
        
            [image: cover]

    

The Ninth Life





Jack Mann

 
     This page formatted 2011 Munsey's. 
     








http://www.munseys.com 
I. SPEAKING UNOFFICIALLY

II. STRAWS MARK A WIND

III. LOST LITTLE ERNIE

IV. FAR FROM FUTILE

V. NO CONNECTION WHATEVER

VI. A MOATED GRANGE

VII. TOLD BY FIRELIGHT

VIII. STRONG MAGIC

IX. BACK TO SANITY

X. NOT COINCIDENCE

XI. TWO OF THEM

XII. AT FAULT

XIII. OUTSIDE THE COVENANT

XIV. MR. DRAKE IS SUSPICIOUS

XV. SALEH

XVI. EVIDENCE

XVII. EVIDENCE BY TELEPHONE

XVIII. THE MASK THAT VANISHED





 
      
 http://www.munseys.com
 
 
     
     Jack Mann
 
      
      
 
      
      


[bookmark: 1_1_1]I. SPEAKING UNOFFICIALLY


      

     ALTHOUGH MORE THAN TWO YEARS HAD passed since Gregory George Gordon
 Green—known to his friends as “Gees” for obvious reasons—had
 established his confidential agency, he still gave himself an
 occasional mental pat on the back over his choice of a secretary. She
 was not only useful, but decorative too, a tall girl with blue eyes and
 brown hair with reddish lights in it, and a face attractive more
 through its expressiveness of eyes and lips than through regularity of
 feature. That is to say, it was normally an expressive face, though, as
 he had discovered by asking if he might kiss her and receiving a flatly
 negative reply, she could cover away all expression under a poker
 front, if she chose.

     She faced him, this mid-morning of January, from the doorway of his
 official sanctum, and dropped her metaphorical bomb calmly enough.

     “Inspector Tott would like to see you, Mr. Green.”

     He took his well-shaped but unduly large hands from his pockets, and
 stared at her incredulously.

     “Tott?” he echoed. And, by the way he voiced the word, it might have
 been a synonym for Adolf Hitler.

     The girl waited, with an absolutely poker face.

     “All right, Miss Brandon,” he said at last. “I'll see him.”

     Returning to her own room, she ushered in to Gees' sanctum a well
 set-up, alert-looking individual who might, by his appearance, have
 been a stock-broker's clerk, or even a stock-broker, but who, as Gees
 knew from his own two years' experience in the police force, was a
 trusted official of the Special Branch. For a few seconds the two men
 gazed at each other in silence: at the conclusion of Gees' first case,
 they had agreed to bury a certain hatchet, but their expressions
 indicated that a bit of the handle still stuck out.

     “Come in and park yourself, Inspector,” Gees invited eventually,
 pointing to the luxurious, leather-upholstered arm-chair at the end of
 his desk, while he took the swivel chair by the kneehole and waited.

     “Before I do, Mister Green”—the inspector laid a heavy emphasis on
 the “Mister”—“I'd like to be sure that microphone of yours is not
 working. You know. The one that means your secretary takes down every
 word I say. Because I'm speaking unofficially.”

     “Speak, then.” Gees seated himself, and Inspector Tott followed suit,
 to find himself sinking and sinking into the leather, and stopping only
 just short of a cry for help. For it was a most luxurious chair, as
 other callers had found.

     “I—well—the microphone isn't on?” Tott inquired, with what dignity
 he could compass as he looked up at Gees.

     “Whatever you say, Inspector,” Gees assured him blandly, “will not be
 taken down and used as evidence against you.”

     “I wish we had you back in uniform again,” Tott observed, rather
 wistfully.

     Gees shook his head as he offered his cigarette case, and, after Tott
 had taken one, his lighter. Then he lighted up himself.

     “My fee for an initial consultation is two guineas, as you may
 remember,” he observed. “I wouldn't get that in uniform.”

     “I know what you'd get from me,” Tott replied grimly. “We both know,”
 Gees assured him. “Is that all you wish to say?”

     For a few seconds the inspector made no reply. Perhaps he was
 arranging what he wanted to ask of the cool young man before him, and
 perhaps regretting the bad opening he had made.

     “You remember that Kestwell case?” he asked eventually.

     Gees nodded. “With justifiable pride,” he answered. “And the end of
 it—the day they murdered Sergeant Johns?”

     “And I put you on to rounding them up—and you wanted to arrest me,”
 Gees completed for him.

     “Yes—that's the point,” Tott said. “You got Mr. Briggs to come along
 and prevent that arrest.”

     “Quite so,” Gees assented. “He being my very good friend.”

     “And, as you know, practically my chief,” Tott added. “I believe they
 think a lot of Mr. Briggs at the Foreign Office.”

     “Do they really?” Gees inquired interestedly. “But aren't you rather
 wasting your two guineas, Inspector?”

     “Over what I've come to see you about, I'll pay it, if you insist,”
 Tott snapped out acidly. “This is a matter over which I can't do a
 thing, but you might be able to do—to suggest something.”

     “You're handing me a case, eh?” Gees suggested.

     “Yes—and no,” Tott answered, and frowned thoughtfully.

     “Shall I get a corkscrew?” Gees inquired.

     “Corkscrew? I didn't come here to drink.”

     “No, but if I had one I might be able to get something out of you,
 perhaps,” Gees told him. “Apart from ancient history, I mean.”

     “This is difficult,” Tott told him, with a recurrence of irritation,
 “and you're not making it any easier. I suppose you've heard that Mr.
 Briggs has got engaged to be married?”

     “I have, now. From you. Who is the lady? I must ring up Tony and
 congratulate him. I've been busy over that Colborne affair, and haven't
 seen or heard of him for over a fortnight.”

     “It's because he's not to be congratulated that I'm sitting here,”
 Tott said slowly. “You've heard of Lady Benderneck, I expect?”

     “There is also an Albert Memorial,” Gees observed pensively.

     “Yes, I thought you had. Well, she sponsored this Miss Kefra—Cleo
 Kefra is the name—Lady Benderneck sponsored her and got her launched,
 and Mr. Briggs met her there and—well, lost his head over her. And the
 engagement was announced day before yesterday.”

     “The old hag would sponsor anything, at a price,” Gees remarked.
 “Cleo Kefra. Sounds a bit exotic.”

     “Is, I assure you,” Tott said, and made it a grim comment.

     “Well, what about it?” Gees inquired.

     “Well, I've got a great respect for Mr. Briggs, and I've seen the
 lady,” Tott told him. “I'd hate to see a gentleman like him trapped.”

     “What is wrong with Miss Cleo Kefra?” Gees asked.

     Tott shook his head. “You'd better see her for yourself,” he
 answered. “Mr. Briggs is a friend of yours, I know.

     There's nothing wrong with her—nothing that I can put a finger on,
 but—”

     “There was once a Doctor Fell—or was there?” Gees reflected aloud.
 “Also, Inspector, my friend is a pretty levelheaded man, and I don't
 see any possibility of interfering, even if I felt like it.”

     “Well, I've got it off my chest,” Tott said, and stood up.

     “And seeing as how I won't charge you the two guineas,” Gees told
 him, also rising to his feet. “In spite of our little brushes, I've a
 considerable respect for your intelligence—enough, at least, to be
 sure you wouldn't have come to me like this unless you felt pretty
 strongly about the engagement, and had some cause to feel as you do.
 But you can't define that cause, apparently?”

     “If I could, probably I should not be here,” Tott answered.

     “No. Well, who is Miss Cleo Kefra? Port of registry, and all that?
 The name isn't English, for a start.”

     “She looks Eastern, to me,” Tott said. “She's got a passport issued
 by the British consulate in Alexandria describing her as a British
 subject aged twenty-three, and apparently she's very wealthy. No
 relatives, as far as I can gather. Came to this country five months
 ago, and she's leased Barnby-under-Hedlington Grange, furnished—that's
 in the Cotswolds. Also runs a swagger flat in Grosvenor Mansions.”

     “It sounds as if Mr. Briggs is to be congratulated,” Gees remarked.

     “The flat is number thirteen,” Tott added.

     “My grandmother died of pneumonia,” Gees said.

     “What's that got to do with it?” Tott almost barked.

     “As much as the number of the flat, I think,” Gees told him. “Don't
 get peeved. I appreciate your interest, and I shall certainly make a
 point of seeing the lady as soon as I can. Which is not to say that I'm
 going to stir up a hornets' nest for myself by butting into anybody's
 love affairs. What is your grievance against Miss Kefra?”

     Tott shook his head. “I can't pin it down,” he answered.

     “Would you call her good-looking?”

     “Very. And I'd use your word—exotic. And another word too that fits
 her. Slinky. It's a modern expression that often gets misused but she
 is that. Slinky. You'll see.”

     He turned toward the door. “Thank you for listening to me,” he added.
 “It's not—as I said—a matter over which I can do anything.”

     “Thank you for talking,” Gees said. “I'm glad you feel like that
 about Mr. Briggs, Inspector, though I don't see—”

     “No,” Tott remarked in the pause. “But I must get along.”

     After closing the outer door of the flat on him, Gees went into his
 secretary's room, seated himself on the end of her desk, and produced
 the inevitable cigarette-case. When he had lighted both cigarettes, he
 said—“If Tott were a fool, he wouldn't be where he is.”

     The girl made no comment, but waited.

     “And yet,” he went on, “it's apparently possible for Tott, even, to
 acquire a bee. About my friend Briggs of the Foreign Office. You
 remember him, Miss Brandon? He came up here over the Kestwell affair.”

     “And you consider him the best-dressed man in London,” she said.

     “He's just got engaged. The girl is Tott's bee.” She gave him an
 inquiring look.

     “Exotic, slinky, and nails from Egypt,” he went on. “Also appears
 possessed of a healthy packet of dough—flat at Grosvenor Mansions and
 a house down in the country. And Tott wants me to break the engagement,
 since he can't do anything about it himself.”

     “But that's absurd,” she said.

     “Quite. Now I suggest standing you lunch at the Berkeley, Miss
 Brandon, for the same reason that the woman took her dog to market. As
 soon as I can fix for Tony to bring Miss Cleo Kefra along, that is. A
 woman's view of another woman is always worth having.”

     “So is a lunch at the Berkeley,” she remarked. “But what name was
 that you called her?”

     “Exactly, Miss Brandon—it hit me just like that. Cleo
 Kefra—something to do with the great pyramid, by the sound of it. Not
 an alias, either—she'd have chosen something less conspicuous. Now
 I'll leave you to get on turning down those inquiries, and see if the
 telephone will yield me up Master Tony Briggs.”

     Which it did, and Tony expressed himself as delighted to bring his
 fiancee to lunch on Wednesday. He had arranged to lunch with her
 that day, and had already spoken to her about meeting his old friend
 Gees, so that he had no hesitation over making the appointment without
 first consulting her. And, in answer to Gees' query, he had not seen
 Tott recently: not for over a fortnight, in fact.

     “And when is the wedding?” Gees inquired.

     “Oh, we haven't got as far as that yet,” Tony protested.

     “Just as well. I'd better pass judgment, first.”

     “Oho!” And Tony laughed. “I've no fear of anybody's judgment.”

     “Probably another Tony said that about another Cleopatra, old son,”
 Gees observed. “One-fifteen Wednesday, in the lounge.”

     He hung up, and went along to Miss Brandon's room again. She looked
 up at him from her typing.

     “Wednesday, Miss Brandon, and we'll leave here at one and walk along,
 if it's fine. It just occurred to me, too, that history is doing
 another of its repetitions.”

     “I'll wear my new frock,” she promised. “But—history-?”

     “Anthony Briggs, and apparently Cleopatra Kefra,” he explained.

     “I thought of that some time ago,” she said.

     “Well, the other one threw the world away, but I expect chucking the
 Foreign Office will be this one's limit,” he remarked.

     * * *

     “Sacred mackerel!” Gees ejaculated, as he entered the Berkeley lounge
 on Wednesday with Miss Brandon. “The old 'un's going gay.”

     “The—Oh, you mean—” She did not end it.

     The white-haired, soldierly-looking man, seated with another of his
 kind over two dry sherries, got on his feet and with a word of
 explanation to his companion came toward the two. There was enough
 facial likeness to declare relationship between him and Gees, though he
 was the better-looking of the two, and had neatly proportionate hands
 and feet, while Gees had large hands and very large feet.

     “How d'you do, Miss Brandon?” he said courteously. “How are you,
 Gordon? Lunching here, I conclude?”

     “Meeting Tony Briggs and the girl he's going to marry, father,” Gees
 explained. “You know Tony, of course. Would you and—and that friend of
 yours care to join our party?”

     General Sir George Green shook his head. “Thank you, Gordon, but
 Colonel Farebrother over there Invited me to lunch with him, to talk
 over a Shropshire property he thinks of buying. Besides, youth to
 youth—eh, Miss Brandon? I'm glad to see this son of mine takes you out
 sometimes. Your uncle and I were subalterns together, you know.”

     “And you should have heard what my father said about you before he
 knew it,” Gees put in with a reminiscent grin.

     “Now, Gordon!” the general warned him. “All that is buried away with
 your ridiculous advertisement about mumps to murder. Well, I'm very
 glad to see my old friend's niece again, and—why—”

     He broke off to stare toward the entrance, where stood the
 best-dressed man in London, in company with a tall, very slim girl—and
 the general was not the only one who stared. Before his surprise became
 obvious he had recovered himself, and turned to Gees again.

     “Gordon,” he said, hurriedly, “I met that girl, exactly as she is
 now, when I was on my honeymoon in Egypt. A Miss Kefra.”

     “Mother to this one—no, though—it's the same name,” Gees said. “An
 aunt—father's sister, probably. You'll be introduced?”

     “Not now. No, I must get back to Farebrother.”

     With a slight bow at Miss Brandon he turned away from them—turned
 his back almost pointedly on Tony Briggs and his companion. Past
 question the appearance of that exotic personality had disconcerted
 him.

     It was decidedly exotic, Gees reflected, as Tony approached with her.
 She was wearing a coat of undyed black panther fur, the five-group
 markings showing distinctly in its satiny gloss, and under it a
 closely-fitting frock of shining grey, with a moonstone set in platinum
 pinned at her breast. Except for her fiance's ring, she wore no other
 jewellery. A little black hat fitted closely to the red-brown of her
 hair, and under it her unusually pale face was perfect in feature. Her
 eyes were amber flecked with green, and, as Gees saw her then in strong
 light, the pupils appeared almost abnormally small—yet they were very
 lovely eyes. She was bizarre, un-English—and queenly! Tott had said
 that her passport declared her as twenty-three, but in poise and
 dignity she appeared far beyond that age. Beside her Tony Briggs, a
 fine figure of a man, almost smirked with the consciousness of sharing
 in the sensation his companion had created by her entry.

     In spite of her dignity, Gees could see what Inspector Tott had meant
 by the word—“slinky.” Unusually slender, she was sinuous, too; she
 flexed in movement to an unusual degree. His first thought as she
 neared him was that old Tony had won a first prize out of life, his
 second that, before she spoke a word, he disliked the girl—or woman.
 Beside him Miss Brandon, in her very best blue frock and musquash fur
 coat, made an utter contrast, as of normality facing the
 almost-impossible; he felt that he had never liked Miss Brandon quite
 so well, or trusted her so fully, as in this moment—and the
 green-flecked, amber eyes read all his thoughts and feelings, he
 realised, while their pupils dilated suddenly, rendering them darkly
 lustrous as she gazed at him.

     “We're a trifle late, I'm afraid,” Tony Briggs opened. “Geo, my two
 very good friends, Miss Brandon and Mr. Green—”

     The strange girl's hand, Gees realised as he held it for a moment,
 was very cold. She smiled at him, confidently—as might a duellist
 coming on guard.

     “I have been looking forward to meeting you, Mr. Green.”

     Perfect English, with no trace of foreignness in her enunciation. And
 a perfect voice, low-pitched, soft, and yet resonant.

     “And now what about cocktails here before we lunch?” he suggested.
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     WITH HIS BACK TO the wall in a corner of the restaurant, Gees had
 Tony Briggs facing him, Cleo Kefra on his right, and Miss Brandon
 facing her. Some dozen tables distant, he could see his father and
 Colonel Farebrother, and observed that ever and again the general cast
 a glance at this corner table, rather uneasily.

     The strange girl talked well, with the assurance of a woman of the
 world; Tony Briggs' gaze at her, and his replies to her remarks, went
 to prove him hopelessly, fatuously in love—Gees felt rather grimly
 that he had never seen a worse case; Miss Brandon appeared divided
 between nervousness and amusement. Both Gees and Cleo were faced out
 toward the centre of the restaurant, and he observed that she attracted
 not a little attention from parties at other tables.

     A mention of Egypt, toward the end of the meal, provoked the remark
 from Gees that he had never been there, and Cleo's dark eyebrows lifted
 in slight surprise as she gazed at him.

     “I gathered from Tony that you had been everywhere,” she said.

     “I was going to Egypt the year I joined the police force,” he
 answered. “As it is, I haven't been there in this incarnation.”

     “Then you believe we live more than once?” she asked.

     “An open mind,” he answered, “is as useful as an overdraft at one's
 bank. I keep both.”

     “And you were really in the police force?” she persisted.

     “When I put up my hand to stop the traffic, the shadow in the sky
 made old ladies open their umbrellas,” he said. “I might have been in
 uniform yet, but the discipline was too much for me.”

     “And since then?” she asked. “Tony said something about an agency,
 but he was terribly vague over it.”

     “My dear,” Tony put in, “I said Gees would tell you himself. He makes
 such a mystery of it that I couldn't tell you much.”

     “No mystery whatever,” Gees objected. “I've got a four-roomed flat
 within shouting distance of the Haymarket, and half of it is my office,
 one room for Miss Brandon here, and one for me. And I started by
 advertising that I'd tackle anything from mumps to murder.”

     “And how many cases of mumps have you attended?” she asked.

     “I've had one murder—two murders, in fact,” he said. “The
 others—the ones worth considering, that is—have been worse.”

     “Do go on,” she begged. “This sounds really thrilling.”

     She spoke lightly enough, and Tony sensed no more than amused
 interest in her words: but Gees heard a challenge behind them.

     “Well,” he said slowly, “there was a man who made shadows.”

     Her fine brows drew down as if she tried to comprehend. Then she
 smiled and nodded. Every movement, every gesture, was graceful.

     “I know,” she said. “I saw it once at a party, a man who made shadows
 of ducks and giraffes and all sorts of things with his hands. Rabbits
 fighting, too. But what did you—?” She broke off.

     “Not that, Miss Kefra,” he said. “I mean that old shadow magic—older
 than Egypt, even. Each shadow a life.”

     “I—” she began, and stopped. Again he saw the pupils of her eyes
 dilate, and knew he had, as he had intended, roused fear in her.
 “You—what did you do?” she asked, after a pause in which the other
 two, silent and listening, sensed the tension.

     “That man will make no more shadows,” he said, rather grimly.

     “How very thrilling!” She had recovered her composure, and even
 managed a laugh. Tony Briggs drew an audible breath of relief, and
 scowled fiercely at Gees, but said nothing.

     “Mr. Green is very mysterious about that case,” Miss Brandon
 observed. “It's the only one of which I don't know the end.”

     “How do you mean a man made shadows, Gees?” Tony fired out with
 abrupt harshness. “And each one a life?”

     “He took lives to prolong his own,” Gees said seriously. “It was old
 magic, the sort of thing nobody believes nowadays. No more credible
 than—well, someone told me to-day that he saw Miss Kefra, exactly as
 she is now, thirty-five—no, thirty-eight years ago.”

     “Which is quite possible,” Cleo said calmly.

     “Quite—darling, what do you mean?” Tony demanded.

     “Merely time-travelling,” she explained. “The man's sight might have
 gone forward for thirty-eight years, just as memory can go back to
 childhood—or even beyond, in some cases.”

     “This is much too deep for me,” Tony remarked glumly. “I'd say the
 man saw somebody like you, except that there's nobody like you.”

     “Who is the man, Mr. Green?” Cleo asked abruptly.

     “It happens to be my father,” Gees answered. “Thirty-eight years ago
 he was on his honeymoon in Egypt—so he tells me—and saw you just as
 you are now—with the same name, Miss Kefra. I told him an aunt,
 probably. It's a more likely explanation. People don't go
 time-travelling on their honeymoons. At least, I wouldn't.”

     He negatived a waiter's suggestion. “I think we'll go back to the
 lounge for coffee,” he remarked. “That is, if everyone agrees.”

     “I should prefer it there,” Cleo Kefra assented.

     Again Gees secured a corner and, with the order for coffee given,
 directed his attention to Cleo again.

     “It appears that you and I are interested in the same subjects,” he
 remarked. “Will you get Tony to bring you round to my place for tea
 some time? Miss Brandon makes excellent tea, you'll find.”

     “Willingly,” she assented. “And perhaps you'd like to accompany him
 to see me at Grosvenor Mansions some time. I should very much like to
 hear more about this shadow magic you mentioned.”

     “The man who practised it,” he said, slowly and looking full into her
 strange, lovely eyes, “was named Gamel MacMorn.”

     “Gamel MacMorn?” She made a question of it, and echoed the name
 steadily, yet not quite steadily enough. And again, he saw, fear caused
 the pupils of her eyes to dilate for a second or two.

     “He was very old,” Gees said. “There were many shadows.”

     “I don't understand.” Fully composed again, she smiled. But he knew
 beyond any doubt that she did understand.

     “I'm sorry to seem like breaking up the party,” Tony cut in abruptly,
 “but being a wage-slave under Government, I ought to get back in time
 for tea. And if I'm to take you along first, Cleo—”

     With Tony holding the door of a taxi outside, a little later, the
 girl gave Gees her hand and gazed full at him.

     “I'm so glad we have met,” she said. “Tony must bring you to see me
 next time. For tea, one of his free afternoons.”

     “It will be a great pleasure,” he assured her.

     With Miss Brandon beside him, he watched the taxi go, and saw how its
 two occupants sat well apart from each other in their corners.

     “We'll walk back, I think, Miss Brandon,” he said.

     “Just as you wish,” she assented. “It's a beautiful afternoon.”

     “On second thoughts”—he lifted a crooked finger at a
 taxi-driver—“you take this and charge it to petty cash, while I run
 along to the British Museum for an hour or two. I've been stung?”

     She gave him an inquiring look as the taxi drew beside them.

     “Tott's bee,” he explained, and leaned toward the taxi-driver. “Take
 this lady to thirty-seven, Little Oakfield Street, which is off the
 Haymarket,” he bade, and opened the door.

     “I know where Little Oakfield Street is,” the man said morosely.

     “We can exchange impressions when I get back,” Gees said to the girl,
 and closed the door of the vehicle, ignoring the driver's remark. Then
 he lifted a hand to get another taxi for himself.

     * * *

      

     The winter dusk was well advanced when, returning to his flat in
 Little Oakfield Street, Gees let himself in and, seeing Miss Brandon's
 door partly opened, entered her room after disposing of his hat and
 coat. He nodded appreciatively at the tray on her desk.

     “Not too late, I hope?” he asked cheerfully.

     “I gave you up and made it ten minutes ago,” she answered. “Will you
 have it here, or in your own room?”

     “Here, please,” and he took his usual seat on the corner of the desk.
 “You, I take it, will have a cigarette.”

     She took one after filling his tea-cup and putting it within his
 reach. Then, having lighted the cigarette from his lighter, she
 said—“I have been thinking, since coming back here, Mr. Green.”

     He nodded. “I might echo Ginger Dick and inquire—'Wot wiv?' if I
 wanted to be sarcastic. As I don't—why?”

     “In over two years here, I have done about two months' real work,”
 she explained. “You don't really need me—a girl in from an agency
 occasionally could take your dictation of those reports and—”

     “You mean you want to give notice?” he interrupted incredulously.

     “I might even go as far as that,” she admitted, smiling.

     He drank tea, meditatively, and reached out to flick ash into the
 tray beside her typewriter. “Finding it monotonous,” he suggested.

     “Not that,” she dissented. “But my being here like this, filling in
 time by reading books on my library subscription, is not fair to you.
 This—your agency—is a one-brain enterprise.”

     “What about that lunch to-day?” he demanded abruptly.

     “Well, what about it?” she echoed.

     “I arranged it,” he said slowly, “because of Tott's visit
 here—because of Tott's bee. And I had an idea, while I was grovelling
 in the dusk of the British Museum—metaphorically speaking, of
 course—I had an idea that bee might have stung you too. Instead, you
 brood over this perfectly preposterous idea of yours—it is
 preposterous, my dear girl! I've got used to your being here, a wall to
 throw my thoughts against and watch 'em bounce, and I'd hate to lose
 you.”

     “For one thing, Mr. Green,” she retorted rather acidly, “I am not
 your dear girl. For another, the wall feels itself as the end of a
 cul-de-sac. The hours I waste here—waste!”

     “Uh-huh!” he observed gloomily. “Is there a second cup?”

     She refilled the cup for him, and passed it back. “Then to you,” he
 asked, “that lunch was a mere social function?”

     “Hardly,” and she shrugged slightly. “It was most uncomfortable.”

     “Ah! Now we're getting somewhere! Carry on, Miss Brandon.”

     “That—that Miss Kefra was afraid of you.”

     “I meant her to be, on sight. What about my friend Tony?”

     “He won't be your friend much longer, if she has her way over it.”

     “No. Well, do you think I could get any girl from an agency that I
 could take to the Berkeley on a footing of equality, and count on the
 insight you reveal with just those two remarks? Moreover, I've been
 doing some thinking too, on my way back from Bloomsbury. I propose to
 make a case of this Miss Kefra, turn myself into a purely honorary and
 unsolicited nuisance as far as Tony Briggs is concerned—for his good,
 of course—and to drag you in and give you all the work you want.”

     “I don't understand, Mr. Green,” she said, after a pause.

     “No. I've got to explain. You know, of course, that I've dabbled
 largely in what hoi polloi call the occult. Made war on a few
 things like the grey shapes in Cumberland—and Gamel MacMorn as well?”

     “Then you consider Mr. Briggs—or Miss Kefra—an occult problem.”

     “When did it strike you that she was afraid of me?” he countered.

     “It was—yes—when you mentioned MacMorn by name,” she answered,
 after a brief pause for reflection.

     “Exactly. Miss Brandon, she knew that name!”

     “But what—why—?” she began, and left it incomplete.

     “Geo Kefra is lamia of some sort—uncanny, in some way,” he
 said. “Tony Briggs is my friend, I'd go a long way to keep him out of
 trouble. And that girl—woman, rattier-spells trouble for him.”

     She shook her head. “He's absolutely infatuated-anyone can see it,”
 she said. “Neither you nor anyone else could alter him. You must know
 as well as I do that any interference in a case of that sort only
 brings resentment, drives the two concerned closer to each other.”

     “Which would be perfectly true if I went for Tony,” he agreed, “but
 I'm going to work from the other end—go for her. Make her let go.”

     “She is—unusual,” she conceded thoughtfully, “but what have you
 against her. What is there to justify interference?”

     He took another drink of tea, stubbed out his cigarette-end, and
 lighted himself a second cigarette. “You said just now that he's
 absolutely infatuated,” he pointed out. “That's no passport to
 happiness, as anyone with a grain of sense ought to realise.”

     “It's his affair, and he won't thank you,” she demurred.

     “My view of her,” he said determinedly, “is backed by that of a
 hard-headed and practical-minded man, Tott. He senses something wrong,
 and doesn't in the least know what it is, but he's devoted enough to
 Tony Briggs to come and tell me, whom he detests in a general way,
 about it—because he knows Tony and I are close friends. And that's a
 long way for a level-headed man like Tott to go. Tony doesn't love
 her—you yourself own it as infatuation, on only one sight of them
 together. For some reason of her own, she's got him!”

     “Because he's in the Foreign Office?” she suggested.

     “I don't know. She hails from Egypt. She's paid that old hag
 Benderneck to get her an entry into the circles Tony frequents, but
 she's—she's no background, really. At the best, an adventuress, and at
 the worst—but I want more than the mere impression I got at lunch
 before saying anything about that. Did you like her?”

     She smiled. “We detested each other on sight,” she answered.

     “There you are! Intuition—on both sides.”

     “I don't understand any of it, yet,” she said, “except that you seem
 determined to do exactly what you tell me Inspector Tott asked, merely
 because Mr. Briggs has—well, because he's in love with her rather than
 loves her. You see, I must discount my own dislike of her.”

     “Trying to be fair—yes, but—”

     The telephone bell interrupted him, and he took off the receiver and
 listened, recognising his father's voice—

     “Oh, it is you, Gordon? Can you dine with me to-night?”

     “With all the pleasure in life, father. Formal, or informal?”

     “Only the two of us. I'll expect you at seven-thirty.”

     “Thank you very much, father. I'll be there.”

     He replaced the receiver, and nodded thoughtfully.

     “May get a line on the lady,” he said. “That was my father, asking me
 to share a bone with him to-night, Miss Brandon.”

     “And you think—yes. Over his having met a relative of hers.”

     “I'm not so sure about that,” he dissented slowly. “In fact, I'm not
 sure about anything. But I want you to do some scouting for me, round
 Grosvenor Mansions. A little work for a change.”

     “Not to interview Miss Kefra?” she asked quickly, doubtfully.

     “Far from it. Oh, far from it! No. More the sort of thing you did
 over our Nightmare Farm case, when you got valuable information out of
 an old harridan by buying her drinks in a pub. Could you bring yourself
 down to a second expedition of that sort?”

     “I'd love it,” she said emphatically.

     “As a break in the monotony—yes,” he agreed. “Well, I leave all the
 details to you. Maybe there's a caretaker on the premises with a
 thirsty wife, or a man on the lift who'd take you to the pictures in
 his off time—anything, as long as you find somebody with a waggly
 tongue. And then— anything at all about Miss Kefra. People who come to
 see her, the establishment she keeps, how she impresses the
 underlings—but don't run the risk of meeting her, no matter how you
 make up for the adventure. She's seen you once—had you sitting facing
 her, and those eyes of hers would look through anyone.”

     “When do you want me to go?” she asked.

     “Well, unless you're doing anything this evening—”

     “I hope to have something to report to-morrow morning,” she said.

     “And don't talk any more about giving notice,” he bade emphatically.
 “I'd never get another secretary to fit to my ways as you do.”

     “My dear”—she whispered it to the closed door after he had gone
 out—“I wonder which is the greater, my folly or your blindness.”

     “Well, father, it's good to see you again, and it must be quite a
 while since I had the honour of putting my feet in the family trough.”

     The general frowned, heavily. “I detest these modern slang
 expressions, Gordon, as I think you know,” he said.

     “I'm sorry, father,” Gees apologised, with—for him— unusual
 meekness. After a period in which, because of his agency, he and his
 father had been at variance, to say the least of it, he had been
 received into favour again, and meant to stay there, if he could.

     “I have been thinking a good deal about you lately,” the general
 remarked, aligning his knife and fork beside the clean cutlet bones on
 his plate. “On the whole, you have been a disappointment to me.”

     “I'm terribly sorry to hear that,” Gees protested, still meekly.

     “Sorry? Yes, but your sorrow is small compensation. I gave you every
 advantage, Gordon, and hoped you would follow me in the service.
 Instead, you had that crazy idea of joining the police force, and
 against my better judgment I let you join, hoping that with the
 influence I could bring to bear you might rise to an
 assistant-commissionership, at least. But in two years you grew tired
 of it—”

     “Too much discipline,” Gees interposed. “Perhaps I'd have been
 happier in the Army, if I'd gone in for it.”

     “The Army calls for brains, my boy, in these days,” General Green
 retorted rather testily. “Farebrother was saying at lunch—but that is
 quite beside what I was saying. In spite of all my persuasion, you
 would not consider managing the Shropshire estate, but established this
 so-called agency of yours, where heaven only knows what you do, apart
 from the two cases that attracted some notice.”

     “Oh, I keep busy enough to be interested,” Gees protested.

     “Interested, perhaps, but has it been one penny profit to you, or do
 you scrape along and manage to pay Miss Brandon out of the small income
 you inherited from your mother?” the general demanded.

     “Well, I conclude you're talking about the Kestwell and Kleinert
 cases,” Gees said, “and out of those two alone I made somewhere about
 seventeen thousand pounds, since you're asking like that.”

     “Seventeen—” the general began, and stopped, blankly.

     “Not bad, for a little over two years, is it?”

     “You mean to tell me you made that amount honestly?”

     “My whack out of the Kleinert case was a perfectly honest result,”
 Gees averred. “As for the other—well, what I got was anarchist funds
 just lying about. Since the original owners got hanged for murder, it
 was as much mine as anyone's when it fell into my hands.”

     “Had you no moral sense?” the general demanded sharply.

     “What was I to do?” Gees retorted. “Would you expect me to go to
 people who wanted to overthrow the government of this country—bring it
 to ruin—and hand 'em back the fund they'd set aside for that purpose?
 I smashed their plot, handed 'em over to Tott and his men for the
 murder of his Sergeant Johns, and paid myself for doing it. Tott knew I
 did it, and he's never forgiven me because he can't prove it.”

     Symonds, the elderly woman who house-kept for the general now that he
 had given up his town house on the score of expense and moved into a
 flat, appeared at that point to change plates, and afforded an
 interval.

     “Far be it from me to judge,” said the general when she had gone out,
 with an intonation that implied not only judgment, but sentence.
 “Moreover, Gordon, I did not ask you here to-night to discuss your past
 misdemeanours, although the subject has cropped up as it always does. I
 wanted a word with you about that luncheon party of yours to-day.”

     “Whatever you wish, father.” Gees sounded meeker than ever.

     “Er—yes. And your—er—confession of this—this—er—
 misappropriation of funds—”

     “Appropriation of enemy funds,” Gees amended.

     “Well—er—yes, I suppose they were enemies. Not that I can discern
 any ethical justification whatever for you. Does Miss Brandon know
 anything about this, may I ask?”

     “She helped me to park the mazuma,” Gees answered.

     “To what?” the general demanded fiercely.

     “Put the notes in my safe.”

     “Why couldn't you say that at first? These loathsome, abominable,
 perfectly unintelligible and idiotic Americanisms! Well, if a young
 lady of her standing made no active objection, you may be not so much
 to blame over it as I thought. Do you want any cheese?”

     “No, thank you, father.”

     “Then we will take our coffee in the other room, and perhaps you may
 be able to tell me something about that—er—that remarkable
 resemblance I noticed to-day. About the lady with Mr. Briggs, I mean.”
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     “YOU will take liqueur with your coffee, Gordon?”

     “Brandy, thank you, father.”

     “It is the only liqueur. Help yourself. All the others—treacle and
 bad spirit, with a dash of flavouring. Designed to tickle the palates
 of undiscerning females. But about this—er—I have the highest regard
 for Anthony Briggs, as I think you know.”

     “You have given me that impression, before now,” Gees admitted.

     “Yes. Yes. And—er—on thinking the matter over, after ringing you
 this afternoon—but was to-day your first meeting with the lady?”

     “My first sight of her. Yes.”

     “Ah! Then probably, as far as she herself is concerned, you know
 little more than I do. As I was saying, on thinking it over, I decided
 to tell you the story of my meeting with the one who resembled her so
 very strongly, one who beyond question was a near relative. Not that
 there is anything to be done, as far as I can see, but knowing Anthony
 Briggs as you do, you might show by your attitude—”

     “Yes. But show what, father?” Gees inquired, after waiting vainly for
 the end of the sentence. He had never seen his father less at ease over
 anything than over this thirty-eight-year-old meeting with somebody
 who, then, had resembled Cleo Kefra and borne the same surname.

     “Disapproval of the entanglement,” the general said with asperity.

     “And make him more set on it than ever,” Gees pointed out, reflecting
 the while that two otherwise sane men felt that Tony Briggs ought not
 to marry a girl against whom they knew nothing, while Miss Brandon
 owned to detesting her on sight. And Tony, obviously, was enslaved by
 her, which cold common sense pointed as his business and nobody else's.

     “I am not thinking only of Anthony Briggs,” the general said. “I have
 in mind his—er—his position, and his access to things not in
 the—er—the knowledge of the public. I may be entirely wrong in
 anticipating—I may be doing him a grave injustice in suggesting that
 he is capable, under any circumstances, of—er—”

     “Spilling the beans,” Gees suggested, after waiting in vain.

     “Confound those slang phrases!” the general almost snorted. “I was
 going to say, of disclosing confidential matters even to those whom he
 felt he could trust implicitly.”

     Which amounted, Gees thought but did not say, to exactly the same
 thing. He waited in silence for his father to proceed.

     “But, as I said,” the general went on after a long pause, “I decided
 to tell you my story, which concerns, beyond any question in my mind, a
 member of this lady's family. You will then do what you
 choose—probably nothing, I gather. But in the public interest, as well
 as that of Anthony Briggs, I think it as well that you and possibly he
 should know this antecedent episode in Miss Kefra's family history.”

     He was getting ponderouser and ponderouser—as Alice might have
 said—in his phrasing, Gees reflected, and made no comment. All the
 signs pointed to embarrassment over the story he had determined to
 tell.

     “I think I told you I—er—I was on my honeymoon when the incident I
 have in mind occurred,” the general said. “I had got my captaincy over
 a year before, and had been seconded for Intelligence, which, let me
 tell you, was not then what it is now.”

     “I can well believe it,” Gees remarked gravely.

     The general gave him a long look, but decided not to pursue that
 angle of the subject. “It was a starved service,” he said. “The South
 African war was in being, and Omdurman was still a remembered campaign.
 Egypt, then, was what to-day would be called a propaganda centre, Cairo
 especially, and you may or may not know that an intelligence officer is
 never off duty, even for one hour in a year.”

     “Then why take a honeymoon in Egypt?” Gees murmured.

     “Why? My dear boy, my marriage formed an ostensible reason for going
 there, rendered the real reason inconspicuous. Your mother knew what
 she was doing—it was that or wait another year or more for marriage,
 and neither of us wished to wait. Neither of us regretted it, either.
 My work—even now I do not intend to define it—left us the greater
 part of our time, and—well, I need say no more on that head. We had
 nearly all of six weeks. A few hours out, but they merely enhanced the
 rest of the time. Yes. Your mother was a wonderful woman.”

     “She was a whole team and a cross-dog under the wagon,” Gees said
 earnestly—and most imprudently, with such an auditor.

     “A whole—damn you, Gordon, what do you mean, insulting your mother's
 memory with such ghastly phrases?”

     “I'm very sorry, father. I mean she was wonderful, and the best and
 sweetest woman I'm ever likely to know. That's all.”

     “One would think you originated in a Wild West circus, or had spent
 your early years among American gangsters. Let me hear no more such
 perversions of English from you, whatever you may mean.”

     “And you were saying, father?” Gees asked deprecatingly, after a long
 silence. “About this Miss Kefra, I mean.”

     “I was saying we had been there six weeks—staying at Shepheard's,
 which in those days was the only hotel worth mention, though
 Farebrother was telling me to-day the Savoy-Continental is better, now.
 Yes, six weeks, and then your mother developed some gastric trouble
 which I understand is rather common there in the spring months.”

     “I've heard of it. Commonly known as 'Egyptian tummy',” Gees said.

     “Vulgarly known, you mean,” the general reproved him. “Your mother
 became so ill as to need a nurse, though the doctor assured me there
 was no real danger. She ran high temperatures, and needed careful
 attention, that was all. One night the nurse assured me I was better
 out of the way, as my wife was sleeping and ought not to be disturbed,
 and I went for a walk in the Kasr-el-Nil direction and met—well, even
 at this length of time I will withhold his name. Another Intelligence
 man, say, who was very glad to see me, since my connection with that
 service was far less suspected than his own—not suspected at all, in
 fact. It was then between ten and eleven o'clock, and we agreed that I
 should go out to Mena House, which is almost under the Pyramids. To
 find and bring in a—well, I will say a dangerous personage. An
 agent provocateur, in fact, whose capture, if we could effect it,
 would eliminate a very great part of our troubles. I was to make
 contact with a woman who had been laid on his track, and make the
 capture.”

     “So you had women in Intelligence, then?” Gees asked.

     “I cannot tell you what or whom we had,” his father retorted stiffly.
 “Only that this woman, whom I had never seen before, would be at Mena
 House, dressed in a certain way, and I was to assure myself of her
 identity by a series of pass phrases. With that I went, behind a pair
 of good horses—this was before the days of cars, you understand—and
 got to the gardens of Mena House, to find parties sitting out in the
 gardens over drinks, as they do till all hours, especially in khamseen
 weather. And there was a khamseen blowing then, the first of the year.”

     He appeared to wait for comment or question, but Gees yielded
 neither. The general finished his liqueur brandy and put down the
 glass.

     “I found her, as I thought, alone at one of the tables,” he went on,
 “and joined her with an initial apology—which was a part of my
 phrases. In all, I remember, we had six sentences each to say to prove
 our genuineness to each other—I had memorised my set carefully—and
 she made no mistake whatever in her replies. I was fully satisfied.”

     He sat silent for so long, then, that Gees ventured a—“Well?”

     “She said we must wait, and we did,” the general resumed. “It was
 very late, then. I—I had all the confidence in myself that one loses
 with experience, and—this part I doubt if you can understand—I found
 that woman very attractive. She seemed so utterly sincere, and
 dependent on me for the ultimate outcome of the night's work—”

     “And she was the living image of Cleo Kefra,” Gees said in the pause.

     “What made you suspect that?” his father demanded.

     He shrugged. “I don't know. But she was, eh?”

     “She even gave me that as her first name—Kefra, not the other.
 Colonel—the man who had sent me there had not told me her name, I
 realised after. Perhaps we sat there an hour, talking on various
 subjects, and then one of the waiters came and spoke to her, in Arabic.
 Then she told me it was time to go, to make the capture, and we went to
 my gharri. She showed me a small revolver she carried in her bag, and
 insisted on coming with me, for my safety, she said. I'd had no
 instructions on the point, and had thought she would merely give me
 directions, but no, she accompanied me. And that is very nearly all I
 can tell you, except that I was taken to Shepheard's two days later, in
 a complete amnesia, and the woman I should have met was found a corpse
 on the bank of the Nile with her throat torn to pieces as if a tiger
 had mangled it. Oh, and the agent provocateur we should have
 captured made a clear escape.”

     “Drugged,” Gees observed thoughtfully. “And that is all?”

     “Nearly. For the period of amnesia, I shall never be sure whether
 dreams came back to my mind, or whether—but they must have been
 dreams. One I'm certain was a dream—a woman with the head of a
 lioness, purring like a cat. Another of the woman who told me her name
 was Kefra, with her arms round me, holding me back from something—or
 holding me to keep something off from me. And another of my being
 intensely grateful to her—heaven only knows why!—and embracing her
 passionately. I would not have told you that last one, except that when
 I saw your Miss Kefra to-day it was forced back into my mind as a
 reality, not as a dream, and I'm so far away from youth arid all it
 means, now, as to confess that it may have been real. For I'm perfectly
 certain that girl could tempt Saint Anthony himself, if she wished.”

     “And is tempting the Anthony without the Saint,” Gees commented.

     “Undoubtedly! But now you see. The amazing, perfect likeness, as if
 that girl who fooled me—Oh, she fooled me wonderfully!—as if she had
 been resurrected exactly as she was then. Gordon, she's no wife for
 your friend, whatever her own record may be. With the same name, she
 belongs to a family that only a generation back consorted with your
 country's enemies, and belonged in a gang which could kill another
 woman by mauling her as might a tiger. No, it's a tainted source.”

     “And if the taint persists, Tony Briggs is in no state to perceive
 it,” Gees added. “A woman with the head of a lioness, purring like a
 cat. Yes. Yes, I see.”

     “That was obviously a dream, though a vivid one,” the general said.

     “One that you were not meant to remember,” Gees told him.

     “You mean—confound it, boy, what do you mean?”

     “I mean this is the hottest proposition I've struck since the
 woodpecker digested the little yellow school-house,” Gees answered with
 sudden and incautious enthusiasm.

     “Yankee gibberish again!” the general exclaimed bitterly.

     “Maybe, but—well, if I told you, you wouldn't believe it. Father, my
 confidential agency is going to work free gratis and all for
 nothing—it's started already, as a matter of fact. What you've told
 me, you with your absolute straightness and anxiety over old Tony's
 interests, convinces me that his engagement has got to be smashed,
 though I started by thinking it a fool of an idea. It isn't.”

     “Then what do you intend doing?” his father inquired interestedly.

     “I'll hear what Eve Madeleine has to say in the morning.”

     “Eve Madeleine? And who on earth is Eve Madeleine?”

     “She's only that when she's absent. To her face, she's Miss Brandon.
 She'll have a report of some sort for me to-morrow.”

     “Ah! But you're not going to tangle her in an affair like this?”

     “She's in it up to the neck already, father, and glad of the chance
 to take a hand. My secretary is no fool, I assure you.”

     “She is a very charming girl, Gordon.”

     “Quite. I often pat myself on the back over choosing her.”

     “Yes, you showed good taste, for once,” the general said dryly. “In
 view of my experience with this Miss Kefra's relative, though, you had
 better be careful not to expose Miss Brandon to any risks.”

     “Such as a woman with the head of a lioness, purring like a cat,”
 Gees suggested.

     “Don't talk balderdash, Gordon! I merely told you that to illustrate
 the impossibility of separating dreams from reality, while in a state
 of amnesia. To show that all may have been dreams.”

     “Quite so, father—and is life anything else? Sometimes I'm not quite
 sure on that point, especially since I started my agency. But if you'll
 excuse me, I'll hit the pike and put my think-tank in high, with the
 supercharger full on and only one cow in the fairway. And since I'm
 backing your say-so, don't hit me for a home base because I toot my
 bazoo this way just one and only one time.”

     “All of which is totally unintelligible to me, Gordon,” the general
 said frostily. “I gather, though, that you wish to say good night.”

     Gees smiled at him. “I've had the best father any man ever had, as
 well as the best mother,” he said, “and if I've let you down over our
 Shropshire small holding, I won't over Tony Briggs. You see, father,
 to-night you've made it a problem after my own heart, and most of all I
 do appreciate the way you put the dream meat in the fact sandwich.”

     “You mean—you attach importance to those fantastic visions I had in
 a state of amnesia?” his father asked, rather anxiously.

