very
late now, so that there was nothing for it

but for Vera to go up the stairs totor own
room. She had hardly reached the landing
when a door halfway down burst open, anfl
Fenwick stood there shouting at the top
of his voice for such of his satdlites as he men-
tioned by name. He seemed to be almost be-
side himself with passion, though at the same
time his face was pallid with a terrible fear.
He held a small object in his hand, which he
appeared to regard with disgust and loathing.
'^Why don't some of you come out?''

he yelled. '- You drunken dogs, where have
you all got to ? Let the man come out
who has i^yed this trick on me, and 111
break every bone in his body."
One or two heads emerged, and presently

a little group stood around the enraged and
affrighted Fenwick. Standing in a door-
way, Vera could hear every word thatpassed.

" I locked my door after dinner," F^wick
said. " It is a patent lock, no key but mine
will fit it. When I go to bed I find this
thing lying on the dressing table."

^^
"Another of the fingers," a voice cried.

" The third finger. Are you quite sure that
you locked your door ?

"

"I'll swear it," Fenwick yeUed. "And
if one ofyou—but, of course, it can't be one of
you. There is no getting rid of this accursed
thing. And iii^en the last one comes "

Fenwick stopped as ifsomething choked |mn,
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CHAPTER XXII.

THE TIME WILL COME."

ThtStartled group oa the stairs stood gazing
at Fcnwick as if they were stricken dumb
^&ce was not one of them who had the

SS! **?! 5?^^ ^ P?^* "®* ®«« o^ them
hut fdt that Fenwick's time was dose at
feaad. Every man there knew by heart
the s^ange story of the Four Finger Mine

?? T?.\*?^
vengeuice which had overtakenme Lmtchman. The same unseen vengeance

was very near Fenwick now; he had had
his three warnings, and ti^e was but one
more to come bef<M% the final note of tra«edv
was struck. Most of them looked with dLed
fascmation at the mutilated left hand of
their chief.

" Ho^ did you lose yours ? " somebody
wmspereQ.

^
"Don't ask me'' Fenwick said hoarsely.
1 break mto a cold sweat whenever I think

; 5JJ* ^?y ^^^'^ yo" ^o what I teU
yau ? Why don't you find Zary ? Findmm out and brmg him down here, and then
1 can laugh at the vengeance of the Four

Zil^^lh ^u* ^ ^^^^ ^y P^s laid, and I
shaU know how to act when the time comes.

3J9
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Now you all get off to bed again and forget
all mv foolishness. I suppose I was
startled bv seeinf that accursed thing lying
on my table, and lost my nerve."
The little group melted away, and once

more the house became silent. When
morning came there was no sign or suggestion
of the strange events ol the n^^tbefore.
For the first time for many months, Vera
felt comMratively happy. She fdt, too, that
at last she was reaping the reward of all her
self-sacrifice, and was i^^Mxndiiiig the time
when she would be able to throw ofi the
yoke and take up her life at the point where
she had dropped it. She OHild afford to
wait on events now; she could adtotd to
possess her soul in patience till ih» hour
and the man can^ together.
Somewhat to her relief, Fenwick did not

appear at breakfast, so that, for once, she
could partake of the meal in comparative
comfort. Swaggering up and down the
terrace outside, with a large cigar in his
mouth, was the man who called himself
Blossett. He had the air of one who is

waiting for something; possibly he was
waiting for the parcel which had been the
means of breeding last night's disturbance
in the billiard-room. Anyway, Vera noticed
that Fenwick was very busy up and down-
stairs, and that all Im parasites had gathered
in the little room at the end of the corridor.
For the present, at any rate, Vera's curiosity
was satisfied. She had no intention of
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t^'^'^L"^ ?»' and as soon as shehad &ushed W breakfast she went oSt

ronung before lunch. She made her wav"CTM. the wood which led to ttThih i^on the po«>ilde chance of meeSng &S3d'

to- wth???* P»rt of the «,p.e to n»S^ bnt the thm, cadaverous form of Felix^. He advanced towards the girl. aSd

tand tWli^"*^ '"y' >« ^«i !>-

he s^w"
""^ "*** expected me. dear lady,"

I iri'?''',3f«'«." Veia said. "Thoughi am not m the least surprised. I supp^
Jfr. y^^ has been to ^see you m|^
oftt ™^" the meaning Ttto? A^oi Diank paper which reached von in anenvdope bearing my handwriting.^

y-
have seen Mr. Venner, dear ladv"

!?„*^r'" * '^ received your letter I

I S^IT' "'SL''
*° y°" at onc<^l bdleve

of ^^l"*"' i*'y?"'^
t^'e 8»ve at the call«f one beanng the beloved Mme of Le F^There ,s notSing I wuld not do for wu

s^Wness and courage. Had I iome in

)^^ i°
y°"", etter. I should never have

m^ti'^Z* ^^«- Fenwick would havlraurtttred me, and the veneeance of th*
four fingers would have bee™ iSt^

'
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"Why should it not be?" Vera said
with a shudder. "Why extract blood for
blood in this fashion ? Can all your revenge
bring my dear father back to life again?
And yet the vengeance draws nearer and
nearer, as I know. I saw Mark Fenwick
last night after he had received the third
of those dreadful messages, and he was
Iric^tened to the depths of hia soul. Let
me im^k>re you not to go any further '

" It IS not for me to say yes or no," Zary
responded in the same quiet, silky manner.
It seemed almost impossible to identify this
man with murder and outrage. " Dear uidy,
I am but an instrument, f can only follow
the dictates of my instinct. I cannot get
away from the traditions of the tribe to
which I belong. For two years now I have
been a wanderer on the face of the earth;
I have been in many strange cities and seen
many strange things ; with the occult science
that I inherited from my ancestors, the
Aztecs, I have earned my daily bread. I
am what some call a medium, some call a
conjuror, some call a charlatan and a quack.
It is all the same what they call me, so long
as I have the knowledge. For generations
the vengeance of the Four Fingers has des-
cended upon those who violate the secret of
the mine, and so it must be to the end of
time. If I did not obey the voice within
me, if I refused to recognise the forms of
my ancestors as they come to me in dreams,
I should for ever and ever be a spirit wander-
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ing through space. Ah, dear lady, there
are things you do not know, things, thank
God, beyond your comprehension, so, there-
fore, do not interfere. Rest assured that
thB thing is absolute and inevitable."
Zary sLoke with a certain gentle inspira-

tion, M If aU this was part of some ritual
that he im repeating by heart. Quiet,
almost tmud as he looked, Vera knew froni
past experience that no efforts of hers could
turn lum from his intention. That he
would do anythiM for a Le Fenu she knew
1^, T?^*.

and aU this in return for some
httle kmdness which her father had afforded^e or two of the now almost extinct tribe
from which had come the secret of the Four
I'lnger Mine. And Zary was absolutely the
tost of his race. There would be none to
follow him.

" Vary wdl," she said. " I see that any.thmg I could say would be wasted on you
nor would I ask you what you are goini
to do next, because I am absolutely coiihvmced that you would not teU me if I did.
MiU, I have a right to know "

liP^u ^S^y^ y°" *^ve a right to know
nothing," Zaiy said, yet in a tone of deep
humihty. -But do not be afraid-the
v«igeance

j;^ not fall yet, for are not the
warnings stiU mcomplete ? I will ask vouw leave me here and go your way "

pere was nothing for it but to obey

^fjT P^^^ slowly through the woodm the du-ection of the high road. A strange
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weird smile flickered about the corno* of
Zarys mouth as he stood theie stiU and
motionless, like some Uack statue. His lips
moved, but no words came from them.He appeared to be uttering somethbig that
miWt have passed for a sflent prayer. He
took a battered gold watch from hu pocket
and consulted it with an air of grim wtis-
nctioQ. Then, suddenly, he drew behind
a thicket of undeigrowth, for his qukk ears
detected the sound of appioaclung foot-
•teM. Almost inunediatdy the big form
of Fenwick loomed in the opening, and a
hoarse voice asked if somebody was thereaiy stepped out again and confronted
Fenwick, who started back as if the slim
black apparition had been a ghost.

You here I " he stammered. " I did
not expect to see you—I came here prepared
to find somebody quite different."

n L]} "^**«'8 little whom you came to
find, Zary said. "The message sent towmg you here was merely a ruse of mine.
Murderer and treacherous dog that you are
so you thought to cet me here in the hous^
amongst your hired assassins by means of
the letter which you compelled my dearest
mistr^ to write ? Are you mad, that you
shoiUd pit your paltry wits against mine ? "

I am as good as you," Fenwick said,
panally. '

"Ob, you rave," Zary went on. "I am
the heu- of the ages, a thousand years of
culture, of research, of peeps behind the



••THE miE WILL COME.- a^s

Yw identttts and your occult rescarchertthM t^ have discovered much, but, com-

SKSf !^*^ *f^?-.u ^^'« *^« J«*t«' was
wrrtt«^ the spints that fl^t on the air had

STiS!/!'^
commg. I have only to raisemy imid and you vHther up like a drop ofdew in the eye of the sunshine. I have only

ZjSZJt^YS!^'
and you die a thousand

ungenag deaths m one—but for such cattle^yon the ven««nce of the Four Fingere is
eoMii^. You shaU die even as the Sutch-Wtt Aed, you 9ban perish miserably withjwwaswi «me and your nerves shattered." 5^could see youisell now as I can see
you, with that dreadful look of fear hs^t^yow eya you would know that the di^pwon had already begun its work. The
Jh^waraing came to wu last night, theroe«^ that you should get your aifairsmorte Mid be prepared for the inevitaWe.
iiie Ihitchman is no more, his foul wretch

tJiH^fJ^' ""I^^ ^^^ ^^ a woman,
«»«ft of sense and reason."

" WW* t ^® ^^'" Fenwick stammered.What have you against me that youMould threaten me like this ?
" ^

^^ ratted his hand aloft with a dramatic

SSd'tlth'^ia^^t""'^^"^^^^

I Il^hfCH '*^- "^^^ ^^ heed.lam the last of my race, a race which hashm, persecuted by the alien and interior
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lor the last three centuries. Time was idienw were a great and powerful people,
educated and enlightened beyond the dreanis
Of to^y. Our great curse was the
poisession of large tracts of land which
contained the gold for which you WmUm
people are jmpared to barter honotnr andmt^y and everything that the honest
man holds dear. For it you are prepared
to sacrifice your wives and children, you
are prepared to cut the throat of your best
mend. Wh«i you found your heart's
omrt in my country, you came in your
thousands, and by degrees murders and
assassmation worked havoc with my tribe.
It was not till quite recently that there
came another man from the West, a differmt
dass of creature altogether. I am alludmg
to your late brother-in-law, Geoige Le ¥mZHe sought no gold or treasure ; he came to
^, he healed us of diseases of which we
knew nothing. And in return for that we
Sive hun the secret of the 1 '>ur Finger
me. It was because he had the secret

of the mine and because he refused to share
It with you that you and the Dutchman,
with the aid of his i ml wife, killed him."

u^^^'^ r* J^®'" Fenwick stammered.
Cjeoige Le Fenn suffered nothing at my

han^. It was the young man Evors."
It IS false," Zary thundered. His eyes

were dark, and in a s idden flood of fury he
reached out a long thm hand and clutched
Fenwick by the coiiai " Why tell me this
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]
jw 80 well how the M^ole thing

jagpencd ? I can give it you now chapt^

of iwetth. I declare as I stand here withmy hand almost touching your flesh that I
can jcarcdy wait for the vengeance, so eagerm I to extract the debt that yoi owTto
George Le Fenu and his children"

li^X„^y ©{.reply, Fenwick dashed his
fet fun mto the face of Zary. The latter*w back just in tune to avoid a crushing
J?\'J^en his long thin arms twisted
about the forni of his bulky antagonist as asnake winds about his prey, ^d^ ^d
JSrS^^^AT^I^^'^^y *«*^^ **»« grip.

h^lT'^''^ {*?^y fi^e^ ^^^ breath, riehad not expected a virSe force like this inoiw so slender. A bony leg was pressedmto the small of his back^h^to^efl^k-

^k Vr^* ""Pt?* ''""'
,r*^ ^"^^ ^^y ^^at h» throat. It was all so sudden and so

utterly unexpected that Fenwick could onlvgwp m astonshment. Then he became con-
scious of the fact that Zary's ^rtlm^SS-

V^^l^^T^.^^^ ^L^*'"®^ ^ *^e sunshine.Very slowly the words came from Zary
cxmld ^tmh you now,'' he whispered.

d ,^« and for all. It is onlym m *,.. n the forces that I
nd you wou.d ut teriv vanish

ere, lepmg no trace behmd. Or..-
olo G this knife- "

*»4i4
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-., ^*i,^® y^H domg?" a voice asked
eagerly. " Zaiy, have you taken leave «rfyour senses ? Release him at once, I lay "
Very slowly Zary replaced the knife h

^^ P«*et and rose to his feet. There was
not the least trace of his recent passioii—
he vm perfectly cahn and collected, hisbreathiM was as even and regular as it had
been before the onslaught.

u r \^^ ^? ^"**® "«^*» master," he said.
I had aUnost forgotten myself. I am

humjhated and ashamed. The mere touch
of that nm is pollution. We shaU meetagam, Mr. Evore.'^

^^
i,f*7*.T^* *^y *^y a»d vanishad mtne thick undei]CTowth as quickly and

tT^f'^^p*' if^ h«i l>een spirited bomthe spot. Fenwick rose to hS feet andwiged the stains from his clothing.

assuredly have murdered me if yoa h^not come up just at the i%ht mment.
JiJl/'''*"^*^' ^~' *^* you should haveturned up here just now. Come as fer asthe house. I should like to say a few worSto you m private."

^^

toL ^ .^^ expression of his companion's
face, that he did not note the look <rfStedtnumph and maUce that distorted tt^ Itnever for a moment occurred to him as
possible that black treachery could foUowBO dosely upon the heels of his ownlwg.
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S&vJ?^^rf *¥ *"8»'t«« demur heMfowed FenwKk to the house. The latterfed ttewy uprtata into a room oi^'oTtog

^f™»8 Jo the effect that here was thf^^A •* '^ed to show Evors Tlw*«e mside the room at leneth- thw. »Ia

StaJdr^H^"
key clicked in the door

cffcd^'^'rS't^
«a 1 want you." Fenwick

« TO After an I have done for you."

