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It should be noted
that the entire canon of my own Solar Pons stories following the series written
by the late August Derleth was commissioned and authorised by Arkham House USA
back in the mid 1970s but for various reasons were withheld from publication
and are only now appearing in their original form after some 30 years in limbo.
Over the decades a number of editions with altered and mutilated texts have
appeared. The definitive texts of the remainder of my canon can be found in the
following:
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The Adventure of
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“A BEAUTIFUL DAY,
Parker!”


“Indeed, Pons!”


My friend Solar
Pons and I were strolling down Regent Street and the sunlight sparkling on the
glittering displays in the elegant windows of the shops had prompted my
companion’s apposite remark. It was indeed a perfect day in early June and as
it was my locum’s turn to take my rounds and evening surgery I had readily
agreed to a morning stroll from our lodgings at 7B Praed Street.


“A never-ending
source of fascination; the study of mankind in the raw, Parker.”


“Perfectly true,
Pons.”


“For example, take
that gentleman staggering toward us on the opposite pavement. What do you make
of him?”


I frowned across
the road toward the source of Pons” interest.


“Strange indeed.
Pons.”


“Is it not. Parker.
Let us just have a small display of that ratiocinative power you have been
cultivating of late.”


“You do me too much
honour. Pons.”


I frowned again at
the man who was dancing about in such an extraordinary manner. He was a little,
peppery, red-faced man in formal clothes and with a silk cravat. He carried a
stick and from the opening and closing movements of his mouth, he appeared to
be muttering imprecations of some sort. He made savage slashing gestures in the
air with his stick and his whole manner was so strange and eccentric that the
passers-by on his side of the street were giving him a wide berth.


“Some sort of
lunatic, Pons?”


“Perhaps, Parker.
Let us rather say a man under stress.”


“That much is
obvious, Pons.”


Solar Pons smiled
wryly.


“Touché, Parker.
The pupil will soon be outstripping the master. But just look more closely.
Does not the solution rapidly present itself?”


I looked again at
the peppery little man dancing about on the opposite pavement. A dark-coated
person had appeared at the doorway of a shop on the far side of the way and appeared
to be wringing his hands.


“I give up, Pons. I
find it quite impossible to find any logical reason for such goings-on.”


Solar Pons’ eyes
twinkled as he stood regarding the small knot of spectators and the little
red-faced man.


“It is a fairly
common occurrence, Parker. The Duke of Porchester has been having a little
altercation with his tailor. There is nothing like sartorial disagreement to
provoke anger among certain members of the haut monde, my dear fellow. And when
I see such an ill-fitting jacket on an otherwise impeccably groomed gentleman,
his rage becomes understandable.”


I gazed at Pons
open-mouthed.


“How on earth can
you tell all this from a cursory glance across the street. Pons?”


“By using my eyes,
Parker, and drawing the correct conclusion from the data so presented to me. It
is not so very difficult but one needs to relate the circumstances to their
background. I also have the advantage of knowing something of the relationships
involved.”


“Relationships,
Pons? And how could you know this angry gentleman is the Duke of Porchester?”


“Well, Parker, if
you will kindly direct your glance to the adjacent kerb you will see a very
palatial vehicle known as an Isotta-Fraschini. The irate gentleman was
certainly on his way towards it, for the chauffeur was opening the door for him
when the Duke changed his mind.”


“How do you know he
is the Duke, Pons?”


“For the simple
reason that his coat of arms is emblazoned on the door panel. It is extremely
distinctive and unmistakable even at this distance. I have made something of a
study of such heraldic emblems and the three griffons and the pomegranate are
unique in heraldry. My attention was then directed to the gentleman himself and
I recognised him from the recent photographs in the newspapers.”


“Newspapers, Pons?”


Solar Pons smiled
benevolently at the red-faced gentleman, who was now dancing angrily halfway
between the car and dark-coated man in the doorway.


“There has been
some controversy in Savile Row, Parker.”


“I must confess I
am all at sea, Pons. What has Savile Row to do with Regent Street? And what is
that tailor’s shop doing there, for that matter?”


“Ah, there you have
unwittingly hit the crux of the affair, Parker. The Duke is a sharp if
eccentric dresser and he had quarrelled with every tailor in Savile Row. The
only tailor to suit him was Barker of Barker and Fromset. In the end the Duke
persuaded this old and distinguished firm to move their principal premises into
Regent Street. From what I gather he has provided the money himself. But it has
apparently not taken long for him to fall out with his new partner. Ah, there
is Mr Barker extending the olive branch.”


As he spoke the
dark-coated man advanced from the doorway of the tailor’s establishment, making
placatory gestures. The Duke shrugged and the other made some adjustments to
his jacket. A few seconds later, the two men disappeared into the shop, the
chauffeur slammed the door of the sumptuous motor vehicle and Regent Street
resumed its normal placid appearance, the flow of pedestrians going smoothly
forward.


“A grotesque little
drama, Parker, not without elements of French farce,” said Solar Pons
reflectively. “And certainly enlivening our walk. A microcosm of the human
comedy, one might say.”


“There is no
getting round you. Pons,” I said. “If anyone other than you had sketched such a
story for me, I should have been highly sceptical.”


“You are at liberty
to check the facts. Parker, if you wish. We have only to step over the way, as
the Duke is not unknown to me.”


I smilingly
declined the offer.


“I have no doubt
everything you said is correct, Pons. It is only that I occasionally find your
infallibility somewhat galling.”


Solar Pons gazed at
me sombrely from his deep-set eyes and shook his head.


“Hardly infallible,
Parker. I have had my share of failure. It is just that I seldom venture an
opinion until I am absolutely sure of my ground.”


We were both silent
until we had reached the lower end of Regent Street and were skirting
Piccadilly Circus. Pons glanced at his watch as we turned down into Hay market.


“Such a promenade
is a great stimulator of the appetite, Parker. What do you say to a spot of
lunch at Simpson’s?”


“The idea is an
admirable one, Pons.”


“Is it not, Parker.
Simpson’s it is. Then I really must return to Praed Street as I have a client
coming to see me at three o’clock. Are you free this afternoon? If so, I would
like you to be present.”


“Nothing would give
me greater pleasure, Pons. Something interesting?”


“I have high hopes,
Parker, high hopes.”


And he said nothing
further on the matter until we had returned to 7B.
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It was just a
quarter-past three and Pons was showing signs of impatience when Mrs Johnson,
our amiable landlady, announced my companion’s visitor. The tall, pale young
woman she ushered in bore a marked look of suffering on her features. She would
have been extremely attractive otherwise, with her tawny yellow hair that fell
over her shoulders, her full lips and white, perfect teeth. As it was, she had
a drawn expression about the face and a lurking fear in her hazel eyes, which
glanced quickly about her as though half-afraid of what she might see.


“I fancy the young
lady could do with some tea, Mrs Johnson,” said Pons, looking at our visitor
sympathetically and ushering her over to a comfortable chair.


“I will see about
it at once, Mr Pons,” said our landlady, bustling out.


“It was good of you
to see me, Mr Pons,” said the young lady in a low, cultured voice, sitting down
and taking off her long white gloves. She was plainly but well dressed in a
high-busted suit, fashionably cut, of some light material appropriate to the
weather, and appeared more at her ease by the minute.


“From your letter
it seemed that your problem was so grave it could brook no delay,” said Solar
Pons. “Miss Stuart, this is my very good friend and colleague, Dr Lyndon
Parker. Miss Elizabeth Stuart of Grassington, Parker.”


I came forward to
shake the young lady’s hand. We waited a few minutes. Pons talking of trivial
matters, obviously to put the girl at ease. When Mrs Johnson had brought the
tea-things and withdrawn. Pons passed a cup to our client and seated himself in
his favourite chair. His deep-set eyes never left her face.


“For the benefit of
Dr Parker, Miss Stuart, it might be as well to recapitulate the contents of
your letter. I shall need a great many more details before being able to come
to any definite conclusions but it would appear a problem which presents
unusual points of interest.”


Miss Stuart sipped
her tea, a frown furrowing the smoothness of the brow.


“It is rather more
than that, Mr Pons,” she said.


Solar Pons smiled
wryly, tenting his lean fingers before him.


“Pray take no
offence, Miss Stuart. I speak purely from the viewpoint of the private
consulting detective. It is obvious that you have been through a good deal.”


“Indeed, Miss
Stuart,” I added. “You have our sympathy.”


The girl smiled
shyly. The shadows seemed to lift from her face.


“I am sure of that,
Dr Parker. Oh, gentlemen, if only you knew how I have suffered these past
months.”


“Pray tell us about
it in your own words,” Solar Pons invited.


He leaned back in
the chair, the sunlight at the window turning his alert, aquiline features to
bronze.


“Well, gentlemen,”
the girl began hesitantly, “as I indicated in my letter, I live in a small
village near Haslemere in Surrey, where my father was Rector.”


“Was, Miss Stuart?”


The girl nodded,
the sadness returning to her face.


“Father died
suddenly, under tragic circumstances, about two years ago. Fortunately, the
house in which we live belonged to my parents and was not part of the living or
I do not know what Mother and I would have done. Father had small means and had
contributed to a pension fund and we have contrived to manage, with my teaching
work.”


“I am glad to hear
that, Miss Stuart,” I commented. “It is very often difficult when the head of
the family dies under such circumstances.”


“What were the
circumstances?” interjected Solar Pons crisply.


The girl looked
momentarily startled.


“I do not quite
understand, Mr Pons.”


“Of your father’s
death, Miss Stuart.”


“There was a crash
one evening, during the winter-time. Mother ran in, Father was in the study,
consulting some old books. He was lying near the bookcase, quite dead by the
time Mother got to him, a Bible open at his feet. She swore he had been
frightened by something, there was such a look of terror on his face.”


“I see.”


Solar Pons’ face
was sombre as he stared at the girl.


“What was the
medical opinion?”


“Our family doctor
said it was a heart attack. Mr Pons. Such an expression was common in angina
cases, he said.”


“That is perfectly
true,” I interposed. “Though I can imagine your mother’s distress.”


“It was a difficult
time, Dr Parker,” the girl said quietly. “But it was not of that I


wished to speak.
You have my letter there, Mr Pons?”


“Indeed,” said my
companion, producing a pale blue envelope from his inside pocket and opening
it. “You speak here of terrifying, inexplicable events which have afflicted you
and your mother. Pray tell us about them.”


“They began back in
the winter,” the girl continued. “On a dark day of wind and driving rain. Our
house, though a pleasant Georgian edifice, is quite near to the churchyard and
from some windows, particularly the study, looks out on a sombre view of
ancient trees and tombstones with the church beyond.”


She paused as
though the recollection of something too deep for words had disturbed her. I
took the opportunity of rising in the brief interval to pour her another cup of
tea. Miss Stuart sipped gratefully for a few moments before resuming.


“I had heard a
tapping sound some while before but had thought little of it, because of the
noise of the wind. Mother was lying down upstairs before dinner. Hannah, our
housekeeper, was in the kitchen. It was a little after dark and I had been
reading by the fire in the parlour. I suddenly heard a loud cracking noise. It
was somehow connected with the tapping sounds and appeared to come from my
father’s study.


“I ran in,
conscious of wind and flapping curtains. A great shadow seemed to sweep across
the room. I put on the electric light and was startled to see that the French
window was open and banging in the wind. I secured it and drew the curtains. It
was only then that I became aware that some books, tumbled possibly by the
wind, were lying on the carpet. I replaced them on the shelves and tidied up.”


Solar Pons had sat
intent during this recital, his eyes never leaving Miss Stuart’s face.


“You saw no-one,
Miss Stuart?”


The girl shook her
head.


“Not on this
occasion, Mr Pons. But from the latter incidents, it now seems evident that
someone had slipped the catch of the study window. I thought at the time that it
had been left unsecured.”


“I see. Pray
continue.”


“Well, Mr Pons, I
thought little of the incident at the time. Two days passed and again I was
reading in the parlour. It had been dark for an hour or so and I had reached
the end of my book and decided to seek another from the library in the study.
As I neared the door, however, I heard the same tapping as on the previous
occasion. I refrained from switching on the light and walked into the room.
Then there was a scratching noise from the direction of the window.


“It had a thick
curtain over it, Mr Pons. I walked across and pulled back the curtain. There
was just enough light for me to see a hideous hand pressed against the glass.
It was something I shall never forget. Mr Pons. This misshapen hand with a white
scar on the thumb, furtively trying to force the window in the night.”


There was an
awkward silence as our client broke off. Solar Pons leaned forward in his
chair, a sympathetic expression on his face.


“As I said, you
have obviously been through a great deal, Miss Stuart. Such an experience would
have been enough to unnerve anyone. You summoned the police, of course?”


The girl nodded.


“Naturally, Mr
Pons. The cry I made obviously startled the man trying to break into the house
because the hand was immediately withdrawn. Our local police Sergeant was soon
around and he and a constable searched the grounds and churchyard but nothing
was found.”


“There was no
footprint or trace outside the window?”


Miss Stuart shook
her head.


“There is a flagged
terrace outside the French window, Mr Pons, which would have retained no
imprint. Both my mother and I were upset and shaken by the occurrence and I
then remembered the earlier incident. The Sergeant felt it might have been a
passing vagrant, though he gave me the impression he thought me merely a
fanciful woman. When you see the house, Mr Pons, as I hope you will, you will
realise it is rather gloomy.”


“Quite so. Miss
Stuart. The police discovered nothing, then?”


“The Sergeant had
inquiries made but there was no trace of the man with the scarred thumb. More
than a month had passed and though I had not forgotten the incident, it had
faded a little from my mind when something else happened. It was late January
and I was coming back from the village where I had been shopping. I had gained
the garden and was about to put the key in the front door when I heard a scream
from the direction of my mother’s room.


“I rushed upstairs
and found my mother in a state of collapse. She had been in her bedroom and had
gone to her window, which was uncurtained. There was a great deal of light
shining from the kitchen window below which fell across the flagged area of the
garden. Standing four-square in the light below her was an evil-looking man
with a beard. My mother said he turned his eyes up toward her as she looked out
and she had seldom seen such malevolence on a human face. In fact she said it
was more like a wild beast than a human being.”


Solar Pons tented
his fingers in front of him and leaned forward in his chair.


“So this man would
have been in the garden at about the same time you were putting your key in the
front door?”


“It would seem so.
Mr Pons. I telephoned the police, put on the porch light and rushed out into
the garden with one of my father’s walking sticks, but could see nothing.”


“That was extremely
brave but very unwise,” said Solar Pons sombrely.


“I realise it now,
but I was so indignant on my mother’s behalf at the time, Mr Pons.” said our
fair visitor. “Another search was made; again it resulted in nothing. I was
beginning to have a feeling of persecution by this time. Why should this
creature be hanging about our house and what could he hope to achieve by
breaking in? We are not rich and there are many more imposing houses in the
district. Though my mother and father collected some nice pieces of china and
silver, there is little at The Old Rectory to attract a thief and my father was
certainly not rich in monetary terms.”


“Pray compose
yourself, Miss Stuart,” said Pons soothingly. “This is what I hope to find out.”


“Then you will take
the case, Mr Pons?”


“By all means, Miss
Stuart, though I would prefer you to repeat the story to its end in order that
Dr Parker should be fully au fait with the circumstances.”


“Certainly, Mr
Pons,” the fair girl said, a flush on her cheeks, looking quickly at [bookmark: bookmark18]me.


“Nothing else
happened until about mid-April. Again, it was dusk. I had been for a walk
across the heathland, which has very pretty views. I came up the garden path,
but walking in the strip of lawn alongside. It was nearly eight o’clock and a
beautiful evening and I suppose I did not want to break the spell by making a
noise.


“There was only the
sound of a few birds going to their nests and a trace of light still lingered
in the sky. I was up near the front door when my spaniel, who had been with me,
suddenly barked. At the same moment the door of an old garden shed we have, up
near the kitchen entrance, opened, blocking the view along the flagstone walk.
Someone went away, walking very quickly in the dusk. By the time I got to the
shed there was only a vague shadow going through the gate to the churchyard.
The dog rushed off barking excitedly, but returned in a very short while,
looking crestfallen.”


“Hmm.”


Solar Pons sat
pulling the lobe of his right ear with his right hand as he frequently did when
concentrating.


“You looked in the
shed?”


“I did, Mr Pons.
There was nothing of any significance that I could see. An old box had been
pulled out, undoubtedly for someone to sit on. It crossed my mind that someone
had been keeping observation on the house through a crack in the door, waiting
until dark.”


“An exceedingly
unpleasant business!” I said, unable to contain myself any longer.


“I am inclined to
agree with you, my dear Parker,” said Solar Pons, frowning at Miss Stuart. “Once
again, you displayed commendable courage. Did you inform the police on this
occasion?”


Our visitor shook
her head.


“I am afraid I did
not, Mr Pons. I have little faith in them by now, and they already regarded me
as a fanciful and over-nervous female. It did not seem likely to me that they
would be any more successful in tracing the man than on the previous occasions.
But I made sure the doors and windows were securely bolted and barred whenever
we retired for the night. I did not mention the matter to my mother either, as
she had already suffered considerable fright.”


Pons consulted the
sheet of paper in his hand.


“That brings us to
two nights ago, Miss Stuart.”


“It has been a
heatwave the past two weeks, as you know, Mr Pons. The day had been sweltering
and all the doors and windows into the garden had been left open. Mother took
the dog out for a walk and to visit friends on Saturday night. It was Hannah’s
day off and I was alone in the house.


“I sat in the study
reading, curled up in a big wing chair. Dusk came on and the light faded. I
stopped my reading but sat on in the chair without the light, it was such a
beautiful evening. There was no sound but the faint rustle of the breeze,
bringing with it the perfume of flowers from the garden.


“I was still
sitting there, half-drowsing in the dusk and the silence, when I heard a faint
rustling noise. Something made me behave with caution. I slowly turned in my
chair and peeped over the back. I was sitting in shadow and in any case could
not have been seen because the chair is a big, high-backed one. Someone was in
the room with me, Mr Pons.


“I shall never
forget it to my dying day. The person was standing behind one of the bookcases
up toward the French windows, carefully searching through the shelves, because
I could hear the furtive sound of books being taken from and replaced upon
them. Then, as I looked more closely, half-paralysed with fright, something
white caught my eye. The man was evidently reading something, holding the book
with his left hand. With his right he supported himself by holding on to the
edge of the shelf facing me. Mr Pons, the patch of white was the same misshapen
hand with the scar upon the thumb!”
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“Great heavens!” I
could not help ejaculating. “What did you do?”


“Screamed, of
course,” said our visitor with commendable frankness. “Screamed with all my
might, gentlemen. There was a bang, as though a heap of books had fallen to the
floor and a man came scrambling out from behind the shelving, into the light.
He was so agitated he collided with the edge of the French doors. He turned his
head quickly back over his shoulder. It was a bearded face, all seamed and
lined with evil passions, Mr Pons. The yellow eyes glared hatred and he hissed
something back at me as I jumped up from the chair and rushed to the
light-switch. Then the creature was gone and there was nothing but the
scratching echo of footsteps down the flagged path and the squeak of the garden
gate. Of course, I ran out into the sanity of the street but there was nothing
there. It was just as though The Old Rectory is haunted, gentlemen.”


A long silence was
broken at length by Pons.


“It is a remarkable
story, Miss Stuart, and it presents a number of features of outstanding
interest, as well as a line of reasoning I am inclined to follow. From what you
tell me in your letter, you did not call the police on this occasion either?”


Miss Stuart’s eyes
were sceptical.


“Certainly not, Mr
Pons. I took some advice from a friend in legal practice in the village. I did
not, of course, tell him the facts I have just outlined to you. But he immediately
advised me to enlist your aid.”


“You have done
wisely. Miss Stuart.”


Pons rose from his
seat and paced up and down the room, his empty pipe in his mouth.


“You have no idea
what this person could have wanted in your father’s study?”


“No idea, Mr Pons.
I cleared up the fallen books before Mother came home. I did not wish to alarm
her again. She has gone on a short holiday this week, which was why I suggested
a meeting today.”


“You examined the
books before you replaced them on the shelves?”


“Certainly. Mr
Pons. They were of no importance. Merely old parish records and the like.”


“I see.”


Solar Pons seated
himself again opposite our client.


“What is your
reading of this affair. Miss Stuart?”


The young woman,
who was obviously now more at ease in our company, put down her empty cup.


“A bibliophile,
perhaps, who is out to steal what he can. There are some quite valuable books
belonging to Father, and the French windows are the most obvious access from
the churchyard side of the garden.”


Solar Pons shook
his head.


“I think not. Miss
Stuart. A bibliophile, even one with criminal tendencies, would hardly behave
in such a manner. There is something far deeper involved here. What say you,
Parker?”


“Undoubtedly, Pons,”
said I. “Though I cannot think what at the present moment.”


Solar Pons smiled.


“It is a wise man,
Parker, who refrains from committing himself at such an early stage of the
game. Are you free to accompany me to Surrey? You have no objections to Dr
Parker accompanying us, Miss Stuart?”


“Good heavens, no,
Mr Pons. I should be delighted. Mother is away, as I have said and Father’s old
room is always empty. There will be plenty of space for you both, if you do not
mind simple cooking.”


Solar Pons smiled
warmly across at me.


“I can assure you
we are not in the least fastidious, Miss Stuart. How are you placed. Parker?”


I rose to my feet.


“My locum owes me a
favour or two, Pons. I have no doubt he will be agreeable to taking over for a
further day or so.”


Solar Pons rubbed
his hands together with enthusiasm.


“Excellent! That is
settled, then. If you will give us an hour, Miss Stuart, we will be entirely at
your service.”


“I am most
grateful, Mr Pons. There is a train just before five o’clock, if that will
suit.”


She hesitated a moment
and then went on, almost shyly.


“If only you knew
what your coming means to my mother and myself, Mr Pons. It is almost as though
a ghost is hovering over the house.”


Pons smiled
sympathetically and put his hand on the young lady’s arm.


“You must not
impute too great a power to me, Miss Stuart. My friend Parker is apt to let his
enthusiasm run away with him when chronicling my modest adventures. And we may
draw a blank.”


The girl shook her
head.


“I do not think so,
Mr Pons.”


Solar Pons’ eyes
were fixed unwinkingly upon her.


“You believe this
man will come back again, Miss Stuart?”


Our client lowered
her eyes.


“I feel certain of
it, Mr Pons.”


“And yet earlier
you felt a casual intruder might have been involved. That does not sit with my
reading of the situation.”


Miss Stuart looked
temporarily embarrassed.


“I do not really
know what to think. Mr Pons. Sometimes I feel the strain will be too much for
me altogether. You see, Mr Pons, my mother has been far from well since my
father’s death. I have had to hide my deepest feelings from her. If she really
knew what I suspected she would be close to collapse.”


Solar Pons nodded.


“Do not distress
yourself, Miss Stuart. I understand. You have to pretend to your parent that
nothing sinister is involved. Yet you really feel there is a deeper motive
behind it all.”


The young woman
smiled gratefully.


“That is it
exactly, Mr Pons.”


Solar Pons rubbed
his thin fingers briskly together and looked at me approvingly.


“Well, Parker, I
fancy we are a match for any intruder, tramp or no. And just bring along your
revolver if you will be so good.”


He chuckled as he
turned back to our client.


“The sight of
Parker’s stern features over the muzzle of that weapon is a great pacifier of
the baser passions, Miss Stuart.”


Within the hour we
were on our way to Surrey and Pons sat silent, his sharp, clear-minted features
silhouetted against the smiling countryside which flitted past the carriage
windows in the golden evening sunshine. We alighted at a small, white- painted country
station where a pony and trap was evidently awaiting our arrival and having
stowed our overnight bags, we were soon clattering through the undulating
terrain which was permeated with the clean scent of pines.


The tall, taciturn
driver did not say a word the whole journey after his grunted greeting to Miss
Stuart and we were almost at our destination before our client herself broke
silence.


“We are just coming
to the village of Grassington, Mr Pons. We live some way from Haslemere, as you
see.”


“Indeed, Miss
Stuart,” said Pons, shovelling blue, aromatic smoke from his pipe back over his
shoulder, his eyes focused on the huddle of roofs which lay ahead over the
patient back of the glistening roan in the shafts.


“It would be harder
to imagine a more delightful spot.”


It was, as my
companion had indicated, like something out of a picture postcard. A small,
timbered High Street, the houses ancient and beamed; a huddle of shops; an
ancient square sleeping in the sunshine; contented villagers strolling in the early
evening air; and the tower of the ancient Norman church dominating it all. We
rattled briskly down the main street, passing a handsome tile-hung inn with its
gilded sign of the maypole and turned into a narrow side-street, the horse
evidently knowing the way without the driver’s signalled instructions on the
reins.


The Old Rectory
turned out to be a handsome, rambling, tile-hung edifice, of L-shaped
construction, set back from the wall of the old graveyard in a large and
charming garden but one that was rather shadowed too much by old and massive
trees which kept much of the light and air from it.


As we drew up in
front of the white-painted gate which bore the name of the house in black
curlicue script, I saw that in winter the house would have a melancholy aspect,
not only from the trees but from the churchyard, whose lugubrious marble images
of angels and cherubs stared mournfully over the low, lichen-encrusted wall.


“Come along,
gentlemen!” said Miss Stuart, her spirits quite restored as she led the way up
the flagged path while the pony clopped its way round to a stable at the rear
of the premises. The white-painted front door was already being opened by a
cheerful, middle-aged woman with her hair scraped back in a bun.


“This is Hannah,
our housekeeper and very good friend,” our client explained. “This is Mr Solar
Pons and Dr Lyndon Parker, who will be staying with us for a few days.”


“Delighted to meet
you, gentlemen,” said Hannah shyly, extending her hand to Pons and then to me. “I
am sure that I will do my best to make you comfortable.”


Solar Pons smiled,
looking round approvingly at the light and comfortably appointed tiled hall
into which we had been ushered.


“You will not find
us fastidious, Hannah, I can assure you.”


“No, certainly not.”
I added, aware of Miss Stuart’s smiling face turned toward me. She seemed to
have recovered her spirits greatly.


“Tell me, Hannah,”
Solar Pons continued, “Miss Stuart has told me something of the troubles you
have been undergoing the past few months. What is your reading of the
situation?”


“Well, sir,” said
the housekeeper hesitantly, glancing at her mistress as though for tacit
approval. “It is not really my place to give an opinion, but there is something
strange and sinister about it. I know Miss Stuart will forgive me, but why
should the same man - and it is the same man by all accounts - return again and
again to this house to commit mischief. It isn’t natural. And I will swear on
the Bible that he is no common burglar.”


Pons nodded
significantly, glancing from the housekeeper to Miss Stuart.


“Well said, Hannah.
That is exactly my opinion and I am glad to have it confirmed by one so
obviously sensible and level-headed as yourself. If you can remember anything
specific about these events which you feel might assist me. I should be glad of
any confidence you might care to make.”


“Certainly, sir,”
said Hannah, taking our cases and retreating up the wide staircase with them. “And
I am so glad that you could come.”


Pons remained
staring after her for a moment. Then Miss Stuart led the way through into a
long drawing-room, whose windows, open to the garden with its drowsy hum of
bees in the late afternoon, spilled golden stencils of light across the carpet.


“We will take tea
immediately, gentlemen, if you wish. And then I presume you would like to
examine the study, Mr Pons.”


Solar Pons sat down
and tented his thin fingers before him, his eyes raking the room.