     “I mean, for any man to tell his own son things like that takes
 courage, and though I've never doubted yours, this is my first chance
 of seeing it. You're playing high for old Tony's sake, father, and I've
 got a liking for him, too. On top of which, the cow in the fairway is
 my especial meat, so what have you?”

     “I don't know,” Sir George Green confessed solemnly, as if the final
 sentence had been a real question.

     “No. Nor me neither. But it's me for the hay, and Eve Madeleine will
 hand out some of the low-down in the morning. Good night, father.”

     “Good night, my boy, and take care of your Eve Madeleine.”

     * * *

     “Swagger,” Miss Brandon whispered to herself. “Oh, very swagger! But
 why the police inspector?”

     She loitered by the railings of the square gardens, just across the
 road from the high, bronze-and-plate-glass entrance to Grosvenor
 Mansions. By moving a few steps in either direction, she could see
 nearly all of the spacious, high-ceiled entrance hall, decorated in
 mauve and silver, marble-floored, with a sort of Grecian-urn frieze
 high up on the walls, and here and there plaques of classic design. In
 each of the back corners was a glossy-surfaced black door with an oval
 of plate glass set in it at eye-level, indicating that there were two
 lifts. By one of the two massive pairs of outer doors, just inside the
 hall, stood an obvious police inspector, talking with apparent
 earnestness to a six-foot attendant in a silver-braided mauve uniform.

     Miss Brandon moved on a few steps, halted, and turned, wishing the
 police inspector out of the way. She was wearing a wide-brimmed hat of
 dusty-looking maroon velvet and ten-year-old design, which sat low on
 her forehead and shaded her eyes fully. Rouge, lipstick, and powder,
 skilfully used, had made a wondrous change in her face; she looked, as
 she had intended, distinctly naughty, and rather down on her luck: an
 ancient fox-fur coat showed bare patches on its deep lapels and
 cuffs—she had bought it earlier in the evening off a Berwick Market
 stall, and worsened the bare patches herself before donning it; her
 shoes were good, but both silk stockings were badly laddered, as her
 overly short woollen skirt revealed—as it also revealed quite enough
 of a pair of very shapely legs. She had dressed her part with every
 care.

     When the police inspector moved to emerge, she began walking away
 from her post, in the direction that he took, until he had got far
 enough ahead to disregard her. Then she faced about and, crossing the
 road, went to Grosvenor Mansions' entrance, where the tall attendant in
 uniform swung the door and looked down at her hat rather sourly.

     “And what might you be wanting, miss?” he inquired.

     “Could I see the caretaker, please?” she asked in reply.

     “About little Ernie, is it?” he demanded, with a change to eagerness.

     “Little Ernie?” she echoed. “No, it ain't about little Ernie, it's
 about meself. Who is little Ernie, anyhow?”

     “He's the caretaker's little boy, an' he's lorst,” the attendant
 informed her, with a return to cold aloofness.

     “Well, could I see the caretaker?” she persisted, after a pause.

     “You couldn't,” he answered decidedly. “'E's hout—I mean, he's out.
 Nigh off his rocker about the kid, too.”

     “Ow,” she said dubiously.

     “What chew want the caretaker for?” her interlocutor demanded.

     “I thought”—she gave him a swift, coquettish glance and lowered her
 gaze again—“you see, Gracie Parker—she's a friend of mine what used
 to be at Chiltern Court till she went to live with her boy friend—she
 told me they sometimes want maids here, and I thought—” She broke off
 and twisted her gloved fingers together in apparent nervousness.

     “Chiltern Court, huh?” he echoed, with ineffable scorn. “Well, she
 don't know what she's talkin' about, an' even if there was a place, you
 knowin' girls which lives with boy friends puts you out.”

     “But she married him!” she exclaimed.

     “Well, that's different, that is,” he admitted—and moved away from
 her to swing the heavy door for a couple entering—a couple on whom
 Miss Brandon instantly turned her back. Mauve-and-silver solemnly
 escorted Cleo Kefra and Tony Briggs to one of the lift doors, which he
 opened for them, and a mirror in the wall showed the waiting girl that
 the lift was automatic, for Tony pressed a button after the expanding
 gates had been closed, and went up with his companion as the attendant
 closed the black outer door. He returned to her.

     “You can't stand about in 'ere, you know,” he said, not unkindly.

     “Why, what's the harm if I do?” she demanded, smiling saucily.

     “Well, y'know, this place is clarss, that's what it is.”

     “An' I ain't clarss. Is that what chew mean?”

     “I dunno about that.” He looked uncomfortable at her half-smiling,
 satiric gaze. “I reckon that 'at was left you, wasn't it?”

     “Cheeky, that's what you are!” she retorted. “Not me, but I
 know a high-stepper when I see one.”

     “You ain't so slow yourself,” she told him, and almost laughed.

     He stuck his chest out. “I come off at ten,” he said.

     “Ow! An' it's only a little after nine, now. I could do with a little
 refreshment, too. D'you know anywhere round here?”

     “Baker's Arms—private bar,” he answered, with a certain eagerness.
 “It's quiet, an' quite refined, Sid'll serve you, an' if you tell him
 you're a friend o' Phil Vincent's, he'll look arter you.”

     “Is it—is it a nice place?” she asked dubiously.

     “Nice? Why, it's our local! All of us from here go there. Turn to the
 left when you go out, an' take the first on the left, an' it's on the
 first corner you come to—you can't miss it. The private bar, not the
 saloon, because I'm comin' round when I come off, an' I never go in the
 saloon.”

     “Ow,” she said again, rather solemnly.

     “But you will be there, won't you?” he asked anxiously.

     “Ten o'clock ain't long,” she answered.

     “I told you my name—you ain't told me yours,” he pointed out.

     “Grace Potter—that's me. An' you're sure there ain't no places goin'
 here? I was parlour-maid in me last place.”

     “It ain't no use your lookin' for the caretaker. Mr. Katzenbaum
 hisself engages all the staff, an' you'd have to go to his office. But
 look here—didn't you say your friend's name that got married was Grace
 Potter—the one that was at Chiltern Court?”

     “No, I didn't.” Inwardly, she blamed herself for the slip. “Her name
 was Grace Parker, till she married her boy friend—they used to call us
 the two G.P.s. only our boy friends used to call us the two Graces,
 because we was, see?”

     “An' very nice, too, Gracie. See you round the Baker's Arms as soon
 as I can change an' get round? They don't close till eleven.”

     “An' you'll be there just after ten?”

     “What do you think?” He leaned toward her, ardently.

     “I do want a new hat,” she said.

     It was an error in tactics, as she perceived instantly from the way
 in which he drew back. He said—“Well, if that's all!”

     “I don't mean what you mean,” she pleaded. “Only—you said it'd been
 left me, an' that means you'd be ashamed to be seen with me—”

     “Well,” he said slowly, “it ain't what you'd call the hat of my
 dreams. Look here, Gracie, we'll talk about it, shall us? Round at the
 Baker's Arms—in the private bar.”

     “Ho, I don't want you to buy my hats for me!” she declared
 indignantly. “If you're thinking I'm that sort, you make a big
 mistake.”

     “I'm sorry, reely sorry.” It was his turn to plead. “But you will be
 round there, won't you? The private bar?”

     “I'm going there now,” she retorted coldly, and moved toward the
 door. But then she halted, for the door in the corner almost crashed
 open, and Tony Briggs strode, even clattered, across the marble
 flooring toward the entrance.

     Hurrying, Phil Vincent got the door swung open for him, and received
 no reply to his—“Taxi, sir?”

     Phil turned back to Miss Brandon as the door swung silently and
 slowly into its place. He said—“She ain't 'arf combed 'is hair for
 'im, I reckon she ain't, by the look of it.”

     “Why, who are they?” she asked, with evidently intent interest.

     “Now, look 'ere,” he said persuasively. “If I was to be ketched,
 talkin' 'ere with you for hours an' hours like this, Mr. Katzenbaum'd
 ring up the Labour Exchange because my name was mud, see? I'll tell you
 all about 'im an' 'er, if you want, round at the Baker's Arms, but not
 in 'ere, see? Now whassay, Gracie? Do we, or don't we?”

     “The private bar, and tell Sid I'm a friend of Phil Vincent.” She
 gave him a swift glance which might have meant anything, and again let
 him see only the brim of that awful hat. “Till then, Phil.”

     He held the door for her, and intensely, ardently,
 half-whispered—“Don't forget!” as she passed out and remembered to
 turn to the left.

     So far, she reflected as she moved away from the entrance, the
 intuition which she had let guide her had produced a possible source of
 information, but she had got little out of it. Phil Vincent, too, might
 prove of more trouble than use, but fully three-quarters of an hour, at
 least, remained before he could contact her again, and she determined
 to try the Baker's Arms, reflecting the while that a baker's coat of
 arms would be worth seeing. A loaf, rampant, in an oven, gules, and a
 bend sinister with chalk and alum regardant, and an empty flour sack
 couchant—she abandoned the fancies as, having turned to the left and
 found the private bar door on the first corner, she entered to a
 clatter of voices and—in mid-January—a shirt-sleeved, red-nosed man
 behind the glass-shuttered, prison-like bar. He leaned toward her.

     “Any sandwiches?” she inquired.

     “Course we got sandwiches, ducky. Wadger like?” he asked.

     “I'd like a little politeness, being a friend of Phil Vincent,” she
 told him icily. “And if you've got sandwiches—ham.”

     “Sus—certainly miss,” he said, with a complete change of manner. “I
 didn't know you was one o' the Grosvenor bunch. Anything to drink?”

     “A small port, please.” Previous experience had taught her it was the
 least noxious compound she could order in a place of this sort.

     “Cert'nly, miss. One sandwich, or two?”

     “One will be enough, thank you.”

     “If you'll take a seat, miss, I'll being 'em round.”

     She reflected, as she seated herself on a leather-covered bench
 against the wall opposite the bar, that the Grosvenor people demanded,
 or in any case obtained, respectful service. A flaming-haired damsel
 moved a half-empty stout glass to make room for her and said—“Pardon,
 ducks,” and Sid—if it were Sid—came from behind the bar with a wet
 rag with which he scrubbed off the area of long table in front of her.
 He said—“Sandwich won't be a moment miss,” all in one word, and went
 back to draw off the small port from a shining copper tap.

     “Nice evening, ain't it?” said the red-haired girl.

     “Quite mild for the time of year,” Miss Brandon responded pleasantly,
 recognising the opening as anything but a gambit.

     “We don't have the winters they used to get,” the other pursued.

     “It ought to be snowing, this time of year,” Miss Brandon said.

     “Yes, and we don't seem to get no snow, do we? I always like to look
 at them old Dickens pictures, though if I was to feel it like that I
 reckon I'd want more'n woolly nighties to keep me warm. D'you know that
 one about why motor-cars won't never take the place of horses?”

     “I can't say that I do,” Miss Brandon said, rather coldly.

     “It was because—I can't remember exactly how it goes— but it was
 because you can't take a motorcar to bed with you,” red-head explained.
 “It went like that somehow, and it was terribly funny.”

     “Do you mean”—Miss Brandon both sounded and was interested—“that
 people used to take horses to bed with them?”

     The other gave her a devastating look. “With a hat like that, you
 should know,” she said triumphantly.

     “Nah, then!” Sid put down before Miss Brandon a plate on which
 reposed an outsize sandwich, and flanked it by a dock glass of murkily
 purple fluid. “Minjer step, Eileen. Phil might be in any minute, an'
 this is a friend of his. That'll be one pound three, miss.”

     Recognising fortunately, a slang expression for one and threepence,
 Miss Brandon put down a shilling and a sixpence and told him to keep
 the change. When he had gone, the other girl looked at her with a
 certain amount of anxiety.

     “It's a matter of taste, of course,” she said placatingly. “I always
 get my hats from N. and G. Nine and eleven—and you'd think this one
 was two guineas at the least. Most people would, anyhow.”

     “Why the 'and' between the initials?” Miss Brandon could not help
 asking.

     “Why the—I say, that's a good one! Sid, did you hear that?”

     But Sid was busy pulling beer handles. There was a clacking of
 voices, for the private bar was near on full. Noting the way in which
 the red-haired girl had accepted her riposte, Miss Brandon ventured.

     “What's this about the caretaker's little boy round at the Grosvenor?
 I've been away, and only just heard about it.”

     “Good garden-stuff!” Red-hair was evidently astonished. “Why, it
 oughter be in all the papers! Little Ernie—kidnapped—anyhow, he's
 lorst. Four o'clock to-day. You see, Miss—” She paused, invitingly.

     “Oh, just Grade,” Miss Brandon said recklessly.

     “And I'm Eileen. How nice of you, Gracie, after what I said about
 your hat. Well, it was like this. You see—do you know Grosvenor
 Mansions, though?”

     “I've only been there once, to make an appointment with Phil,” Miss
 Brandon confessed, quite truthfully.

     “Then you don't know the Parkoots—the caretaker an' his wife?”

     “I believe Phil did mention some name like that,” Miss Brandon lied
 gravely. “But I didn't know they were the caretakers.”

     “Oo, yes! They are! And little Ernie—well, you wouldn't
 believe! That kid ain't only just over two, but—” She lifted her
 glass, tilted it, and gurgled once. “Ain't you having another?” she
 asked, as she put the glass down before her.

     “Not yet, thank you. You have one with me.”

     “Now that's reel nice of you! I always say you can tell a reel pal.
 Mine's sevenpence in here, an' they charge you another ha'penny in the
 saloon, which is why I always come in here. Thanks, ducks—I'll get it
 for meself—old Sid got enough to do.”

     She took the shilling Miss Brandon put down, went to the bar and got
 her glass refilled, and, returning, unblushingly put the fivepence
 change in her handbag. “As I was sayin',” she covered up, “little
 Ernie's the apple of his mother's eye—not but what she's a what you
 might call a elbow-lifter, once in a while. But she do look after that
 kid. An' all the tenants in the Grosvenor—but ain't Phil told you?”

     “We have much to talk about,” Miss Brandon said darkly.

     “Oh, yeah?” and Eileen gurgled appreciation of the hint. “Kids ain't
 in it, are they? They wouldn't be. Oh, I get it! But little
 Ernie's lorst, an' the pleece is on it now, an' Parkoot is ravin'
 distracted, runnin' up an' down since four o'clock to-day. You'd think
 half London was lorst, the way he's carryin' on.”

     “How did it happen?” Miss Brandon asked, and, taking another bite at
 her sandwich, realised that she had a long way to go.

     “Happen?” Eileen echoed, in high treble. “Why, there wasn't any
 happen about it!. Why, everybody lurved that kid. And to-day was
 Phil's afternoon on—but he's told you, of course.”

     “He hadn't time,” Miss Brandon assured her. “He's meeting me round
 here when he comes off—but I want to know about Ernie.”

     “Well—here's luck, ducks”—and she drank deeply—“Mrs. Parkoot left
 the door on the jar—they're basement, but the door is top of the
 steps, leadin' into the vestibule—where you go in—you know!
 An' little Ernie must of got out—sweet kid, he is. Why, they all make
 a fuss of him. There's the Earl of Batwindham in number three—they say
 the name is pronounced Batheum, but I don't. The earl, he just goes
 dotty about that kid, gives him sweets and what-not. There's him, and
 that Slugger Potwin—him which used to be the heavy champ, which has
 the flat opposite the earl's—he'd lay down his life for little Ernie,
 if it wasn't too expensive. Because he ain't as wealthy as he used to
 be, and they do say he can't reely afford a place like the Grosvenor.
 And that Miss Kefra, which they say got so much money she don't know
 what to do with it—why, Mrs. Parkoot herself told me in here Miss
 Kefra took that kid up in her arms an' kissed him. An' since four
 o'clock to-day little Ernie is lorst, nobody knows where.”

     Another bite—the ham was delicious, but the bread was thick—and
 Miss Brandon put down the wreckage of the sandwich, finally. “But
 somebody must know where,” she said, as soon as she could speak.

     “That's just it!” Eileen declared, with some excitement. “Phil
 is on all this afternoon, as I reckon you know! Little Ernie
 must of come up into the vestibule with the door on the jar, like it
 was, Mrs. Parkoot is prepared to take her oath, an' Phil must of seen
 the kid—but he didn't. And you know, being a friend of Phil's—you
 know he'd see if as much as a mouse come into that vestibule—couldn't
 help seeing. And yet he didn't see little Ernie, which has
 disappeared.”

     “Supposing Mrs. Parkoot left a window open?” Miss Brandon suggested.

     “My dee-ear!” Eileen's negative was final. “In a basement well with a
 twenty-foot wall, an' no way out! An' the kid not three yet!”

     “It all sounds very mysterious.” Recognising this as the fitting
 cliché, Miss Brandon uttered it with appropriately sympathetic
 inflection.

     “It's a bloody puzzle, if you arsk me,” Eileen confirmed her.

     “I didn't,” Miss Brandon said, and, perforce, moved a few inches
 nearer her companion. For Phil Vincent, although it was not yet ten
 o'clock, loomed on her other side, and crowded down into the small
 available space beside her, grinning widely.

     “Darlin', I knew you was a sport!” he said. And, with no more
 preface, in sight of all the habitues of the private bar, he thrust out
 an arm, snatched her close, and kissed her full on the lips, blatantly,
 vigorously, amorously—and sickeningly.

     She thrust free of his hold, and stood up. Struggling, she got past
 Eileen, and, unresponsive to Phil's—“'Ere, I say!” got clear and made
 her way out to the street. There, lest Phil should follow, she ran
 until she reached the frequented security of the square in which
 Grosvenor Mansions radiated respectability, and thrust out a hand at a
 crawling taxi. Before it could draw alongside her, she found herself
 violently and disgustingly sick into the gutter—and somebody came out
 of the shadows to halt beside her and take her arm.

     “I say!” he said sympathetically.

     She turned on him, tigress-wise. “I've been kissed!” she exclaimed.
 “No, not kissed, but fouled! Do you hear?”

     He asked, unemotionally—“Do you wish to lay a charge, Miss Brandon?
 The name, I conjecture, is Philip Vincent.”

     “The name? I want to go home—do you hear? Nothing else, but
 to go home! Oh, my God! If I'd known!”

     Inspector Tott opened the door of the taxi, which had stopped beside
 them. Still holding her arm, he helped her in, and then gave the driver
 her address. Then, before closing the door, he looked in on her.

     He said—“Green ought to have known better—tell him so. And he'll
 get nothing on the Kefra woman this way. If he wants to know anything
 about that kidnapping, tell him, I've got the whole story.
 Except—there ain't any, apart from the kid's disappearance.”

     “Oh, tell him to go on!” she begged desperately.

     “Righty-ho, miss.” He closed the door on her, and the taxi moved
 away, leaving him at the pavement edge, a melancholy, unperturbed
 figure of a man.



[bookmark: 1_1_4]IV. FAR FROM FUTILE


      

     A SLIGHT SHUDDER MARKED THE end of Miss Brandon's recital of her
 experiences. Gees, perched on the end of her desk with a folded
 newspaper under his arm, said “Perfectly hellish!” sympathetically, and
 offered his opened cigarette-case.

     “No, thank you, Mr. Green. I don't feel like smoking.”

     “Philip Vincent, eh?” he reflected grimly. “Well, Philip Vincent is
 going to get it where the turkey's wattle blooms, for that. Oh, yes!
 I'll attend to him my own self, shortly. I'm very sorry, Miss Brandon.”

     “And all of it absolutely futile!” she exclaimed bitterly.

     “I'd say, very far from futile,” he dissented. “Two things stick out,
 to me. One, that Tony and Cleo Kefra had a peach of a row, from what
 you tell me of his exit. The other—well, I don't know, quite. But the
 lunch editions of the evening papers may tell.”

     She gazed up at him, questioningly. “Tell what, Mr. Green?”

     “Little Ernie, you say, was missing since four o'clock, with only one
 available way out from the caretaker's quarters. They'd have their own
 entrance somewhere round the side or at the back, naturally, and he
 might have got out that way, but on the scrappy evidence you got it's
 not likely. Apparently that door 'on the jar' let him into the entrance
 hall, where this Philip Vincent was on duty.”

     “And therefore must have seen him, if he had gone that way,” she
 pointed out. “The entrance hall is absolutely bare, and it was quite
 impossible for the child to appear in it without Vincent seeing him.”

     “The child is so small that Miss Kefra took him up in her arms and
 kissed him. Just over two years old, according to your Eileen. Could a
 toddler like that push one of those metal and glass doors open?”

     “No,” she said decidedly. “But somebody might have—”

     “Let him out, you were going to say,” Gees finished for her. “One of
 the tenants there? They all know the child, apparently, and the worst
 sort of moron would not let a two-year-old child into the street alone.
 Into the square, rather. Even then, kidnapping in the street is
 practically out of the question—small kids aren't such valuable
 commodities in these days that people risk picking 'em up on sight and
 running off with 'em. Also, that square in the middle of the afternoon
 has got taxis on a rank nearly opposite the Grosvenor entrance, I
 happen to know, and there are chauffeurs with cars waiting
 about—somebody would have seen the child if he had been snatched up in
 the street, and since the police are on to it they'd have got
 information about it.”

     “You mean—little Ernie is somewhere in the building?” she asked.

     He shook his head. “Not now,” he said very gravely, and, unfolding
 his newspaper, put it down before her. “Take a look at that. It's a
 stunt rag, but it has got a news service, I'll say. This, by the splash
 they're making, is an exclusive 3 a.m. edition.”

     He put a finger on a staring headline—GHASTLY DISCOVERY ON WIMBLEDON
 COMMON—and, after a glance up at him, she read—

      

     Shortly after midnight, P.C. Ambrose Wright discovered a fibre
 suit-case, half-hidden among some gorse bushes on Wimbledon Common,
 nearly opposite the pond beside the Kingston Road. On opening the case,
 he was horrified to discover the nude and terribly mutilated body of a
 male child, apparently about two years of age. The child's throat was
 fearfully lacerated, and this and other injuries make it appear that
 the tragedy was due to an attack by some large animal of the cat
 species.

     P.C. Wright, at the time of the discovery, was patrolling from
 Kingston toward the top of Putney Hill. The point at which he found the
 case is within a dozen yards of the main road, which, even at that late
 hour, is far from deserted. Three cars, P.C. Wright states, passed him,
 going in the direction of the Kingston by-pass, between the entrance to
 the cemetery and the top of the hill, a distance of about four hundred
 yards—or less. Rime on the grass went to prove that the case had been
 thrown toward the bushes from the road, since it had fallen into
 position after the ground-frost had whitened the grass, and there were
 no footprints, except for those made by the constable himself, in the
 vicinity. In all probability the case was thrown from a passing car,
 since, if a pedestrian had been carrying it, he would almost certainly
 have attracted notice from others using this stretch of road.

     A far greater number of people, both children and adults, is missing
 at any given time than is generally supposed, and, so far, no clue is
 available as to the identity of this unfortunate infant. The suit-case,
 a cheap, fibre-and-cane article, well-worn, bears no labels or
 distinguishing marks by which it might be traced. There is a
 possibility that a child belonging to some travelling menagerie might
 have strayed too near the cages containing savage beasts, and that the
 parents disposed of the body in this way to avert inquiries and
 subsequent trouble. Against this is the fact that no menageries are
 known to have been on the roads in this district for weeks past.

     Medical examination will, of course, reveal more fully the way in
 which the child came by his death, but it already appears certain that
 no human agency is responsible.”

      

     Miss Brandon looked up. She said—“Very—badly—written,” rather
 shakily, and Gees saw that she had lost colour over the script.

     “I'd dissent, by the effect it's had on you,” he said. “But with
 this—the ability to connect up these two things before any others make
 the connection, your trip last night was very far from futile, you see.
 It enables me to get on to Tony Briggs before he can connect
 up.”

     “But—but what on earth do you mean?” she asked fearfully.

     “I don't know myself,” he confessed. “Between the British Museum and
 my father, and what I already knew— and this Cleo Kefra herself—I'm
 utterly puzzled. Only—it's all wrong—all wrong!”

     Abruptly he snatched up the telephone receiver from its rest on her
 desk, put it to his ear, and dialled. “Mr. Briggs—Mr. Anthony Briggs,
 please,” he said, when he got his response. Then—“Mr. Green.”

     After a pause—“Hullo, Tony. Gees speaking. I suppose you're not
 available for a bone at the Junior Nomads with me to-day—lunch?”

     He frowned at the reply. “No, I thought you wouldn't be. Ain't that
 too bad? Well, look here, old son. The nearest Lyons to the Parliament
 end of Whitehall—blow in and look for me in about twenty minutes, and
 I'll buy the coffee. Can do?”

     Miss Brandon watched him nod and smile at the response he got.

     “Ah! Yes, I see! Leaving you desolate, is she? Well, that accounts,
 and we can foregather for a longer chin-wag when she leaves you a
 grass-fiance... A grass-fiance, I said. Yes. In twenty minutes.”

     He replaced the receiver, and again took out his cigarette-case. Miss
 Brandon took one, this time. He said—“I can walk it in ten minutes,
 from here,” and lighted up for her and himself.

     “She ought to have been dark,” she said abruptly.

     “I believe the mummies go to show they were not all dark,” he
 dissented. “The early dynasties. Besides—” he broke off, thoughtfully.

     “What on earth do you mean?” she asked.

     “I mean that probably in all Egypt to-day there are not more than
 half a dozen families—maybe not more than one or two—of the
 pure-blooded race that was in the days of the Pharaohs. The present
 race is mongrel, more Arab than anything else, and she's got no Arab
 blood in her, by my reckoning. And when it comes to that, you can find
 red-headed and light-complexioned Jews, a normally dark race.”

     “Mr. Green, you're not thinking of connecting her with the
 murder of that child?” she asked, with sudden fear.

     “I tell you, I don't know a thing!” he exclaimed, with equally sudden
 irritation. “Sorry, Miss Brandon—I didn't mean to bark. You can turn
 down all those inquiries, whatever they are”—he tapped the small heap
 of opened letters beside her—“and tell 'em I'm too fully occupied at
 present to undertake any commissions whatever. I'll get along, now,
 and—do forgive me for landing you like that last night, won't you?”

     “Why, of course, Mr. Green! It wasn't your fault in the least, and
 since you say I was not futile I can forget the rest.”

     He got off the end of the desk. “You couldn't be futile if you
 tried,” he said, as he went out from the room.

     Two minutes later, overcoated and with his hat in his hand, he paused
 again in the doorway. “I may have another commission for you on outside
 work, Miss Brandon,” he said. “Tony Briggs tells me she's going away
 for a few days, and I may want you to keep track. More of that after
 I've seen him, though. I'll be back in an hour or so.”

     He went out and down the stairs. Outside the tea-shop he had
 appointed as a meeting-place he waited, and saw Tony Briggs sacrifice
 dignity to speed among the mid-morning traffic as he crossed Whitehall.

     “Personally,” he said as Tony gained his side, “I'd have gone by the
 subway. They made it specially for you, too.”

     He led the way in, and they secured seats opposite each other at an
 unoccupied table. Gees ordered coffee, and Tony flicked away specks
 from his coat with a handkerchief, meticulously.

     “Don't worry,” Gees urged. “The tailor's assistant'!! do that, when
 he lifts you back into the window among the other dummies.”

     “Oh, cut it out!” Tony exclaimed, but without rancour. “Well, it was
 quite a cheery party yesterday, wasn't it? I thought your Miss Brandon
 was looking remarkably attractive. Have you fallen for her yet?”

     “With you as an object lesson in falling, I'm keeping my feet,” Gees
 said gravely.

     “You're welcome to them, the size they are,” Tony observed.

     “You said all that and then some before we moved on from prep
 school,” Gees retorted. “And to anticipate your next remark—she is.”

     “What?” Tony asked.

     “All that, and then some. Did you take her back after lunch?”

     “Well, naturally! Didn't I say I was taking her back?”

     “Took the whole of the afternoon off, huh?”

     “I did not! I took her as far as the Grosvenor and then came back to
 work—in the same taxi. You seem to think I never work!”

     “Didn't even go up to her flat with her for a quiet good-bye? Tony,
 don't strain my credulity too far! I'll bet that taxi clock ticked up
 some pennies while he waited for you.”

     “Absolutely wrong, old son! I saw her to the lift, and left her.”

     “I must have Independent evidence on that. Get the one-headed
 Cerberus in that entrance hall to testify to it on oath.”

     “Oh, cut out the ragging, man! Besides, he was nowhere in sight—we
 had the entrance hall to ourselves.”

     “Ah—ah! No need to go up, eh? Let me see. Three o'clock or
 thereabouts when you left the Berkeley, and it's a quarter of an hour
 from there to Grosvenor Mansions, and call it twenty minutes from there
 to your funk-hole down here. Bet you a bob, Tony, with that entrance
 hall to yourselves, you weren't back before half-past four.”

     “Hand over,” and Tony stretched out his hand. “I was well settled at
 my desk when I heard Big Ben chime a quarter past. Fact and honour,
 Gees. One shilling, please—no dodging!”

     With apparent reluctance Gees took a shilling from his pocket and
 handed it over. He said—“Even allowing for traffic hold-ups, that
 gives you twenty minutes to bid her good-bye In that entrance hall.”

     “What the blazes is it to you if it does?” Tony demanded irritably.

     “Sorry, Tony—you know I was only ragging. But you said on the 'phone
 she's going away to-day, so we may be able to see something of each
 other. Where's she off to—back to Egypt?”

     “If she were,” Tony said decidedly, “I'd see if I could find some
 excuse for going there too. No, she's got a place she rented furnished
 down in Gloucestershire, and I'm seeing her off for Cheltenham after
 lunch to-day. Staying there till Tuesday week, and I go down for two
 long week-ends and come back with her after the second.”

     “Uh-huh! What's your lady mother got to say about it?”

     “Oh, damn it, Gees, you've got a nasty mind! And this isn't the
 Victorian age, either. Besides, she's having Lady Benderneck to stay
 with her, and other people as well, probably. Lady Benderneck, anyhow.”

     “Well, well, well! My large feet in it again! Tony, I apologise most
 humbly for my tactlessness, and hope it keeps fine for you. Cheltenham,
 eh? Sleepy place, Cheltenham. I don't care for it.”

     “But she's not in Cheltenham,” Tony demurred. “Her place is
 miles out—Barnby-under-something Grange, it's called, but if she
 didn't take an express through to Cheltenham she'd be pottering about
 half the day at wayside stations on a slow train. Her man meets her
 there with the car—meets me too, to-morrow evening, when I go down. So
 there you are. Do I step down from the witness-box, or do you
 cross-examine further?”

     “M'lud, I have no further questions to put to the witness. Perhaps
 the members of the jury wish to elucidate some points before he leaves
 the box, though. If, m'lud, I may make the observation, in all my
 forensic experience I have never dragged replies from such a reluctant
 witness, but, m'lud, his veracity is self-evident and unimpugnable.”

     Tony smiled. “You haven't told me what you thought of Cleo.”

     “What could I tell you?” Gees countered. “You had only to see the way
 other people took her entry to realise you had far the most interesting
 woman—girl—in the place with you. She's got a brain like—like a
 linotype machine, which they say is seven men's brains, and she dresses
 as well as you do, which is saying much. I've never seen such eyes, and
 her voice is a revelation in perfection of tone. Any more?”

     “That's quite enough,” Tony said, rather grimly.

     “What's more important to me”—Gees disregarded the obvious
 resentment of his empty catalogue—“is the lady's opinion of Gregory
 George Gordon Green.”

     “To be absolutely frank,” Tony told him, “you did not make a good
 impression. In fact—well—never mind, though.”

     Back to Gees' recollection came Miss Brandon's account of the way in
 which Tony had charged through that entrance hall and out from the
 block of mansions, the night before. He nodded, gravely. “I won't,” he
 said, and drank the last of his coffee.

     “I thought you were rather bristly, somehow,” Tony said. “Not quite
 your usual charming self, when you were talking to her.”

     “Er-her!” Gees simpered. “But what's the hurry?” For Tony stood up,
 and replaced his hat on his head.

     “Much to do, and calling for Cleo to take her to lunch,” Tony
 explained. “Sorry, old son, but there it is. We'll meet at the club for
 a real talk, one evening next week. Cheerybye for now.”

     “Good luck to you, Tony—every good wish, as you know. All right,
 I've got to wait for a bill. I'll ring you Monday.”

     “Tuesday—I don't get back till Monday night. S'long, Gees.”

     Emerging after he had obtained and paid the bill, Gees meandered
 thoughtfully along Whitehall, came to a full stop with such suddenness
 that a hurrying girl behind him cannoned into him and grunted as she
 bounced off, and then, ignoring her, he made for a telephone box,
 inserted two pennies, and dialled. After a brief delay he got his man,
 Inspector Tott, who queried very irritably what he wanted.

     “To stand you lunch at the Junior Nomads, inspector,” he answered.
 “To-day, one for one-fifteen. Can do?”

     “Can not do, thanking you all the same, Mister Green,”
 Tott rasped back at him. “I told you when I came to see you that this
 was not an affair for any official action, and that's that.”

     “Then why were you hanging round there last night?” Gees demanded.

     “None of your business. Further to that, I don't know if your Miss
 Brandon told you she had a very nasty experience of some sort round
 there, though naturally she wouldn't pay a charge over it. If that's
 your way of working, let me tell you it'd get you fired back out of
 plain clothes unto uniform in ten seconds. Mere useless blundering, it
 was, and very little regard for what's due to a lady in your employ.”

     “Oho!” Gees laughed softly into the transmitter. “Don't hang up for a
 second, inspector. You heard about the missing child, of course?”

     “Being investigated by that division,” Tott snapped back.

     “Has Parkoot—I believe that is his name—has he been to Wimbledon
 yet to see if he can identify the body found last night?”

     “Here! What on earth are you getting at?” Tott demanded sharply.

     “One, for one-fifteen, at the Junior Nomads—change your mind,
 inspector,” Gees cooed. “I really need official backing for something I
 want to do in that case, not in the one you brought me. Can do?”

     “All... right, Mr. Green,” Tott answered, after a long pause. “But if
 you are thinking of leading me up the garden—”

     “Wrong time of year for horticultural enterprises,” Gees said
 cheerfully. “They pack a wicked steak at the Junior Nomads, you'll
 find.”

     He replaced the receiver, and emerged from the box to gaze at a
 “Lunch Edition” poster, sight of which prompted him to buy a copy. The
 late news column gave him what he sought—

      

     SUIT-CASE MYSTERY. The body of a male child found in a suit-case just
 after midnight on Wimbledon Common has been identified by Mr. Edwin
 Parkoot, of Grosvenor Mansions, as that of his son Ernest, whose
 disappearance was reported to the police yesterday afternoon. It is
 understood that figures on the suit-case indicate that it was purchased
 recently, and inquiries are being pursued with a view to tracing the
 purchaser.

      

     “Bah!” said Gees to himself. He took out a pencil, refolded the
 paper, and scrawled—“3/6” over the title. Then he handed it back to
 the man from whom he had bought it.

     “Finished with it,” he said. “You can have it.”

     “Thankye, sir. But what's the figures for?”

     “That's to show it was purchased recently. See the stop-press.”

     He walked on toward Charing Cross. There was plenty of time to call
 in at his office and have a word with Miss Brandon, before going on to
 the Junior Nomads to wait for Tott. Abruptly, a long way past the
 cenotaph, he lifted his hat from his head, reverently. “Oh, God, be
 good to them, somehow!” he prayed. “It must be hell to lose a child any
 way, and that way—be good to them somehow!”

      

     * * *

     “This is Mr. Green, Crampton,” Tott introduced Gees to another man
 not unlike himself in build and attire. “Inspector Crampton, Mr. Green.
 And I might tell you, Crampton, that what he's got to say may be worth
 hearing, though he's got no official standing. He was in the Force for
 two years some while ago, and a damned nuisance he was, too, but he's
 got an indirect line on this kidnapping business that neither you nor I
 have a chance of getting. It's your case, so I'm handing him over to
 you, as he asked.”

     “Green, and Gees of the Kestwell case, Inspector Crampton,” Gees
 added. “If you remember such ancient history, that is.”

     “I was in court, Mr. Green,” Crampton said, with far more of respect
 than Tott ever accorded one whom he had regarded as a thorn in his side
 over that case. “And there were the Kleinert and Colborne affairs as
 well. Oh, yes, I know your agency! And you think you might be able to
 give us a helping hand over this Parkoot kid?”

     “Well, thank you very much, Mr. Green, for my good lunch, and I'll
 leave you to Crampton,” Tott put in. “See you soon, Crampton.”

     “I don't know that I can give you much, inspector,” Gees said, as
 Tott made for the police station entrance, “but I may clear a point or
 two. Is it possible to get a word with Parkoot, or is he—”

     “He's cold fury,” Crampton said, “and only too anxious to do
 anything—up to getting his hands on whoever did it, poor chap.
 She's down and out—you can't see her. But you want—”

     “To find out things,” Gees finished for him. “Can you come along with
 me and see Parkoot? He'll be at the Grosvenor, I take it?”

     “We'll go right along,” Crampton promised briskly. “But”—as they
 went toward the street—“do you mind telling me where you come in? I
 mean—what's your angle on a case like this?”

     “A possible lead to an inquiry of my own,” Gees answered, “and since
 my inquiry couldn't possibly be a police affair—at least, for the
 present—I shall have to ask you to leave it at that.”

     “What's good enough for Inspector Tott is good enough for me,”
 Crampton said decidedly. “We'll take a taxi, I think.”

     Miss Brandon's description was good enough to assure Gees that Philip
 Vincent and no other swung the heavy door for them when they reached
 the Grosvenor, and he noted Vincent's respectful salute to the
 inspector. He halted just inside the door to watch it slowly close
 against the pneumatic cushioning cylinder, and then, grasping the
 handle, swung it open again, while Vincent watched open-mouthed.

     “You see, inspector,” he said, “that child couldn't have opened it.
 It's a sixty-pound pull, at least.”

     “They're kept open in the warm weather, sir,” Vincent put in.

     “Was any door left open yesterday afternoon?” Gees asked him.

     He shook his head. “No, sir,” he answered with finality. “Never, in
 the winter months. Them cylinders have to be taken off, for that.”

     “And they're all on.” Gees gave the man a steady, appraising look,
 and then turned to the inspector again with—“Let's go—you know the
 way, I expect. Best to get it over.”

     But, when Parkoot, a middle-aged, heavily-built and tall man, faced
 them in his doorway, Gees saw that he had no uncontrolled victim of a
 tragedy to face. The man was quite impassive, grimly so.

     “This is Mr. Green, Parkoot,” Crampton told him.” he thinks he may be
 able to help in—well, you know. Our investigations.”

     “If that's so, Mr. Green,” Parkoot said slowly, “God bless you. I
 know you can't give us him back, but—pleased to meet you, sir.”

     Gees shook his offered hand heartily, and felt respect for the man's
 courage. “A few questions, if you don't mind,” he said.

     Parkoot came out into the basement corridor, and closed the door of
 his quarters softly. “The missus is asleep,” he explained. “She's been
 in a terrible state all night, and now she's dropped off I don't want
 her disturbed. So if you'll excuse me, sir—”

     The cigarette-case appeared as Gees leaned against the polished
 marble wall, and Parkoot took one, as did the inspector. Gees lighted
 up for them and himself. “As good here as anywhere,” he said. “A first
 question, now, Mr. Parkoot. That entrance hall is in charge of an
 attendant, I gather. Is he supposed to leave it?”

     “No, sir. Unless he has to run the lift in the left-hand corner up
 for luggage, or for somebody who don't know how to work an automatic
 lift. Otherwise, his place is in the entrance hall, all the time.”

     “Meal times?” Gees asked laconically.

     “Relief,” Parkoot answered with equal brevity.

     “Then that's that. What sort of man is Philip Vincent?”

     “Oh, well, quite reliable, sir, if that's what you mean. He was on
 yesterday afternoon, when—when it happened, and what I can't make out
 is how it happened that Ernie got out, because the missus was
 lying down, and our own door at the side was locked. And the door at
 the top of the stairs was on the jar, but Vincent'll take his dyin'
 oath the kid never went that way. So—well!”

     “Not well,” and Gees shook his head, while Crampton maintained an
 interested silence. “Not much doing up there in mid-afternoon, as a
 rule, is there, Parkoot?” he asked casually.

     “I'd say it's a dull job, but—” He broke off, gloomily. “How many
 flats are there in the block?” Gees demanded next.

     “Twenty-two, sir. But if you think—” Again he broke off.

     “We've got to prove facts, not think,” Gees told him, and Crampton
 nodded approval. “Service, or do the tenants keep their own servants?”

     “Either way they like, sir. There's accommodation for one servant in
 each flat—two at a pinch—and our own restaurant and staff.”

     “I see. I'm not asking too much of you, I hope?”

     “If you can help, sir, I'll do anything on earth!” Parkoot said
 earnestly. “It's broke the missus's heart, and mine too.”

     “Tell me this, then. Why was Vincent absent from that hall for at
 least twenty minutes, between three-thirty and four yesterday
 afternoon?”

     “That's impossible, sir,” Parkoot said firmly. “He wasn't—and he
 knows it'd cost him his job, too. No, he wasn't.”

     “Very well, he wasn't. How many of the tenants have their own
 attendants—living in the flats, I mean?”

     “Very few, sir. The trouble of getting servants makes most of 'em
 rely on our staff for everything. There's—let me see. Lord
 Batheum—they say that's how you ought to pronounce his name—he's got
 a maid; that boxer chap, Potwin, keeps an old Army man to look after
 him; and Miss Kefra in number thirteen got a foreigner, sort of
 chauffeur and houseman and everything else—but they're away. So is
 Lord Batheum, as far as that goes, though his maid is still there.”

     “And the rest depend on your staff, eh? Do the staff have rooms here,
 or live out? I've a reason for asking.”

     “The chef and his two kitchen lads live in—not the others,” Parkoot
 answered. “Though I don't see how they—”

     “Come into it—no,” Gees completed for him. “But now I want to take a
 long chance—a very long chance—and for you two to come with me while
 I take it. Up to this Lord Batheum's flat, if you will.”

     “I get it,” Crampton said quietly. “Yes—let's go.”

     “But not by the entrance hall, if there is any other way,” Gees said.
 “Possibly, inspector, you get that too.”

     “I do. What other way is there, Parkoot?”

     The caretaker led them along the corridor to the foot of the stairway
 leading to the entrance hall, and there pressed a button beside a door.
 A lift descended almost inaudibly, and stopped. He opened the door,
 ushered the other two in, and followed them. The lift went up, stopped,
 and they emerged to a carpeted corridor.

     “That's his door, sir.” Parkoot pointed at he spoke, and Gees
 advanced and pressed a bell-push beside the door. He pressed again
 after a longish interval, and the door swung open to reveal a tall,
 pert-looking, rather attractive girl in plain black silk.

     “His lordship is notatome,” she said sharply, before Gees spoke.

     “So I understand.” With one foot advanced to prevent the door from
 closing, he drawled the reply. “You are, I see, just as you were
 yesterday afternoon. But quite on your own, I take it, to-day.”

     “Mr. Parkoot, are you going to stand there and see him insult me?”
 she demanded shrilly. “Let me shut this door, you! I—“Then she caught
 sight of Inspector Crampton, and stopped, open-mouthed.

     “How long was Vincent in here with you yesterday?” Gees drawled.

     “Oo-h! You liar!” she breathed at him, and, reddening, gulped.

     “Inspector Crampton and Mr. Parkoot witness to every word—be
 careful,” Gees warned her quietly. “Was it one hour, or two?”

     “It wasn't half an hour—” she began—and stopped.

     “That's enough, sir,” Parkoot said, and turned toward the lift.
 Inspector Crampton said—“Here!” and went to follow him, but he slid
 the door closed and went down alone. Gees and the inspector made for
 the stairs and raced down, but knew the lift would beat them.

     They came to ground level just in time to see Parkoot face the
 unsuspecting Vincent and, without a word, half-crouch to land one
 tremendous blow with his right on the point of his victim's jaw with
 fifteen stone or so of weight to back it. Lifted clean off his feet,
 the attendant crashed unconscious on the marble flooring, and Parkoot
 stood over him. The other two came beside the caretaker, and all three
 stood waiting until Vincent opened his eyes.

     “Get up!” Parkoot's admonition was an almost animal growl. “Get up!
 Strip them clothes off, and get out, before I kill you!”

     Again they waited. Presently Vincent managed to get on his feet, and
 staggered uncertainly toward the basement stairs and down them.

     “Will he come out this way, Parkoot?” Gees asked.

     “No, sir. By the side door—it's spring latched.” He held up his hand
 to look at his skinned knuckles, and even smiled!

     “I'd like you to come along with me, inspector, if you will,” Gees
 said. “I haven't finished with that jasper, yet.”
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     “YOU SAID you were taking a long chance,” Inspector Crampton remarked
 as he accompanied Gees down the stairs toward the basement. “You did,
 too, with that girl. A longer one than I'd care to take.”

     “And yet it wasn't so very long,” Gees told him. “She squealed before
 she was hurt, gave herself away hopelessly before I accused her of
 anything. Besides, I was acting on information received—from two
 entirely independent sources.”

     “Information about the kidnapping of this child?” Crampton demanded
 sharply. “Have you got—?” he broke off.

     “Information about something entirely different, which Tott will
 confirm to you is not an affair calling for official action, but which
 just happened to cut across the disappearance of the child as far as
 Vincent is concerned. Beyond what he can tell us, I have nothing to do
 with the kidnapping—it's your affair entirely.”

     To drag Tony Briggs and Cleo Kefra in as witnesses to the man's
 absence from the entrance hall at the time of the child's disappearance
 was, from Gees' point of view, an impossibility. Nor was there any
 necessity for such evidence; the girl in the flat had said enough.

     “That's his changing room, sir,” Parkoot told them, and pointed at a
 door along the basement corridor. “D'you want me to stay?”

     “I think not, Parkoot,” Crampton answered, and smiled slightly. “You
 might kill him, if we didn't hold you back.”

     “Then I'll get along and ring up the agency to send a man in at once
 to replace him,” Parkoot said, and entered his own quarters, closing
 his door gently. Crampton pointed at a half-glazed door at the end of
 the corridor as Gees and he waited for Vincent.

     “That's the only other way the kid could have got out,” he said.
 “Been taken out, rather, for you can see he couldn't have opened that
 door himself—couldn't have reached up to that Yale knob to turn the
 latch. It's the way supplies and coals are delivered here.”