«> vJ^tlSk^U^'°"K'**P°»<^- "And•o yon uunk that you have me a Drisoner

I2n C^' "^ ^^"^^ *« ^ere again and I

»cjd not be afraid-I am not aniied."

po2SS*F«^ir r^^lf^ apprehension

£iW?«.. ^^' for be ttimed rapidly»]te ^ walking^ away and once more

tn^ ^L^K ^^^">*d been as g^

rnrJl? ^ X
^e^wick cried. " Gone ICone him, what can have become of hhn ? "
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CHAPTER XXIIL

SMOKED OUT.

A FEELING of helpless exasperation gripped
Fenwick to the exclusion of all o&r
emotions. Everything seemed to be going
wrong just now ; whichever way he turned
some obstacle blocked his path. like most
cunning criminals he could never quite dis-
possess himself of the i<fea that honesty
and cleverness never we^ togedier. AM
honest men were fools of iMcessity, and
therefore the legitimate ptey of rogues like
himself. And yet, thous^h he was more or
less confronted now with men of integrity,
he was as helpless in their hands as if he had
been a child. The maddening part of the
whole thmg was his inability to find any-
thing to strike. He was hke a g^eral
feading an army into the dark in a strange
country, and knowing all the tin» that he
had cunning imseen foes to fi^it.
Thoughts like these were uppermost in

Fenwick's mind as he gazed in consternation
about the little room from which Evore
had vanished. So far as Fenwick knew,
Evors had saved his life from Zary, but that
had not prevented Fenwick from behaving

3|0
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Si,!ii„»',?
was playing into his hank faytanpng Evore down here at this m mert

ShI^i,^*'^>^ "«ver seriously con-

ror tjie first time, he saw how srea'v hehad been mistaken. ^^ ^ **

" Where can the fellow have eat to ? "

t^Tir^J'^^ whence^n^ h^ LtuMte knowledge of the house
,..""«

He tapped the v Jls, he examined the floor

oy wmcii Jivors had made good his escaneFenwick furiously rang the Xll^^^m«ded that the^old^etaker si^"uld b^^t to him Pt once. The man came to him
ftr^ hThS^^^^^^ andX^tft
J!fL " ^® ^^ *»een runnimr His airoS

a«3«« his own perturbation.

never exnerfA^i /v A .
^^"^ '"** I**sirci cxpectea to see ag'ain A hif m«m

n^,h^ 5««? asain Uke tWs—"
** *°

e w his second chilS!^' ** ^°°'
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It w'ds the youM master," the care-
t^er Ubbled on. "^y, you couid have
knocked me down with a feather when he
came m the house with you. As soon as I
set eyes on Mr. Charles- *'

"Mr. what?" Fenwick asked. "<Mi I
see what you mean. You are speaking' of
Mr. Evors, who came in with me.^

J^^^* w % ^* ^^*'* **'" *^« «W man

Mr Chari^*'?^'^'
only we used to caB him

Fenwick began to understand.
" Let's have it out," he said. " Mr

Evors, whom you saw with me iost now!
is Lord Merton's only son ? "

K-'wu .H K ^^> *^* ^« *»• And tothmk that he should come hmne Hke this.
It U be a good day for the x>ld house when
he returns to settle down altogether "
Fenwick dismissed the old man with a

contemptuous gesture. He had found out
all he \i^ted to know, though his informa-
tion had come to him as an umileasant
surprise It w^s a strange coinddST that
Fenwick should have settled upon Merton
Grange for a dwelling-place, and thus had
picked out the actual home of the youncman who had suffered so much at his hand?

Snf,M?f^"^ .something beyond this that

Ik^II^.^?^"^^^- ^* w^ a disturbing
thought to know that Charles Evors coSd
find his way about the house in this
mysterious fashion. It was a stiU more
disturbmg thought to feel that Evors might
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be mteague with those who were eiune<!d in

SS^^-SM"'^^*^ «naiion.Sr!T?eiS

Z^ iS^*-*^ ?""^ *« J""™ which it

n^hSSfSJlT *" •"*?. * P^t^'^ secret.DouWess there were secretpassagesandpanek
™m^ IT'S?* ''?"«'• «»<l^wick tlined
cold at the thought that perhaps prying^"

JS^?j! *^ *"? °' *•>* ~"**"- He lost notune mcalhng his parasites about him. In a
'*^

J!?'*
•»« *«ld Aem what hadham^S.

^.^i^i'?'^' *"** w"*"* » more he has«^l^ to keq> an eye on us. I fed

ay hkely rt is that devil Zary. If the
police were to walk in now, guided by Evore?*.*ould be caught Bke rate inVSS'r di(to't want to trust that stuff to Blossrtt'

STiLjI^ * K a tram about twelve o'clockto Undon, and he must get one of the ser-

Z^'t
*° <^^« •?« over in a dogcart. Now

oZ iMf^h,?""* 3* ""* r* ^"^ souths
£f^ •

*' goodness knows how closethe danger is Get the stuff away at om^^The man Hossett came into L ga?d^a b«; cigar between his Ups. He &^m his insolent fashion whS he wm toMof his errand. The hot blood was^ Fm-wick's face, but he had not toTt qui^with the swaggering Blossett.
^^^

I thought you would come to your
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senses," the latter said. " Nobody like me
to do a little thing of that sort. Now let
me have the case and I'll be off without
jeljy- Better put it in a Gladstone bsff.
If I have any luck I shaU be back here to-
night, and then we can share the Ixmk-notes
ajid there will be an end of the matter.
You had better sink aU the materials in the
moat. Not that I am afraid of anything
happening myself."

Half an hour later Blossett was being
bowled down the drive behind a fleet horse.A little later still, as the train pulled out
of the station, £gan and Grady stood
there watching it with rueful faces. Venner
was with them, and smiled to himself, des-
IMte the unfortunate nature of the situation
"I thought we had cut it a bit too fine,"

Grady said. " It is aU the fault of that
confounded watch of mine. Now what's
the best thing to be done ? Shall we tele-
gaph to Scotland Yard and ask to have
Blossett detained when he reaches Victoria ?

"

"I don't quite Uke the idea," Egan
said. "If we were English detectives it
wouldn't much matter, but I guess I don't
want Scotland Yard to have the laugh of
me like this. It may cost a deal of money,
and I shall probably have to pay it out of
my own pocket, but I am going to have a
special train."

"My good man," Venner said, "it is
absurd to think that you can get a special
train at a roadside sUtion like this.
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^SST.:..^* '1^°" ?"«»««t a special to the

am»We lunatic. I have an idea that mavwork out aU right, though tlu deiS«l»n-*ether the train lat hTg^Kt
of the station » a fast or a slow onl/"

ta^* "'J^., P"'^ *e fact that then»m wa» a slow one, stoppmg at everv

?S^ "«*»"' ^ We"?SI hiuTS^

Sf H.T1!?" •* r" Pl«««l with him-

"I thJ^^ '^^y- ^ ^ companions.

-ill "™/ Ive got It," he said "WewiU wound Fenwick witk one of his owi
ZT^- JS'^ ?• **• ««*«' thinrinT
^H"^ ^^ •*"* *" Victoria w^ undertwo hours in a motor."

K^^^'Si'*
to the^ motor. Wherrarewe.'O get the machuie from ? "

Borrow Fenwick's," Venner said "T
r^'^ the working of TM^r^i J
Ihen you can wait for me at the cross roads
" li*?" p»* y°" »P-

..ij J 'vJ?" can try it on, sir" Eiransaid AMibtfuUy. " If 'you Sn ^e m^ttel«iaph to Scotland Yird "

tic^'^f^ T^ei^l^^' ^'t^ n?-
stable at'&n G^ran"S co^u'nUy'
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f*^^5f"J^*^ •^'»* *^« Tard. There

!i?^u*^® ^ caf» and on a shelf hard byaU the necessanet for setting the great
ma^emniotion. In an moredihiy Siortwee of time Venner had backed the Mer-
cedes mto the yard; he turned her dex-
terously, tod a moment later was speedingdown a side avenue which led to thrKrk:
The good old sayinff that fortune favours
the brave was not bdied in this instance.

!Za^u «,^««^ ^ reaching the high
r«ftd without m^. It Was very ^odds against his theft being discovi^^a!
^L 'iHv ^^^ ^^ amiideraWe time ; ande^ If the car wwre missing, no one couldP^% identify its loss with the chase
alter ^ossett. It was consequently in high
spints tiiat the trio set outW their journq^
Naturallv enough Venner was curio™ toJmow what tiie criminal charge would be.

i^ugh I have found out a good deal

"

^IoT^^'kI^ ^?.?^ ^*^^y a* a 1^ to kno'wwhat these fellows have been up to. Of

nn!!Sl*
' 5"?® understand that th^e is some

underhMid busmess with regard to certaincoms-but then those coii^are real gold^and It would not pay anybody to count^eit
sov^igns worth twenty shillings apiece."

" We ?hir^ *^i?^
80," ]^ sSdTdrily.We shaU be able to prove the c^ntranr

fn^tt^^' -.-^^ ^**^'* y«" ^^^ waitrS^
u Tr

^*^^ mome-it comes ?

"

natuJSfv ""^Km ^"^^ ^^^ «^-
naxurecuy. m wait and see what
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^amatic surprise you have in .tore for

heSLT^- ^ "P*^ <»'« the roads

ofX? ki„i^''j=^ *™P* «* other troubl"

Scarcely haTtoe door T^'"*" „^ent.
than &an foWnTr*.,'^'?*^ °" Blossett

motionS the othl tww"' ceremony. He
he had somi ghte «*»

t^"^}"
behind

;

clerk in the ontAr «& i
the solitary

gleaned the Wor^Uon ii/j?'"r.'^^°"» he
was eneaeeAnJ^. *''*t Mr. Drununond
and c^^not Z ^^%J"^^'''^ husines^

" Very wen " k. 5"^ =o«e time.
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He iat there patiently for some five

minutes, his quick ears strained to catch

the faintest sound of what was taking place

in the inner office. There came presently

the chink of metal, whereupon the watcher

whistled gently and his comrade and Venner

entered the room. Very coolly Egan

crossed over and locked the door.
•• Now, my younsj friend," he said to the

astonished derk, '^you will oblige me by

not making a single sound. I don't suppose

for a moment you have had anythmg to do

with this; in fact, from your bewildered

expression, I am certain that you haven t.

Now tell me how long have you been in your

present situation."
" About three months," the clerk rephed.

"If you gentlemen happen to be police

officers

"That is exactly what we are," Grady

smiled. "Do you find business brisk-

plenty of clients about ?
"

The derk shook his head. He was under-

stood to say that business was inclined to

be slack. He was so frightened and uneasy

that it was somewhat difficult to discern

what he was talking about. From time to

time there came sounds of tinkling metal

from the inner office. Then Grady crossed

the floor and opened the door. He stepped in-

side nimbly, there was a sudilon cry, and then

the voice of the detective broke out harshly.

"Now drop it," he said. "Keep your

hands out of your pocket—there are three
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of US here altogether, and the more fuss

you make the worse it will be for both of

S)u.
You know perfectly well who I am,

lossett ; and we are old friends, too, Mr.
Drummond, though I don't kno\.' you by
that name. You will come with me "

"But what's the charge?" Blossett

blustered. "I am doing business with my
friend here quite in a legitimate way."

" Counterfeit coining/ Grady said crisply.
" Oh, we know all about it, so you need not tiy
to bluff it out in that way. I'll call a cab, and
we can drive off comfortaUy to Bow Street."

All the swaggering impudence vanished
from Blossett. As to h& companion, he
had not said a word from start to finish.

It was about an hour later that Venner and
his companions were seated at lunch at a
hotel in Covent Garden, and Venner was
now impatiently waiting to hear what was
the charge which had laid Blossett and his

companion by the heels. Grady smiled as
he orew from his pocket what appeared to
be a brand new sovereign.

"This is it," he said. "A counterfeit.
You wouldn't think so to look at it, would
you ? It appears to be perfectly genuine.
If you will balance it on your finger you will
find that it is perfect weight, and as to the
finish it leaves nothing to be desired. And
yet that coin is false, though it contains as
much gold as any coin that you have in
your purse."

"Now I begin to understand," Venner
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exdaimed. '* I have already told yoti all

about my discovery at the Empire Hotel,

also what happeaed quite recently at Merton
Grange. I could not for the life of me
understand what those feUows had to gain

by making sovereigns red-hot. Of course,

I took them to be real sovereigns
"

" Well, so they are practiailly/' Egan
said. "They contain absolutely as much
fold as aa English coin of equal value,

'hey art' made from the metal Fenwick
managed to loot from the Four Finger
Mine.

'

" What, do you know all about that ?
"

Venner cried.
" We know all about everything," Grady

said gravely. " We have been tracking

Fenwick for vears, and it b a terrible indict-

ment we shau have to lay against hirr v^lKn

the proper time comes. We shel^ vtxve
beyond the shadow of a doubt tha> be v;j^

one of the murderers of Mr. George L: ' enu
—but we need not go into that now, lor I

see you are anxious to know all about the
trick of the sovereigns. After Fenwick was
compelled to abandon the Four Finger Mine,
he found himself with a great deal less gold
than he had expected. Then he hit upon
the ingenious scheme which we are here to

expose. His plan was to make sovereigns

and half-sovereigns, and put them on the
market as genuine coins. Now do you see

what he had to gain by this ingenious
programme ?

"



CHAPTER XXrV.

THE MOUTH OF THE NE *.

"I AM afraid I am very dense/' Veimcr
said, "but I quite fail to see how a man
could make a fortune by selling for a sove-
reign an article that cost him twenty
shillings, to say nothing of the trouble and
cost of labour and the risk of being dis-
covered "

"As a matter of fact, the risk is com-
paratively small," Grady said. " It was only
by a pure accident that we got on the inside
track of this matter. You see, the coins are
of actual face value, they are most beau-
tifully made, and, indeed, would pass any-
where. Now let me tell you that every
sovereign cohtains a certain amount of alloy
which reduces its actual value to about
eighteen and threepence. Now you can see
where the profit comes in. Supposing these
men turn out a couple of thousand sovereigns
a day—no very diflBcult matter with a plant
like theirs; and, of course, the money can
be disp^d of with the greatest possible
ease. This leaves a profit of a hundred and
seventy-five pounds a day. When I have
said so much, I think I have told you every-

a6t
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thing. Don't you admire the ingenuity of
an idea like this ?