“By all means, Miss
Stuart. And then I have a fancy to take a stroll about the church before dark.”


Our client, who sat
by the empty fireplace, which was filled with a great bowl of scarlet roses,
smiled. She patted the small, bright-eyes spaniel which had wandered in from
the garden.


“Anything you wish,
Mr Pons.”


Solar Pons leaned
forward as the housekeeper reappeared with a tea-trolley.


“Please do not
raise your hopes too high, Miss Stuart. Nothing may happen while we are here.
But I will do my best.”


“You are being too
modest, Pons,” I said. “I am sure you will soon have the answer to these baffling
events.”


“As always, you do
me too much honour, Parker.”


And he said nothing
more until we had finished our tea.
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Afterward, Miss
Stuart conducted us to a large, handsome room on the ground floor, whose French
windows opened on to the flagged terrace of which she had already spoken.


“This is the study,
Mr Pons,” she said nervously.


My companion
nodded.


“Where all these
alarming things happened, Miss Stuart. Well, perhaps now we are on the ground
we shall make sense where all has seemed opaque hitherto.”


“Let us hope so, Mr
Pons.”


Solar Pons looked
round keenly, his eyes running over the serried ranks of musty ecclesiastical
volumes, many in leather bindings, which ranged across from floor to ceiling.
In the corner was the tall leather wing chair in which our client had sat on
the fateful evening she had heard the intruder furtively rummaging among the books.
But tonight, in this beautiful June weather, the library was a pleasant, placid
place, with the mellow sunlight coming in through the open French windows and
bringing with it the scent of roses.


Solar Pons had his
powerful magnifying lens out now and ranged round the room, watched in silence
by Miss Stuart. He moved swiftly down the shelves, his keen eyes darting here
and there and then moved out on to the terrace, examining detail quite
invisible to me. He straightened up, dusting the knees of his trousers and came
back into the room.


“This is where you
say the bearded man stood, Miss Stuart?”


“Exactly, Mr Pons.”


Pons turned to me.
He stood about four feet in from the French windows, in front of a long,
free-standing bookcase which made a shadowy aisle and divided this portion of
the large room in two.


“And whereabouts
were the books you spoke of, Miss Stuart?”


“On the third
shelf. Here, Mr Pons.”


The fair-haired
girl was at our side now and gravely took down a section of books about a foot
long.


“As near as I can
make out, Mr Pons, these were the books dropped only two nights ago. It all
seems so vivid and horrible and yet it could have been years back.”


“Quite so. Miss
Stuart,” I murmured. “It is often so with a shock to the nervous system.”


Pons took the
proffered books from Miss Stuart’s arms and carried them over to an oval
mahogany table, examining them carefully, frowning in concentration the while.


“Hmm. There does
not seem much out of the way here, Miss Stuart. Commentaries on the Epistles;
The New Psaltery; The Holy Bible, King James edition; Travels in the Holy Land.”


Miss Stuart shook
her head.


“As I said, Mr
Pons. All the rare editions are in this central case down near the fireplace.”


She motioned Pons
forward as though she would have shown him but my companion held up his hand.


“Nevertheless, Miss
Stuart, we will persist here for the moment, if you please. What do you make of
it, Parker?”


I went forward to
the table and glanced over his shoulder.


“As you say, Pons,
it does not look very interesting.”


I took up the Bible
but moved round the table rather awkwardly, with the result that the book fell,
spilling out two or three slips of paper on to the floor. Pons stooped quickly
to pick them up.


“Hullo! What have
we here?”


Miss Stuart glanced
casually at the material Pons held.


“Probably some
jottings of my father’s. He was always scribbling commentaries and annotations
on odd slips of paper. He often worked on his sermons that way.”


Pons sat down at
the table and smoothed out the pieces of paper, his brow furrowed.


“You might look in
the other volumes, Parker.”


I did as he
suggested but there was nothing else other than two dusty bookmarks. Solar Pons
went on sifting through the papers, deep concentration on his face.


“I am inclined to
agree with you, Miss Stuart. A printed programme for a Sunday School outing;
some notes for a sermon; an account for Bibles supplied by a religious
organisation. This looks like something different, though.”


He held up a sheet
of white notepaper which bore what looked like a set of inked verses with
numbers. Pons looked at it in silence, his eyes bright.


“Is this your
father’s hand, Miss Stuart?”


The girl took the
paper, smoothing it out, her face puzzled.


“No, Mr Pons. This
is certainly not Father’s hand, though it has a certain familiarity. But I
cannot recollect ever seeing it before. Perhaps it came with the Bible. Father
often bought second-hand books and they sometimes had strange things in them.”


Solar Pons nodded.


“Perhaps you are
right. However, I will keep this paper if you have no objection. And in a
little while Parker and I will take a stroll over to the church.”


“Certainly, Mr
Pons. You will find me in the drawing-room when you return.”


And with a quick
smile, Miss Stuart quitted the room through the French windows and we were
alone. Solar Pons sat, his brows heavy, the slip of paper on the table in front
of him.


“Just take a look
at this, Parker.”


I sat down next to
him and stared at the lettering.


“It looks like a
set of Bible verses, Pons.”


“Does it not,
Parker. Corresponding to the text in this Bible, no doubt.”


“Nothing unusual
about that, surely, Pons.”


“Perhaps not. But
kindly peruse it if you will have the patience.”


I did as he bid but
I must confess I was no wiser when I had finished. This is what I read:


 


And as he went out of the temple, one of
his disciples said unto him, Master, see what manner of stones and what
buildings are here.


St Mark, 8.


 


Therefore I said unto the children of
Israel. Ye shall eat the blood of no manner of flesh.


Leviticus, 6.


 


An ungodly man diggeth up evil; and in his
lips there is as a burning lire.


Proverbs, 4, 5.


 


Yet gleaming grapes shall be left in it, as
the shaking of an olive tree, two or three berries in the top of the uppermost
bough, four or five in the outmost fruitful branches thereof.


Isaiah, 18, 22, 29, 32.


 


All these were of costly stones, according
to the measures of hewed stones.


Kings, 13.


 


The fining pit is for silver, and the
furnace for gold; but the Lord trieth the hearts.


Proverbs, 6, 11.


 


I handed the slip
back to Pons.


“I am afraid it
means nothing to me, Pons.”


Solar Pons smiled,
thrusting the paper into his pocket.


“Yet much may be
made of it, if one reads the riddle aright, Parker. May I commend to your
attention that excellent English novelist, J. Meade Faulkner. His adventure
yarn Moonfleet is one of the finest in the language, excepting only Stevenson.”


“You astonish me.
Pons.”


“It would not be
the first time, Parker. But let us just stroll to the church. It is such a fine
evening and we must take advantage of the light.”


He led the way
through the French windows and after signalling to Miss Stuart, who was
standing near the garden gate talking to a tall fair-haired man in the roadway,
and indicating our intentions, he hurried down the pathway which led to the
church. I followed and we strolled through the slumbering old graveyard, with
its grey, tumbled tombstones, along a red-brick causeway to the entrance of the
Norman edifice.


The huge iron key
was in the lock of the massive, studded door and it sent echoes reverberating
from the interior as Pons pushed it back on its hinges. The building was a
surprisingly large one and paved with huge flagstones in which memorial slabs
were set. The inscriptions were worn away with the feet of the centuries and as
I puzzled over one pious Latin obituary, Pons wandered down the central aisle,
his progress sending back echoes from the vaulted ceiling.


When I rejoined him
he was standing at the entrance of a small side-chapel, pondering over a white
marble statuary group. It represented five or six children with long hair which
appeared to be streaming in the wind.


“Rather sombre,
Pons,” I observed.


“Not surprising,
Parker,” said my companion drily. “This is an early nineteenth century
stonemason’s version of the Darnley children, daughters of a large landowner
hereabouts, who were unfortunately drowned in a boating accident in 1816.”


“I see.”


I pondered the
melancholy description in black lettering on the marble base while Pons
wandered aimlessly about the chapel, stopping here and there to gaze absently
at the floor. We had just turned away when there sounded the beat of footsteps
from the curtained vestry to one side and a black-bearded face, from which two
red- rimmed eyes stared suspiciously into ours, came rapidly towards us.


It surmounted a
massive body clad in a black surplice and a silver cross glittered on the
chest. The atmosphere was one of veiled hostility though the voice was civil
enough.


“Isaac Stokesby,
Rector of this parish. Might I ask what you are doing here?”


“Merely imbibing
the atmosphere of this wonderful old building,” said Solar Pons courteously. “Solar
Pons. My friend Dr Lyndon Parker. We are the guests of Miss Stuart whose house
is across the churchyard yonder.”


The Rector drew
back and a subtle change of expression flitted across his features.


“Forgive me,
gentlemen. There have been some strange goings-on in the village these past months
and I always keep a careful eye on strangers.”


He extended a
powerful hand to each of us in turn.


“A very wise
precaution, Rector,” said Solar Pons warmly. “Miss Stuart has already told us
something of the matter. What do you make of it?”


The Rector
shrugged, his dark, bearded face impassive.


“A vagabond, no
doubt. But I always keep the church locked after dark. I would be grateful if
you would turn the key when you have finished.”


“By all means.
Come, Parker, we must not keep the Rector from his duties.”


As we walked back
through the darkling church. I turned to see the tall, bearded figure still
staring somewhat suspiciously after us. Solar Pons rubbed his thin hands with
satisfaction. He turned the big heavy key of the main door behind us and stood
pensively in the mellow evening sunshine.


“Well, Parker?”


“He seems somewhat
of a strange character. Pons,” I ventured.


“Does he not? And a
rather unusual one for such a quiet spot.”


“What do you mean,
Pons?”


We had resumed out
aimless strolling through the churchyard and Pons paused a moment before
replying, shading his eyes as he gazed after the fair-haired man who had been
talking to our hostess.


“A military man,
Parker,” he resumed. “One accustomed to giving orders and commanding men.”


I stared at my companion
in puzzlement.


“How do you make
that out. Pons?”


“He had the ribbon
of the Military Cross on his surplice, Parker. He obviously served in the late
war and the M.C. does not come up with the rations. If I mistake not the Rev.
Isaac Stokesby has seen some heavy trench fighting.”


“A strange vocation
for a man of the cloth, Pons. I should have thought he would have been a
chaplain.”


“Army chaplains
tend the wounded and dying under heavy fire, Parker, and there are many heroic
deeds recorded in their annals. But he may have decided to become ordained
after the end of the war. It is sometimes so.”


“In revulsion
against man’s inhumanity, Pons?”


“Very possibly, my
dear fellow. Now I suggest a stroll to the village inn before putting a few
more questions to Miss Stuart over supper.”
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The large
oak-timbered lounge bar of The Cresswell Arms was full on this warm, summer
evening and Pons and I enjoyed our tankards of cold cider, the scent of jasmine
coming in heavy and cloying with the breeze through the open windows. The tall,
fair-haired man to whom Miss Stuart had earlier been talking was standing at
the bar and had nodded agreeably as we came up to give our order.


Now he made his way
to the side-table where we sat and introduced himself.


“Major Alan Kemp,
gentlemen. I live just across the green there and am a friend and neighbour of
Miss Stuart. I understand you are staying at The Old Rectory.”


“Indeed, Major
Kemp.”


Pons rose and
introduced me and the Major sat down at Pons’ invitation.


“Allow me to
re-fill your glass.”


“That is very kind,
Mr Pons. A Scotch and soda if you please.”


The Major chatted
amiably as we waited for Pons to return from the bar.


“Your first visit
to Grassington, Mr Pons? Your good health, sir.”


Major Kemp raised
his glass in a polite toast as Pons and I reached for our second tankards of
cider.


“Yes,” I
volunteered. “It seems a pleasant spot.”


“It is that,” the
Major agreed.


With his sandy
moustache, faded blue eyes and fresh cheeks he seemed the very epitome of the
retired military man. A red setter slouched on the tiled floor at his feet.
Kemp wore a suit of well-cut tweeds, his dark blue shirt, open at the throat,
adding an informal touch, while his right hand toyed casually with a leather dog
leash as we talked.


“You have known
Miss Stuart long?” asked Solar Pons, his deep-set eyes raking round the room.


“Several years, Mr
Pons. We are quite good friends. I was so sorry to hear she had been upset.”


“A nasty shock for
a lady,” Pons added. “Are there any tramps hereabouts?”


Kemp shrugged.


“We get our share
through occasionally. My theory is that the intruder was most likely to have
been a gypsy. There are several encampments in the neighbourhood.”


“Indeed.”


Solar Pons’ eyes
were thoughtful as he stared at the Major.


“That is a
possibility, of course. You mentioned that to Miss Stuart?”


The Major
hesitated. He drained his glass and stood up. To my mind his expression had
changed in some subtle way. There was a darker red suffusing his cheeks.


“It does not seem
as if I am in the lady’s confidence. She has newer friends in whom to place her
trust it appears.”


He jerked his head
stiffly, with an embarrassed expression.


“Good day,
gentlemen.”


And he strode out
of the bar. I gazed after him blandly.


“What odd
behaviour, Pons. Do you think he can have anything to do with this bizarre
business?”


“Possibly, Parker.
He certainly seems piqued that we are staying at The Old Rectory.”


“Perhaps he is an
admirer of the lady himself, Pons.”


My companion stared
at me gravely.


“It is just
possible, Parker. She is certainly a very attractive young woman.”


Our conversation
passed on to other matters and dusk had fallen when we walked back to our
hostess’ house. An excellent cold salad supper had been prepared in the dining
room, served by the housekeeper, and during the meal Pons kept up a bantering
conversation with Miss Stuart in which all reasons for our being there were
avoided. There was a lull as the fruit and coffee were brought in and I chose
the interval to remark on our conversation with Kemp.


It was my
impression that Miss Stuart coloured a little as she looked from me to Pons.


“Major Kemp? I hope
you did not discuss your business here, gentlemen?”


“Certainly not.
Miss Stuart,” I ventured. “The Major seemed concerned about you. He volunteered
that the man you saw may have been a gypsy.”


A troubled look
passed across the fair girl’s face.


“It is possible, Dr
Parker. As the Major said, there are a number of camps.”


“Exactly where?”
interjected Solar Pons. “Though gypsies are not the problem.”


“Two to my
knowledge on the edge of Cresswell woods. Another down at the old quarry, south
of the village.”


“I see.”


Solar Pons nodded,
his thin fingers tented before him on the oak table top.


“Tell me. Miss
Stuart, are you quite alone in the world? Except for your mother, that is?”


Our hostess bit her
lip.


“There is no-one to
speak of, Mr Pons. My father’s brother Jeremy used to stay here, years ago.
Father did not speak much of him. He was the black sheep of the family, I
believe.”


She smiled.


“In the classical
tradition he emigrated to Australia, I understand.”


“I see. You would
have been a child at the time?”


“Indeed, Mr Pons. I
remember there was a quarrel between them on one occasion, which was unusual,
because my father was a very mild man. After that, Uncle Jeremy no longer came
here. I have no doubt my mother would know more.”


“Pray do not
bother, Miss Stuart. It is just that I wish to get a complete picture of your
household.”


Pons glanced at the
cased grandfather clock in the corner of the dining room.


“I have a mind to
take a moonlit walk after that excellent supper, Parker. Would it be possible
for me have a front door key, Miss Stuart?”


“By all means, Mr
Pons.”


Miss Stuart looked
a little startled and Pons smiled to reassure her.


“It is not yet nine
o’clock. We shall be no more than an hour or two and in any event will be back
inside these walls well before midnight.”


The girl passed a
hand across her face.


“I should
appreciate it, Mr Pons. There are only the two of us here you see and after
what has happened ...”


Her voice faltered
and she stopped. Solar Pons rose from the table and put his hand gently on her
arm.


“You are in no
danger now, Miss Stuart. Just lock all your doors and windows and leave the
front door on the latch. I will securely lock and bolt in on our return. Come,
Parker.”


I followed Pons up
to his bedroom somewhat bemused and waited while he rummaged in his suitcase.
He produced a small electric torch in a Bakelite case and a flat packet tied in
oiled silk.


“I think this will
do nicely for our little expedition, Parker. You have your revolver?”


“Certainly, Pons.”


“Come along then,
my dear fellow.”


I followed him
downstairs and cut through the garden with increasing puzzlement. We hurried
down the path towards the churchyard.


“But where are we
going, Pons?”


“To the church, of
course, Parker. The key to the whole situation lies there.”


“You amaze me, Pons.”


Solar Pons
chuckled.


“That is only
because you have not included Meade Faulkner on your reading list. I will
explain later. In case I am wrong.”


“You are seldom
wrong, Pons.”


“More often than
you think, my dear fellow.”


We hurried up the
path between the gravestones in the brilliant moonlight, the homely sounds of
the small village of Grassington behind us coming sharp and clear on the warm
summer air. There was an agreeable smell of mown grass in the churchyard and
the faintest trace of orange-red lingered in the west, as though the sun were
reluctant to depart. Gas lamps bloomed in the roadway which skirted the church
and we waited as a small group of excited young people - evidently the
stragglers from a tennis party - chattered their way along the road.


All was quiet
except for the distant drone of a motor car as we came up to the massive porch
door.


“How on earth are
we to get in, Pons?”


To my astonishment
my companion produced a huge iron key from his coat pocket. His eyes were
twinkling as he inserted it into the lock.


“I abstracted it
earlier, my dear fellow. The Rector asked me to make sure to lock it, you
remember.”


“We are more likely
to be seeing the inside of the village constable’s lock-up than the church.
Pons,” I said a little irritably.


“Tut, Parker, you
stand too much upon your dignity. It is a failing I have often observed among
the medical profession. Pomposity, like a distended stomach, is all the better
for being deflated.”


I thought it best
not to answer that and a few moments later we were within the darkened church.
I waited until Pons had re-locked the main door and then crept quietly after
him down the central aisle, the pale and cautious disc of his torch-beam
dancing across the stone-flagged floors. Pons had a slip of paper in his hand
and consulted it quietly as we came to the chapel entrance.


“Let us just work
this out, Parker. It should not take long.”


He handed me the
torch and I waited while he again consulted the paper, his lean, eager face alive
with interest.


“Ah, yes. It is
quite clear. Here are the children. If you would be so good, Parker, as to
shine the beam on to the floor here.”


I did as he said,
considerably puzzled by my companion’s strange behaviour. Pons went beyond the
Darnley statue, his lips moving noiselessly. He walked along the line of heavy
paving stones within the chapel. He gave a small exclamation of satisfaction
and bent swiftly to the floor. I joined him, shining the beam of the torch on
to a large slab which bore faded carving. One name could be vaguely made out
and Pons waited patiently while I deciphered it.


“Why, Pons, this
appears to be the entrance to the family vault of the Cresswell family!”


“Does it not,
Parker. Ah, yes, it should not be too difficult.”


To my astonishment
Pons placed the torch on the floor where he could see to work and selected what
appeared to be a slim cold chisel from the small pack he had brought from his
bedroom. He went round the edges of the slab, frowning the while, until he
finally inserted the end of the tool into the faint hairline between the slab
and the surround. I put my hand upon his arm.


“Heavens, Pons, you
surely do not intend to break into the vault?”


“That is most
certainly my intention,” Solar Pons replied coolly. “Just stand back, there’s a
good fellow.”


I did as he bade,
considerably perturbed, my eyes darting about the dark interior of the church,
now silvered with moonlight, while the harsh grating noise as Pons commenced
work denoted the pressure he was putting to bear upon the slab.


“There, Parker, if
you would be so kind as to add your considerable weight...”


I quickly put my
hand beneath the edge of the slab, which Pons had levered from the floor and we
swiftly lifted it out on to an adjoining flagstone. It was immensely heavy but
did not appear to be bonded in any way, though considerable quantities of dust
fell into the gaping hole disclosed. I gingerly directed the beam of the torch
downward, exposing a flight of ancient steps. Pons was already through and he
reached up to take the torch from me.


I followed him
down. The air was dry and musty with a faint aroma as of cloves. We had not
gone more than two or three yards before Pons gave a sharp exclamation.


“I do not think we
need go into the vault proper, Parker. Unless I am much mistaken this is what
we are looking for.”


He pointed
downwards to where a large bundle wrapped in sacking lay against the wall, in
one of the broad stone steps. He approached and lifted one end. There was a
chinking noise and he grunted at the weight.


“I think it will
take the two of us, Parker.”


He pulled aside the
sacking and exposed what looked like a large wicker picnic basket. I got my
hands under the end and tested the weight. As Pons had indicated, it was
considerable. Pons took the torch under his arm and we each lifted one end of
the sacking-wrapped hamper. Though it was only a few yards to the vault
entrance, I was already perspiring by the time we got there.


Once in the church
it was easier, for we could both stretch properly, which we had been unable to
do in the confines of the staircase. Only a quarter of an hour had passed
before we replaced the slab. Pons was most meticulous about restoring the area
to its former state and was not satisfied until we had carefully brushed the
dust back into the cracks round the slab.


I was impatient to
be off but he was at last satisfied and we carried our heavy burden back
through the darkened church to the main door. There was no-one about and Pons
locked it behind him.


“What will you tell
the Rector?” I asked.


“That I
inadvertently took the key with me,” said my companion.


He smiled.


“It is only a white
lie, after all.”


We got back through
the churchyard without mishap. Miss Stuart’s house was in darkness except for
two lights in the upper storey of The Old Rectory, which undoubtedly came from
her bedroom and that of the housekeeper. Pons led the way through into the
study, after ostentatiously locking and bolting the front door.


We put our burden
on a large oak table in a corner of the library, pulling the heavy curtains
across the windows before switching on the lights. We waited five minutes in
case Miss Stuart came downstairs but the silence continued unbroken. When he
was satisfied that we were unlikely to be disturbed, Solar Pons sat down at the
table and lit his pipe.


Blue clouds of
aromatic smoke curled lazily toward the ceiling in the warm air as he gazed at
the object on the table almost dreamily. He carefully unwrapped the sacking,
revealing the big, dusty old hamper.


“What do you make
of it, Parker?”


“I am completely in
the dark, Pons.”


I sat down at the
table opposite Pons and studied my friend’s lean, ascetic face carefully.


“Victorian hamper,
Parker. Not much used. Probably kept normally in the box- room of a large
mansion.”


“That’s all very
well, Pons,” I replied. “But what does it contain? No doubt you already know,
judging by your mysterious antics tonight.”


Solar Pons smiled,
his eyes dancing with mischief.


“Gold and silver
undoubtedly. Patience, friend Parker. You will know as much as I do within a
few minutes.”


The handles of the
hamper were secured with thick cord but Pons produced a folding knife from the
kit of tools in his oilskin pack and swiftly cut them. He opened the lid. I
craned forward to look into the interior but was disappointed at seeing nothing
but a plain white cloth.


Pons carefully
eased the edges of the cloth outward; they had become stiff with the years. I
then realised that it was nothing more than a bed-sheet, though the linen was
not of ordinary quality. I gave a gasp as the cloth fell away for the overhead
light winked back in a thousand reflections from gold and silver surfaces. The
whole of the interior of the hamper was stuffed with silver plate; massive
silver candlesticks; gold coins; statuettes and other objects d’art.


Tissue paper had
been carefully placed between the various items but it looked as though the
packing had been hastily disturbed, for the owner had undoubtedly thrown the
sheet over the top of the material without first covering it with tissue. Pons
carefully lifted out a solid silver statuette of a prancing horse, one of a
pair, golden sovereigns cascading to the table as he did so.


“Good heavens,
Pons!” I exclaimed. “These things must be worth thousands.”


Solar Pons nodded,
his eyes narrowed.


“Many thousands,
Parker. These snuff-boxes in the corner are by Faberge, unless I miss my guess.
Just take a look at this.”


I glanced at the
base of the silver statuette Pons was holding. Apart from the hallmark,
something was incised in the surface. It took a moment or two to make it out.


“It looks like a
maypole. Pons.”


“Exactly, Parker.
The same sign as the inn. And the same title.” “I do not follow, Pons.”


“Tut, Parker. Learn
to use your ratiocinative processes. These are the armorial bearings of the
Cresswells.”


“But why would they
want to put these things in their family vault. Pons?” Solar Pons concealed his
rising irritation superbly. “Undoubtedly they did not, Parker. This treasure
has been stolen.”


 


[bookmark: _Toc322637913]6


 


There was a long
silence between us. broken eventually by the church clock striking eleven. As
its echoes died away Solar Pons replaced the statuette in the hamper, together
with the gold sovereigns.


“Miss Stuart must
know nothing of this for the time being, Parker. At least until we have secured
our man.”


I stared at Pons in
rising irritation.


“I am sure I do not
know what you are talking about. Pons.”


Solar Pons finished
re-wrapping the hamper in sacking.


“You shall know a
good deal more before you leave this room, my dear fellow. Just hand me down
that gazetteer from the shelf behind you.”


I gave him the
volume and he studied it, his brows knotted in concentration through the
wreaths of tobacco smoke.


“Ah, here we are.
Cresswell Manor. The seat of the 1st Baron Cresswell. Well, we do not require
all that ancient history. Ah, here we are. Last of the line, Sir Roger
Cresswell, Grenadier Guards, killed in heavy fighting during the first months
of the last war. Unmarried, therefore no issue. The empty house was burned down
in a mystery fire in 1915. That is significant, Parker.”


“I do not see why.
Pons.”


“That is because
you are not applying your mind properly to the problem. It limits the time
factor, do you not see. The mansion did not exist after 1915. Therefore, I have
only to look between the turn of the century and the outbreak of war.”


“For what. Pons?”


“For the date of
the robbery, Parker.”


Solar Pons had
produced his sheet of paper from his pocket and was studying it intently. I
recognised it as that taken from the Bible earlier. Pons passed it over to me.
Once again I read the baffling set of verses.


 


And as he went out of the temple, one of
his disciples said unto him. Master, see what manner of stones and what
buildings are here.


St Mark, 8.


 


Therefore I said unto the children of
Israel, Ye shall eat the blood of no manner of flesh.


Leviticus, 6.


 


An ungodly man diggeth up evil; and in his
lips there is as a burning fire.


Proverbs 4, 5.


 


Yet gleaming grapes shall be left in it, as
the shaking of an olive tree, two or three berries in the top of the uppermost
bough, four or five in the outmost fruitful branches thereof.


Isaiah, 18, 22, 29, 32.


 


All these were of costly stones, according
to the measures of hewed stones.


Kings. 13.


 


The fining pit is for silver, and the
furnace for gold; but the Lord trieth the hearts.


Proverbs, 6, 11.


 


I shook my head.


“This still means
nothing to me, Pons.”


“Simply because you
are not using your God-given faculties, Parker. Kindly reach down that same
Bible from the shelf there.”


I crossed over to
fetch it, Pons opening the heavy volume.


“Just check St
Mark, if you would be so good.”


I did as he
suggested. I looked up again, conscious of the ironical expression of his eyes.


“Why, Pons, this
verse does not match at all.”


“Exactly, Parker.
Which is why I directed your attention to that excellent novel, Moonfleet.
There the author uses a similar device to indicate hidden valuables. The thing
is the simplest of codes.”


I looked at the
verses again.


“You mean there is
another book with the correct verses?”


Solar Pons shook
his head.


“No, no. The
non-existent verses merely indicate the word-order. Do not underline the verses
there, for I have another use for that paper, but indicate them on a separate
sheet. What does that give you?”