     “How did the child get into this corridor?” Gees asked.

     “Mrs. Parkoot left her door open so he could play in it—he couldn't
 come to any harm,” Crampton explained, “and somehow that door at the
 top of the stairs, leading to the entrance hall, happened to be left
 ajar. But how he got out of that hall—”

     Gees almost said—“He didn't,” but thought better of it. They waited,
 and eventually Vincent, sullen and tight-mouthed at sight of them, and
 evidently still feeling the effects of the tremendous blow Parkoot had
 dealt him, appeared in ordinary clothes.

     “We want a word or two with you, Vincent,” Crampton said.

     “Oh, do you? Well, for a start, I want you to arrest Parkoot for
 assault. And I'm goin' to get damages out of him, too!”

     “Quite a good idea,” Gees cooed softly. “Oh, quite a good idea! And
 don't forget to call that girl in his lordship's flat as evidence.”

     “So she split, did she, the—”

     “Can it!” Gees barked with such force that the man started violently,
 and in time to forestall the epithet. “What time was it when you left
 your post in the hall to go up to that flat yesterday afternoon?” he
 demanded incisively.

     “That ain't a criminal offence, if I did,” Vincent retorted sullenly,
 after a pause.

     “Confirming the girl's evidence, Crampton,” Gees remarked. “Do we
 take him to the station and get a statement out of him there?” He was
 playing on the average man's ignorance of the powers of the police, and
 saw fear at the implied threat in Vincent's expression.

     “Well-I-I—” Crampton said, as if considering it. “He and the girl
 will probably mess up each other's statement at the inquest pretty
 badly, and if he said anything now he'd have to stick to it then.”

     “Whatever she told you,” Vincent blurted out, “I was in the
 hall till over a quarter-past three, and I was down again by four
 o'clock.”

     “Contradicting each other already, you see,” Gees observed.

     “I don't care what she told you!” Vincent almost shouted.
 “I'll take oath on it—I wasn't away more'n forty minutes at the
 outside.”

     “Three-fifteen to four o'clock, call it,” Crampton commented. “The
 period in which the child disappeared.”

     “Nobody asked me to keep an eye on the kid,” Vincent said
 sullenly. “If they had, I might, but they didn't.”

     “Many people in and out during the afternoon, as a rule?” Gees asked
 him, with some abatement of hostility in his manner.

     “Hardly anyone, between three and five,” he answered. “It's dead,
 that time of day, in the winter, anyhow. Else—” He broke off.

     “You wouldn't go calling on your lady friends,” Gees completed.

     “Well, what more d'jer want outer me?” Vincent snarled after another
 pause. “I got the boot from here, an' with that bitch upstairs blabbin'
 on me I can go on the dole, so there's plenty time.”

     “Yes, plenty of time,” Gees confirmed him gravely. “Did you stay in
 the entrance hall for the rest of your time yesterday?”

     “Yerss, I did, except when I give Miss Kefra's man a hand with her
 trunks, because he was takin' 'em down to her country place in the car,
 so's to be there to meet her to-day. An' goin' outside to get taxis for
 people. Her, for one, when she went out to dinner, I reckon it was.”

     “Did you leave the hall to help with the trunks before or after
 getting a taxi for Miss Kefra?” Gees persisted.

     “Before—no, it was after, a good quarter'n hour after. Why—what's
 that got to do with it? The kid warn't in the trunks—the police was
 lookin' for 'im, by that time. After eight, it was.”

     “Now what gave you the idea of connecting the child with the trunks,
 I wonder?” Gees mused rather than questioned.

     “I didn't do nuthin' o' the sort!” Vincent protested indignantly. “I
 said he warn't in the trunks, that's all. I seen Miss Kefra pick
 that kid up an' kiss him, one day when the door was left on the jar
 before an' he happened to stray up into the hall when she was comin'
 down in the lift, an' that old dodderer of a man of hers couldn't swat
 a fly if he tried. An' the kid was snatched away out of here—maybe it
 mightn't have happened if I'd been downstairs then, but though they can
 sack me for bein' away you can't make a crime of it. I warn't
 responsible for the kid or what happened to him, not in no way.”

     “Yes, snatched away out of here,” Gees mused aloud again. “I expect
 you'll see the suit-case at the inquest, and be able to tell if it went
 out from here yesterday while you were in the hall.”

     “No suit-case of any sort went out!” Vincent protested, as
 indignantly as before. “An' that kid was snatched out alive, not took
 out dead in a case.

     This place is clarss—” But then, recollecting that he was no longer
 connected with the place, he ceased defending the reputation of its
 occupants. “Kidnappers, that's what it was,” he ended.

     “Feel like taking the witness, Crampton?” Gees inquired calmly.

     “No—he's been warned for the inquest. I don't want him now.”

     They left the man to himself and ascended to the empty entrance hall.
 There, at a thought, Gees paused.

     “Do you happen to have any list of the people here?” he asked.

     Crampton felt in his breast pocket and produced a foolscap sheet
 which he unfolded and handed over. “Parkoot made it out for me,” he
 said. “I've been over it, every name, and had half a dozen interviews
 out of it. But Vincent was right about it not being anyone here.”

     In silence Gees looked down the list. Against “No. 13” he saw the
 names of “Miss Cleo Kefra” and “Saleh ibn Nahor, personal attendant,”
 and, memorising that second name and scarcely glancing at the others,
 he refolded the paper and handed it back.

     “Thank you,” he said. “No, it couldn't be anyone here.”

     “Well, I'm much obliged to you, Mr. Green,” Crampton told him. “By
 making that girl crack, you've cleared up for us how it was that
 somebody had the chance to come in here and kidnap the child, and as I
 told you, it was a longer chance than I as an official dared take. Now
 do you wish to make any more inquiries of any sort?”

     Gees shook his head. “Not now, thank you,” he answered. “If—if
 the business that's interesting me just now should happen to cross any
 of your lines of inquiry, I know where to get in touch with you.”

     As, after a handshake outside, he went his way alone, he murmured to
 himself—“Saleh ibn Nahor—quite scriptural, ain't it?” Then he took
 out an envelope and pencil, and wrote the name down while it was clear
 in his mind, after which he hailed a taxi to take him to Little
 Oakfield Street for tea with Miss Brandon.

     “Not a fly-swatter, maybe,” he observed to himself, remembering
 Vincent's description of Saleh ibn Nahor, “but I'm not looking for
 flies.”

      

     * * *

     But tea with Miss Brandon was destined not to be the peaceful
 function Gees anticipated. He had gone to his own room to refill the
 cigarette-case, returned to Miss Brandon's room, and just seated
 himself on the corner of her desk when the doorbell began a peal that
 suggested a desire to run the battery down. Gees got on his feet again.

     “I'll go, Miss Brandon. Sounds like that guy might pack a rod and aim
 to beef the gink which straddles our corral bars.”

     With which, to her, incomprehensible surmise he went to the door and
 opened it, whereupon the caller released the bell-push.

     “Easy, feller,” Gees admonished, totally ignoring the ominous
 expression on Tony Briggs' face. “You'll have all the babies in this
 creche awake and squalling for their dummies, hitting my gong in high.”

     “I want to know,” Tony began coldly, “why you—”

     “Not here,” Gees interrupted. “Come inside and let me shut this door.
 I can't stand draughts. Come inside, man.”

     “I don't want to come inside!” Tony exclaimed. “I—”

     “Very well, stop out, then,” Gees interrupted again, and began
 swinging the door. But Tony put out a hand to stop it.

     “I will come in, then,” he said, and stepped into the corridor to
 prove it. “I want to know why you—”

     “Shush!” Gees interrupted a third time, with a hint of command in his
 tone. “If you've got anything to say, come and say it in my room. Else,
 get to hell out of here. I don't chatter in corridors.”

     In angry silence Tony followed him to his room. He pointed to the
 deep-seated, leather-upholstered chair designed to induce in clients a
 complaisant frame of mind, and stood by his own desk-chair.

     “I don't want to sit down,” Tony said stubbornly.

     “I do,” Gees observed, and proved it. “Now, spill your acid.”

     “I want to know what you”—Tony paused to correct himself, and went
 on with meticulous care—“what was the idea of Miss Brandon, in obvious
 disguise, masquerading in the entrance hall of Grosvenor Mansions last
 night? Spying there, in fact. By your orders?”

     “Oh, the Parkoot affair!” Gees said, slowly and very distinctly. He
 had, on seating himself, put his foot on the knob under the carpet and
 pressed it twice, whereupon Miss Brandon in her room had put on the
 headphones of the microphone set with which she listened in and
 recorded interviews. “That missing kid. Yes. Wait a second—I'll get
 Miss Brandon herself along to explain.” And he pressed the obvious
 buzzer on his desk, and then offered his cigarette-case.

     “No!” said Tony, rudely and emphatically.

     “Another one saved!” Gees observed, and took one for himself. “Oh,
 Miss Brandon,” he said, having lighted the cigarette as she entered,
 and lying well back in the chair while Tony, on his feet, inclined his
 head at her frostily, “you've met Briggs, I know, even if he didn't
 recognise you from yesterday through being too much occupied elsewhere.
 Now he wants to know what you mean by being at Grosvenor Mansions last
 night. I'm just back from my talk with Crampton, but you'd better tell
 him how we're interested in this case of the missing child—and the
 finding of the body out at Wimbledon, and all the rest of it.”

     “I went to Grosvenor Mansions last night, Mr. Briggs,” Miss Brandon
 said coldly, “and obtained some information about the missing
 child—long before it was connected with the Wimbledon tragedy—which
 Mr. Green was good enough to say was very useful. Is that all, Mr.
 Green?”

     Gees got on his feet. “Sorry for going on sitting here like that when
 you came in, Miss Brandon, seeing that this is a friendly affair and
 not official. Cramp. Cramp in the back. But you get it, Tony? There is
 no connection whatever between Miss Brandon's visit to the Grosvenor
 and you or anyone you know there. Now what's the trouble?”

     “I—well—Miss Kefra recognised Miss Brandon, obviously disguised,
 when I took her back after dinner last night—” Tony broke off.

     “And chalked another dark stroke against my already unattractive
 name,” Gees finished for him. “You ought to realise, Tony, that this
 agency of mine goes in for investigations which—well, you'd never
 believe! I've just got back from Grosvenor Mansions—while you were
 probably bidding Miss, Kefra goodbye at Paddington—where I was in
 company with Inspector Crampton, who is in charge of this case of the
 murder of Ernest Parkoot. If you want more, get on to Tott, and hear
 him tell you how he took me along and made me persona grata with
 Crampton, who for his part will tell you how I convicted a certain
 Philip Vincent of neglect of duty in connection with the disappearance
 of the child, and got him hurled out of the place. You've yet got to
 hear about that, Miss Brandon, and it's a wow of a recitative—and I'll
 say it compensates to some extent for your horrible experience with
 Vincent last night. So there you are, Tony, blaming me for a sheer
 coincidence. Why?”

     “Miss Kefra thought—” Tony began, and stopped.

     “Supposing I started thinking!” Gees exclaimed with angry energy,
 designed to impress Briggs with his resentment of the accusation he had
 just heard and nullified. “Supposing I alleged that one of Miss Kefra's
 trunks, taken out of her flat last night by her man, had inside it the
 suit-case which held the body of that child—No, shut up, Tony! I've
 got just as much right to allege an absurdity like that as you have to
 come here and accuse me of setting Miss Brandon on to spy on Miss
 Kefra. Now you can either apologise and stay for a cup of tea with Miss
 Brandon and me, or get to hell out of this and forget you ever knew
 Gregory George Gordon Green. It's your move—make it a quick one!”

     “I apologise very humbly to you both,” Tony said, frankly and
 magnificently, “and if I may, I'll chalk up that invitation to tea as
 one to be kept at the first opportunity. But I mustn't stay now. I had
 to get time off to take Miss Kefra to Paddington, and calling in here
 has made me late back as it is. But I am sorry, really.”

     “Prove it by guzzling with us,” Gees invited.

     “No, really—I daren't. There are most important things—”

     “With the bulls in Bulgaria, and the cats in Catalonia, and the jugs
 in Jugoslavia, life in the Foreign Office must be hectic,” Gees
 observed. “But why on earth should Miss Kefra think I have enough of a
 down on her to keep track of her movements?”

     “Well, it looked—you'd told her about your agency and Miss Brandon
 working with you, and naturally she knew nothing about this missing
 child when she saw Miss Brandon, so it looked—”

     “M'yah,” Gees observed, after waiting vainly for the end of the
 sentence. “Look here, Tony, what time do you go to her country mansion
 to-morrow—it is to-morrow you go, isn't it?”

     “By the same train I saw her on at Paddington to-day,” Tony said.

     “Well, I'll be off to-morrow to see to a few things on my father's
 Shropshire property for him—going in the Rolls-Bentley—and it
 wouldn't add more than a couple of hours if I went round with you, and
 convinced Miss Kefra I'm a very nice feller. Save your rail fare,
 too—what?”

     Tony shook his head. “Very nice of you, but it's all arranged—she's
 meeting me at Cheltenham with her car, and Lady Benderneck is
 travelling with me. Otherwise, I'd have been delighted.”

     “Well, then—I want to get this properly straightened out—what about
 fetching you back? When do you start back? Monday?”

     Tony nodded. “To arrive in time for lunch,” he said.

     “Supposing I make an early start from the ancestral hall in
 Shropshire, and drop in on you tennish to pick you up? Then I could
 have a word with Miss Kefra and wipe this blot off my scutcheon. Can
 do?”

     “Ye-es,” Tony assented, very dubiously.

     “Clinched!” Gees exclaimed. “Now what's the address?”

     “It's the Grange, Barnby-under-Hedlington. I've never been there, so
 I can't tell you anything about the road— somewhere off to the north
 of a line between Witney and Cheltenham—”

     “Leave it to me,” Gees interposed, “and count on seeing me somewhere
 round ten on Monday morning. It'll give me an excuse not to stay over
 till Tuesday among the Shrops.”

     “I really must go now, Gees,” Tony observed, with a glance at his
 wrist-watch. “Awfully sorry about this misunderstanding—”

     “I'll clear it all up before I fetch you away on Monday morning,”
 Gees interrupted, accompanying him out into the corridor.

     “But if you're looking into this affair of the missing child—” Tony
 half-questioned, pausing in his stride.

     “Oh, my part in that is finished, now—I've handed over to Inspector
 Crampton. You see, I had an inside line on the Wimbledon end—discovery
 of the body in the suit-case, and then managed to clear an obscure
 point for Crampton. No connection whatever, as I told you, with you or
 Miss Kefra. That's too absurd altogether.”

     He went into Miss Brandon's room after closing the door on Tony. She
 said—“So I was futile, after all.”

     “On the other hand, Miss Brandon, this bee on the lady's bonnet—the
 one that fetched Tony here with murder In his eye as soon as he had
 said good-bye to her, I mean—it clinches things. People don't imagine
 they're being shadowed like that unless there's some reason for
 shadowing them. They don't get all het up and make their men-folk heat
 up.”

     “You suspect—what?” she asked. “Not that she had anything to do with
 the disappearance of that child, surely?”

     “An open mind,” he answered, “is as useful as a pocket corkscrew.” He
 held one up as he spoke. “I make a point of keeping both. I might be
 able to tell you more when I get back next Tuesday.”

     “But I thought it was to be Monday,” she objected.

     “You'd be surprised. May I have some tea, please? And then I must
 ring my father and persuade him to persuade me to go and give the
 Shropshire estate a once-over this week-end—I've let myself in for
 that, and must go up there, now. Meanwhile, Miss Brandon, a certain
 Philip Vincent took the count with one to the point in the Grosvenor
 entrance hall to-day, and is now one of the unemployed, thanks to me.

     She put the tea-pot down on the tray and stared at him, silently.

     “Oh, no—I didn't hit him,” he explained. “I merely proved to the
 caretaker that Phil had been absent from the hall yesterday afternoon
 at the time the child disappeared—from the hall, obviously—and then
 all I had to do was stand back and watch the cleanest knock-out I've
 seen since Neville took the count at Munich.”

     “Do you mean—?” she asked, and paused.

     “That the man who insulted you last night is not only sacked, but
 will have to prove himself such a dirty dog at the inquest on that
 child that he can never get another post of the same sort.”

     “I—I am very grateful to you for championing me, Mr. Green,” she
 said nervously. “But—but I wish you'd tell me—about Miss Kefra—”

     “I assure you there's absolutely nothing to tell—yet,” he said.
 “Just remember that the fact of her engagement to Tony was enough to
 make a normally hard-headed man like Tott come to me, whom he avoids
 like the plague as a rule. It was enough to make my father ask me to
 dinner, because he wanted to tell me a story which in a normal way no
 father would tell his son—it was a confession of blundering folly over
 a woman, thirty-eight years ago, and my father weighed it out to prove
 to me that he was troubled over this woman capturing Tony, for whom he
 has a high regard. Then add on your own impression, detesting her on
 sight, as you said, and—well, that's all.”

     She smiled. “Except for your impression,” she said.

     He took up his tea-cup and stirred the contents. “This is a bit on
 the strong side, thanks to Tony,” he observed. “Well, Miss Brandon, my
 own impression is just that—an impression. By Tuesday, it may be more.
 Whoops, this tea is strong!”

     “Have some hot water,” she suggested.

     He shook his head. “There's a pricking in my thumbs to tell me I
 shall make all the acquaintance I wish with hot water between now and
 Tuesday,” he said, “but you might put some in the pot for my second
 cup.”
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     SLENDERER, EVEN, THAN SHE APPEARED in normal garb, and to Tony
 Briggs' sight and touch bewilderingly alluring, Cleo Kefra let him hold
 her close for near on a minute, and then drew away from him. The
 malachite clock on the mantel of the room pointed to a quarter to ten;
 she glanced at it as she drew her furred, quilted satin negligee more
 closely round her throat, and shook her head at him, smiling.

     “Your friend will be here at any moment,” she said. “Have you had
 breakfast”—she glanced at the table—“or did you wait for me?”

     “Of course I waited, darling,” he told her. “As if—but there's a
 wire from him. I shall have to ask you to turn the car out to take me
 to Cheltenham, after all. He's broken down. There's the wire.”

     As he indicated it, she moved to the table and took it up, to read;

      

     “Delayed by mishap involving repairs. Expect to get going to arrive
 Barnby about 4 p.m. Will call in hope of finding you not gone. Gees.”

      

     Then, glancing at the top of the message, she saw it had been handed
 in at Ludlow at 8.38 a.m., and put it down to turn to Tony.

     “I will order the car for you, dear,” she said, and, advancing one
 slippered, tiny foot, set it on a bell-push in front of the carving
 seat. After that, she seated herself in the carving chair, and gestured
 him to the place opposite her at the table.

     “So—I must tell him you have gone,” she said. “Or leave word for
 him, perhaps. Darling, get me one kidney, and no bacon.”

     Going to the sideboard, he uncovered the dish, and hesitated.

     “They look badly underdone, to me, Cleo,” he said dubiously.

     “But they are not, in reality,” she said. “One, please.”

     Carefully, even distastefully, he transferred two halves of kidney
 from the dish to a warmed plate, which he put down before her. The
 service gave him opportunity to lean down and kiss her.

     “Ah, but you're so wonderful, Cleo! I hoped you'd have been down
 sooner, since it's my last morning here.”

     She laughed. “Until Friday—five days! Darling, this is very early
 for me. I come alive at night, not with the morning.”

     A wizened, wrinkled, five-foot-nothing, white-haired, clean-shaven
 man, with startlingly youthful eyes to contradict his appearance of
 extreme age, and neatly clad in a blue serge lounge suit, caused Tony
 to start to erectness by entering the room then. He said—“You rang,
 madam?” with bland respect in his rather grating voice.

     “Quite five minutes ago, Saleh,” Cleo Kefra answered. “You will be
 ready with the car to take Mr. Briggs to Cheltenham in—” She leaned
 back as she sat and looked up at Tony for completion of the order.

     He glanced at the clock. “Oh, half an hour,” he said.

     “In half an hour, Saleh,” Cleo ended. “That is all.”

     “Thank you, madam,” and he closed the door, leaving them alone again.
 Whereupon Tony bent down for another kiss, but her hand restrained him.
 She said—“No, darling. Else, you would go back starved.”

     “I do,” he said significantly. “But—”

     He went to the sideboard, and chose a slice of cold ham and a poached
 egg as his rations. She poured tea for him and took coffee herself. The
 halves of kidney showed red and dripped redly as she cut them to eat,
 but the coffee urn and spirit kettle masked her eating from Tony's
 sight. He caught her glance at him, and sighed.

     “Five days, darling,” he said. “Why must you come here?”

     “But such days!” she told him, and laughed. “Would you have had them
 in London restaurants—the days we have had, I mean—do you want me to
 come back to crowds, Tony? Or do you feel—?”

     “Cleo, how soon will you marry me?” he asked abruptly, interrupting
 her, and leaning toward her across the table.

     “Impetuous!” She laughed softly. “It is not yet a week since we
 became engaged.”

     “I know, but—how soon, darling?”

     She shook her head. “I cannot tell you, yet.”

     “Is there—you have only yourself to consider?” he asked anxiously.

     “Only myself,” she answered slowly. “I am quite alone.”

     “Then why—?” he began, and broke off.

     “Not yet—I cannot tell you, yet,” she repeated, and, putting her
 knife and fork down on the empty plate before her, rose to her feet and
 came round the table to stand beside him. “Do not insist, Tony—let the
 question wait for a time. We can be together, as now.”

     “I want all of you, Cleo,” he said, rather indistinctly.

     “So?” She spoke the monosyllable softly, thoughtfully. One less blind
 than was he might have said that she was quite unimpressed. But he
 lifted the hand she had laid on his shoulder, and put it to his lips.

     “Your friend—when will he arrive?” she asked.

     “My—Oh, you mean Gees! I've no idea, darling.

     Too late to get me to London in time, or he wouldn't have sent that
 wire. He says four o'clock, but since he's had some sort of breakdown
 it may be later.”

     “Does a Rolls-Bentley break down?” she asked thoughtfully.

     “He may have hit something. But—did he tell you he drives a
 Rolls-Bentley, darling?” he inquired, gazing up at her in surprise.

     She nodded. “When we lunched with him,” she said.

     “I don't remember—” He was frowning in an effort at recalling any
 mention of Gees' car when Cleo drew her hand away and stood back from
 him as the door opened to admit a tall, elderly, Imposing-looking
 woman, at sight of whom Tony rose to his feet.

     “Good-morning, Lady Benderneck,” he said.

     “Morning, Tony. Cleo, my dear, the morning's post tells me that I
 must go back to London to-day. I'm very sorry—a case of illness. Can
 you arrange for me to be driven to the station?”

     “If you must go, Sarah,” Cleo said, “Tony is being driven to
 Cheltenham in half an hour or a little less. Perhaps you could go with
 him—or would that be too soon for you?”

     “It would suit me admirably—the sooner I can get back, the better.
 I'm so sorry to leave you here alone, darling.”

     “Why not come back with us?” Tony asked, rather eagerly. “Being alone
 in a place like this in the middle of winter is not too good.”

     Cleo shook her head. “I shall stay,” she said. “You can come down
 again for next week-end, Sarah?”

     “I hope so,” Lady Benderneck said dubiously. “I will let you know,
 dear, as soon as I know myself. But must you stay here?”

     “I shall not go back with you,” Cleo answered, a trifle coldly.

     “Well, I will go and finish my packing, since there is so little
 time. Half an hour, you said. I shall be ready.”

     She went out again. Tony gazed out from the window at the stretch of
 moat, which, as he knew, extended all round the old house. Its surface
 looked blackly sullen in the light of the clouded morning, and little
 ripples spread out from centres that marked where occasional drops fell
 from the overhanging branches of a leafless elm.

     “You can't stay alone in a place like this, Cleo,” he said
 persuasively. “Come back with us—I don't like the idea of leaving you
 here.”

     “No, I shall not come back,” she dissented. “You will, to me, on
 Friday, and then I shall go back when you do. And then, Tony—then I
 may be able to answer the question you asked so persistently.”

     “You mean that, Cleo?” He faced about and took her in his arms.

     “I may. I am not sure. When we get back.”

     “Darling, I love you so terribly!”

     “Is it terrible, my Tony? Now let me go—I must dress to see you off.
 Five minutes—ten minutes at most, and I shall be with you again.”

     Some half-hour later, with baggage loaded on the car, Tony sat in the
 back beside Lady Benderneck and heard her sigh relief as Saleh, wizened
 and brown and competent, steered over the bridge that spanned the moat,
 while Tony himself looked through the glass in the back of the big
 saloon and saw Cleo standing within the sombre, Georgian portico.

     “Why she chose such a place I cannot think,” Lady Benderneck remarked
 rather acidly. “Such an eerie, ghostly place. And those cats!”

     “Cats?” he asked, surprised. “I didn't see any cats.”

     “Two—more like small tigers than cats, except that they were not
 striped. Big, tawny things—I heard a noise outside my room last night,
 and looked out—they were in the corridor. I shut the door at once. The
 one that I saw clearly had china-blue eyes, like a Siamese, but they
 were much too large for Siamese. Much too large!”

     “I must ask Cleo about them, when I see her again,” he said. “I never
 saw any cats.” Leaning forward, he slid open the glass partition
 separating them from the driver. “Saleh, her ladyship tells me she saw
 two big cats outside her room last night. Are they yours?”

     Momentarily, the car swayed, as if for an instant the man had let the
 steering wheel swing in his hands. Then it steadied again.

     “There are no cats, sir,” he said.

     “But I saw them, outside my room!” Lady Bender-neck insisted shrilly.

     “Then they must have been prowling in the night and got in, your
 ladyship,” he answered her, without looking round, “for Miss Kefra has
 no cats at the Grange, nor have I, nor have the maids.”

     “It's very mysterious,” Lady Benderneck said with emphatic
 disapproval, if not disbelief. “I saw two—large, dangerous-looking
 cats, in the middle of the night. It's most mysterious!”

     “I wish Cleo hadn't insisted on staying on there alone,” Tony said.

     * * *

      

     The still, dull, winter's day was near its end when Gees slowed to a
 crawl as, having followed the directions a farm labourer had given him
 when he passed through Hedling-ton-cum-Carnworth village street, and
 descended a good two hundred feet to pass through Barnby hamlet, he saw
 before him the boxlike, Georgian outline of the Grange, and saw, too,
 three sides of the oblong moat which surrounded house and grounds, an
 area of nearly two acres, he estimated. Exteriorly, the place looked
 neglected; the parapets of the grey stone bridge over which he must
 drive to come at the house showed as needing repair, shrubs and trees
 looked unkempt for lack of pruning, and last year's grass lay lank and
 dead on the borders of flower-beds and round the edges of a lawn which,
 evidently, had been mown when necessary, and so emphasised the lack of
 care of its surroundings. The grey stone frontage of the house was
 damplined, discoloured, and, having passed over the bridge, he saw that
 the door and window-frames bore blistered and cracking paint, laid on
 them many years ago by the look of it. Taking the sweep of the
 gravelled, grass-tufted forecourt, and noting its weedy state, he
 brought the car abreast the front entrance, and got out.

     Then he saw that the house was set on a massive substructure of
 darker, more aged-looking stone than its upper part, and guessed
 rightly that an eighteenth-century builder had set his edifice on the
 foundations of an earlier building, the square or oblong keep of an
 old-time castle, of which the moat had not been filled in, though no
 trace of the rest of its outer defences now remained. He entered the
 portico and pressed a rather incongruous-looking bell-push —its bright
 newness emphasised the need of paint and cleansing for its
 surroundings—and waited until the opening door revealed—Cleo Kefra
 herself!

     “Ah! Mr. Green,” she said coolly. “All but one of my servants have
 fled to-day, and that one has gone to Hedlington for necessities, so I
 have to come to the door myself. Will you come in?”

     “Thank you,” he answered, with equal lack of warmth, and stepped
 inside, to drop his hat on a pseudo-antique hall seat and follow her
 into a high-ceilinged drawing-room overcrowded with stodgy, ugly
 Victorian furniture. There was an enormous coal fire in an iron basket
 on the tiled hearth, and before it tea was laid on a
 white-cloth-covered occasional table, with wafers of bread and butter
 and two cups.

     “I expected you about this time,” Cleo remarked. “Won't you take your
 coat off? This room is rather too warm, if anything.”

     “No, I won't stay long enough to take it off, thank you,” he
 answered. “Since you say you have no staff, I mean.”

     “But I got the tea ready myself, especially for you,” she urged.

     “More than kind of you.” He stripped off the coat and, backing to the
 door by which he had entered, turned the handle and opened the door to
 throw the coat out on to the hall seat. Returning, he saw that she had
 seated herself by the tray. As she looked up at him, he noted that the
 pupils of her eyes were dilated in the dim light of the room, rendering
 them dark and softly lustrous.

     “This must be very inconvenient for you, Miss Kefra,” he said. “No
 servants, I mean. Or only one, in a house this size.”

     “It will not affect me, since my guests left this morning,” she
 dissented. “Saleh—he is the man who attends to me in the flat when I
 am in London—can attend to all my own small needs. But do draw up a
 chair, please. Do you take both milk and sugar?”

     “Yes, thank you—both. Two lumps. Nothing to eat, though. I'd like a
 cigarette with the tea, if you'll permit it. Will you have one?”

     She took one from his offered case, and lighted it from his lighter
 before pouring the tea and handing it to him. “And all my cut bread and
 butter is in vain!” she observed.

     “But why are you left like this, servantless?” he inquired.

     “Some nonsense about cats, ghostly cats, as nearly as I can gather,”
 she answered. “Or real cats, trespassing from some nearby farm. I
 expect”—she smiled slightly—“the village is buzzing with excitement
 over them by this time. My three maids all marched away before lunch,
 and a boy arrived with a hand-cart an hour later to take their
 belongings. But why—why do you nod your head like that, Mr. Green?”

     “Just”—he paused to think hard for a reply—“your most excellent
 English. Not a trace of other than English accent in it.”

     “Why should there be. I have known it... it is my language.”

     The pause was significant, he felt: she had intended a different end
 to the sentence, at first, and had thought better of it.

     “And Tony couldn't wait for me?” he remarked, stirring his tea.

     “He went by train—Saleh drove him to Cheltenham,” she said. “And he
 has already explained what he said you wished to see me about—Miss
 Brandon, I mean, and that you were interested in the child's
 disappearance. I am sorry I misconstrued her presence at the
 Grosvenor.”

     “I am still interested in that child's disappearance,” he said
 slowly, and saw her eyes darken still more at the statement.

     “I understood it had been found,” she said, half-questioningly.

     “The body—not the living child,” he answered her. “Terribly mauled
 and clawed, as if by”—he drank the last of his tea, and put the cup
 back on the tray—“cats,” he ended, looking full at her.

     “How very strange!” she remarked, with incisive irony.

     “And they must pay—all nine lives,” he stated with finality.

     Outside the room, the light had so far failed that leafless trees had
 grown shadowy beyond the uncurtained window. Here, the two sat in a
 dimness mitigated only by the firelight, and Cleo's face was all in
 shadow, since it was turned toward him and away from the fire. But her
 eyes glowed at him, dark fires in themselves.

     “I do not understand,” she said.

     “Sekhmet herself shall not save them,” he said again, sombrely.

     “Still I do not understand,” she repeated.

     “Eight-and-thirty years ago, it was a woman's throat that was torn
 and clawed,” he went on deliberately. “Now it is a child's.”

     “Ah-h!” She breathed rather than uttered the exclamation.

     She threw her cigarette end in among the coals of the fire, and then
 they sat for a long time in silence, each watchful of and waiting on
 the other. So, Gees determined, he would sit all night, if she would
 not speak. He had uttered his challenge, and she must answer it.

     “You are strong, I know,” she said at last, “but the stream will bear
 you away, while I stand on the bank and watch its flowing.”

     “Probably your friend MacMorn thought that,” he retorted acidly.

     “My friend? Who is MacMorn?” she asked.

     “He thought to stand outside time and watch it pass, but—I saw his
 end,” Gees told her. “Not through strength, for I was the reverse of
 strong, but because any deviation from the norm has its price, and in
 the end that price is exacted to the uttermost.”

     “You threaten?” she asked, with a challenging note in the question.

     “Say that I warn,” he answered quietly, gravely. “You must pay.”

     “You know that, if I willed it, you would not leave this house?” she
 asked, after another lengthy silence.

     “Then we should both be dead,” he retorted grimly.

     “No—Oh, no! Look out through the window, toward the bridge.”

     He stood up to look. Light enough remained outside to reveal to his
 gaze the shapes of two great cats, tawny things that sat on their
 haunches, faced toward the house, just clear of the bridge parapets.

     “Ah!” He achieved a semblance of unconcern that he was far from
 feeling. “MacMorn was good at illusions, too. Strong magic, Miss Kefra,
 but isn't it rather foolish to give yourself away so fully?”

     Then he blinked, for the two shapes dissolved to nothingness as he
 gazed at them, and he knew the effort of maintaining the vision she had
 imposed on his retinae had been too much for her. The knowledge gave
 him intense satisfaction as he seated himself again:

     “We are quite alone in this house,” she said. “You can prove nothing
 to others, no matter what you see or hear, alone here with me.”

     “Admitted, but I have proof for myself, now,” he told her.

     She laughed, softly. “You needed none,” she said, “as I knew the
 moment I first saw you. We are very old, you and I.”

     “Even if this be my ninth life, I know only one,” he dissented.

     “Nine lives, the ninth life—you harp on it!” she exclaimed with
 evident anger. “I too know only one. But we are very old.”

     “Leaving me out of it, I'd be interested to know exactly how you
 reach that conclusion,” he said. “Especially since—well, as I see it,
 you are not likely to get much older.”

     “I should be very much interested to know how you reach that
 conclusion,” she retorted with satiric amusement in her voice.

     “You want that put plainly?” he demanded.

     “We are quite alone here,” she said. “You may say what you will.”

     “Plainly, then—the last night you spent in London, the body of a
 child—identified later by the caretaker at Grosvenor Mansions as that
 of his son—was found on Wimbledon Common after midnight, mauled and
 clawed as if those two vanishing cats of yours had got at it.”

     “And I tell you”—she spoke with an earnest sincerity that he could
 not doubt—“I know nothing of the death of that child.”

     He sat puzzled, silenced for the time. He had been so sure, but truth
 sounded in her words; there is an intonation that compels belief, and
 it was hers then. They had nothing but the firelight, so that he could
 see only the outline of her face: the landscape beyond the window was
 no more than a slaty blur to his sight, now. She turned her head a
 little, and the glow in the grate reflected from her eyes, rendering
 them as depths of visible, velvet darkness.

     “Nothing,” he echoed. It was an affirmation, not a question. “Yet I
 wonder—you know old magic. That trick of the cats was on a level with
 the rod that turned into a serpent—”

     “That?” she broke in contemptuously. “I could fill this room so full
 of serpents that the hissing would drown your voice. It is no more than
 a child, if instructed, could summon out by his will.”

     “And you, with powers like those, aim to marry Tony Briggs!”

     “Had I known that you are his friend, I had chosen elsewhere,” she
 retorted, with a trace of bitterness. “The friendship must end.”

     “Or the engagement,” he retorted harshly. “Since you speak of it like
 that, why marry him? Obviously not for love.”

     “No,” she said, after a long, long silence, “but because you were
 right in one thing you said. I have begun the ninth life.”

     “I begin to understand,” he remarked, after another interminable
 interval. “Eight and thirty years ago, you began the eighth. That would
 make you—eight times thirty-eight, now—”

     “Not so,” she interposed. “I was sure the moment we met that you know
 much. But not all. How could you, not being initiate?”

     “The night has hardly begun,” he observed coolly, “and I never
 intended to reach London till to-morrow. Let me crave another hour,
 say, of your hospitality, and ask why it is—not so.”

     “Why should I tell you?” she demanded defiantly. “Because you are
 afraid of me,” he answered, and made of the sentence a bald statement
 of inescapable fact.
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     AGAIN THEY SAT IN SILENCE. The red mass of coals in the fire basket
 fell and shrank with a rustling sound: so long was it since fresh coal
 had been put on that now there remained only smokeless, flameless
 embers, about to begin to die: the glow in the room was fading.

     “It is true,” Cleo Kefra said. “Because you are of those who see past
 words to the thoughts they conceal. And of those who know.”

     “As are you.” He rose to his feet. “Allow me,” he added, and moved
 the tea-table back from between his chair and hers. Then he lifted a
 big hod from the tiling of the fireplace and emptied its contents, near
 on half a hundredweight, into the iron basket. For a few seconds the
 fire appeared almost blacked out, and then tiny flames began thrusting
 up into the new fuel. He went to the window, drew the curtains over it,
 and returned. “Presently,” he said, “that fire will light the room
 again. Do you wish for other light, though?”

     “If I did, I could summon Saleh,” she answered.

     “So you are not alone here now?” he suggested.

     “I heard the car when you drew the curtains,” she explained, “but he
 will not come near this room unless I summon him. Do you wish to go?”

     “No. I wish to know,” he said bluntly.

     A little flame shafted up above the mass of coals, stood for seconds
 like a sword-blade, lighting her grave face and almost black eyes in
 each of which only a faint circle of iris remained, and abruptly
 vanished. Seen thus, she was witch-like, uncanny, but very lovely too.

     “Why should you not be told?” The query, evidently put more to
 herself than to him, was little more than a whisper. “For I am a woman
 of to-day, and if you told this tale of my yesterdays it would be no
 more than the babbling of a fool, an unbelievable fantasy that I need
 not even deny. For to-day believes only what it can see and explain by
 measure and rule, and the things of the spirit are no more.”

     He waited, in silence. She broke out with sudden intensity— “Why
 do you wish to know? What is it to you, after what you accused?”

     “You have answered the accusation,” he said, “so I withdraw it. But
 there was a—an admission. My friend Briggs is madly in love with
 you—anyone could see it, and you don't deny that you are not in love
 with him—haven't denied it yet. Which means disaster for him.”

     “Does it?” she questioned with angry irony. “Have I not-?”

     She broke off with odd abruptness. Again a flame broke through the
 coals, and, this time, lived and flickered, casting on the walls of the
 room shadows that danced as if the inanimate things that outlined them
 moved and had life. Gees took out his cigarette-case.

     “And still you don't deny it!” he said, and held the case out
 toward her. “Have one? You were going to ask whether you had not proved
 the contrary to my suggestion, in some one of your lives.”

     “So!” she said, as she took a cigarette. “You too are very old.”

     He flicked his lighter for her, and kept it alight for his own
 cigarette. “But I want to know why—all of it. I accepted your denial
 of my accusation, but there is an explanation somewhere, and I want it.
 That's my hand, every card of it face upward. So what?”

     She said—“I question—may you leave this place alive?”

     “As to that, I'm absolutely indifferent,” he drawled in reply. “If I
 don't, you won't get much older. I telephoned a telegram to Tony Briggs
 here this morning, and they'd drag the moat for the bones your cats
 can't crack. But aren't we rather talking in circles?”

     She laughed softly. “I like you—Oh, I like you, you Gees! Tony
 speaks of you by that name. Take care that I do not will you to desire
 me, as I willed him. For then—” she did not end it.

     “Ah!” he breathed, after waiting for the end of the sentence. “We
 appear to be getting at it, now. And that magic must be very old. As
 old as—well, as old as your cats, say.”

     “That a man should desire me?” she asked derisively. “That a man
 should not,” he contradicted. “You, being what you are, have roused
 intense dislike in three men, to my knowledge, and Tony Briggs, whom
 you own you willed to desire you, is—well, nothing but desire of you,
 by all that I've seen. Yes, very old magic.”

     “How old?” she asked again, with not less of irony.

     “That is for you to tell me—the—what was it? Yes, the unbelievable
 fantasy that you need not even deny, and at the same time an
 explanation which will finally extinguish my accusation—or not.”

     “I answered you,” she said coldly.

     “Again we talk in circles,” he complained. “I accepted your answer,
 but a very ugly and terrible fact remains unexplained. No—wait! I was
 not going to say you could explain it, but full explanation of yourself
 may lead me to the solution of my problem, just as you and Tony bidding
 each other a tender farewell in the entrance hall of the Grosvenor
 solved another problem—by proving that the man who should have been on
 duty wasn't. This is not an accusation, but a request.”

     “From one of the three men who dislike me,” she pointed out.

     “I did, but I don't now,” he said bluntly. “I have even—well, call
 it a kindness for you—whether you will it or no.”

     “I do not understand that,” she declared slowly.

     “Because—I realise”—he spoke still more slowly—“that you and no
 other once saved my father's life. In Egypt.”

     Flames leaped and danced over the fire basket, now, and he could see
 all the sinuous grace of her as she sat leaned toward him—could see
 how her night-dark eyes softened as the meaning of his words struck on
 her sense. She said—“So he told you! I am glad I saved him.”

     “Now tell me the rest—all your story,” he urged.

     “But why?” She smiled, ever so little. “You who know so much—why?
 For all that story is no more than fantasy, and I have no great wish to
 probe in those yesterdays, I who am of to-day.”

     “And of yesterday,” he insisted. “I have told you my reasons.”

     She leaned back as she sat, and, whether by her will or by the
 intensity of the firelight, her eyes so changed that he saw them as
 amber jewels, a difference that transformed her from tender, dawning
 womanhood to complete maturity. He told himself then that she must not
 marry Tony Briggs: if only Tony could see her like this.

     “What makes you suddenly old?” he asked bluntly, even rudely.

     “Sight,” she answered, without resentment. “I have stood beside and
 out of time for so long that I will not even call it memory. Sight that
 you by your questioning put before my eyes.”

     Again he took out his cigarette-case and offered it. Since she shook
 her head, he took one for himself, lighted it, and sat gazing at the
 fire, obviously and doggedly waiting for her story—or fantasy.

     She said, abruptly—There is too much light,” and stretched out her
 right hand toward the fire. Instantly the leaping flames died down
 until they were no larger than the flames of thin candles over the
 kindling coals. Or did they? Certainly the light in the room was less,
 and she who had been plain to Gees' sight was only an outline.

     “More magic.” He achieved an affectation of amused irony. “Creating
 an atmosphere, say, to fit the story.”

     But he was far from feeling the indifference his words implied, for
 beyond question she had created an atmosphere. He sat in a stillness
 such as he had never known, a remoteness from ordinary, material being
 in which time might have ceased to exist—it was as if he were bodiless
 in the void of space between the universes. When she spoke again her
 voice came to him as a thin, faint sound, like that of one who spoke
 from a measureless distance: yet every word was clear, because the
 silence into which it fell was infinite. She said—“Wait! I seek myself
 in the pattern woven of all that has been or shall be in all the world,
 and I am but one little thread in the fabric we call life. Do you hear
 my voice?”

     He answered. “I hear. I too have seen that pattern.”

     “We are very old, you and I,” he heard, and each word as it reached
 his consciousness was clear and sweet and hushed, like a note from a
 shaken sistrum—but, as the analogy came to his mind, he knew he had
 never heard a shaken sistrum. Verily she had created an atmosphere, and
 in some occult way thrust her knowledge of things past into his own
 mind. He tried to wrench himself clear of the spell she had cast, but
 all in vain; the dimmed fire in the basket appeared not to burn, but to
 wait, unconsuming and stilled, with its flames shrunken to
 scarcely-burning points of light. Again the tiny, bell-like notes
 impinged on his brain, and he was aware that the distance across which
 he heard them was that of time, not of space. She had moved along time
 to speak from the far past into this present, to look again on what she
 told—“I was a child, a girl-child with no breasts, when my father took
 me to the temple that was then close by Abydos, dedicating me as a
 priestess there. My father, a merchant who sat at the feet of the king,
 and whose caravans came from the south, from beyond Punt, with ivory
 and gold dust and slaves, but in whose sight I was nothing, since all
 his hopes were set on his son, my brother. So he gave me to the
 priests, bidding me serve the goddess, and I saw him no more. This was
 in the first year of the reign of Menkau-Ra the wise.”

     Gees stirred himself to interpolate—“Builder of the third pyramid,”
 and saw or imagined that as he spoke the fire came momentarily to life.
 But then again it appeared still, and her small voice spoke on—

     “Not a stone of that pyramid was hewn from the quarries when I began
 my service and learned many things. Many things. So many, that I ceased
 to long for the world from which I had been withdrawn, the play and
 laughter of small lives, embraces of a man, or the bearing of children.
 I was apt to my tasks, and soon was set high in the service of the
 goddess, initiate to the mysteries about her—”

     Gees forced a question—“What goddess?”

     “She with the form of a woman and the head of a lioness— Sekhmet,”
 she answered, and, for that answer, her voice was normal, near to him.

     Then again it receded, spoke from out of the time of which she told—

     “So I became a woman, instructed and initiate, and priests desired my
 beauty, but I laid hold on the goddess through my knowledge, and no one
 of them prevailed to win me to thought of him. Ten years I served the
 goddess, and Menkau-Ra the wise came from holding a court in the upper
 land, came to the temple and set eyes of desire on me, Kefra, priestess
 and dedicate, yet subject to the will of him, the divine Menkau-Ra. The
 high priest of Sekhmet bade me put on attire fitting for the chosen of
 our lord, and await his messengers. But I knew that the desire of
 Menkau-Ra was for but an hour, until some other beauty should appear to
 his sight. I went into the temple at the close of a day and called on
 the goddess I served, as only those in dire need may call. In a great
 darkness she came to me, and I laid hold on the ears of the altar, and
 a voice breathed words into my heart, still, small words, deeply
 graven, to endure while I endure, unforgotten as true.”

     “The goddess herself came to you,” he said.

     “There was a great darkness, and a voice,” she said. “These were the
 words the voice spoke to me from above the altar—

      

     'My servant, high in this my worship, I who am created by the service
 of all who truly obey and make sacrifice to me, I who am mother and
 guardian and lover to all my servants. I have heard a prayer, I who see
 far into time, and view a day when my servants shall be few and even
 cease from this worship. If the prayer prayed here before my altar be
 that of one dedicate in every thought to me, I will make a covenant
 with my servant Kefra.'