"

It was all perfectly plain now—indeed,
the m}^tery appeared to be ridiculously

simple now that it was explained.
" And what are you going to do now ?

"

Venner asked.
Grady explained that the next step would

be the arrest of Fenwick and his gang at
Merton Grange. For that purpose it would
be necessary to enlist the assistance. of the
local authorities. And in no case did the
American detectives purpose to effect the
arrest before night. So far as Venner was
concerned, he was quite at liberty to accom-
pany the Americans on their errand; at
the same time they let him infer that here
was a situation in which they preferred Ws
room to his company.
"As you will,^' Venner smiled. "So far

as I am concerned, I am going to get back
to Canterbury as soon as I can. With all

your preparations you have an exceedingly
clever man to deal with, and it is just possible
that by this time Fenwick akeady Imows
that you have laid the messenger by the
heels. Men of that sort never trust one
another, and it is exceedingly probable that
Blossett has been watched."
Grady and Egan admitted this possibility

cheerfully enough. Doubtless they had
made plans which they did not care to com-
municate to Venner. He left them pre-
sently, only to discover to his annoyance
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that he had just missed a traiu to Canter-
bury, 'and that there was not another one
till nearly six o'clock. It was quite dark
when he stepped out of the carriage at Canter-
bury Station and stood there debating
whether he should walk as far as the lodgings
he had taken near Merton Grange, or have
a cab. As he was idly making up his mind,
he saw to his surprise the figiu-e of the hand-
some [cripple descending from the next
carriage. . He noted, too, that the cripple
did not seem an}^hing Uke as feebte as
before, though he appeared to be glad
enough to lean on the arm of a servant.
At the same moment Le Fenu was joined
by Evors, who came eagerly forward and
shook him warmly by the hand. What
these two were dom^ here, and what they
had in their minds, it was not for Venner
to say. He wondered what they would think
if they knew how close he was, and how
deeply interested he was in their move-
ments. He hung back in the shadow, for
just then he did not want to be recognised
by Le Fenu.

" What a queer tangle it all is," he said to
himself. " If I spoke to Le Fenu, he would
recognise me in a moment as an old friend
of his father's. I wonder what he would
say to me it he knew I was his brother-in-
law—and Evors, too. Imagine their
astonishment if I walked up to them at this
moment. Still, on the whole, I think I
prefer to watch their movements. If they
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are going to thrust their heads into the
lion's mouth, perhaps I may be able to stand
by and render some assistance."

It was pretty well as Venner anticipated,
for presently Le Fenu and Evors entered a
cab and gave the driver directions to take
them as far as Merton Grange. Venner
made up his mind that he cotild do no better
than follow their example. 3
The cab stopped at length outside the

lodge gates, where Evors and Le Fenu
alighted, and walked slowly up the drive.
It was rather a painful effort for Le Fenu,
and he managed it a great deal better than
Venner had anticipated. He did not enter
the house by the front door—on the contrary,
they crept round a small side entrance,
beyond which they vanished, leaving Venner
standing on the grass wondering what he
had better do next.

Meanwhile, Evors led the way down a
flight of stairs till he emerged presently in a
corridor. With his companion on his arm
he walked to the httle room at the end and
boldly flimg open the door.

The room was empty, a thing which both
of them seemed to expect, for they smiled
at one another in a significant manner,
and nodded with the air of men who are
quite pleased with themselves.

" You had better sit down," Evors said.
" That walk must have tired you terribly.

I should be exceedingly sorry "
** You need not worry about me," Le

d
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Fenu said in a clear, hard voice. " I am a
little tired, perhaps, but I have a duty to
fulfil, and the knowledge of it has braced
me wonderfully. Besides, I am so much
better of late, and I am looking eagerly
forward to the time when I shall be as other
men. Now go and fetch him, and let us
get the thing done. But for the fact that
he is my mother's brother I would have had
no mercy on the scoundrel. Still the same
blood flows in our veins, and I am in a
merciful mood to-night."
Evors walked boldly out of the room

and down the stairs into the hall—then in
a loud voice he called out the name of Mark
Fenwick. The dining-room door burst open
and Fenwick strode out, his yellow face
blazing with passion in the light.

^^
"So you are back again," he said hoarsely.

" You are a bold man to thrust your head
into the lion's mouth like this."
"There are others equally bold," Evors

said cooll}^. '* I am strong enough and able
enough to take you by that fat throat of
yours and choke the life out of you. You
have a different man to deal with now—
but there are others to be considered, so I
will trouble you to come along with me.
The interview had best take place in the
little room at the end of the corridor. You
know the room I mean. Ah, I see you do."
Fenwick started. It was quite plain that

Evors' hint was not lost on him. Without
another word he led the way up the stair-
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case into the little room. He started again
and half turned when he caught sight of the
white, handsome face of Le Fenu. In all

probability he would have disappeared
altogether, but for the fact that Evors closed
the door and turned the key.
Fenwick stood there, ms yellow face

scared and terrified. Cold as it was, 9, bead
of perspiration stood on his bulging fore-
head. He looked from one to the other
as if he anticipated violence. Le Fenu sat
up in his chair and laughed aloud.

" You are but a sorry coward after all,"
he said. " You have no need to fear us
in the sUghtest. We shall leave the ven-
geance to come in the hands of others. And
now sit down—^though you are not fit to
take a chair in the company of any honest
men."
"In my own house," Fenwick began

feebly, " you are
"

"We will overlook that," Le Fenu went
on. " It is our turn now, and I don't think
you will find our conditions too harsh. It
is not so long ago since my friend here was
a prisoner in your hands, since you reduced
him to such a condition of mind that he had
abandoned hope and lost all desire to live.
It is not so long ago, either, since you dared
to make me a prisoner in my own house
for your own ends. It was fortunate for
you that I chose to live more or less alone
m London and imder an assumed name.
But all the time I was looking for you, all
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the time I was working out my plans for
your destruction. Then you found me out-^
you began to see how I could be useful to
you, how I could become your miserable
tool, as Mr. Evors here did. You dared
not stay at your hotel—things were not
quite ripe for you to come down here. There-
fore you hit ui>on the ingenious idea of
making me a prisoner under my own roof.

But I^te, which has been waiting for you
a long time, intervened, and I became a
free man again just at the ver}^ moment
when Mr. Evors also regained his liberty.

Since then we have met more than once,
and the whole tale of your villainy is now
plain before me. You might have been
content with the murder of my father and
the blood money you extracted from the
Fom* Finger Mine, but that was not enough
for you—nothing less than the extermina-
tion of our race sufficed. It was no fault

of yours that I was not killed in the so-
called accident that has made me the cripple
that I am. That was all arranged by you,
as I shall be able to prove when the proper
time comes. I escaped death by a miracle,
and good friends of mine hid me away
beyond the reach of your arm. Even then
you had no sort of mercy, even then you
were not content with the mischief you had
Wrought. You must do your best to pin
your crime to Mr. Evors, though that con-
spiracy cost my sister Beth her reas(m. Of
course, you would deny all these things,
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and I see jrou are prepared to deny them
now. But it is absolutely useless to add
one lie to another, because we know full

weU "

"Stop," Fenwick cried. "What are you
here for ? Why do you tell me this ? A
desperate man uke myself "

'^ No threats/' Le Fenu said, sternly. " I

am simply here to warn you. God knows
what an effort it is on my part not to hand
—but I cannot forget that you are a blood
relation of mine, and, therefore, I am dis-

posed to spare you. Still, there is another
Nemesis awaiting you, which Nemesis I

need not mention by name. When I look
at your left hand I fed sorry for vou. Bad
as you are, the terrible fate which is yours
moves me to a kind of pity."

Le Fenu paused and glanced significantly

at Fenwick's maimed hand. The latter had
nothing more to say; all his swaggering
assurance had left him—he sat hudmed up
in his chair, a picture of abject terror and
misery.

" You can help me if you will," he said
hoarsely. " You are speaking of Zary.
That man is no human being at all, he is

no more than a cold-blooded tiger, and jret

he would do anything for you and yours.
If you asked him to spare me "

Fenwick broke off and covered his face
with his hands. His shoulders were heaving
with convulsive sobs now, tears of maudliji
self-pity ran through his fingers. For the

Ui li
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time being, at any rate, the man's nerve
was utterly gone. He was prepared to make
any conditions to save his skin. Agitated
and broken as he was, his cunning mind
was yet moving swiftly. A little time ago,
these two men would not have dared to
intrude themselves upnon his presence, he
had held them like prisoners in the hollow
of his hand ; and now it seemed to him that
they must fed their position to be impreg-
nate, or they would never have intrud^
upon him in this bold fashion.

" I am not the man I was," he gasped.
" It is only lately that my nerve seems
to have utterly deserted me. You do not
know what it is to be fighting in the dark
against a foe so cold and relentless as Felix
Zary. When the first warning came I was
alarmed. The second warning frightened
me till I woke in the night with a su&cating
feeling at my heart as H I were going to die.

Against the third warning I took the most
elaborate {H-ecautions ; but it came all the
same, and since then I have been drinking
to drown my terror. But \<iiat is the good
of that ?—how little does it serve me in my
sober moments ? As I said just now, Zary
would do anything for your famHy, if you
would induce him to forego that dreaded
vengeance which hangs over me "

^

" Impossible," Le Fenu said coldly.
"Zary is a fanatic, a dreamer of dreams;
he has a religion of his own which no one
else in the world understands but himself.
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if

He firmly and honestly believes that some
divine power is impelling him on, that he is

merely an instrument in the hands of the
Maker of the universe. There have been
other beinn of the same class in a way.
Charlotte Corday believed herself to be the
chosen chammon of Heaven when she
stabbed the French monster in his bath.
Nothing I could say or do would turn Zary
from what he believes to be his duty. The
only thing you can do is to go away and lose
yourself in some foreign country where Zary
cannot follow you."

" Impossible," Fenwick said hoarsely. " I
could not get away. If the man possesses
the powers he claims he would know where
to find me, even if I hid myself in the depths
of a Brazilian forest. I tell you I am
doomed. I cannot get away from the in-
evitable."

Fenwick slipped from his chair and fairly
grovelled in his anguish on the floor. It
was a pitiable sight, but one that moved
the watchers with contempt. They waited
patiently enough for the paroxysm of terror
to pass and for Fenwick to resume some-
thing like the outer semblance of manhood.
He drew himself up at length, and wiped
the tears from his sickly yellow face.
"I cannot think," he said. "My mind

seems to have ceased to act. If either of
you have any plan I shall be grateful to hear
it. It seems almost impossible "

The speaker suddenly paused, for there
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came from downstairs the unmistakable
sounds of high voices raised in expostulation.
It occurred to Fenwick for a moment that
his subordinates were quarrelling amongst
themselves ; then his quick ears discerned
the sound of strange voices. He rose to
his feet and made in the direction of the door.
A minute later a stealthy tap was heard on
the door, and a voice whi.^>ered, asking to
be adniitted. Evors glanced at Le Fenu
in an interrogative kind of way, as if asking
lor instructions. The latter nodded, and
the door opened. The man in the list

slippers staggered into the room, his red
face white and quivering, his whole aspect
eloquent of fear.

"What is it?" Fenwick whispered.
"What's the trouble? Why don't you
speak out, man, instead of standing there
like that ?

"

The man foimd his voice at last, his words
came thickly.

"They are here," he said. "The men
from America. You know whom I mean.
Get away at once. Wait for nothing.
Those two devils Egan and Grady are
downstairs in the hall."
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AN ACT OF CHARITY.

Fenwick looked at the speaker as if he did
not exactly comprehend what he had said.
The man's mind was apparently dazed, as
If the accumulation of his troubles had been
too much for him. He passed his hand
across his forehead, striving to collect his
thoughts and to find some way of facing
this new and unexpected peril.

'; Say that again," he faltered. " I don't
quite understand. Surely Egan and Gradv
are in New York."
"They are both down in the hall," the

man m the list slippers said, vehemently.
And, what s more, they know that you are

here. If you don't want to spend the nightm gaol, get away without any further
delay."

Fenwick could only look about him help-
lessly. It seemed to him futile to make any
further effort. Turn which way he wouldf
there was no avenue open to him. He
looked imploringly in the direction of Charles
Evors.

;'I think I can manage it," the latter
said. Now, you fellow, whatever your

3;a
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name is, levm the room at once and go
downstairty nd close the door behind you."
The man in the list slippers slunk away,

and, at a sign from Le Fenu, Evors closed
the door. Evors jumped to his feet and
crossed the room to wnere a picture was let
into the panelling. He pushed this aside
and disclosed a dark opening beyond to
Fenwick's astonished gaze. The latter
stared about him.
"Now get through there/' Evors said.
It IS a good thing for you that I know all

the secrets of the old house. There are
many panels and passa^ here, for this
used to be a favourite hiding-place for the
fugitive cavaliers in the time of Cromwell."

" But where does it go to ? " Fenwick
stammered.
Evors explained that the passage ter-

minated in a bedroom a little distance away.
He went on to say that Fenwick would only
have to press his hand upon the wall and
that the corresponding panel of the bed-
room would yield to his touch.

"It is the Blue Room," he said, "in
which you will find yourself presently. Wait
there, and I'll see what I can do for you.
I fancy that I shall be able to convey you
outside the walls of the house without any-
body being the wiser."
Fenwick crept through the hole, and Evors

pulled the panel across, leaving the room
exactly as it had been a few minutes befote.
He had hardly done so when there was a
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sound of footsteps outside, and without

ceremony the American detectives came in.

The occupants of the room had had ample
time to recover their self-possession, so that

they could look coolly at the intruders and
demand to know what this outrage meant.
The Americans were clearly puzzled.

" I am sure I beg your pardon," Egan
said, "but I understand that Mr. Fenwick
is the tenant of the house."
"That is so," Evors said. "Do you

generally come into a gentleman's house in

this unceremonious fashion ?
"

" Perhaps I had better explain my errand,"

Egan said. " We are down here with a
warrant for the apprehension of Mark Fen-
wick, and we know that a httle time ago
he was in the house. He is wanted on a

charge of stealing certain valuables in New
York, and also for uttering counterfeit coins.

We quite expected to find him here."
" In that case, of course, you have perfect

liberty to do as you please," Evors said.
" I may explain that I am the only son of

Lord Merton, and that I shall be pleased

to do anything to help you that lies in my
power. By all means search the house."