I jotted down the
words with mounting excitement. I now read:


TEMPLE CHILDREN
DIGGETH UP THERE TOP FIVE OUTMOST STONES SILVER GOLD.


“Good, heavens,
Pons! I see what you mean. It is a cipher.”


“It was obvious,
Parker. No Rector would have written such corrupt textual references. Therefore
the material in the Bible had not been written by him. I saw at once that ‘temple’
could refer to the church. When we visited the building earlier today I at once
noted the statue of the Darnley children. From there it was child’s play. The
message referred to the three top paving stones by the statue, and then the
five most outmost from that, which brought us to the vault slab of the
Cresswell family.”


“Excellent, Pons.”


“Elementary, my
dear Parker. We still have only half the puzzle. It now follows that the gold
and silver for which one was invited metaphorically to dig was stolen. It is
equally evident that the sinister, bearded man of Miss Stuart’s encounters is
searching for this booty. But who left the message in the Bible and why; and
whether he is connected with the searcher is another matter. I have my own
ideas on that but they must just wait until we have firmer data.”


I gazed at Pons
open-mouthed.


“You knew all that
before ever we went to the church today. Pons?”


“It was reasonably
self-evident, Parker.”


Solar Pons sat
drawing on his pipe in the heavy silence which followed. The house was quiet
except for the faint creaking of timbers and I was absorbed in my own thoughts.
Solar Pons rose at length and looked at the clock.


“A brief nightcap,
I think, Parker. Things will be clearer in the morning, when I must devise some
method to bring our man to us. In the meantime, if you would be kind enough to
help me get these things to my room, the sooner they are under lock and key the
better.”


We breakfasted
early the following morning, the brilliant sunlight streaming in through the
open windows. The country air was increasing my appetite and I ate a hearty
meal. Pons was silent as we sat drinking our coffee, his deep-set eyes
apparently fixed on the tower of the church through the trees. Our hostess sat
watching us intently. Eventually she broke the silence.


“You have come to
some conclusions, Mr Pons?”


“I have indeed,
Miss Stuart. And I must ask for your full co-operation.”


“Anything you say,
Mr Pons.”


Solar Pons smiled
thinly.


“It may sound a
little peculiar to you, Miss Stuart, but it is, I think, the only way to bring
the intruder who is haunting this house out into the open. What is the evening
paper for this area? One that would certainly be read by the local inhabitants?”


“Apart from the
national evening newspapers, Mr Pons, there is only the Surrey Observer. Their
nearest office is in Godalming.”


“Excellent, Miss
Stuart. Perhaps we could hire a car in the village?”


“The local taxi man
is reliable, Mr Pons. As you know he is to be found at the railway station most
days.”


Our client’s eyes
were fixed upon my companion’s face with great intensity.


“What is your plan,
Mr Pons?”


Solar Pons had
taken an envelope from his pocket and was scribbling something on the back of
it with great vigour.


“I wish to insert
the following advertisement in the Observer, Miss Stuart. Would I be in time
for this evening’s edition?”


“You would if the
advertisement is at the office by midday, Mr Pons. That would be early enough
for the edition which is out by six o’clock. We get it locally a little after
that, as our newsagent collects it from the train.”


“I see. It is a
great impertinence, Miss Stuart, but I wish to insert the following
announcement. I would be glad of your co-operation.”


Miss Stuart glanced
at the paper Pons handed her and gave a start of surprise.


“It is
extraordinary, Mr Pons. I am in complete agreement, of course, but I do not
know what Mother would say.”


Solar Pons
chuckled.


“She is away,
fortunately, my dear young lady. Let us just get Parker’s opinion.”


Miss Stuart handed
the envelope to me and I read Pons’ announcement with increasing bewilderment.
It was headed RARE BOOKS and ran: CLERGYMAN’S LIBRARY for sale. Rare,
ecclesiastical and other books at reasonable prices. View any time without
appointment. Stuart, The Old Rectory, Grassington, Surrey.


I looked up at my
companion.


“Extraordinary,
Pons.”


“Is it not, Parker.
Yet I feel this might be just the item to tempt our friend.”


Miss Stuart’s eyes
were sparkling.


“You think the man
who broke in might read this and visit here openly in the guise of a rare book
dealer or purchaser?”


“Exactly. Miss
Stuart. I must force his hand. He must be desperate by this time and will
probably grasp at what he would consider a golden opportunity. We cannot just
sit here for the next few weeks hoping he might attempt to break in again.”


“Of course not, Mr
Pons. You certainly have my permission.”


“Thank you, Miss Stuart.
I would like you and your housekeeper to remain here all the time, of course,
and Parker will be on hand. You must explain that no list has been prepared and
let people browse around the study shelves as they wish. Most will be genuine
bibliophiles so you need fear no attempts at pilfering.”


“But suppose
someone steals that Bible, Pons?” I asked.


“That is exactly
what I wish them to do, Parker,” said Solar Pons. “And to that purpose I shall
replace that slip of paper exactly as you found it just as soon as we have
finished breakfast. I must also consult the bound files when we visit the
newspaper office. They would have records there. Miss Stuart?”


“Certainly, Mr
Pons. It is a large office.”


“Excellent.”


Solar Pons glanced
at his watch.


“We have much to do
his morning, Parker. I would be obliged if you would arrange for a taxi to take
us to Godalming. In the meantime I must ring Bancroft at the Foreign Office.
And Jamison also.”


“What on earth for,
Pons?”


Solar Pons smiled
enigmatically.


“To put one or two
small inquiries afoot, Parker. This ghost of the Rectory, as Miss Stuart calls
him, has created a good deal of terror. Now we must close the net around him.”
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It was indeed, as
Pons had hinted, a busy morning. We drove swiftly to Godalming where Pons spent
an hour closeted at the newspaper office. After placing his advertisement he
was shown to a small glassed-in office where the bound files of the journal
were kept. I left him there to buy one or two items for my comfort, for I did
not know how long we were likely to be at Grassington, and when I returned some
time later I found him in fine fettle.


He rubbed his thin
hands together in satisfaction, his deep-set eyes blazing with excitement.


“There you are,
Parker. I was not far wrong in my assessment.”


I followed his
pointing forefinger to the news item he indicated in the musty volume of 1912
open before him. It was headed:


THIEVES STEAL
FORTUNE FROM CRESSWELL MANOR. £100,000 GOLD AND SILVER TAKEN.


I read the article
with increasing interest. It went into great detail and itemised the valuables
stolen with considerable exactitude. There was no doubt in my mind as I
finished the account that the missing articles were those Pons had recovered
from the church vault the previous night.


“Ten years ago,
Pons. It does not say who was responsible for the theft.”


Solar Pons looked
at me mockingly.


“That was too much
to hope for, Parker. I have been through the subsequent issues with great care
but apart from items in the police inquiries, there is nothing. But then I did
not expect it.”


His quizzical eyes
were turned fully toward me.


“And there would be
little on which to stretch my peculiar talents, Parker.”


“Perhaps not, Pons,
but it would have been helpful, nevertheless.”


Solar Pons laughed
shortly, folding his sheaf of notes and putting them in his pocket.


“You were ever
practical, Parker. But I have a few ideas up my sleeve. We must not forget the
sight which caused Miss Stuart’s father to drop dead of shock.”


I looked at my
companion in amazement.


“You think that is
connected with these events. Pons?”


“Undoubtedly,
Parker. It was what drew my attention to a number of significant factors. But I
am hoping that my calls to Inspector Jamison at Scotland Yard and to Brother
Bancroft will produce something pertinent.”


He glanced up at
the clock on the wall opposite.


“You must stay
close to the Rectory from five o’clock onwards, Parker, if you would be so
good.”


“Certainly, Pons,
if you think it necessary.”


“It is vitally
important. In fact, I would prefer you to deal with any visitors who may come
to look at the books. Of course, our bait may not draw anyone this evening, but
it is my experience that rare book collectors seldom miss such an opportunity.
They usually descend in droves, sometimes within the hour of an advertisement
appearing. I am relying on you, Parker.”


“You may count on
me, Pons. What will you be doing this afternoon?”


“Well, when I have
taken the calls I am expecting I shall be off on a short tour of the district.
I have a mind to visit one or two of the gypsy encampments in the
neighbourhood.”


“But you said that
gypsies had nothing to do with it, Pons.”


“That is perfectly
correct. And it is just because gypsies are not connected with the affair that
I wish to visit the camps.”


I shrugged as Pons
got up from the table.


“As you wish, Pons.
But the matter still remains dark and impenetrable to me.”


Solar Pons put his
hand on my shoulder.


“Do not say so,
Parker. Just keep your eyes and ears open and I am sure all will become clear
before long.”


His face became
more grave.


“I must urge upon
you, Parker, the seriousness of this business. The man who is after this
fortune is ruthless and cunning. He will not become dangerous unless thwarted.
Whoever calls this evening - whatever your suspicions - I must impress upon you
the paramount importance of not giving him any inkling that his purposes are
known.”


“I understand,
Pons. I must just give people the run of the library. But supposing our man
takes that piece of paper from the Bible?”


Solar Pons shook
his head impatiently.


“As I have already
indicated, I am relying on him doing so, Parker. You must remain in the library,
of course. And do try to give some intelligent answers about the books. There
will undoubtedly be genuine dealers present. The most valuable books are in the
locked glass bookcase near the far window. Only the genuine bibliophile will go
there. The person who hangs about the shelves near the French windows will
either be a cleric; an enthusiastic amateur who is interested in all old books
as opposed to first editions; or the man we want. Just leave him alone. We
shall know soon enough when that paper has been taken. He can do nothing until
after dark, in any event.”


“Certainly, Pons.”


Solar Pons seemed
satisfied and when he had called at the commercial office of the newspaper to
thank the lady in charge of the files we left the building and took our taxi
back to The Old Rectory. Pons’ remarks about Miss Stuart’s father had aroused
many impressions in my mind; to tell the truth I had quite forgotten this
aspect in the excitement of our discovery and with the passing of the hours
toward the time when the newspaper advertisement would appear, my apprehension
grew.


The roots of the
mystery appeared to lie in happenings which had occurred ten or more years ago
and the longer I thought about it the more impenetrable did the matter appear.
Of course, I knew that the people who had robbed Cresswell Manor had apparently
buried their booty in the church, but why the Rev. Stuart should die of shock
in his library; or who the bearded man with the scarred thumb might be was
beyond my poor capabilities. I tried to apply Pons’ methods in my own humble
way but soon had to give up.


And how had the
coded messages appeared in the Rector’s Bible in his own study? The more I
thought about it the more tangled it became and it was with relief that I saw
the lean, spare figure of Pons reappear in the garden after his walk. His
carriage was alert and his eyes were sparkling as he came through the French
windows into the library. He had earlier taken the two calls from Jamison and
Bancroft Pons but had not volunteered any information and I knew better than to
ask.


“Well. Parker,” he
said. “We progress.”


“I am glad to hear
it, Pons.”


My companion sank
into one of the wing chairs by the empty fireplace, now filled with a blaze of
summer flowers, and stared at me quizzically.


“I think I not only
know the reasons why Miss Stuart’s bearded man appeared so frequently in this
room, but I have his name.”


I gazed at Pons
open-mouthed.


“This is
incredible, Pons.”


“Pray do not
exaggerate, Parker. Once I had the right direction in which to work it was
merely a question of narrowing down.”


He tented his thin
fingers before him and fixed his gaze over toward the open French windows
behind my back.


“Your walk has been
productive, then?”


“It was not without
its rewards, Parker. The exercise was certainly beneficial. Two of the sites
were occupied by true Romanies. The third encampment, that in the quarry, was
filled with a heterogeneous collection of didecais and travellers. It should
serve our purpose well enough.”


I glanced at Pons
with rising irritation. He read the expression in my eyes and his lips curled
in a faint smile.


“Just a few hours
more, Parker. My theories are not proven yet.”


He glanced over at
the clock in the corner.


“And now, Parker,
the time is almost six o’clock. Miss Stuart has her instructions. The
housekeeper will refer any callers to you and you know my thoughts on the
matter.”


“Certainly, Pons.”


Pons crossed over
to the far bookshelves and checked the Bible we had replaced there. Then he
closed and locked the French windows, shooting the bolts for good measure. He
glanced round the room, as though setting the scene.


“Let me just
recapitulate. The newspaper reaches Grassington in a quarter of an hour or a
little after. If our man is as alert as I think him we might expect him as
early as seven o’clock. Though he may not take the bait until tomorrow.”


He crossed over
toward the door.


“Oh, by the bye,
any telephone calls you may regard as being from genuine dealers. Those in
which the callers require appointments for tomorrow or succeeding days I should
certainly class as bona fide and pass them on to Miss Stuart.”


“Very well, Pons.
What will you be doing?”


“I shall remain in
my room, Parker, where I shall have a very good view of people walking up the
front path without myself being observed. It would not do for our man to
connect me with the energetic walker of this afternoon.”


I could not repress
a faint snort of impatience.


“Very well, Pons.
No doubt this will all become clear in time.”


“No doubt, Parker.
I trust you to play your part.”


Solar Pons quitted
the room swiftly and I heard his quick, athletic tread on the stairs. He had no
sooner closed the door of his chamber when I heard the shrill of the telephone
from the hall outside. A few moments later the face of Hannah, the housekeeper,
appeared nervously at the library door.


“Some London book
dealers, sir. Shall I fetch Miss Stuart?”


I nodded and went
to pick up the receiver.


“Brackett and Prall
of Pall Mall here, sir,” said the bland voice at the other end. “Your
advertisement in the Surrey Observer has been brought to our attention by a
dealer in Guildford. Would it be convenient for us to arrange an appointment
for tomorrow morning?”


I found Miss Stuart
at my elbow and thankfully relinquished the instrument. I went back into the
library and sat down at the table by the window. I attempted to read a book but
I confess my mind was not on the lines. My purpose there in the library: the
black mystery surrounding the death of our client’s father: the bearded man who
seemed to haunt the Rectory and grounds: the stolen hoard of silver buried in
the church vault; and the responsibility Pons had placed upon me all combined
to set my brain whirling.


I got up after a
while and paced up and down the pleasant library, my mood widely at variance
with the mellow sunlight which streamed through the windows. Twice more the
telephone jangled in the hall outside and then Miss Stuart put her head round
the door to say that two more rare book dealers hoped to come the following
day.


It was almost seven
o’clock when the front door-bell rang. I was just going out when Hannah crossed
the hall in front of me, a tall, familiar figure behind her. He smiled somewhat
crookedly at me.


“Ah, Dr Parker, I
saw the advertisement in the paper just now. Miss Stuart told me nothing about
selling up her father’s books.”


“It was a sudden
whim,” I explained. “Please go in and browse about at your leisure.”


“Thank you, doctor.”


I watched Major
Alan Kemp cross the hall with his firm, athletic stride and disappear within
the study. I was about to join him when there came another ring at the
door-bell. Hannah looked at me with widening eyes.


“Allow me this
time,” I said.


I opened the door
to reveal the massive, bearded face of the Rector, the Rev. Isaac Stokesby. He
wore a neat grey suit with his clerical collar beneath and he seemed
considerably surprised to see me. He waved a copy of the Surrey Observer in my
face.


“I have just seen
Miss Stuart’s advertisement, doctor. It seemed to me a good opportunity to add
some ecclesiastical volumes to the church library. I trust it is not
inconvenient ...?”


“By no means.
Rector. Do come in. You know the study. You will find Major Kemp already there.”


“Indeed,” said
Stokesby coolly.


He hesitated, as
though he would have changed his mind but apparently thought better of it.


“Perhaps you would
be good enough to tell her I am here.”


“I will tell Miss
Stuart,” I said.


When I returned with
our client two other visitors had called: they were already in the study. I
smiled encouragingly at Miss Stuart.


“It seems Mr Pons’
stratagem has proved effective, Dr Parker.”


I nodded.


“There is usually
very sound method behind his even more extravagant actions, Miss Stuart. Will
you join them in the library?”


“Let us both go,
doctor.”


“As you wish.”


As we entered the
handsome room with the mellow rays of gold pouring in from the garden outside,
the study seemed like nothing more than a public library. Two gentlemen in grey
suits were examining volumes on the table and talking in hushed tones. The Rev.
Stokesby had the locked bookcase open and was handling a leather- bound Bible
reverently. I could not see the Major for a moment but then saw him up near the
French windows where Pons and I had replaced the Bible with its corrupt texts.


Miss Stuart hurried
forward and was soon engaged in animated conversation with her guests. I was
about to join her when there came yet another ring at the front door. This time
the caller was a small, dapper gentleman, impeccably dressed in a dark suit and
wearing lavender coloured gloves. He smiled amiably and searched in his pocket,
as though looking for a card.


“Dear me, I seem to
have forgotten them. Jethro Carpenter. Rare book dealer at your service. Would
it be possible to view the collection mentioned in the advertisement?”


“By all means,” I
said. “Your colleagues are already in the library.”


I led the way
through and introduced the fifth man to the assembly. The room now seemed
crowded and as the conversation proceeded I was able to study the other two men
who had been admitted by Hannah.


One was a short,
bearded man with a pronounced limp, named Judson Higgins. Though well dressed
in expensive clothes and wearing white gloves, there was something sly and
furtive in his appearance which I didn’t take to. He had cold grey eyes beneath
his whitening eyebrows and his thick hair was liberally dusted with silver. He
had a high, mincing pedantic voice and was engaged in a shrill altercation with
his companion.


This was a giant
with red hair and a carefully trimmed moustache. He was about thirty-five years
old and very strong and vigorous. But his eyes blinked mildly beneath his
thick-lensed spectacles with tortoise-shell frames and he seemed more amused
than otherwise at his colleague’s comments on the quality of the books in the
late Rector’s library.


The Rev. Isaac
Stokesby stood near Miss Stuart up near the empty fireplace, his dark eyes
regarding the scene before him in an almost contemplative manner. The Major
stood the other side of our client and seemed about to say something but was
unable to gain her attention.


Jethro Carpenter
contented himself with inclining his head to the company and then darted
swiftly forward to the bookcase at the far end of the room, which I understood
contained the rare volumes. I declined to join in the conversation but, mindful
of Pons’ stricture, tried to observe without appearing to take any notice.


I kept away from
the bookcase near the window and as the housekeeper served coffee and biscuits
to the guests an hour later, it was obvious that everyone in the room had had
ample opportunity, at one time or another, to approach the Bible containing the
message unobserved. The shelving was so arranged that it concealed the browser
from the people standing near the fireplace; though that corner of the room was
clearly in view from the French windows.


It was nearly nine
o’clock before the last of the visitors had departed; no-one else had come and
it was with some relief that Miss Stuart and I exchanged glances as Hannah
showed the last of the bibliophiles to the door. This was the Rector and I
retained an impression of his sardonic, bearded face, the beard tinted with
gold with the dying sun as he hurried through the garden.


“Well. Dr Parker.”
said our hostess gravely, as we re-entered the library, “I have several orders
for books here and I only hope I shall be able to explain satisfactorily why
they are not for sale when the would-be purchasers call again.”


“I am afraid we
have put you to some inconvenience. Miss Stuart. But I am sure Solar Pons would
not have suggested this arrangement without good cause.”


The girl flashed me
a brief smile.


“I am certain you
are right, Dr Parker. Now. I think we have earned a glass of sherry.”


She went over to
pour while I unlocked and opened the French windows, letting sweet-scented air
and the cheerful song of birds into the somewhat stuffy study. As I came back
down the room I went to the Bible which was apparently the source of so much
mystery and took it down from the shelf. I opened it and went through the slips
of paper at the back. I felt a tingle of excitement as I re-examined them more
thoroughly.


“Good heavens! The
Bible verses are missing.”


“I should be extremely
disappointed if they were not, my dear fellow.”


Solar Pons was
regarding me from the open study door, his eyes bright and alert. He rubbed his
slender hands together as he came over to join us. Miss Stuart poured him a
glass of sherry and we moved instinctively toward the dining room.


“Dinner will be
served almost immediately, gentlemen,” said our hostess. “I will not ask any
further questions tonight. I hope you are hungry, as Hannah has prepared
something special.”


“We must do justice
to it, Parker,” said Solar Pons, his eyes twinkling over the rim of his glass. “We
can do nothing till after dark but we must be in position not later than
10.30p.m.”


Miss Stuart smiled
wryly.


“Well, I do not
know what you propose, Mr Pons, but I drink most heartily to your success.”


We all three raised
our glasses.
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I shifted my
cramped position, my muscles cracking with the unwonted movement. Solar Pons
put his hands to his lips in warning.


“We must just be
patient, Parker. Our man is cunning and persistent. And he is extremely
dangerous. You have your pistol?”


I nodded.


“You are certain he
will come, Pons?” I whispered.


“I would stake my
reputation on it, Parker. He has no reason for suspicion and we now know he has
his hands on the thing he most covets.”


“But will he read
it aright. Pons?”


Pons smiled,
glancing up at the moonlight which straggled through a stained glass window far
above our heads. We crouched in the shadow of a large statuary group in the
side-chapel of the church, facing the entrance. All was silent apart from the
deep tick of the clock which told the passing of the hours. It was almost
midnight and for the past hour the entire village of Grassington seemed to have
been asleep. Not even the distant rumble of a passing motor vehicle had
disturbed our vigil.


“Our man will read
the message correctly, Parker. He knew what he was looking for before ever he
came to The Old Rectory. It is hardly likely that he would not know the simple
code employed.”


I shook my head.


“Perhaps, Pons. But
I must confess I am baffled. Any of those people tonight could have been the
man in question. But all of them had something suspicious about them if one
read their actions a certain way.”


Pons inclined his
head.


“There is something
of the eccentric in every collector of whatever type, Parker. It is endemic to
the breed.”


He broke off, his
whole form rigid, his head forward in a listening attitude. I had heard nothing
and opened my mouth to make some rejoinder when he stopped me by putting his
hand on my arm. Then I heard what his sensitive ears had already caught. A
faint creaking noise from somewhere far off in the church. It ceased and the
silence resumed.


Pons moved over and
put his mouth up against my ear.


“He has entered
through a side door, Parker. An artist with a jemmy, evidently.”


I eased my cramped
legs and drew the pistol from my pocket, throwing off the safety-catch and
laying it down carefully on the cool stone flags at my side.


“I am quite ready,
Pons.”


We waited for a few
minutes more, sitting immobile, straining our ears to catch the slightest
noise. Then I caught the scrape of a boot on the flagstones somewhere in the
main body of the church.


I was unable to
conceal a slight start at a vague shadow sliding through the moonlight which
dappled the interior of the nave. I saw by Pons’ expression that he had already
noted it. I reached out silently and picked up the loaded revolver, holding it
on my lap. My companion had his torch at the ready as the dark, stealthy figure
drew nearer, moving with the utmost caution and circumspection. There was
something almost obscene about this furtive intruder into this holy place at
dead of night.


We both moved
tighter into the wall in the deepest part of the shadow but our precautions
were not needed: the figure that advanced through the chapel entrance on
tip-toe, holding a slip of paper in its hand, was far too preoccupied to give
more than a casual glance at his surroundings. He stopped still, as though deep
in thought, and then turned toward us.


A shaft of
moonlight spilling through the glass of one of the upper windows of the church
fell clear upon his features and I could not repress a slight shudder. I felt
Pons’ fingers tighten on my arm and I lifted my pistol so as to be ready for
any eventuality. The evil yellow face with the thick beard and burning eyes
stared round menacingly and I understood for the first time what an ordeal Miss
Stuart must have gone through.


I had no doubt in
my own mind that this was the library intruder surprised by both her and her
mother and the shock must have been severe indeed under the circumstances. Even
here, with Pons at my side and the comforting feel of the revolver butt against
my palm, the face exuded such menace that I felt the perspiration start out on
my forehead.


The figure let fall
an exclamation and then paced excitedly about, studying the flagstones. It went
past the memorial to the children of which Pons had made so notable a use and
then measured out the identical path already followed by my companion. The
intruder knelt with another muffled gasp and I heard the chink of metal; then a
low grating noise as he started to lever up the flagstone.


It was just at that
moment that there came a loud noise at the main door of the church. Pons swore
under his breath and let go of my arm. The crouching figure by the open hole in
the chapel floor gave a convulsive leap into the air. It reached into its hip
pocket as the beam of Pons’ torch danced out to settle on that horrific face.
The man gave a snarl of rage and raised his hand.


“Quickly, Parker!”
Pons snapped.


I was already on my
feet, bringing the pistol up. I squeezed the trigger, the flash of flame from
the muzzle seeming to light the church interior while the report echoed
thunderously under the vaulting. I had aimed for the shoulder and my aim was
true. The figure spun, clutching its left hand to its right forearm and
something clattered to the floor.


The front door of
the church thundered back on its hinges as the bearded man blundered into some
wooden chairs in the aisle. I was already racing after him but Pons was quicker
still. Our quarry was up near the door when Pons brought him down with a
running tackle. The two men landed asprawl at the feet of the gigantic Rector
of Grassingtom, the Rev. Isaac Stokeby.


Eyes wide, he
stared at the amazing tableau before him, while my torch beam continued to
dance over the two struggling men on the floor. The Rector moved to a light
switch and the interior of the church was filled with mellow radiance. The Rev.
Stokesby’s jaw dropped and his face was mottled with anger.


“Mr Pons! Dr
Parker! What is this war-like intrusion into God’s place?”


Pons got to his
feet and dusted himself down. He gave a wry smile at the figure struggling in
pain on the flagstones.


“Pray do not
distress yourself. Rector,” he said calmly. “God’s will moves in mysterious
ways, as the Bible says somewhere.”


The Rector looked
at my companion belligerently.


“That is all very
well, Mr Pons, but you will find this difficult to explain. There have been
things going on here, as I told you, and I determined to keep watch. I noticed
that you had abstracted the door key, which aroused my suspicions. Then tonight
I saw your torch beam. I determined to wait until you came out to see what you
were up to. But you were so long I decided to come in.”


“Fortunate indeed
that you waited, Rector,” said Pons crisply. “This man was armed and desperate.
And if you had run into him in the churchyard you would undoubtedly have scared
him off.”


He stepped back.


“Your department I
think, Parker.”


I knelt and made a
cursory examination.


“A broken arm,
Pons. Shock and loss of blood, of course. I can do little here.”


Pons straightened
up as I helped the bearded man to his feet and bound his wound with my
handkerchief. All the fight seemed to have gone out of him. The Rector
temporarily appeared to have been stricken speechless. As our prisoner’s face
came more fully into the light I could not resist an exclamation.


“Why, Pons, he is
wearing a mask!”


Solar Pons
chuckled.


“Is he not, Parker.
Let us just have your views on his identity.”


I had no
hesitation.


“Why, Judson
Higgins, the rare book dealer, Pons. He is about the same build and I noticed
particularly that he wore gloves when he came to The Old Rectory last night.”


I seized our
prisoner’s right hand and pointed out the misshapen white scar on the thumb.
Solar Pons smiled at me encouragingly.


“Excellent, Parker.
You will make a detective yet.”


Without preamble he
seized the bearded mask our prisoner was wearing and tore it from him. I must
confess I have never been so surprised or disappointed in my life. The face
revealed was that of a complete stranger; a hard-faced, crop-headed man with
battered features like a boxer, now reddened and perspiring from the
constriction of the mask and the warmth of the evening. He kept his grey eyes
sullenly on the floor. Pons’ own eyes danced and he smiled at the Rector.