     “Then, in fear, I asked what should be the substance of the covenant,
 and again the voice spoke in the darkness—

      

     'The divine Menkau-Ra shall cease from desiring my servant Kefra, and
 no man shall desire her against her will. She shall not fail from her
 beauty while one is left alive to make sacrifice to me, even if she be
 that one and no other is left. So long shall she endure as I endure
 through the will of all who have created me and given me my strength,
 set up altars and made sacrifice to me, and I will be as a shield
 between her and all harm. For these my gifts, nine times shall she
 render up herself to me, each time a renewal through which her beauty
 shall not fail, and until the nine times are accomplished this my
 covenant shall endure.'

     “I asked—'O, holy one, after I have rendered up myself nine times,
 is this covenant no longer a shield to me?' And the voice answered—

     'So long as the gods of Egypt are known of men, and an altar is
 served in Egypt, so long shall the covenant endure.'

     “Then I, knowing how all the altars of the gods were served in the
 upper and lower lands, and not yet seeing far into time, nor having any
 thought other than that Osiris would judge the dead till the last man
 died on earth, said—'It is well, O holy one.' Because the voice spoke
 no more, and the darkness passed away, I went out and back to my place,
 and before day came again I was changed, knew myself set free of time.
 When the messengers of the divine Menkau-Ra came to summon me, I went
 without fear, knowing that not even he who sent them could desire me
 against my will. Women robed me for the king, when they had bathed and
 put on me the scent he loved, and they led me before him, but I had no
 will toward him, I who knew I should see him carried to the pyramid he
 had begun to build. He looked on me, and sent me away, back to my
 service of the goddess, since he desired me no more.”

     With the cessation of her voice the fire came to life, its flames
 leaping and quivering over the piled coals: for a moment she stretched
 out her hand toward it, and again it stilled. But now the moveless
 tongues of yellow and gold over the coals were larger, and there was
 more light in the silent room: though, facing him, she sat with her
 face turned from the glow, he could see her features vaguely, and the
 twin pools of darkness that were her eyes.

     “Long ago”—again the clear, small notes struck like tinkling music
 on infinite stillness—“and Menkau-Ra passed and was laid in his tomb
 in the pyramid, while to me, in the temple by Abydos, a year was as a
 day and a day as a year, for I stood aside to watch time, nor travelled
 with it to age and weariness. I sought knowledge, not as they who are
 bound in time seek it, but with the patience of one to whom all time is
 given. When certain years had been woven into the fabric we call life,
 the tale was told of a priestess of Abydos who had conquered age, and I
 became a wonder—all that tale was written by the scribes on the wall
 of the tomb that held Nitocris the beautiful—”

     “They say, now, that Nitocris never existed,” Gees stirred to say.

     “What do they know?” For the moment, the fire stirred again, and her
 voice held all the scorn of full life, rang clear and sweet. “A tale
 was told, long ago, of how she slew all her enemies and herself with
 them, for a vengeance, but that tale is not true. Yet I know that
 Nitocris lived, the most beautiful woman earth has ever known, for she
 summoned me before her to learn how she might keep her beauty as I kept
 my own, but I could not tell her, and so her loveliness passed. She
 passed, as did Hatshepsu, who also summoned me to ask the secret of
 enduring life, and I could not tell her. They passed, and I remained, a
 wonder beyond belief—so far beyond that men said I was my own
 daughter, age after age—be still!”

     Again she reached out for a moment to quell the growth of the flames.
 Again the fire obeyed her word and gesture, but now there was so much
 light in the room from its augmented volume that her face was plain to
 Gees' sight. He waited, and she spoke again.

     “In all that time of service before the altar and in the cloisters by
 Abydos, no man desired me, because my will was toward none. Age by age
 I increased my knowledge of the mysteries, adding stone to stone to
 build up such an edifice as the world has never known, until I grew
 weary of its weight upon my mind. King after king ruled and passed,
 until there came one Ptolemy Auletes, in whose reign the worship of
 Sekhmet at Abydos ceased, and the temple in which I had served from age
 to age was deserted, to become a ruin. But before that came to pass, I
 laid hold on the ears of the altar and called on the goddess, seeking
 release, I, virgin inviolate, whose will was toward no man. Again the
 darkness came about me, and again the voice spoke above the altar—

      

     'I, mother of all who have created me, made a covenant with my
 servant Kefra, by which she should render herself up to me nine times.
 Until the nine times are accomplished, the covenant must endure. Ask no
 more.'

      

     “Then I, knowing that not once had she called on me to render myself
 to her, nor knowing what should be the form or purpose of this
 rendering, went from Abydos to Thebes, very weary of unending living,
 though a woman young and beautiful to outward seeming. There was a
 world I did not know, a new Egypt, and the gods that to me at the
 beginning had been changeless and beyond question eternal were changed,
 weakened, passing from the regard of men, as all gods change and pass.
 For in the knowledge I have built up I see all gods of human worship as
 no more than reflections of the eternal power behind all things, beyond
 human imagining, and as mankind changes with the flow of time, old gods
 must pass to make way for new conceptions to which man gives strength
 by his belief. So the gods of Egypt, once powerful above all gods, grew
 weak and made to pass, because belief and sacrifice failed. There in
 Thebes I saw dimly the purpose of the covenant great Sekhmet had made
 with me in the days of her strength, though I did not see the way in
 which she would accomplish her purpose, nor how I should be rendered to
 her at her call. And there in Thebes, priestess no longer, I willed a
 man to desire me. I, virgin inviolate from age to age, at last sought
 love, having known all else that life could give.”

     “All?” Gees questioned softly.

     “All,” she echoed. “I drew him to me, and knew my will resistless.
 His name, his place—they are nothing now. In a night that should set a
 crown on love I waited as ever a bride waits for her bridegroom, faint
 through great desire, and a darkness that I knew came about me, a voice
 I knew spoke out of the darkness, bidding me remember the covenant I
 had made, and claiming this night of my desire that I should render
 myself to her, who had given me length of days and knowledge beyond
 human compass. I would have pleaded, but she bound me in a black
 forgetfulness deep as death itself, to release me at the beginning of
 the new day. Then, wakening, I saw my lover dead at my feet, knew from
 his wounds she had claimed him as sacrifice while I lay as dead, and
 thus had gained renewal of her strength. The lion-headed had torn him,
 drained his blood. In that day/fleeing lest I should be accused of his
 death, I first cursed her, though by the knowledge the ages had given
 me I knew the covenant was now sealed by a life, and I might not break
 it.”

     “The first of nine lives,” Gees thought but did not say.

     She said—“I fled to the city Alexander founded at the seaward end of
 the delta, and there, though I was out of time and beyond its power,
 time gave me peace. I had many great jewels, gifts and bribes of my
 wisdom while I served at Abydos—the twin pearls of which Cleopatra
 drank one before Antony, at her feast on the Cydnus, were once in my
 possession. She was last and most evil of the evil race of the Lagidae,
 and I knew the city in the days of her fall, when Octavian, man of ice
 that he was, rounded off his conquest of the world. One night I walked
 alone, and a drunken Laestrygon of Cimmeria took me up and carried me
 off, desiring me against my will, and I thought then that the goddess
 no longer had power, and that the covenant was ended. But before he
 could harm me I felt the darkness and heard the voice claiming that I
 render myself up a second time, and again I knew a blackness like
 death, to waken and find the Laestrygon dead—as the man of my desire
 had died. Then I who had cursed the goddess blessed her, remembering
 her words of the covenant when she said she would be a shield between
 me and all harm. This was the second time, the second life, and out of
 that death she gave me new life as she gained it for herself, a renewed
 youth—because I blessed her, it may have been.”

     She was, Gees realised, reciting these fantastic impossibilities as
 if she herself believed them. He sat still and silent: still as the
 chidden, waiting flames over the coals he had heaped on the fire,
 silent as the intensity of emptiness into which her words fell.

     “Fate or the goddess bade me go to Ephesus,” she went on, “and there
 I saw the great temple to Artemis and knew they worshipped Isis in
 different guise, as they worshipped Hathor when they made sacrifice to
 Aphrodite, who again laid hold on me, there in Ephesus. A man strong
 and gentle, whom I willed to love me as I loved him. For six weeks—six
 little weeks!—he was mine and I was his, and then she laid the
 darkness on me and took him, killed him as a lioness kills. I looked on
 him torn and bloodless and cursed the covenant, knowing her all evil,
 now, who once had been mother to her servants. This was the third time
 of my rendering up, the third life.”

     She ceased speaking, and instead of her voice he heard her strained,
 almost sobbing breath. Then she went on.

     “In a little while, a new life stirred within me—it was given to me,
 timeless, to bear a child who must be bound by time. I thought what it
 would be to see the child of my loving grow old and go down to death, I
 remaining the while changeless and young, since by the covenant six
 lives remained to be taken, and in all these ages the goddess had taken
 but three. Yet even so I blessed my dead lover for the new life, and at
 the first faint cry of the born child knew life completed and perfect.
 But this too she took, laying the darkness on me while she slew it, a
 babe not yet come to speech, and I was alone.”

     The fire came to life: in her mind-picture of that loss she must have
 released her control, nor did she try to exercise it again. Gees
 watched the coals redden and the flames brighten. The silence grew less
 intense, and the woman before him spoke again.

     “In the madness of that grief I told myself I had known all of life,
 and would make an end, since for her own purpose the goddess could so
 torture me, though she had said she would be a shield between me and
 all harm. In that day your Christ taught In Galilee, but no word of His
 teaching had reached my ears. I took my jewels, and poison that I
 bought, and with them went to a cave that I knew beyond the walls of
 Ephesus. I had a hope that by the poison I might travel to join the man
 I had loved, and the babe to whom I had given life.

     “So, having taken the poison, I slept—for an hour, I would have
 said, to waken naked and see shepherds in the cave, amazed and still at
 what they saw. Being simple men, and kind, they gave me clothing, the
 rough clothes of a shepherd boy, and I put them on and came out from
 the cave, not forgetting the jewels that fate had bidden me keep by me
 even when I sought death. I came out to a new world, for while I slept
 Rome had been ravished, Charlemagne's paladins had died at
 Roncesvalles. Now see how a legend grows. I, found naked among the
 rotted rags of clothing that had been, came out from the cave dressed
 as a shepherd boy, a sleeper wakened. The tale passed from man to man,
 and in the telling grew, changed—one became two, more than two, and to
 this day there is a legend of seven sleepers of Ephesus, because I,
 Kefra of Abydos, took poison in the cave and the goddess who had need
 of me kept life in me and wakened me in her own time.”

     Her voice was normal, now, clear and distinct, and Gees saw her face
 plainly in the grown firelight. He shook his head slowly, a gesture at
 which she smiled. He said—“This goes too far.”

     She said—“You who know, test me with any question you choose to ask.
 Of any happening, any name, between the time of Menkau-Ra and this.”

     Unhesitatingly he asked—“What was the name of the woman whose place
 you took at Mena House, thirty-eight years ago?”

     “Sadie Hillman, an American by birth,” she answered instantly. “The
 goddess laid the darkness on me and took her—the eighth life.”

     “And how did you save my father?” he persisted.

     “Stood between him and Saleh—between him and the man he would have
 arrested, and who would have killed him,” she answered.

     He ignored the slip that had revealed another name. “How was it that
 he saw your goddess, or dreamed he saw her—a woman with the head of a
 lioness, purring like a cat?” he demanded.

     She frowned in sudden, entire perplexity. “No—that I cannot answer,”
 she said. “Unless, in the hypnosis I put on him, the semblance of the
 goddess was thrown from my mind into his. If that were so, it was not
 by my volition. When they would have killed him, I stood between and
 saved him, because—because his bride waited for him, as I had once
 waited in Ephesus. So I saved him, took away his memory of the time,
 and sent him back to her, unharmed.”

     “And forgot to take away his memory of yourself,” he pointed out.

     “I had no thought of seeing him again—no thought of coming to this
 country again, then,” she said. “It is chance—fate, perhaps.”

     “Then you have been in England before?” he suggested.

     She smiled. “When Barnby Grange was the castle under Hedlington, in
 the year that Poitiers was fought, she laid the darkness on me
 here in this keep for the sixth time and renewed her strength by a
 young girl's life. Of all who were tried for sorcery in that age, I
 think I am the only one who was not sentenced to drowning or the stake.
 At least, I know of no other, but there was the shield between me and
 harm, as promised in the covenant she made with me.”

     “Most interesting,” he commented ironically. “Oh, most interesting,
 Miss Cleo Kefra! The year of Poitiers—yes.”

     “You are quite right,” she said deliberately. “I have told you a
 series of the maddest, most fantastic impossibilities. But—one thing.
 To you, if you think of me after you go from here—Kefra, my own name
 as my mother gave it. Not the other. Kefra, given me because she was
 descended from Khefru himself, though not by his chief wife.”

     “And he, I believe, built the great pyramid,” Gees observed.

     “You sound sceptical, even, of that,” she observed. Then,
 abruptly—“Dine with me, before you go.”

     He shook his head. “I appreciate the courtesy,” he said, “and
 remember that all your servants but one have run away because they are
 afraid of cats. So—thank you very much, but I won't.”

     “But the one is quite efficient, and your place is already laid,” she
 persisted. “Not courtesy, but my wish.”

     He looked full into her eyes, night-dark, now. He said—“Then I thank
 you, and accept.”

     “Kefra,” she reminded him.

     “I thank you, and accept—Kefra.”

     She laughed, very softly. “Wasn't it a mad story I told you?”

     He answered—“I am not sure that it was—Kefra.”
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     “SALEH, SEE THAT MR. GREEN has all he needs, and show him the way to
 the dining-room when he is ready.”

     Gees followed the silent little man up the wide staircase, and into a
 lighted room of which the half-open door faced him as he gained the
 first-floor level. An ordinary bedroom, he saw, furnished as was the
 drawing-room with a heavy, mahogany, Victorian-type suite: it might
 have been a bedroom in an old-fashioned hotel, by the look of it. On a
 stand at the foot of the bed he saw the suit-case he had left in the
 back of his car, and at that turned to face his guide, angered by the
 interference for which he had given no authorisation.

     But, for nearly a minute, perhaps, he did not speak, and Saleh,
 facing him, stood in the anticipatory silence of the well-trained
 serving man. A little man, Gees saw, no darker in complexion than a
 southern Italian, with close-cropped, grizzled hair, and as many
 wrinkles in the skin of his face and neck, apparently, as there were
 hairs on his head. A very old man, until he looked Gees straight in the
 face, when his blue eyes appeared amazingly youthful: yet his face and
 hands and body were those of an old man; those blue eyes did not fit
 with the rest of him, and their incongruity made Gees forget his
 annoyance in curiosity. The man had no business to have such eyes!

     “You will find a bathroom there, sir,” Saleh said, pointing
 momentarily at a door in the corner of the room, “and all that you
 need, sir. If by any chance there is not all that you need, there is
 the bell.”

     He pointed again, at the tasselled, hanging rope behind the head of
 the bed. Gees moved a step toward his suit-case.

     “Did Miss Kefra tell you to bring this up?” he demanded.

     “There was no need, sir,” Saleh answered calmly, “since you are
 dining with her. The case is locked, or I would have laid out the
 clothes. Shall I lay them out now, sir?”

     “I can manage for myself, thank you,” Gees said shortly.

     “Very good, sir,” and Saleh inclined his head in acquiescence,
 turned, and went out, closing the door silently.

     “Of all the nerve!” Gees looked at the case, and then with “Oh,
 well!” in a tone of exasperation unlocked and opened it, to take out
 his dinner-jacket suit. A quarter of an hour later he descended the
 stairs and found Saleh waiting at the foot to conduct him to a small
 room lighted only by shaded candles on the small, circular table laid
 for two. On a side table he saw a cocktail shaker and two small,
 stemless glasses—quarter-size tumblers, in fact, but of a curious
 opalescence. Saleh said—“Madam will join you here, sir,” and went out.

     There was a big coal fire in an old-fashioned grate, and on the
 mantel over it a black marble clock, stopped at a quarter to six. With
 a thought that, since he had to change back into day clothes before
 taking to the road again, he would not be in London till the small
 hours, Gees looked at his wrist-watch, and saw that it, too, oddly
 enough, registered the time as a quarter to six. Very odd, that: the
 watch had never let him down before, but, putting it to his ear, he
 found it had stopped. He took it off, shook it circularly, and put it
 to his ear again, to hear half a dozen faint ticks, and then no more.
 He had just finished strapping it back on his wrist when his hostess
 entered the room, slender and—Gees remembered Tott's word for
 her—slinky in a closely-fitting dinner frock of shining grey, with the
 moonstone on her breast as her only ornament. Nor, he felt, did she
 need other adorning.

     “My watch has stopped,” he said, with no prefatory greeting. “I
 wonder—we must have talked a long while before I left you—do you know
 what the time actually is?”

     She shook her head and smiled. “Time?” she echoed. “No. Need we think
 of it? Will you shake and pour for us?” She nodded at the shaker on the
 tray. “I hope I have not kept you waiting.”

     “No,” he answered, as he took up the shaker and, giving it a twist,
 heard the tinkle of ice. Then, beside him, she took up one of the two
 glasses on the tray, held it between herself and the light, and stooped
 to lay it on its side on the carpet. She put her foot on the rim, and
 as Gees said— “Why break it?” pressed the edge of the glass. He saw it
 go flat, and then spring back to its normal shape as she released the
 pressure and, stooping again, took up the glass undamaged.

     “More magic?” he asked ironically, as she took a napkin and wiped the
 glass, to put it back on the tray.

     Again she shook her head. “There were four,” she answered. “One was
 lost, one I gave away, and these two I have kept in all my wanderings.”
 Again, taking up the glass, she inverted it, and showed him a series of
 lines graven in the underside. “The name of the man who made them,” she
 explained. “Nefer-An, a craftsman who lived and worked in the street of
 the silversmiths in Thebes, in the days of Hatshepsu. His secret of
 tempering glass died with him—he was a secret man. There are vessels
 like these in the tomb of Nitocris the beautiful—vessels of this glass
 that bends, wrought to hold her unguents.”

     “And you know where that tomb is?” He took up the other glass, and
 with a finger and thumb on opposite edges of the rim pressed it: the
 glass yielded to the pressure as if it had been paper, became oval, and
 sprang back to its circular form as he released it.

     “You see, no magic,” she said. “Just one little facet of the
 knowledge that this world of yours has not discovered. And the
 tomb—yes, pour the drinks—what if I do know where Nitocris lies?”

     He filled the glasses; the mixture foamed up and stilled to clarity,
 and Kefra took up her glass. He said—“You might cause a sensation by
 revealing it—upset accepted theories about Nitocris.”

     She said, very coldly—“That I, Kefra, a priestess of Abydos, should
 cause the desecration of the dead of Egypt! What are those words of
 your burial service—'In sure and certain hope.' So we laid our dead
 away, in reverent sadness, and for the sake of treasures in their tombs
 you ghouls of to-day break in and ravish and steal! Because they are
 the dead of an old yesterday, you defile them and make them a show,
 tear off their wrappings and lay them in museums for fools to gape and
 wonder at dead majesty! I think Nitocris the beautiful will rest
 untouched while this mad civilisation of which you are part drives on
 to its doom—rest among her spices and vessels of gold and glass when
 this life of which you are part is vanished and forgotten more surely
 than the Egypt in which she shone. And if in some later age's world as
 senselessly heedless of the sanctity of your dead should tear open the
 tombs of your kings and queens, and set up their corpses for a
 show, it will be no more than justice—nor will your gods have power to
 avenge the sacrilege, as old Egypt took vengeance on Carnarvon and all
 the wreckers who broke in on the sleep of Egypt's kings.”

     “You are right, of course,” he said, very soberly.

     She smiled, her brief anger—for it was no less—at an end. “So we
 drink,” she said, and raised her glass, “to the kindly mystery that men
 miscall death, life unending beyond time.”

     He said—“Since I don't feel quite like that, I drink to you, Kefra,”
 and emptied the little glass at a draught, as she too drank.

     She put down her empty glass beside his on the tray, and pointed him
 to one of the two chairs at the table. An odd tingling went through his
 body, an almost momentary sensation of fiery heat, yet it was not
 unpleasant. Again he had the sense of an intense stillness that he had
 known before the fire in her drawing-room, a stillness as of the
 cessation of all life about him—so still it was, except for the
 movements she made, that all the world might have been brought to a
 pause. He asked—“What was that mixture we drank?” rather suspiciously.

     “If I told you, you would be no wiser,” she said, as Saleh, entering,
 served them with oysters packed in crushed ice, and stayed to fill them
 a glass each of a dry, still, white wine.

     “That man of yours,” Gees said, when he had gone out again. “If you
 don't mind my asking—is he old, or young?”

     “Neither,” she answered, and did not amplify the reply.

     “He killed—what was her name—Sadie Hillman,” he asserted.

     “No, he did not,” she said quietly. “She was the eighth life.”

     He said—“I suppose, if I asked you to explain—” and stopped.

     Saleh entered to serve them again, and she kept silence till he had
 gone. Later, Gees realised that he had eaten and enjoyed the food, but
 with no realisation of what it was that he had been eating.

     She said—“If you, at the beginning of your life as a man, had been
 offered all that was offered me when I accepted the covenant: life and
 beauty enduring, desire of me only as I willed, and a shield between me
 and harm—If these had been offered you—”

     “Placed as you were, you could only accept,” he admitted. “If—”

     “I told you a story—I did not ask your belief,” she said coldly.

     “I admit that you could only accept,” he insisted.

     “Desiring to keep myself inviolate from Menkau-Ra,” she added. “It
 was not for me, then, to know the price I must pay. I have told you how
 once, when the man of my love and the child of my body had been claimed
 as parts of that price, I sought death and found it denied me. Again in
 a later day—in this place here!—I sought it, and again it was not for
 me. For Sekhmet, seeing into this far future, made the covenant not for
 my good, but for her own, and I must pay all the price of what I
 gained, as and when she had need of that price.”

     “I begin to understand,” he said—and again Saleh, entering, made a
 pause in which he thought over her explanation.

     “That for long ages she had no need of me,” Kefra went on when they
 were alone again, “and made no demand that I should render up myself to
 her, give her so much of my life that I was as one dead until she had
 her will. When she had need, she took, and thus renewed her accursed
 self— for accursed she is, now, and all evil, no good remaining to
 her. This, I who was once her priestess know.”

     He sat silent, holding back a question because of the shouting
 absurdity of it. That a goddess of old Egypt could pack the mutilated
 corpse of a child in a second-hand fibre suit-case and throw it away on
 Wimbledon Common—no! There was a limit, even, to fantasy.

     She said—“I did not know of the child's death till Tony told me.”

     “It was the ninth life,” he asserted, gravely.

     The stillness grew heavy about them again. He glanced at the fire, on
 his right as he sat, and saw that it was quiescent as had been the fire
 in the drawing-room; it appeared not to have shrunk or changed since he
 had filled the two elastic, unbreakable glasses. Kefra said—“Now you
 will understand why I was afraid of you.”

     He asked—“Was?” gazing full at her, and to his hearing his voice was
 a faint, thin little likeness of itself, the word a tiny sibilance let
 fall into an infinite stillness.

     “Was, because now you begin to understand.”

     Equally faint and small her words came to him across the little
 table—across a tremendous void in which, he realised vaguely, he sat
 removed from everyday life. “That she has taken as and when she
 willed—taken among others men I loved and the child I carried under my
 heart! And held me who desired death from my desire, bound me In the
 bonds of life and set me to watch, untouched by time, while time went
 by—because of her own need. I have no longer any fear of you who know
 me free of all guilt, as I have ever been, since the wisdom I have
 bought of time has bidden me keep heart and hands unstained. On her
 the guilt—to her the doom!”

     “What doom?” he asked.

     “Darkness, and to cease from being,” her voice came back. “Evil has
 kept her from that doom, but I think I am last of all with whom she
 made covenants in the day of her strength, and evil cannot serve her
 any more, since I am now free of her. She must pass to the darkness
 without end, as all the old gods pass—as all gods fashioned of men's
 minds must pass. No, I do not fear you any more.”

     Again Saleh, entering, made a pause, and it seemed to Gees that while
 the man was in the room he was back in normality. Habit rather than
 thought caused him to glance at his wrist-watch, and he saw that the
 hands now marked the time as a quarter past six. The door closed on
 Saleh, and he put the watch to his ear, but heard no ticking.

     “I don't understand this,” he said. “It's still stopped, but the
 hands have moved half an hour since I looked at it last.”

     “It is you who have stopped, not the watch,” Kefra said.

     “Eh?” He stared at her, and knew that on his right the fire, which
 had flickered in burning while Saleh was in the room, had stilled
 again.

     “You, whom I have willed to stand aside from time,” she said.

     He looked at the watch again, and saw that the seconds hand did not
 move. He said—“This is altogether fantastic.”

     She shook her head. “No,” she dissented. “For a hundredth—for a
 thousandth part of all that men spend on means to kill each other, they
 might have rediscovered this—to you a miracle—that was known to the
 initiates of old time. To stand aside from time and let it pass, live
 untouched by it for a space, as is in my power to live and as I cause
 you to live here with me. Because I will you to understand fully that
 neither the blood of the child nor any other blood stains my hands. For
 you, here with me, time is not. To you the watch seems stopped, as the
 fire seems still because for this space you are outside time's passing.
 If you had looked at the watch while Saleh was in the room, you would
 have seen that the hands moved, for I released you, then.”

     “Then—that fire In the drawing-room didn't stop burning?” he asked.
 “When you reached out and seemed to stop it, I mean.”

     “I made the illusion,” she answered, half-evasively.

     He went on eating, absently—it was minced meat of some sort,
 deliciously seasoned—and his purpose in coming here recurred to his
 mind. Kefra smiled, and proved that she read his thoughts.

     “Your breakdown enabled you to see me alone,” she said.

     “Why, yes,” he answered, and put down his fork on the empty plate. “I
 wanted to know—still want to know—why you chose Tony Briggs.”

     She shook her head. “Wanted to prevent me from choosing him,” she
 amended. “And now you know—what is your wish?”

     “Does it make any difference to you?” he asked in reply. “And what,
 after all, do I know? Nothing within normal belief.”

     “Nothing,” she assented, “nor does your wish make any difference to
 me. But”—she pushed back her chair and stood up, at which he too
 rose—“there is a difference. We will go back to the drawing-room, and
 Saleh will bring us coffee there. Or will you have it here alone?”

     “I must go, very soon,” he said, and looked at the watch again. The
 hands, he saw, had moved on five minutes, and the seconds hand was
 moving normally. He said, irritably—“What is the time?”

     “Your watch, and the clock there, tell it,” she answered.

     And the clock, he saw, indicated twenty minutes past six. Kefra
 asked, coolly—“Will you have your coffee here alone?”

     For answer, he opened the door for her and followed her to the
 drawing-room, where, as when he had left it, was no light but that of
 the fire. She faced him by it, and he saw her face clearly. She
 said—“There is light enough, unless you wish for more.”

     “It is as you wish,” he answered. “Yes—light enough.”

     She laughed, softly. “Is it because you know the answer that you do
 not ask the question?” she queried softly.

     He shrugged, an impatient gesture. “I wish you'd leave my mind
 alone!” he exclaimed. “What if I did guess the answer? If I accept your
 story as you told it, what difference could any man make out of all the
 hosts of men you must have known?”

     “Tell me—what does a woman ask of a man?” she demanded.

     He shrugged again, but differently. “The man who can tell you that
 isn't born, and never will be,” he answered emphatically.

     “No? Then I will tell you. Strength, and the insight that makes for
 identity of desire. That even in yielding to her will he shall be
 master of her, not her subject. That even in his tenderness she shall
 sense dominance, and in giving as a king gives he shall take as from a
 slave. Yet, having regard for her need, he shall give to her only for
 as long as he has need of her, and in giving demand all.”

     Saleh's entrance with the coffee broke on her definition, perhaps
 interrupted it, but when he had gone she said no more. With grim
 amusement Gees reflected on Tony Briggs' fatuous adoration of this
 woman, and its utter irreconcilability with the standard her answer
 set. She said, quite coolly—“Yes, you are right,” and took off Tony's
 engagement ring—the only one she had been wearing—to lay it on the
 mantel. “This is Turkish coffee,” she added and lifted the cup to her
 lips.

     “You mean that?” he asked incredulously.

     “The ring, or the coffee?” her voice mocked him.

     “Oh, the coffee, of course!” he retorted caustically.

     “I will him not to desire me,” she said with quiet intensity.

     “Then why on earth did you ever will the contrary?” he asked.

     “Because it was little to me whom I chose,” she answered. “I said, in
 a little time I shall be free of that evil covenant, as I have been
 free since the day I first met you. I should have waited a little
 longer, I know now, but I knew the freedom must be very near, and that
 it would set me back in time, to live and grow old and pass as do all
 others, the long bondage of continuance at an end. I said, I will
 choose me a man to beget children of me, that I may have their love in
 my life when I am old. I said, he shall be a man of whom I am not
 ashamed, and more I will not ask, because I have only to will him to
 desire of me, and he is bound to me—mine completely. I said, somewhere
 on the earth there may be a man who could give all that a woman asks,
 as a little while ago I defined him, but I have not found him, and with
 that saying I chose this man, your friend. Now I will him not to
 desire me!”

     He drank a little coffee and put the cup on the mantel, close by
 where she had laid her ring. Doggedly he held back another question.

     But she answered it—“Because it is your wish.”


     “Will
 you leave my mind alone!” he exclaimed harshly.

     She said—“No,” with the faintest tinge of amusement in her tone.

     The hands of his watch pointed at half-past six in the firelight. He
 said—“Now, I think, it is time to go.”

     “In time,” she said, “it is ninety minutes since you entered this
 house. I set you with me outside time, because I willed to fight you,
 strip away from you all you had believed of me, and beat you down to
 acceptance of truth, sight of me as I am. And I willed, too—”

     She did not end it. He looked up from the fire and saw her eyes in
 its light, twin darknesses, yet lighted in a way he had not seen
 before. He reached up and gripped the edge of the mantel—sent his
 coffee cup flying to shatter on the tiles before the fire.

     “I have faced and beaten magic before,” he said, almost savagely.

     “Is my magic so terrible to face?” she asked, and again he heard
 amusement, even mockery, in the softly-spoken question.

     “Kefra, take back what else you willed,” he bade harshly. “Don't will
 it—I tell you, don't will, it! I don't know what or why—it may be
 these tricks you have played with time, but I see—no good will come of
 it. Harm—perhaps death itself.

     Don't will me to—” He tried to end the sentence, but could not.

     Her gaze, compassionate, questioning, tender, had yet some other,
 unnameable quality that silenced him as surely as if she had pressed
 her hands over his mouth.

     “Tricks I have played with time,” she repeated musingly. “Tricks. I
 have taken nothing from you, but rather have given—a space of living
 in which time was not. Else, another day had broken on us. Through how
 much of emotion, how much of change of purpose and how much of clearer
 sight, have you lived since you entered this house?”

     “Oh, an age or two,” he answered, half-wearily. “In—yes, in less
 than two hours. And we talked here for the first of them, and then I
 dressed and we had dinner—an hour over that—what is the time?”

     “And now”—she disregarded the question—“you speak of harm, perhaps
 death. I accept what may be, but I do not change my will again. I
 accept what may come of it, and have no fear. And I too see clearly as
 you see. Whatever I may gain or lose, no harm will come to you.”

     Behind her, in the shadow where the firelight did not reach, he
 imagined a tawny lioness' head outlined, with the lips drawn back from
 white teeth in a fierce, fearsome grin—it could have been only
 imagination, he knew. But he said—“Your goddess hears you.”

     She said—“Let her hear and accept this challenge, no longer my
 goddess nor I her priestess, as I heard and accepted her covenant, to
 gain nothing more than life that I could not end and find her more
 cruel than Set. I, Kefra, am free of her now the nine lives are yielded
 up, and though she destroy this body and beauty I have worn so long,
 the vital self that animates it she may not touch. I will go down to
 Amenti and stand before the assessors free of her. And if she
 send me down, still I shall stand free of her, and thus buy you freedom
 of her power.”

     He imagined that the tawny head on the darkness snarled derision, and
 found voice to ask—“Buy my freedom?”

     She smiled, and with that the head shrank to littleness and vanished,
 if it had ever been. She said—“With life itself, at need.”

     He shook his head. “Let me stand on my own feet,” he bade.

     “So I would have you stand,” and still she smiled at him. “Oh, I am
 old, old, and rich with all the knowledge of the ages I have seen pass!
 I have stored it as bees store nectar, yet know myself very woman, not
 less now than in the day when Menkau-Ra desired me and I made that evil
 covenant. Very gladly, if It be asked of me, will I pay the price of
 your freedom from her power to harm, nor may she refuse.”

     “All this,” he said puzzledly, “is beyond me. How could you—” He
 broke off, not knowing how to frame the question—nor, fully, what it
 was that he would ask. All he knew clearly was that he was afraid for
 her, not for himself—and not then did the fantastic twist of believing
 in her whom he had utterly distrusted occur to him.

     She leaned toward him with the trick of movement that Tott defined as
 slinky, a graceful, sinuous inclination that brought her eyes near and
 beneath his own. She asked, softly—“Say now, is my magic strong?”

     “Very strong, Kefra,” he answered sombrely.

     “Yet it could not save me. In all my knowledge, all the prevision
 with which it was given me to look into time, was no sight of this pit
 before my feet. For what I have willed and cannot change is not—can
 you comprehend—not by my own will, but by a stronger force.”

     “No,” he retorted bluntly, “I cannot comprehend.”

     “A force that shall keep you free of harm”—almost she whispered the
 words—“strongest of all forces on earth or beyond earth, and it shall
 be a shield between you and all harm from her.”

     She stood erect again, separate from him, waiting. He said,
 whisperingly—“But this is altogether beyond belief.”

     “It is not by my own will,” she said, rather piteously. “In all the
 time I have known, this has not been—that it should come to me
 unbidden, and not by my own will. Here I am very woman, and nothing
 more.”

     “You say that! You, claiming—what? Fifty centuries?”

     “Oh, I have stood apart from the years and seen them fall as drops of
 water fall and are lost in the flow of a river! For her purpose
 I have been held out from time, mocked by my own unfading beauty when I
 prayed to be one with the river, borne on to quiet age and the kindly
 ceasing from unquiet desire that men of a little day miscall death. Now
 with my covenant fulfilled I am free to be borne on by the river, to be
 one with time and pass as even gods pass at last.

     But not alone! I ask not to pass alone, being now woman and no more.”

     “Then”—by an effort he kept his voice steady and practical—“you had
 better put on that ring again.”

     “No. For should I be less alone? What is humble adoration that waits
 on my will to me? I would have strength greater than my own hold me,
 lose all this self in yielding to dominance, not look down into eyes
 that pray to me while they tell their worship. What is that to me?”

     He made no answer. The clock on the mantel chimed thrice, and,
 glancing at it, he made out the time as a quarter to seven. Then all
 sound ceased, even the ticking, and again he felt silence as an
 immensity.

     “For a space I take you out from time again,” she said. “Now see!
 This is her vengeance on me, Kefra, who cursed her and her
 covenant.”

     “Her vengeance?” he echoed uncomprehendingly.

     Again she leaned toward him, and he saw the red sheen of her hair in
 the firelight, the white intensity of her face, and her eyes as pools
 of dark tenderness. The beauty of her, the witchery of her pose, grew
 compelling, but there was in it no magic except that which every woman
 knows, though in her it was ten times intensified. He held himself
 rigidly still, and was conscious of a faint scent, sweet and luring as
 the scent of Elysian gardens, that might have been her breath.

     “Love, such as no woman of a day ever gave.” Her words sounded on the
 stillness like the music of bells very far off. “Unwished, unsatisfied,
 a fire to torture without release— her vengeance!”

     He said—unsteadily, stammeringly—“And if—Kefra—if it were
 not—not unwished? If I—I too—”

     Again he heard the ticking of the clock on the mantel: a cinder from
 the fire tapped rustlingly on the tiles of the hearth. Close in his
 hold Kefra reached up her hands to caress his face and hair—

     “For a time—for a little time—before she find some other way to
 strike! At me—for you this love of mine shall be a shield!”

     “I have no fear-Kefra.”

     “But I know! I was her priestess and cursed her—I know!”

     He said, soberly, with his lips on hers—” I will not go back
 tonight, Kefra.”

     “No. Oh, but I knew the folly of all my wisdom when I first saw you!
 Now am I slave to my king—take me and make me one with time—and you!”



[bookmark: 1_1_9]IX. BACK TO SANITY


      

     GEES SAT AT THE STEERING WHEEL of the car, and Kefra stood beside
 him, her hand laid on his which held to the top of the low door. The
 morning was grey and still, and since there was no rain nor threat of
 it he had taken off the side-curtains and folded back the hood. He
 looked into her eyes, with grave content in his own.

     “Just why do you stay, instead of coming back with me?” he asked.

     “Why do you go?” she asked in reply.

     “That's easy,” he answered, and smiled. “To make your place ready for
 you. This—you have changed all my life, Kefra.”

     She said, very softly—“And I have now no life but you.”

     “You told me—such love as no woman of a day ever gave—and proved
 it. So much that even in cold day I love you, Kefra.”

     She bent, quickly, slinkily, to touch his hand with her lips. “I have
 now no life but you,” she repeated.

     “There's Tony to be told,” he reflected, “and many other things to be
 done, but by next week it must be one life. Kefra, let me tell Tony.”

     She shook her head. “In all else, I ask only to yield—if we come to
 the one life, it must be yours, with mine to complete it. But in that
 one thing you have no part—I must tell him. No other.”

     “Then come back with me—now—and tell him.”

     “Not yet. I too have many things to do, and three days is all too
 short for them. But on the fourth day—Saturday—I shall be with you
 again, if—” Her eyes grew sombre, and she did not end it.

     “Why the if?” he asked. “And you said—'if we come to the one
 life,' as though you had some doubt in your mind. Why?”

     “Because, though I am one with you and one with time since yesterday,
 still I have sight—the knowledge I stored has not gone from me. You
 are safe—that I have bought and know: But for myself I do not know.
 Only”—she laid both hands on his—“if the little time I craved and won
 be all, still I am glad.”

     He said—“I hate leaving you here.”

     She smiled. “You leave very little here. All of me that may go will
 be with you, all I have given I give ever. As this Kefra you see is
 yours to take and hold so is my spirit given to you, woven into your
 life. Take that with you for my last spoken thought, until I hear your
 voice and know your strength holding me again.”

      

     * * *

     Very gradually the intensity of her gaze ceased to have power over
 his consciousness, and his recollections of the night became
 incredibilities—impossibilities. He had dreamed it all: one could not
 move out from time, live and feel and think and act in an interval
 between two seconds, so brief that it was all contained in the space
 between two ticks of a watch. A fire could not cease to consume its
 substance, and stand immobile as—more immobile than! —the filament in
 an electric light bulb. No reasoning, sensible man, whatever the urge,
 could pass from dislike and suspicion of a woman to intense, real love
 for her in less than two hours. It was fantasy beyond belief.


     “The little time I have craved and won...so is my spirit given to
 you, woven into your life...my last spoken thought, until...”


     The tender radiance of her eyes, the cadenced sweetness of her
 voice—bear left for the Oxford bypass, pull in at the wayside garage
 to refill. Twelve and eightpence—“Give me the silver and keep the
 coppers. Good day and thank you.” Fifty centuries old—more than fifty
 centuries! Yet alive with all the sweetness of youth, with beauty
 unmarked by time, inspiring and yielding to ecstasy beyond dreams. A
 priestess of Sekhmet in Abydos, in the days of Menkau-Ra!

     Madness! He had dreamed that part of it.

     A long dream—it could not be that he had driven to Barnby Grange
 only yesterday afternoon. He wished he had asked that chap at the
 garage whether to-day were Tuesday. He had told Miss Brandon he would
 be back on Tuesday. Miss Brandon! She would have to go, of course-she
 had told him that she and Kefra—he thought of her only by that name,
 now—had detested each other on sight. Close down the office—there was
 no place for it in this new life which had risen up in a night to face
 and claim him. His father—the general would disown him and make yet
 another fresh will leaving everything to cousin Bill-Sadie Hillman. He
 must spring that name on his father and watch the reaction it induced.
 Not that it would be proof of anything. For the story Kefra had told,
 there was no proof available anywhere on earth: one could not prove a
 fantastic impossibility anything but impossible. Yes, Sadie Hillman,
 and Salen—how would the old chap react to that name, too? If—if
 there were anything in what Kefra had told him, then she, not an aunt
 nor any relative, had been allied with his country's enemies. Kefra,
 descendant of the divine Khefru, and a priestess in Abydos more than
 fifty centuries ago!

     This was the Oxford by-pass, and he had just passed a five-ton
 lorry. That was an aeroplane high up and small over him, drifting
 northward like a blown leaf. Tony Briggs —well, anyhow, he had saved
 old Tony—had he, though? What was real, what fantasy?

     Cats, big, tawny cats, sitting on their haunches by the bridge
 parapets. “If I willed it, you would not leave this house.” The
 head of a lioness tawny on the darkness, its fangs showing in snarling
 derision, and then shrinking as if the beast drew back from a strength
 greater than its own. “I was her priestess and cursed her...”
 When she had spoken that sentence, her lips had been barely free of
 his, and her hands had reached up like flower-petals caressing his face
 and hair.

     “This will not do!” he said aloud, sternly, and braked in to the side
 of the road to sit still and, somehow, force himself to connected
 reasoning. Then, almost abreast of him, he saw a pedestrian in clayey
 clothes and with a spade over his shoulder.

     “Hi!” he called. “Can you tell me what day this is?”

     The man stopped, and pushed his hat back to scratch his head. “You
 mean the date, mister? 'Cause I couldn't say, right off.”

     “No, not the date—what day of the week is it?”

     “Why, this's Tuesday. You been oversleepin', like, mister?” He
 grinned amusedly and pulled his hat forward again.

     “If it's Tuesday, I haven't,” Gees answered. “Thank you very much.”

     “You're welcome, mister, an' it's Tuesday all right.”

     Since Gees made no response, his informant went on. A newspaper van
 appeared and passed, and the poster on its side bore the
 legend—“Hitler's Speech in Full.” Confirmation, that—Hitler had been
 due to make the speech on Monday evening. And yet Gees knew beyond any
 doubting that he had lived and felt and experienced more than was
 possible in so few hours as lay between dusk of yesterday afternoon and
 now. Lived, not dreamed; no dream, however vivid, could have had such
 an effect on him. Perhaps, in time and with Kefra to enlighten him, he
 might be able to comprehend just what had happened, whether those
 tricks with time, as he had called them, were illusory or no. Saturday
 would bring her to him again. It was a pity that a final and utter
 break with his father was inevitable, a pity about Miss Brandon, and
 the office and all the cases that might have come his way in the
 future. Broken eggs—the omelette followed. Kefra—an omelette! He put
 in gear to move on, and damned himself for the sacrilege of the
 comparison. All the same, he reflected, that he could so much as make
 it was proof of his sanity. What, with such a one as her, could he not
 make of life? Yes, for such an omelette, breaking a few eggs was worth
 while.

     And Tony? Well, Tony was just another egg.

     Going down to the Grange again on Friday, so she meant to tell him
 and hand him back his ring there. Until she did that, of course, she
 was still officially engaged to him. Perhaps she meant to write and
 stop him from going, and then tell him on her return to London on
 Saturday. She had said only that it was for her to tell him, as,
 without question, it was: she had not denned the how and when of it,
 nor had Gees thought to ask for details. They had both been too far
 removed from things and people other than themselves for trivialities
 of that sort: no man nor woman counts blades of grass on the lawns of
 Paradise.

     Yes, officially she was still engaged to Tony. He could hardly give
 Miss Brandon notice without telling her the reason, and, until the
 engagement was ended officially as in reality, could not in decency
 state his reason. No need to give her notice at all for a week or two,
 in fact: she could deal with inquiries as they came in, and eventually
 close the place down for him. Similarly, he need say nothing to his
 father. The break with the old chap had to come—Gees knew his father
 too well to think otherwise for a moment—but there was no need to
 hustle it. When Kefra came to London, when sight of her and hearing her
 voice were his again, would be time enough. Then, he would have the
 compensation she had it in her to give for— Broken eggs!

      

     * * *

     Leaving the car by the kerb in Little Oakley Street, he went up the
 stairs and let himself into his fiat, to find Miss Brandon's room empty
 and a sheet of quarto paper laid on her desk bearing the typed
 statement—“Return from lunch at 1.30. E.M.B.” He left it lying and
 went along to his own room to see a small pile of letters opened and
 waiting his attention, and, on them, an unopened telegram. With a
 momentary chill of fear—causeless, as he found—he opened it and
 read—

     “One with time and you for ever.”

     It was enough—the letters could wait. He took off the telephone
 receiver and dialled—it was not quite one o'clock.

     “Gordon speaking, father. If you're not otherwise fixed, can I invite
 you to lunch with me at the Junior Nomads?”

     “Why, certainly, Gordon—certainly! Though I ought to lunch you,
 since you spent the week-end on the estate for me.”

     “No—you come and have a steak with me.” The Shropshire part of his
 week-end had entirely gone from his recollection until his father spoke
 of it. “I can tell you all about it, then.”

     “Well, Pelion on Ossa, eh? Thank you, Gordon, it will be a real
 pleasure. What time—it's just on one now?”

     “Oh, about one-thirty. I'm only just arrived, and need scrubbing a
 bit, on top of which I must put the car away. Yes—one-thirty?”

     “Suits me admirably. Very nice indeed of you, Gordon.”

     Gees replaced the receiver, and for a few seconds stood looking down
 at the instrument, Kefra's telegram still in his hand.

     “I wish I'd cultivated the old boy a bit more while I had the
 chance,” he mused. “And now, he's just one of the eggs.”

     He was in the entrance hall of the club when that soldierly and very
 distinguished-looking egg, showing no sign of breakage as yet,
 appeared. They took chairs in the lounge for a dry sherry apiece, and
 General Green looked his satisfaction at his son as he put his glass
 down after a first sip at its contents.

     “Very good indeed,” he observed, “and a far more healthy preface to a
 meal than all those poisonous cocktails. And how did you find things on
 the estate? Is Carter keeping things in good order?”

     “In my opinion, the best man you have ever had there,” Gees answered.
 “But before we come to that, father, there was a question or so I
 wanted to ask you about that story you told me the other day.”