Grady appeared as if about to say some-
thing, but Egan checked him. It was no
time for the Americans to disclose the fact

that they knew all about the murder of Mr.

George Le Fenu, and how Evors had been
more or less dragged into the business.

Their main object now was to get hold of
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Ffaiwick without delay, and take him back
with them to London.

'' Very weU, sir," Egan said. " We need
not trouble you any further. If our man
IS anywhere about the house, we are bound
to find him. Come along, Grady.'
They bustled out of the room, and pre-

sently they could be heard ranging about
the house. As the two friends discussed
the situation in whispers the door was flung
open and Vera came in. Her face was
aflame with indignation—she was quivering
with a strange unaccustomed passion

"Charles," she cried. «f hardly ex-
pected to see you here."
"Perhaps you are equally surprised to

see Evors," Le Fenu said. " We have had
an explanation "

" I have already met Charles," Vera said,
liut he did not tell me you were coming

down here. Still, aU that is beside the
pomt. There will be plenty ol time for full
explanation later on. What I have to com-
plam of now is an intolerable outrage on the
part of Mark Fenwick. He has actually
dared to intrude himself on the privacy ofmy bedroom, and despite all I can say "

" By Jove, this is a piece of bad luck
"

Evors exclaimed. "My dear Vera, I had
not the slightest idea that you were occupying
the Blue Room. In fact, I did not know
that it vras being used at aU. I -aanaged
to send Fenwick that way for the simple
reason that there are two American detectives
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downstairs with a warrant for his arrest.

It was your brother's idea to get liim

away "

" What for ? " Vera asked, passionately.
" Why should we trouble ourselves for the

safety of an abandoned wretch like that ?

He is the cause of all our troubles and
sorrows. For the last three years he has

blighted the Uves of all of us, and there is

worse than that—^for, as sure as I am speaking

to you now, the blood of our dear father

is upon his head."
" Yes, and mine might have been also,

but for a mere miracle," Le Fenu said.
" He tried to do away with me—he would
have done aw y with all of us if he had
only dared. But oue thing do not forget—
he is our mother's only brother."

Vera started and bit her lips. It was
easy to see that the appeal was not lost

upon her, and that she was ready now to

fall in with her brother's idea. She waited

quite humbly for him to speak.
" I am glad you understand," he said.

" It would never do for us to hand that maji

over to justice, richly as he deserves his

sentence. And you can help us if you will.

Those men will search every room in the

house, including yours. If you are in there

when they come and show a certain amount
of indignation

"

" Oh, I quite understand," Vera responded.
" And I will do what I can for that wretched

creature." •
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"N\Tiat is he doing now?" Le Fenu

asked.
" He has huddled himself up in a ward-

robe," Vera explained. "He seems so
paralysed with fear that I could not get
anything hke a coherent account of what
had happened. Anyway, I will go back
to my room now. You need not be afraid
for me."
As matters turned out. Vera had no time

to spare, for she was hardly back in her
room before the detectives were at the door.
She came out to them, coldly indignant,
and demanded to know what this conduct
meant. As was only natural, the Americans
were profoundly regretful and almost
abjectly polite, but they had their duty to
perform, and they would be glad to know
if Vera had seen anything of Mark Fenwick,
for whc-"* apprehension they held a warrant!
"WeU," Vera said, loftily, "you don't

expect to find him in here, I suppose ? Of
course, if your duty carries you so far as to
ransack a lady's room, I will not prevent you."
The absolute iciness of the whole thing

profoundly impressed the listeners. Astute
as they were, it never occurred to them
that the girl was acting a part; further-
more, with their intimate knowledge of Fen-
wick's past, they knew well enough that
Vera had no cause to shield the man of
whom they were in search.
" We will not trouble you," Egan stam-

mered. " It is a mere matter of form, and
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it would be absurd to suppose that our man
is concealed in your room. In all probability

he received news of our coming and got

away without warning his companions. It

is just the sort of thing that a man of his

type would do. We have the rest of the

gang all safe, but we shall certainly have to

look elsewhere for their chief. Will you
please accept our apologies ?

"

Vera waved the men aside haughtily.

She was glad to turn her back upon them,
so that they could not see the expression

of her face. She was trembline; violently

now, for her courage had suddenly deserted

her. For some long time she stood there

in the corridor, until, presently, she heard

the noise of wheels as two vehicles drove

away. Then, with a great sigh of relief,

she recognised the fact that the detectives

had left the house. She opened the door

of her room and called aloud to Fenwick.
She called again and agiin without response.

" Oh, jrou can come out," she said, con-

temptuously. ** There is no cause to fear,

for those men have gone."

A moment later the yellow, fear-dis-

torted face of Mark Fenwick peeped out

into the corridor. He came shambling along

on tottering limbs, and his great coarse

mouth twitched horribly. It seemed to Vera
as if she were looking at a mere travesty

of the man who so short a time ago had
been so strong and masterful and courageous.

" They gave me a rare fright," Fenwick
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said in a senile way. He seemed to have
aped twenty years in the last few minutes.
That—that—was very cool and courageous

of you, my dear. I couldn't have donr any
better myself. You dear, kind gin. He
advanced now and would have taken Vera's
hands in his, but she turned from him with
loathmg. She was wondering which she dis-
uked most—the cold, cruel, deteriiiined
criminal, or this miserable wreck of a man
glad to lean on anyone for support.

'•Don't touch me," she said, with a
shudder. "Don't thank me for anything
I should have handed you over to ILose
men gladly. I was ready and willing to do
so, only my brother recalled to me the fact
that the same blood runs in the veins of
both of us. It was the remembrance of this
that made me lie just now, that caused mc
to run the risk of a criminal charge myself,
l^or I understand that anybody who harbours
a thief for whose arrest a warrant has been
issued, runs the risk of going to gaol. And
to thmk that Le Fenu should do a thing
of that kind for such a creature as yourself
—it is too amazing."
"I suppose it is, my dear," Fenwick saidm the same cameying voice. " I never

expected to find myself shielded behind a
woman. But I have lost aU my nerve
lately, and the more I drink to drown my
troubles the worse I get. But you must
not thmk too badly of me, for I am not so
black as I am painted."
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" Could you be any blacker ? " Vera
asked. "u>uld any human being have
descended lower than you have descended ?

I think not. You iniagine because I threw
in my lot with you three years ago that I

knew nothing of your crimes. As a matter

ol fact, I knew everything. I knew how
you had shifted the responsibility of that

dastardly murder on to tne shoulders of the

man who is in love with my sister Beth.

It was for her sake that I pretended ignor-

ance, for her sake that I came with you to

try to get to the bottom of your designs.

What I have endured in the time nobody
but myself can know. But it has all come
out now, and here am I to-day trying to

shield you from the very vengeance that I

have been plotting for you all this time.

Oh, don't say anjrthing, don't deny it, don't

add more usdess lies to the catalogue of your
vices. Go now. Let us see the last of you,

and never intrude upon us again."

All this outburst of indignation had
apparently been wasted on Fenwick, for he
did not appear tc be listening at all. He
had enough troubles of his own, and, despite

the fact that his nerve had failed him, it

was no feeling of remorse that left him
stricken and trembling and broken down
before Vera's scornful eyes. He could only

whine and protest that he was absolutely

helpless.
" But what can I do ? '* he murmured,

with senile tears in his eyes. " I am not so
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young as I was, indeed I am much older
than people take me for. I have no money
and no friends, there is not a place I can
go to. Don't tiuTi me out—let me stay
here, where I shall be safe."

"It is impossible," Vera said, coldly.
" We have done enough, and more than
enough for you. Now come this way, and
I will hand you over to my brother and Mr.
Evors. They are cleverer than I am, and
may be able to devise some means for getting
you out of the country. Why don t you
come ?

"

'* I can't," Fenwick almost sobbed.
" There is something in my limbs that renders
them powerless. If you will give me your
arm, I daresay I shsdl be able to get as far
as the little room."
The touch of the man was pollution, yet

Vera bravely endured it. She could hear
the excited servants talking in whispers
downstairs, and one of them might appear
at any moment. It would be far better
for the domestic staff to assume that the
culprit had vanished, otherwise their gossip
would assuredly bring the detectives back
again without delay. Vera was glad enough
when her task was finished and the trembling
form of Mark Fenwick was lowered into a
seat. The cunning look was still in his
eyes ; the bom criminal would never get
rid of that expression, though for the rest
he was an object now more for pity than
fear.
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" It is very good of you/' he said. " U
is far better than I deserve. You wiQ say
I can't stay here

"

" That IS absolutely certain/' Le Fenu
said, coldly. "Most assuredly you can't
remain here. You may remain for the
ni^ht, and Mr. Evors and myself will try and
thmk of a plan between us.

"And Zary/' Fenwick whispered. The
mention of that dreaded uame set him
trembling again. " Keep me away from
Zary. I am afraid of a good many things,

but the iTTe mention of that man's name
stop my heart beating and suffocates me."

You had better go away/' Le Fenu said
to Vera, "and leave the wretciied creature
to us. There will be no trouble in hiding
him here for a bit. There are two rooms
here that nobody knows anything about
except Evors and his father."

Vera was only too glad to get away Sto
the open air, glad to feel that at last tuis

nerve-destrojring mystery was coming to an
end. She wanted to see Venner, too, and
tell him all that had happened. In all pro-
bability he was waiting at the accustomed
spot. With a light heart and a feeling of
youthfiilness upon her that she had not
felt for some time. Vera set out on her
journey.
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THE LAST FINGER.

In the ordinary course of things, and bnt
for the dramatic events of the evening, it

would have been about the time of night
when dinner was finished and the house-
party had gathered in the drawing-room.
It had been somewhere about seven when
the Americans reached Merton Grange, and
now it was getting towards nine. It was
not exactly the temperature at which one
enjoys an evening stroll, but the recent
events had been so exciting that Vera felt
how impossible it would be to settle down
to anything within the limits of the house.
Tliere was a moon, too, which made all the
difference in the world. As Vera walked
along, she almost smiled to herself to think
how strange her conduct n>ight look in the
eyes of those formal people whose Uves
run in conventional channels. She told her-
self more than once that it would be absurd
tc hope to see Gerald at this time of night,
but all the same she continued her journey
across tne park.
She had not so far to go as she expected,

for iwesently she could see the glow of a
383
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cigar in the distance, pnd Venner came up.
A little joyful cry came from Vera.

" This is very fortunate," she said. " How
lucky it is that I should run against you in
this fashion."

" Well, I was flattering myself that you
came on purpose," Venner said. "And,
after aU, it is not so very lucky, seeing that
I have been hanging about this house on
the chance of seeing you since it became
dark. But you look rather more disturbed
and anx .us than usual. My dearest girl,

J do hope and trust that there are no new
co.nplications. I shall really have to take
you Dy force and carry you out of the country.
NVhy should we have to go on living this
miserable kind of existence when we can
take our happiness in both hands and enjoy
it ? Now don't tell me that something
fresh has occurred which will keep us apart,
for another year or two ? By the way,
have you had any visitors to-night ?

"

" What do you know about them ? " Vera
asked. " Have you foiuid out anything
about Mr. Fenwick ?

"

"Well, I should say so," Venner said,
drily. " I hiv.> absolutely got to the
bottom of th«. mysterious coin business.
In fact, I accompanied Egan and Grady
to London, and I was with them when they
arrested that awful creature, Blossett.
Egan and Grady are old friends of mine,
and I told them all about the strange coins
and how you literally burnt your finders
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over them. Thev were coming down here
to arrest Fenwicic, and I offered to accom-
pany them; but they declined my offer,

so I returned here alone, and have been
hanging about the house, curious to know
what had taken place. Have they bagged
our friend Fenwiclc yet ?

"

•• It is about Mr. Fenwick thai I wish -

speak to you," Vera replied. "Mr. E o»

is down here. By the way, I don't ki.a.v

whether you are aware of the fact that he
is the tijn of Lord Merton."
"Perhaps you had better tell me the

story," Venner said.
*' I am coming to that presently. Mr.

Evors is down here ; he is the man who is

engaged to my sister Beth."
Venner whistled softly to himself. At

any rate, he knew Sill about that, for his
mind went swiftly back Ihe series of
dramatic events which had ken place some
time previously in the house m Portsmouth
Square. He recollected now the white-faced
yoimg man wlio had Lrjken away from his
captors and jomed Le Fenu, otherwise
Bates, in the drawing-room. He recollected
the joy and delight of the girl, and how she
had clung to the stranger as if he liad come
back to her from the other side of the grave.
"There will be a great many things to

be explained between us, presently," he said,
gravely. "But for the present, I want to
know all about Fe.*wick. Where is he
now ?

"
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" He is hiding up at the house. I believe
they have put him into a secret room, the
whereabouts of which is known only to
Charles Evors. Of course, hi will not stay."
"But why shield such a blackguard at

all ? " Venner asked. " Surely, after all the
trouble he has caused you——

"

" You must not forget that he is our own
flesh and blood," Vera said, quietly. "I
had almost ignored the fact—I am afraid I
should have ignored it altogether had not
my brother taken a strong view of the matter.
At any rate, there he is, and we are in a
conspiracy to get him safely out of the
country. For the present the man is utterly
brokai down and absolutely incapable of
taking care of himself. I want you to do
me a favour, Gerald. I want you to take
a hand in this business. While the police
are still hot upon the track it would not be
prudent for Mr. Evors or my brother to
be^ too much in evidence just now."
"My dearest girl, I would do anything

in the world for you," Venner cried. " And
if I am to take that sorry old rascal out ot
the country and get rid of him altogether,
I will do so with pleasure and never count
the cost. If I could see your brother "

" Then why not come and see him now ?
"

Vera said. " You will have to meet sooner
or later, and there could be no better oppor-
tunity for an explanation."
To Le Fenu and Evors smoking in the

dming-room came Vera and Venner. Le
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Fenu looked up with a sort of mild surprise

and perhaps ]ust a suspicion of mistrust

in his eyes.
" Whom have we here, Vera ? " he said.
" This is Mr. Gerald Venner," Vera said.

" You know him perfectly well by name

—

he was with us, on and off, for a considerable

time before our poor father died. Father
had a great regard for him, and I hope you
will have the same, for a reason which I

am just going to mention."
" I am sure I am very pleased to meet

you," Le Fenu said, politely. ** This is my
friend, Mr. Charles Evors, the only son of

the owner of the house. When I come to
look at you, Mr. Venner, I confess that your
appearance pleases me, but I have had to

deal with so many suspicious characters
lately that reaUy

"

** Oh, don't apologise," Venner laughed.
" You will have to make the best of me.
I came here to-night with Vera to have a
thorough explanation of certain matters."