“If I am not much
mistaken, Mr Munro Slater, late of H.M. Prison, Dartmoor. Known to us as Jethro
Carpenter, rare book dealer.”


“But how was that
possible, Pons?”


“Merely a clever
make-up, Parker. And he was the only other of the book dealers who physically
fits the bill. I have checked and Judson Higgins has a genuine limp.”


He turned to the
bearded churchman who was glaring impatiently at both of us.


“We owe you an
explanation, Rector. We must first get this man to the local police. Then, if
you are agreeable and despite the lateness of the hour, we must arouse Miss
Stuart from her bed, and this matter must be settled once and for all.”
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“Coffee, Mr Pons?”


Our client looked
fresh and charming in her dressing gown and not like someone who had been
awakened only half an hour before by the housekeeper in such a dramatic manner.
It was half-past one in the morning but such was Pons’ energy and vitality and
such was our curiosity to hear the explanation for the weird business which had
culminated so dramatically in the church that we took no heed of the time.


We sat at a round
table at the far end of the study, the windows open to admit the sweet-scented
night air, but with the curtains tightly drawn. The Rector, somewhat mollified,
now that Pons had told him something of the circumstances, sat opposite
drinking coffee while Pons and I were diagonally across from Miss Stuart
presiding at the silver pot. Anyone who could have seen us at that hour would
have found the sight decidedly strange.


Solar Pons put down
his coffee sup and tented his fingers before him as he looked round the table
with suppressed excitement.


“I am sorry to have
roused you at such an inopportune hour, Miss Stuart, and what I am going to say
may cause some distress.”


Our client looked
at us wide-eyed.


“Distress, Mr Pons?”


Solar Pons nodded.


“It concerns your
family and does not reflect very well on one of its members. Under these
circumstances, if you would prefer the Rector to withdraw, I am sure he would
understand.”


Miss Stuart looked
round the table in bewilderment, then clenched her jaw firmly.


“I have no secrets
from the Rector, gentlemen. And I am sure that what is said here tonight will
remain within these four walls unless there is good reason for making it
public.”


“Well said, Miss
Stuart. I did not expect you to give any other answer.”


Solar Pons looked
at the fair-haired girl with a reassuring expression and sipped his coffee before
replacing the cup in the saucer.


“This story begins
a long time ago, Miss Stuart. In fact, it goes back to your childhood, one
might say.”


Miss Elizabeth
Stuart looked at Pons wide-eyed.


“You astonish me.
Mr Pons.”


My companion leaned
back in his chair and began to light his pipe at our client’s extended
permission.


“As soon as you
visited me at 7B Praed Street and told us your strange story, it was
self-evident that your bearded visitor had a definite purpose in view. Two
visits by the same burglar might be coincidence but a whole series, with
nothing stolen, was so bizarre a circumstance that I rapidly came to the
conclusion that the intruder was searching for something. Something hidden
within this study.”


Solar Pons put his
match down in a crystal ash-tray on the table and puffed a cloud of fragrant
blue smoke at the ceiling. He stared at it almost dreamily through the misty
atmosphere.


“I had formed two
conclusions before I left London, Parker. The first I have already mentioned.
The second was that the man engaged in such a desperate search was disguised.”


I looked at Pons in
astonishment.


“You cannot mean
it. Pons!”


My companion shook
his head impatiently.


“It was
self-evident, Parker. Miss Stuart had called the police. Inquiries had been
made in the neighbourhood, on more than one occasion. But no-one had seen a
bearded man with an evil face and with a distinctive scar on his thumb. It was
surely impossible for such a person to come and go in a small village like
Grassington, even at night, without being seen. Therefore, it was elementary
that he was disguised. As we have seen, our captive wore a mask. Not so much to
conceal his own identity as to create a false one. So that even if he were seen
it did not matter. His scarred thumb could easily be concealed by gloves or a
piece of sticking plaster whenever he went out in his own persona.”


“That is all very
well, Pons, and we now know the reason, but what was behind the whole charade?”


“Patience, Parker.
The genesis of the affair goes back a good many years, and this is why we have
to be discreet. It all began. Miss Stuart, in your childhood. Your uncle,
Jeremy Stuart. You spoke of him as the black sheep of the family, if I recall
your words correctly. And mentioned that he had emigrated to Australia. The
expression black sheep usually carries the connotation of being a wild young
fellow. Unfortunately, Jeremy Stuart was an habitual criminal and so far from
emigrating he fled the country to avoid the police. In Australia he served a
lengthy prison sentence for burglary and it was some years before England saw
him again.”


Miss Stuart had
gone pale and she gazed at Pons with trembling lips. Pons put out his hand and
clasped her own.


“Have no fear, Miss
Stuart. Everything is over and done with. I am sorry to distress you but the
truth must out. as I think the Rector would agree.”


The Rev. Stokesby
nodded sombrely. His burning eyes, which never left Pons’ face, now wore an
expression of approbation. The girl smiled faintly.


“I am sorry, Mr
Pons. It is a shock to find that an apparently respectable family contains such
a hidden secret. But it explains much that was mysterious and troubled about my
father.”


I gave Miss Stuart
an approving glance.


“It is no disgrace,
Miss Stuart,” I assured her. “Many families contain a member who goes wrong in
one way or another. You are not responsible for your uncle and it is certainly
not your family’s fault that he turned out so badly.”


“Well said, Parker,”
interjected Pons warmly. “And I am sure in his own way, Miss Stuart, your
father did everything to redress the balance by his Christian work and charity
in this parish.”


“I can certainly
endorse that, Mr Pons,” said the Rev. Isaac Stokesby. “I have never heard such
testimony as the terms used by the people of Grassington about my predecessor.”


Miss Stuart
blushed.


“You are most kind,
gentlemen. I promise I will not give way again, no matter what revelations you
have to make about my uncle. Please proceed.”


Solar Pons gave our
client an encouraging look and went on as though he were thinking aloud.


“When your uncle
eventually returned to England he sought refuge with his brother. It was while
he was staying here at The Old Rectory that a daring scheme came into his mind.
It was no less than the major robbery of valuables belonging to Sir Roger
Cresswell of Cresswell Manor. He obviously carried it out with the aid of
criminal associates. The gang escaped with valuables worth over £100.000. The
haul would be worth considerably more now.”


The Rector stared
at Pons open-mouthed.


“How do you know
all this. Mr Pons?”


My companion
shrugged.


“From my own
deductions and the records of Scotland Yard. Friend Jamison has his uses, eh,
Parker?”


“Undoubtedly, Pons.
But I must confess I am in the dark over a number of things.”


“Patience, Parker.
It will take only a few minutes to unravel the remaining threads.”


Pons turned to Miss
Stuart.


“What do you
remember of your uncle from your childhood, Miss Stuart?”


“He seemed very
kind and amiable, Mr Pons. He was very fond of antiquities and was often in the
church and churchyard.”


Solar Pons smiled.


“It was undoubtedly
his researches in your church. Rector, which led him to the Cresswell vault.”


“Eigh?”


The dark, bearded
face looked startled.


“I am afraid, Mr
Stokesby, that you will find your church in some disorder tomorrow. Miss Stuart’s
uncle, when he committed the robbery at Cresswell Manor in 1912. had the
foresight to prepare a hiding place no-one would suspect. He hid the valuables
in a hamper at the entrance to the Cresswell vault in the side chapel of the
church. It has been there to this day and in fact Parker and I have only
recently recovered it. This is what our visitor was looking for. Sir Roger
Cresswell was killed on the Somme and buried in France and as he was the last
of the line the vault was never opened again.”


There was a
thunderous silence in the study and the Rector stared at Solar Pons as though
he had been struck dumb. Pons blew out more fragrant smoke and continued
imperturbably.


“I do not know how
closely he took his criminal associates into his confidence, but I am willing
to bet that your uncle was the undisputed leader and told no-one of the hiding
place. He obviously prepared his groundwork well and secured the spoils at dead
of night while your father and family were asleep. He could easily have taken
the keys to the church from your father’s study.


“The gang had
scattered far and wide, of course, but Stuart, as the Rector’s brother and a
guest at The Old Rectory would have been above suspicion. From what I have been
able to learn from Scotland Yard, your father quite naturally kept his brother’s
scandalous activities quiet. It is equally obvious that he did not really know
anything about them, though he suspected much and at last came to realise his
brother’s callous and criminal nature. But Stuart is a common enough name and
it is no great feat of reasoning to deduce that no-one in Grassington would
ever have known that their Rector’s brother and honoured guest was in reality a
hardened criminal who had served prison terms in Australia.”


Pons got up and
paced about as though impelled by the darting quicksilver of his thoughts.


“I am asking you to
take a good deal on trust tonight, Miss Stuart, but I have no doubt at all that
everything I am telling you is true in all but the most trivial detail.”


“But how on earth
did you know the late Rector’s brother was involved, Pons?” I asked.


Solar Pons shook
his head.


“It was the merest
suspicion at first, Parker. It arose from a remark of Miss Stuart’s regarding a
quarrel between the brothers. I could not put a date to it at this distance in
time but I became more and more convinced that the breach between the two men
came about at the time of the Cresswell Manor affair. Jamison was invaluable
here. He said that a convict named Jeremy Stuart had been suspected of the
Manor robbery but the police had never been able to prove anything.


“It was while
robbing a country house after leaving Grassington that he was caught by the
police and sentenced to prison. The Governor at Dartmoor also mentioned Stuart
and as I went over the chain of events and the dates, everything fitted. There
was no doubt that Stuart for his part had kept his relationship with the Rector
at Grassington a secret.”


“In order that he
could come back and collect the stolen property, Pons?”


“Naturally. Parker.
And just in case anything went wrong he left a clue to its location on a slip
of paper in the old Bible in the study here. He undoubtedly read that Sir Roger
had been killed and buried in France and realised the vault had never been
opened.”


Pons again pulled
out the sheet with the enigmatic verses and passed them across to Miss Stuart
and the Rector. He briefly enumerated the code and pointed out the message he
had deciphered.


“All this explains
the painful events on that night two years ago when your father met his death.
Miss Stuart. We are unlikely to know now the precise reason Stuart came back.
He had escaped from Dartmoor and was at liberty for several months. He may have
returned to Grassington for the hidden valuables; more likely to take refuge
with the brother he hoped would not refuse him the Christian charity he had
always found.”


Miss Stuart gazed
at Pons, her lower lip trembling.


“That was why Daddy
...?” she began.


“A heart attack
through shock,” Pons said quietly. “I cannot prove it but I am certain your
father was near the window and had actually picked up that very Bible, all
unconscious of the message hidden within it. The shock of seeing his brother,
an escaped convict, at the window was too much for him. Not only that but the
disgrace his wife and daughter would have to face if the scandal ever came out.
He had forbidden his brother ever to set foot in the house again and here he
was. probably with the police hot at his heels. His heart was weak and he collapsed
and died. The expression on his face, which you described so graphically, Miss
Stuart, is common in cases of sudden death from heart failure, as you have
already indicated, Parker.”


“Just so, Pons. But
how do you arrive at this conclusion?”


“With the aid of
friend Jamison. Prompted by me he did some research in the criminal records.
The Dartmoor escape of Stuart took place just two days before the Rector died
under such tragic circumstances. And brother Bancroft and the present Governor
of Dartmoor have been most helpful. Stuart was recaptured some time afterwards,
in the London area, and returned to the Moor.”


“But what has all
this to do with the man, Munro Slater, Pons?”


“I am coming to
that, Parker, if you will give me time.” returned Pons reprovingly.


He turned back to
our client.


“So here we have a
rascally brother: stolen money hidden in the church of a devout and admirable
Rector; the good brother unfortunately dead: a set of clues to the location of
the Cresswell Manor haul hidden in the Bible in the study; and a complete
stranger searching for it. What does that suggest to you, Parker?”


I pondered for a
moment, my eyes on the ceiling.


“Why, that Jeremy
Stuart could not come himself, Pons.”


Solar Pons
chuckled.


“Excellent, Parker.
You constantly astonish me and are becoming a credit to my training.”


He ticked off
points on his fingers.


“Let us just
recapitulate briefly. The bearded intruder who haunted The Old Rectory had one
interest only, the library. He appeared to favour only one portion of the
library shelving. That led us to the Bible with its hidden message. I
immediately seized on the simple code which led us to the church and to the
hidden valuables. They bore the arms of the Cresswells. The newspaper account
gave us the details of the robbery, the date and so forth. A call to Bancroft
and Jamison furnished me with all the background information. You have said
just now that Jeremy Stuart could not come for the money himself, Parker. He is
dead, unfortunately, or perhaps, in view of the distress he caused Miss Stuart’s
family, fortunately would be a more appropriate term.”


There was a deep
silence. I stared at Solar Pons, taking in the lean, alert features and the
sparkle in his eyes.


“He died in prison,
Pons?”


Solar Pons nodded.


“Exactly. Parker.
In Dartmoor a year ago. But before he died in the prison infirmary he imparted
his secret to another member of the gang, Munro Slater.”


“I see, Pons. And
Munro Slater has only just been released from prison.”


“Not quite, Parker.
Last winter. But the manifestations at The Old Rectory began just a few weeks
after his release.”


“This is
remarkable, Mr Pons,” put in the Rev. Stokesby. His face wore an expression of
amiability, the first I had seen since we had made his acquaintance.


“But why did Stuart
simply not tell Slater where the material was buried. Pons?”


Solar Pons shook
his head.


“Stuart had had a
stroke. He might well have recovered. He was cunning to the end. Besides, there
was a nurse at the bedside. He was able only to articulate to his companion in
crime the address and the fact that he must look in a Bible in the study. I had
that from Slater himself at the police station. He has decided to confess
everything.”


“But there had been
no strangers in the vicinity. Pons?” I objected. “Particularly men with beards.”


Solar Pons held up
his hand.


“I would not have
expected there to be, Parker. The beard was an obvious disguise. There remained
the scar on the thumb as described by Miss Stuart but that could easily have
been hidden in a number of ways; by gloves, a bandage or even as our man
masquerading as a workman, with his hand smeared with paint. I had to look
elsewhere. You may remember I showed interest in gypsy bands in the
neighbourhood. I had a most illuminating walk in the district yesterday. Two of
the camps were occupied by genuine Romanies. I discounted them immediately.”


I looked at Pons
with a puzzled expression.


“Why so. Pons?”


“For the simple
reason that the world of the real Romany is the most exclusive and hermetically
sealed there is. No-one in those circles would admit a stranger to their midst.
My attention was immediately drawn to the only remaining encampment in the
area, that occupied by travellers, tinkers and other itinerants. A little money
soon obtained me the information I needed. I met one of the scrap-dealers along
the road. He told me of a man who had come among them some months earlier and
who paid rent for an empty caravan. His food was fetched from the village and
he seldom went out. I realised I should have to provide some bait to bring him
to my hook and drafted the advertisement for the newspaper, with the result we
have seen.”


Miss Stuart smiled
and gazed at Pons with undisguised admiration.


“It is amazing, Mr
Pons. I do not know how to thank you.”


Solar Pons chuckled.


“It has been reward
enough, taking such a pleasant holiday in Grassington in such admirable
weather. But I fear we must break things short and return to town tomorrow.
Jealousy is one of the major passions and I should not like to risk a
confrontation with the Major ...”


The girl blushed a
becoming pink and the Rector’s teeth glinted whitely in his beard.


“I do not know what
you mean, Mr Pons.”


Solar Pons glanced
at me, his eyes dancing.


“I think you do,
Miss Stuart. The Major’s admiration for you is undisguised and I would not like
to think my presence here would give him cause to fear a rival.”


He moved toward the
door.


“We will make
arrangements tomorrow to get the Cresswell valuables back to their rightful
owners, though as the line has died out they may be regarded by a Coroner’s
Court as treasure trove.”


“In that case I
think Father would wish me to share the money with the church,” said Miss
Stuart, turning to the Rector with a ready smile.


“Well, well.
Parker, it would appear that poetic justice has been done,” said Solar Pons. “In
the meantime a good night’s sleep would not come amiss before facing the
rigours of the metropolis.”
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“HAVE YOU EVER
heard the name of Charles Brinsley LaFontaine, Parker?”


Solar Pons threw
the newspaper over to me with a grunt.


“I believe I have
heard you mention him. Pons. A clever forger and all-round- villain is he not?”


Solar Pons smiled
approvingly at me as he sat opposite in his old grey dressing- gown in our
comfortable sitting-room at 7B Praed Street.


You are constantly
improving, my dear fellow. One of the most consummate scoundrels who ever lived
yet his audacity is so unbounded and his villainies perpetrated with such style
that one cannot help admiring him.”


Pons reached for
his pipe and tamped tobacco into the bowl as I unfolded the paper.


“Nevertheless, I
think he has overreached himself on this occasion. To commit a crime is one
thing. To announce it beforehand is quite another.”


I gazed at my
companion in astonishment as he sat looking into the flickering flames of our
well-banked fire. It was a cold, dry day in October and we had just finished
our lunch on this sunny Saturday afternoon.


“You do not mean to
say so. Pons.”


“I was never more
serious. Kindly peruse the news item I have ringed on the front page, if you
would be so kind.”


I turned to the
article he had mentioned. It was headed: THREAT TO MENTMORE MUSEUM. Precious
Idols in Danger.


It began, “The
Mentmore Museum in London, one of the depositories of the nation’s rarest art
treasures, is threatened by a mysterious scoundrel who has indicated his
intention of stealing the famous Baku Idols, a set of gold effigies, reputed to
be worth a fortune.


“The Curator of the
Museum, Colonel Francis Loder said last evening that a letter he had received
indicated that an attempt would be made to steal the Idols within the next two
or three weeks. The Colonel would not particularise on the text of the letter
and said that he had been asked by Scotland Yard not to divulge the exact
contents.


“The Museum staff
is being strengthened, with double guards at night, and Superintendent Stanley
Heathfield of Scotland Yard, who is in charge of the case, told this newspaper
that the police authorities were taking the threats seriously. The letter
received by the Museum Director was not signed but the distinctive handwriting,
in copper-plate, ended with a question mark.”


There was much more
in the same vein but very little additional information and I put down the
journal with a puzzled expression.


“It says nothing
here about LaFontaine, Pons.”


Solar Pons looked
at me with a twinkle in his eyes.


“It says very
little there about anything. Parker.”


“That is true,” I
conceded, “but you must have good reason for your statement.”


“Indeed, Parker.”
said my companion. “The item has all the hallmarks of LaFontaine. I have made
some study of the man and the copper-plate writing is a speciality of his. He
has never yet been convicted of anything.”


“Why is that, Pons?”


Solar Pons smiled
thinly.


“Apart from the
obvious fact that he has never been caught, the reason the police have never
been able to secure a conviction is that he is a master of disguise. We have
crossed swords only once and on that memorable occasion he escaped.”


“You astonish me,
Pons.”


“I trust not,
Parker. I am by no means infallible.”


Solar Pons leaned
forward in his chair, tenting his fingers before him, the aromatic blue smoke
from his pipe rising lazily to the ceiling.


“The conclusion
arose quite simply because the man who laid the groundwork for the theft and
forgeries was different from the man seen by witnesses, while the man held in
the street by a policeman was different again. When questioned at the police
station it was found that the third man was genuinely innocent and that the
real miscreant had escaped.”


He smiled
reminiscently and directed his gaze toward the newspaper.


“If you will kindly
hand me that back, I will cut it out and add it to my file on Mr Charles
Brinsley laFontaine. He is a considerable artist, seldom uses violence, robs
only large institutions and organisations which can well afford it and I must
confess I have a grudging admiration for him.”


“It is the first
time I have heard you approve of a criminal. Pons.”


My companion looked
at me sharply.


“I did not say
that, Parker. Far from it. I am, as you know, implacably opposed to crime and
its workings in any shape or form. But one cannot always withhold respect from
an adversary, however misguided.”


“If this man has
never been caught how do you know his name is LaFontaine?”


“A good question,
Parker. I am sure it is not his real name but it was the nom-de-plume he used
when writing letters of credit in the case I mentioned. They were also in
copper-plate handwriting and the theft was extremely ingenious in its planning
and execution. This affair of the Museum has the same stamp about it. Until we
lay the man himself by the heels the nom-de-plume will have to do.”


I watched while
Pons cut out the item and placed it in one of his neat box-files.


“You think we shall
hear more of this, Pons?”


“I am convinced of
it, my dear fellow.”


Solar Pons turned
his deep-set eyes on me reflectively.


“Superintendent
Stanley Heathfield is an extremely competent police officer and a gentleman who
attained a high rank in the British Army in Flanders in the last war. He has a
wide experience of life and we both respect each other.”


“You think he will
consult you?”


Solar Pons shook
his head.


“Not consult,
Parker. He will confer with me. There is a deal of difference in the terms.”


“I do not quite
follow, Pons.”


Solar Pons crossed
his thin legs and sat back in his chair.


“Let me put it
another way. Friend Jamison, though plodding and capable in his own way is
extremely limited in imagination and the higher reaches of intelligence. As
befits his rank, Heathfield is a man of deep education and culture with a wide
grasp of both the world and human nature. Whereas Jamison would fumble about,
well out of his depth, and only consult higher authority when the case was
going badly, Heathfield is of a different school. He would sit down first,
shrewdly assess all the factors and then, when he had made his decision, either
bring in outside help or proceed on his own lines.”


I had never heard
Pons so vociferous on this subject before and I stared at him in surprise until
he eventually broke off his discourse with a dry chuckle.


“So you think
Superintendent Heathfield will ask your advice, Pons?”


“It is entirely
possible, Parker.”


He took the pipe
from his mouth and stabbed the air with its stem to emphasise his point.


“Heathfield knows I
have already had a run-in with LaFontaine and he is wise enough to realise that
he will need specialist advice.”


“You mean the
background of the Museum, Pons?”


“Exactly. Colonel
Loder is, of course, one of the highest authorities in the land on Oriental art
and artefacts. But he is a busy man and has many duties to occupy his time. He
cannot spend every day trailing around with Heathfield and his officers.”


“Whereas you have a
certain knowledge in this area and would like nothing better than to cross
swords with LaFontaine again, Pons.”


“You have hit it
exactly, Parker,” said Solar Pons good-humouredly, his alert figure jerking
upright in his chair. A moment or two later I caught the soft footfall of our
admirable landlady Mrs Johnson ascending to our quarters. The discreet tap on
the door was followed by the motherly face of that good lady herself which
insinuated itself somewhat nervously round the panel.


“I am sorry to
disturb you, Mr Pons.”


“Not at all, Mrs
Johnson,” said my companion, rising to his feet. “Come in by all means. Dr
Parker and I were merely indulging in a little idle speculation.”


Mrs Johnson entered
and closed the door behind her.


“I have just had a
telephone call, Mr Pons. From Scotland yard.”


Solar Pons’ eyes
were dancing with mischievous lights as he glanced across at me.


“Indeed?”


“I was asked to
relay a message to you, Mr Pons. From Superintendent Heathfield.”


Pons’ eyes held an
ironic expression as he continued to face in my direction.


“He wishes to
consult you, Mr Pons. Something about a museum. I did not quite catch the name,
I am afraid.”


“It does not
matter. Mrs Johnson. It would be the Mentmore, would it not?”


“That was it, Mr
Pons!” said our landlady, relief on her good-natured face. “He said if it was
convenient he would like to call on you within the hour. Knowing you, Mr Pons,
I took the liberty of saying it would be.”


“Certainly, Mrs
Johnson. You were perfectly correct. It would be entirely convenient.”


And Solar Pons sat
down at the fireside and smoked his pipe with great contentment until the
arrival of our visitor.
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Superintendent
Heathfield looked at Pons with a quizzical expression. The trim military
figure, the clipped grey moustache and the elegant suit and overcoat all
bespoke of great energy and neatness of mind.


“You will find the
sugar bowl at your elbow. Superintendent.”


“Thank you, Mr
Pons.”


Heathfield dropped
two cubes of sugar into his cup with the silver tongs and stirred thoughtfully,
his twinkling brown eyes glancing first at Pons and then at me.


“You are not
surprised to see me here?”


Pons shook his head.


“Parker and I were
discussing you earlier on. I would have done exactly as you are doing had I
been in your position.”


Heathfield smiled.


“I do not quite
understand you.”


“I think you do.
Superintendent.”


“Pons was
expounding one of his favourite maxims,” I volunteered to the Scotland Yard
official.


“When confronted by
problems which call for specialist knowledge, first consult a specialist.”


The Superintendent
shot me a shrewd glance.


“Unlike some of my
official colleagues, eh. doctor?”


“Perhaps,” I said. “We
did not get on to personalities.”


Pons gave me an
approving glance from beneath his lowered lids.


Heathfield
chuckled.


“Well, you are
right again, Mr Pons. I have called about this Mentmore Museum business. As you
have undoubtedly seen by this morning’s papers both the Museum authorities and
the Yard are taking it seriously.”


“I am glad to hear
you say so,” said Pons crisply. “And as I have already had some experience of
Mr LaFontaine you seek my advice.”


The Superintendent
inclined his head ironically, his eyes dancing.


“I immediately
detected his handiwork, Mr Pons. As you know why I am here perhaps you know
what I am about to show you.”


“Naturally. The
letter this impudent scoundrel sent Colonel Loder.”


The Superintendent
smiled and rummaged in a crocodile-skin briefcase he had put down on the table.


“You have no
objection to lending your talents to this investigation, Mr Pons?”


My companion shook
his head.


“Delighted.
Superintendent. I could think of nothing that would give me more pleasure.”


He glanced across
at me.


“Providing you have
no objection to Parker?”


The Superintendent
looked at me in surprise.


“Good heavens, no.
An honour to have you both.”


Pons rubbed his
thin fingers together in satisfaction.


“Excellent. And now
to business.”


Heathfield had
produced from his briefcase a large, buff-coloured envelope. It was addressed
to Colonel Loder at the Museum and bore a London postmark I saw as Pons held it
up toward me. The writing was in thick blue ink, the lettering exquisitely
formed.


“First-rate,” said
Pons, glancing casually at the superscription.


“And exactly the
same as those messages sent during our last encounter.”


He bent over the
envelope, his magnifying lens held closely over the paper.


“Expensive
envelope, Glamis Bond, sold at high-class stationery shops throughout the land.
Written with a quill, which he has cut himself. The pen-strokes are typical of
the method and the handwriting is definitely the same as before, whether
LaFontaine be a nom-de-plume or not.”


He frowned, holding
up the envelope to the light.


“Posted at St John’s
Wood, I see.”


“How do you know
that, Mr Pons?”


There was sharp
curiosity in the Superintendent’s voice. “I thought all these letters were
stamped by the sorting office at St Martins-le-Grand.”


“So they are,” said
Pons casually. “And here is their stamp. But this was handed in at the postal
area covered by St John’s Wood, probably when our man bought the stamps. There
is a disfigurement of the V in the 15th of the month. I have noticed this for
some months. It is about time they changed the stamp but like most Government
departments it denotes parsimoniousness.”


The Superintendent
turned sharp eyes on my companion.


“You think our man
lives in St John’s Wood?”


“It is possible.”
said Pons lightly. “But I attach no importance to the fact. It signifies little
and such an artist as LaFontaine would think nothing of going miles out of his
way to post such a letter, to avoid being traced.”


The Superintendent
blew out his breath with an audible hiss.


“If you think he is
so careful why does he go to all this trouble to warn the authorities of an
impending burglary?”


Pons smiled.