     “Ah! About the Kefra woman's antecedents, you mean?”

     Gees refrained from squirming. He said—“Yes, and the other people in
 the story. The man in it—the one you said was an agent provocateur.
 Was he ever caught, do you know?”

     The general shook his head. “He vanished completely,” he said.

     “Did you ever see him?”

     “No. I had his description given me, of course.”

     “And his name, naturally,” Gees suggested. “Well, yes.” The general
 appeared reluctant to admit even that.

     “Then I suggest,” Gees said slowly, “that he was a small man, with a
 not very dark complexion, and remarkably young-looking blue eyes. Very
 striking eyes, incongruous in such a face as his, though I can't
 describe his face as it was thirty-eight years ago, naturally. I
 suggest further that his name was Saleh.” He spelt the name out.

     “Ah!” his father exclaimed softly. “Where did you get access to
 records? Through Anthony Briggs, I take it, but—”

     “It was not through Tony,” Gees interrupted him.

     “The other woman—that Kefra woman—no, though,” the general
 reflected aloud. “She would not be such a fool as to reveal anything.”

     “There was another woman in it, you told me,” Gees said, and
 swallowed his resentment at this second slighting reference to Kefra.
 “One who was killed in a particularly brutal way. You knew her name?”

     “Not till after she was dead,” the general answered. “In that
 service, we do not deal largely in names, which anyone may assume. I
 ought to have had suspicions of the woman Kefra when she told me hers
 so readily, but I had already checked and proved her, as I thought, by
 the pass phrases and her answers to them.”

     “Does it matter about revealing the dead woman's name now, at this
 length of time?” Gees inquired after a pause.

     “It certainly does,” his father answered decidedly. “In that service
 one never knows what the repetition of a name, or of the smallest
 fragment of information, may lead to in the way of repercussions, even
 years later. Though she is dead, I should not think of revealing it.”

     “Sadie Hillman, American by birth,” Gees said, and left it at that.

     “Gordon, you have got access to records, in some way!” the
 general barked at him. “This is—there is a leakage—I must—”

     “I assure you, father, there has been no leakage of any sort. My
 information was given me by someone who has no chance—” he broke off
 at a thought.

     Possibly Tony Briggs had access to the records of which the general
 spoke, and if so Kefra might have heard the story from him. Yet Tony,
 equally with General Green, knew the sanctity of intelligence work, and
 the disgrace, as well as penalties, attendant on revealing any of it.
 “Someone who knows what he knows from the other side, not yours at
 all,” he ended a trifle lamely, as well as apprehensively.

     There followed a long pause. The general began—“Well, all I can
 say—” and fell silent again without saying it.

     “You can rely on my keeping an absolutely still tongue, father,” Gees
 assured him rather earnestly, “especially since the story concerns you
 in the way it does.” He drank the rest of his sherry and put his glass
 down. “Shall we go and see about those steaks? Then I can tell you all
 about the estate and the way Carter is running it.”

     “Yes. Certainly, Gordon—certainly. But—well, you have amazed me.
 That you should know both those names!”

     In turn he put down an empty glass, and rose to his feet.

     “I must say, Gordon, my opinion of your activities in that office of
 yours has changed considerably since—er—since you dropped that
 infernally vulgar advertisement about mumps to murder. The cases in
 which your name has come to public notice, and now this present
 instance of unexpected knowledge, go to show that your work has a
 certain efficiency about it. And perhaps—er—in view of what you told
 me about the financial results you are as well there as in Shropshire.”

     “Enjoy it more, too,” Gees almost grunted, with a transient wince
 over the general's disappointment when the revelation came to him that
 the office had only a few more days—if any, then—of active existence.

     “Ah! I suppose you would not—er—disclose any of the sources from
 which you obtain information? Such as those names, for instance.”

     “Since you were once in Intelligence, you ought to know anything of
 that sort is quite impossible,” Gees told him deprecatingly.

     “Yes—yes, of course, and I cannot resent your discretion. No. But I
 own to being exceedingly curious. Still, you are right—yes, quite
 right, Gordon. Let me assure you I have thoroughly enjoyed our lunch,
 and it was most kind of you to accede to my suggestion about going to
 Shropshire in the way you did. And although it may sound a strange
 thing to say to one's own son, it gratifies me exceedingly that you and
 I get on together so much better than we did a year or two ago. In
 fact, at times I begin to feel almost proud of you, Gordon.”

     “Sentiment entirely reciprocated, father,” Gees said, and managed a
 smile. “Let me give you a hand with your coat.”

     The general adjusted the coat collar carefully, and took his gloves
 from its pocket. “I want you to come and dine with me one evening next
 week,” he remarked, “and bring that charming Miss Brandon of yours, if
 you will—since you lunch her at the Berkeley, I see no reason why you
 should not bring her to dine with me. That Colonel Farebrother you saw
 has the same tentative invitation for himself and his wife and
 daughter. I shall be able to let you know which day, by Saturday at
 latest.”

     “Shall I mention it to Miss Brandon, father?”

     “No—I intend calling in to see her myself as soon as Farebrother
 lets me know what evening is available for him. You may give her my
 very kind regards, and thank you very much for this entertainment.”

     The inference was altogether too plain, Gees reflected as he went his
 way. Since the old boy had discovered that Eve Madeleine was
 well-connected, niece of one of his friends of service days and
 daughter of another military man he had known, he had not been sparing
 of these hints, though he had never gone as far as this before. But,
 Gees told himself, that dinner would be eaten without him: on Saturday
 Kefra would return to London—before the definite invitation
 materialised, he hoped. Otherwise, Eve Madeleine would accept, and
 then-Troublesome things, eggs. Why not smash 'em all and finish it?

     His Yale key proved sticky in the lock of the outer door of his flat,
 as it often did, and he cursed it softly, volubly, fiercely, with more
 intense irritation than ever before. Entering, he closed the door,
 shied his hat viciously to the far end of the corridor, and entered
 Miss Brandon's room to find her looking up from her chair at the desk
 with a sort of questioning surprise. He said—“I'm sorry, Miss
 Brandon—that infernal lock annoyed me. I won't slam it like that
 again.”

     “It was you who told me it ranked as a wooden oath,” she observed.

     “Ah! I've been lunching with my father. He asked me to give you
 his—yes, his very kind regards, it was. Or they were.”

     “How very nice of him! Thank him for me and give him mine when you
 see him again. And—what was it, Mr. Green. Was Shropshire trying, or
 did you have a bad drive back?” She sounded sympathetic over it.

     “Why? Do I look like-what?”

     “Not so”—she hesitated, diffidently—“not so equable as usual.”

     Resentment of the comment sounded in his snapped-out: “Oh!”

     Refraining from reply, she noted that the hitherto inevitable
 cigarette-case did not appear. Presently she moved some papers on the
 desk and observed—“I put all the worth-while inquiries on your desk,
 Mr. Green, and disposed of the rest as usual. There is one—”

     “You can fetch 'em all back and inform the inquirers that I am too
 fully occupied to undertake any more investigations,” he interrupted.

     “One,” she persisted coldly, “which I felt sure would interest you,
 in which you are asked to try what the police have given up.”

     It ought to have been a matter of eager interest to him, she knew,
 but he shook his head and frowned—at her persistence, she felt.

     “Turn it down with the rest, Miss Brandon,” he said curtly, and,
 taking out the cigarette-case, selected one for himself but failed—for
 the first time in their acquaintance—to offer the case to her.

     “Then I will come and fetch them now,” she said coldly.

     When she had taken the letters away, leaving him alone at his desk,
 he leaned back in his chair and reflected while he smoked. Many things
 to do, he had told Kefra, but in actual fact he had nothing to
 do—unless he gave Miss Brandon notice and started destroying what few
 records of his work here, and other papers, had been filed and indexed
 by his very capable secretary. But it made no difference whether he
 gave her notice now or at the end of the week, and, fully conversant
 with his activities as she was, she could dispose of everything for
 him. No, nothing to be done until Kefra returned to London, for he
 could not make any arrangements for her in her absence.

     Why had she been so set on remaining in that grim old moated grange,
 with only wizened, blue-eyed, young-old Saleh to wait on her? Saleh
 must go, of course; he—Gees-could not stand in the sight of the man,
 in seeing whom he would always be reminded of the story his father had
 told. Agent provocateur—and what else?

     Miss Brandon—one of the eggs. She had hinted at giving notice
 herself, though. He had always got on so well with her, and to-day he
 must have seemed very nearly rude. Abruptly, and with a grunt of
 dismay, he remembered lighting a cigarette without offering her one.
 She must have noticed it, and regarded it as a snub.

     Ah, well! One of the eggs, like his father and this office.

     “Oh, Kefra! Kefra!” he whispered.

     Again he might have been out of time, for it seemed that no time at
 all had passed when Miss Brandon entering, put a cup of tea down on the
 desk before him, and stood to say—“If you wish for a second cup, Mr.
 Green, you have only to ring,” with an icy aloofness.

     He stared at her, with a flashing thought of how, usually, he ambled
 into her room and sat on the desk for tea and discussion of or badinage
 over everything-on-earth. He wanted to ask what on earth was wrong, but
 instead said—“Thank you, Miss Brandon, this will be enough,” with just
 as frigid politeness as she had handed him.

     A half-hour later, with the tea untouched and cold on the desk, he
 got up, grim and angry, and went to Miss Brandon's room.

     “I want—that inquiry you spoke about, Miss Brandon. If you'll let me
 have it, I'll see if it's worth investigation.” As well look at it,
 though he had no intention of doing anything about it, as sit there
 twiddling his thumbs—from now until Saturday!

     “I have already declined it for you, Mr. Green.”

     “Already?” he snapped. “But how could you?”

     “By telephone, as the inquiry requested. The—Fothergill, the name
 is. He states—here is the inquiry—he was most anxious to lose no
 time, and would you telephone as quickly as possible.”

     “But—yes—well, telephone where? I can telephone again if I like the
 look of it. Whereabouts—what's his number?”

     “He was at Brown's hotel, which is all the address there was on the
 notepaper. You see, Mr. Green, this inquiry came in yesterday morning,
 and Mr. Fothergill expected some reply by this morning at latest—so he
 told me. I caught him just before he left the hotel for Paddington, he
 said, so we have no address. You could trace him through Brown's, I
 expect, if you feel like taking up the case. This is the inquiry.”

     He shook his head, and did not take the letter she offered. “No,” he
 said. “I felt a bit curious, that's all, thank you.”

     Hesitatingly, and with obvious awkwardness over it, quite unlike his
 usual cheery ease, he took out the cigarette-case and offered it.

     “Like one, Miss Brandon?”

     “No, thank you. Not just now.”

     He went back to his own room, reflecting that you could get just such
 a note as was in her voice for that reply by rubbing one slab of ice
 against another. And even the interest he might have got out of
 perusing that inquiry, over a case the police had given up, was denied
 him! Ah, well! Only four days to wait.

     It occurred to him that he could write to Kefra, tell her—

     Nothing about these eggs, of course.
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     THE CLASP OF HER ARMS WARM about him, the sweetness of her lips on
 his, the wonderful, unearthly fragrance that was one with her as a
 breath about him, and the caressing tenderness of her voice—

     “I come to kiss you in the night—”

     Wakening, he knew it was a dream and no more, yet still it seemed to
 him that the fragrance lingered. Then at a sound somewhere in the flat
 he sat up: a steady, persistent, softish sound—in this room, was it?
 It went on and on, softly, ominously—Ah! Not in the room at all, of
 course; he must have left a tap running in the bathroom.

     He got out of bed and, without troubling to switch on the light in
 his room went to the bathroom and switched on there, to see that all
 four taps were closed, not even dripping, let alone running. Into his
 sitting-room, little used, since he spent most of his waking hours at
 the fiat in the room he had furnished as his own office, next to Miss
 Brandon's on the other side of the corridor. Nothing there, and still,
 faintly, the noise went on, a pulsing, steady sound, though fainter now
 than when he had first heard it. If only he could locate it!

     He tried Miss Brandon's room, and the sound was even fainter there.
 His own office, and it was a little louder, but did not emanate from
 any point in that room, he felt sure. Then, as he came into the
 corridor again, he knew it must have come from the one room in which he
 had not yet turned on the light, his own bedroom. There was no doubt
 about it; the sound came from some point beyond that half-opened door.

     Reaching up before he went in, he switched on the light, and as he
 entered the sound ceased altogether. But now he had placed it,
 recognised it as one thing and one only, unquestionably.

     The purring of a cat. And he knew there was no cat anywhere in the
 place: all windows except that in the bedroom were closed and fastened,
 and, since there was a biting south-east wind blowing, he had allowed
 that one window only an inch slit of opening at the top. To double his
 certainty, he went all over the flat again, with the negative result he
 had anticipated. There was no cat.

     Again, as he entered the bedroom after that second tour, he smelt the
 scent that was Kefras' and hers only. Smelt it very faintly—or
 imagined it. What were the words he had dreamed of hearing?

     “I come to kiss you in the night—”

     A sentence broken off, not completed—because the intense impression
 of reality the dream had given had wakened him, perhaps. Yet it had
 been a dream and no more, could have been nothing more.

     The purring had not been a dream: he had heard it.

     So sure was he that he had heard it, in this room, that he got out
 his Webley automatic pistol and, placing it handily under his pillow,
 left the light on when he got back into bed. If any cat showed up, he
 told himself, purring or yowling or silent, London would be a cat short
 in the morning. Not that he expected—

     Oh, damn and blast the thing! Some acoustic oddity, rendering the
 purr into this room from the flat above or the one below, probably. But
 just let that cat show itself, long enough for him to get a line on it!

     It did not. He smoked five cigarettes, and dozed off with the first
 showing of dawn. His charwoman's entrance with early tea—comparatively
 early, that is—wakened him, and as he drank the tea he recollected
 that he had not given Kefra his address, so she could not write to him.
 Wait a bit, though—she knew the address, somehow, for she had sent
 that telegram. Perhaps Tony had told her, at some time or other. Yet it
 was unlikely that Tony had recited—“Thirty-seven, Little Oakfield
 Street, S.W. One,” or that she had memorised it. Anyhow, she had the
 address, and with that as a certainty he got out of bed and padded
 barefooted in his pyjamas into Miss Brandon's room, where the charwoman
 had already placed the morning's sheaf of letters on the desk. The top
 one of all bore the postmark— “Hedlington-cum-Carnworth,” and, opening
 it, he took out a single sheet of paper, and read—

     “I will come to kiss you in the night—”

     No signature—though none was needed. Just the incomplete sentence,
 and, faintest of emanations, the scent that was one with her.

     * * *

     He put the telephone receiver to his ear. A woman's voice asked—“Is
 that Gees' Confidential Agency, please?” and he answered—“It is.”

     “Can I speak to Mr. Green, please?”

     “You have already spoken to him, madam.”

     “I have—Oh, yes, I see! Mr. Green, I'm speaking for Miss Brandon.
 She's got a slight chill, and will not be able to come to work to-day.
 She hopes to be quite recovered and back at the usual time tomorrow.”

     “Oh, well, tell her there's nothing to do, as usual—and what
 inquiries there are will take no harm by waiting, even if she takes
 tomorrow off as well. Give her my best wishes for quick recovery.”

     “Thank you, Mr. Green—I will.”

     “Right. Tell her not to come back till she feels fit. Good-bye.”

     It was the first time since he had engaged her that she had been
 absent like this, he reflected as he replaced the receiver. If she were
 really ill, and stayed away for any length of time, the place would
 seem odd. Altogether different, lacking her friendly presence-Then he
 remembered: he was giving her notice, and closing down.

     He took an envelope from his breast pocket, extracted the single
 sheet of paper, and again read the nine words on it. How much had been
 dream, how much reality, before he had wakened in the night to hear a
 cat purring? As to that, how much had been dream and how much reality
 since he had entered Barnby Grange as daylight began to fail?

     He might as well open the rest of the letters and look them over,
 assure himself that there was nothing requiring immediate reply. With
 that intent he rose from his chair, and sat down again at the summons
 of the telephone bell. He assured his caller that he was Mr. Green, and
 was asked to wait just one moment. Then a voice he knew: Inspector
 Tott, speaking, sounded quite pleased with himself.

     “Good morning, Mr. Green. Are you very busy this morning?”

     “Desperately,” Gees answered. “So much to do, I don't know which way
 to turn. No time for pretty speeches, anyhow. What do you want?”

     “Are you still interested in the Grosvenor Mansions affair—the death
 of the Parkoot boy?” Tott inquired far less cordially.

     “Nope. Not a little bit. Why—are you?”

     “To some extent. There has been another case of exactly the same
 sort, though with a girl of twelve as the victim this time.”

     “Then obviously it isn't exactly the same sort, inspector,” Gees
 observed sourly. “Much more likely to be a sex maniac.”

     “Which it is not,” the reply came back. “No sign of assault or
 outrage, but the throat and breast torn by claws, just as in the case
 of that poor little Parkoot child. And no claw-beasts reported loose
 anywhere in the country. No tracks available for guidance, either.”

     “Well, that sort of thing is hardly in your line, I should think,”
 Gees said, as sourly a before. “It hardly comes under the heading of
 subversive political activities, surely. Why tell me about it?”

     “For one thing,” Tott said, “I don't like handing it direct to Mr.
 Briggs. For another, I thought it might interest you.”

     “What in hell has Mr. Briggs got to do with it?” Gees growled.

     “Nothing, directly. Quite possibly nothing indirectly.”

     “D'you want me to go and recite it all to him, then?”

     “No, I don't think I'd ask you to do that,” Tott answered slowly.

     “Well, what made you think it might interest me?” Gees demanded.

     “Because,” Tott answered, very deliberately indeed, “although Mr.
 Briggs has naturally nothing to do with such a crime, as I see things,
 it might possibly—I do not say it will—but it might possibly affect
 him. Indirectly, but then it would certainly interest you, his friend.”

     “Well, until it does, I'm not interested. And as nearly as I can see,
 there's not the slightest chance of a thing like that affecting Mr.
 Briggs in any way whatever. None of his friends have claws.”

     “This second case,” Tott said, ignoring the causticism, “is not in
 any of the papers yet. The body was discovered last night, and the
 discovery reported to an intelligent police inspector who had read
 about the Grosvenor Mansions affair and noted the similarity of the
 cause of death. He got in touch with Crampton by telephone—”

     “Why weigh all this out to me?” Gees interrupted harshly.

     “Because”—Tott sounded quite unruffled—“and this is where Mr.
 Briggs may come in, indirectly—this body was discovered at a
 place called Barnby-under-Hedlington, in Gloucestershire. I'll put that
 no more plainly, but you see what I'm driving at, possibly.”

     “Don't be such a blasted fool over a simple coincidence!” Gees
 shouted savagely into the receiver.

     “Not coincidence, Mr. Green,” Tott answered steadily. “However, since
 you choose to be insulting about it—”

     “No—hold on—I apologise,” Gees broke in desperately. “I've got a
 rotten head after a sleepless night, and— Crampton, you said. Is he
 going down there to consult about it?”

     “No. He told me he's going to see if he can get Parkoot to let him
 have a master key to make search of—well, of a certain flat in
 Grosvenor Mansions. Failing that, he's applying for a search warrant.
 But seeing how this might hit Mr. Briggs, and being able to
 spare the time, I'm going down to this Barnby-under-Hedlington to
 assure myself that the police down there don't jump too quickly at too
 many conclusions—for Mr. Briggs' sake.”

     “Stout feller—when are you starting?”

     “Somewhere about twelve. I must look up a train—”

     “Don't! I'll call for you at twelve and run you down by car.”

     “Well...yes, I could do that,” Tott assented, rather dubiously. “But
 I thought you said you were desperately busy.”

     “I am. I shall have to make holes in the atmosphere before twelve,
 but I'll call for you then. Must get a move on here, now. See you at
 twelve, and beat any train you can catch to the nearest station.”

     He could not beat the Cheltenham Flyer, he knew, but, if Tott went by
 it, he would still be three-quarters of an hour or more distant from
 Barnby when he got out at Cheltenham. He hung up, took off the receiver
 and dialled again to tell the garage at which he kept his car to have
 it in readiness for him outside the flat at ten minutes to twelve, and
 then hurried out to get a taxi to Grosvenor Mansions.

     Half-past ten, now—he had an hour and twenty minutes before going to
 pick up Tott.

     Of course that second case was a coincidence! It could be nothing
 else. But, strive as he would to convince himself of this, a second
 passenger arrived with him in the taxi at Grosvenor Mansions, and his
 name was Fear.

     In the entrance hall of the mansions he faced Parkoot, just emerged
 from one of the lifts, and asked—“Inspector Crampton? Have you seen
 anything of him yet?”

     “I've just taken him up, Mr. Green,” the man answered.

     “Then, if you will, take me up too,” Gees asked.

     They went up, and emerged to go along the spacious corridor to a door
 which Parkoot opened with his key. A uniformed constable faced them in
 the luxuriously furnished lounge which gave access to the other rooms
 of the flat, and Gees forestalled his query.

     “I understand Inspector Crampton is here. Will you tell him Mr. Green
 would like to see him for a moment?”

     “Just hold on a minute—I'll see.”

     “You needn't wait, Parkoot,” Gees said, and inwardly reflected that
 it was unusual, to say the least of it, for the caretaker of the place
 to let even a police inspector make a search of one of the tenants'
 apartments without witnessing his operations. But, with no demur,
 Parkoot retired and closed the door again, just as Crampton appeared,
 with yet another uniformed man, looking over his shoulder.

     “Ah! Good morning, Mr. Green. Got another line for us?”

     Gees shook his head. “No more than to tell you this is a waste of
 time,” he answered. “What do you expect to find here?”

     Crampton's mouth closed, trapwise. Then he opened it again to ask,
 stiffly—“I conclude you have got wind of the second case?”

     “Why should that second case bring you in here?” Gees countered.

     “Because both the man and woman who were in this flat at the time
 Parkoot's child was abducted went to Barnby-under-Hedlington, and the
 second case followed on their arrival. Which may be a coincidence, and
 may not. I prefer not to take chances on it.”

     “And as I asked before—what do you expect to find here?”

     Over his shoulder Crampton spoke an answer to a question—“Yes, carry
 on, sergeant.” Then, with chill quietness—“I understand, Mr. Green,
 you spent some considerable time in the force. That being so, your own
 common sense ought to tell you the answer to that question.”

     “Ah! Yes, I suppose it ought,” Gees admitted equally coldly. “Have
 you any objection to my knowing—as a decidedly interested party, I may
 tell you—to my knowing the result of your search?”

     “Interested? In what way interested?” Crampton demanded sharply.

     “I must refer you to Inspector Tott for an answer to that.”

     “Well”—Crampton glanced at his wrist-watch—“you may wait here till
 we have finished, if you like, considering”—he appeared to relent
 slightly from his stiffness—“the line on the case you gave us.”

     “Then I will wait,” Gees said, in turn glancing at his watch. Not
 quite eleven o'clock—he could afford half an hour, and still be able
 to pick up Tott at the appointed time, he reflected.

     Crampton left him in company with the uniformed man guarding the
 door, and as the minutes dragged he heard the voices of the searchers,
 but could not distinguish what they said. Finishing on one side of the
 entrance lounge, they crossed it to tackle the rooms opposite, a
 constable, a sergeant, and Crampton himself forming the party. The man
 on the door occupied himself in an inspection of prints on the walls of
 the lounge, and Gees noted that every one was a picture of either ruins
 of old Egypt or some aspect of, evidently, the Nile. Kefra herself had
 chosen them—or had Saleh ibn Nahor been responsible?

     Now, forced against his will to question whether the two deaths were
 in any way connected with each other, and sure (he told himself he was
 absolutely sure) that Kefra was in no way connected with either
 tragedy, he felt that he wanted to know more about the blue-eyed little
 man who was neither old nor young, and yet looked both. He served Kefra
 now, it appeared, yet equally it appeared that in the time of her
 meeting with Gees' father she had served him, or at least been in
 league with him to such bad purpose as the general's story made
 evident. Combining Kefra's admitted association with the man
 thirty-eight years ago, and her slip which revealed his name as that of
 the wanted man, with what his father had told him, Gees felt himself
 justified in assuming that the Saleh ibn Nahor he had encountered was
 the Saleh of his father's story. Yet here he was with Kefra, free and
 unsuspected!

     So far changed, in nearly four decades, of course, that he bore no
 likeness to the Saleh who had either killed Sadie Hillman or instigated
 her death. Yet, if that death were, as Kefra had said, one of an
 appointed nine due to other than human agency, how did Saleh come into
 it? As agent, perhaps, but not as instigator. Again, if the tale of
 nine had been completed, how account for this tenth in Gloucestershire,
 except by regarding its likeness to the others as entirely
 coincidental? Now, reviewing Kefra's story of a covenant which called
 for nine sacrifices, three at least of them being lives dear to her, he
 wanted to dismiss the whole thing as utter fantasy, and could not. She
 had made it too vivid, too real, as he had heard her tell it in the
 firelight.

     But Saleh—Saleh had had certain trunks loaded on to the car, the
 evening of the day the Parkoot child had been kidnapped—by Saleh? He
 had set out with the car for Barnaby Grange, some time that evening or
 night, and thus should have left London by a west road, headed for
 either Maidenhead or Aylesbury. But, with any modern car, he might have
 gone out by Putney and Kingston, thrown out the suit-case with its grim
 contents on the common, and then gone over Kingston bridge and borne
 north-west to come at Maidenhead by Windsor and Slough—by any one of
 half a dozen alternative routes, in fact. Yet why—what possible motive
 was there? Was Kefra un wittingly employing a homicidal maniac? If so,
 how account for the claw-marks on the murdered child? Saleh's hands
 were normal enough—Gees had seen them as he waited at table, and—but
 the cats that had frightened the three maids away from the Grange! Had
 Saleh got those cats concealed somewhere? Were they—

     Kefra had conjured up two great tawny cats to sit by the parapets of
 the moat bridge—or had she? Illusions, lasting a minute or less while
 Gees had gazed at them, and then ceasing to be when the strain of
 throwing the pictures of them on his brain became too much for her.
 Great cats—small lionesses—the goddess Sekhmet had been portrayed as
 a woman with the head of a lioness. But suppose Kefra had shaped those
 illusions as guards for the bridge because there were real cats like
 them somewhere about the Grange? Supposing the real ones had got loose
 and killed that girl? Had those real ones in like fashion killed the
 Parkoot child, after which Saleh had packed the body in the suitcase
 and disposed of it on his drive to Barnby Grange? If so, how had the
 cats got at the child in Grosvenor Mansions? Some servant or attendant
 would have known if any such animals had been housed there: an animal,
 even of the cat tribe, big enough to kill a two-year-old child could
 hardly exist unseen in such a place as this. Alternatively, had such an
 animal existed unseen in Kefra's flat, it could not have got at the
 child down on the ground floor—or could it, in Vincent's absence? “
Is my magic strong?”

     The half-mocking question came back to his mind as he waited there
 with the placid, unimaginative constable. All his life he had made a
 hobby rather than a study of old religions and cults, always keeping
 the open mind he found so useful. In the cases that had come to him
 through his agency, four had been concerned with other than material
 problems, and he had had to face and fight abnormal beings and
 influences. In three of those cases he could say he had been
 successful, mainly because good is stronger than evil; in the fourth,
 that of MacMorn, maker of shadows, he could not say he had succeeded,
 though in the end he had destroyed MacMorn. There, he had faced a
 strength garnered from old knowledge—but Kefra, he knew now, had
 powers greater even than MacMorn had wielded, while at the same time
 she had been in alliance with and was now hostile to something stronger
 than herself, a ruthless, savage bestiality which, if one accepted
 Kefra's story, had not stopped short of taking the child of its own
 priestess as its sacrifice, as now—still considering her story
 credible—it had taken two other young lives.

     Of a truth her magic had been strong. Now Gees asked himself—was
 Saleh a partner in it, master of or servant to her, or was he the agent
 and human vehicle of that still stronger magic of Sekhmet? Kefra had
 declared herself not merely innocent but ignorant of the murder of the
 caretaker's child, and Gees had believed and still believed her
 declaration. There remained Saleh, with equal if not greater access to
 the child on the fatal afternoon. It began to look more than probable,
 too, that Saleh had concealed the fibre suit-case in one of the trunks
 with which Vincent had helped him, and on his journey with the car that
 night had thrown the case out to be found by the police constable. Far
 more than probable, though proof of his guilt was far to seek. Unless—

     At that point in Gees' reflections Crampton appeared in the entrance
 hall, followed by his sergeant, who carried a rather soggy-looking roll
 of carpet under his arm. Gees looked a question.

     “Found it in the bathroom, hung up to dry,” Crampton explained.
 “Somebody washed it out and hung it there, but didn't wash quite hard
 enough. I'm taking it to see if tests will tell us whether what's left
 of the stains is human blood.”

     “It would have been burnt, if that were so,” Gees said.

     Crampton shook his head. “These flats are all-electric,” he pointed
 out. “You couldn't burn anything here without leaving traces.”

     “Finding a carpet in the bathroom doesn't prove it was ever laid,”
 Gees remarked. “I don't see this getting you much farther.”

     “This isn't a carpet, but a rug,” Crampton said, “and— well, since
 you seem rather dubious, come and have a look here.”

     Gees followed him to a large room opening directly on to the entrance
 lounge, one in which, except for a low divan immediately opposite the
 door, and three little octagonal tables of ebony, inlaid with silver
 and ivory, was no furniture as the western mind regards it. On a pile
 carpet of delicate, greenish blue were heaped cushions of crimson, blue
 of a slightly deeper shade than the carpet, and silver tissue, two
 heaps to each of the low tables. One picture, a distant view of the
 island of Philse in sunset light, hung over the divan. The almost empty
 simplicity of the room had an effect of sensuousness. Then, looking
 where Crampton's finger pointed, Gees saw an oblong, about eight feet
 by six, in front of the divan, within which the heavy pile of the
 carpet was flattened down as if by continuous pressure on it.

     “That's where the rug was taken from,” Crampton said, with
 satisfaction in his tone. “It's exactly the size of that flat patch.”

     “Is that so?” Gees managed to keep all concern of every kind out of
 the comment. “Well, thank you for my look-see, inspector, and now I
 must hit the trail. But I think, if there were any chance of your
 finding what you expect on that rug, you'd have found something of the
 same sort on either cushions or carpet in here.”

     “Did you read the account of the post-mortem?” Crampton asked.

     “'Fraid I didn't,” and Gees shook his head.

     “The child's body was practically bloodless—something hellish about
 the whole thing,” Crampton told him. “Drained dry of blood. I don't
 know—anyhow, I'm going to get that rug tested, even though we can't
 find a sign of anything else in the place.”

     “Good luck to you. I'm off now. Got to hurry to keep an appointment
 with Inspector Tott. He'll be interested to hear about this. See you
 later, perhaps.”

     He went with no further word—a glance at his wrist-watch showed him
 that he had less than twenty minutes in which to go back to his flat
 and pick up what he needed for a night's absence from London, and then
 go on to pick up Tott. A promise of an extra half-crown to a taxi
 driver shortened his transit to Little Oakfield Street, and he saw his
 car awaiting him before he hurried up the stairs. Inside his own door
 he halted and stood gazing along the corridor, tensed for long seconds
 of anticipation, half-incredulous, half-fearful.

     Kefra's scent was in the place, unmistakable though faint. And again
 he could hear, just hear, the purring of a cat!

     He went along the corridor to his bedroom and entered, for there, as
 before, the purring seemed loudest. As he thrust the door open the
 sound ceased utterly, and, search as he would, he could find nothing in
 the room to account for it. He got his automatic pistol out of the
 wardrobe, and with a round in the chamber and the safety catch off went
 all over the flat, vainly as far as accounting for the purring sound
 was concerned. Then, knowing that Tott was waiting, he slipped the
 pistol in his hip pocket, stuffed into an attache-case a suit of
 pyjamas and all else that he would need for a night away, and thought
 to add two spare magazines for the pistol, both loaded with eight
 rounds apiece, before closing the case and haring with it down the
 stairs to his car.
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     RETURNING WITH A SECOND heavy coat over his arm, to fetch which he
 had gone back from his doorstep at sight of Gees approaching, Inspector
 Tott took the seat in the Rolls-Bentley next to Gees, and said—“I was
 just giving you up. Why drive an open car this time of year?”

     “Shall I take you to Paddington?” Gees asked in reply.

     “No-Oh no! I shall be all right—at least—”

     He ceased speaking and left his lower jaw fully separated from the
 top one, for, using the marvellous acceleration under his control, Gees
 had shot past a taxi, dived in between a big Daimler and a lorry, and
 come out ahead of the three miraculously—in Tott's
 opinion—unscratched. For risks look altogether different from the
 passenger's seat.

     “That is,” Tott said, after an eventless two hundred yards or so, “I
 haven't had any experience of your driving, till now.”

     “Your opening remark indicated that you are in one hell of a hurry,”
 Gees told him equably, “and except when it's raining I always drive an
 open car. Else, I'd have bought a saloon body instead of this.”

     Again Tott held his breath—and the side of the car as well. He said,
 a little later—“There is a thirty-mile limit for all London.”

     “With you aboard, I can forget it,” Gees told him, “and I've got to
 make up that fifteen minutes I kept you waiting.”

     Tott said—“You'd better—” and then exchanged speech for silent
 prayer, knowing that the lorry-load of iron girders bearing down on
 them would grind him so small that egg-spoons would be needed for
 scraping him off the street. When another miracle had put the lorry
 behind them, Gees said—“That's what I am doing—can't you see?”

     “Bub-bub-better keep that limit!” Tott fairly shouted. “If you don't,
 I'll run you in and charge you myself.”

     “Paddington it is, then,” Gees observed as he slackened pace.

     “Have some sense!” Tott urged. “The next train isn't till two.”

     “You bark at me for being fifteen minutes late, you bark again
 because I drive an open car, you bark when I try to make up lost time,
 and then you insult me,” Gees complained. “Do you want me to drive you
 to Barnby-under-Hedlington, or don't you?”

     “I don't want you to break my blessed neck, that's all,” Tott
 retorted, and spread his second overcoat rug-wise over his knees.

     “If that were the only consideration, you'd be safer going by rail,”
 Gees told him, “but there's my neck—and driving licence, too. And
 whoever blessed your neck couldn't have known you as I do.”

     Not another word was exchanged between them until, far beyond
 Uxbridge and its speed limits, Tott said— “Eighty-five. Suppose a car
 shot out of any of those cross-roads we've passed?”

     “Snowdrops,” Gees answered. “When we got held up abreast that
 florist's in Sloane Street, I saw quite a lot in the window, and they'd
 be most decorative on the top of a coffin. Several coffins, probably.
 How did you manage to get posted to this case? Did Gloucestershire ask
 for a Scotland Yard man to give it the once-over?”

     “I'm not posted to it. I'm on leave, till next Monday.”

     Gees slowed for the long, long speed limit through Wycombe, and
 asked, casually—“What's your view of the whole business?”

     “What's yours?” Tott asked in reply.

     “You'd be surprised. Not that I've finished sorting it out, yet.”

     “Amateur deductions are always interesting,” Tott observed.

     “Yes,” Gees snapped, “and if you'd—blast that dog!—if you'd paid
 more heed to my amateur deductions over the Kestwell case, Sergeant
 Johns would still be alive. Did you accept my offer to drive you down
 because you wanted a chance to carp and sneer?”

     “I'm sorry, Mr. Green,” Tott said with stiff coldness. “If you drop
 me either here or at Aylesbury, I can finish the journey by train.”

     “I'd hate you to do that.” Seeing in Tott as his companion a
 possibility of standing well with the police in charge of this case,
 Gees had no intention of letting him go on alone. “As a matter of fact,
 that remark of mine about poor Johns was unfair, and I apologise for
 it. And if you think my deductions over, this would be interesting—”

     “Worth hearing, possibly,” Tott conceded more amiably.

     “Well, I told you you'd be surprised, but I'd better go over the
 premises first. And they take us a very long way back of this case.”

     “Do they?” Tott inquired, with a tinge of amused scepticism.

     “From the very earliest ages, from long before the beginnings of
 history, man has made gods for himself,” Gees said. “Gods within his
 comprehension, most of the time-that is, most of the pre-history time.
 Created them, say, out of belief and sacrifice. The belief gave them
 influence over the mass of their worshippers, and the sacrifices gave
 them a sort of semi-material strength. You get an example of this—the
 material strength, I mean—in the tenth plague as recorded in Genesis,
 the slaughter of all the firstborn in Egypt.”

     “I would very much like to know what you think you're talking about,”
 Tott observed, very sourly indeed. “Is this a premise?”

     “The beginning of one,” Gees answered. “Putting it into words for an
 audience—even you—helps to clarify my own views about it. Now where
 was I? Yes. It must be obvious that that slaughter of the firstborn of
 Egypt wasn't the work of the universal power we are beginning to-day to
 recognise as the source and ruler of all life. The real God wouldn't go
 in for wholesale murder of his creations and bring mourning into
 thousands of homes just to let a horde of Israelites loose to go and do
 more wholesale slaughter in their promised land. Oh, no! By belief in
 their Jahveh, the collective belief of many thousands of people, and by
 sacrifices to him, those same Israelites created an actual Jahveh and
 gave him tremendous power. And you'll find lots of tales in the Old
 Testament of how the said Jahveh got angry and ran amok, as long as
 their collective belief and continual sacrifices kept him strong enough
 for manifestations. Not a bit like a God mindful of all humanity, but
 more a collective expression of the Israelitish spirit—”

     “What about skipping that part and coming to the case?” Tott
 interrupted. “Those lights are against you, too.”

     Gees stopped the car gently and smoothly, dead on the traffic line.
 “Take the wheel if you'd rather, but don't spoil my exposition of this
 case,” he bade. “As I was saying—but that's all about the Hebrew
 Jahveh, anyhow. He's only one instance of how gods were made, and he
 sure had a punch to him till a Man in Galilee smashed him utterly by
 showing how men might reach up to something higher than they had ever
 known. Other instances—well, from Easter Island images to the
 distortion of belief that set the Inquisition torturing and burning.
 And one big crowd of gods of all sorts in Egypt.”

     “The lights are changing,” Tott warned him.

     The car moved on. Gees said—“What lights? Never mind, though,” and
 for a few seconds Tott clutched the side of the car again. “As I was
 saying,” Gees went on, “Egypt was stacked high with gods, some of them
 developed and adapted from the days before Menés—if Menés ever
 existed, which is denied to-day. Some of them won enough belief to come
 to great power, mostly of a fairly benevolent sort, and I don't think
 any record of human sacrifice to any one of them has yet been
 discovered. But that's not to say that some of them didn't demand human
 sacrifices—and get them, too, especially the ones adapted from older
 races to fit Egyptian needs. One of them particularly I have in mind.”

     “You're out of my depth,” Tott said, “and though I've got a
 glimmering idea of what you may be getting at, I don't see how
 you can fit it on to either of these two cases. Can you see counsel for
 the prosecution opening his case with a lecture on how the Hebrews got
 across the Red Sea and Pharaoh and his little lot struck a wet patch?”

     “Leaving all that for a bit,” Gees said, “I wonder whether you ever
 heard of secret societies among the tribes of central Africa, calling
 themselves leopard-men, and lion-men, and using skins of various
 specimens of the cat tribe to inspire terror and work a sort of magic?”

     “I have,” Tott admitted. “Lots of explorers and people have written
 about that leopard society. A sort of voodoo affair, I've heard.”

     “Precisely. Have you also heard of Sekhmet, the lioness-headed
 goddess of Egypt?”

     “No. She's a new one on me. There was a cat goddess, though.”

     “There was,” Gees assented. “Bubastes, a much later creation. I have
 an idea Sekhmet came north from central Africa to Egypt—I mean, belief
 in her came to Egypt with the coming of invaders from central Africa,
 and the race that made Egyptian civilisation seized on her and
 developed her. Built up a priesthood round her, sacrificed to her,
 shaped her to fit the Egyptian character, and gave her real power.”

     “You mean—the images of her had power?” Tott asked.

     “No. I mean there was a live creation, made up of thoughts and
 prayers and sacrifices, which within certain limits had powers. The old
 Egyptians were wonderful magicians, and they could create such a being
 to serve their own ends. And just like Jahveh and the other old gods,
 Sekhmet would not cease to exist as long as belief in her and sacrifice
 to her persisted—especially if she could get human sacrifices.”

     “M'lud”—Tott sounded utterly derisive—“I submit that my learned
 friend has utterly failed to sustain his case. Evidence for the
 defence, m'lud, not only shows but proves that this unfortunate child
 was chewed up by an Egyptian goddess, and this Crown prosecution of my
 unfortunate client is no more than an utter farce.”

     “Your gibe may be very near the truth,” Gees remarked coolly.

     Tott digested that statement in silence until they had curved on the
 roundabout that marks the western end of the Oxford by-pass. The car
 did not so much gather pace, on the straight again, as leap easily into
 a smooth and quiet swiftness. Presently Gees slowed for Witney.

     “We ought to have hit several things, but we haven't,” Tott said
 then. “I suppose I've got to own you're a good driver.”

     “Don't, if it pains you,” Gees urged. “You've flung so many bouquets
 at me since we started that I can hardly see past them to drive. And I
 assure you, if we do hit anything, you won't know enough about it to
 worry. Neither will I, so I don't.”

     “A vu-very good driver!” Tott amended, withdrawing his nose
 from within an inch of the windscreen. A small car had shot out of a
 side turning, and the powerful brakes of the Rolls-Bentley had pulled
 it to a stop so suddenly that the driver of the small car was just able
 to miss the front bumper and get going London ward. “Here! Face about
 and chase that blasted fool, coming out of a side road into the main
 like that! He can't get away with that sort of thing.”

     But Gees drove on. “He won't,” he said. “If we go after him, we lose
 all I've picked up of your fifteen minutes, and you'd only be getting
 him out of the habit of trying to commit suicide, which would be a
 pity. He'll succeed yet, never fear. You're much too kind-hearted.”

     Tott looked round, and saw no sign of the small car along the road.
 “Maybe,” he said, and settled himself in his seat again. “But—”

     “But what?” Gees asked, after waiting vainly for the end of it.

     “That absolute balderdash you were talking a little while ago. I was
 thinking—here are two cases of murder, almost certainly, and by the
 look of things both of them are the work of the same homicidal maniac.
 Places and times give us a pretty good idea of—well, I'll say good
 reason to suspect where that maniac may be found, and—”

     “And what?” Gees inquired, as he paused again.

     “I had a pretty extensive experience of criminal work before I was
 posted to my present place, and I got my promotion through dealing in
 facts I could prove. If I'd gone all bats over lion-headed goddesses
 and things like that, I'd still be in uniform regulating traffic—or
 else in a padded cell. I came to you a few days ago and told you I
 didn't like a certain person, and I couldn't say why—which I own was
 not dealing in facts. Now I've got grounds for suspecting—I won't put
 that more definitely—grounds for suspecting that there is a
 reason for my dislike, and that certain person or someone connected
 with her is involved in this business. Grounds for suspecting it, I
 say, and therefore satisfying myself about it one way or the other. But
 I haven't and know I never will have grounds for worrying myself about
 lion-headed goddesses, or how Moses and his gang got across the Red Sea
 to Palestine. I'll stand a certain amount of leg-pulling, but there's a
 limit.”

     “To everything,” Gees agreed. “I'm beginning to grow a thirst.”

     “And you can't believe any of that foolery about old gods being able
 to commit murders, any more than I do,” Tott accused.

     “An open mind,” Gees said, “is as useful as a spare collar-stud. I
 always travel with both. We'll pull in at that pub on the bend, and you
 can pay for the drinks.”

     “I will, with pleasure,” Tott assented rather heartily.

     “You know”—Gees stopped the car in front of the inn— “down in the
 back of my mind somewhere I've got rather a liking for you.”

     “Which is why you try to pull my leg, I suppose,” Tott rejoined.

     “Not exactly.” Gees got out and went round by the radiator, while
 Tott descended from his side. “I was merely salting the ground, in case
 any of your digging turns up what I see as in it.”

     “But you don't mean to say you believe—” Tott began, and stopped.

     “Now haven't I just told you the value of an open mind?” Gees
 remonstrated. “Let's hustle after those drinks—it's about five minutes
 to closing time for this part of the world.”

      

     * * *

     The Hedlington police sergeant was respectful, almost worshipful, in
 presence of the great Inspector Tott.

     “Our own inspector, Mr. Perry, will be here in about half an hour,
 sir, if you care to wait,” he said. “If I could do anything, too—”

     “Half an hour, eh?” Tott consulted his watch, and meditated. Beside
 him Gees waited, venturing no remark.

     “Maybe less, sir. He went late for his lunch.”

     “Very late, by the look of it,” Tott commented. “Well, sergeant, I
 may tell you and him too that I have no official connection with this
 case—my looking in on you to-day is busman's holiday, if you know what
 that is. I'm, well-rather interested in such an unusual crime.”

     “Unusual is right, sir—and pretty horrible, too. If it was a crime.
 Mr. Perry is inclined to think some animal, like that one in London the
 other day. We don't know quite what to make of it.”

     “Umm-m!” Reflecting, Tott decided to wait for the local inspector and
 get such particulars as were available from him. “And the body—what
 has been done with it?” he inquired.

     “Taken to the Rest And Be Thankful—that's our village inn, sir,” the
 sergeant answered. “The parents'll take it after the inquest, to-morrow
 morning, but it's there till then.”

     “Resting, but not exactly thankful, I expect,” Tott mused aloud. “If
 possible, I'd like to see it, sergeant. You can wait here, Mr. Green.”

     “On the other hand—” Gees said gently, but persuasively.

     “I'll take you along, sir,” the sergeant offered. Gees said—“Thank
 you very much,” before Tott could speak.

     Leaving the car outside the sergeant's house, the three of them
 walked along the village street to the inn, closed at this hour. A
 small group of villagers, men and women, conversing in front of the inn
 went to show how the village had been stirred by its tragedy. Passing
 them, the three entered the inn yard, and the sergeant led them to the
 padlocked door of a brick-and-tile outhouse before which a constable
 kept guard. He handed the key to the sergeant, who unlocked the door
 and, pushing it open, stood back from it.

     “There you are, sir. I'll stop outside, if you don't mind.”

     “Quite all right, sergeant,” Tott told him, and entered, as did Gees.