" Oh, indeed," Le Fenu responded with
uplifted brows. " My sister and you appear
to be on very familiar terms "

" It is only natural," Vera laughed. A
vivid blush flooded her face. *' Charles, Mr.
Venner is my husband."

" I am not in the least surprised to hear
it," Le Fenu said. " In fact, I am not
surprised at anything. I have quite out-
grown all emotions of that kind, but perhaps
you will be good enough to tell me how this
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came about, and why I have not heard it

before. As your brother, I am entitled to
know."

" Of course, you are. It was just after
our father died that I promised myself to
Gerald. I had my own ideas why the
marriage should be kept a secret. You see,
I had more or less thrown in my lot with my
uncle, Mark Fenwick, because I had deter-
mined to get to the bottom of the business
of our father's death. I felt certain that
Charles here had nothing to do with it

;

though, owing to his folly and wealoiess,
he 0ayed directly into the hands of the
man who was really responsible for the
crime."

** We all know who is responsible for the
crime," Le Fenu said. " There is no neces-
sity to mention his name."
" Oh, I know that," Vera went on. " The

explanation I am making now is more to
my husband than either of you. He has
been goodness and kindness itself, and he is

entitled to know everything. It was within
a few minutes of my being married that I

learnt something of the dreadful truth. I

learnt that Fenwick had conspired to throw
the blame of the tragedy upon Charles Evors.
I learnt what an effect this conspiracy had
had on our poor Beth. There and then I

came to a great resolution. I wrote to my
husband and told him that in all probabiiiiy
I could never see him again—at any rate, I

could not see him for a long space of time.
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I implored him to trust me in spite of all

appearances, and he did so. Now he knoll's
the reason why I acted so strangely. I can
see that he has a thousand questions to ask
me, but I hope that he will refrain from
doing so at present. The thing that troubles
me now is what has become of poor little

Beth."
"Oh, she is all right enough," Le Fenu

said. "I thought of that before I came
down. I have left her in thj safe hands
of the very clever doctor who has my case
under his charge, and Beth is with his
family. We can have her down here to-
morrow if you like."

•'Nothing would please me better," Vera
said, fervently. " And now, I want to know
if you have done an3rthing or formed any
plan for gettmg rid of Mark Fenwick. I
shall not be able to brerth? here until he
is gone."
Le Fenu explained that they had come

to no conclusion at present. He was quite
alive to the fact that delay was dangerous,
seeing that Lord Merton's agents would
have to communciate with him by telegram,
and that the owner of the house might be
back again at any moment. Therefore, it
was absolutely necessary that something
should be done in the matter of Mark Fen-
wick without loss of time. Vera indicated
her companion.
"That is why I brought Gerald here,"

she said. J' I thought he might be able
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to help us. He knows all sorts and con-
ditions of people, and it is probable that
he may be able to find an asylum in London
where the wretched man upstairs can hide
till it is (juite safe to get him out of the way."

•* I thmk I can manage that part of the
programme/' Venner said. "There is an
old servant of mine hvinc down Poplar
way with his wife who wiU do anything I
ask him. The man has accompanied me
all over the world, and he is exceedingly
handy in every way. Those people would
take a lodger to oblige me, and when you
come to think of it. Poplar is not at aU a
bad place for anybody who wants to get
out of the covatiry without being observed.
It is close to the river, and all sorts of craft
are constantly going up and down. What
do you think of the idea ?

"

" Excellent," Evors cried. *' Couldn't be
better. Do you think those people would
mind if you looked them up very late to-
night ?

"

" Not in the least," Venner said. '* There
IS only one drawback, and that is the danger
of travelling."

Le Fenu suggested that the difficulty
could be easily overcome by the use of Fen-
wick's motor, which, fortunately, the de-
tectives had brought back with them when
they came in search of the culprit. It was
an easy matter to rig Fenwick up in some-
thing suggestive of a feminine garb and
smuggle him out into the grounds, and
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thence to the stable, where the motor was
waiting. Fenwick came downstairs pre-

sently, a pitiable yellow object. His mind
still seemed wandering ; but he braced him-
self up and became a little more like

himself when the plan of action was ex-

plained to him. Vera drew a deep breath

of relief when once the man was outside

the house.

"Thank God, we shall never see him
again," she said, fervently. "And now, do
you know, I believe I could eat something.

It is the first time that the idea of food has
been pleasant to me for days."

Meanwhile, Venner and Fenwick were
speeding along in the car towards London.
Perhaps it was the knowledge that safety

lay before him, perhaps it was the exhilara-

tion caused by the swift motion of the car,

but Fenwick became more and more like

himself as they began to near the Metro-
polis."

" This is very kind of you," he said,

"considering you are a stranger to me.
If you only knew my unfortunate story "

*' I know your story perfectly," Venner
said, coldly. "You see, I had the pleas »

of the friendship of the late Mr. George i

Fenu, and Mr. JEvors and the younger Mr.
Le Fenu are also known to me. Not to be
behindhand in exchanging confidence for

confidence, I may also say that your niece.

Vera, is my wife."

Fenwick said no more, for which Venner
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was profoundly grateful. They came at
length to the little house in Poplar, where
Fenwick was smuggled in, and a certain
part of the story confided to a seafaring
man and his comfortable, motherly wife,
who professed themselves ready and wiUing
to do anything that Venner asked them.

" Give Jiim a sitting-room and a bedroom."
Venner said; "and take this ten-pound
note and buy him a rough workman's ward-
robe in the morning as if you were pur-
chasing it for yourself. Let him he low
here for a day or two, and I will write you
mstructions. As to mysdf, I must get back
to Canterbury without delay."

Trembling with a sort of fearful joy
Fenwick found himself presently in a com^
fortaWe sitting-room at the back of the
house. He noted the cleanliness of the
place, and his heart lightened within him.
Something of his own stem self-reliant
courage was coming back to him ; his busymmd b^an to plan for the future. Pre-
sently he was conscious of a healthy desire
to eat and drink. In response to his ring
the landlady informed him that she had'
some cold meat in the house, and that it
was not yet too late to send out for some-
thing of a spirituous nature.

" Very well," Fenwick said in high good-
humour. "Give me the cold meat, and
ask your husband to get me a bottle of
brandy. I shaU ^feel all the better for a
thorough wash, and don't be long, my good
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woman, for I have never been so hungry
in my life as I am now."
Fenwick returned to the sitting-room a

few minutes later to find a decent meal
spread out for him. There was cheese

and butter and some cold meat under a
metal cover. A bottle of brandy stood
by the side of Fenwick's plate, with a syphon
of soda-water. He took a hearty pull of

the mixture. The g^ierous spirit glowed
in his veins. He would cheat the world
yet.

" And now for the food," he said. " I

trust it is beef. Nothing like beef on occa-

sions like this. Also
"

He raised the cover from the dish. Then
he jumped to his feet with a snarling oath.

He could only stand there trembling in

every limb, with a fascinated gaze on the
dish before him.

" God help me," he whispered. " There
is no getting away from it. The last warning
—the fourth finger 1

"
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CHAPTER XXVII.

NEMESIS.

For a long space of time Fenwick stood
there his head buried in his hands. All
the way through, he had never been able
to disguise from himself the feeling that,
sooner or later, this dre?.d thing must happen
Years ago he had takeki his life in his handsm exploring the recesses of the Four Finger
Mine ; he had more or less known what he
had to expect, for the mine had been a sacred
thmg, almost a part of the religion of the
diminishing tribe which had imparted the
secret to Le Fenu, and any intruder was
bound to suffer. So far as Fenwick knew,
the last survivor of this tribe was Felix
Zary. Leaving out of account altogether
the latter's religious fanaticism, he had been
deeply and sincerely attached to the family
ol Le Fenu, and now he was playing the
part of the avenging genius. All these things
came back to Fenwick as he sat there.
He knew full well the character of the

man he had to deal with; he knew how
clever and resourceful Felix Zary was.
Hith to, he had scorned the suggestion
that there was some mysterious magic

a94
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behind Zary'i movements, but now he did

not know what to think. All he knew was
that he was doomed, and that all the police

in the Metropolis could not shield him from
the reach of Zary's long arm.
And here, indeed, was proof positive of

the fact. A few hours before, nobody, not
even Fenwick himself, knew that he would
spend the night at the little house in Poplar.

And here was Zary already upon his track,

almost before he had started on the long

journey which was intended to lead to the

path m safety. Fenwick never troutied to

think what had become of the meal prepared
for him, or how the extraordinary change
had been brought about. Gradually, at he
sat there, something like strength and
courage came back to him. Come what
might, he would not yield, he would not
surrender himself into the hands of the
foe without a struggle. He replaced the
cover on the dish, and rang the bell for his

landlady. She came in a moment later,

comfortable and smiling, the very picture

of respectable middle-age. As Fenwick
glanced at her, he at once acquitted her

of any connection with his final warning.
'• I am sorry to trouble you," he said,

" but I should like to know if you have
any other lodgers. You see, I am rather

a bad sleeper, suffering a great deal from
nightmare, and I should not like to alarm your
other lodgers in the middle of the night."

"Lord bless you, sir," the woman said,
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" we haven't any lodgers at all. We don't
need to take them, seeing that my man is

comfortably ofi. Of course, ^ie are pleased
to do anything we can for you, but we
shouldn't have had you here at all if it hadn't
been to please Mr. Venner. We'd do any-
thing for him."
"No doubt," Fcnwick said, hastily. '* I

suppose your husband sees a good many
of his old friends occasionally ?

"

"No, he doesn't," the woman replied.
" I don't suppose we have had anybody in
the house except yourself for the last two
months. I hope you have enjoyed your
supper, sir ?

"

^'Oh, yes," Fenwick stanunered. "I
finished all the meat. There is one thing
more I should like to ask you. I may have
to go out presently, late as it is. Do you
happen to have such a thine as a latchkey ?
If you haven't, the key of the front door
will do."
The latchkey was forthcoming, and pre-

sently Fenwick heard his landlord and his
wife going upstairs to bed. He did not feel
comfortable until he had crept all over the
house and seen that ever3rthing was made
secure. Then he sat down to think the
matter out. Twice he helped himself liber-
ally to brandy, a third time his hand went me-
chanically to the bottle—then he drew back.

" I mustn't have any more of that," he
said. " It would be simply playing into
the hands of the fiend who is pursuing me."
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With a resolution that cost him an effort,

Fenwick locked the brandy away in a cup*
board and threw the key out of the window.
In his present state of mind he dared not
trust himself too far. Partially divesting
himself of his clothing he drew from about
his waist a soft leather belt containing
pockets, and from these pockets he pro-
duced a large amount of gold coins and a
packet of bank-notes. Altogether there were
some hundreds of pounds, and Fenwick
congratulated himself on the foresight which
had led him to adopt this plan in case
necessity demanded it. He had enough and
more than enough to take him to the other
side of the world, if only he could manage
to eet rid of Felix Zary.
His mind was made up at length ; he

would creep out of the house in the dead
of the night and make his way down to the
docks. At every hour ships of various size
and tonnage put out of the port of London,
and, no doubt, the skipper of one of these
for a consideration would take hiin where-
ever he wanted to go ; and Fenwick knew,
moreover, that there were scores of public-
houses along the side of the river which
are practically never closed, and which are
run entirely for the benefit of seafaring
men. It wo\ild be easy to make inquiries
at some of these and discover what vessels
were leaving the next tide, and a bargain
could be struck inmiediately. So far as
Fenwick was coi ? 1, he inclined towaras
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a sailing ship bound for the Argentine. His
•pints rose slightly at the prospect before
nun; his step was fairly light and buoyant
as he proceeded in the direction of his bed-
room. There was no light in the ixwm, so
that he had to fumble about in his pockets
for a box of matches which fell from his
fingers and dropped on to the floor.

„' Confound it," Fenwick mutterod.
where are they ?

"

r ^?/* trouble," a calm, quiet voice said
out of the ^rkness. " I have matches, with
which I will proceed to light the gas."
FcnMock could have cned aloud, had he

been physically able to do so. There was
no reason for a light to be struck or the gas
to be lighted so that he might see the face
of the speaker. Indeed, he re. jnised the
voice far too well for that. A moment later
he was gazing at the impassive face of Felix
^ary.

1 11
^^^

^i^ ^^\r ®*P^* ^^ see me," the
latter said. "You were under the im-
pression that you were going to get away
from me. Never did man make a greater
mistake. It matters little what you do,
it will matter nothing to you or anybody
else m twelve hours from now. Do you
realise the fact that you have but that tune

I. V ^ ^ y°" understand that ?
"

You would murder me ? " Fenwick said
hoarsely.

** You may calm yourself on that score.
You are unarmed, and I have not so much
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as a pocket knife in my possession. I shall
not lay a hand upon you—I shall not peril
imr soul for the sake of a creature like vou.
There are other ways and other metho<b of
which you know nothing."

" How did you get here ? " Fenwick asked
hoarsely, "flow did you put that dread
thing on mv table ?

"

Ziury smiled in a strange, bland fashion.
He could have told Fenwick prosaically
what a man with a grasp like his could do
in connectk>n with a water pipe. He could
have told, also, how he haa dogged and
watched his victim within the last few houn,
with the pertinacity of a bloodhound. But
Zary could see how Fenwick was shaken
and dazed by somb terrible thing which he
could not understand. It was no cue of
Zary's to enlighten the miserable man
opposite.