“Ah, you have
noticed that, have you? It is of the greatest significance, is it not, Parker?”


“If you say so,
Pons,” I mumbled.


“Let us just have a
quick look at the contents,” Pons continued. “I think I have learned all that
can usefully be gathered from the envelope.”


He carefully drew
out from the enclosure a large sheet of blue-tinted paper which had been
carefully folded down the middle. He spread it out in front of him on the lunch
table and I went round to read it over his shoulder.


It was indeed a
curious message, written in the same beautiful copper-plate handwriting, and
with the same blue-ink pen used for the superscription.


Colonel Loder: I
have a mind to add the Baku Idols to my collection. You may expect a visit from
me in the near future. It is useless to take precautions. When I fancy
something doors and locks mean nothing. Expect me!


Solar Pons smiled
sardonically as he examined the sheet of paper carefully and then handed it
back to the Superintendent.


“Just why are
Scotland Yard and the Museum authorities taking this so seriously?” I asked.


“Because, Parker,”
said Solar Pons, “there have been a number of thefts of irreplaceable objet
d’art from Austrian and French museums over the past year or two. All were the
work of the same man and though there was no warning as in this instance here
in London, the method behind the burglaries; the disguises adopted; and the
entire procedure in each case point indelibly to our Mr LaFontaine.”


I turned to
Superintendent Heathfield, who nodded sombrely.


“That is perfectly
correct, gentlemen. I see that you keep up to date with major crime on the
Continent as well as this country, Mr Pons.”


“As always.”
returned my companion. “Colonel Loder and yourself do well to take the threat
seriously. I know the Museum authorities have strengthened the guards. What are
your intentions in the matter?”


“Plain-clothes men
mingling with the crowds in the Museum during the day, Mr Pons. A stiffening of
armed detectives among the guards at night. I have set up my own Command
Headquarters in an annexe adjoining the Museum Curator’s office. I am in
wireless contact with Scotland Yard. Beyond that, there is little else I can do
for the moment.”


Solar Pons sat
quietly, pulling thoughtfully at the lobe of his left ear.


“You have done
well, Superintendent,” he said at length. “As you rightly say, there is little
else that can be managed for the moment. You have surveyed the terrain
thoroughly, of course?”


Heathfield inclined
his head.


“Of course. The
Baku Idols are in a large locked glass case in one of the major galleries,
situated in the West Wing of the Museum. There are the usual burglar alarms and
an attendant sits on a chair at the side of the room throughout the day. These
men are changed every two hours and are present at all times during the Museum’s
opening hours to keep an eye on the visitors. I do not think we need worry very
much about that.”


“Nevertheless,
Superintendent, a bold man like our friend may choose the day as the perfect
time to strike.”


“I have not
overlooked that, Mr Pons, and I have our two plain-clothes detectives in that
room at all times. Like the attendants they are changed, but in this case, four
times a day. They filter in and out of the room, two at a time, like casual
tourists.”


“Hmm.”


Solar Pons’ eyes
were bright as he stared at the Superintendent.


“Excellent. There
is nothing you have overlooked.”


“You flatter me, Mr
Pons. You will help me, then?”


“There was never
any doubt of it, Superintendent. What are your dispositions for the night?”


“I have a similar
routine, only my men are kitted out as Museum attendants, in proper uniforms.
They are armed with revolvers but will only shoot to wound in extreme
circumstances. Needless to say, all are hand-picked, both for their fleetness
of foot and boxing abilities.”


Pons smiled.


“Needless to say. I
think I would like to have a look at the Museum before we take this any
further. What about you, Parker?”


“I am at your
disposal. Pons. I can be ready in a quarter of an hour.”


Solar Pons rubbed
his hands together. Heathfield sat opposite him, finishing his tea, his
penetrating eyes never leaving my companion’s face.


“Nevertheless, you
have reservations, Mr Pons?”


Solar Pons burst
into a short, barking laugh.


“It is a pleasure
to work with you, Superintendent. It is just this. With all the treasures of
the Museum to choose from, why would LaFontaine pick the Baku Idols? I commend
that thought to you, my friend.”
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The Mentmore Museum
was a massive building with an overwhelming portico, situated near Bloomsbury
and conveniently close to the British Museum. Within twenty minutes of our
leaving Praed Street we were picking our way between the clustered groups of
tourists of all nationalities which were ascending and descending the broad
flights of steps which led to the main entrance turnstiles.


Once inside the
vast entrance hall, a plain-clothes man, evidently on the look-out for the
Superintendent, led us swiftly to the Curator’s quarters, a large, luxuriously-
appointed suite of offices discreetly situated down a corridor whose entrance
door bore no markings other than the word: Private.


Colonel Loder, a
handsome, silver-haired man in a well-cut grey suit with a wine- red bow-tie
hanging like a bright butterfly beneath his chin, rose from his desk to greet
us. He was both courteous and brisk and I formed a very favourable first
impression of him.


“This is very good
of you, Mr Pons. Doctor Parker.”


“Not at all,” said
Solar Pons affably. “It is a matter which must be taken seriously and as the
Superintendent and I have worked together before and I have some small
knowledge of Oriental artefacts ...”


The Curator nodded
approvingly.


“You are
astonishingly knowledgeable, Mr Pons. I have read those of your monographs
which have been re-printed in our learned journals.”


“You flatter me,
sir,” said Solar Pons, but I could see that the expert’s praise had
understandably pleased him.


“Will you not sit
down, gentlemen?”


We sat in a wide
horseshoe, facing the Colonel’s desk. It was quiet in here and the mellow
sunshine fell slantwise across Loder’s cheerful quarters, which had huge oil
paintings on loan from one of the national collections hanging on the far
walls. Loder pierced a cigar with a silver instrument he took from his desk and
handed his cigar box round. Heathfield took one and lit up with the Curator but
both Pons and I declined, the latter producing his favourite pipe. The air was
blue with fragrant smoke before Loder broke the silence.


“I am sorry this
matter got to the press, gentlemen. I can only urge absolute discretion ...”


“Naturally,” said
Solar Pons, somewhat curtly. “How did this business become public?”


The Curator
exchanged a glance with Heathfield.


“I thought you
knew, Mr Pons. This impudent rascal sent a copy of his letter to all the
leading London journals. My telephone has never stopped ringing until this
morning. There are still a number of journalists and photographers in the
building.”


Solar Pons pursed
his lips. He glanced across at the Scotland Yard man who sat morosely furrowing
his brow.


“That is your
department. Superintendent. We cannot have any more out of the way publicity
until we have brought this business to a successful conclusion.”


“That will be
difficult, Mr Pons,” said Colonel Loder. “What if this man writes to them
again?”


“That we cannot
prevent, of course,” said Solar Pons. “But my main efforts and those of
Superintendent Heathfield, I am sure, will be directed toward the prevention of
this planned crime and the apprehension of the criminal.”


“Certainly,
certainly,” said Loder in a placatory voice and held up his hand as if he would
prevent the Superintendent from speaking.


“Naturally, I will
do whatever I can to assist and my staff will back you to the limit. In
addition all of you will have written carte blanche to go anywhere you wish on
the Museum premises and within the grounds and will be free to come and go at
any hour of the day and night. I have the necessary authority in front of me.”


He nodded toward a
small sheaf of typewritten documents with pieces of white pasteboard attached,
which stood in the middle of his desk. Solar Pons had a faint smile on his
lips.


“You were certain I
would accept the Superintendent’s invitation, then. Colonel?”


The savant inclined
his head.


“Naturally, Mr
Pons. And now, if you will follow me, my Head Keeper is waiting to show you the
main galleries and, more specifically, that containing the Baku Idols.”


Outside the Curator’s
office a tall, spare man with a black moustache dressed in a neat grey uniform
with a peaked cap, was waiting for us. He saluted Colonel Loder and smiled at
Heathfield as though he were an old friend.


“This is Cornish,
my Head Attendant. Mr Solar Pons and Dr Lyndon Parker, who have come to give us
their valuable assistance.”


The hand was at the
peaked cap again.


“Delighted,
gentlemen. Would you prefer to lead or shall I, sir?”


This last sentence
was addressed to Loder, who smiled affably and said, “No, lead on, by all
means.”


The tall attendant
glided on down the corridor and led us through a series of huge galleries, lit
directly from above, in which objects d’art, in all colours of the rainbow
glinted beneath the shelter of the large plate-glass cases in which they were
set. Persian rugs adorned the walls and the clear light shone on the pellucid
glaze of Ming, T’ang and other dynasties represented in the priceless vases and
ceramics so casually set about as though the supply were inexhaustible. In
another gallery Benin bronzes vied with the sea-green shimmer of jade while
squat and ugly idols frowned down from every niche and corner.


The Museum rooms
were packed with visitors of many different nationalities and I looked at Pons
worriedly. He had a sombre expression on his face and it was obvious his
thoughts were moving on my own lines. The great difficulty of guarding and
protecting such treasures when the man who threatened them might even now be
standing in front of them in the guise of that benevolent curate; the tall,
bearded Indian gentlemen; or the broad-chested, ascetic-looking man in the
Harris tweed jacket.


Loder pursed his
lips as though he had been party to my train of thought and shrugged
expressively.


“You see what we
are up against, Mr Pons?”


“Indeed. We must
just make sure our own strategy is sharper and better thought- out than that of
our enemy.”


Pons said nothing
more until we came to the gallery we sought, a chamber smaller and more
intimate than that of the others; lit by sky-lights and with delicate
pastel-coloured walls. There were Assyrian friezes round the walls, a few rugs
and some curiously striped shields but we had no eyes for them this afternoon.
Cornish ignored the other glass cases in the room and led us to one which was
set on a small dais in a corner.


Before he could
open his mouth, however, Pons had his magnifying glass out; the room was empty
of casual visitors for the moment, as a large party had just passed on, and
there was only our small group clustered round the case. Pons paced restlessly
across the dais, went round the walls, looked sharply up at the skylight and
presently snapped his glass shut and returned it to its little leather pouch.


He went over the
case, running his thin fingers across a partly concealed grey wire which led
down the mahogany fitting and disappeared through a tiny hole drilled in the
floor.


“Aha!”


He gave a sharp
exclamation and we crowded round. Pons indicated where the wire had been
expertly cut, just at the point where it entered the dais.


“The burglar alarm,
is it not? I fancy it is useless for the moment.’’


“Good heavens, Mr
Pons!”


Colonel Loder and
the Head Attendant exchanged glances of dismay and Superintendent Heathfield
bit his lip. Solar Pons stepped back, his eyes dancing over the misshapen gold
idols that were set on plinths within the glass case.


“Do not distress
yourselves, gentlemen. I expected no less. We are dealing with a high-class
professional.”


He glanced at
Heathfield.


“You have noted the
significance of this, Superintendent, of course?”


I saw the surprise
and confusion in the Scotland Yard man’s eyes.


“I am afraid you
have taken me off-guard, Mr Pons.”


“Just think about
it,” said Solar Pons enigmatically.


“We must get this
seen to at once, Mr Pons,” said Cornish, a worried expression on his face.


“By all means,”
said Solar Pons languidly. “But it will do little good, I am afraid.”


“Little good, Mr
Pons!”


Colonel Loder’s
features bore a mixed expression of bafflement and chagrin and I had to turn
away briefly on pretext of examining the Baku Idols which were, to tell the
truth, rather ugly and worthless-looking objects. It was odd to realise that
they were worth as much as £50,000, but then that applied to so many objects in
the Museum.


I raised my head as
the tapping of a stick sounded along the gallery. A blind man. elegantly
dressed, with a well-trimmed beard was tapping his way along toward us. We
waited until he had moved away. He went across to one of the large stone idols
set into a niche and moved one delicate hand across its features, almost
caressingly.


“Professor Sanders,”
whispered Colonel Loder softly to Pons.


“The man who
carried out those brilliant Mesopotamian excavations?”


Loder nodded.


“The last thing of
significance he achieved before his tragic accident. Now the poor fellow has to
content himself with writing books for he can no longer carry out excavations
in the field.”


“Tragic indeed,”
said Pons sympathetically as the blind man moved confidently to the room
entrance and then the tapping of his stick died out along the corridor.


We were moving out
of the gallery now, back the way we had come.


“You said it was
little good now, Mr Pons? You were referring to the burglar alarm?”


“I am sorry,
Colonel Loder. It was not my intention to cause despondency. I was merely
thinking aloud. By all means have that case reconnected to the alarm system. It
was just that I did not think the danger was coming from that quarter.”


“I do not
understand you, Mr Pons.”


“No matter,
Colonel. I trust all will be made clear before many more days are past.”


Colonel Loder
exchanged a gloomy expression with the Superintendent and then we were back in
the corridor which led to his office.


“Now that we are
here,” said Solar Pons, “I have a mind to see some of your favourite treasures.
What would you say was the most valuable part of the collection?”


Colonel Loder
wrinkled up his forehead.


“The Chinese
ceramics, undoubtedly. They mean little to the public and truth to tell, they
do not make a spectacular display. But they are certainly the most valuable and
the closest to my heart.”


“Could we see them
now?”


“By all means.”


The Colonel
consulted his watch.


“It wants another
hour to the Museum closing, but with the passes I have prepared you may come
and go at any time of the day and night. The Hsui-Ching Collection is in the
Scott-Green Gallery, quite close by.”


“If you’ll forgive
me, Mr Pons, I have much to attend to.”


Superintendent
Heathfield excused himself and marched down the corridor with a firm tread
after my companion had arranged to meet him back in the Curator’s office within
the hour. The Scott-Green Gallery, named after the archaeologist who had
unearthed these early Chinese treasures, was a long, broad, parquet-floored
room whose glass exhibition cases were set about under hanging lights and
interspersed with chests of carved sandalwood and fragile silk banners housed
in glass frames screwed to the walls.


A bored attendant
with a white, sedentary face uncoiled himself from a chair and assumed an alert
posture as he recognised the Curator. Colonel Loder smiled thinly. There was
no-one else in the gallery. The man saluted as we came up.


“You may get
yourself a cup of tea at the canteen and absent yourself for the next
half-an-hour,” Loder said pleasantly.


The attendant
smiled, revealing two gold teeth.


“Thank you, sir.”


He hurried off down
the gallery as though eager to escape before the Curator changed his mind.


“I am afraid the
job of Museum attendant is one of the most boring in the whole world, Mr Pons,”
he observed. “Why they do it is beyond me, for the wages are small enough.”


“It appeals to a
certain type of mind,” said Solar Pons equably. “And certainly it is clean,
quite agreeable and not at all strenuous.”


His lean form
strode unerringly to two large cases at the centre right of the long gallery.


“This is the
Hsui-Ching porcelain?”


“Indeed, Mr Pons.
Your reputation has not been exaggerated.”


Solar Pons smiled.


“I am an amateur
only, but that particular dull shade of green is unmistakable to the trained
eye.”


I stared in
consternation at the dozen or so saucers of a browny-green shade which the
first case contained. To me they looked so nondescript that I would not have
given them house-room. Surely Pons and the Curator could not be serious when
they referred to these objects as priceless treasures? But one look at their
faces convinced me of their probity and their enthusiasm: for something like a
quarter of an hour they spoke learnedly of the finer points of the firing and
glazing.


“Perfect,
absolutely perfect, Mr Pons,” Colonel Loder breathed, moving from one case to
another in absolute delight. Pons caught a glimpse of my bored face and turned
away, his handkerchief pressed in front of his nose. I made a serious effort.


“What value would
you place upon the contents of these two cases, Colonel?”


“Oh, something in
the region of a quarter of a million pounds,” he said casually. “These two sets
are among the only half-dozen perfect ones extant in the world. There are
another two in the Louvre which I would give the world to get my hands on; the
Metropolitan in New York has another and there is one more in Italy. Of course,
any number of museums scattered throughout the world have single specimens but
complete, perfect sets like these are literally beyond price.”


I was absolutely
stupefied and my features must have shown it clearly for Colonel Loder and Pons
exchanged a conspiratorial glance.


“But would there be
any point stealing such objects?” I asked, looking round at the grilles over
the skylights and the thin wires which led to the burglar alarms.


“Good heavens, no,”
said Colonel Loder, “though we must, of course, take the usual precautions.
Hardly anyone in the world would handle them. And certainly few could afford to
buy them.”


“Except for a mad
collector. Pons?”


Solar Pons looked
at me shrewdly, his eyes twinkling.


“You have a point,
Parker,” he said mildly. “Thank you indeed for showing me such treasures,
Colonel. I think we have seen enough for one afternoon. Tomorrow is Sunday.
Will the Museum be open?”


Colonel Loder
inclined his head.


“On Sundays in the
season we open from 10 a.m. until four o’clock. My Deputy, Sir James Grieve
will be in charge but I can be reached at my home by telephone if my services
are required.”


“Thank you, but I
fancy that will not be necessary,” said Solar Pons. “Now, Parker, if you are
ready we will have a quick word with Superintendent Heathfield before returning
to 7B for one of Mrs Johnson’s excellent high teas.”
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I buttered a piece
of toast and conveyed it to my mouth. Solar Pons sat opposite me silently
drinking his tea, his deep-set eyes fixed somewhere far beyond me. I knew
better than to interrupt him and it was not until Mrs Johnson had removed the
clutter from the table and silently withdrawn that he at last relaxed, drew up
his chair to the fire and lit his pipe.


When he had it
drawing to his satisfaction he glanced out the window where the first
street-lamps were beginning to prick out the dusk of this short October day and
finally broke the silence.


“I have not yet had
the benefit of your thoughts on this matter. Parker.”


“I, Pons?”


My friend nodded,
blowing out clouds of aromatic blue smoke toward the ceiling of our
sitting-room.


“You must have
formed some impressions.”


“I have formed many
impressions, Pons, but nothing very much to the point.”


Solar Pons shook
his head slowly.


“That is because
you have not given it your undivided attention, my dear fellow. When you have
thought things out I am sure that light will begin to penetrate.”


I demurred.


“I am afraid I have
not your ratiocinative gifts, Pons. For instance, all this business of Baku
Idols and then Hsui-Ching saucers is merely confusing. And then you tell
Colonel Loder that the cut burglar alarm does not matter. Apart from the fact
that none of us know what this fellow LaFontaine looks like.”


Solar Pons
chuckled.


“You are confused
merely because you are not making the proper connections. Let us just take the
points one at a time. We have a bold criminal, who has already netted thousands
of pounds in thefts from museums and private collections on the Continent. But
this is the first time he has ever announced his arrival in advance. What does
that suggest to you?”


I thought for a
moment.


“Over-confidence,
Pons?”


My friend shook his
head.


“There is a deeper
and far more obvious reason than that. We know LaFontaine or rather the man
behind the nom-de-plume is responsible, because of the copperplate writing; the
hand itself; and the many details employed in the method. But why should he
take such pains to draw attention to the Baku Idols?”


I stared at Pons
for a whole minute before light broke in.


“It is a red
herring, Pons? Because he has no intention of stealing them!”


Solar Pons tented
his fingers before him.


“Exactly, Parker.
You are constantly improving. He wishes to concentrate attention on the Gallery
containing the Baku Idols because he intends to strike elsewhere in the Museum!
That was why the burglar alarm wire was cut. It was intended to arrest Heathfield’s
attention. I will bet any sum you care to name that he will strike again at
that Gallery soon in order to concentrate all the available attendants and
police officers there.”


“It is quite simple
now that you have pointed it out, Pons,” I observed.


Solar Pons shot me
an ironic glance.


“So I have heard
you observe more than once, Parker,” he said languidly. “As soon as I heard the
value of the Baku Idols mentioned - a mere £50,000 - it did not seem like my
man’s style at all. He invariably goes for much higher figures.”


I stared at Pons
again.


“But you surely do
not believe that he will steal the porcelain? We both heard what Colonel Loder
said.”


Solar Pons held up
his hand.


“I cannot tell, of
course, where LaFontaine will strike or in what form: as I have said, he is a
master of disguise. But the Hsui-Ching Collection is the most valuable single
item in the Museum and as you have already heard, our man might dispose of it
in the manner mentioned. We must not overlook that.”


There was a silence
between us for several minutes.


“This is a
difficult situation, Pons,” I said eventually.


“I am glad that
factor has not escaped you. What would you do in my position?”


I crossed my legs
and sat back in my comfortable chair.


“There are so many
possibilities. Pons,” I said rather helplessly. “This criminal has the entire
treasures of the Museum from which to choose.”


“Exactly, Parker,”
said Solar Pons in a gentle voice. “And now, if you will be so good as to
immerse yourself in your newspaper, I will give the problem my considered
attention.”


We arrived at the
Museum the following day at about half-past ten and on our showing the cards
Loder had given us to the man at the turnstile, we were swiftly ushered
through. It was a cold, bright day, dry, with strong sunshine and the Museum
was already crowded.


Pons led the way
into the Scott-Green Gallery and gazed in silence as the Hsui-Ching Collection
in its two massive glass cases. He went round the gallery with the air of a
casual visitor but I could see that his keen eyes were stabbing sharply in
every direction, noting the thin burglar alarm wires that led to the cases and
then probing upward to the grilles which guarded the ceiling skylights.


Pons was apparently
satisfied because presently he left the Gallery and he and I strolled down the
broad marble-floored corridors and into the Oriental Gallery which housed the
Baku Idols. As we came into it we could hear a hot altercation, noticeable even
from the far distance. A fat, bearded man was talking heatedly to two uniformed
attendants and once or twice he shook his fist while he shouted at them in some
obscure language, in a high, piping voice. I looked at Pons quickly.


“Do you think, Pons
...?”


“I do not know.
Parker,” he said quietly.


We drew closer to
the group and could now see that the attendants were considerably discomforted.
One of them turned as we came up and recognised Pons.


“This gentleman was
trying to take photographs! It is strictly forbidden.”


Pons turned to the
fat man and said something to him in a tongue I could not place. The former’s
attitude changed at one; he broke off his altercation with the two attendants
and smiled, shaking Pons by the hand. He broke into a voluble flood of speech.
Pons listened carefully, occasionally interjecting, “Da, da,” and nodding his
head. He looked carefully at a typed document the bearded man thrust in front
of his face.


He glanced at the
attendants.


“It appears this
gentleman is a Russian journalist. He has a permit, apparently approved by the
Museum authorities, to photograph the Baku Idols. He has evidently gone the
wrong way about it. I should take him to Sir James’ office and ask for a
Russian-speaking member of the staff to interpret for him.”


The taller of the
two attendants sighed with relief.


“Come
this way, sir,” he added, seizing the fat man by the arm and leading him away,
the latter still trying to express his thanks. We followed a few yards in their
rear.


“What
do you think, Pons?”


My
companion shook his head.


“He
is genuine enough, Parker. That permit was issued by the Soviet Minister of
Culture. I have just enough Russian to make that out. But you see what we are
up against.”


“It
is good of you to include me. Pons.”


Solar
Pons chuckled.


“I
am afraid this is all rather boring for you, Parker.”


“On
the contrary, Pons. What are we supposed to be doing today?”


Solar
Pons’ keen eyes were still raking round the corridor with its milling groups of
tourists.


“if
I read my man’s mind aright, Parker, he has now to direct the Museum authority’s
suspicions in the wrong direction altogether.”


“But
how would he do that?”


“By
some dramatic red herring. He has a wide choice here amid these somewhat
esoteric surroundings.”


“Do
you think he has helpers, Pons?”


My
companion shook his head.


“So
far as we know anything about him at all, he always works alone.”


“So
if we lay our hands on someone it will be LaFontaine?”


Solar
Pons nodded.


“Undoubtedly,
Parker. That is why we must be so tremendously careful.”


We
had turned as we were speaking and Pons was leading the way back toward the
Oriental Gallery again. We had just got up close to the entrance when we heard
the sound of breaking glass. Pons’ head went up as he seized my arm.


“Come,
Parker! We have not a moment to lose!”


Quick
as he was, I was only a few paces at his heels. Inside the gallery the scene
was one of confusion. As first I thought it was empty but then both Pons and I
were arrested by a low groaning noise. As we rounded one of the exhibition dais
we came upon the recumbent figure of one of the gallery attendants. He was
attempting to pull himself upright, a thin trickle of blood staining his
temple. I quickly knelt by him, supporting him by the shoulders.


“He
is all right, Pons,” I said after my initial examination. “He has been struck
on the head and partly stunned.”


Pons
had given a sharp exclamation and had run forward to the case containing the
Baku Idols. The top had been smashed in and as I followed the thin electric
wire down I saw that it again had been cut.


There
was the sound of running footsteps and another attendant hurried into the gallery.


“Take
care of him,” I said, hurriedly explaining the situation. I re-joined Pons, who
was already at the entrance.


“There
is one of the effigy missing, Parker! Ah!”


I
followed his pointing finger and saw gold glinting at the side of the
connecting corridor, nestling in the folds of tissue paper. Pons carefully
picked the image up. his brow clearing.


“All
well, Parker. Just return this to the attendant, will you?”


I
quickly handed the precious object d’art to the man who was succouring his
injured colleague, conscious that the gallery was beginning to fill up with
people. I heard Pons’ footsteps pattering away down the corridor then and ran
after him as rapidly as I was able. He was already on the big marble staircase
leading to the ground floor, an alert, tense expression on his face. He put his
hand on my arm as I came up and enjoined silence.


Then
I heard what his keener ear had already caught: the thin, high tapping of a
walking stick at the bottom of the stairs. As we hurried down, I caught a
glimpse of the tall, slim figure crossing the main concourse. Pons followed
with glittering eyes. We found ourselves beneath the massive portico; below us
still was the figure with the cane, making its way across to the area where
visitors’ motor-cars were parked.


Then
I saw the white stick and recognised the figure.


“Professor
Sanders, Pons.”


Pons
shook his head, an ironic smile on his face. He gestured to where the Professor
was fumbling with his keys as he stooped at the door of a maroon touring car.


“Have
you ever seen a blind man drive, Parker? Quickly, or we have lost him!”


There
was such urgency in his tone that I was up with him and we were across the
broad gravelled expanse in an instant. The man in dark glasses turned like a
snake as we came up, a snarl sounding from the depths of his beard. His stick
came round so quickly it was a blur in the air. Pons pitched forward as the
cane struck him somewhere in the upper part of the body. It swept back,
striking me a painful blow across the shins. I stumbled, fought to prevent
myself from going down, felt something soft in my hand. Then I tumbled in the
dust with Pons, conscious of the roar of the engine. I rolled as the car backed
savagely toward us, then it was a scarlet streak, heading for the wide-open
iron entrance gate.


I
turned Pons over, urgency in my voice.


“Are
you all right, Pons?”


“Never
better, my dear fellow,” he said with a wry laugh, dusting himself down. “A
slightly damaged shoulder and badly dented pride. The first will clear itself
in a day or so, the second may take a little longer to heal.”


We
helped each other up; I brushed myself down, conscious of the bizarre object in
my hand.


“Why,
it’s a false beard, Pons! Professor Sanders was an imposter?”


Solar
Pons shook his head, his eyes on the faint scarlet gleam that was disappearing
among the distant traffic.


“I
fear something may have happened to him, Parker.”


He
kept his eyes fixed on the distance.


“A
cool customer, Parker. A cool customer. An adversary altogether worthy of my
steel.”


“At
least we have given him a fright, Pons.”


My
companion turned to me with a wry smile lurking at the corners of his mouth.


“I
do believe you are right, my dear fellow.”


And
he led the way back up into the interior of the Museum.
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“This
is a nasty business, Mr Pons! Thank God no-one was seriously hurt.”