     The body, not yet coffined, lay on a narrow trestle table, covered by
 a sheet. Hat in hand, Tott moved beside it and drew down the sheet as
 far as the waist, revealing the body of a girl who in death appeared
 much less than twelve years old. There were deep, terrible scratches
 across the breast-lacerations, rather than mere scratches, and the left
 side of the throat was fearfully torn. Forcing himself to it, Tott
 leaned over the body to look closely at the right arm and shoulder. He
 drew back again and, white of face almost as the dead girl, turned to
 Gees. He said—“Two of them, and one at least was human.”

     In turn Gees leaned over the pitiful corpse to look, and in turn drew
 back. “Yes, two of them,” he assented. “No animal made those marks.
 That's the grip of a hand without claws on it.”

     Tott lifted the corner of the sheet. “I've seen enough— haven't
 you?” he asked. “Those wounds—quite bloodless.”

     “Cover it,” Gees urged. “This feels like sacrilege to me. They'll
 have photographs and measurements, if you want them. I don't.”

     Tott replaced the sheet, and they emerged from the shed to face the
 sergeant as the constable replaced the padlock and turned the key.

     “The whole village has gone into a huddle over it, sir,” the sergeant
 said, “and I reckon you've seen enough not to wonder at it.”

     “I don't,” Tott agreed. “Anything bearing on it yet?”

     The sergeant shook his head gloomily. “Not a thing, sir. Not a pad
 mark, not a footprint. Nothing. Pretty much every man in the village
 that's got a gun is out beating the woods. Mr. Perry warned 'em of the
 danger, because if it is a leopard or a tiger as they reckon, shot
 guns'll be precious little use. But they reckon if they keep together
 they'll be all right, and I s'pose they will, too.”

     “Woods?” Tott echoed. “Was the body found in these woods, then?”

     “No, sir—it was on the open ground betwixt here and Barnby, at the
 top of the hill, and the woods are t'other side Hedlington from there.
 But they reckon it's the only part where anything like that'd lay up
 after a kill. I don't see it that way myself, nor does Mr. Perry,
 because them animals don't just drain away all the blood like this one
 did. From all I've heard of 'em, they go for flesh food.”

     Tott nodded in sober, thoughtful agreement. “The girl was out alone,
 of course,” he suggested after a pause.

     “Children go all over the place here alone, sir,” the sergeant
 answered. “Not now, of course—not since this happened. But they did.
 She went down to Barnby with some little friends of hers after school
 time, and they played a bit the way children do. Then she set off to
 come back home, up here, and they were the last to see her alive.”

     “Found—when and how?” Tott asked.

     “By me, sir. I'd walked my bicycle up the hill—I've got a good
 acetylene lamp on it, and the light from that lamp showed me something
 a good twenty yards back from the road, on the grass—there's no wall
 or hedge just there, but a sort of half-moon of open grass land back
 from the road. So I wheeled the bike across, and found—her. No tracks,
 no anything—I was most careful. And next to no blood, either.”

     “Do you know what time she left the other children?”

     “Somewhere close on five, sir. They say it was beginning to get dark,
 and she ran off in a hurry because she'd be late for tea. And I found
 out they were all late for tea, all five of 'em.”

     “And the time when you found her?” Tott persisted. “Three minutes to
 eight by my watch, sir. I checked it at once.”

     Listening, Gees reflected that at somewhere about that time, the
 evening of the Parkoot child's disappearance, Vincent must have been
 helping Saleh ibn Nahor to get his trunks out to the car in front of
 Grosvenor Mansions. He waited, and for a little while Tott brooded.

     “Well, sergeant, I think we'll go along and wait for your Inspector
 Perry to turn up. I suppose he'll go back to your house?”

     “Yes, sir, and I wouldn't wonder if he's got there by now.”

     They went back. The group in the road fell silent as they passed.
 They had almost reached the garden gate of the sergeant's house when
 Tott spoke again, to nobody in particular—

     “Absolutely real and solid, whatever it was.”

     The sergeant said—“I beg your pardon, sir?”

     “I was thinking,” Tott said, “that fancies and foolishness don't fit
 into any case of this sort. Finding what or who did it can only be done
 by sticking to hard, everyday facts.”

     “Why, yes, sir, and that's what the inspector and me are doing.”
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     A GRAVELY-CHEERFUL, middle-aged man, Inspector Perry, inclining to
 the plethoric state, but still obviously agile, and rather above the
 average of a provincial police officer, in Gees' opinion; rather more a
 man of the world. Receiving the famed Inspector Tott cordially, he
 appeared relieved on learning that the London man had not come to
 function officially, but had just looked in on the case and those
 conducting it in a friendly way, and as a matter of interest. He knew
 Green of the Kestwell case by repute, too, and, meeting him with
 Inspector Tott as sponsor, showed no reluctance over discussing the
 case in his presence, though, so far, there was not much to discuss.

     “I had a long talk over the 'phone with Inspector Crampton,” he said,
 “and by what he had to tell me there's a similarity about both deaths.
 Except—in his case there appear to be no holding marks.”

     Tott nodded comprehension. “I've seen the body here,” he admitted.
 “And my first conclusion—my main conclusion, I should say—was that
 there were two—somethings. It doesn't look human, any of it.”

     “Quite so—quite so,” Perry agreed. “By what Crampton had to say,
 claw and fang only, there. But here—the only sort of beast that could
 have made those grip marks on the shoulder would be one of the ape
 tribe, ourang or chimpanzee or possibly baboon, and none of them hunt
 with members of the cat family. In the same way, no member of the cat
 family, as far as I know, can grip to cause a bruise. I should say
 bruises. That awful tear in the throat might have been caused by any
 sort of beast, but when you add on the claw marks, it's feline and
 nothing else. I make it pretty big feline, too.”

     “An ordinary house cat can scratch deeply,” Tott observed.

     “But couldn't leave its prey as bloodless as that poor child's body
 was when it was found,” Perry pointed out. “And that reminds me. Do you
 know anything about this district, Mr. Tott?”

     Tott shook his head—and took one of Gees' cigarettes. So did Perry,
 and Gees lighted for them and himself.

     “No. Down under Hedlington—literally down under it, by two hundred
 feet or so—is Barnby, named Barnby-under-Hedlington, from its
 position. To get there, you wind down the side of the hill—the body
 was found at the top of that hill. About halfway down the hillside
 becomes cliff, and the road is cut in and railed for safety. If you
 stop at that point and stand with your back to the hillside, you can
 look straight over Barnby hamlet and see what is known as the
 Grange—I'm just giving you these particulars so you can place it, you
 see.”

     “I get it,” Tott assented. “And this Grange?”

     “Was let furnished at the beginning of last autumn—the owner went
 abroad—was let to a foreign lady, a Miss Kefra. At least, the name is
 foreign, though I understood when I made inquiries that she's a British
 subject. She's got a sort of chauffeur-personal-man, and he's Egyptian,
 and she had three servants there all the time—the man went backward
 and forward to London with her. Pretty well-to-do, I understand. Well,
 the day before yesterday—before this horrible affair happened, you
 understand—the three maids all quit in a body, and said it was because
 they couldn't stand the cats.”

     Tott said, quite calmly—“That sounds relevant.”

     “I thought the same,” Perry assented. “Two of the three were engaged
 through a Cheltenham agency, and I've still got to trace them—if I
 think it worth while. The third is a Mrs. Bell, a widow woman of about
 forty who had been at the Grange as cook with the owner and his wife,
 and lives here in Hedlington with her brother when she's not out in a
 situation, so I could get at her. She says her reason for leaving was
 that she wouldn't stay on in the house alone with Miss Kefra's
 man—Sally something-or-other, his name appears to be.”

     “Saleh,” Gees put in. “Saleh ibn Nahor—which means son of Nahor.”

     “Sally—yes,” Perry agreed. “Only one of the other two actually saw
 any cats, it seems, and she rushed into the other one's bedroom in the
 middle of the night, too scared to stay alone in her own room.
 According to her, she'd heard a noise and gone out to look for the
 source—mind, I get this only at third hand from Mrs. Bell—gone out
 wondering about it, thinking there was a stray kitten or something of
 the sort outside her room, and found herself face to face with two
 enormous cats, smooth-coated, yellowish beasts, she described them. She
 managed to shoo at them—this is the tale she told the other girl and
 Mrs. Bell—and one of them growled at her. It didn't miaow or swear or
 spit as an ordinary cat does, she insisted to Mrs. Bell, but growled.
 Then both of them came at her and penned her against the wall of the
 corridor outside her room, one crouched as if to spring at her, and she
 gave herself up for lost—too paralysed with terror even to scream, she
 said. And then they weren't there, either of them.”

     “Somnambulistic nightmare,” Tott said.

     “In the morning,” Perry pursued, “she summoned up courage enough to
 come out of the other girl's room and go to her own to dress, and swore
 to the other girl and Mrs. Bell that she saw the hindquarters and
 waving tail of one of those ghost-cats as it went into this Miss
 Kefra's own room —Miss Kefra was in the room at the time. So she
 waited till the other girl was dressed, and then went along with her to
 get dressed herself. When all three of them got together in the
 kitchen, she asked Mrs. Bell whether the place was supposed to be
 haunted, but without saying anything about what she had seen. Mrs. Bell
 owned that there were stories about it, and then the girl told what
 she'd seen and said she wouldn't stop another hour in a place like
 that. She'd infected the other girl with her fright, and they both
 packed and quit. Then Mrs. Bell had a word with Miss Kefra, and she
 packed and quit, to some extent because of the panic of those two girls
 and this tale of ghost-cats, but more, she says, because of this Mr.
 Sally.”

     “It sounds a queer business,” Tott observed.

     “If you ask me,” Perry said, “the look of that Sally chap is enough
 to give any girl the jitters, and that place is too far from cinemas
 and boys to pay for the tickets—and girls like those two know they can
 get posts anywhere, with the shortage of domestics there is nowadays,
 especially in villages and small towns. This Mrs. Bell believes the
 girl was honest over what she said she saw, but, if so, I incline to
 the view that she suffers from delusions.”

     “In spite of what has happened since?” Tott asked.

     “I went to the Grange this morning,” Perry said, “and this Sally
 bloke let me in. He's a weird-looking specimen with those blue eyes of
 his in a face a million years old, but he was quite respectful and all
 a man in his position ought to be. He showed me in to see Miss Kefra,
 and I told her why I was there—the possibility of cats about the
 place. She was most sympathetic over the death of the girl, and assured
 me there were no cats of any sort at the Grange—hadn't been any since
 she took the place over. And she as good as insisted on my satisfying
 myself about it, went all over it with me, from attics to cellar, in
 case, as she said, any strays had got in without her knowledge. We went
 over all the outhouses, too. I'd gathered from Mrs. Bell that Miss
 Kefra was a bit of a terror, but I found her perfectly charming, a real
 lady in every way, and anxious to do everything she could to help me.
 Not that she could do anything, except for satisfying me that the girl
 imagined that about the cats. Must have imagined it, I think.”

     “What was that you said the girl said—that the cats suddenly weren't
 there, when they first frightened her?”

     “According to Mrs. Bell, they were her words. Not that the cats
 vanished, but that they weren't there, just as one of them was going to
 spring at her. Which sounds like a dream, to me. She might have
 believed it a dream herself, perhaps, if she hadn't thought she saw one
 of them going into Miss Kefra's room by daylight.”

     “You asked this Miss Kefra about that, I suppose?” Tott queried.

     “She told me without asking,” Perry answered. “She'd had it all from
 Mrs. Bell. Now the way I see it, if there had been two big stray cats
 up on the second floor during the night, somebody would have seen them
 when the house was opened up in the morning, just as if one of them had
 gone into Miss Kefra's room, it could only do so by her opening the
 door to let it in—and seeing it, obviously. That's only common sense,
 now, isn't it?” he appealed to Tott.

     “It is so,” Tott assented dubiously.

     “Further to that, if there had been any stray cats, nobody in the
 house would have any object in lying about it, because if those cats
 killed a child after they were turned out, nobody in the house could be
 blamed in any way. That's common sense too, isn't it?”

     Tott nodded agreement, but did not voice it.

     “On the other hand,” Perry pursued, “if anyone in the house had owned
 two big cats, Mrs. Bell couldn't help knowing about it, especially if
 they could get upstairs at night. She must have seen them sooner or
 later, and I see no reason to disbelieve her telling me that she never
 saw a cat in or near the house all the while she was there.”

     “That is to say, you acquit the Grange of cats,” Tott suggested.

     “Absolutely. I've never seen a ghost myself, but that girl may have
 thought she saw something—may even have seen something, for all I
 know, because it seems that some people can see apparitions, if they
 are to be believed. But apparitions, even ghost-cats, haven't got
 material claws and fangs. They can't rend and kill physically.”

     “Have you any theory at all of the cause of this?” Gees asked.

     Perry shook his head. “I might have half a dozen theories, Mr. Gees,
 but so far I've been unable to get any facts, beyond the way the girl
 was killed. On that, some escaped animal, still at large.”

     “And the bruises?” Gees asked again.

     Perry shook his head again. “I have no theory, yet,” he said. “It's
 too horribly gruesome to postulate that the child was held by one
 assailant while the other killed her, and as I said before and
 everybody knows, the ape and the cat tribe do not hunt together, ever.”

     “What's this Mrs. Bell of yours like?” Tott put in.

     “Somewhere in the late thirties or early forties,” Perry answered.
 “Not at all an unattractive sort of woman, with plenty of sound common
 sense—by that I mean not the imaginative and hysterical type, but one
 who says only what she means and is prepared to back it up. Why?”

     “We can't get away from the fact that two people, this Miss Kefra and
 her man Saleh, were at Grosvenor Mansions or thereabouts when the
 Parkoot child was killed in this— well, I might almost say this unique
 way—and then they move down here and another death of almost exactly
 the same sort happens,” Tott explained. “That's got to be admitted as
 grounds for an inference, to say the very least of it.”

     “Which was why I had my talk with Crampton over the telephone, to get
 all the particulars he could give me,” Perry pointed out. “The cases
 are similar, but there is this difference of the bruises.”

     “A child of two wouldn't struggle long enough for the attacker to
 cause any bruises. A child of twelve might,” Tott observed.

     “Yes—but—well, as I told you,” Perry said perplexedly, “I made a
 point of seeing this Miss Kefra, and connecting a lady like her with it
 seems altogether out of the question to me. She was absolutely
 straightforward, anxious to do anything she could to help, and I'm
 utterly convinced that a lady like her could have had nothing to do
 with it. You've only got to talk to her for five minutes or less to
 realise it as an impossibility, and though the man Sally is a queer
 fish, he's got neither fangs nor claws. I'd say his teeth are an
 artificial set.”

     “Are you going to trace up the other two maids and get their story
 about the cats?” Tott inquired after a thoughtful pause.

     “I don't see the use, at present,” Perry answered. “I believe Miss
 Kefra's telling me that nobody in the place keeps cats—I went over
 every square foot of the Grange and its outbuildings with her, and if
 there had been two big yellowish cats on the premises I couldn't have
 missed seeing some sign of them. And that girl's tale as Mrs. Bell told
 it to me, about the cats suddenly not being there when one was going to
 attack her—well, that's beyond possibility. Isn't it, now?”

     “It's wild, certainly,” Tott admitted. “Sounds as if the girl had
 bats. And you say—the place where the body was found—”

     “You mean you'd like to give it a once-over? Because there's
 absolutely nothing to be seen. I put a man on to keep sightseers away
 for the present, and they've all faded out by this time. But there are
 no footprints of any sort-that grass wouldn't register any—and there's
 nothing but the very faint impress made by the body, and the equally
 faint tracks left by Sergeant Willis and his bicycle—and Willis was as
 careful not to obliterate anything as I should have been myself. My
 trouble, though, is that there was nothing to obliterate.”

     Tott looked at his watch. “It's getting rather late,” he observed,
 “but I think I'd like a look at that spot while the light holds.”

     “I'll drive you there, if you like,” Gees offered. “And I'll come
 along too,” Perry said. “If you, Mr. Tott, can make any suggestions, I
 shall be only too pleased to have them, because I've got to own that up
 to the present —unless those chaps out beating the woods find
 something, that is—I'm absolutely at fault.”

     They went out from Sergeant Willis' front room, where he had left
 them for their conference, to Gees' car, and Tott seated himself in the
 back so that Perry, beside Gees, could guide them. But Gees needed no
 great amount of guiding, having come up from the Grange and through
 Hedlington when he had left Kefra at the Grange the day before. It came
 to him as something of a shock that only thirty hours or so had passed
 since he had last seen her. Yesterday morning-He drove past the last
 house of the village, which was set in a depression along the height
 which rose over Barnby, and was no more than a straggling two-score or
 so houses of the normal Gloucestershire grey stone, rather cold and
 depressing, to one used to redbrick and tile, in the light of the
 clouded winter afternoon. With a rise of twenty feet or so the road
 curved left, westward, over the highest part of the ridge that
 contained Hedlington, and then a gentle corresponding descent brought
 them to a point where the low stone wall bounding the road on their
 right receded to take in over an acre of tussocky grass land, on which
 grew a few hawthorn bushes. As Perry called a halt, Gees saw a
 uniformed constable midway between two of the bushes, a score yards or
 so back from the road. Perry got out as the car stopped.

     “This is all that's left of what used to be Hedlington Common,” he
 observed. “The rest of it has been enclosed—and that man over there is
 the one I put on to prevent outsiders from making tracks.”

     “And the child came up that hill,” Tott suggested, nodding at the
 steep descent toward which the car was headed.

     “Must have come that way,” Perry assented. “And—you can see the
 Grange chimneys over there”—he pointed as he spoke—“while Barnby
 itself, what there is of it, is down under us, under the side of this
 hill. By which I mean-anyone coming from the Grange—”

     “Yes,” Tott said, as the sentence remained incomplete, “but—it's not
 my case, and I don't intend to take any hand in it. I'm merely an
 interested spectator, as you might say, and it's very good of you to
 take all this trouble explaining things to me. But—no offence
 intended—you seem to me almost anxious to acquit the Grange people.”

     “I don't see it as possible to do anything else,” Perry pointed out.
 “After that talk with Miss Kefra—my estimate of her—” Again he broke
 off, frowning as if resentful of Tott's insistence.

     “I believe”—Tott spoke very slowly—“in their normal moments people
 who suffer from homicidal mania can be absolutely charming.”

     “Did you ever hear of anyone afflicted with homicidal mania who made
 use of cats?” Perry asked. “Or leopards or lions or tigers, or whatever
 this thing or these things might be? Because I'll put my life against a
 stick of celery that nothing human caused the wounds that brought that
 poor child to her death. That's impossible.”

     “You may remember”—Gees, still seated in the car, spoke to Tott—“I
 sketched a bare outline of a theory on the drive here.”

     “And when I attach any importance to that theory,” Tott responded
 sourly, “it'll be time for me to apply for long leave and spend it in a
 mental home. Are you going to wait here for us?”

     Gees shook his head. “I'm going on a bit. I wonder—Mr. Perry, if I
 feel like staying the night round here, do you think I could get a
 decent room at the Rest And Be Thankful spot?”

     “Sure of it, Mr. Green. They've nobody staying there this time of
 year, but they've got three or four rooms. People stay there in the
 summer quite a lot to explore the district.”

     “I expect I'll come back, then,” Gees observed, as he released his
 hand brake to let the car forward on the slope. “If I go on to
 Cheltenham instead, many thanks for admitting me to your council.”

     “He's a clever chap,” Tott observed to Perry as they advanced toward
 the constable who came to attention as he faced them, “but batty about
 ghosts and the supernatural generally. That theory he talked about was
 no more than leg-pulling—all about the plagues of Egypt and old gods
 and goddesses. Interesting, but utterly ridiculous tripe as far as this
 case of yours is concerned—or the one in London either.”

     Thus he pronounced judgment, while Gees let the car's own weight take
 it engineless down the slope, until, where stout iron railing fenced
 the road on his right, he stopped and got out, to go to the railings
 and stand with his back to the car, looking down into the valley toward
 which this road tended. A bitter wind struck on him from the
 north-west; so far had the day advanced that already there was a shade
 less of light in the leaden sky. He looked over the railings, downward,
 and saw that he stood at the brink of an almost vertical cliff, with
 the cottages and two or three larger houses that made up Barnby so near
 its foot that he could have tossed stones on to most of their roofs
 with very little effort. A mile or so beyond them, slightly above the
 general level of the valley, Barnby Grange showed with its surrounding
 moat and few trees masking it not at all at this leafless season. He
 reflected that the castle which had preceded this present building on
 the site must have been a very strong place in the days before
 artillery could threaten it from the height over him. Now, the square,
 grey building appeared sombre in the failing light; he could see no
 smoke over any of its chimneys, nor any sign of life about it.

     He remembered a part of Kefra's fantastic story of herself—“When
 Barnby Grange was the castle under Hedlington, in the year that
 Poitiers was fought, she laid the darkness on me here in this
 keep for the sixth time and renewed her strength by a young girl's
 life.”

     One had either to accept that story of hers in its entirety, or
 reject it altogether—it was not a recital of which one could believe
 parts and dismiss the rest. He might have dismissed it, as practical
 sanity dictated, had it not been for his father's story of her and her
 knowledge of the names in that story. Then he remembered his father's
 words—“I'm perfectly certain that girl could tempt Saint Anthony
 himself, if she wished.” And the way she had won Inspector Perry to
 belief In her justified the estimate: he was a very long way from
 Tott's distrust of her. But then, she had had no chance to win Tott
 over.

     Abruptly Gees found himself facing the completeness with which she
 had won him over. He had come all this way for no other reason than to
 see her and aid her, if need arose, over the preposterous suspicion
 that she could be in any way connected with the subject of these police
 inquiries, but now, gazing toward that grim, lonely grange in the
 middle distance, he felt reluctant to go on. The spell she had laid on
 him ceased to have power; his practical self, asserting itself,
 demanded resumption of normal aims. The glamour with which for a brief
 while she had conquered him was not of earth: it was unreal—

     The minute of resistance passed. Consciousness of all that she had
 asked and given, of all that she had promised—“one with time and you
 for ever”—submerged him like a leaping wave. He got back into the car
 and went on.

     He told himself—“At least I must see her.”
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     FRAMED IN THE DOORWAY OF THE GRANGE, waiting for Gees to enter—she
 had opened the door as he got out of the car—Kefra stood outlined
 against the dimness of the entrance hall. When he had stepped over the
 threshold she closed the door and turned to him: for a minute, perhaps,
 she gave herself up to his hold, clung to him with a strength he had
 not thought she possessed, and he felt her trembling.

     “I prayed—knew you would come to me,” she said, almost sobbingly.

     Here, he realised, was no mistress of strong magic, but a frightened
 woman—yet the renewed strength of her spell over him was greater for
 this weakness in which she told her need of him. He asked—“Where is
 Saleh? Are you alone here that you had to let me in?”

     “Saleh has gone to Cheltenham,” she answered. “This morning a police
 inspector came to see me, and we thought it better that he should go to
 Cheltenham instead of the village for things I needed. They—these
 people here—think that I—come into the drawing room.” She stood back
 from his hold. “Your coat—here. I must—”

     She did not end it. Putting down both coat and hat, he followed her
 into the room, and saw the heaped fire in the iron basket on the
 hearth—the bitter wind made it a welcome sight. Standing before it,
 Kefra faced him, and he heard her long, tremulous sigh—of relief?

     “I know,” she said. “You counted the cost, and felt you must be free
 of me. You could not believe—” She left it at that.

     “I could not believe,” he echoed. “Not being with you, it was all
 different. And reason rejects—”

     He too, left the sentence incomplete.

     “And now you are with me?” she asked—anxiously, he knew.

     He said—“You are Kefra. There is nobody like you, Kefra.”

     Her eyes, all darkness in the firelight, looked full into his own,
 and he had the sense—justifiable, for once—that all this had been
 before. Yet this was different, for she was wielding no magic.

     “You see it as impossible,” she said. “You took and controlled the
 strength of a thousand men to bring you to me. If you choose to turn a
 switch, you may hear a man talking or a woman singing on the other side
 of the world. You might have taken the strength of ten thousand men and
 come through the air to me. You might have lifted a toy and held it to
 your ear while you talked to me across the distance. And because I,
 Kefra, use no toys nor any strength but the knowledge I have gained,
 you say that reason rejects what I have told you.”

     “Cold reason,” he said. “With you, I don't retain cold reason.
 But—I'm keeping all of it that I can to talk like this, and I own it
 isn't much. Still—will you understand, I wonder?—I want to be free of
 you while I find out—it's a brutal thing to say, but I don't mean it
 to be brutal. Kefra, if I'm to throw aside everything else for you, as
 I see must be done, I've got to know more than I know now. I hate to
 say this, but—I can't join my life to one who depends on illusion to
 hold me. I'd rather end it, and seek the final reality.”

     She sat down in the old-fashioned armchair before the fire, and
 pointed him to its fellow—the one he had occupied when she had made
 magic in this room. She said—“That was very bravely spoken, and I
 honour your courage. If I am—if I am a little less than when you went
 away, still, I think, enough remains to answer you.”

     “I think there is more of you,” he answered. “Less of illusion and
 more of you. Then, you were a whirlwind that swept me up and made me
 less than myself. Now, you are a woman, worth holding.”

     He did not attempt to hold her, but sat down, facing her across the
 firelight. She said—“You who have taken and held me should know if I
 am worth holding. And now I do not try to hold you. I let your cold
 reason guide you, and believe it will impel you to me more surely than
 if I willed your desire. Because I can give as no woman of a day ever
 gave—but I must give answer to all you would ask, before that may be.
 You do not come to me, to-day. You come to one who may have had part in
 the deaths of two children, and ask if I am that one.”

     “What I ask, Kefra, is for your own sake. You must see it so.

     She brooded awhile. As, when he had sat here with her before, he
 waited; the last of the daylight faded out, and he thought of Inspector
 Perry and Inspector Tott—especially of Tott, who might walk down the
 hill and see the Rolls-Bentley standing in front of the Grange. But
 no—there was not enough light left, now, to tell Tott what sort of car
 stood in the shadow of the stained, discoloured frontage.

     She asked— “Would you join your life to mine?”

     He answered—“You need not will my desire, Kefra. Now I see you
 again, I know—will you join your life to mine, that's all?”

     She said—“Woven into your life—do you remember? I asked you to keep
 that as my last spoken thought, when you left me. And now you come as a
 judge—what is it you would judge?”

     “I'd take us down from the hyperbole of yesterday to the frankness of
 to-day,” he answered thoughtfully. “You said, yourself, you are of
 to-day. I want to put this strong magic of yours in the language of
 to-day, admit its possibility, and gain some knowledge about it. Kefra,
 you're most wonderful—you will be no less wonderful if you reveal the
 everyday aspect of what seems impossible. I am prepared to admit its
 possibility, but I want grounds for my belief.”

     She nodded comprehension. “You think you have learned all you know of
 old wisdom in the span of one life,” she said, rather ironically, “and
 ask me to express my knowledge in terms of that one life. I said—'one
 with time and you for ever,' and thus all that you ask of me, I give.
 How shall I tell you—what shall I tell you? Do you want me to spill
 all the beans here and now, and if so, what beans?”

     The absolute incongruity of that final question staggered him. As
 soon imagine that the Venus of Milo could talk of lamping a guy and
 frisking him for his wad just off the Great White Way. He summoned all
 of reason that was left to him to ask—“About these cats. What is this
 tale a servant girl is telling about two big yellowish cats? I'm not
 doubting you, Kefra, but I saw those two cats myself, under your
 hypnotism, or whatever it may have been—and then I didn't see them.
 Here's a servant girl talking about seeing them, and very nearly being
 attacked by them. What's the truth about their existence—or not?”

     “When I made that illusion,” she said, “I wanted to show you that I
 have powers as strong as any you could use against me. It was an
 illusion. You spoke of the old and better known imposition of will that
 makes a stick appear to be a serpent—I could have made you see the
 bridge over the moat as a coiling mass of snakes, but I chose to make
 you see the two guards most vivid in my own mind. Not cats, but small
 lionesses—and if you believe any of the story I told you of myself,
 you can understand why they were first to form as my visible thoughts.”

     “Attributes of Sekhmet,” he reflected. “Yes.”

     “But of what the girl saw, what caused her fear, I know nothing,” she
 said. “They were not of my devising.”

     “Kefra—you ask me to believe that?” She shook her head. “I ask you
 to believe nothing,” she answered. “Out of all I tell you, it is for
 you to choose what you will believe and what you will reject. In the
 light of such knowledge as exists to-day it is all impossible, I am
 impossible, but when you asked your father yesterday, he gave you proof
 of one thing that I told you.”

     “You know—” he began, and did not end the question.

     She said—“You, with the knowledge of to-day, think it nothing to put
 a telephone receiver to your ear and listen to a voice speaking in
 another country, even. Is it quite beyond your belief that there may be
 other ways of seeing and hearing? If I could come to you in the night,
 in such reality that you could sense my presence and hear my voice, is
 it a so much incredible thing that I should know this?”

     “I want it reduced to normality,” he persisted desperately. “What
 power is it, in terms of to-day? What knowledge is it?”

     At that she smiled, just such a smile as might appear on a grown
 woman's face over the question of a child. “I won it in ten times the
 length of life you have lived,” she answered, “and you think I could
 tell it in an hour. Yet one part of it I showed you plainly.”

     “And that?” he asked.

     “You called it tricks with time. I will try to explain it in terms of
 to-day. Let us say”—she paused to think for awhile—“say that you
 enter on a road, bounded on each side by a wall that compels you to
 travel only along the road, and once you have entered on it you must
 travel to its end without pause. Is that clear to you?”

     “Quite clear,” he answered. “But—”

     “Wait!” she interrupted. “Keep the picture—a road from which there
 is no egress, and on which you may not pause until you reach a certain
 point, beyond which you cannot see. The point at which you enter is the
 beginning of your life, the point beyond which you cannot see is its
 end, and the road itself is time. The distance you travel along time is
 your life, from birth to death. It is not difficult to comprehend?”

     “Easy,” he assented. “And you—”

     “Know it possible to pass outside the walls that confine you to the
 road,” she completed for him. “To stand quite out from it, paused in
 a-space in which time does not pass-is not. To live—you have
 experienced this by my will, so try to believe it—to live in a space
 between two moments, so completely outside time that when you put a
 watch to your ear it seems to have stopped, because you are in a space
 between the last sound of its movement and the next. I took you into
 that state with me, and in it you lived through a change that would
 have carried us through days and nights, if you had been bound in time,
 moving along it. When the change was completed as I planned, we stepped
 back within the walls, and now travel with the rest of humanity, with
 time.”

     “And that, you mean, is how this story you told me of yourself may be
 true,” he suggested. “Outside time from age to age—”

     “No.” Again she interrupted him. “The covenant I made gave me no
 power to stand apart from time, but I gained that power myself, to use
 only in great need, since it drains away strength in a way you could
 only understand by using it. I see, now the covenant is fulfilled and
 no longer binds me, that my long continuing in time—not outside
 it—was not designed for my gain, as I thought when the covenant was
 offered me. She promised—remember as I remember—that I should not
 fail from my beauty while one is left alive to make sacrifice to her.”

     “That is, one priest—or priestess,” he said, and with the
 consciousness of all that the last word implied shrank from her as he
 sat.

     Slight though the movement was, she noted it.

     “One other than me,” she said. “I cursed her and ceased from serving
 her long ago. Am I one who would have killed my own child as the child
 you saw to-day was killed? Or the man by whom I bore that child? Tell
 me—am I?”

     He said—“No.” And again, with the energy of conviction—“No!”

     The clock on the mantel before and over them struck six, and
 momentarily his thoughts reverted to Tott, to whom all she had told him
 would be preposterous nonsense. No light but that of the fire remained
 in the room, now: materially, all was as when he had last sat here and
 heard her speak, but now, he felt, she withdrew more and more from him,
 became remote and separate. She asked, wearily—“What else?”

     He said—“Somewhere, then, a priest of Sekhmet is left.” She echoed
 it. “Somewhere, a priest of Sekhmet is left.”

     “And his name,” he added, “is Saleh ibn Nahor.”

     “The goddess herself, not Saleh, claimed her sacrifices,” she said.

     “How can a goddess take material shape and do material harm?”

     “I am no goddess, but a woman,” she answered, “yet by my single will
 I could impose on your sight two beasts that appeared to guard the
 bridge—impose it for a little while. Thousands on thousands believed
 in Sekhmet, willed her to being, and since my single will could bring
 those shapes to being for your sight, what must be the power and
 reality of one shaped by a thousand wills? The very car you drive was
 first formed by men's minds, before ever it was made in material shape.
 And there are other ways than the forge and the workshop of
 transforming collective belief to material existence—ways that we knew
 when the people of this country were skin-clothed hunters, with little
 more of reason than the beasts they hunted. And a priest
 remains—Sekhmet is!”

     “No goddess, but a fiend from hell,” he said.

     “And what else are more than half of the old deities of human
 belief?” she questioned in reply. “Moloch of the Phoenicians, Jahveh of
 the Hebrews—even Jove of the Romans was no more than an expression of
 brutal sensuality. Out of the lust to cruelty that is in him man shaped
 gods in old time: to-day, that lust drives him to shape arms with which
 to destroy his fellows, offer sacrifices by the ten thousand in place
 of the single victim laid on the altar of yesterday.”

     “That may be,” he said, “and the gods of to-day mark little advance
 in human development, if any. But this Saleh —priest, agitator,
 whatever he may be. When I asked you, you told me he was neither young
 nor old. Which means— what?”

     “When I answered that question, you faced me as an enemy,” she said.
 “I had not won you to any belief, nor knew if it were possible to win
 you. Saleh comes of a family of fellahin near Luxor, one of the very,
 very few families of pure Egyptian blood. They were great people once,
 though now they live in squalid poverty, and some spark of old ambition
 stirred in this Saleh, Nahor's son—drew him out from his hut by the
 shadoof and set him on a way that crossed mine. Because he was apt, I
 taught him—some few things.”

     Frank though the answer sounded, he heard in it a reserve, a complete
 withdrawal of herself from him, that marked a vast change in her since
 he had entered the room with her. Her eyes showed in the firelight as
 no longer dark, but amber; even her voice had changed, grown harder,
 less musical, and of the glamorous witchery with which she had bound
 him not a trace remained. This was not Kefra who had told him she was
 one with him and time, but Cleo Kefra as he had first seen her. He felt
 doubt, now, of all that she had told him, and felt, too, a little
 trepidant in facing this strange, amber-eyed woman. For she had
 grown strange. He tried to put aside the realisation as he said—“Yes,
 taught him how to evoke beasts when he wanted to frighten away anyone
 he didn't wish to remain in this place.”

     “Taught him more than was wise,” she said sombrely. “Say, rather,
 that I renewed in him knowledge that had been his in past lives, so
 that in some things the pupil outran the teacher. But”—she stood up,
 and he too rose to face her—“no more—I will tell you no more. You
 must go—leave me.”

     “You mean it, Kefra?” he tried to recapture some little fragment of
 the glamour in which she had been one with him, and failed.

     “For your own sake—go now,” she bade. “Remember— against all that
 holds me as you see me now I force myself to call it back to your
 mind—I said, no harm should come to you. Thus, go now.”

     He wanted to question, but could not. There was that in the gaze of
 her amber eyes, with no more than points of darkness for pupils, that
 compelled his silence. After a long pause he turned away and went to
 the door, to look back for a moment and see her immobile before the
 fire, no more than a tall, slender outline against its light. Then he
 went out and closed the door between himself and her, to take up his
 coat and hat in the entrance hall and let himself out from the house.
 In his mind the sentence—“So that is that”—repeated itself over and
 over, foolishly, until he asked himself—“That was what?”

     There was no answer to the question, but—were there two Kefras in
 the one shape? For surely this one who had bidden him go and reminded
 him that no harm should come to him was not the Kefra who had compelled
 him to belief in such a tale as no woman ever told before.

     The moon, near the full, was hidden by the cloud-curtain that masked
 all the sky, but enough light was over the earth to silver lit to grey
 indistinctness in place of darkness. Getting into the car, Gees
 switched on the ignition and pressed the starter, to hear the instant,
 purring response of the engine. Before engaging gear and turning toward
 the bridge to drive back to Hedlington, he gazed past the edge of his
 wind-screen toward the stretch of moat on the south side of the house
 and grounds. There was—yes, it must be a reek rising from the water,
 in this stillness and relaxation to mild air after the bitter wind of
 the afternoon. Nothing but a faint mist rising, but to his sight or
 fancy it wreathed into shapes that went slinking, crouching,
 panther-wise through the greyness of night. Shadow shapes—not shapes
 at all, but things that existed only in his imagination! It was the
 purring of the engine that caused him to think he saw such things.

     Purring, purring...he reached out and switched off, and for nearly a
 minute the purring went on!

     Glancing back at the door by which he had come out from the house, he
 knew a momentary determination to go back and browbeat Kefra into some
 statement of plain fact that would resolve this muddle of
 incredibilities. But the purring sound, that had seemed to envelop him
 rather than to come from any given point, ceased, and with it his
 impulse passed. He felt a conviction that it would be useless to face
 her again, this Kefra who was so remote from him, who was not merely
 different from but incompatible with the woman of two days ago, and
 with that as knowledge started his engine again and drove away, toward
 the Rest And Be Thankful at Hedlington.

      

     * * *

     He had the dining-room of the inn to himself, and a deft, silent maid
 to wait on him. She served him a four-course dinner comparable with the
 cuisine of a first-class London restaurant, and at its end he moved to
 an arm-chair by the fire to drink his coffee, and try to reduce to some
 sort of order the muddle of incompatibilities that puzzled him. Miss
 out all the fantasy, try to regard the problem of these two deaths as
 Tott would regard it, and what conclusion resulted?

     First, the Grosvenor Mansions affair. Crampton had found and taken
 away a rug from which somebody, Saleh, perhaps, had tried to wash
 certain stains. If enough of the stains remained for Crampton to have
 them identified as caused by human blood and no more, then Crampton
 would be exactly where he had been before. Saleh might have bumped
 something and made his nose bleed—the blood might have got on the rug
 in any one of a dozen different ways, nor was there any significance in
 the fact that the rug had lain in that orientally furnished apartment
 Gees had seen. To render those stains of any significance, Crampton had
 to prove that they were caused by human blood of the same group
 classification as that of the dead child. With that, of course, he
 would have grounds for a case, though even then scarcely enough for a
 conviction. He might believe that Saleh was the one who had disposed of
 the body, but proof, not mere belief, was needed for production before
 a jury.

     For the present, then, it might be utterly unjust to connect the
 Parkoot child's death with Kefra's flat or anyone who had been in it on
 the day of the child's disappearance. Was unjust, on the face of it,
 since Saleh had neither claws nor fangs. Similarly, there was no
 connection between this second death and either Kefra or Saleh: all
 that had stirred Tott was the coincidence, which he refused to see as
 one, of Kefra and Saleh having been within reach of both victims when
 the two tragedies happened. Stranger coincidences happened every day,
 and passed unnoted. Pending analysis of the stains on the rug, there
 was nothing whatever to rank as evidence of what had killed either
 child, unless the beaters in the wood here had discovered something, or
 Perry had come on something which would give him a line of inquiry.

     A question Kefra had spoken drifted into Gees' mind then. “Nine
 lives—the ninth life—why do you harp on it?” Following on that, the
 reflection that she had spoken of a covenant which involved nine lives,
 and of which she was free, now, because all the nine had been taken. If
 that were so, then this tragedy here was a tenth life, outside the
 covenant-Abruptly he put down his coffee cup beside the chair and got
 on his feet. He was trying to rationalise this thing, bring ugly,
 material happenings into line with material causes. For that, he must
 put the fantastic story she had told altogether out of his mind—and,
 when he did so, the whole thing became inexplicable. Tott had derided
 his theory, but neither he nor Perry nor Crampton had suggested a
 tenable alternative: they had first to find a fanged and clawed
 homicidal maniac, one capable of producing bruises as well as rending.

     There was a possibility that they had found something, or some fact
 had come to light, since he had left Tott and Perry at the top of the
 hill to drive down to the Grange. With that thought he went out from
 the dining-room and along to the saloon bar at the other end of the inn
 premises, on the chance of finding Tott engaged in absorption of
 village gossip. But he found no Tott and very little gossip. Three men
 sat round a table under the saloon bar window, and three
 double-barrelled guns leaned against the window sill, declaring their
 owners as members of the party of beaters who had searched the woods
 that day. Each man had a drink before him, and each gave Gees a curious
 glance as he went to the bar and ordered a whisky and soda. Turning
 after he had paid for his drink, Gees gave them a cordial—“Good
 evening,” and won three muttered—“evenin's” in response. The tone of
 those replies told him that the speakers were not to be drawn into
 conversation with him.

     They maintained silence among themselves, too, probably because of
 his presence. All three were middle-aged, solemn-looking men, and Gees
 ranked them as small farmers in the locality—mere employees would
 patronise the public bar of the inn, not the saloon. He was about to
 finish his drink and move on into the public bar when the outer door
 opened to admit a younger man who gave the trio a cheerful— “Evenin'
 all” which somehow managed to exclude Gees, and, ordering himself a
 pint, joined them at their table, fetching a chair for himself.

     “Tractor all right now?” one of the three inquired.

     “Aye. An' a rare old job, drivin' it all the way from Cheltenham. But
 I reckon it'll do me another two seasons, now.”

     “Dry enough for ploughin' again, nearly,” one observed.

     “It'll dobble up a bit on heavy land,” another objected.

     A pause of silence. All four of them eyed Gees almost furtively, and
 he sensed that they resented his presence. The newcomer spoke—

     “Well, did ye find anything to-day in them woods?”

     “Aye,” said one of the three, darkly, and left it at that.

     “You mean—you got what done for poor little Letty?” the younger man
 asked eagerly, putting down his tankard on the table to stare.

     One of the three said—“I reckon we did,” and another put far more of
 certainty into his sombrely-uttered—“Aye.”

     The tractor-driver glanced at Gees, hesitated, and then asked—“What
 was it, then—a tiger broke loose?”

     “No. It were a cat. Just a cat, an' not a tiger.” Gees heard a
 definite satisfaction in that denial of the surmise.

     “But a cat could never—” the younger man began, and stopped.

     “It were a she,” his more emphatic informant said. “Laid up in a
 holler tree wi' three kittens—well, near on half-grown, they was. An'
 the mother was the biggest I ever see. Must ha' weighed not far short
 of a stone—ten or twelve pound, I'd put it at. A gre't yeller brute,
 an' it come at us like a ragin' lion—wild as hell, it were, an'
 savidge, too. Fred here let it have both barrels, an' we shot the
 kittens too. Put the carcases in a sack an' took 'em along to the
 sergint. An' if you git along to the inquest to-morrer an' see them
 claws, you'll see whether it could do or couldn't do—what was done.”

     “Then it was livin' in them woods?” his questioner suggested.

     “We reckoned it come there not long back, maybe before the kittens
 was born, an' maybe arter. Not so long back, anyhow. An' it'd be the
 one which Mrs. Bell said scared that gal at the Grange—”

     “But she said there was two,” the younger man objected.

     “On what Mrs. Bell said,” the one referred to as Fred observed, “the
 gal was so scared she'd hardly know what she did see. An' a she-cat wi'
 young kittens generly lay up alone, like this one. There ain't no doubt
 i' my mind it's what got poor little Letty. You'd only got to see the
 way it come at us, like a ragin' lion. I'd pity the grown man who had
 to stand up against a thing like that with no gun, let alone a child
 her size. Them claws'd make a rare old mess of him, I reckon.”

     “Well,” the tractor-driver observed decidedly, “that gal said she
 seen two, an' I ain't lettin' my youngster go about alone till I hear
 t'other one's been put paid to. It look too risky, to me.”

     “It'll be some while afore any kids dast run about alone i' these
 parts, I reckon.” The one of the original trio who, up to that point,
 had maintained silence delivered judgment with slow emphasis. “Kids may
 be venturesome some ways, but not arter a thing like that, I reckon.”

     “How d'you make it hadn't been there long?” the young man asked.

     “If it had,” Fred said, “there'd been more tracks an' signs round the
 place where it'd made the nest for the kittens—some sorter reg'lar
 track the way it come an' go when it went huntin'. More'n that, it'd
 been seen or heard round here. It'd been out huntin', an' people'd
 missed fowls an' ducks an' things, before now.”

     The four of them ceased their discussion and looked toward the door
 as a fifth patron of the place entered. He was a bulkily-built,
 middle-aged, bearded individual in tweed coat, breeches and gaiters,
 with a heavily-bandaged right hand, and he made his way to the bar and
 called for a double brandy, putting down a ten-shilling note rather
 clumsily with his left hand. Then he turned and nodded at the group.

     “To, Arthur,” Fred greeted him. “Whatcher been doin' to that hand?
 Ketched it in somethin'?”

     “Claws,” said Arthur, and turned to the bar with— “Thanks,” to sweep
 his change into his pocket with his left hand, while with the bandaged
 right member he took up the glass and drank its contents. “I reckon
 I'll have another like that, Jim,” he said to the man behind the bar,
 and, fumbling unhandily, put down a second ten-shilling note. “I got
 myself all shook up,” he explained apologetically to the four.

     “Claws?” Fred inquired. “You ain't come across t'other one, by no
 chance, did you? I mean another wild cat, like the one we shot.”

     “It was my own cat, gone mad, I reckon,” Arthur said. “Else, I dunno
 what come to it. It was asleep on the hearthrug, an' my little Millie
 was at the table doin' of her home lessons. She got down off her chair
 an' come to ast me somethin', an' all at once Frosty—that's the
 cat—it woke up an' started spittin' an' swearin' like all possessed.
 Then it sprung straight at the child, lookin' more like a davvle'n a
 tame little cat, an' I managed to put my hand out in time to stop it
 landin' on her neck. An' this is what I got—my hand tore to ribbons so
 I had to go to the doctor to get it dressed an' bandaged. An' that cat
 the tamest, best-tempered little thing you ever see—you know my cat,
 Ted? That little orange-coloured one I got.”

     “I know that cat,” the tractor-driver admitted.