'There are things utters beyond your
comprehension," he said, calmly. " If you
look back to the past j-ou will remember
how we laid our mark upon the man who
stole the Four Finger Mine. That man, I
need not say, was yourself. To gain your
ends you did not scruple to take the life

of your greatest friend, the greatest bene-
factor you ever had. You thought the thing
out carefully. You devised a cunning
scheme whereby you might become rich
and powerful at the expense of George Le
Fenu, and scarcely was the earth dry upon
his coffin before your warnings came.- You
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knew the legend of the Four Finger Mine,
and you elected to defy it. A week went by,
a week during which you took the gold
from the mine, and all seemed well with
you. Then you woke one morning to find
that in the night you had lost your fore-
finger without the slightest pain and with
very little loss of blood, ftat was the
first sign of the vengeance of the genius of
the mine. Shaken and frightened as you
were, you hardened your heart, like Pharaoh
of old, and determined to continue.
Another week pass<Hl, and yet another
finger vanished in the same mysterious
fashion. Still, you decided to stand the
test, and your third warning came. With
the fourth warning, your nerves utterly
gave way, and you fled from the mine with
less ill-gotten gain than you had expected.
It matters nothing to me what followed
afterwards, but you will admit that at the
present moment you have not benefited
much by your crime. I have nothing more
to say to you. I only came here to-night
just to prove to you how impossible it is

for you to hide from the vengeance of the
mine. In your last bitter moments I want
you to think of my words and realise

"

As Zary spoke he moved across the room
in the direction of the gas bracket ; he laid
his hand upon the tap^ and a moment later
the room was in darkness. There was a
sound like the sliding of a window, followed
by a sudden rush of cold air, and by the time
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that Fenwick had found his matches and
lighted the gas again there was not so much
as a trace of Zary to be seen.

" I wish I hadn't thrown away the key
of that cupboard/' Fenwick said, hoarsdy.
" I would give half I possess for one drop
of brandy now. Still, I won't give in, I

won't be beaten by that fellow. At any
rate, he can't possibly know what I intend
to do. He could not know that I shaH be
on board a vessd before morning."

Half an hour later, Fenwick left the house
and made his way straight to the docks.
At a public-house hard by he obtained the
brandy that he needed so badly, and fdt
a little stiffened and braced up by the spirit.

He found presently the thing he wanted,
in the shape of a large barque bound for the
River Plate. The skipper, a burly-looking
man with an enormous black beard, was
uproariously drunk, but not quite so intoxi-
cated that he could not see the business
side of a bargain.

"Oh, you want to go out with me,
mister?" he said. "Well, that's easily

enough managed. We've got no passengers
on board, and you'll have to rough it with
the rest of us. I don't mind taking you
on for fifty pounds."

"That's a lot of money," Fenwick pro-
tested.

The black-bearded skipper winked solemnly
at the speaker.

"There's always a risk in dealing with
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stolen ^oods," he said. "Besides fifty

pounds isn't much for a man who wants to
get out of the country as badly as I see you
do, and once I have passed my word to do
it, I'll see you safe through, and so will my
crew, or I'Jl know the reason why. Now,
my yellow pal, fork out that money, and in
half an hour you'll be as safe as if you were
on the other side of the herring-pondf and not
a policeman in London will know where to
find you. Now is it a bargain or not ?

"

Fenwick made no further demur ; he accep-
ted the conditions there and then. There was
nothing to be gained by affecting to pose as
an honest man, and he was a little frightened
to find how easily this drunken ruffian had
spotted him for a fugitive from justice.

*' 1 can't give you the money just now,"
he whispered. " I've got it concealed about
me, and to produce a lot of cash in a mixed
company like this would be too dangerous."
The skipper nodded, and proposed further

refreshment. Fenwick agreed eagerly
enough ; he was feeling desperate now, and
he did not seem to care much what hap-
pened to him. He could afford to place
himself entirely in the hands of the bkok-
bearded skipper, who would look after him
closely for his own sake. After all said and
done, he had no cause to doubt the honesty
of the seaman, who appeared to be fairly

popular with his companions and well-
known in the neighbourhood. It was the
best part of an hour before the commander
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of the barque staggered to his feet and
announced in an incoherent voice that it

was time to get aboard. Presently they
were straggling down to the dock, Fenwick
propping up his companion and wondering
if the latter was sober enough to find his

way to his ship. It was very dark now

;

a thin rain had begun to fall, and the waters
of the river were ruffled by an easterly breeze.

The skipper stumbled down a fii/ht of

steps and into a roomy boat, which was
prevented from capsizing by something like

a miracle. Presently they came alongside
the black hull ci a vessel, and Fenwick
found himself climbing up a greasy ladder
on to a dirty deck, where two seamen were
passing the time pla}dng a game of cards.

Down below, the skipper indicated a stuffy

Uttle bunk leading out of his owii cabin,

which he informed Fenwick would be placed
at his disposal for the voyage.

" If you don't mind I'll turn in now,"
the latter said. " I'm dead tired and worn
out. My nerves are all jumping like red hot
wires. Do you think I shall be sa*e here ?

"

" Safe as houses
!

" the skipper said.
" And, besides, we shall be dropping down
the river in about an hour."

Just as he was, Fenwick rolled into the
bunk, and in a moment was fast asleep.

When he came to himself again, the vessel

was pitching and rolling; he could hear
the rattling creak of blocks and rigging

;

there was a sweeter and fresher atmosphere
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in the little cabin. A sense of elation
possessed the fugitive. It seemed to him
that he was absolutely safe at last. The
skipiper had evidently gone on deck after
havin| finished his breakfast, for the plates
lay about the table and some tepid coffee
in a tin had apparently been left for the ase
of the passenger.
"I don't think much of this," Fenwick

muttered. "Still, I daresay I can better
it if I pay for it. I'll eo on deck presently
and see what the blacK>bearded purate has
to say. At any rate, I am absolutely safe
now, and can afbrd to laugh at the threats
of Felix Zary. If that man thinks

"

Fenwick paused, and the knife and fork
he was holding over the cold bacon fell

from his hands. It was too crud, the irony
of Fate too bitter, for there, just in front of
him, propped up by the sugar basin, was a
cabinet photograph of the very man who
was uppermost in his thoughts. It was
Felix Zary to the life ; the same calm, philo-
sophic features, the same great round eyes like
those of a Persian cat. It all came back to
Fenwick now, the whole horror of the situa-
tion. His head whirled, and spots seemed to
dance before his eyes ; a string snapped some-
where in his brain. Zary was behind him, he
thought,closebehind him like an avenging fury.
With a horrid scream, Fenwick tumbled up

the stairs on to the slippery deck. All round
him was a wild waste of white waters . The ship
heeled over as Fenwick darted to the side . .
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EXPLANATIONS.

Night was beginning to fight with morning
by the time that Venner returned to Merton
Grange. There was no one to be seen

;

the house was in total darkness, so that
Venner placed the motor in the stable and
returned to his own rooms. On the whole,
he was disposed to congratulate himself
upon the result of his night's work. It

mattered very little to himself or anybody
else what became of Fenwick, now he was
once out of the way. He wsls never likely
to trouUe them again, and as far as Venner
could see, he was now in a position openly
to claim his wife before all the world.

Despite his feeling of happiness, Venner
slept but badly, and a little after ten o'clock
the next rooming found him back at Merton
Grange. Evors greeted him cordially, with
the information that he alone was up as yet,
and that the others had doubtless taken
advantage of the opportunity to get a good
night's rest.

"And you will see, my dear fellow," he
said, " how necessary such a thing is. Good-
ess knows how Icng it is since I went to

305 u
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bed with my mind absolutely at rest. The
same remark appUes with equal force to Miss
Le Fenu—I mean your wife."

"I can quite understand that," Venner
said. "It has been much the same with
me, though I must confess that I was so
happy last night that I could not sleep at
all. By the way, have you any information
as to your father's movements ? He pro-
bably knows by this time that his house
has been given over to a gang of swindlers."

" He does," Evors said. " I have had a
telegram from him this morning to say
that he will be home some time in the course
of the day; and, to tell the truth, I am
lo(ddng forward with some dread to meeting
my father. But I think I shall be able to
convince him now that I am in earnest
and that I am anxious to settle down in the
old place and take my share in the working,
of the estate. When my father sees Beth
and knows her story, I am sanguine that he
will give us a welcome, and that my adven-
tures will be over. I want him to meet
Beth down here, and last night after you
had gone, and we were talking matters over.
Vera propiised to go up to town to-day and
fetch her sister. By the way, what has
become of your friend—Gurdon, I think
his name is ? I mean the fellow who very
nearly lost his life the night he feel down the
cellar trap and found himself landed in the
house in Portsmouth Square."

" Oh, Gurdon's all right," Venner laughed.
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" I hope you will have the chance of making

his acquaintance in the course of the day.

You seem to have been in Charles Le Fenu's

confidence for some time—tell me, why all

that mystery about the house in Portsmouth

Square ? CW course, I don't mean Le Fenu's

reasons for calling himself Bates, and all that

kind of thing, because that was perfectly

obvious. Under the name of Bates he was
lying low and maturing his plans for crushing

Fenwick. As a matter of fact, Fenwick

was almost too many for him. Indeed, he

would have been too many for him, if Gurdon
and myself had not interfered and given

both of you a chance to escape. It was a

very neat idea of Fenwick's to kidnap a

man and keep him a prisoner in his own
house."

"Yes," Evors said. "And he used his

own house for illegal purposes. But before

I answer your question, let me ask you one.

Why was Gurdon prowling about Ports-

mouth Square that night ?
"

'• That is quite easily explained," Venner
replied. *' I sent him. To go back to the

begimiing of things, I have to revert to the

night when I first saw Mark Fenwick at the

Great Empire Hotel, posing as a millionaire,

and having for company a girl who passed

as his daughter. Seeing that this pseudo
Miss Fenwick was my own wife, you can
imagine how interested I was. She has

already told in your hearing the reason

why she left me on our wedding day, and ii I
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am satisfied with those reasons it is nothing
to do with anybody. As a nutter of fact,
I am satisfied with them, and there is no
more to be said; but when I ran against
Vera again at the hotel I knew nothing of
past events, and I made an effort to find
out the cause of her apparoitly strange
conduct. In a way, she was fighting
against me ; she would tell me nothing, and
I had to find out ever3rthing for myself.
On the night in questicm I sent Gurdon
to Portsmouth Square, and he had the
misfortune to betray himself."
"It nearly ended in his death," Evors

said, soberly. " Charles Le Fenu was very
bitter just about that time. You can quite
understand how it was that he mistook
Gurdon for one of Fenwick's spies. But
why did he go there ?

"

" He followed my wife, and there you have
the simple explanation of the whole thing.
But you have not yet told mc why those
two or three rooms were furnished in the
empty house."
"Who told you about that?" Evors

asked.
" What a chap 3wu are to ask questions

!

We got into the empty house i^er the so-
called Bates was supposed to have been
kidnapped, and to our surprise we found
that ah that fine furniture had vanished.
There was no litter of straw or sign of re-
moval outside, so we came to the conclusion
that the stuff had been conveyed from one
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house to the other. After a good deal of

trouble, we lit upon a movable panel, and
by means of it entered the house where you
and Le Fenu was practically prisoners. We
were on the premises when you managed to

get the better of that man in the carpet

slippers and his companion ; we heard all

that took place in the drawing-room between

Fenwick and Beth and Le Fenu. In fact,

we aided and abetted in getting the police

into the house. You will recollect how
cleverly Le Fenu managed the rest, and how
he and you got away from the house without

causing any scandal. That was very smartly

done. But come, are you going to tell me
the story of the empty house, and why it

was partly furnished ?

" I think I can come to that now," Evors
said. "The vihole thing was born in the

ingenious brain of Feluc Zary. He was
going to lay some sort of trap for Fenwick,
but we sh^ never know what it was now,
because Fate has disposed of Fenwick in

some other way. Now, won't you sit down
and have some breakfast with me ?

"

At the same moment Vera came in.

Familiar as her features were, and well as

Venner knew her, there was a brightness

and sweetness about her now that he had
never noticed before. The cloud seemed to

have lifted from her face ; her eyes were no
longer sad and sombre—^they were beaming
with happiness.

" I am so glad you have come," she said.
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" We want you to know all that happened
last night aner you had gone."
Venner explamed that he knew pretty

well all that had taken place, as he had
been having it all out with Evors. What
he wanted now was to get Vera to himsdi,
and presently he had htt way.

" We are going for a long walk/' he said,

"where I have something serious to say
to you. Now that you have no longer any
troubles on your shoulders, I can be very
firm wth you—-*'
"Not just yet," Vera laughed. "Uter

on you can be as firm as you like, and we
are not gomg for a long walk either. We
shall just have time to get to the station

and catch the 11.15 to Victoria. I am going
up to London tonday to bring Beth down
here. I think the change will do her good.
Of course, we can't remain in the house,
so I have taken rooms for the three of us
at a farm dose by. When Beth has had
everything explained to her and knows that
the man she loves is free, you will see a change
for the better in the poor child. There is

nothing really the matter with her mind,
and when she realises her happiness she will

soon be as well as any of us. You will come
with me to London, Gerald ?

"

" My dearest girl, of course I will," Venner
said. " I will do anything you like. Let us
get these things pushed through as speedily
as possible, so that we can start on our
honeymoon, which has been delayed for a
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trifling matter of three yean, and you cannot

say that I have been unduly impatient."

Vera raised herself on her toes and threw

her arms round her husband's neck. She

kined him twice—there were tears in her

eyes, but there was nothing but happiness

behind the tears, as Venner did not fail to

notice.

"You have been more than good/' she

whispered. "Ah, if 3rou only knew how
I have missed you, how terrifi^ I was lest

yovL should take me at my word and abandon
me to my fate, as you had every right to

do. And yet, all the time, I had a curious

feeling that }rou trusted me, though I dared

not communicate with you and tell you
where you could send me so much as a single

line. I was fearful lest a passionate appeal

from you should turn me uom my purpose.

You see, I had pledged myself to fight the

battle for Beth and her lover, and for the

best part of three years I did so. And the

strangest part of it all is that you, my
husband, from whom I concealed everything,

should be the very one who eventuallv

struck straight to the heart of the mystery.'^'

"Yes, that's all rieht enough," Venner
smiled, " but why comd not you have con-

fided in me in the first instance ? Do you
think that I should have refused to throw
myself heart and soul into the affair and do
my best to help those who were dear to

you ?
"

" I suppose I lost my head," Vera mur-
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mured. " But do not let us waste too much
time reeretting the last three years; and
do not let us waste too much time at all,

or we shall lose our train."
" That is bringing one back to earth with

a vengeance/' ^nenner laughed. ** But come
along and let us get all the business over,

and wt can look eacrerly forward to the
{Measure of afterward.

It was all done at length—the long ex-

planation was made in the West End doctor's

drawins-room, and at length Beth seemed
to understand the long and complicated
story that was told her. Sbt listened very
carefully, her questions were well chosen

;

then she flung herself face downwards on
the couch where she was seated and burst

into a passion of weeping. Vera held her
head tenderly, and nuuie a sigrx to Venner
that he should leave them together.