Sir
James Grieve, a tall, spare man in a black frock-coat with a gold eyeglass in
his right eye looked shocked and serious at the same time. With his
old-fashioned white stock: silk cravat: and red carnation in his button-hole he
looked like a startled stork as he met us at the entrance to the gallery
housing the Baku Idols.


“We
have not yet finished, Sir James. The man who smashed this case and removed one
of the gold images adopted the guise of Professor Sanders. I fear some harm may
come to him unless we discover his whereabouts quickly.”


“But
Professor Sanders is blind, Mr Pons!”


“Exactly.
Which is why the matter is of some urgency.”


A
plain-clothes police inspector who was known to Pons was quietly moving through
the crowd now. He took my companion aside and informed him, sotto voce, “I have
cordoned the building, Mr Pons.”


“Quite
useless, Inspector. Our man has already flown. You had better telephone
Superintendent Heathfield and ask him to come over without delay. We have much
to discuss.”


“Very
well, Mr Pons.”


“But
before you go it would be best to clear this room.”


Plain-clothes
police officers and uniformed attendants gradually eased back the crowd of
chattering visitors and within another two minutes the long gallery with its
shattered case and air of drama so at variance with its dignity was empty
except for myself and Pons; Sir James Grieve; and another Museum official
called Petter. The injured attendant, who had recovered consciousness, had
already been removed to the Museum’s own first-aid room, where I had promised
to look in within a few minutes.


Solar
Pons went quietly round the room, as though deep in thought, watched intently
by the three of us. By the orders of Sir James the two adjacent galleries had
been sealed off from the public and notices forbidding access placed in
position before the locked doors. Finally, Solar Pons came back to the Deputy
Director.


“Tell
me, Sir James, have you storage space in these galleries?”


Grieve
looked puzzled.


“Of
course, Mr Pons. There are doors concealed in the panelling. We need to keep
exhibits stored and. of course, there are places where the staff need to keep
buckets, cleaning materials and so forth.”


“I
see. Can you show me, please?”


Sir
James nodded. He led Pons over to a far corner of the gallery, at a point where
two walls made an angle. He pointed to a small brass handle set into the
moulding of the panel.


“Open
it. if you please.”


A
dark rectangle was disclosed until Sir James switched on the electric light. We
eased into the dusty interior which was empty save for plinths: stone effigies:
and other bric-a-brac numbered and stored in wooden stalls against the walls.
Pons was already on his knees, examining the dust beyond the area where
cleaning materials were kept.


“No,
it is not this one,” he said, with a shake of his head. “We must try the next
gallery.”


The
process was repeated there but to Sir James’ chagrin he could not open the
door.


“It
appears to be stuck, Mr Pons.”


Solar
Pons’ eyes flickered.


“We
must break it in. Parker.”


Sir
James looked shocked.


“Is
it really necessary?”


“Vitally
necessary, Sir James. We have not a moment to lose.”


Pons
and I put our shoulders to the panel together, it gave with a splintering crash
at the fourth attempt and we staggered through into the dust and darkness. Sir
James was at the switch and as the shadows were dispelled by the single naked
bulb in the ceiling he gave a cry of horror.


Pons
was already by the side of the pitiful figure in shirt and trousers which lay
trussed helplessly in the shadow. I tore the sticking plaster from the mouth.
The face was already blue and cyanosed but the heart was still beating.


“We
must get him to hospital, Pons,” I said. “Another twenty minutes and it would
have been too late.”


“Your
department, Parker,” said my companion. “Do whatever you think is necessary.”


The
blind man groaned and started to regain consciousness as we carried his frail
figure through the shattered door and into the brightness of the gallery.


“Professor
Sanders!” said Sir James, who had obviously not realised the significance of
the bound figure. “A thousand apologies, my dear sir.”


“He
cannot hear you, Sir James,” I said. “Please get a stretcher and have the
attendants carry him to the first-aid station, preferably by a side entrance.”


“Certainly.
Dr Parker.”


Sir
James hurried off and Pons and I, together with Petter, were left with the
pathetic form of the blind man lying before us. I had already loosened his
shirt and tie and now I busied myself in removing his bonds, massaging his
hands to restore the circulation and making him as comfortable as possible.
When I had finished I noticed Pons had a grim, not to say implacable expression
on his face.


“Ruthless
and cruel, your LaFontaine, Pons.”


Solar
Pons nodded slowly.


“Ruthless
and cruel indeed, Parker. I have altered my opinion of him. It was a mercy we
were here.”


And
he said not a word further until I had supervised the placing of the Professor
in the ambulance.


I
accompanied my patient to the hospital and when I had been assured by the
responsible physician that Sanders was no longer in any danger I returned to
the Museum where I re-examined the attendant I had seen earlier. As I had
already diagnosed, his injury was quite superficial but he was now able to tell
me that to the best of his knowledge another attendant, a stranger to him, with
a heavy moustache, had struck him down when his back was turned.


“There
are so many people in the Museum now, who are unknown to the regular staff
members, Dr Parker,” he said helplessly.


I
nodded and scribbled a note for him indicating to the Museum authorities that
he should remain resting at home for the next three days. Then I hurried to
Pons with my news. He was still in the Oriental gallery and he frowned, his
eyes narrowing, when I acquainted him with this new information.


“It
is all too easy, Parker,” he said bitterly. “LaFontaine might already have
returned to the Museum for all we know. Nevertheless, I still incline to my
theory that he will strike his main blow elsewhere and not during the day. How
is Professor Sanders?”


“Shaken
and badly shocked but he will recover, Pons,” I said.


He
shook his head.


“No
thanks to LaFontaine. It is easy enough to reconstruct what happened. He
probably arrived at the Museum in his ordinary clothes, carrying his disguise
in an attaché case. Once in the Museum he could change into his attendant’s
uniform in the gentlemen’s lavatory. He struck down the real attendant but was
then surprised by the arrival of Professor Sanders. He at once realised his man
was blind, chloroformed and gagged him and secured him behind the panelling in
the next gallery. He must have been lightning-swift, for adjacent galleries are
empty for only a few minutes at a time.”


Solar
Pons lit his pipe, the flame making little stipples of light on his thin, feral
features.


“He
quickly returned to the gallery housing the Baku Idols, smashed the glass with
Sanders’ stick and made off with one of the gold effigies, carefully placing it
in the tissue paper to make it look as though it had been accidentally dropped.”


“How
do you deduce that, Pons?”


“Because
LaFontaine, for all his villainy, is a connoisseur and lover of beautiful
things, Parker. He could not bring himself, even while staging this elaborate
red herring, to break something so rare and valuable.”


I
stood looking at Pons in bafflement and admiration, mixed in equal measure.


“But
how can you be so sure of this sequence of events. Pons, and that you are
correct in your supposition that the danger to the Baku Idols is merely a
feint?”


“I
cannot be certain, Parker. Something here tells me.”


Pons
stabbed the air with the stem of his pipe, indicating the region of his
temples.


“My
antennae. Parker. They are up and bristling and all my instincts and reasoning
power tell me that the facts are so.”


“Why
could not the Professor have been struck down first?”


Pons
shook his head.


“Use
your reasoning powers, Parker. If he had first attacked the Professor it would
have meant some noise and the attendant would instantly have entered. I have
ascertained that for a quarter of an hour the one attendant was left in charge
of two galleries, while the other went for a cup of tea. The fact that the
attendant was first struck down is further indicated by the fact that when
LaFontaine smashed in the glass case the attendant had already partly regained
consciousness. This is a clear and undeniable pointer to the fact that he was
struck down first. If things had occurred otherwise there would have been no
time to chloroform the Professor and assume his identity.”


“You
are undoubtedly right, Pons,” I said.


“That
is so. Parker,” he said gently. “I have already discovered the bogus attendant’s
uniform, rolled up under one of the beams yonder, together with the cotton wool
pad and the small bottle of chloroform that was used to induce unconsciousness
in Sanders. It is my belief that he originally intended to use it on the
attendant.”


“He
is a bold and dangerous fellow, Pons.”


Solar
Pons nodded reflectively.


“Ah,
here is Superintendent Heathfield and unless I mistake not. Colonel Loder some
yards behind him. It is time we called a council of war and planned out our
future strategy.”
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“Well.
I will go along with you, Mr Pons. But woe betide us if anything goes wrong.”


Superintendent
Heathfield looked grave. We three, together with Colonel Loder, sat in the
Curator’s office. It was eight o’clock in the evening and the Museum had long
been closed.


The
discussion had been lengthy, sometimes acrid, the Superintendent and Curator
often not seeing eye to eye, and the room was blue with smoke. It was dark now
and the reflection of the floodlighting outside in the courtyard surrounding
the handsome stone building of the Mentmore, gave a bloom to the night.


“As
I understand it, Mr Pons, you are convinced that the attempt on the Baku Idols
was a feint and that this man’s main attempt will be elsewhere.”


Solar
Pons made an impatient movement in his chair.


“I
thought I had made that plain long ago, Colonel Loder.”


The
Colonel spread out his hands on his desk expressively.


“You
forget that I am accountable to the public purse, Mr Pons.”


“I
am not asking anything exceptional,” Solar Pons went on. “I appreciate that the
Superintendent’s main effort must be concentrated on the Idols. It is possible
that I may be wrong. But if Parker and I follow our own road it will not weaken
your defences. And if I am right...”


He
broke off. driving a blue plume of smoke to join the whirling eddies near the ceiling.


“But
the idea is ridiculous, Mr Pons!” Loder objected. “Even if this man did succeed
in stealing the Hsui-Ching ceramics, he would find it impossible to sell them.”


My
companion looked gravely at the Curator and Heathfield, who sat opposite us on
the other side of the desk.


“I
am not saying I am right, Colonel. Only that I feel I am right. I never go
against my instincts. The attempts on the Baku artefacts are too bungling and
amateur to be genuine, though carried out with coolness and daring. In my
experience LaFontaine never bungles. He goes straight to the heart of the matter
and almost always has escaped cleanly with extremely valuable booty.”


Loder
frowned at Pons.


“It
is a great responsibility, Mr Pons. I am in two minds what to do. I have the
reports from the other Continental museums, of course. There is much in what
you say. What do you suggest?”


“Well,
if friend Parker has no objections I would like to stay here tonight.”


“You
do not expect him to come back again!”


Loder’s
face was a mingled picture of anger and dismay. Solar Pons chuckled.


“My
little brush with him this morning would not put such a bold fellow off. I
expect him to be here now.”


“But
how, Mr Pons?”


“Tut,
Colonel, there is no great difficulty about that. He would have had hours
before the Museum closed to return here as an ordinary visitor, probably disguised
once again. There must be hundreds of places in such a museum where a daring
criminal could secrete himself until closing time.”


Loder
looked across at Heathfield.


“Well,
subject to the Superintendent’s having no objection, I am in your hands, Mr
Pons.”


Solar
Pons gave Heathfield a steady glance. He cleared his throat, his features grave
and sombre.


“Like
the Curator, Mr Pons, I am also accountable to the Government. I must naturally
concentrate my efforts in the sector which most appears to be threatened, in
this instance the Baku Idols. But there is much in what you say and I will fall
in with your wishes so far as they are compatible with our requirements. What
do you wish us to do?”


“Carry
on with your own preparations,” said Solar Pons calmly. “Let me have two young,
strong attendants, Colonel. We will make our own dispositions and between us I
am convinced we shall foil this fellow’s intentions.”


“Let
us hope you are right, Mr Pons,” said the Colonel slowly. “I have arranged for
food and hot coffee to be available for us all during the night. You seem so
certain that something will happen that I will stay here also. I must just go
round and make final preparations.”


Our
conference then broke up and Pons and I were shown to a small annexe where
refreshments had been placed upon a table. When we had eaten Heathfield excused
himself and went off to make his own arrangements. Pons sat smoking quietly and
I busied myself by catching up on the day’s news with the Sunday paper which
was lying on the table with the refreshment tray. I had not been reading for
more than ten minutes when a short item arrested my interest.


“I
see that Count Ferzetti is in London, Pons. I recall that you had some dealings
with him in that case of the Italian Fresco frauds.”


To
my astonishment Pons sat up in his chair as though he had been struck by a
thunderbolt.


“Say
that again, Parker!”


“Count
Ferzetti is in London. For the International Conference. It says here that he
is leaving for Italy on the midday boat-train tomorrow.”


Pons
got up excitedly and strode round the room, a thick swathe of blue smoke
trailing behind him.


“My
dear fellow, as my great predecessor once said, though you may not yourself
transmit light you are a great conductor of it!”


“I
do not follow you, Pons.”


“Really.
Parker?”


Pons
fixed me with a piercing eye.


“Concentrate,
Parker. Ferzetti is the world’s greatest authority on the Hsui-Ching period.
Did he read a paper on the subject?”


I
again consulted the journal.


“This
afternoon, Pons.”


“And
where might he be staying?”


“At
the Astor Towers.”


Solar
Pons sat down again, puffed furiously at his pipe and struck his thigh a
resounding blow with the flat of his hand.


“Everything
fits, Parker! The attempt must be tonight. In the small hours. We must make our
plans immediately. Our man will aim to strike ruthlessly and with precision.
Listen carefully to what I am going to say because there will be no second
chance.”
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I
shifted my cramped position on my chair in the shadow of the pillar. It was two
a.m. and the clock in the belfry of a neighbouring church had just chimed the
hour. I felt cold and sleepy but my nerves kept me alert and the butt of my old
service revolver made a comforting pressure against my chest. Pons had given me
precise instructions.


I
was stationed in one of the Oriental galleries two rooms away from that in
which the Hsui-Ching porcelain was kept. Contrary to the ordinary routine of
the Museum, Pons had prevailed on Colonel Loder to suspend the normal rounds by
the night staff in this section of the building.


Instead,
he had placed his two attendants provided by the Curator in a careful manner.
One of them sat in the shadow in the gallery next to the one where I was
concealed. The other occupied a similar position in the gallery beyond the
Hsui-Ching collection in the other direction. Only dim night lights burned
here, throwing bizarre shadows of strange idols and prancing figurines on to
the white walls.


I
knew that Heathfield and his men were keeping their own surveillance on the
Baku Idols and Loder sat in the H.Q. room the Superintendent had set up, which
had a wireless link with Scotland Yard. Where Pons was I had no idea. He had
disappeared hours before on some errand of his own, after giving me his
carefully stressed instructions.


I
was to stay where I was, unless I heard some out of the way noise from the
Scott-Green Gallery we were keeping under observation. I was then to creep
forward and use my own judgement as to what I saw. I was to ignore any other
interruption emanating from any other part of the Museum. I had questioned Pons
on this but he had remained reticent. I was also to use my revolver only in
dire emergency and then only if anyone’s life was threatened.


In
my present drowsy state these instructions had assumed exaggerated proportions
and I felt that almost anything would have been preferable to intolerable
waiting. I must have dozed for a few seconds and when I started awake was
amazed to see by my watch that the time was past three a.m. A deep silence prevailed
throughout the Museum. Once, hours earlier, I had heard the measured tread of
some attendant on an unknown errand but nothing else had disturbed the heavy
stillness which prevailed in here. The thickness of the walls and the height of
the skylights muffled the noises of the great city beyond, and I might have
been alone beyond the stars.


I
stirred myself, rising cautiously from the chair, still in the deep shadow of
the buttress which concealed me from all prying eyes, and stretched my cramped
muscles. Then I became aware of something different in the atmosphere;
something which had been vaguely penetrating my consciousness for the past few
moments. I sniffed deeply and then realised what it was. Smoke!


At
almost the same instant I heard a bell jangle from somewhere within the depths
of the Museum and then the murmur of distant voices. One among them, louder
than the rest, rang out like a clarion. “Fire! Fire!”


This
is one the most dreaded of human cries and instinctively I started out of my
corner. Then the stem admonition of Pons sprang to mind. On no account was I to
stir from my place unless I heard some noise from the Scott-Green Gallery. All
other interruptions I was to ignore. I immediately saw Pons’ reasoning and the
training he had for so long tried to inculcate in me came to my rescue. I
stayed where I was, though it took all my self-control to ignore the wild cries
and all the other hubbub in the distant corridors of the Museum.


The
smell of smoke was very strong now and I could even see some wisps of it
curling along the floor at the far end of the gallery. At the same instant I
heard the sound of heavy boots and one of the attendants requisitioned by Pons
came running into the gallery in which I was concealed. I almost started out of
my dark niche but held back. He looked around for a moment with a startled
expression, then turned and I heard the beat of his footsteps dying out along
the corridor which led to the region of the fire.


I
remained where I was and not three minutes later the second attendant who was
guarding the far side of the Scott-Green Gallery came running through. He
hesitated a moment and then followed his colleague to the seat of the fire. I
could hear more alarm bells ringing and soon saw Pons’ drift. Now I was the
only person nearby should the Hsui-Ching porcelain be menaced.


Another
ten minutes passed and still I remained where I was, standing within the dark
shadow of the buttress. I made no noise and kept absolutely still and it was as
well I did so as I shortly became aware of a presence: as though someone were
watching me. It was an eerie experience, situated as I was, in this sombre and
bizarre atmosphere of the Museum at the dead of night. The feeling persisted
for some seconds and I dared not move, though I knew it was impossible for
anyone to see me, the niche in which I stood being so deep and the shadow quite
impenetrable with the lowered lighting.


Then
the tension relaxed and I saw, from the corner of my eye, an elongated shadow
move back in the direction of the Scott-Green gallery. I waited another five
minutes and presently became aware of a low scratching noise. My nerves
fretting I eventually crept from my place of concealment, removing my service
revolver from my breast-pocket.


It
took me several more minutes to tiptoe through the adjacent room to the Scott-
Green Gallery. All this time I could hear the low, persistent noises,
interspersed with an occasional chinking sound. There was no-one in the other
gallery, which had a marble floor, so there were no creaking boards and I made
good progress. But I was still some yards from the entrance to the dimly-lit
Scott-Green Gallery when there was a loud shout and then a heavy blundering
noise.


Caution
was pointless now so I ran forward, throwing off the safety-catch of my
revolver. The noise of a savage struggle was plainly audible and there came the
sharp interruption of splintering glass. I paused at the entrance of the
Scott-Green Gallery to take in the weird scene which was being enacted there.
The first thing I noticed was that a great hole had been cut in the top of each
of the cases containing the Hsui-Ching porcelain treasures. Both cases were now
empty and lying on the floor near them was a large leather pouch bound with
brass and with heavy brass protective corners. On the floor itself was
scattered a number of tools, fragments of glass and other bric-a-brac.


I
took all this in in an instant and all the while the panting sounds and the
evidence of a heavy struggle continued. As I moved round the cases I saw that
two men, dressed in the uniform of the Museum attendants were locked in lethal
combat in the floor of the gallery. The uppermost, a sinister-looking fellow
with a thick beard was throttling a tall, slim man with a heavy moustache who
lay beneath him and who was attempting to gouge the aggressor’s eyes.


I
flicked back the safety-catch of my revolver and ran forward, laying the barrel
alongside the forehead of the sadistic brute who was choking the younger man.
He sagged forward and released his hold. With a snake-like movement, the other
attendant wriggled aside as his assailant fell sideways, half-stunned. To my
astonishment and before I could make a move, he had scooped up the leather case
on the floor and had quitted the gallery. In two more seconds his shadow on the
ceiling, accompanied by his racing footsteps had died out along the corridor.


“You
idiot, Parker!” said the voice of Solar Pons. “You have let him get away!”


The
Museum attendant, one hand to his head, was kneeling and with the other peeling
away his beard. In a moment more the lean, feral face of Solar Pons was
revealed.


“My
dear fellow!” I gasped. “I did not know it was you.”


I
had seldom seen my companion so affected. He glanced at me ruefully, rubbing
his forehead as I helped him up with many apologies. He sat down on a chair and
within another three minutes was himself again.


“Say
no more, Parker,” he admonished me, anticipating my remarks.


“It
was my own fault for not warning you of my little subterfuge.”


I
felt utterly miserable.


“What
on earth are we going to say to Colonel Loder?” I asked, looking round at the
shattered cases. “The Hsui-Ching treasures stolen and the Museum’s trust
misplaced.”


To
my astonishment Solar Pons gave a mischievous smile.


“Not
at all. Parker. They have not gone far. They will be in our hands again before
morning.”


“But
how?” I began, when Pons interrupted me by shaking his head. He got up from the
chair.


“No
time now, Parker. That fire of oily waste started by LaFontaine was a
master-stroke. Not only did it distract everyone’s attention as he intended but
it gave him the open sesame. The Museum grounds are now full of fire engines
and other equipment and the courtyard gates wide open. He would have found little
difficulty in making his escape.”


He
paced restlessly to the end of the corridor, listening to the uproar from the
heart of the Museum.


“There
is no time to explain to Loder. We must quickly see Heathfield and then lose no
time in following one of the boldest criminals I have ever encountered.”
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It
was five in the morning and a grey dawn breaking before Pons, Heathfield and I
found ourselves in a police-car heading down Regent Street. The Superintendent
had a grey, drawn face and of we three only Pons had a calm, relaxed
expression.


“I
should have taken your advice. Mr Pons,” said the Scotland Yard man soberly.


Solar
Pons shook his head.


“You
did perfectly correctly, Superintendent. That I was right was merely a piece of
inspired guesswork. The main threat appeared to be directed at the Baku Idols.
Supposing I had been wrong? The result would have been the same.”


“But
an immeasurably greater theft has taken place,” Heathfield continued. “Both
yourself and Scotland Yard have lost all credibility in this affair once it
gets out.”


“Tut,
Superintendent,” said Solar Pons calmly. “The game is not yet over. Have no
fear. Unless I miss my guess that porcelain will be restored to its rightful
owners within the hour.”


“Let
us hope you are right, Mr Pons,” said the Superintendent in a grave tone.


A
heavy silence fell until we had reached our destination. The grey light had
left the streets now and sunshine was gilding the roof-tops as we drew up in
front of the hotel. Pons glanced at his watch.


“We
are a little ahead of time. I think 6.30 a.m. would be more appropriate to our
purposes. We must first seek out the night manager. That is your province,
Superintendent. With his assistance it should not be too difficult to procure
some coffee and a much-needed breakfast before we proceed to the last part of
our business.”


Heathfield
shrugged as we crossed the pavement into the warmth of the foyer of the Astor
Towers.


“As
you wish. Mr Pons.”


The
intervening hour is a blur in my memory. I know we sat in a corner of the
deserted dining-room and drank coffee and ate an excellent breakfast but its
composition and taste are alike lost to my recollection, I was so absorbed with
the drama of the night. The excitement of the hunt was upon Solar Pons too and
I have seldom seen him so keen and alert as he sat across from us. the
snow-white table cloth between.


The
night manager himself took us up in the lift to Count Ferzetti’s suite on the
third floor.


“The
Count is up and about,” he whispered as though he could hear us through the
thick walls. “His breakfast went up half-an-hour ago.”


Pons
nodded and we waited while the manager tapped deferentially at the door. I
thought I heard a scuffling noise beyond the panels but I may have been
mistaken. The night manager turned to us.


“It
is all right to go in, gentlemen,” he whispered.


Count
Ferzetti, a broad, graceful-looking man with a well-trimmed black moustache was
about fifty years of age. He was sitting at a small occasional table finishing
off his breakfast; fully dressed except for his jacket, he wore a red-silk
dressing gown and Oriental-style slippers. Though he must have been
considerably surprised at our entrance he put down his coffee cup carefully and
merely raised his eyebrows.


I
could not forbear a glance of triumph at Pons as I took in the large,
leather-bound pouch which stood on a corner of the table. The Count intercepted
my glance and he had a regretful smile in his lips as he rose to greet us. His
face cleared as we came closer.


“Mr
Solar Pons! My dear sir. This is an honour and a pleasure!”


Pons
shook hands with him and introduced myself and Heathfield.


“Perhaps
you will not find it so when I explain the purpose of my errand,” he murmured
deprecatingly.


“Do
be seated. May I ring for breakfast?”


“We
have already finished ours,” said Solar Pons. “I think you know why we are
here.”


The
Count inclined his head, his eyes carefully avoiding the leather pouch.


“Perhaps,”
he said cautiously. “Perhaps not.”


He
wiped his fleshy lips fastidiously with his napkin.


“I
am rather busy, gentlemen. And I have a train to catch this morning.”


“We
know all about that,” said Superintendent Heathfield. “I am afraid you will not
catch it unless you comply with our demands.”


The
Count’s brown eyes looked hurt and he glanced at each of us in turn, little
spots of red appearing on his cheekbones.


“Demands,
gentlemen?”


“You
force us to be blunt. Count.” said Solar Pons crisply, his eyes dancing round
the room. “You have been attending the great conference on ceramics. As is so
often the way with collectors you have taken the opportunity to add to your
collection. No doubt at the confidential invitation of our mutual friend
LaFontaine.”


The
Count opened his mouth to speak but my companion silenced him with a gesture of
his hand.


“Not
to put too fine a point on it, you are in process of adding the magnificent
Hsui-Ching porcelain in that case on the table yonder to your own collection.
And as one of the world’s leading collectors you must know that such a set can
only come from a dubious source. Is it not so?”


The
red on the Count’s cheeks had deepened.


“Gentlemen,
I protest ...” he began in a harsh voice.


Solar
Pons shook his head.


“You
will not want the porcelain when I tell you that it was stolen from the British
national collection in the Mentmore Museum early this morning and that half the
police of Europe will be searching for it before another hour has passed. To
say nothing of an eminent Professor’s life being endangered by the criminal who
perpetrated the crime.”


Ferzetti’s
face was ashen-grey now and little beads of perspiration had started to his
brow. He looked desperately at the case as if he would seize it and bear it
rapidly away.


Solar
Pons leaned over and picked up the leather pouch, hefting it in his hand. The
Count made an agitated movement and a little globule of perspiration ran down
his right cheek.


“There
is nothing of value in that pouch, Mr Pons,” he said slowly. “You are entirely
mistaken.”


“In
that case you have no objection if I drop it to the floor?” said Solar Pons
blandly, ignoring the alarmed expression on Superintendent Heathfield’s face.


Ferzetti
was on his feet before my companion could move, cradling the leather with great
gentleness. He sat down with rivulets of sweat cascading down his cheeks.


“You
are right, gentlemen. This is the Hsui-Ching porcelain. I would have given my
life for it. I only ask you to believe that I did not know its antecedents. I
did not ask any questions.”


Solar
Pons nodded, his eyes grim and uncompromising.


“You
have already paid for it?”


The
Count nodded.


“A
down payment in cash.”


“That
is your misfortune,” said Solar Pons. “Do not send the rest.”


Ferzetti
looked up at the Superintendent.


“And
my position?”


“Nothing
will be said providing you catch that boat-train.” said Heathfield. “I
guarantee that. But I should not return to this country for another year or two
if I were you.”


Ferzetti
nodded dully.


“How
will we explain to the Museum, Pons?” I asked, looking over my friend’s
shoulder as he opened the pouch and gently exposed one of the porcelain
saucers, nestling in its cocoon of tissue paper.


“No
not worry, Parker. I shall think of something before we return to Colonel
Loder. Perhaps you had better take charge of this, Superintendent. Now, there
remains only one thing more before we go ...”