     “Well, it went stark, starin' mad. Hid under the couch—I made the
 child go right off to bed, an' then tried to get that cat out, but not
 it—till I opened the door. Then it tore off before I could do a thing,
 went up the tree in front o' my house an' sat up there with its eyes
 glarin' at me like fires. So I reckoned this ain't safe, an'
 went an' got my gun an' shot it outer the tree before I went along to
 the doctor's to get my hand dressed. I dasn't leave it there alive.”

     In the following silence his auditors digested the story, and Gees
 ordered and obtained a second drink. Arthur said—“I reckon it got near
 that one you chaps got in the woods to-day, an' got infected
 somehow—drove mad an' murderous like that one was. Because a gentler
 an' sweeter-tempered little beast'n our Frosty never lived, till
 to-night.”

     “Your Milly didn't stamp on Frosty's tail, nor anything?” Fred
 inquired. “I mean, she didn't make it wild nohow?”

     “Warn't nowhere near it, any more'n I was, settin' where I was,”
 Arthur insisted. “No, it was pure madness took the cat, all at once.”

     “Then I reckon it was like you say—that wild thing give it some
 disease what drove it mad,” Ted averred. “An' most likely your Frosty
 was the other cat that gal at the Grange got frightened at—she said
 the pair of 'em was yellerish, an' Frosty was yeller, an' you chaps say
 the wild one was yeller, an' the state that gal was in she'd reckon
 they was both as big as houses. That's how it was.”

     Arthur lifted his bandages to look at them. “Tore my hand all to
 ribbons, it did, an' my missis ain't half wild— there's blood all over
 the room where I tried to get that cat out. I felt I wanted that
 brandy—all shook up, I feel. Sorter faintish, now it's all over.”

     “I felt like that, 'ithout bein' clawed ner nuthin', arter we'd put
 that wild one up i' the woods an' shot it,” Fred declared. “But there
 warn't no brandy anywhere about. Else, I'd had some, I would.”

     “An' I reckon, wi' all the blood I lost outer these here scratches,
 another double ain't goin' to do me no harm,” Arthur remarked. “Gimme
 another double, Jim. You got the tractor back, Ted?”

     Since, probably because of the presence of a stranger among them,
 they exchanged the subject of mad cats for that of—apparently—equally
 violent and anti-social farm tractors, Gees finished his second drink
 and went back to the fire in the dining-room.

     He had heard enough to set him to considering the problem of Ernest
 Parkoot's death from a new angle, and this bar talk threatened to prove
 more of an irritant than an aid to reflection. And still, no matter how
 he viewed the problem, nothing fitted—nothing made sense.
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     AT NEAR ON TEN o'clock, while Gees sat brooding and reaching no
 conclusions by the fire in the dining-room of the inn, Inspector Tott
 entered, marched rather than walked to the hearthrug, and observed with
 marked disapproval—“So you came back here.”

     Gees said—“No. I climbed a tree and wrapped myself round the trunk.
 You're like the man who met another on a boat in mid-Channel.”

     “It was a fool remark,” Tott admitted, more sociably. He seated
 himself in the fellow of the armchair Gees occupied. “I'll buy that one
 about the man in mid-Channel, if you like.”

     “Oh, he just said—Hullo! Goin' across?' ” Gees told him. He reached
 out toward the bell-push beside his chair. “You'll want something to
 eat, I expect. They did me a good dinner a while back.”

     “No—don't ring,” Tott counselled. “I had a meal with Perry. I might
 have been back before, but that sergeant of his had a nasty sort of
 experience, and I stopped to give a hand with him.”

     “Anything special?” Gees asked, with faint interest.

     “I was just saying good-night to Perry outside the sergeant's house,”
 Tott explained. “We'd been to look at the big wild cat those chaps
 found and shot in the woods to-day—you heard about that, though? A
 possible solution of how the little girl was killed?”

     “Had it first hand, in the saloon bar,” Gees admitted.

     “Ah! Well, Perry and I had come out, and I was bidding him
 good-night, and the sergeant's front door opened and he came out
 tearing at his neck and yelling like all-possessed. It was a cat—his
 wife told us it was a little pet cat they'd had for a couple of years,
 and somehow it had gone quite mad and sprung at the sergeant—Willis,
 his name is. Fastened on his neck, teeth and claws, and he couldn't pry
 it loose. We got it off, and Perry killed it, and then we had to help
 Willis back indoors and get him to bed, and get the local doctor to
 him. And that doctor told us he'd just had a just had a similar case,
 one of the farmers round here had been to him with his hand all torn to
 shreds by a pet cat that had gone mad. Some disease attacking the cats,
 by the look of things.”

     “It might be,” Gees observed, “and again might not.”

     “And what does that mean?” Tott inquired acidly.

     “What it says. Is Sergeant Willis very badly hurt?”

     “Out of action for a day or two, I should say,” Tott answered. “He's
 got a very nasty wound in his neck, and if the beast had got at him a
 couple of inches nearer the front, the doctor says, he wouldn't be
 alive now. It was a near thing for the main artery.”

     “Most unpleasant,” Gees observed reflectively.

     “So it looks as if this case has nothing to do with the one in
 London,” Tott remarked. “At least, that's Perry's view, and considering
 everything, I should hate to do anything to change it.”

     “Considering, you mean, the indirect way in which Mr. Briggs might be
 associated with somebody who might possibly have been connected with
 these happenings, but who isn't, after all,” Gees suggested.

     “As I see it”—Tott frowned at the suggestion, and did not reply to
 it—“that big beast they shot got near enough to these domestic cats
 round here to infect them with whatever was wrong with it. I've never
 heard of an ordinary tame cat going for a human being the way that one
 went for Willis, let alone come across a case of the sort.”

     “It's so unusual as to be unique,” Gees agreed.

     “If you feel like leg-pulling, you'd better turn on to Moses and the
 Hebrews again,” Tott remarked sourly. “This is unique!”

     “And Perry considers his case closed,” Gees half-questioned.

     “Considers it closed?” Tott echoed irritably. “It is closed! With
 what that ordinary little cat did to Willis—what a thing that size was
 able to do before we got it off him, and the size and weight of the
 thing they destroyed in the woods to-day, there's only one thing for a
 coroner to do at the inquest on the girl.”

     “And the bruises we saw?” Gees inquired thoughtfully.

     “Caused while she was playing with the other children—caused by any
 one of a dozen means,” Tott insisted. “What's in your mind?”

     “You'd be surprised,” Gees answered, and left it at that.

     “Oh, well, keep it, if you feel like that!” Tott snapped. “As far as
 I'm concerned, any interest I may have had was what you might call
 academic, and I haven't even got that much, now. With that connection
 you spoke of cleared out of the way, I'm on leave with nothing to
 trouble me till Monday morning. This Inspector Perry is a decent sort,
 and collects coins, just as I do, so as soon as he's free to-morrow I
 think of putting in the rest of the day with him, and going over to
 Hereford on Friday to see some relations I've promised myself to
 visit.”

     “This hearty frankness overwhelms me,” Gees observed gravely.

     “While you, I take it,” Tott pursued, “will be calling on Miss Kefra
 again, to assure her that she's got nothing to worry about.”

     “I might even do that,” Gees admitted placidly. “I suppose, if that
 weighty wild cat hadn't turned up to provide Inspector Perry with his
 solution of the mystery, you'd have been calling at the Grange?”

     “I might have called, but I shouldn't have stayed the night,” Tott
 said, and took a briar pipe out of his pocket and looked at it.

     “Have one of my cigarettes.” Gees' case flew open as he offered it.
 “A village like this, of course, is hell and all for scandal.”

     “I won't smoke any more just now, thank you,” Tott said, and put his
 pipe back in his pocket. “It's quite true—in places like this, people
 will talk, and it's unlikely that anyone else would have left a
 Rolls-Bentley standing out there all night. Same colours, too.”

     “I take it,” Gees suggested, “your interest in the fact is what you
 might call academic—or is it?” He sounded distinctly hostile as he put
 the question: Tott was overstepping bounds.

     “My interest—” Tott began, and broke off to gaze toward the opening
 door. Gees, angled from the doorway, looked over his shoulder, and saw
 entering a small, swarthy, blue-chinned man, apparently in the late
 twenties or early thirties, a frail-looking being whose eyes appeared
 distorted behind horn-rimmed lenses of, evidently, very high corrective
 strength. Even with those aids to vision he peered, craning his neck in
 Tott's direction, after he had closed the door and faced toward the
 fireplace again. He said, in a deep, booming voice which ought to have
 emanated from a giant. “Why, Mr. Tott! Well, well!”

     “Have any more weasels picked up the scent?” Tott barked.

     “Oh, come, come, Mr. Tott!” the newcomer protested. “Weasels! If any
 of my confreres heard you say that—but then, they don't know you as
 well as I do, perhaps. And to think of you being on this!”

     “I'm not,” Tott snapped out. “Mr. Green, this is a press-hound who
 goes by the name of Drake. Enough said, I hope.”

     “How-de-do, Mr. Green?” Drake said, and smiled, quite unabashed. “The
 inspector will have his little jokes, of course. J don't mind! But if
 there's any story going, Mr. Tott—well, you know me.”

     “I have other misfortunes, too,” Tott informed him tartly. “I've
 already told you I am not on any case here—or anywhere, at
 present—and consequently there is no story. Also, if you're down here
 for the inquest to-morrow, your people are barking up a fruitless tree.
 It's no more than a provincial and perfectly simple tragedy—”

     “And no connection with any other tragedy, huh?” Drake boomed,
 interrupting. “Because I covered another case before I left London.”

     “I'd advise you to forget that when you tackle this,” Tott said.

     The pressman swung a chair round from the nearest table and planted
 it at the edge of the hearthrug, midway between the two in their
 arm-chairs. “Barring the bars,” he observed, “and the bedrooms,
 this is the only habitable spot in the place, so you won't mind if I
 park myself, I hope.” He sat down and extended his palms toward the
 fire. “I've got all there is to be had in the bars, about cats going
 mad and all that, and still—y'see, Mr. Tott, I've got a pretty good
 idea of what Inspector Crampton went after—and got!—at Grosvenor
 Mansions.”

     “I'd advise you not to make use of that idea,” Tott said ominously.

     “Oh, quite! I'm not fool enough to weigh in any story I can't stand
 for, but that don't prevent me from being suspicious, does it? With
 reasonable grounds for suspicion, I mean. I can mark time, and be first
 past the post if a story does break, y'see. Till then, not a
 word, naturally. I'm not quite a fool, y'see.”

     He took off his horn-rimmed spectacles, wiped his eyes with a silk
 handkerchief, polished the lenses of the glasses, and put them on again
 to gaze at Tott with an expression of smug satisfaction.

     “The information,” Gees observed, and Drake turned his head with a
 start toward the speaker, “is as welcome as it is unexpected. What did
 you say was the name of the man on duty in the Grosvenor entrance?”

     “I—I didn't say anything about him,” Drake answered, rather taken
 aback by the query. “I didn't mention him. Why?”

     “Because both Inspector Tott and myself know that Crampton is not
 such a fool as to talk,” Gees answered. “And now, on what you've said
 and the way you've said it, I think it should be possible to get that
 man hoofed out of the place, like the one who preceded him.”

     “I haven't said a thing about him, Mr.—Mr. Green, isn't it?” Drake
 protested earnestly. “I assure you—” He broke off, and again looked
 toward Tott, as if he would appeal to authority against this stranger.

     “To-morrow,” Tott said, “the coroner down here will record a verdict
 of death by misadventure, or thereabouts, and with that the case will
 be closed. As far as your agency is concerned, there's not enough in it
 to justify putting out a paragraph—it isn't worth tuppence as a
 sensation. If I were you, Mr. Drake, I'd go back to London.”

     “No hurry,” Drake assured him calmly. “Y'see, I was born in Barnby,
 and it's still my home. I came down here for a week at Christmas, and
 heard all the local news. Things like the Grange being let, and who'd
 taken it. This yarn about cats may be the goods, but it sounds pretty
 thin to me. I'm not saying any more, naturally, even by word of
 mouth, let alone, across the wires, but my people have given me an
 absolutely free hand, and if any story worth telling one should
 break—”

     “When I said weasels, I meant blow-flies,” Tott remarked.

     “You can't get a pressman's goat, Mr. Tott. If you can, he's no
 pressman. And generally, where you find blow-flies, there's meat.”

     “They're strong on garbage, too,” Gees observed.

     Again Drake took off his glasses to polish them, and, replacing them,
 looked from one to the other of the two arm-chairs. “I take it,” he
 said, “the feeling of this meeting is definitely against me.”

     “Your idea of a story—” Gees began, and stopped.

     “Now I know!” Drake exclaimed with a note of exultation. “The
 Kestwell case! I was puzzling over you, Mr. Green, trying to place you
 in my mind, and now I've got it. The Kestwell case, of course!”

     Neither Gees nor Tott spoke for a while, for they both knew that
 nothing they could say would lift Drake's nose from this trail now.
 Nothing would convince him that two such men as themselves were here on
 any errand but that of connecting the Grosvenor Mansions case with
 this. He rubbed his hands together as he sat, in deepest satisfaction.

     “Y'know,” he said complacently, “I was talking to our society man
 yesterday about this and that, and he's just pushed out a stick or two
 about a recent engagement. I couldn't quite make out why one of the
 special branch should turn on to anything of this sort—”

     “I know I'll wring your blasted neck if you don't shut up!” Tott
 growled fiercely. “Damn your dirty suspicions, and you too!”

     Drake got on his feet. He said. “I think I'll go along to the bar and
 get me a drink. I don't like this atmosphere, somehow.”

     “I hope it poisons you,” Gees said gravely. “The drink, I mean, since
 you seem able to survive the atmosphere.”

     Alone again, Tott and Gees looked at each other. Tott said—“I think
 that's just about torn it, Mr. Green.”

     “Except that he's got no story,” Gees pointed out, “and what a
 blow-fly like him thinks doesn't matter half a hoot in a coal yard.
 It's what he can weigh in for his agency to circulate that counts, and
 in this case he can weigh in exactly nothing.”

     “I'll feel happier when I'm sure of that,” Tott said moodily.

     “When you can—yes, though, I see. Coming round to my theory?”

     Tott gave him a withering look, and was about to reply when the
 door's opening stopped him. The waitress who had served dinner entered,
 and held out to Gees a salver on which was an addressed but unstamped
 envelope. As he took it, she said—The messenger said there was no
 reply, sir,” and went out as he opened the envelope to take out the
 card it contained. He read—“At the top of the hill, on the road by
 which you came to me to-day. Now. “The last word was twice
 underlined.

     He thrust both card and envelope in his pocket and yawned.

     “It must be the open air makes me feel so sleepy,” he remarked. “I
 think I'll go off to bed. Good night, inspector.”

     “Sleep well, Mr. Green.”

     But, when he had left the room, Tott went to the window, which gave
 on to the road before the inn. Enfolding himself in one of the
 full-length, heavy curtains, and being thus screened from the light in
 the room, he drew aside just enough of the blind to assure himself that
 Gees had not gone to bed.

     * * *

     All the clouds of early evening had cleared away when Gees emerged
 from the inn to the village street. A little breeze had sprung up,
 bitingly cold; a few stars showed, and the moon, high in the sky, now
 silvered the earth, while shadows of walls and trees were sharply
 defined. The card had said—“Now,” urgently, but there was time
 to go to the car and get out his fleece-lined coat: else, coming from
 the warmth of the fire, he would be chilled by this wind.

     He hurried round to the garage, slid back the door just enough for
 entry, and took up the coat he had left on the driving seat. As he put
 it on he remembered the Webley automatic in the pocket of the off-side
 door: it would be silly to leave it there all night, since the garage
 door had no lock, and, apart from all else, there might be another mad
 cat somewhere along the street. He took the pistol, slipped it in the
 right-hand pocket of the coat, and went out to the road.

     Save for himself, it was void of human presence at this hour, and so
 would remain, he reflected, until the Rest And Be Thankful closed its
 doors on its patrons. Walking quickly, he passed the last house and
 faced the curving rise over which he had driven with Tott and Perry in
 the car. When he topped the rise, he saw a lone figure by the stone
 wall ahead of him, just where the widening to unenclosed grass land
 began: in the clear moonlight he knew it as the figure of a man, taller
 than Kefra—tall as himself. A little nearer, and Inspector Perry moved
 forward from the wall with “Ah, Mr. Green!”

     “A spot of constitutional before turning in,” Gees observed casually
 as he halted. “Necessary, after the dinner they gave me.”

     “It's a wonderful night,” Perry said, rather constrainedly.

     “It is,” Gees assented, “and only us out to enjoy it.”

     “I wasn't exactly enjoying it,” Perry confessed.

     “I came along here to save myself trouble to-morrow, pace the
 distance between the road and the spot where Willis found the body. I'm
 still asking myself why the child went all that distance off the road,
 when she was obviously hurrying home for tea, by what the other
 children had to say.”

     “Running away from what attacked her, possibly,” Gees surmised.

     “It may have been—what was that?”

     He swung abruptly to face toward the crest of the rise over which
 Gees had come. Both men gazed in that direction, and Gees, putting his
 hand in his coat pocket, got a grip on the pistol and slid the safety
 catch off with his thumb. Something or somebody had appeared for a
 fraction of a second, either on or beside the wall, and too far off for
 them to note it as more than an indistinct movement, since neither had
 been looking in that direction. Perry relaxed after a few seconds.

     “I caught it out of the corner of my eye,” he said. “Something—”

     “Have you seen anyone about here?” Gees asked.

     “Only that little foreigner from the Grange, going down the hill a
 few minutes ago,” Perry answered. “Coming from Hedlington.”

     Saleh returning, after delivering the envelope at the inn, Gees
 thought but did not say. And Kefra, who had meant to meet him there,
 had seen the police inspector as she ascended the hill; was she
 waiting, out of sight beyond the curve? Or had she gone back-He
 shouted—“Look out, man!” and Perry, who had turned his back to the
 wall again, half turned his head and sprang aside as Gees' hand came
 out from his pocket. On top of the wall a cat crouched to spring, its
 back undulating, its eyes dull red—a shot crashed and the echoes went
 bellowing simultaneously with the animal's leap, and it fell within a
 yard of Gees' feet, wriggling convulsively. A moment's pause and he
 stepped forward, put the pistol to the beast's ear, and fired again.
 One final convulsion in which it stretched to full length, and then it
 lay still. Reaching down, Gees lifted the carcase by the tail.

     “My God!” Perry almost whispered. “So there were two!”

     “Enormous,” Gees said. “Ten or twelve pounds weight.”

     The smooth fur was a dirty yellow, covering a gaunt, starved-looking
 form. Perry said—“Look at those claws!” and suddenly shivered as if
 stricken by intense cold. He put his hands to his face momentarily.

     “Man,” he muttered, “if it hadn't been for you and that revolver of
 yours, it'd have got me. And a brute that size—”

     “A Webley automatic, not a revolver,” Gees observed.

     “And there were two—that girl at the Grange saw two!”

     “It looks as if there were two,” Gees agreed quietly.

     Quietly, but within him, was black rage. The card in his pocket
 said—“At the top of the hill, on the road by which you came to me
 to-day.” If Perry had not been here at the top of the hill, and if he,
 Gees, had not thought to slip the Webley in his pocket before coming to
 meet her—if a beast like that had caught him unawares—

     “I don't know how to thank you,” Perry said. “It looks as if
 Providence sent you to save me. For you did save me.”

     Gees reflected that another agency than Providence had sent him to
 this spot. But, since Perry appeared rather unstrung, he put aside his
 own deductions, and asked, practically—“Where are you staying?”

     “Staying? Oh, Mrs. Willis is putting me up for the night. Why—yes,
 there's no object in stopping here. But I'll take this along.” He
 grasped the tail of the dead beast and lifted it. “Sakes alive, I
 believe it's heavier than the one they shot in the woods to-day! I've
 never seen cats this size before.”

     “I believe wild cats grow as big,” Gees remarked, as they started to
 ascend the rise toward Hedlington, “but I never heard of wild cats
 south of the Tweed, and they're not that colour, in any case.”

     “Well, thank heaven they're both outed,” Perry observed fervently.
 “That clears up everything—unless more tame cats go wild.”

     “That, I think, is very unlikely,” Gees prophesied.

     They came to the crest of the rise, and along the road before them
 saw a little group of men advancing. Foremost among them showed
 Inspector Tott, and Gees recognised the man with a bandaged hand from
 the saloon bar. They grouped round Perry, gazing at the carcase he
 carried.

     “Who did the shooting?” Tott asked coolly. “It sounded like a field
 gun, back at the inn, and I thought I'd come and investigate.”

     “Mr. Green, here—” Perry began to explain, but Gees broke in—

     “I'll bid you all good night, and get along.”

     He left them, and made long strides toward the inn, feeling in no
 mood for reciting his part in the adventure. And, lest Tott should see
 fit to ask for his story, he went straight up to his room, and shut and
 locked the door after switching on the light. Then for a while he stood
 gazing at his reflection in the wardrobe mirror.

     “You damned silly ass!” he told it. “You damned silly ass!”

     Then he withdrew the card from his pocket, and looked at the fine,
 small writing of the message on it. Kefra— Sekhmet—one corner of the
 card was slightly crumpled, and he smoothed it out. Then, staring
 incredulously at the card, he took it across to the dressing table to
 get more light on it from the electric bulb directly over the table,
 and, putting it down, went on staring, questioning—

     From his breast pocket he took the message that had reached him in
 London, withdrew it from its envelope, and put it down beside the card.
 Its scent—her scent!—was still faintly perceptible, and the writing,
 like that on the card, was fine and small—

     But, past all question, some other hand than hers had written the
 message on the card.
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     THE CHEERFUL GREETING with which the press-hound, as Tott had
 denominated him the night before, saluted Gees' entry to the inn
 dining-room on Thursday morning went to show that, as he had said,
 getting a pressman's goat is a difficult business, if he is good at his
 work. By that time, Drake was disposing of his last mouthful of toast
 and marmalade, and lighting a cigarette as well. Gees joined Tott, who
 had just begun his meal, and Drake, pushing back his chair, stood up.

     “Well, gentlemen, I expect I shall see you at the inquest. I've got a
 yearn to look around the old familiar haunts, now I'm down here.”

     “Why, sure!” Gees responded cheerfully. “Revisit the scenes of
 boyhood, leave no stone unturned, and return like a giant refreshed to
 the daily round, the common task. Explore every avenue, make hay while
 the sun shines, catch the fleeting hour—and then come back and weigh
 out tripe for the great half-baked, as usual!”

     It may have been the distorting lenses that made Drake's eyes assume
 a dazed appearance before he ended his stare and made for the door,
 without replying. When he had gone out, Tott shook his head solemnly.

     “I don't know where he put it,” he said. “He wolfed porridge, and a
 chunk of haddock that would turn me pale, and then he had eggs and
 bacon—two eggs!—and lowered the marmalade in that jar by a good two
 inches as a wind-up. He didn't feed—he stoked!”

     “These low forms of life take a deal of sustenance,” Gees observed.
 “I've forgotten how many times its own weight a caterpillar eats in a
 day. See us at the inquest, huh? He might see you, of course.”

     Tott shook his head. “With the whole thing cleared up,—and your
 shooting the second of those beasts last night clinches it—no.”

     “Clinches it too much for my liking,” Gees said moodily.

     Tott's hand, stretched toward the marmalade pot, stayed halfway. The
 waitress brought Gees his bacon and kidney and put it down before him.
 Not till she had left the room did Tott help himself to marmalade and
 put his question—“You're implying—what?”

     “The herring is too red for my taste,” Gees answered.

     “Damn it, man!” Tott almost snorted. “What do you mean?”

     “Simply that four cats, two wild and two tame—maybe other tame ones
 as well, for all we know up to the present—have been used to make sure
 of the verdict that will be passed to-day.”

     “But that's ridiculous,” Tott said contemptuously.

     “Yes, I know—it's all ridiculous, and would you mind handing me that
 mustard pot? But that beast springing at me last night—”

     “At Perry, you mean,” Tott interrupted.

     “All right, at Perry,” Gees said rather tiredly. “I only imagined it
 was headed straight at me when it took that leap off the wall and I
 shot it. If I hadn't had the means of shooting it, and Perry hadn't
 been there, you'd have stood a very good chance of another inquest in
 this village to-day —or to-morrow. I am not popular.”

     “I'd like to know just what you do mean,” Tott said irritably.

     “Ah, but it's all part of my theory—Moses and the Hebrews and all
 that, though I never mentioned Moses. You dragged him in.”

     “And what in all perdition have mad cats to do with it?” Tott
 demanded. “Since I've nothing to do—and apparently neither have
 you—what is this fool theory of yours, reduced to practical
 terms?”

     “That's just what you can't do—reduce it to practical shape,” Gees
 told him. “What do you think would happen to a coroner, if he recorded
 as his verdict that the deceased met her death by means of a
 particularly evil sort of ancient goddess, who maintains her existence
 by the sacrifices of human lives at intervals, said sacrifices being
 procured for her as and when possible by her only surviving priest?”

     “Said coroner would get what ought to happen to you,” Tott responded.
 “Medical examination, and a long rest in a mental institution.”

     He took out his pipe, filled and lighted it, and Gees went on eating
 until his plate was empty. Then, shaking his head at the marmalade pot
 which Tott offered him, he poured himself another cup of coffee and
 lighted a cigarette, to inhale and exhale with deep satisfaction.

     “You're trying to tell me those mad cats were planted to fog the
 issue,” Tott accused. “Never mind about your fool goddess.”

     “They appear to have fogged it pretty thoroughly,” Gees said.

     “And who planted 'em—how were they planted?”

     “I'd have to revert to my theory to tell you,” Gees answered, “and if
 I do, evidently, you'll start walking up the wall.”

     “Go on, man—revert to anything you like!” Tott gibed savagely. “Were
 the two wild ones and their three kittens fetched here as a sort of
 smoke screen in front of this goddess of yours?”

     “Not mine, fortunately,” Gees answered, “but I'd say you've struck
 the bull's-eye with that question. Well, not quite a bull's-eye,
 perhaps, because the goddess doesn't need any smoke screen. The priest
 does.”

     “And where did he get 'em?” Tott persisted satirically.

     Gees shook his head. “He might be able to tell you. Do you know
 anything about time as a fourth dimension?”

     “Ah! Now I've got you!” Tott exclaimed. “Because the Einstein theory
 interested me, and I read up all I could about it. If you try to tell
 me your priest raked those cats out of the fourth dimension, I will
 walk up the wall—and throw things at you!”

     “I was thinking, after I got to bed”—ignoring the threat, Gees spoke
 reflectively—“thinking for a long while before I went to sleep. About
 getting into what may be a fifth dimension, a space altogether out of
 time, a state in which you live and act and feel between two moments,
 so that as far as your consciousness is concerned the whole world
 appears to have stopped. You're so utterly removed from time that even
 a watch seems to have stopped ticking. In time, of course, it's going
 on as usual, but you're quite outside time, not moving with it.”

     “I've no idea what you're getting at,” Tott said seriously,
 “but—well, theoretically, I suppose, it might be possible. But to keep
 between two moments you'd have to travel back along time.”

     “That's just what you don't,” Gees contradicted. “You're merely
 outside it, and it goes static while you retain the power of movement.
 That way, everything around you appears fixed; all sound ceases, and
 even a fire appears to have stopped burning. And thinking over it as I
 lay in bed, it suddenly occurred to me that you yourself, if you were
 in that state outside time, would be invisible to anyone who was in and
 travelling with time—carried on by it.”

     “Obviously.” Tott's interest was fully aroused, now. “Because, if you
 were living in that state between two moments, and the static people
 round you were in reality moving along time as usual, you'd be no more
 than a flash on their sight as your fraction of a second passed by
 them. Not even a flash, perhaps. This is a fascinating impossibility.
 Able to move unseen in a world gone static—gosh! The things you could
 find out and bring back into time with you, if it were possible!”

     “One way of accounting for ghosts appearing,” Gees remarked. “They
 stand still outside time while you pass them as you travel along it,
 and when you've passed the point where they happen to be standing, they
 naturally aren't there any more. And supposing this priest got his wild
 cats and doctored the tame ones that way? Just moved himself out of
 time and out of visibility, and came back into time when he'd—”

     “Oh, cut it out!” Tott interrupted, in a tone of angry disgust. “I
 can enjoy speculating along the lines of a fourth dimension, but if
 you're going to bring your damned old goddess into it, I sign off.”

     “Umm-yah!” Half-yawning, Gees got on his feet and went to the
 hearthrug to stand before the fire. “Inspector,” he went on
 deliberately, “you're deriding my theory, as any practical man
 naturally would, because it's based on things and causes that neither I
 nor anyone else can prove by practical means. But inside a week, two
 very terrible tragedies, and very similar tragedies, have occurred—”

     “Similar, but that's all,” Tott interposed. “Obviously, on what we
 now know about these cats, they're not connected with each other.”

     “You mean you don't want them to be connected. You're anxious they
 should not be connected, because, if it were proved that they are, the
 name of somebody connected with Mr. Briggs might be dragged in, and Mr.
 Briggs' own name might be dragged in too. For that same reason—”

     “Neither for Mr. Briggs' sake nor for anyone else's would I ever try
 to hold punishment off from a guilty person, Mr. Green,” Tott
 interrupted acidly. “But enough has come to light here to show that the
 two tragedies are separate and unrelated occurrences, not due to a
 single cause. Similar, yes. I said at first the similarity was not a
 coincidence, but now I say it is. Obviously. No doubt about it.”

     “I said at first it was a coincidence, and now I say it isn't,” Gees
 retorted imperturbably. “More than that, if a third case of the kind
 occurs, you may begin to think my theory isn't all fooling.”

     “Well, then,” Tott snapped, “we seem to have got this room to
 ourselves for a bit, so what is this pretty theory of yours? You
 can strip off all the frills about old mythology and the fourth
 dimension, and put it into plain words. Or not, if you don't feel like
 it.”

     Gees got his heels on the kerb of the hearth and leaned against the
 mantel. He said—“You've got so little belief in what you can't see and
 prove materially that I don't see any use—”

     “Never mind,” Tott interrupted. “You spoke of the possibility of a
 third case, and inferred that it might link these two together, if I'm
 not mistaken. Now let's have the whole of it as you see it. No hints or
 beating about the shrubs, but the plain statement of your theory.
 However silly it sounds, I'll listen to it.”

     “Very well. On Monday night, as you remarked yesterday, I did not
 garage my car, but forgot about it and left it standing—”

     “Half a second,” Tott interrupted. “You are, as I thought, bringing
 that Miss Kefra into this theory of yours?”

     “Merely to exonerate her out of it,” Gees answered. “But that night
 she told me some things quite outside your range of belief, so I won't
 drag them in. I already had the knowledge on which the part of them
 essential to this theory of mine is based, and what she told me no more
 than confirmed it. You remember my little exposition on the way down
 here, about the nature and quality of old gods?”

     “Some of it,” Tott said. “I wasn't impressed enough to store it up in
 my mind. You're not going over it again, are you?”

     Gees shook his head. “I am merely telling you that it's possible the
 old goddess you refuse to credit survives, and demands human sacrifice
 at intervals. No!”—for Tott opened his mouth to interrupt—“you asked
 for it, and I'm giving it to you. Save the cuss words till I've
 completed my statement of the case, however fantastic it may sound to
 you—and I know as well as you do that it is fantastic. Why she demands
 and gets two sacrifices within so short a time of each other I don't
 know, and probably never will. Whether the next tragedy of the kind
 will happen to-day or to-morrow, or in twenty years' time, I don't
 know, and probably never will. But I do know, after last night, that I
 am looked on as knowing too much, and that cat I killed was meant to
 kill me before I could make use of what I know.”

     “That's a bit too much to believe,” Tott said.

     “All of it is, rationally speaking,” Gees retorted, “but you asked
 for it.” He took a step forward and laid on the table the card he had
 received the night before. “Just take a look at that. It's the
 invitation which took me out to the spot where I killed that cat last
 night.”

     Tott gave the card a cursory inspection, and then looked up again.
 “Yes, I remember,” he said. “From—from that Miss Kefra?”

     “Exactly what I was meant to think, and I fell for it,” Gees
 answered. “But I didn't fall for it as eagerly as I was meant to do.
 That 'Now' underlined should have given me the impression that Miss
 Kefra was waiting and I mustn't lose a minute, instead of which I went
 round to my car to get a coat, and put my automatic in my pocket,
 fortunately. I'd seen Miss Kefra's handwriting only in one specimen,
 and that consisted of no more than nine or ten words. I didn't question
 that writing on the card, but accepted it as hers, and went. Perry's
 being there, and my having the gun, spoilt the little game.”

     “What little game?” Tott asked stubbornly.

     “For a full answer to that,” Gees said, “you'd have to go to the
 blue-eyed little man who poses as Miss Kefra's personal attendant,
 Saleh ibn Nahor. Actually, a priest and minister to Sekhmet of old
 Egypt, and the human link between her and material activity who
 provides her with sacrifices. There's my theory, in plain English, as
 you asked.”

     “You're accusing this Saleh of two murders, then?” Tott queried.

     “And of an attempted third—me, because I appear to be interfering
 far too much,” Gees answered. “Not that I see any possibility whatever
 of proving my accusation, so I don't make it before a third party. I
 simply explain my belief to you. Further to that, I'm inclined to
 think—I don't know, but incline to believe—that those cats were
 material manifestations of Sekhmet. That she animated them, drove them
 to attack human beings, and in some way outside my knowledge this Saleh
 is able to prepare these animal-habitations, call them—and so give her
 shape in which to accomplish material acts. Murders, from our point of
 view. Human sacrifices, from his.”

     “And why should any man on earth risk his neck over any such madness,
 apart from the absolute horror of it?” Tott demanded. “I'm doing my
 damndest to retain patience with what you're saying. Why should he?”

     “So far,” Gees answered deliberately, “Saleh's neck doesn't appear to
 me to be in any danger. My telling you this about him is no more nor
 less than criminal slander, if a third person were here to hear it. As
 to the why of it, he gets profit of some sort. I don't mean financial
 profit, but increase of vitality, perhaps—something of that sort. An
 old saying comes to my mind—'the blood is the life.' In that, you have
 the basic idea behind all sacrifices in the old religions.”

     “You needn't put that into any plainer English,” Tott said. “It's too
 utterly hellish. And so's all of it, to my mind.”

     “In other words, you don't believe a word of it.”

     Tott's brows drew down and together. “You've got a gift of words,” he
 said. “On top of that, once before I wouldn't believe you, and got
 badly bitten over it. Do you believe all this?”

     “I'll go further and say I know it,” Gees answered emphatically.

     “Yes? And on what evidence?”

     “None whatever, practically speaking.” He took up the card he had put
 down. “This proves nothing—is nothing. It may be that Saleh gets
 nothing out of it, but is actuated by fear, driven to do what he does
 by a power for evil that he can't resist. But I more than believe since
 last night that he's the human agency of the evil power.”

     “It's too mad—too incredible altogether,” Tott said doubtfully.
 “No!” He shook his shoulders, as if to free himself from the belief
 Gees had almost imposed on him for a little while. “Things like that
 don't happen. If the man had been anything of the sort, he'd have been
 locked away in a criminal lunatic asylum, long ago.”

     Gees, making no reply, lighted himself a cigarette and gazed toward
 the window, thoughtfully. Tott, standing by the table, eyed him.

     “If you had any evidence at all, now—” he said, and paused.

     “I'm going back to London,” Gees observed, “but I think I'll drive
 down to the Grange first. Someone may have been there with news of what
 happened to that second cat last night, but I'd like to watch Saleh's
 face when he sees me alive, in case it reveals anything.”

     “Have you—is there room for a passenger?” Tott asked.

     “Come along by all means,” Gees, invited. “I'm going to ask to see
 Miss Kefra, though, and if I do see her you'll have to walk back or
 wait for me. If you don't mind that, you can share the drive.”

     “Suits me. I might as well come with you and give that chap the
 once-over as sit about here waiting for Perry to finish his inquest.”

     “Then I'll get the car out and pick you up in front of the inn.”

     The pale winter sunshine gave no heat as Gees drove off, regarded
 with dull and placid curiosity by such of the inhabitants of the
 village as chanced to be abroad, though, since it was now mid-morning,
 these were few. They passed the crest of the rise, curved down the
 steep hill toward Barnby, and, glancing across the valley, Gees saw the
 Grange clear-cut In the sunlight which, striking on its eastward-facing
 frontage, intensified its neglected appearance. Tott, who had not
 spoken since entering the car, said—“That place over there looks
 haunted.”

     “I thought you didn't believe in that sort of thing,” Gees observed.

     “I said it looks haunted, not that it is haunted,” Tott retorted.
 “Not but what—Oh, I don't know! Things seem different here from what
 they do in London, somehow. No, I don't believe in that sort of thing.”

     They came to level, passed through Barnby hamlet, and followed the
 westward-trending road to the Grange gateway, where two stone posts
 indicated that a barrier had once existed, though nothing of it
 remained now. Along the quarter-mile or so of neglected driveway, with
 dead and rotting boughs lying under the infrequent trees, and the
 rutted, pot-holed roadway plashy with puddles, with its worst
 indentations mended by loosely-shovelled flints, Gees drove slowly for
 the sake of his tyres.

     “What on earth made the woman pick on a place like this?” Tott
 demanded irritably. “It's—it's suicidal, enough to make a man drown
 himself to look at it. And to live here!”

     “But this is a woman, not a man,” Gees observed, “and I have an idea
 there was some sort of old association with it to influence her.”

     “You mean she'd been here before?” Tott asked.

     “It may have been in better repair, then,” Gees half-answered.

     “Then she arrived in a baby-carriage,” Tott surmised as they crossed
 the bridge over the moat. “There's been nothing done, by the look of
 it, for the best part of my lifetime, let alone hers.”

     The car stopped before the entrance, and as Gees got out Tott said:
 “That door's ajar. Someone forgot to fasten it.”

     “I'll call his attention to it,” Gees promised, and, entering the
 portico, pressed the bell-push. They heard the ringing somewhere
 within, but no other sound, and after a minute or so Gees pressed again
 and evoked a long peal, but still won no attention.

     He said—“I wonder—” doubtfully, and lifted the old-fashioned
 knocker on the door to rap sharply, raising echoes from within. Tott
 got out of the car and came to stand beside him.

     “Peculiar,” he observed. “People don't leave their front doors open
 when they go out. It looks as if—”

     In turn he left the conjecture incomplete. Gees gave the door a push,
 and it swung inward slowly, heavily. There was the entrance hall as he
 knew it. He pressed the bell-push again, and the sharp, harsh
 tintinnabulation of the bell clanged out at them loudly.

     “They'd hear that anywhere in the house,” Tott said. “There may be
 something wrong. More cats, or something of the sort.”

     “That being so—” Gees ended the sentence by stepping into the hall,
 and Tott followed him. For a few seconds they stood, listening, and
 then, seeing that the drawing-room door was not closed, Gees pushed it
 wide. Entering, he saw that the room was untenanted; in the fire-basket
 on the hearth was a little mass of ash and cinders from which bluish
 smoke still rose. Tott said—“It's not so long since somebody was
 here.” The clock on the mantel ticked noisily—far more noisily, to
 Gees' hearing, than when he had been in this room with Kefra. Then he
 saw that a stamped and addressed envelope was placed before the clock
 face, and crossed the room to take it down, for the name and address on
 it, as he saw when he approached, were his own.

     “Why wasn't it posted?” Tott, beside him, asked. Without replying, he
 tore the envelope open, and at that Tott, with innate courtesy, went to
 the window and stood looking out. Gees took out the letter and
 recognised Kefra's handwriting, different from that on the card he had
 received the night before. He read—

      

     “When I gave, and in giving asked, it was in the certainty that I was
 free. Now, I have equal certainty of being still bound, and the bonds
 are so terrible that I shall not see you again. They held me back from
 you yesterday. I would have you know that it was not I who held back,
 but I myself was held.

     Though the little time I craved and won is all, still I am glad, for
 though this executrix of Typhon, whom I believed, long ago in Abydos,
 subject to the will of Osiris—though she bind and hold me after I have
 fulfilled my part, yet she cannot take from me what has been. And
 though Saleh—”

      

     Typhon, Gees knew, was in old Egyptian belief the very essence of
 evil, as Osiris was the source of all good. He stood looking at the
 unfinished letter—had Saleh come to her as she wrote, and given her no
 opportunity of finishing it?—until Tott faced about. Then Gees
 crumpled the sheet and thrust it in his pocket, the envelope with it.

     “It tells nothing, as far as finding—anyone—goes,” he said.

     “It looks as if you know that Miss Kefra fairly well,” Tott observed,
 with a satiric sort of significance.

     “It's that devil Saleh I want to find,” Gees said, “and I'm going to
 give this place the once-over to make sure he's nowhere about.”

     “Up to you,” Tott said. “There's nothing against him—or against Miss
 Kefra either, from a practical point of view. I think I'll go out to
 the car and wait there. Rummaging over a private house while the
 occupants are away doesn't appeal to me. And they are away.”

     “What makes you so certain?” Gees asked.

     “Just a feeling.” Tott moved toward the door. “But just in case there
 should be any more cats, have you got your gun?”

     Gees took it out from his overcoat pocket and pushed off the safety
 catch. “Yes, just in case,” he said. “I'm going to make sure.”

     But when, ten minutes or so later, he went out to where Tott waited
 by the car, he shook his head.

     “No sign of anyone, and no clothes nor anything left about,” he
 remarked. “It looks as if they didn't mean to come back.”

     “But they left the door open,” Tott pointed out.

     Gees gave him no answer. It was in his mind that Saleh was the cause
 of her letter being unfinished, and that she had left the door ajar in
 case he, Gees, should come to the Grange and find the letter, which,
 because Saleh was with her, she would not take out to post in the
 ordinary way. Or perhaps she had hoped that anyone else, entering,
 would take and post it. Thus he surmised.

     “And you're going back to London?” Tott asked, as Gees started the
 car and turned it toward the bridge over the moat.

     “Yes. Get lunch along the road—hullo!”

     A small sports car, approaching the Grange, appeared ahead of them as
 Gees drove over the bridge. So narrow was the drive that he felt his
 near wheels drag in the soft turf as he swung the steering wheel to
 give the other driver room to pass. But that driver did not pass: he
 came to a standstill beside the Rolls-Bentley, and Gees, too, stopped.

     “Nobody at home, Tony,” Gees said calmly, and blessed the thought
 with which he had securely closed the front door on emerging from the
 house, while at the same time he cursed the luck that revealed both his
 presence and Tott's to the man who glared at him. “We've just called,
 but the house seems empty.”

     “And what the hell are you two doing here?” Tony Briggs demanded
 wrathfully.



[bookmark: 1_1_16]XVI. EVIDENCE


     GEES TOOK OUT HIS CIGARETTE-CASE, unhurriedly, and selected one,
 while Tott sat beside him, looking straight ahead in a wooden sort of
 way, and Tony stared at the pair of them, angrily. Gees said—“This is
 a free country,” as he put the case back and took out his lighter.

     “I asked you a question!” Tony snapped out impatiently.

     “Well, then, for answer—what the hell are you doing here?”

     “That's my business,” Tony retorted harshly—and indiscreetly.

     “Now listen for the echo,” Gees said, and lighted his cigarette.

     “Stop fooling!” A wrathful man was Tony. “I asked you—”

     “And I told you to listen for the echo to your answer to me,” Gees
 interrupted. “If you get it, take it as my answer to you. This is the
 second time you've rolled up as peevish as an infant with the
 toothache, and about as reasonable, too. We are not impressed.”

     “Inspector”—Tony changed his tone to one of frigid quietness—“may I
 ask what you are doing here?”

     “You may, sir,” Tott answered imperturbably. “I am on leave till next
 Monday, and Mr. Green was good enough to drive me this far on my way to
 Hereford. I'm staying here till the afternoon to see a coin collector
 like myself, and since Mr. Green was going for a drive before he goes
 back to London, I came with him to see a bit of the country.”

     “So this is the way to Hereford, is it?” Tony inquired cuttingly.

     “What do you want him to do—go round by Skegness?” Gees asked before
 Tott could speak. “You heard him say he's only got till Monday.”

     Tony opened his mouth for a wrathful retort to the gibe, but shut it
 again. Then he said, coldly—“I want a word with you, Gees.”

     “Then you can turn about on the other side of that bridge and follow
 me up to Hedlington,” Gees answered equally coldly. “I'm getting an
 early lunch there, and then heading back to London.”

     He drove on, then, giving Tony no chance to reply. Going carefully,
 because of the flints which might damage his tyres, he yet spared a
 glance or two at the driving mirror, and saw that Tony got out by the
 entrance and went to the door. Then the curve of the drive prevented
 sight of things behind him. Tott said—“That's bad luck.”

     “He'll draw conclusions, of course,” Gees remarked. “But then, he
 won't be the only one to do that.”

     “I've as much right to my conclusions, Mr. Green, as you have to
 yours,” Tott retorted. “And over us, he'll draw the right ones.”

     “Don't worry,” Gees urged. “I think I see a way to put him off
 questioning about you. In fact, I think he's got too much else on his
 mind just now to fret over what you do with your leave.”

     “But he's already put two and two together,” Tott insisted. “You
 could tell that by the way he spoke, and the way he looked—”

     “Quite so—quite so,” Gees interrupted. “If he should so much as
 buttonhole you at the end of your leave, just ask him to look up
 records of forty to thirty-five years back, and see what there is about
 an agent provocateur named Saleh, operating in Cairo and
 thereabouts at that time. But don't quote me on it—tell him anything
 you like about how you got on to it, as long as you leave me entirely
 out of it.”

     “You mean—this Saleh?” Tott asked incredulously. “Why, he was in
 long clothes, forty to thirty-five years ago.”

     “If you know what a whale of a while it is since some people were in
 long clothes, you'd walk up several walls,” Gees said. “I mean this
 identical Saleh—probably quite young, but snakes don't take long to
 develop poison fangs. And I have an idea Mr. Briggs will find enough in
 records to make him acquit you of anything he might resent, as far as
 your being here goes. But, as I said, don't mention me over it.”

     “What happened thirty-five to forty years ago can't be dragged up
 now,” Tott objected. “Mr. Briggs knows I wouldn't be such a fool as to
 try dragging it up. Everything's changed since then—”

     “Murder or accessory to it can be dragged up at any time,” Gees said,
 as he opened out for the hill leading up to Hedlington.