** This is the best thing that could happen,"
she whispered. ** If you mi] come back in

an hour s time you will see an entirely

different girl. Don't speak to her now."
It was exactly as Vera had predicted, lor

when Venner returned presently to the
drawing-room, he found a bright, alert little

figure dad in furs and eager for her journey.
She danced across the room to Venner and
held up her lips for him to kiss them.

" I understand it all now," she cried.
** Vera has told me absolutely everything.

How good and noble it was of her to sacrifice

her hairiness for the sake of Charles and
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mytelf, and how wicked I must have been
ever to think that Charles could have been
guilty of that dreadful crime. Ever since

then there has been a kind of doud over
my mind, a certain sense of oppression that

made evenrthing dim before my eyes. I

could not feel, I could not even shed a tear.

I seemed to be all numb and frozen, and
when the tears came just now, all the ice

melted away and I became myself again.

Don't you think I look quite different ?
"

" I think vou look as i you would be all

the better K>r a lot of care and fussing,"

Venner said. " You want to go to some
warm spot and be petted like a child. Now
let us go and say good-bye to these good
friends of yourt and get down to Canter-
bury. There is somebody waiting for you
there >i^k> mtiII taring back the roses to your
pale cheeks a great deal better than I can."

" Isn't Mr. Gurdon coming with us ?

"

Vera asked.
" He can't," Venner explained. " I've

just been telephoning to him, and he says
that he can't come down till the last train.

He will just look in presently after dinner

—

he is sharing my rooms with me. But hadn't
we better get along ?

"

Canterbury was reached at length, and
then Merton Grange, where Le Fenu and
Evori were waiting in the portico. Lord
Merton had not yet arrived ; indeed, Evors
explained, that it was very uncertain whether
he would get there that night or not.
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" Not that it makes much difference/'

he said, eagerly. "Of com^, you will all

dine with me. For my part, I can't see
why you shouldn't stay here altogether."

"What," Vera cried, "without a
chaperon ?

"

" I Uke that," Le Fenu exclaimed. " What
do you call yourself ? Have you so soon
forgotten the fact that you are a staid

married woman ? What do you think of
that, Venner ?

"

Vera laughed and blushed softly ; she
was not thmking so much now of her own
happiness as of the expression of joy and
deught on the face of her sister. Beuk had
hung back a little shyly from Evors as they
crossed the hall, and he, in his turn, was
constrained and awkward. Very cleverly

Vera managed to detach her husband and
her brother from the others.

"Let them go into the dining-room,"
she whispered. " It doesn't matter what
becomes of us."

" But is she really equal to the excite-

ment of it ? " Le Fenu asked, anxiously.
" She must have had an exceedingly trying
day."

^
" I am quite sure that she is perfectly

safe," Vera said. "Of course, she was
terribly excited and upset at first, but she
was quite calm and rational all the way
down, as Gerald will tell you. All Beth
wants now is quiet and change, and to feel

that her troubles are over. Let's go and
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have tea in that grand old hall. If the
others don't care to come in to tea we will

try nc: to be offended."
" Le others ("id not come in to tea, neither

we: e fhey s» en till it was nearly time to
dreo^ for dinr*er. Assuredly Vera had proved
a true prophet, for Beth's shy, quiet air of

hapi>iness indicated that she had suffered
nothing through the events of the day.
It was a very quiet meal they had later on,
but none the less pleasant for that. Dinner
had come to an end and the cigarettes were
on the table before Gurdon appeared. He
carried a copy of an evening paper in his

hand, and, despite his usual air of calmness
and indifference, there was just the sus-
picion of excitement about him that caused
Venner to stand up and reach for the paper.

*' You have news there for us, I am sure,"
he said. " I think we are all in a position
to stand anything you like to tell us."

" You have guessed it correctly," Gurdon
sail. "It is all here in the Evening
Herald:*

" What is all here ? " Le Fenu demanded.
" Can't you guess ? " Gurdon asked. " I

see you can't. It is the dramatic conclu-
sion, the only concliision of the story. Our
late antagonist, Fenwick, has committed
suicide 1

'^

I



CHAPTER XXIXj

1

1

THIS MORTAL COIL.

It cannot be said that Giirdon's announce-

ment caused any particular sensation. To
all of those who Imew anything about the

inner history of the Four Filler Mine the

conclusion appealed to be perfectly logical.

It was Venner who menticmed the secret

of the mine before anybody had even the

curiosity to ask to see the paper.

"Do you think that this has been the

outcome of anything that Zary did ? " he
asked Le Fenu. " You see, as far as I am
concerned, I was only in the mine once or

twice, and before your father's death my
knowledge of its romantic history was
limited. I can't altogether bring myself to

believe that the mine was haunted by
avenging spirits and all that kind of thing.

In this twentieth century of ours, one is

naturally very cynical about such matters."
" I really cannot tell you," Le Fenu

replied. " Of course there must be human
agency afoot. Zary always declared that

he was the last of his tribe, and when he
died the secret of the mine would belong

to our family alone. As a matter of fact,

my father died first, so that Zary alone is

316
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in possession of the strange secret of that
dread place. One thing is very certain.

It was none of us who took vengeance on
the Dutchman who murdered my father.

Who was responsible for that I do not know.
Still, there was something very terrible and
awe-striking about the way in which the
Dutchman's fingers returned to his wife,

one by one. I should hke to have known,
also, how Fenwick lost his fingers. But
Zary would never tell me. I think he pro-
fessed that it had been done through the
agency of the spirits of his departed
ancestors, who guarded the mine. Mind
you, I don't say that it is impossible, for we
are beginning to understand that there are
hidden forces in Nature which till quite
recently were a sealed book to us. It is

^e speculating about the matter, because
\. ill never know. 2ary has been always
fond of us, but I have a kind of feeling now
that we shall never see him again. I believe
he came to England on purpose to accom-
plish the death of Mark Fenwick, and you
may rely upon it that he will vanish now
without making any further sign."

That is more than possible," Gurdon
said, thoughtfully ;

" but, so far as I can
jv /'ge from what this paper says, Fenwick's
death seems to have been prosaic enough.
Perhaps I had better read out to you the
account in the newspaper."

Without waitmg for any further per-
mission, Gurdon began to read aloud :

—
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Strange Suicide in the Channel.

Death of Mr. Mark Fenwick.

Late this afternoon the barque British

Queen put back into the Port of London
with the schooner Red Cross in tow. It

appears that the barque iii question was
bound for the River Plate, and had dropped
down the river with the morning tide. Out-
side the mouth of the Thames she had
encountered exceedingly squally weather, so

much so that she had lost a considerable

amount of running gear owing to the gusty
and uncertain condition of the wind.
About eleven o'clock in the morning an
extra violent squall struck the vessel, and
the skipper, Luther Jones, decided to put
back again and wait till the next tide. It

wa at this point that the Red Cross was
sighted making signals of distress. At con-

siderable hazard to himself and his crew the
skipper of the British Queen managed to

get the schooner in tow, and worked her up
the river on a short sail. This in itself is

simply an incident illustrating the perils

of the sea, and merely leads up to the
dramatic events which follow. It appears,

according to Captain Jones' statement, that

very early this n;oming a man called upon
him in a public-house and demanded to

know what he would require for a passage
to the River Plate. Satisfactory terms
having been arranged, the stranger came
aboard the British Queen and immediately
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repaired to his bunk. So far as the captain
could see, his passenger was exceedingly
reticent, he seemed desirous of avjiding
publicity ; in fact, the skipper of the
British Queen put him down as a fugitive

from justice. All the same, he ask^ no
questions

; presumably he had been well

content to hold his tongue in return for a
Uberal fee in the way of passage money.
So far as Captain Jones knows, his passenger
slept comfortaUy enough, and it is quite
evident that he partook of breakfast in the
morning. What happened subsequently, it is

somewhat difficult to say, for Captain Jones
was busy on his own deck looking after the
safety of his ship. These events took place
shortly before the Red Cross was sighted.

It was at this time that Captain Jones
believes that he heard a shrill scream coming
from the cabin, as if his passenger had met
with an accident, or had been frightened
by something out of the common. He
came on deck a moment later, looking like

a man who had developed a dangerous
mania. He seemed to be flying from some
unseen terror, and, indeed, gave every in-

dication suggestive of the conclusion that
he was suffering from a severe attack jf

delirium tremens. Captain Jones does not
share this view, though it is generally
accepted by his crew. Before anybody
could interfere or stretch out a hand to
detain the imfortunate man, he had reached
tlie side of the vessel and thrown himself
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into the tremendous sea which was rtinning
at the time. It was absolutely out of the
question to make any attempt to save him,
though, naturally, Captain Jones did what
he could. Then occurred one of the strange
things which so frequently happen at sea.

Five minutes later a great wave breaking
over the foredeck cast some black object
at the feet of Captain Jones, which object
turned out to be the body of the unhappy
suicide. The man was quite dead ; indeed,
he had sustained enough bodily injuries

to cause death, without taking drowning
into consideration.

As before stated, Captain Jones came
in contact with the Red Cross a little later,

and on reaching the safety of the Pool he
immediately communicated with the police,

who took possession of the body of the
suicide. On Scotland Yard being commu-
nicated with, a detective was sent down and
immediately recognised the body as that of
Mr. Mark Fenwick, the American millionaire.

No doubt is entertained that the police

ofi&cer is right, as Mr. Fenwick was well-

known to thousands of people in London,
not only on account of his w^th, but
owing, also, to his remarkable personal
appearance. At the present moment the
body lies in a public-house by the side of

the Thames, and an inquest will be held
in the morning.

Later.—Since going to press, we hear
that startling developments are expected
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m the matter of the suicide of Mr. Mark
Faiwick. On excellent authority we are
mformed that the police hold a warrant
for the arrest of Fenwick and others, on a
senes of criminal charges, among which
that of uttenng counterfeit coin is not the
least prominent. If these facts prove to be
correct, it will be easy to see why Mr. Fen-
wick was attempting to leave the countrym fugitive fashion. Further details will
appear in a later edition.

"That is the whole of the story," Gurdon
said when he had concluded. "On the
whole, I should say that Mark Fenwick is
very weU out of it. He has had a pretty
fair innings, but Fate has been too strong
lor him m the long run. It is just as well,
too, that he has escaped his punishment—
1 mean for your sakes, more than anything
else. If that man had been put upon his

^'j* ^"^^® °* murder would have been
added sooner or later, and you would have
all hem dragged from police court to criminal
court to give evidence over and over again.
In fact you would have been the centre of
an unpleasant amount of vulgar curiosity.
As It is, the uiquest wiU be more or less of a
formal aifair, and the public will never
know that Fenwick has been anything more
than a common swindler."

Venner was emphatically of the same
V.7r}

^PereonaUy, he was exceedingly glad
to thmk that the knot had been cut in this
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fashion and that the unpleasant business

was ended. He discussed the matter
thoughtfully with Gurdon as he and the
latv'ir walked in the direction of his rooms,
for he had refused to spend the night at

Merton Grange, though Vera, of necessity,

had arranged to stay there.
" I suppose one ought to be thankful,"

he said, " that matters are no worse. Still,

at the same time, I must confess that I

should like to have a few words with Zary.
I wonder if we could get him to take us

back to Mexico with a view to exploring
the Four Finger Mine. After all said and
done, it seems a pity that that rich treasure

house should be lost to the world."
" Better leave it alone," Gurdon said.

" It makes me creep when I think of it.

All the same, I am with you in one thing.

I should certainly like to see Zary again."

Gurdon and hs companion were destined

to have their wish gracified sooner than
they had expected. They let themselves
into the farmhouse where they were staying,

and Venner turned up the lamp in the big

rambling sitting-room. There, h«df-asleep in a
chair before the fire, sat the very man whom
the^ had been discussing. He appeared to

be heavy with sleep—his melancholy eyes

opened riowly as he turned to the newcomers.
*' You have been thinking about me,"

he said
—"y&u have been wondering what

had become of me. We are strangers, and
yet we are not strangers. Mr. Venner is
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known to me, and Mr. Venner's wife also.

I was aware that my dear young mistress
was his wife when it was still a secret to
everjrbody ebe. You are puzzled and
mystified over the death of Mark Fenwick.
Mr. Gurdon has been reading an account
to vou from a newspaper."

''^You are certainly a very remarkable
man/' Gurdon said. " As a matter of fact,

that is exactly what I have been doing.
But tell me, ^uy, how did you know ?

'*

" You have a great poet," Zary said,

calmly and deliberately. ''He was one of
the noblest philosophers of his time. I

have read him, I hope to read him again
many times. His name is ^lakespeare, and
he says 'there are more thin^ m Heaven
and earth than are dreamt of in our philo-
sophy.' Gentlemen, that is so, as you would
know if you possessed the powers that I do.
But I could not explain—you would not
imderstand, for your minds are different

from mine. I am going away ; I shall

never see my dear mends again—^for the
last time we have met. And because I

could not endure a formal parting I have
come to you to give them all a message
from me. It is only this, that I shall never
cease to think of them wherever I may be

—

but I need not dwell upon that. As to
Fenwick, I did not design that he should
die so peaceful a death. I had gauged his

mind incorrectly ; I had goaded him into a
pitch of terror which drove him over the
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borderland and destroyed his reason. There-
fore, he committed suicide, and so he is

finished with."
There was a pause for some time, until it

became evident that Zary had no more to
say. He rose to his feet, and was advancing
in the direction of the door when Gurdon
stopped him.

" Pardon me," the latter said, " but like

most ordinary men, I am by no means
devoid of my fair share of curiosity. What
is goin^ to be done in the matter of the
Four Fmger Mine ?

"

Zary's large round eyes seemed to emit
flashes of light. His face had grown hard
and wh'ia like that of a statue.

"
Well,* he demanded, " what about the

mine ?"
" Why, you see, it practically belongs

to Mr. Le Fenu's children," Gurdon ssud.
" In which case it should prove an exceed-
ingly valuable property."
"The mine belongs to us, it belongs to

me," Zary cried. '^I am the last of my
tribe, and the secret shall die with me.
Man, do you suppose that happiness lies

in the mere accumulation of money ? I

tell you that the thing is a curse, one of the
greatest curses that ever God laid on
humanity. To hundreds and thousands of
us this life of ours on earth is a veritable
hell through the greed for gold. Of all the
wars that have brought pain and suffering
to humanity, none has done a tithe of the
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harm wrought by the incessant battle for

the 3^ow metal which vou call gold. If

there had been no such thine on earth, the

tribe to which I belong would to-day walk
as gods amongst ordinary men. No, I shall

do nothing to pander to this disease. When
I die the secret of the mine perishes with

me. Never more will man work there, so

long as I have the health and strength to

prevent it."