He
said the words casually, crossing the room aimlessly as he did so. Only as he
made a dive for the curtains did I see the pair of polished black shoes which
protruded from beneath them. There was a howl of pain as Pons stamped on the
nearest shoe. A tall, slim young man in a dark suit, wearing a frightened
expression on his face, hopped out, to be seized by Pons.


“Good
heavens!” I stammered. “Congratulations, Pons. You have caught LaFontaine at
last.”


I
leaned forward and caught at his moustache. To my stupefaction it held fast and
the young man howled with pain again.


Solar
Pons burst into laughter, releasing his captive, who stood blinking and
trembling in front of us.


“I
fear not, Parker,” he said. “LaFontaine is too clever for that. A messenger
only if I mistake not.”


The
young man swallowed and opened his mouth.


“My
name is Gear. I am from the bankers, Dunlop and Flinton. I was asked to collect
this pouch from one of our Swiss customers and deliver it to the Count.”


“Your
credentials?” Heathfield ordered.


Gear
passed over a leather wallet and the Superintendent studied its contents carefully.


“I
am afraid he is right, Mr Pons. The bird has flown.”


My
companion turned to the crestfallen figure of the Count.


“The
address.”


Ferzetti
shook his head.


“A
Poste Restante in Geneva, gentlemen.”


Solar
Pons turned back to Gear.


“Where
did you hand over the money?”


“At
Croydon Airport at four o’clock this morning, sir. To Mr Buckley himself.”


Solar
Pons chuckled.


“You
might try the Airport, Superintendent, but you can take it from me he will have
left on the first available flight at daybreak.”


And
so it proved. What Solar Pons told the Museum authorities I have no means of
knowing but the story which eventually appeared in the world press bore little
resemblance to the true state of affairs. My companion shrugged off the whole
business.


“There
was nothing very spectacular in the way of deduction involved, but it was
nevertheless one of the most salutary examples of greed among that branch of
the human species known as the specialist collector. I fancy that the Count
will confine his activities to less dubious enterprises from now on.”


We
were talking in our sitting-room at 7B a week later and the weather seemed to
have broken, because a thin rain was falling mistily in the street outside.


“Could
we not have intercepted LaFontaine at the Geneva Post Office, Pons?”


My
companion shook his head.


“Worse
than useless, Parker. He would only have sent an envoy for the rest of the
money in any case. But I fancy we shall hear more of the gentleman from time to
time.”


We
heard the very next day when a brief note, post-marked Munich arrived for Pons
in a blue envelope. He slit it open, perused it and passed it over to me. It
was short, in copper-plate handwriting, and precise.


YOU
HAVE CROSSED MY PATH TWICE, MR PONS. POINTS EVEN. I THINK. WE SHALL MEET AGAIN.
I WARN YOU. L.


Solar
Pons chuckled.


“I
have hit him in his pocket, Parker. That is always a painful experience to
gentlemen of that fraternity.”


And
he turned to the busy life of the street beyond the window, contentedly puffing
at his pipe.[bookmark: bookmark20]
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“THERE
IS NOTHING so boring as London on a winter’s day, Parker!”


Solar
Pons stirred in his chair by the fireside in our cosy sitting-room at 7B Praed
Street and looked with disgust at the greasy yellow swathes of fog which hung
at the window. I glanced at him sympathetically.


“I
cannot remember having heard you say so for a long time, Pons. As Samuel
Johnson once remarked ...”


Solar
Pons smiled faintly, uncoiling himself in the chair, his lean, feral face
momentarily transformed.


“I
am quite aware of what the good doctor said, Parker. You do well to rebuke me
but it is extremely chafing to the spirit when the services of a private
consulting detective are apparently no longer needed in this great metropolis.”


I
glanced over at the clock on the mantel. It was just turned three o’clock on a
bleak January day and the traffic of London came muffled and seemingly far away
through the fog. I had completed my rounds in the morning and as things were
unusually quiet among my patients had decided to spend the afternoon catching
up on some paperwork among my records.


Now
I put down the file on which I had been working.


“Would
you care for a walk, Pons?”


“No,
no, my dear fellow. I am sorry to disturb you so. Your patience is admirable
under the circumstances. I must be the most trying of companions.”


“On
the contrary. Pons!” I protested. “Such records of your cases as I have already
published have found a vast public which would not agree with your diagnosis.”


Solar
Pons made a little clicking noise in his throat.


“Tuppance
coloured, Parker,” he said severely. “I have always warned you against the
somewhat romantic view you take of my little adventures.”


He
looked at me searchingly with his deep-set eyes.


“Always
write for the ten per cent of mankind who know what one is talking about.”


“I
must confess I find you rather harsh in your judgements this afternoon, Pons,”
I said, conscious of being somewhat put out. Pons’ face changed expression
immediately.


“I
trust I have not caused offence by my thoughtless words, Parker. It is just
that I feel you do me too much honour in those memoirs you have already seen
fit to print.”


I
accepted the implied apology and was about to murmur some commonplace when
there was a sudden and violent disturbance in our placid little world. For the
front door slammed below and then there came the heavy tread of boots on the
stairs. With but a peremptory rap, the door of our sitting-room was flung open
with a crash and a gigantic, bearded man stood glowering in the threshold.


“Which
of you is Solar Pons?” he said in a loud, harsh voice, his little pig-like eyes
gleaming malignantly. Bright droplets of water stood out like jewels in the
checked cape and overcoat he wore and he turned a heavy walking stick in his
gnarled, thickened hands as though he intended to use it on one or other of us.
I had started up from the table in alarm but Pons motioned me down easily.


“I
am he. sir,” he said smoothly. “And this is my friend, Dr Lyndon Parker.”


The
enormous man shook his head impatiently.


“I
am not interested in that, Pons. My business is with you.”


“Indeed,”
said Solar Pons coolly. “If you will kindly shut the door and take a seat like
a normal civilised person we will endeavour to relieve you of your ill-temper.”


The
big man shook his head like a bull and glowered again.


“This
is not a social visit,” he snapped. “I am Edmund Roseacre. That should mean
something to you!”


“It
means nothing to me.”


Roseacre
opened his mouth in astonishment and then snapped it tightly shut.


“Don’t
lie to me, Pons! I know my niece has been here. By heaven, if you interfere in
my affairs, I’ll not be responsible for the consequences!”


He
took a threatening step forward and raised the stick. Solar Pons smiled
faintly, his eyes steel-hard.


“You
are offensive, crude and vulgar, sir. Kindly remove yourself from my quarters.”


Roseacre
stared at Pons as though he could not believe his ears. Then he threw back his
massive head and gave a hard, unbelieving laugh.


“I
have heard of your ingenious ways, you interfering police jackanapes! It won’t
do, Pons, it won’t do! Produce my niece at once and I will take her back to
Surrey. Lies! All Lies!”


Solar
Pons gave the big man a mocking glance which seemed to enrage him further. He
still held the stick high and now he stepped in front of Pons, his eyes glowing
with anger, and brought it down. Before I could move Pons was out of his chair
with incredible swiftness. His right hand was like a blur in the air. Suddenly
the giant stumbled and the stick was no longer in his hands. There was a sharp
crack as Pons broke it across his knee. He hurled the two fragments back at
Roseacre’s chest. The giant staggered, his eyes clouding with surprise and
something like fear. A thin thread of blood trickled down his chin where the
jagged end of the stick must have caught him.


“If
you are not out of here within five seconds I will break you like that stick
and throw you down the stairs,” Solar Pons said quietly.


Roseacre
backed away, stupefied. Then he collected his wits.


“You
have not heard the last of this, Pons!” he cried hoarsely.


He
withdrew and descended the staircase like an enraged animal. The front door’s
slam seemed to shake the whole house. Solar Pons stood for a moment. Then he
stooped, picked up the two broken portions of stick and put them in the umbrella
stand. He closed the door and stood looking down at me. He burst into laughter.


“He
is a most charming fellow, this Edmund Roseacre, Parker.”


“Indeed,
Pons,” I said indignantly. “And you were complaining that London was unnaturally
dull.”


Pons
crossed to the fireplace and picked up his pipe from the mantel. He lit it,
tiny stipples of light from the bowl making strange patterns in his ascetic
features.


“Well,
I am not complaining now, Parker,” he said quietly. “Truly we have not heard
the last of this.”


“How
so, Pons?”


My
companion shrugged.


“You
heard what this amiable gentleman said. He mentioned his niece visiting us. I
would submit that his own appearance was premature.”


I
looked at him sharply.


“You
think the niece is still to come?”


“It
is entirely possible, Parker.”


He
sat down in his chair, frowning and shovelling out great clouds if aromatic
blue smoke over his shoulder.


“It
was a good thing Mrs Johnson was out, Pons,” I said. “She would have been
frightened to death.”


“Roseacre
is a frightening character,” said Pons. “But I think I could have mastered him
at a pinch, as big as he is.”


“I
am convinced of it,” I said. “And I think he thought so too.”


Solar
Pons looked at me coolly.


“Well,
Parker,” said he. “One or other of us would have needed medical attention when
the fracas was over.”


“Thank
heaven it did not come to that,” I remarked and put my files by for the day.


“I
believe Master Roseacre would have received a surprise had it done so, Parker,”
observed my friend.


“You
really believe the niece will come now?”


“I
should be disappointed if she did not. It must be an urgent matter for her to
brave this brute’s anger. I think it is merely a matter of mistaken timing. She
is probably walking the streets getting up her courage to come here.”


I
strolled over to the window.


“Poor
girl.”


“You
may well say so, Parker. She is in all probability alone with no-one to advise
her and the area beyond Godalming is a lonely part of the country.”


I
looked at Pons in surprise.


“How
do you know that, Pons?”


“Because
I have made a study of various types of terrain common to different areas of
the British Isles. Roseacre himself said he would take her back to Surrey. When
I see that particular type of sand and gravel in the toecaps of his shoes, it
is not so very difficult to narrow down the area.”


“You
are omniscient, as usual. Pons.”


My
companion shook his head impatiently.


“I
am far from that, Parker. But I would wager that this type of sand came from
one of two particular quarries.”


He
pointed to the ferrule of the broken cane which protruded from our umbrella
stand.


“It
is a distinctive, darkish-yellow, with lighter streaks running through it. It
is peculiar to a particular two-mile stretch of heathland beyond Godalming.
There are few houses in that district so I immediately concluded that Roseacre
lives in a lonely spot. There is a large sample of sand adhering to the inner
ring of this ferrule if you would take the opportunity to examine it.”


I
did so and turned back to my companion.


“You
are right. Pons. If you say so I have no doubt of it.”


Solar
Pons smiled thinly and put down his pipe on the table.


He
looked reflectively at the swirling fog at the window.


“We
must just possess our souls in patience for a while longer.”
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Another
half-hour passed before the hall door below slammed, this time far less
dramatically than on the previous occasion. The familiar footsteps of our
landlady, Mrs Johnson, ascended the stairs followed by a lighter tread.


“Mr
Pons! I have found this young lady on the doorstep in some distress and have
taken the liberty of bringing her up.”


“By
all means, Mrs Johnson. Let her come in and I would be obliged if you would
fetch some tea as I have no doubt she would appreciate a cup on such a bitterly
cold day.”


“Certainly,
Mr Pons.”


The
slim, fair girl who came into our chamber at the heels of Mrs Johnson looked so
pale, so cold and so wretched that my heart went out to her. Normally she would
have been attractive, even extremely pretty, but her long blonde hair was all
wet with the clammy breath of the fog and she has such a white, set expression
on her sensitive features and such fear and lurking uneasiness in her troubled
eyes that I at once led her to a warm place by the fire and myself took the
sodden raincoat from her as she was as unresisting as a child.


Solar
Pons looked at her with solicitude while Mrs Johnson bustled about, bringing up
a tray with tea-things from her quarters below in an astonishing short space of
time. There was silence for a while, the girl sitting looking into the fire,
twisting a handkerchief in her thin fingers, while Mrs Johnson poured the tea
for the three of us and set out toast and slices of cake for our visitor. It
was not until Mrs Johnson had almost put the cup of tea into her hand that she
roused herself, looking gratefully from our landlady to Pons and then to
myself.


“You
are in safe hands here.” said Solar Pons gently. “Drink your tea and take your
time. This is my friend and colleague, Dr Lyndon Parker.”


The
girl smiled a strained smile and gave a slight inclination of the head.


“I
must apologise for my rudeness, gentlemen, and for my appearance in your
chambers without an appointment. I have not eaten since early this morning. My
name is Evelyn Brentwood.”


“Poor
child,” put in Mrs Johnson with a shake of her head and then she withdrew with
her usual tact and discretion, asking Pons to ring if there was anything
further he required. As soon as the door had close behind her Pons glanced at
the girl drinking her tea and eating the toast, still with a slight trembling
of her hands and body, and then shot an interrogatory glance at me.


“Nothing
but shock, lack of food and exposure to this inclement weather,” I diagnosed. “Miss
Brentwood will be better in a little while.”


Indeed,
merely a few minutes had passed and I had only time for one cup of tea when the
girl stirred, shook herself as though she had just become truly conscious of
her surroundings and smoothed her hair down with her right hand in that
feminine gesture that is instinctive to the species.


“I
do not know what you must think of me. Mr Pons. I do not usually arrive on
people’s doorsteps in this manner.”


“There
is no hurry, Miss Brentwood,” Pons said soothingly. “We have nothing but time
today. You come from Surrey, I take it?”


The
girl looked at Pons in astonishment.


“Why.
yes, Mr Pons. From a small hamlet called Peas Pleasance, near Godalming.”


Pons
shot me a triumphant glance from his deep-set eyes.


“Just
so. You have an uncle called Edmund Roseacre?”


The
change in the girl at the mention of the name was startling. All the colour
fled from her face, leaving it white and haggard, and she would have started up
if I had not laid a restraining hand on her arm.


“How
could you possibly know this?”


“Because
he has already been here,” said Pons evenly.


“Here,
Mr Pons? Here? Then all is known ...”


She
looked round like a hunted animal.


“There
is no need to be alarmed,” said Pons gently. “I must confess he is not a very
likeable gentleman. I had to teach him a lesson in manners.”


The
girl’s blue eyes opened wide as she stared at my companion.


“What
do you mean, Mr Pons?”


“Why
nothing, my dear young lady. I broke his stick and sent him packing.”


He
indicated the umbrella stand with a wry chuckle. I was watching Miss Brentwood
closely and could have sworn that her face lightened perceptibly.


“What
Pons means is that he broke the stick, threw it in your uncle’s face and cut
his chin,” I said. “He took himself off extremely smartly after Pons had
threatened to throw him down the stairs.”


The
girl breathed deeply, her eyes shining, as she stared at Pons.


“I
do not believe it,” she said softly.


“Nevertheless,
it is true enough,” I said.


Pons
turned an irritated look upon me.


“You
make too much of it. Parker. The man was a bully and a windbag. He deserved to
be taught a lesson.”


The
girl glanced at the fragments of the broken stick.


“It
is his cane right enough, Mr Pons. I never thought I should live to see the day
when someone would be brave enough to stand up to him.”


“Had
you better not tell us exactly what it is that troubles you?” encouraged Solar
Pons. “Apart from the obvious fact that you have an uncle whose manners leave a
great deal to be desired.”


The
girl smiled faintly at this and the colour was now coming back into her face.


“Of
course, Mr Pons. I really do not know which way to turn. I came out early this
morning and caught the first train to town. I have been wandering about for
hours plucking up enough courage to come here.”


“Which
explains your uncle’s appearance first on the scene,” I put in.


Miss
Brentwood shuddered.


“He
must have been watching me and followed, as he always does.”


“You
live with your uncle, then?”


Solar
Pons tented his fingers in front of him, his penetrating eyes fixed immovably
on her face. Miss Brentwood nodded.


“My
parents died when I was a child, Mr Pons. Ever since I can remember I have
lived with my uncle, Edmund Roseacre. first in the North of England; latterly
at an old house called The Priory on the fringe of a tiny village called Peas
Pleasance. At first things were well enough and I was looked after by an old
family nurse but of late years things have become intolerable.”


“In
what way, Miss Brentwood?”


“My
uncle has changed a good deal in character, Mr Pons. He has lived in the East
and has always been overbearing, being used to ordering large numbers of native
servants. But during the last three years he has become morose, silent and
occasionally violent. He has turned into a recluse, locking himself in his room
for hours at a time and drinking a good deal.”


Solar
Pons changed position in his chair, the smoke from his pipe going up in slow,
lazy whorls toward the ceiling of our sitting-room.


“Can
you place this change with any accuracy, Miss Brentwood? For instance, could it
possibly have been connected with any particular event?”


The
girl furrowed her brow and remained silent for a moment or two. Pons’ thin
fingers, like the antennae of an insect, drumming softly on the table before
him.


“It
does seem to me now, looking back, that this change began some time after Mr
Marcus visited him.”


“Mr
Marcus?”


“He
is my parent’s London solicitor. Though Uncle Edmund was my guardian, Mr Marcus
had control of the estate in trust for me when I became of age.”


“I
see. Is it a large estate?”


“I
do not really know, Mr Pons. My father owned a rubber plantation in the East
and there was money in the family before that. I suppose there is a good deal
of money coming to me, one way or the other, but I have never thought much
about it.”


“And
how old are you now, Miss Brentwood?”


“Twenty,
Mr Pons. I shall be twenty-one in six months’ time.”


Solar
Pons made a small inclination of the head in the girl’s direction.


“When
you shall presumably inherit the estate?”


“That
is correct, Mr Pons. Mr Marcus is a very close-mouthed man but he told me once
that it was my parents’ express wish that I should not know the full extent of
my fortune until I had attained my majority. I could, I suppose, have consulted
the will through the Public Records Office, but I have always respected my
parents’ wishes in the matter.”


“Quite
so,” said Pons, turning his pipe over and over in his hand as though he were
intently examining the stem. “Perfectly proper.”


“But
how did you come to find my friend, Miss Brentwood?” I interrupted.


The
girl turned her troubled eyes to me.


“I
did not wish to involve the police. Then my uncle would know. Apart from that
no official policeman would believe my fanciful tale. In the end I confided in
the Rector of Peas Pleasance, the Rev. Dr Cubitt. He said that Mr Solar Pons
was the most famous and most successful consulting detective in England and
gave me your address.”


“A
wise man, your Rector,” I said solemnly.


Solar
Pons smiled.


“Tut,
Parker, you can do better than that with your ironic sallies. You say your
story is a fanciful one, Miss Brentwood. Pray tell it.”


Our
fair visitor flushed.


“Forgive
me, Mr Pons. I am forgetting the threads. It has been such a terrifying and
confused night and the day has been hardly less so. I hardly know where to
begin.”


“You
said, I think, that your uncle changed toward you. Miss Brentwood?”


“About
three years ago, after a visit by Mr Marcus. The visit itself was extremely
unusual and I can remember only one other occasion, in my childhood, when the
lawyer came to the house.”


Solar
Pons pulled thoughtfully at the lobe of his right ear.


“That
is extremely interesting, Parker.”


“I
do not see why, Pons.”


“Because
you do not carry things through to their logical conclusion. It was a rarity.
Twice only in twenty years! Surely it has great significance.”


“You
may be right, Pons.”


“I
am right, Parker. Continue, Miss Brentwood.”


“As
I have said, Mr Pons, my uncle was always savage-tempered and difficult. After
this he became morose and sometimes even violent towards me.”


“He
never struck you?”


“No,
Mr Pons, but he would smash things in his temper and I lived in fear of him. If
it had not been for our old housekeeper. Mrs Bevan, I think I would have run
away years ago.”


Solar
Pons had a sympathetic look in his eyes.


“But
you never tried to do so?”


“No.
Mr Pons. I had no other living relative, no money and nowhere to go. And even
in my miserable state I could see that it was essential for me to complete my
education in order that I could take my proper place in society when I became
of age and inherited my estate.”


“What
do you consider your proper station in society?”


The
girl looked surprised.


“I
do not really know, Mr Pons. I had hoped - still hope. I suppose - that there
would be some letter from my parents, some explanation when the will came to be
read. That was why I was so excited at a third visit by Mr Marcus a few days
ago, with my inheritance only six months away, as it were. But before I come to
that I wish to speak of other things which have puzzled and terrified me over
the years.”


“They
all stem from the period you mentioned, three years ago?”


“I
believe so, Mr Pons. On that occasion Mr Marcus came to visit and stayed two
days. That in itself was quite unprecedented. Though nothing specific was said
I believed the visit to be connected with my inheritance, for Mr Marcus brought
deed boxes and briefcases with him and was closeted with my uncle for long
hours. There appeared to be some argument and there were loud voices raised.
Mrs Bevan was quite agitated at times and I know she fears my uncle.”


“You
have no other servants or helpers at the house, Miss Brentwood?” Pons
interjected suddenly.


The
girl shook her head.


“No,
Mr Pons. It was my uncle and his temper, you see. No-one would stay, not even
the gardener.”


“I
fear you have had an extremely lonely life. Miss Brentwood,” I said, all my
sympathies roused. “Have some more tea.”


I
rose to pour for her and after accepting the re-filled cup with a grateful
smile our visitor continued with her story.


“This
is all very strange and disconnected, I am afraid, Mr Pons, but in the terrible
events of the last few days I have been forced to look back right to the
beginning.”


“It
is essential that you should do so. That is the only way to get the complete
picture.”


“Well,
Mr Pons, I was naturally disquieted and more upset than ever over these
quarrels but imagine my surprise when I went down to breakfast on the second
day to find my uncle smiling and affable. Mr Marcus had gone back to London on
an early train - I thought it curious but I did not dare ask about it, particularly
as my uncle was in an unusually jovial mood - and certain legal difficulties
over which they had quarrelled had been cleared up.”


“My
uncle disappeared somewhere after lunch and I took my dog Pip out for a walk as
was my custom. We returned near tea-time and I was surprised to see my uncle
working in the garden. My uncle told me the gardener had left after a violent
quarrel and he had decided to attend to the garden himself in future. He
disliked gardening normally with the result that the grounds were badly
neglected after that.”


Solar
Pons’ eyes were very bright now and he leaned forward in his chair, fixing his
gaze intently in Miss Brentwood’s face.


“There
is a high hedge at the side of The Priory which divides the orchard area from
the more formal part of the garden which contains lawns and a rose-garden which
is one of my favourite places to walk. Pip had gone on ahead and when I passed
through the gate in the hedge I was surprised to see that some of the rose
bushes had been taken up at the far end and a new terrace laid along the middle
to join the two sections of paving. My uncle was hot and in an ill temper and
not too pleased to see me. I thought.


“He
got angrier and angrier when I started asking questions about the work and Pip
was running up and down the beds and rooting about among the roses. Uncle
Edmund roared at the dog and threw a piece of paving stone at him and I became
extremely upset. That evening, at dinner Uncle Edmund was strangely quiet and
he did something he rarely did.”


“And
what was that, Miss Brentwood?”


“Apologised
for his outburst of temper, Mr Pons. He said he had much to occupy him over the
affairs of my inheritance and his quarrels with the lawyer had upset him more
than he cared to say.”


“He
did not particularise as to what they were?”


“No,
Mr Pons. My mind was a little more relieved after this but the following
morning Mrs Bevan came to me very white in the face to say that my little dog
was lying dead in the driveway. He had been seen in the wood thereabouts, in some
difficulty, and had dragged himself home, poor little thing. He was quite dead
when I got to him. It was my belief he had been poisoned somehow; the farmers
in the district are extremely careless about this sort of thing when laying
down bait for vermin - and my distress could be imagined. Even my uncle was
affected and insisted on burying Pip himself in the rose-garden. I would not
have another dog for fear of a repetition of the tragedy.”


“Hmm.”


Solar
Pons was silent for a moment, his eyes brooding and far away.


“There
are a number of interesting points about Miss Brentwood’s narrative so far,
Parker.”


“Are
there not, Pons,” I returned. “I am so sorry, Miss Brentwood. You have had an
unfortunate and difficult life, it appears.”


“You
may well say so, Dr Parker. However, I have not wanted for material things,
unlike some people, so I should not perhaps make too much of my life with my
uncle. As I have already indicated, things have got worse of latter years, my
uncle becoming increasingly morose and irritable. Sometimes he would sit and
then start at a knock at the door, as though he feared for something. In the
summer-time he took to sitting for hours together on a bench in the
rose-garden. I have often seen him staring at the spot where Pip is buried, as
though contemplating my little pet’s fate and have sometimes thought that with
all his rough and primitive ways, I have perhaps judged him over-harshly.”


“Perhaps,”
said Solar Pons succinctly.


“This
was the situation which obtained until recent times, Mr Pons. Then, one day
about a fortnight ago, my uncle mentioned that we were to have another visit
from Mr Marcus.”


“He
did not give you the details?”


Our
client shook her head.


“Not
in so many words, Mr Pons. But as I said it had occurred to me that, with my
twenty-first birthday only six months away, it might have something to do with
the legacy.”


“Quite
so.”


“Mr
Marcus arrived the day before yesterday. Though it was some three years since I
had seen him, I found him much changed.”


“How
so?”


Our
client stopped, obviously in some difficulty.


“He
seemed much thinner and different somehow, to what I remembered of him. Also,
his voice seemed harsher.”


Solar
Pons glanced at me.


“Curious,
Parker.”


“Oh.
it is often so as people grow older, Pons.” I returned. “Particularly as Miss
Brentwood was only eighteen when she last saw him. Her memory might be at
fault.”


“Perhaps,
Parker, perhaps.”


Solar
Pons sat quite still, his eyes fixed on the fog outside the window, the blue
smoke from his pipe ascending slowly toward the ceiling.


“Dr
Parker may well be right,” said the girl, with an apologetic smile at my
companion.


“Anyway,
the pattern of three years was repeated. I heard voices quarrelling from Uncle’s
study that evening. Long arguments were going on. Mrs Bevan was quite worried
when I told her and twice went to the study on the pretext of trivial errands.”


“With
what result?”


“She
said that Marcus and my uncle sat with documents on the desk between them and
were bitterly quarrelling over something. She heard the word will mentioned
once and estate twice. They stopped when she rapped on the door and Uncle
Edmund received her messages with very ill grace. But it had the effect of
stopping the row and it was obvious things were patched up when they appeared
for supper.”


“Nothing
was said about the object of Marcus’ visit?”


“No,
Mr Pons. And as I have already indicated, I knew better than to ask.”


Miss
Brentwood shivered suddenly and huddled closer to the fire.


“Now
I come to the most horrible and inexplicable part of my story, Mr Pons. I felt
tired and excused myself at about eleven o’clock and went to my room. The
Priory is a strange house and has exterior shutters in the French style, as one
of its architectural features. Apart from being gloomy it still has gas-light
which does not add to its cheerfulness. I was preparing for bed when I heard
footsteps passing the door of my room.


“A
short while later the gas chandelier in my room flickered and the intensity of
the light was lowered. I knew then that it was Mr Marcus whose footsteps had
passed my door.”


“How
so, Miss Brentwood?”


“Because
he has been given the room directly over mine, Mr Pons. He had evidently just
lit his own gas which had taken pressure from mine. It is something to do with
the old system we have and the pipes are corroded with age.”


“I
see. What then?”


“I
could hear Mr Marcus pacing about over my head, as though he were agitated over
something; perhaps the late row with my uncle. After a bit I took no further
notice and prepared for bed. When I turned out the gas I could still hear the
footsteps and they were the last thing I heard when I went to sleep. I had not
drawn the shutters at my window and a clear, brilliant moonlight flooded into
the room.”