     “If you knew about that—” Tott began, and did not end it.

     “I don't. Records are not accessible to me, and nobody told me
 anything about it. I dreamed it. Nightmares are a hobby of mine.”

     Tott said—“I wish we had you back in uniform,” rather wistfully.

     They were halfway up the hill, and Gees looked across at the Grange.
 “He's given it up and started back,” he said. “It took him a long while
 to convince himself the house was empty, the sceptical devil!”

      

     * * *

     “What made you tell me there was nobody at the Grange, Gees?”

     Striding across the inn dining-room to stand over Gees as he sat at
 lunch, Tony Briggs fired out the staggering question. For long seconds
 Gees made no reply: he had gone all over the house and assured himself
 that it was untenanted, but apparently Tony had not found it so.

     He said—“You're not yourself, Tony. I told you what I believed was
 the truth. If you must bark about it, go out in the back yard and bark
 there. Come back when you feel rational again, and if I'm gone by then,
 don't blame me. I shall start in about half an hour.”

     Tony took a long, sharp breath, checked it, and with it evidently
 restrained a still more angry outburst. He stuck both hands in his
 trouser pockets, and took another long breath.

     “I'm sorry,” he said quietly, coldly. “Perhaps I haven't been—but
 your being here like this—Tott, too, with his ridiculous explanation
 about coin-collecting and going on to Hereford—”

     “Both of which, I happen to know, are quite true,” Gees cut in.

     “What if they are? You here—and him! Why?”

     “I said, go out in the back yard to bark,” Gees remarked calmly.
 “When I'm due to account for any one of my actions to Mr. Anthony
 Briggs, every pig in this country will have two pairs of wings.”

     Tony walked to the fireplace, and came back to face Gees across the
 table at which he sat. He said—“Gees?” miserably.

     Gees looked up, and saw between Tony's thumb and finger the ring he
 had last seen when Kefra removed it from her finger and laid it down.

     “I don't quite get that,” he said—untruthfully.

     “I got it back from her—from Cleo—this morning,” Tony explained.
 “That's why I'm here—put everything aside to drive down here and get
 an explanation, since the letter she sent with it explained
 nothing—gave no reason worth calling one. And she wouldn't see me.”

     “Who did see you, then?” Gees asked, after a pause for thought.

     “Her man—Saleh. He left me at the door while he went to ask her, and
 came back to tell me she had nothing to say to me. When I tried to
 insist, he shut the door on me before I could get my foot inside.”

     “I'm sorry to hear this.” Again Gees failed to adhere to strict
 truth. It came to his mind, too, that he had been mistaken about the
 letter on the mantel that Kefra had left for him. His approach to the
 house with Tott, not an interruption by Saleh, had caused her to leave
 the letter unfinished, and place it for him to find, leaving the door
 ajar in the almost certainty that he would enter and see his own name
 on the envelope. But where had both she and Saleh hidden themselves?

     “And then—you here,” Tony said. “Gees, I don't want to bark, as you
 call it, or—or ask too much, but did she tell you—?” He broke off as
 if doubtful of how to frame the question.

     “When could she tell me—anything about you?” Gees asked in reply.

     “You were calling on Monday—your wire to me said so. Did you see her
 then?” Tony put the question rather diffidently.

     “I called. You'd gone. She told me you'd already explained how Miss
 Brandon happened to be at Grosvenor Mansions. Miss Kefra very kindly
 invited me to tea with her, and I think that's all,” Gees said,
 jesuitically meaning that it was all he meant to reveal.

     “Have you—have you seen her since?” Tony asked.

     “I drove down there yesterday afternoon—being in the neighbourhood,
 I'd have felt it rather rude of me not to make a call.”

     “And—and she said nothing about me, or about sending this ring
 back?” Tony pursued, with rather more of assurance in his tone.

     “Now look here, Tony,” Gees remonstrated. “Would any girl talk about
 a thing like that to a third party? I just called, being, as I say, in
 the neighbourhood, and she didn't so much as mention you or anything
 about you, to the best of my recollection. Neither did I.”

     “No, I suppose she wouldn't,” Tony admitted dubiously. “But I can't
 understand it. We parted as—as I hoped to meet her again, as we'd
 arranged. And then this—with no explanation. Why?”

     “Miss Kefra is the only person who can tell you,” Gees said.

     “But still—now don't be offended at my asking, Gees. Why are you
 here—why this place? Is it—not because of her, is it?”

     “Strictly for your ear, Tony,” Gees said with an air of imparting a
 solemn secret, “I'm here because there has been another death almost
 exactly like that of the child at Grosvenor Mansions, and if there's
 going to be an epidemic of things of that sort all over the
 country—well! As for it being in the neighbourhood of Barnby Grange,
 it might have happened anywhere. It just happened to happen here. As
 far as Tott is concerned, if anyone ought to know that he's no longer
 associated with the work of the ordinary criminal branch, it's you.”

     Tony thought it over, and put his ring back in his pocket.

     “I suppose I have rather jumped to conclusions about you,” he
 confessed, “and I'm sorry about the barking, as you call it. But coming
 on you, here when I least expected it—well, on the face of it—”

     “Naturally,” Gees admitted in the pause, “but I'd have thought you
 and I knew each other well enough to prevent—”

     He broke off abruptly as the recollection of Drake occurred to him.
 The pressman had drawn quite enough conclusions already: if he saw Tony
 here, in addition to Gees and Tott, there would be no holding him.

     “It's because I'm so upset about this,” Tony said. “Well, it appears
 that you can't do anything,” Gees observed.

     “No. I suppose—no. Nothing for it but to go back, apparently. Yet
 after getting leave, to come down here and get an explanation—”

     “I'd go back, if I were you,” Gees said. “You'll be more likely to
 learn something that way—when Miss Kefra gets back to London, I
 mean—than by hanging round here, which might annoy her and do you more
 harm than good with her. Yes, in your place I'd go back.”

     “What are you doing?” Tony asked. “Going back too?”

     “Since you've got your own car, I needn't offer to drive you,” Gees
 said. He avoided direct reply because of a doubt as to whether he would
 go back, knowing as he did from Tony that Saleh was still at the
 Grange. He wanted a word with Saleh, in Kefra's presence, if possible,
 about the message on the card he had received the night before.

     “Yes, I'll start back after lunch,” Tony decided.

     “If Tott should happen back here for his lunch,” Gees observed, “both
 he and you might feel a bit awkward if he found you here. I mean, you
 couldn't explain things to him as you can to me.”

     It was a thin pretext: he cared nothing, in reality, about what
 either Tony or Tott might feel over lunching here; all he wanted was to
 get Tony out of sight before Drake put in an appearance.

     “I don't see—” Tony began—and left it incomplete.

     “Considering how early it is, you could make Witney in time for
 lunch, with that car of yours,” Gees said. “Get it on the road, anyhow.
 I had mine here early to make a straight run through of it.”

     “I hate going back without seeing her,” Tony said irresolutely.

     “You'd hate it still more if the door were slammed in your face a
 second time,” Gees pointed out, “and I'm dead certain Miss Kefra
 wouldn't appreciate your persistence. They don't, under these
 circumstances.”

     “No—I suppose I'd better go,” Tony admitted slowly.

     “No suppose about it.” Gees pushed back his chair and stood up. “I'll
 just settle my bill—pass you on the road, probably.”

     He went out from the room and made for the staircase. Paused on the
 landing at the top, he saw Tony go along toward the entrance, and a
 minute or so later heard the grinding of a self-starter. Then he went
 downstairs again, and Tott overtook him on the way.

     “Gone, thank heaven! Mr. Green, supposing that Drake had spotted him
 too. Steam cranes wouldn't have pried him loose from this place.”

     “The reason he stayed so long down at the Grange,” Gees said, taking
 no notice of the remark, “was that he saw Saleh there.”

     “You mean—Saleh must have been there when you went over the house?”
 Tott paused from grasping the dining-room door handle to ask it.

     “Somewhere—or hiding out at the back. Mr. Briggs saw him and asked
 for Miss Kefra, but didn't see her. Whether she was there too or no, we
 have no means of knowing. But I'm going looking for Saleh again. I want
 to confront him with her, if I can, about that card you saw.”

     “He can say what he likes about it,” Tott pointed out. “It's not
 evidence of anything—anything at all. He can deny knowledge of it.”

     “Not of bringing it here,” Gees dissented. “And if Miss Kefra denies
 having written what was on it, he's the only possible writer.”

     “Even so,” Tott persisted, “it amounts to exactly nothing.

     “To me,” Gees persisted in turn, “it's evidence of intent to get rid
 of me in a particularly nasty way, and I'm going to see him.”

     “With all respect for your brains, Mr. Green”—Tott opened the door,
 and stood back for Gees to precede him into the dining-room—“I can't
 subscribe to this theory of yours. I've thought it over, and I just
 can't. We've got to be practical and take a common-sense view—”

     “Then why did Saleh bring that card to get me out last night?”
 Gees interrupted him. “Why was that devilish animal just where
 the card asked me to wait? Why was a rug taken up in that room
 at I Grosvenor Mansions and scrubbed to get rid of stains? Why
 was a man named Saleh concerned in a similar death of a woman just
 outside Cairo? Oh, I know that last is a new one on you, but you can
 take it from me! And whether you subscribe to my theory or no, I'll
 tell you that your practical explanations, such as you'll get at the
 inquest here, just don't fit.”

     “If you're definitely accusing the man Saleh of murder, you've got to
 produce evidence,” Tott insisted. “And evidence is what that card isn't
 for any charge, let alone a charge like that.”

     “I recommend the Irish stew,” Gees said, and Tott, glancing round,
 saw the waitress entering the room. “If they make as good
 Gloucestershire stew as this in Dublin, then I'm for Ireland all the
 time.”

     The waitress giggled. Tott said—“Yes, I'll try the stew,” and Gees
 turned toward the door and said—“Evidence or no evidence—” Since, by
 that time, he had passed the doorway, Tott failed to catch the end of
 the sentence, but the tone of those first four words gave him a good
 idea of what the rest would be.

     The waitress had placed his Irish stew before him when he saw the
 Rolls-Bentley pass the window, headed for Barnby, and saw, too, grim
 determination in Gees' face behind the steering wheel.

     “It's a pity,” he said to himself. “Fine intellect, too. But if you
 let yourself get tangled up believing in things of that sort, you lose
 all sense of proportion—which is what he's done.”

     * * *

     Outside Hedlington village hall Drake the pressman waited, realising
 that he had come up from Barnby a good quarter of an hour too soon.
 Others waited with him until the door of the hall, opening, revealed
 Inspector Perry already inside. Then Drake moved forward, and with the
 one word— “Press” exhibited a card for the inspector's scrutiny.

     “Ah!” Perry sounded unimpressed. “Well, I'd never have thought a
 London agency would send a man down, but”— he gave the undersized,
 goggle-eyed man a disapproving look—“I suppose they felt they could
 spare you.” There was a caustic emphasis on the last word.

     “It's jam for me,” Drake said complacently. “I was born in Barnby.
 You think—to-day finishes it, inspector?”

     “I've nothing whatever to tell you,” Perry answered stiffly.

     “Well, if you feel like that, that's how you feel,” Drake observed
 quite cheerfully. He took out a handkerchief, removed his glasses, and
 began rubbing the lenses. “I dunno how it Is,” he added, “but my specs
 will fog, down here. Something in the air, it must be.”

     Perry glanced at the bulging lenses. “Your sight must be in a pretty
 bad way, to need things like those,” he remarked less coldly.

     “I'd say it's in a bad way,” Drake confirmed him. “I'm utterly
 helpless without these things. Now I haven't got 'em on”—he turned
 directly toward the inspector—“you're no more than a fuzzy line to me.
 That is, I can see you're a man, but not where your neck leaves off and
 your head begins. It's so bad I daren't travel about without a spare
 pair in my pocket, in case I damage these.”

     He replaced them on his nose. “Now I'm as good as the next man,” he
 announced. “This show won't last long, will it?”

     “I have no idea how long it will last,” Perry answered, stiffening
 again at even this slight attempt to extract information from him.

     “Well, it seems you've got everything all set, cause of death
 absolutely plain, and no complications—especially since that Mr. Green
 bagged the second of the two wild cats last night.”

     “Since you know all about it, you don't need information from me,”
 Perry remarked. “It would be all the same if you did, I may tell you.”

     “And the tie-up with the Grosvenor Mansions affair falls to the
 ground,” Drake observed, carefully watching the inspector's face for
 any effect that his words might produce. But Perry kept a poker face.

     “What affair was that?” he asked casually. “There's the coroner,
 though—excuse me.” He hurried across the hall, glad to get away, and
 Drake nodded to himself before taking off those troublesome spectacles
 to give them another rub. As he rubbed, a voice beside him said—“Blest
 if it ain't young George Drake!” and he hastily replaced the glasses to
 recognise a boyhood acquaintance.

     “Bill!” he exclaimed, and offered his hand. “How are you, Bill?”

     “Oh, able to take nourishment, y'know,” Bill admitted. “What's
 fetched you down heer, George? I thought you was in London?”

     “I represent the fourth estate,” Drake announced complacently. “If
 you don't know what that is, Bill, it's the big power in the land—the
 Press! Sent down to cover this inquest. D'you still live round this
 way? But that's a silly question. Farming, I suppose?”

     “Yes, I got a little place—maybe you'll remember it. The farm Taylor
 useter have, down in Barnby. Mostly dairy pasture.”

     “Oh, yes, I remember it all right. And the Grange—I heard from
 somebody it was let, a little while back. All done up, I suppose?”

     “No—look like fallin' down any minute, like it alius did. Damp old
 place—any place'd be damp with five-and-twenty foot of water all round
 it. If it was mine, I'd drain that old moat, right off.”

     “Ah!” Drake made the monosyllable sound appreciative. “What sort of
 people were they who hired it, do you know?”

     “It were a woman,” Bill told him, “an' not people at all. Except she
 got an odd sorter man to drive her big car. Foreigner, he is. We don't
 see much of her or him—they're in London, mostly. An' the three maids
 she had there all run off an' left, because them big cats which was the
 cause o' this inquest turned up there an' scared 'em. Didn't do 'em no
 harm, but scared one gal most outer her wits.”

     Which was no news to Drake, but, having led the talk in the way he
 wanted, he hoped for better things. “You mean,” he suggested, “the cats
 belonged there—they belonged to this woman who hired the Grange?”

     “Nobody'll go so far as to say that,” Bill hinted darkly.
 “This gal reckoned she see 'em upstairs i' the middle o' the night,
 though. Reckoned they was ghosts, she did, an' cleared off next
 mornin'.”

     “They might not have been the same cats,” Drake conjectured.

     “A pair, big an' yellerish, she said—an' the two which was killed
 was like that—big an' yellerish. There wouldn't be two pair like that
 round here. We got our own opinions about it.”

     “Well, I'd like a talk with you later on, Bill, for the sake of old
 times,” Drake said. “I'm seeing this inquest through, and then going to
 have a look at where the body was found, on my way back down to
 Barnby—go along to the Rest And Be Thankful for tea first, I expect.
 I'd find you down at your place round about six, would I?”

     “Yes, I'll be there—”

     “Silence, please!”

     Drake took out his note-book.
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     BRAKING TO A STANDSTILL BEFORE THE GRANGE for the second time that
 day, Gees got out from the car, and as he stepped toward the portico
 saw Kefra in the doorway; he realised that she had admitted him each
 time he had come here, and momentarily questioned—had Saleh wanted to
 avoid him for some reason? It was no more than a second's reflection,
 driven out by the sound of Kefra's voice—

     “Why?” she asked, with no word of greeting for preface. “After what I
 wrote—you took the letter, I know.”

     “Yes, but there is a reason,” he answered. “Saleh— where is he?”

     He saw the moonstone on her breast rise and fall with her breath. “He
 will come back soon,” she answered, after a long pause.

     So remote, so chill she was in pose and voice! He said—“I want to
 see him—came back here to find him.”

     “Then—will you come in?” she asked. “He will not be long.”

     He followed her into the drawing-room, dropping his hat in the hall
 but keeping his coat on. The fire had been replenished, he saw, built
 up so long since that it was now almost entirely a red mass, radiating
 heat that he felt when only halfway across the room, and crowned by
 little, bluish flames. Kefra placed one foot on the kerb, reached up to
 lay her hand on the mantel, and faced him.

     “What is it?” she asked. “Anything in which I could help?”

     “This.” He took from his pocket the card he had received. “It was
 delivered to me last night—from you, I thought.”

     She took it from him, read its brief message, and then, still holding
 it, shook her head. “No, not from me,” she said.

     “As I knew when I got back from where it asked me to go,” he told
 her. “Saleh delivered it—only Saleh could have written it, since you
 did not. And my going there was meant to kill me, horribly.”

     She bent her head to gaze down at the fire, and laid her arm on the
 mantel, with the card pendent in her hand. Then her foot on the kerb
 slipped, and as she started to recover her balance the card slipped
 from between her fingers, fluttered down—Gees started forward to
 clutch at it, but merely knocked it away from himself so that it went
 down into the flames of the fire, and itself flamed, crumpled, and was
 gone. Gazing down at it, he laughed—not a pleasant laugh.

     She said, very quietly and evenly—“It makes no difference, and you
 need not even see him. Very soon, he will be called to account for far
 more than this. Far, far more than this!”

     “Without it, seeing him would be useless,” he answered. “But—called
 to account? Does that mean—what does it mean?”

     She pointed momentarily at the arm-chair behind him. “Will you sit
 there for a little while?” she asked.

     “While you stand there like that?” he demurred.

     She shook her head. “For a little while;” she insisted. “In my letter
 I told you I should not see you again, but now—I wish it.”

     Half-reluctantly he seated himself, and she moved to seat herself on
 the rug at his feet, leaned against his knees with her face turned from
 him and toward the fire. “So—like any woman of a day, for this last
 time of all,” she said. “As for some few hours out of all my hours I
 dreamed I might rest at day's end. Before I knew.”

     For a moment she looked up at him, and he read in her eyes that she
 was no longer remote, but desiring this nearness. He asked—“You
 knew—?” and again she turned her face toward the fire.

     “That I am no less bound from you than I was before the ninth life
 was taken,” she answered sombrely. “Freedom was an illusion, given for
 the little time I knew with you to make the bonds more cruel—a
 vengeance designed by Typhon's own minister, Sekhmet the accursed.”

     In the stillness that followed on her words he listened, himself
 still and tensed, and heard a faint, purring sound—so faint that he
 could not determine its source. It might have been in the room, outside
 the house, or even close here beside him that something purred almost,
 but not quite inaudibly. Then Kefra said—“Yes, I too hear it. She is
 content, but nothing can take from me the time we two knew.”

     She looked up at him again. The sound had ceased. She said—“No power
 can take it away. Nor this—this interval of peace.”

     Again she turned toward the fire, and leaned her head down on his
 knee. The red coals rustled, shrinking down behind their bars. He laid
 his hand on her hair. “All this is illusion, Kefra,” he said. “Surely
 it is all illusion. Forget it—come back to London with me—”

     “I have seen,” she interrupted him. “Since I wrote the letter you
 took away, I have seen. Else, I would not be here with you again, as
 now. And Saleh—you asked of him. He will not see another day.”

     He tried to frame a question, but could find no words. She answered
 the question, as if he had spoken it—

     “No, not through me. Nor do I know in what way. But I have seen, and
 know that even now the assessors wait to judge him in Amenti.”

     “The last priest of Sekhmet,” he said. “Then—you will be free.”

     “I shall be free,” she assented quietly.

     “Then—” he began, and did not end it.

     She reached up, grasped the hand he had withdrawn, and again laid it
 on her head. “For every day that you remember, I have known ten times a
 thousand days,” she said. “I have stored knowledge grain by grain, as a
 man might store corn against a time of need. I can look back and see
 the years unroll, to appear before me like a record set in writing on a
 temple wall. And I know—from the day when I stood before Nitocris the
 beautiful to this hour, through all the ages I have known, the spirit
 that is man has lifted itself no higher above the beasts than it was
 when I first saw altars in Abydos.”

     “A hard saying,” Gees said. “But what of it?”

     “A thought, no more. That when I was a child kings went out to
 conquer and bring back slaves, and to-day the whole world stores arms
 for no other purpose. In all the ages between they have learned
 nothing, but in gaining new knowledge have forgotten the old and are
 not less brute now than then. Planning to kill, to enslave. A thought,
 no more. And though I have stored knowledge, though I am old in all the
 ways of life, and have experienced all things, I have found no greater
 good than this I know now.”

     “This—?” he asked, after a pause of waiting.

     “Peace, and a hand laid on my head.”

     They sat in silence, while thoughts came and passed in his mind: of
 Saleh, who she had said would not see tomorrow; of Tony Briggs, driving
 back to London perplexed and with a sense of the uselessness of his
 effort; of Tott, determined to be practical; of this woman who, twice
 during this long silence, nestled more closely to him and once reached
 up to lay her hand over his on her head; of the long vista her words
 had opened, time stretching back toward the beginnings of things, and
 the morrow which should bring her freedom. There were many questions he
 would have asked her, but for this time that she felt as peace he held
 them back: for him too it was peace, a detachment from the fret of
 life, a state such as he had not known, till then.

     She leaned away from him, rose to her feet with effortless grace, and
 turned to face him. Abruptly she reached up, laid both hands on his
 shoulders, and drew him toward her to kiss him on the forehead.

     “For the last time,” she said. “The last time of all.”

     “But—I want to ask you—” he began, and stopped.

     She shook her head. “Nothing—no more. I shall see you no more.
 Time—a very little time—will tell all you ask.”

     She drew back from him and motioned with her head toward the door. He
 wanted to question, to protest, but found that he could not even speak.
 Her eyes were all darkness, all tenderness, yet they compelled him to
 turn away from her and go out....

     Beyond the bridge across the moat he checked the car, realising that
 he had not seen Saleh, that Kefra had told him nothing of all he would
 have learned. But then he drove on: some force, perhaps emanating from
 her, compelled him to go on. And her words—“I shall see you no more,”
 went with him, unquestionable and final. She would see him no more.
 Even if her foresight were justified, and she became free—would she
 then see him no more?

     She had power, he realised, tremendous power. Perhaps it was as well
 that she should not see him again. She could compel him to belief in
 impossibilities—in her presence, he had felt no doubt of her claim to
 experience of fifty centuries. It might be true, of course, but....

     People were coming out from Hedlington village hall as he passed on
 his way toward the inn. He felt unaccountably tired: there would be
 time for tea and a rest before the dining-room fire at the Rest And Be
 Thankful, and then he could set out for London. There was no hurry;
 even if he started at once, the outcoming traffic from the city would
 delay him beyond ending the drive in time to see Miss Brandon, and in
 any case there was no urgency about seeing her. To-morrow would be time
 enough. There might be a case worth considering among the inquiries
 that had come in during his absence—“J shall see you no more.”

      

     * * *

     Waiting outside the village hall, Inspector Tott saw Perry emerge,
 and moved forward to fall into step with him, going toward the inn.

     “I wouldn't come inside, because of that worm Drake,” he said. “You
 know, the pressman from London, a shrivelled-looking stick of trouble
 behind a pair of bull's-eye glass spectacles. He's got it in his mind
 that I'm in this case with you, and I want to discourage him.”

     “He can forget it,” Perry said. “There isn't any more case, after
 that verdict. Though he bustled off as if he thought there might be,
 directly he'd got the verdict. Gone to see where the body was found, by
 the look of him. And much good may it do him!”

     “How do you get back home?” Tott inquired.

     “There's a bus every half-hour—it stops outside the Rest And Be
 Thankful,” Perry answered. “One's just gone, but if we catch the next
 it'll get us to my home before dark. I can put you up for the night, if
 you like, or you can come back here or go on to Cheltenham.”

     “Cheltenham, I think—many thanks for the offer, all the same. But if
 I make Cheltenham to-night, I can get to Hereford in good time
 to-morrow. And now I think of it, I'll get a telephone call from the
 inn. Just a matter of curiosity. Shall we have tea before we start?”

     “As you like. There'll be some at home, though. That's a fine car
 your Mr. Green runs.” They were abreast the car, outside the inn, as
 Perry made the comment.

     “Ye-es,” Tott admitted reflectively, “but he's not my Mr. Green. If
 he were, I might larn him a few things. Obstinate blighter, he is.”

     He paused in the doorway of the inn to look back at the car.

     “We've got plenty of time,” Perry remarked. “More than two hours of
 daylight, yet, and half an hour for the bus.”

     “Then I think a cup of tea wouldn't damage either of us,” Tott
 suggested. “You order it, and tell 'em to put it on my bill, while I go
 for that telephone call before I forget it.”

     The telephone instrument was of the slot type, and was as he knew on
 the first-floor landing, just at the top of the stairs. He went up and,
 without consulting a directory, called his number, meanwhile bestowing
 silent maledictions on people who fixed a telephone so that
 conversations could be overheard by anyone who chose to listen. Minutes
 of waiting, and then he asked to be put through to Inspector Crampton,
 only to be informed that he was not in.

     “Well, who is in, then?” Tott demanded with considerable asperity.

     “Who wants Inspector Crampton?” came back the counter-query.

     “Inspector Tott, whoever you are.”

     “Oh, that's different, of course. Carroll speaking, Mr.
 Tott—Detective-Sergeant Carroll. Can I do anything for you?”

     “Where is Crampton?” Tott rasped out.

     “Well, sir, I understood him to say he was going to a place called
 Gees Confidential Agency, to get some particular information he
 wanted.”

     “What particular information—can you tell me that?”

     “No, Mr. Tott, I'm afraid I can't. But you might get him there.”

     “Can you give me the number of that infernal agency?”

     “Just a moment, sir. Hold on, and I'll look it up for you.”

     Tott held on, and, since he reckoned he had struck a balance with
 Gees to date, opened a mental new account and entered one item on the
 debit side. Why the devil should Crampton go to that infernal agency
 for anything at all? There would be no holding Gees, if—then Carroll
 interrupted his reflections, and he pencilled the number he heard on
 the pad before him, depressed the receiver hook, and dialled again.

     Inserting coins in the slot as and when requested, he was rewarded by
 the sound of a feminine voice, and asked— “Miss Brandon?”

     “It is,” she admitted. “Who is speaking, please?”

     “Inspector Tott, Miss Brandon. I wonder if you could tell me—”

     “Just one moment, inspector, and perhaps you could help me first,”
 she interrupted him. “I have somebody here asking for Mr. Green—can
 you tell me where to find him? I was away yesterday, and came back this
 morning to find him gone, leaving no address nor anything.”

     “The sort of thing he would do,” Tott observed with vindictive
 satisfaction. “But I rather think your caller's name is Crampton,
 detective-inspector by profession. If so, Mr. Green is here, tell him.”

     “You don't say where 'here' is, but I suppose it's the sort of thing
 you would do,” she retorted cuttingly. “Before I hand over this
 receiver to Inspector Crampton, I want to know where to find Mr.
 Green.”

     “Oh, well!” Tott's gaze strayed to the watch on his wrist. “It's
 Hedlington-cum-Carnworth, Gloucestershire, but he's starting back to
 London almost at once, I understand—his car is standing outside this
 inn where he's been staying, all ready to go. Now can you let me
 speak to Inspector Crampton, please, Miss Brandon?”

     “Just a moment.” Then he heard, faintly—“Here you are, Mr. Crampton.
 Inspector Tott wants you, and apparently knew he would find you here.”
 A few seconds of silence, and then Crampton's voice—

     “Hullo, Mr. Tott. They told me you were on leave, and couldn't say
 where, so I came along here on the chance of getting what I wanted. But
 now I've found you, I wonder if you can tell me. Have you any idea
 what's become of that Miss Kefra and her man Saleh? I don't know where
 you're speaking from, but if you can't tell me I've got to make it a
 routine inquiry about that place of hers in Gloucestershire.”

     “Cut out the word routine, and that's what you're doing now,” Tott
 informed him. “Also, it's exactly where they are. At least”—he
 remembered what Gees had told him—“the man Saleh was here up to three
 or four hours ago, and probably still is. About Miss Kefra, I'm not so
 sure, but probably she's at Barnby Grange—the name of her place.”

     “The man is our bird, I think—all right, Miss Brandon, you need not
 go—no, though—there, Mr. Tott? I want both of them held for
 questioning. The man in charge of the case down there—Perry, I think
 his name is—could you get a message through to him for me?”

     “Easily—he's within a few yards of me now,” Tott answered. “I can
 give him your message, though. Both held for questioning, you say. What
 have you got, Crampton— what evidence?”

     “A rug I took out of her flat—a stained rug. I've had it tested,
 with the idea that blood might have caused the stains—somebody had
 tried to wash 'em out. But there was enough left to declare that they
 are bloodstains, and enough, too, to prove them the same group
 classification as the slides stained from the body of the child Ernest
 Parkoot. Which body, a thousand to one on it, now, Saleh jammed in a
 suitcase and threw out of Miss Kefra's car on Wimbledon Common, the
 same night the child was killed. It's enough to justify holding both
 Miss Kefra and the man, and I'll get a car turned out and come right
 down.”

     “You have no more than the evidence of the rug, I take it?”

     “I only got that half an hour ago—the report of the analysis,”
 Crampton answered. “Now, I've got a squad of searchers going over that
 flat with fine-tooth combs and microscopes, as you might say. I only
 gave it a casual once-over, myself, but they may find anything.”

     “What you have is enough to justify questioning,” Tott said. “I'll
 tell Perry at once—I'm not on the case, as you know, but there's
 nothing to prevent my giving you and him a hand. You can leave that
 part of it to me, and probably I'll see you when you arrive here. You
 don't want to speak to Mr. Green now, I take it?”

     “No—Oh, no! I know I can leave it to you—see you soon, probably.”

     Tott replaced his receiver and hurried down the stairs.



[bookmark: 1_1_18]XVIII. THE MASK THAT VANISHED


      

     ENTERING THE DINING-ROOM, TOTT SAW THE WAITRESS put down a tray on
 which was tea for two. Gees, having finished his tea, sat over the fire
 with a cigarette, gazing up at Inspector Perry. Tott said—“We shall
 not wait for that tea, waitress,” and Perry turned toward him, looking
 a question. He nodded confirmation of the statement.

     “You can take the tray away, waitress,” he insisted.

     “And you, Mr. Green—Oh, well, you've been in it all along.”

     The waitress went out with the tray. Tott closed the door on her and
 came over to the fire. “Crampton, in London,” he explained. “I've just
 been talking to him, and he's tied up the Ernest Parkoot murder with
 Miss Kefra's flat. As nearly as makes no difference. He wants her and
 the man Saleh held for questioning—I told him I'd give you the
 message, Perry, and it's just that.”

     “Not arrest?” Perry asked.

     “Questioning first. I expect arrest will follow.”

     “Not Miss Kefra—that's impossible,” Perry protested.

     “Crampton's coming here, then?” Gees put in.

     “At once—he'll arrive in about three hours' time, I expect.
 Meanwhile it's up to you, Perry, to see that those two don't move
 elsewhere. He's got to get further evidence, of course, but if I were
 in his shoes I'd arrest this Saleh—risk it.”

     “Saleh—yes,” Perry agreed. “Not Miss Kefra, though, after what I saw
 of her. I'd better get going. It's a good three miles—”

     “I'll drive you, if you like,” Gees offered. He remembered Kefra's
 prophecy regarding Saleh, and felt that he must see if it won to
 fulfilment. Then at another thought he added—“Your inquest verdict
 goes west, now,” and, dropping his cigarette butt in the fire, lighted
 another, while Perry shook his head emphatically.

     “Oh, no!” he said. “You think it was Saleh both times?”

     “No,” Gees answered, unenlighteningly.

     “Miss Kefra?” Perry made that suggestion caustically incredulous.

     “No,” Gees said again.

     “Then if it was that cat, the verdict was correct.”

     “No,” Gees told him for the third time. “Then what on earth are you
 talking about?” Perry demanded.

     “Offering to drive you—and Mr. Tott too, if he likes, to Barnby
 Grange. If you want to get there quickly, that is.”

     Perry looked at his watch. “Very good of you,” he said. “You'll come
 along, Mr. Tott. Crampton can take over when he gets here, and we ought
 to have time then for you to come along and see my coins.”

     “Yes, I'll come along,” Tott assented. “Merely as a spectator and to
 give a hand if you need it. It's not my case, remember. You're still
 holding on to that theory of yours, Mr. Green.”

     “Wedded to it,” Gees answered, as he led the way toward the door.
 “Half a minute—my coat is up in my room. I'll run up and get it.”

     “Just as well to let him drive us,” Perry observed to Tott as they
 went out to the Rolls-Bentley. “Miss Kefra's got a big black saloon
 that looks as if it could move, and if that Saleh got going in it he
 might take some finding. The sooner I pin him down for Crampton, the
 better—and I've done enough to-day without walking to the Grange.”

     “I'll sit in the back,” Tott offered as Gees came out to them. “You
 won't need to wait for us, Mr. Green. Crampton is coming down by car,
 and he can fetch us back here to catch the bus.”

     The still, sunlit afternoon was nearing its end as Gees drove off;
 not more than an hour of daylight remained. They passed out from the
 village and went up over the rise, to begin the long descent to Barnby,
 visible on their left beneath the hill over the low stone wall that
 bounded the road on their right, while on the left was a ten-foot brick
 wall enclosing the park which surrounded Hedlington Manor House. Tott
 remarked—“I hope that worm Drake doesn't spot us,” and Perry, seated
 beside Gees, suddenly pointed ahead.” her car!” he exclaimed. “That
 looks to me like Miss Kefra's car, ahead there.”

     It was drawn up beside the road, nearly opposite the place on the
 grassy open land where the dead girl's body had been found. From that
 place, a man walked toward the black saloon, and beside him was someone
 in a black fur coat who held him by the shoulder. Gees peered intently
 through the windscreen as he neared them, and saw that the man walked
 stumblingly: it seemed that his companion almost held him up, and
 impelled him toward the car.

     They were fifty yards or so away from the saloon when suddenly a
 flock of sheep began surging into the road by way of an opening in the
 high brick wall, and beyond the wall they could hear a dog barking as
 he rounded up his charges, and the voice of a shepherd urging both him
 and the sheep. With the road completely blocked by the crowding
 animals, Gees pulled to a standstill some thirty yards or so distant
 from the stationary car before him. And now he could see, with the
 light from the setting sun striking on that black fur coat,
 five-grouped markings on it—black panther skin, that he had seen once
 before. He could see, too, the head that rose above the coat collar,
 tawny, furred—it turned toward him, and he saw the great, bared and
 pointed teeth, the fierce yellow eyes. Tott stood up in the back of the
 car with a shout that was almost a shriek. The thing in the panther fur
 coat was hurrying the stumbling man toward the saloon, of which the
 off-side door swung open. Sheep crowded surging past the Rolls-Bentley,
 while more sheep poured out from behind the high wall. They clanked
 against the wings, scraped past, baa-ing in fright, and Tott
 yelled—“Get on! Drake—she's got Drake—get on!” Futile urging. It was
 impossible to move the car, Gees knew, with the mass of sheep driving
 at it. Short of leaping out, he could do nothing. Perry tried to get
 the door on his side open, but the pressure of the crowding sheep
 prevented it, and if he had got over it on to the running board the
 animals would have swept him off his feet with their rush, driven on as
 they were by the pressure of others following them. And Gees saw that
 Drake, his spectacles missing from his face, stumbled toward the saloon
 in the grip of that which held him up, and was like a man senseless,
 already half-dead. His black-furred captor urged him on, almost lifting
 him from his feet-Gees reached down to the pocket in the car door
 beside him and got out his automatic pistol. Reaching over the side,
 past the edge of the wind-screen, he fired, and the bullet starred the
 oblong of glass in the back of the saloon. He tried to loose off a
 second shot, but the pistol had jammed, and he drew it back to tug
 desperately and vainly at the recoil casing. But, with the report, the
 black-furred figure released its hold on Drake, who fell in a crumpled
 heap within a couple of yards of the opened door of the saloon, while
 it leaped to disappear within—and the saloon began to move down the
 hill.

     “Oh, blast these sheep!” Perry shouted.

     The last of them surged past the car as the shepherd and his dog
 appeared in the opening by which they had emerged to the road. Perry
 got out, over the side of the car, and ran to the man, who stood
 staring, and lifted a hand to scratch his head. Perry shook a fist at
 him, and then pointed at Drake's still, crumpled figure ahead of them.

     “See to that man, you!” he commanded fiercely. “See to him—never
 mind your blasted sheep. Look after him, d'you hear?”

     Without waiting for reply, he ran back to the car and climbed in
 again. “Get on, Mr. Green—get on!” he ordered. “Can you catch that
 saloon? Get on and see—we've got to catch it, though.”

     “Before they can get inside the Grange, too,” Tott said sharply.
 “Remember how you looked for 'em there this morning, Mr. Green? They've
 got secret hiding places in that old house—catch up with the car
 before they can get inside. My God, I'd never have believed—it was a
 mask, though. A cat-head mask—lioness head mask.”

     “Yes,” Perry said, as the Rolls-Bentley shot at the descent, “it must
 have been a mask. It was a mask. But why?”

     Gees spared one instant's glance at the figure of Drake as he passed,
 and saw that it lay crumpled and ominously inert. But that was the
 shepherd's business, not his. The tyres ground, half-skidding, on the
 curve of the hill, and the car swung out with the pull to the off-side
 so threatfully that Gees had to slacken speed, for fear of another car
 ascending. But the way remained clear; they went down and down, Tott
 clutching at the side as he sat. Coming to straight again, Gees saw the
 saloon ahead of them take the right hand turn at the foot of the hill
 at such a pace that the centrifugal pull of the turn slanted it outward
 on two wheels only. He almost held his breath for the crash that seemed
 inevitable, but the saloon straightened out beyond the turn and
 disappeared, hurtling toward Barnby hamlet and the Grange beyond.

     “You'll lose them—you'll lose them!” Tott mourned aloud.

     Slow, a little slower—that turn at the foot of the hill was
 dangerously acute. Open out—now brake strongly with the steering wheel
 hard over—Tott emitted a long—“Aah-h-h!” as the back wheels swung in
 a dry skid, and with the brake released the car shot forward in its new
 direction. There went the saloon toward the sunset, two hundred yards
 and more ahead of them, and two children shrank back against the fence
 of a cottage garden as Gees flashed past.

     Past the last cottage of the hamlet, and on. Turning in with another
 dry skid between the posts where once a gate had marked the entrance to
 the Grange drive, and now no more than fifty yards divided the saloon
 from the touring car. Tott leaned forward.

     “You've got 'em. Pull up sharp, and we'll have 'em before they can
 get inside and hide that mask. We'll jump out as he stops, Perry.”

     The saloon ahead was bumping, almost leaping on the rutted, flinty
 way. They curved to sight of the bridge over the moat, and saw that it
 did not slacken speed. Almost on to the bridge, it lurched and swerved
 as the report of a bursting front tyre, cut by the flints on the drive,
 reached their hearing. Lurched, swerved—crashed on the crumbling
 parapet, and, for a moment that lasted Interminably hung, toppling,
 dropping, to plunge thunderously. Only the ripples of its impact
 remained when Gees braked the Rolls-Bentley to a standstill.

     Perry, out on the bridge, laid a hand on the cracked and partly
 shattered parapet to look over. Great bubbles came to the surface, and
 more ripples rayed out from them over the black water.

     “Twenty-five feet deep,” he said. “We've got to get help to get it
 up. No hope—no chance for them.”

     “That mask will be inside the car,” Tott said. “Evidence.”

     Again, seated at his steering wheel, Gees remembered Kefra's prophecy
 as he gazed on its fulfilment.

      

     * * *

     The shepherd bent over Drake's limp figure on the grass. Then he
 knelt and heard Drake's breathing. “Heer!” he said. “Heer, mister! Wake
 up!”

     But, since Drake showed no sign of wakening, the shepherd took him
 under the armpits and lifted him to a sitting posture, while the old
 dog that had rounded the sheep out to the road stood by with hanging
 tongue, knowing that his master had no need of him for this task. Then
 Drake, leaning against the shepherd's hold, stirred and put his hand to
 his face, slowly and uncertainly.

     “My—my glasses,” he said. “I want my glasses.”

     “Wheer are they, mister?” the shepherd asked. “What glasses?”

     “I was wiping 'em. They—they fogged. Somebody grabbed my shoulder—I
 couldn't see. And then—my God! I know what a mouse must feel like when
 a cat gets it! The glasses—who are you? Where are they?”

     “If I let go, mister, kin you set up?” the shepherd asked.

     Drake put his two hands on the ground and got on his feet, clumsily.
 “Wait—I remember,” he said, more coherently. “I've got my spare pair.”
 He felt in his pocket and, producing a case, opened it and put on a
 pair of hornrimmed spectacles. He looked at the shepherd.

     “Who was it?” he asked. “Did you see who caught me?”

     The shepherd shook his head. “Dedn't see nobody, mister,” he
 answered. “I were herdin' my sheep inter the road. That theer pleece
 inspector what been nosin' round heer about that gal gittin' killed—he
 said I gotter look arter you. You all right, now?”

     “I—I suppose so.” Drake put a hand to his shoulder. “Cut,
 somehow—all sticky and painful.” He pushed back the coat lapel, and
 blood showed on the shoulder of his shirt. “Wait a bit—don't go for a
 minute.” He slipped the coat off, dropped it on the grass, and opened
 the front of his shirt and undervest. “Look—what do you make of it?”
 he asked. “I can't see, myself, but I can feel it.”

     “Look like you been clawed, mister, like they say that gal were
 clawed,” the shepherd decided. “The shirt's all tore, too—look! It
 mean theer's another o' them gre't cats about somewheer. I gotter go
 an' see it don't git at my sheep, I reckon.” He gazed along the road
 toward the crest of the rise, where the sheep, with nobody to urge
 them, had taken to the grass. Drake looked round too.

     “That's my handkerchief over there—the glasses'll be there too,” he
 announced. “The pair I dropped. Look here— don't go! If there's
 another of those beasts about I'm not safe alone—nor are you. It's
 less likely to go for two of us, and there's your dog.”

     “Well, mister, you git them glasses, an' then come along o' me, so be
 you kin walk alone all right now. I got to look arter my sheep, and
 since I got to drive 'em through Hedlin'ton, you kin come along.”

     Drake went to retrieve the glasses and handkerchief. When he returned
 to where the shepherd waited, he said—“Whoever grabbed me must have
 had some sort of knife or something—it wasn't a cat or any animal made
 those cuts in my shoulder. It was the hand that held on to me and
 dragged me along—somebody—I think there was a car, but I could see
 nothing without my glasses. Something in the hand holding me that sunk
 in, tore—not an animal of any sort.”

     “It look like claws done it, to me,” the shepherd insisted.

     “If you want to get along, I'll go with you to Hedlington,” Drake
 said. “Find somewhere to get the cuts dressed—they may be septic. But
 I know how a mouse must feel, helpless, awful! It was hell!”

     “It were a cat done it,” the shepherd said with decision. “A gre't
 big cat, like that one they shot. I gotter go arter my sheep, mister.”

     They set off, and the old dog followed uninterestedly.

      

     * * *

     The Grange frontage was no more than a dark oblong against the night
 sky when the gang of men whom Perry had fetched, together with tackle
 from a builder's yard, finally got the saloon car out from the moat and
 righted it, little damaged except for its driven-in radiator. They
 dragged it toward the portico, into the ray of Gees' head lamps, and
 the light, too, of the two lorries on which the tackle had been fetched
 under Perry's direction. Tott, who had remained on guard all the time,
 reached out to open the door, but then stood back and turned to
 Crampton, who by that time had arrived to take part.

     “It's your case,” Tott said. “Not that there's much of a case left
 for you, except for the mask I told you about.”

     “It'll be in there,” Crampton decided. “All windows up and
 unbroken—it'll be in there. Somebody give a hand here!”

     He turned the handle and tugged at the door of the saloon. It yielded
 stiffly: in the fall, the body of the car had been strained, probably.
 As the door came open, water gushed out. Men reached in and took out
 the body of Cleo Kefra, and Gees, standing back, held his breath as the
 light of a big electric torch that Tott held fell on the still figure,
 and on her face. Her face, he saw, and with that turned away,
 for a drowned face is no sight on which to dwell.

     “Now some of you get that body out from the driver's seat,” Crampton
 ordered. “Let me have that light, Mr. Tott. The glass between her and
 the driver was closed—she was all shut in. The mask will be in the
 back, I expect, where she was.”

     He directed the strong light into the back of the car, rayed it
 slowly from floor to roof. Then, getting inside, he threw out the
 sodden rug, the seat, and even a moveable floor-board, while men
 carried the two bodies into the Grange. Crampton got out again.

     “You're sure about that mask, Mr. Tott?” he asked.

     “It'll be somewhere in front,” Tott answered. “We should have seen if
 they'd thrown it out while we were chasing the saloon—at least, they
 were in sight a good part of the way. A mask like a lion's head—like a
 lioness's head, I mean. I saw it quite plainly while she had hold of
 that man Drake. Covering all her head and neck as far down as the
 collar of the fur coat. Look in front.”

     They stripped the driving compartment of the saloon as Crampton had
 already stripped the back, but with no more result. Tott, standing
 beside Gees, observed—“That's funny. They must have thrown it out.”

     Gees said—“They didn't throw it out.”

     “But it's not there, man!” Tott protested.

     “No,” Gees agreed tonelessly, “it's not there.”

     Sentences from Kefra's story were back in his mind. “When she had
 need, she took... so much of my life that I was as one dead until she
 had her will... and thus renewed her accursed self.”

     “Then they must have thrown it out!” Tott insisted.

     “Very well, then, they threw it out. In that case, you'll find it
 somewhere on the way here—but you won't,” Gees told him. “Further to
 that, you won't want me any more— Crampton has got his car here—”

     “Hold on a minute,” Tott interrupted. “What do you know?”

     “Nothing that you would believe—nothing that would be the slightest
 use to you. I'm going back to London.”

     He turned to go to his car. Tott called—“Here—Mr. Green?” and he
 faced about again.

     “Well?” he asked, coolly.

     “Oh, nothing!” Tott said, in a tone of weary irritation. Gees turned
 again, got into his car and, backing to swing round, drove away.

      

     The End
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