The latter part of Zary's speech had sunk
almost to a whisper; he made a profound

bow to Venner and Gurdon, then left the

room softly. He seemed to vanish almost

like the spirit of one of his departed

ancestors, and his place knew him no more.

From that day he was never seen asain.

"Curious man," Gurdon said, thought-

fully. " Very quiet and gentle as a rule,

but not the kind of person you would care

to have as a foe. 1 have a very strong

feeling that none of us will ever see Felix

Zary again. Now, don't vou think we can

begm to forget all about this kind of thing ?

Surely we nave had enough horrors and
m3rsteries, and I can only wonder at the way
in which those girls have borne up against

all th^ troubl^. Tell me, what are you
goinf to do ? I mean as to your future."

"Upon my word, I really haven't given

it a thought,"*' Venner said. " It is not very

often that a man has the unique experience

of being married three years without a honey-

moon, and without more than half an hour
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in hit wife's company. You can but feebly
guess, my dear fellow, how terribly I have
suffered during the time to which I refer.

Still, I trusted my wife implicitly, though
all the dictates of common-sense were against
me, and I am sincerely and heartily glad
now that I took the line I did. As soon as
possible, I intend to take Vera away for a
Ion£ tour on the Continent. When I come
back I shall have the old house done up
afain, and, I suppose, settle down to the hie
of a country gentleman. But, of course,

I can't do anything* till Beth's future is

settled. I suppose, for the present, she
will go back agam to Le Fenu's doctor friends,

pending her marriage with Charles Evors."
" The programme is all right," Gurdon

said. "But suppose Lord Merton objects
to the arrangement ?

"

" I don't fancy that he will do that, from
what I hear," Venner said. " All the Evors
have been wild in their youth, and the pre-
sent lord is no exception to the rule.

Depend upon it, he will be very glad to have
his son back again, happily married, and
eager to become domesticated. Besides,
from what I understand from Vera, her
father worked the Four Finder Mine to con-
siderable advantage during nis lifetime, and
Beth is something quite considerable in the
way of an heiress. On the whole, I am not
disposed to worry. Now let us have one
quiet cigar, and then go to bed like a pair
of average respectaUe citizens."

J •



CHAPTER XXX.

A PEACEFUL SUNSET.

" Upon my word," Evors was saying to
Beth, " I leel as nervous as an Eton boy
sent tip to the head for a flogging. It is

just the same sensation as I usi^ to enjoy
in my schooldays; but I don't care what
he says, I am going to marry you whether
he likes it or not, though, of course, he is

bound to like it. No one could look at that
dear sweet little face of yours without falling

in love with you on the spot."
Beth demurely hoped so; she pretended

an easy unconcern, though, on the whole,
she was perhaps more anxious than Evors,
for the latter had written to his father at
some length explaining how matters stood,
and Lord Merton had telegraphed to say
that he would be at home the following
afternoon. The following afternoon had
arrived in due course, and now the wheels of
his carriage might be heard at any moment.
Vera and her husband were not far off

;

they had promised to come in and give their
moral support if it became necessary.

" I don t see how he can possibly help
liking you," Evors went on. " Thank good-

^7
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ness, we shall be spared the trouble of making
a long explanation. If my father had been

against the arrangement he probably would
have done something else besides tdegraph-

ing that he was coming ; but I don't care,

it doesn't matter what he says. I have
quite made up my mind what to do."

" But you couldn't go against your
father," Beth said, timidly.

" Oh, couldn't I ? My dear girl, I have
been doing nothing else all my lifetime.

I have been a most undutiful son, and I

have no doubt that I have come near to

breaking my father's heart many a time,

as he nearly broke the heart of his fathei

before him. In common fairness he will have
to admit that we Evors are all alike as young
men ; and, in any case, I couldn't give you up.

Beth. Just think how faithful you have beoi

to me aJl these years, when all the time it

has seemed as n I had a terrible crime on
my conscience. Your father's death "

Beth laid her hand upcm the speaker'smouth.
" Oh, hush, hush," she whispered. *' 1

implore you never to speak of that again.

They told me, or, at least, that dreadful

man told me, that you had committed that

awful deed. He gave me the most over-

whelming proofs, and when I demanded a

chance to speak to you and hear from 3^ur
own lips that it was all a cruel lie, you were
nowhere to be found. This, Fenwick told

me, was proof positive of your guilt. It was
such a shock to me that, for the time being, I

'!l
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lo^t my reasiin—^at least, I did not exactly lose

my reason, ibut my brain just seemed to go to

deep in'sorot strange way. And yet, from first

to last, I never believed a word that Mark Fen-
wick said. There was always present the know-
ledge that your name would be cleared at

last, and the most gratifying part of it all is

ihe knowledge that there can be no scandal,

no slanderous tongues to say that there is no
smoke without fire, and those wicked things

that sound so small and yet imply so much."
" Don't let us think of it. Let our minds

dwell only on the happy future that is before

us. We shall be able to marry at once ; then
we can go and live in the old Manor House
by the park gates. The place is already

furnished, and needs very little doing up.

Sooner or later you will be mistress of this

grand old home, though I hope that time may
not come for many years. It seems to me—

"

But Beth was not attending. She seemed to

be listening with more or less fear to the sound
of wheels crunching on the gravel outside.

Evors had hardly time to reassure her, when
the door opened and Lord Merton came in.

He was a tall man of commanding presence, a
Uttle cold and haughty-looking, though his hps
indicated a genial nature, and he could not
altogether suppress the grave amiisement in

his ^es.
"This is an unconventional meeting," he

said. " I received your letter, Charles, and
I am bound to say the contents would have
astonished me exceedingly had they been
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written by anybody but an Evois. But our

race has always beisn a law unto itself, with

more or less disastrous consequences. We
have been a wild and reckless lot, but this

is the first time, so far as I know, that one

of the tribe has been accused of murder."

"It is a wicked lie," Beth burst out,

passionately. She had forgotten all her fears

m her indignation. " My fathar was killed

by the man Fenwick and his colleagues.

That has all been proved beyond a doubt I

"

Lord Merton smiled down upon the flushed,

indignant face. It was quite evident that Beth

had made a favourable impressron upon him.
" I admire your loyalty and your pluck,"

he said. " My dear child, many a woman
has risked her happiness by marrying an

£vors—^not one of them did so except in

absolute defiance of the advice of their

friends. In every case it has been a

desperate experiment, and yet, I believe, in

every case it has turned outj)erfectly happily.

It was the same with Charles's mother.

It was the same with my mother. No
Evors ever asked permission of his sire to

take unto himself a wife; no Evors ever

cared about social position. Still, at the

same time, I am glad to know that my boy

has chosen a lady. When he was quite a

young man, I should not have been in the

least surprised if he had come home with a

flaunting barmaid, or something exquisitely

vulgar in the way of a music hall artiste."

Beth laughed aloud. She had quite for-
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gotten her fears now ; she was beginning rather

to like this caustic old gentleman, whose cyni-

cal words were belied b^ the smile in his eyes.
" I am very glad to know that you are

satisfied with me/' she said, timidly. " It

is good to know that."
" I suppose it would have been all the

same in any case/' Lord Merton replied

with a smile. " You would have married
Charles and he would have had to earn

his own living, which would have been an
excellent thing for him."

" Indeed, he wouldn't," Beth laughed. " Do
you know. Lord Merton, th X I am quite a large

heiress in my way. I am sure you won't mind
my speaking like this, but I feel so happy
to-day that I hardly know what I am saying.

If you only knew the dread with which I have
been looking forward to meeting you "

"Oh, they are all like that," Lord
Merton laughed. " To strangers, I am
supposed to be a most terrible creature,

but everybody on my estate knows how
lamentably weak I am. They all take
advantage of me and bully me, even down
to the lads in the stable, and I won't disguise

from you the satisfaction I feel in the know-
ledge that you have money of your own.
For some considerable time past I have been
severely economising with a view to paying
of! some alarming mortgages on the estate,

so that I should not have been in a position

to allow Charles much in the way of an
income. It will be my ambition when my
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time comes to hand you over the property
without a penny owirig to anybody/'
"May that day be a long way off, sir,"

Charles said, with feeling. " I hope to assure

you how I appreciate the noble manner
m which you have foigiven "

"Say no more about it, say no more,"
Lord Merton said. He seemed to have
some little difficulty in the articulati<m of

his words. "Let us shake hands on the
bargain and forget the past. I was pro-

foundly interested in your long letter, and
I must confess to some little curiosity to

see your other friends, especially Mrs.

Venner, who seems to have played so noble
a part in the story. I understand that
she and her husband are down here. I

suppose you made them more or less com-
fortable, which must have been a rather

difficult undertaking in the circumstances.

However, I have arranged to have all the old

servants back to-morrow, and it will be some
considerable time before I let the old house
again. Now run away and enjoy yourselves,

and let us meet at dinner as if nothing had hap-
pened. I don't want it to appear that there

has been anything like a quarrel between us."

So saying. Lord Merton turned and pro-

ceeded to his own room, leaving Beth m a
state of almost speechless admiration. It

was so different ixom anything she had
expected, that she felt as if she could have
cried for pure happiness. The sun was
shining outside ; through the window she

if
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could see the deer wandering in the park.

It was good to know that the old dark past

was gone, and that the primrose path of

happiness lay shining before them. Pre-

sently, as they vrandered out in the sun-

shine, Vera came on the terrace and watched
them. There was no need to tell her that the

interviewwith the master of the house had been
a smooth one. She could judge that by the

way in which the lovers were walking side by
side. Venner came and stood by his wife's side.

" So that's all right/' he said. " As far

as one can judge, they have managed to

propitiate the ogre."

M^t do you mean by calling a man
an ogre in his own house ? " the voice of

Lord Merton asked at the same moment.
" For some few minutes I have been
keeping an eye on you two, but I suppose I

must introduce myself, though you wul guess
who I am. Mr. Venner, will you be good
enough to do me the honour of introducing me
to your wife ? I have heard a great deal of her
from my son. Mrc. Venner, if you will shake
hands with me I shall esteem it a great favour."

" Then you are not annoyed with us ?
"

Vera asked. " You are not displeased at

the way we have taken possession of your
house ? I am afraid that indirectly we
have been the cause of a great scandal."
"Oh, don't worry youiself about that,"

Lord Merton, said breezily. " There have
been far worse scandals than this in great
houses before now; and, at any rate, it
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does not touch us. I am afraid you have
been rather inconvenienced here, and that

the Grange has not upheld its reputation

for hospitality. StiU, I hope it will be all

right to-morrow, and I sincerely trust that you
can see your way to stay here for some little

time to come. I am gomg to ask my sister,

Lady Glynn, to come down and act the part of

hostess. Somebody will have to introduce Beth
to the county as my future daughter-in-law."

** You are pleased with the arrange-

ment ? " Vera asked, demurely.
*' Indeed, I am," Lord Merton cried.

" You do not know what an eccentric lot

we are. I should not have been at all sur-

prised if Charles had come home with some
curiosity in the way of a bride, and I am
only too profoundly grateful to find that he
has made so sweet a choice. But, tell me,
you will stay here some little time

"

" I am afraid not," Venner, said regretfully.
" If you will allow us to come back a little later

on, I am sure that my wife and myself will be
very pleased . I have no doubt that Evors will

be impatient to claim his bride, but I hope he
will wait for a month or two at least. You
see, I have a bride of my own, though, in a

way, we are old married people. I don't know
whether Charles told you an5rthing of our
story, but if you would like to hear it

"

Lord Merton intimated that he had already

done so. He expressed a hope that Venner
and his wife would return again a little later

on ; then, making some excuse, he returned
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to the house, leaving Venner and Vera

together. For some httle time they wan-
dered across the park very silently, for the

hearts of both were full, and this was one

of those moments when words are not

necessary to convey thought from one mind
to another. Presently Evors and Beth ap-

peared in the distance and joined the others.
" Well," Venner said with a smile, " it is some

time since I saw two people look more ridicu-

lously happy than you two. But I am sincerely

flad to find that the ogre is only one in name,

lydearCharles,your father is quite a delightful

person. I quite understood from what you
told me that we had a lot of trouble in store

for us. Oq the contrary, he seems to be as

pleased ivith the course of events as we are."
*' He seems to have altered so much

lately," Evors said. " At any rate, he has

been particularly good to me, and I am not

Ukely to forget it. Behold in me a reformed

character, ready to settle down to a coimtry

life with Beth by my side
"

"Not quite, yet," Venner said, hastily.

" You wiU have to curb your impatience

for a bit
;

you must not forget how Vera

has fuffered for the sake of you both, and
how patiently I waited for my happiness.

You must promise us that the marriage

will not take place imder two months, or I

give you a solemn warning that we shall

not be there. Our own honeymoon "

"Of course Charles will promise," Beth
said, indignantly. " Oh, I could never dream



336 THE FOUR FINGERS.

IH

of being married unless Vera were present.
And, after all, what are two months when
you have a whole lifetime before you ? I
am sure that Charles agrees with me."

u oImi
^^'^* indeed," Evors said, candidly.

StiU, I am not going to be d^agreeaUe,
and Beth knows that she has only to look
at me with those impk)ring wes of hers to
get absolutely her own way.'*^
They left it at that, and gradually drifted

apart again. When Vera and her husband
returned presently to the Grange, the
settmg sun shone fuUy in their faces, flinging
theu- shadows far behind. Venner pausedjuS
for a moment under the sombre £dow of a
clump of beeches, and drew his wife to his side.

One moment," he said. " We have not
yet decided where we are going. I have
everything in readiness in London, and I
suppose that you are not lacking in the
matter of wardrobe. Don't teU me, while
havmg everything that woman can want in the
way of dress, that you have nothing to wear "
"I won't," Vera said, softly. " My dear

boy, cannot you see how glad I shall be to
be alone with you at last ? Everything is
gomg well here, and Beth is entirely happy.
You have been very good and patient, and I
will keep you waiting no longer. Ifyou so will
It, and I thmk you do, let it be to-morrow."

Venner stooped and kissed the trembling
lips held up to his. Then very silently,
theu: hearts too full for further speech, they
turned towards the house.

Wa«i), Lock and Co., Umitbo. Lomooii.
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