Miss
Brentwood paused as though the recollections were too painful for coherent
thought.


“I
was awakened, Mr Pons, in the early hours of the morning, by a terrible cry. At
first I did not know where I was or if I were dreaming or awake. But the
moonlight still shone glassily into my room and the echo of that horrible
scream seemed still to hang in that air. My heart was thumping and I could
hardly breathe but I forced myself out of bed. Then I heard a strange squeaking
noise, Mr Pons.


“I
was over at the window by this time. There came a slithering noise as of something
falling and a terrifying crash. I went to the window in alarm and as I did so a
horribly distorted face stared at me through the glass. Mr Pons, it was the
corpse of Mr Marcus, with a rope round his neck, dangling in mid-air!”
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There
was a deep silence in the room now as the girl reached the climax of her
horrific story.


“Good
heavens!” I said. “No wonder you look pale and drawn after such a dreadful
experience.”


“Bizarre,
indeed,” said Solar Pons grimly, laying down his pipe in the ashtray at his
elbow.


“Mercifully,
I lost consciousness, Mr Pons.” the girl went on. “I say mercifully
deliberately because if you knew what a shock the experience gave me I think I
would have gone insane had not consciousness left me. When I recovered I was in
bed in my room, with Mrs Bevan there, looking anxiously after me. I had had a
nightmare, apparently, and had been sleep-walking. I had fallen with a heavy
sound; my uncle, who was passing the room on his way to bed, had heard me and
had got me back into bed. I could not be brought back to consciousness and so
the doctor was summoned early in the morning, who diagnosed a mild concussion.
It appeared I had hit my head in my fall but had not sustained any serious
injury.”


“But
you did not believe it a dream?” said Solar Pons.


Miss
Brentwood shook her head.


“It
was too vivid for that. When I found the strength I staggered out of bed and
looked out of the window but of course there was nothing there. Everything was
normal in the house, apparently. I was told by Mrs Bevan that Mr Marcus had
gone back to London early that morning.”


“Mrs
Bevan heard nothing during the night?” said Solar Pons, with narrowed eyes.


Miss
Brentwood shrugged.


“She
is hard of hearing in any event, Mr Pons, and apart from that had her own
quarters on the other side of the corridor.”


“I
see.”


“I
lay in bed all day yesterday, Mr Pons. Apart from feeling ill I was terrified
that I might be going out of my mind. The apparition of Mr Marcus hanged might
have been a dream, but it was so vivid, you see. And I had a dread on me that
if I slept last night I might see it again.”


“I
understand that, Miss Brentwood,” I said. “It is a common symptom in such cases
of shock.”


“My
uncle looked in to see me last evening and was pleased when I told him I felt
much better. I did not tell him anything of the incident and in any event I am
too frightened of him to raise his anger deliberately. But before I went to
sleep last night I took a draught and got Mrs Bevan to close the exterior
shutters. I passed a good night and woke early, probably because I had been
dozing all the previous day.”


Miss
Brentwood paused almost as though the recollection were too much for her.


“I
rose in the dawn and crept downstairs. It was turned six o’clock and the
morning newspapers had just come. Imagine my terror and bewilderment when I
read that Mr Marcus had been found hanged in his London house the previous
night!”


I
gazed at Miss Brentwood in stupefaction and even Pons’ iron calm seemed
breached.


“This
is extremely interesting, Parker,” he said evenly. “I do not know when I have
been so absorbed in a problem.”


The
girl looked at Pons pitifully.


“You
do not think I am mad, Mr Pons? That I could have dreamed Mr Marcus’ suicide at
The Priory while he was actually hanging himself in London?”


Solar
Pons shook his head.


“It
is extremely unlikely in my experience,” he said, little glints of excitement
dancing in his eyes. “Pray do not alarm yourself further.”


Our
client shot him a grateful glance.


“There
is little more to be told, Mr Pons. I had put on my outdoor things as though I
intended to flee, as I felt I could not endure that hateful house a moment
longer. But as I opened the front gate I heard a noise in the back garden. It
was not yet properly light but there was enough glimmer in the east to see my
uncle pacing endlessly up and down the rose-garden. I went straight to the
Rector and found him already up, despite the earliness of the hour. Without
going into details I hinted that I had a problem that could only yield to
skilled help and he advised me to come to you.


“I
took the first available train but so frightened am I of my uncle that I have
been wandering about all day until now, undecided; still wondering whether I
have been the victim of hallucination. I cannot make up my mind whether I have
seen a vision; whether danger hangs over me or whether it is past. What has my
uncle to do with this? Or did I dream it all?”


“Pray
calm yourself, Miss Brentwood,” said Pons, taking up his pipe again. “You have
told us a strange and sombre story with a finale that would have shattered
stronger nerves than yours. That your uncle does not think you fanciful is
obvious, or he would not have followed you here. You may be in danger but I
fancy it is now past. You say Marcus has hanged himself? Well, if that is so.
it may bode ill for your legacy, Miss Brentwood.”


The
girl turned a face to him in which surprise was mingled with something like
contempt.


“The
legacy does not matter, Mr Pons. I hope I have not given the impression that I
am a mercenary person. Where my sanity and my future are concerned, money does
not come into it.”


“Well
spoken.” said I.


Solar
Pons smoked on moodily, shovelling out blue plumes over his shoulder.


“But
how could my uncle have traced me, Mr Pons?” the girl asked.


My
companion shrugged.


“That
is the easiest thing in the world, Miss Brentwood. He may have seen you going
out at the gate in the early hours of the morning and followed you to the
Rector’s house. An innocent query in that direction would have given him the
information he sought. I take it you laid no constraint on the Rector in the
matter?”


Our
client shook her head.


“By
no means, Mr Pons. I did not wish to give the impression that I distrusted my
uncle. These things get back too easily in a small village.”


“Quite
so.”


Solar
Pons breathed out another swathe of blue smoke.


“Of
course, he might merely have followed you to the station and have caught the
same train. Would that be possible?”


“Quite
possible, Mr Pons. I had no eyes for anything or anybody with the shock I had
suffered. Then again, I asked a policeman outside the tube station the best way
to this address. If my uncle was close behind me might have gained my query
from the officer.”


“Perhaps,”
muttered Solar Pons. “But that is of mere academic interest now. The important thing
is that he suspects you of coming to me. Which might put your life in danger.”


“Heavens,
Pons!” I interjected. “Miss Brentwood has been frightened enough already.”


“I
am sorry for that, Parker, but it is no good blinking the facts. These are deep
waters and there is little time to lose.”


“But
what does it all mean, Mr Pons?”


“It
means that I will take the case most willingly, my dear young lady. The first
thing we must do is to accompany you to Surrey by the first available train and
make sure that your uncle’s temper does not get the better of him. He may say
nothing, of course.”


“How
do you make that out, Pons?”


My
companion shot me an irritated glance.


“For
the simple reason that it was obvious when he arrived that we knew nothing of
his niece. He will be off balance, to say the least. If he questions his niece
about a visit to Praed Street he will give away his hand.”


“Whatever
that is, Pons?” I said bitterly. “I must confess I am all at sea.”


Solar
Pons smiled faintly.


“You
have often had a heaving deck beneath your feet, friend Parker,” he said
jocularly, “but I have always brought you safe to shore, have I not?”


“That’s
true,” I conceded.


Solar
Pons rose briskly from his chair.


“Is
there a hostelry thereabouts, where Parker and I could put up for the night?”


“There
is the Green Dragon in Peas Pleasance, Mr Pons.”


Pons
shook his head.


“I
think not, Miss Brentwood. That would be too close for comfort in a tiny
hamlet. I think it will have to be Godalming. We would be within easy striking
distance from there, providing we can hire a car.”


He
reached out a lean forefinger and took down his large-scale map from a shelf
near the mantel.


“Can
you find the time to come to Surrey, Parker?”


“I
have already found the time, Pons,” I said. “I will just make my arrangements
and will be ready within the half-hour. But I am still worried about Miss
Brentwood.”


“So
am I, Parker,” said Solar Pons sombrely, looking down at the frail figure of
the girl. “She must have a story ready for her uncle. I would suggest a sudden
impulse to get away from the house as a result of her illness and concussion.
Have you any friends in London, Miss Brentwood?”


“I
have an old school friend who lives in Park Street, Mr Pons.”


“There
you are. then.”


Solar
Pons had a smile of triumph in his face.


“You
must first telephone our friend and get her to corroborate your story, should
your uncle check. You went to this lady at Park Street, but owing to your
confused state of mind you got lost. Roseacre will think you asked the
policeman the way to Park Street and that he misheard the direction for Praed
Street. Of course, if he has already been to the Rector, that will not do. But
I am convinced he will not question you too closely or he will give his game
away.”


“What
game. Pons?”


“All
in good time, Parker,” said Solar Pons imperturbably.


“And
now, if you will excuse me, while Miss Brentwood is telephoning, I will just
take a few minutes to throw some things into a bag and we will be off. And
bring your revolver, Parker. We might well have need of it.”
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It
was already dark when we alighted from the train at Godalming in the early
evening and the thin mist was persisting. I pulled up my collar round my frozen
ears and assisted the girl across the platform. Pons had telephoned for a
hire-car and the driver was already in the station forecourt. We adjourned to
the waiting room while I signed the necessary papers and paid my deposit and
Pons and the girl had already ensconced themselves in the interior when I
returned to the vehicle.


I
drove on into the town and we stopped at The Blue Boar while Pons and I
registered, were shown to our rooms and deposited our luggage. We had left the
girl in the hotel lounge and over a drink in that comfortable, warm and
panelled room she seemed to recover her normal girlish spirits. Solar Pons
toasted her over the rim of his glass.


“These
are passing shadows. Miss Brentwood,” he said. “To better days.”


“I
heartily concur. Pons.” I added, sipping my whisky and soda gratefully.


Pons
sat down in our alcove with its leather banquettes and crossed his thin legs.


“We
must just plan our campaign, Miss Brentwood. Is Mrs Bevan to be trusted?”


“Indeed,
Mr Pons. She is quite devoted to me.”


“Excellent.
So she would be discreet if Parker and I arrived at the house during your uncle’s
absence?”


“Absolutely,
Mr Pons.”


“I
hope I can rely on that, because it is vitally important. Now, what is The
Priory like? For example, can your quarters be seen from the public road?”


“Oh,
indeed, Mr Pons. There is only a moderate-sized lawn between the house and the
front gate. The main garden is at the rear.”


“So
your room is in front?”


“Yes.
The central window on the first floor.”


Solar
Pons nodded in satisfaction.


“You
mentioned shutters at your bedroom window. It would be of the greatest
assistance to us if you would fasten the shutters over your window, day or
night, whenever your uncle is absent from home. Parker and I will then be able
to see if the coast is clear without venturing farther than the main road and
can act accordingly.”


“First-rate,
Pons,” I said enthusiastically. “I could not have thought of a better scheme
myself.”


“I
am sure of it, Parker,” my friend returned.


“What
are your immediate plans, Mr Pons?”


“Parker
and I will take you home now, Miss Brentwood. We will come back on foot at
about ten o’clock tomorrow morning and look for your signal. Is there any other
way we can approach the house other than from the main road?”


“There
is a small lane which loops round the back garden, Mr Pons; but of course, you
will not be able to see the signal from there.”


Pons
was silent for a moment.


“Well,
we will meet that when we come to it. In the meantime I think a small
reconnaissance this evening, when we take Miss Brentwood back, will not come
amiss. And do not worry. With the story we have concocted and your friend’s
corroboration by telephone, I do not think your uncle will dare arouse
suspicion by causing a scene this evening.”


“Let
us hope you are right, Pons.”


A
few minutes later we left the comfort of the hotel and, directed by the young
lady, drove out slowly by narrow lanes through the darkness and mist to the
hamlet of Peas Pleasance. As our client had indicated, it was a strange and
lonely countryside and it was not difficult to imagine how friendless and bleak
her childhood and young womanhood must have been in this desolate spot.


After
a while we passed through the hamlet of scattered houses and turned right at a
small village green. On Miss Brentwood’s direction I steered the car into the
entrance of a narrow lane, ran it in under the shadow of some trees and
stopped.


“It
will be best if we walk from here, Dr Parker,” Miss Brentwood whispered. “It is
only a few hundred yards.”


Pons
nodded, knocking out his pipe and turning up the collar of his overcoat against
the bitterly cold air. We walked on the grass verge in silence, the lights of
the small hamlet rapidly disappearing behind us. The mist was thickening, if
anything, and our feet rustled in the dead leaves in a melancholy fashion. The
only other sound that broke the silence was the occasional shriek of a distant
owl.


A
darker bulk broke through the mist ahead. I think I have seldom seen a more
God-forsaken dwelling. A great, gaunt Gothic house with staring windows whose
shutters looked like blinkers; the mist weaved in eddies round the eaves, there
came the sombre drip of water from somewhere and a solitary light burned high
up in the mass of the building.


“That
is The Priory, Mr Pons,” the girl said, “though it is surely unnecessary for me
to tell you that.”


“A
forbidding place indeed,” said Pons, turning to me.


The
girl smiled faintly.


“Perhaps
so, gentlemen, but I have been used to it since childhood and you will find it
cheerful enough in daylight.”


“Perhaps.”
said Pons absently. “Good night, Miss Brentwood. Be of good cheer. We will stay
to see you safely in.”


The
girl shook hands with us, her manner quite transformed from that of the
afternoon.


“Good
night, gentlemen, and thank you again. Until tomorrow.”


“Until
tomorrow.”


Solar
Pons’ eyes were fixed on her retreating form. Presently we heard the slam of
the front door and a short while later light sprang up in the front hall. Pons
stood for a short while listening intently but all remained quiet. He turned
away with a sigh.


“A
brave young woman, Parker.”


“Indeed,
Pons. This is a black business.”


He
nodded at me through the mist as we started to walk back.


“Black
enough. And dangerous enough. Though I think the crime has already been
committed. It is two-fold and our man hoped to cover his traces.”


I
looked at him sharply as we got into the car and I started the engine.


“How
do you mean, Pons?”


He
shook his head, fumbling in his pocket for his pipe, which he re-lit slowly.


“I
would rather not speculate without more data, Parker. Let us hear your thoughts
on the matter.”


I
concentrated on steering through the white wall ahead. The lights of the small
hamlet of Peas Pleasance showed up briefly and then died behind us.


“My
thought are entirely jumbled, Pons. We have a young girl brought up by a brutal
and domineering uncle. A legacy. A lawyer whose corpse appears at her window in
the middle of the night, twelve hours before he is found hanged in London. To
say nothing of poisoned dogs and rose-gardens.”


“But
surely that suggests something to you. Parker?”


“It
is a madhouse, Pons, from my point of view, though my heart goes out to this
unfortunate woman.”


“Do
not say so, Parker. She is fortunate indeed.”


“I
cannot get your meaning.”


“Oh.
surely it is plain enough,” he said, throwing his spent match out of the partly
opened window at his side.


“Miss
Brentwood may have lost a fortune but has gained another.”


“Another,
Pons?”


“Her
life, Parker, her life!” Solar Pons rapped. “Things could so easily have gone
the other way. And very usually do in these cases. Ah, here is The Blue Boar
again. I shall be glad of my bed on such a night as this.”
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I
was up early the next morning and Pons and I breakfasted in a snug oak-beamed
bar. During breakfast Pons had been studying his large-scale folding map and
later we drove out to Peas Pleasance intending to try the back lane of which
Miss Brentwood had spoken. It was still bitterly cold at half-past nine and the
mist lingered but a watery sun shone through and the day promised to be dry.


Pons
was silent as we drove, his pipe emitting intermittent jets of smoke as though
my companion were some engine or high-speed pump which was working at full
pressure. His lean, feral face was lost in thought and presently he folded the
map, his jaw set in a grim line.


“We
must be extremely careful by daylight. Parker. If word gets about that
strangers are in the vicinity it will make our task doubly difficult. And if
our quarry spots us then the game will be up indeed.”


“I
understand, Pons. Have you any special instructions?”


He
shook his head.


“We
must play this as the dice fall. You have your revolver, of course?”


“You
insisted on it, Pons,” I said, tapping my breast-pocket.


He
chuckled.


“I
fancy you will find its menace a little more practical than wrestling
physically with a gentleman built like a Hercules.”


“There
is that, Pons,” I said, drawing the car into the mouth of a narrow lane, at his
sudden admonition.


“This
will do nicely, Parker,” he breathed as I idled the machine across the grass
and behind a screen of heavy trees which shielded it from the road.


We
got down and walked back toward the road, our feet making crisp noises in the
frosty grass. Through the mist I could see the black mass of The Priory rising
before us. As Miss Brentwood had said, it looked a little less menacing by
daylight, though it was too solitary by far for one of my gregarious tastes.


Pons
enjoined silence as we rounded the curve of the lane where it rejoined the
minor road we had taken last night. We walked quietly in the grass at the
roadside. There was no-one about; indeed, no other houses, which was admirable
for our purposes. Nothing was stirring and not even the note of a bird broke
the bleak, dead silence.


We
were passing toward the front of the mansion now, a thick, densely-grown hedge
masking our presence. Pons caught my arm. A moment later I saw the firmly
closed shutters across the centre, first-floor window.


“We
are in luck, Parker. The front door, I think, with no concealment.”


I
opened the large iron gate which stood ajar and when we were upon the uneven
brick path that led between the lawns to the main entrance, Pons stopped
suddenly and surveyed the facade of the house.


“I
see the shutters of the second-floor window over that of Miss Brentwood’s room
are also closed. Parker. I commend that to you as being highly significant.”


He
said no more and a moment later the heavy front door of the house opened and
Miss Brentwood flew toward us, animation and relief entirely transforming her
features.


“Oh,
welcome, gentlemen! I am so pleased to see you! My uncle said nothing last
night and completely accepted my explanation of my London trip, just as you
said he would. He has gone to town himself today, by an early-morning train and
I do not expect him back until late this evening. We have the whole day before
us! Have you breakfasted this morning?”


Solar
Pons smiled down into the earnest little face that was raised to his.


“We
have breakfasted, Miss Brentwood, thank you, but some coffee would not come
amiss. Eh, Parker?”


“By
all means, Pons,” I said, following them into the large, gloomy hall of The
Priory where Mrs Bevan, a tall, angular, middle-aged woman with a good-natured
face was waiting to receive us.


“You
were never more welcome, gentlemen,” she said expressively as she greeted us
and it was obvious by the way she looked at our client that she knew a good
deal of the story.


However,
she said nothing more but bustled off to make the coffee while Miss Brentwood
led us into a gloomy, oak-panelled dining-room whose sombreness was offset to
some extent by its large windows which opened onto the rose-garden of which she
had already spoken.


Solar
Pons wandered over to the casement and looked out at the misty garden and
terrace where frost sparkled in among the roots of the short-cut grass.


“So
that is the place?” he said absently.


“Yes,
Mr Pons,” said out client. “That is where poor Pip is buried. Will you not come
by the tire?”


Solar
Pons seated himself on a long wooden bench which jutted out at one side of the
brick fireplace while Miss Brentwood and I ensconced ourselves on a more
comfortable-looking banquette on the other side. A cheerful fire burned but the
whole stamp of the place had a hard, masculine feel about it. with but small
concession to the more feminine tastes of the girl.


We
drank the coffee in silence and after Mrs Bevan had withdrawn Pons plunged
immediately into business.


“We
cannot count on more than an hour or so here, Miss Brentwood, despite what your
uncle may have said. I would like to examine your bedroom, of course, but I
fear we must leave not later than half-past eleven. It would not do to be
caught here uninvited by your uncle.”


“Of
course not. gentlemen,” said Miss Brentwood but it was evident from her
expression that she was disappointed.


Pons
turned to me.


“I
must return to London for a few hours later today. Parker. I rely on you to
hold the fort at The Blue Boar where I would appreciate you holding yourself in
readiness, in case Miss Brentwood needs you.”


He
smiled reassuringly at the girl.


“You
have only to telephone and Dr Parker will be at your side in a few minutes.”


“Must
you go, Pons?” I said, dismay in my tones.


“It
is vitally important,” said Solar Pons. “I have to make some inquiries in town
which can only be done on the spot. I should be back by late afternoon. Then,
if my suspicions prove correct, and your uncle is still away, we will return
here. Do not forget the signal.”


We
were back in the hall now and Mrs Bevan was waiting to escort us to the first
floor. Pons was silent, his deep-set eyes shooting glances into every corner as
we ascended the stairs.


“This
is my room, Mr Pons.”


Our
client ushered us into a prettily-decorated chamber which faced the road. Pons
went straight to the window, reaching in his inner pocket for the small leather
case which contained his powerful magnifying lens.


“This
is the spot where you had such a terrifying experience?”


Our
client nodded, recollection of her fright still showing in her eyes.


Pons
went back to the bed and surveyed the room from there. At an almost
imperceptible nod from Miss Brentwood, Mrs Bevan left the room.


“May
I open the window?”


“By
all means, Mr Pons.”


Solar
Pons pulled back the catch and slid the sash upward. He opened the shutters and
leaned to the right, carefully examining the brickwork. His eyes were gleaming
as he re-closed the window.


“I
think I have seen enough here. I would now like to examine the apartment
occupied by Mr Marcus.”


We
found Mrs Bevan waiting for us on the landing and we ascended in single file to
the top floor of the house. There were two doors immediately facing us, in a
dimly-lit passage.


“My
uncle’s room is just opposite,” Evelyn Brentwood volunteered. “Mrs Bevan’s
bedroom is near mine of the floor below.”


“Just
so,” said Solar Pons, trying the handle of the door leading to the room
occupied by the unfortunate Mr Marcus. “It is locked, I am afraid.”


“That
is unusual, Mr Pons.”


Mrs
Bevan was at my companion’s side. She frowned at the lock.


“The
keys are usually left on the inside, so that the occupant may secure the door
at night.”


“Of
course. That is the normal habit of the majority of mankind.”


Solar
Pons laid his finger alongside his nose and glanced at me.


“But
we are not dealing with the majority of mankind here. Parker.”


“No.
Pons,” I agreed.


My
companion turned back to Miss Brentwood.


“Did
your uncle say why he went to London today?”


“Unexpected
business.”


“Perhaps
to check on his niece’s story?” I put in.


“Perhaps,
Parker, perhaps. Or to inquire about Marcus’s death. He would have to do that.”


“That
is not all,” Mrs Bevan volunteered. “Mr Roseacre would not let me in to clean
the room yesterday. He said Mr Marcus had made rather a mess by spilling ink
when working on his papers and that he would clean it himself.”


“Indeed.”


Solar
Pons was silent for a moment.


“A
curious ménage, would you not say, Parker, where the master himself carries out
the domestic duties usually devolving in the housekeeper. Not to mention the
gardener’s. I am afraid we must get into that room somehow, Miss Brentwood. It
is vitally important.”


“Perhaps
I can help. Mr Pons.”


Mrs
Bevan stepped forward with a large bunch of keys.


“I
have a duplicate for most of the keys of the house on my key-ring here.”


She
fitted a large old key in the lock, her face below the iron-grey hair
concentrating as she put pressure on it.


“There
we are, Mr Pons.”


The
door gave with a click and Pons stepped through into pitch-darkness.


“Thank
you, Mrs Bevan. If you would light the gas, Parker, I would prefer the ladies
to leave us for a while.”


“Just
as you wish, Mr Pons.”


I
got out my box of matches and by dint of striking two or three found a
chandelier roughly where Miss Brentwood’s narrative had led me to believe it
would be. As its yellow light sprang up, Pons quickly closed the door behind
us. He looked wryly at the rumpled bed with the indentation of a head in the
pillow.


“So
much for Edmund Roseacre’s domestic duties, Parker,” he said ironically.


As
I moved away from the chandelier my boot struck against something.


“Good
heavens, Pons! The floor is covered with glass.”


“So
it is, Parker,” said Solar Pons softly.


His
eyes were shining as he advanced toward the window.


“I
should have been surprised had it not been. That was why the shutters were kept
closed.”


He
looked at the shattered window thoughtfully.


“His
victim was still conscious and put up an unexpected struggle. One would expect
scratches on the body.”


“What
on earth are you talking about, Pons?”


“Nothing,
Parker. Nothing that will not keep for a few hours.”


He
stared at the window for some seconds more, examined the floor carefully, then
turned to me.


“You
may extinguish the chandelier, Parker. Not a word to the ladies, mind.”


When
I had done as he asked and waited in the landing while Mrs Bevan re- locked the
door, it was obvious from the disappointment in the faces of our companions
that Pons’ remarks had far from satisfied their curiosity.


“I
will take that, if you please, Mrs Bevan,” said Pons, holding out his hand for
the key.


Mrs
Bevan looked at her mistress and then, at a subtle signal in the eyes,
unclipped the key from the ring and relinquished it to Pons.


“This
is vitally necessary, Miss Brentwood,” said Solar Pons as we descended. “I have
only one more thing to see and then we must bring this extremely enlightening
visit to a close.”


We
said goodbye to the mystified Miss Brentwood and her housekeeper at the door.
The mist was thicker than ever and Pons swiftly led the way round the side of
the house. He opened the small ornamental gate that led to the rose-garden. I
stood in the mist and watched him while he looked thoughtfully at the clipped
twigs that represented summer’s abundant rose-bushes and paced the flag-stone
terrace with its ornamental bench.


He
gave particular attention to a small strip of terrace about eight feet long
which looked slightly newer than the rest.


“That
is where the little dog is buried, Pons?” I said.


“Indeed,
Parker.”


He
finished at last, which was a relief for I was chilled to the bone.


“Let
us away, Parker. There is evil here and the sooner we lay it to rest the sooner
will this unfortunate girl be released from dangerous malignant influences.”
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While
Pons was away I passed one of the gloomiest and most boring days I can
remember, broken only by the excellent lunch at The Blue Boar. Afterwards I
spent the leaden hours in the hotel smoking-room, looking out at the mist,
waiting for a telephone call from Miss Brentwood, which would have been
agitating: or another from Pons, which would have been reassuring.


At
last, at five o’clock, hours before I had expected it, there came the call and
I drove immediately to Godalming to pick up Pons from the station. He was fresh
and alert and in excellent spirits, rubbing his hands with excitement as he
stepped into the car.


“Well,
Parker, all has gone well and I have my case more or less complete!”


“You
astonish me, Pons.”


I
accelerated out of the station yard and drove in the direction of the hotel.
But before we got there Solar Pons laid his hand on my arm.


“I
think we will drive straight to The Priory, Parker. This is too good an
opportunity to miss. If Roseacre is still absent in London we might clear up
this business tonight.”


I
gave him a look in which my incredulity must have shown for he said at once. “I
have never been more serious, my dear fellow.”


“What
have you been up to, Pons?”


“I
have been to Lincoln’s Inn; to Marcus’ old house; to the London Mortuary
buildings at Islington; have spoken with Inspector Jamison and have interviewed
half a dozen of the longest old fellows in the law that you have ever laid eyes
on.”


“Good
heavens, Pons! But to what purpose?”


“The
achievement of justice, Parker. And during the pursuit of that elusive quality
I have uncovered murder and fraud.”


“How
does Jamison come into it, Pons?”


Solar
Pons chuckled.


“The
good inspector is improving. Parker. He was reading the post-mortem report when
he noticed the mention of cuts on the body. He was at the mortuary when I
arrived there.”


“Cuts
on the body?”


“Of
course. It is obvious, is it not?”


And
he said nothing more until we arrived at Peas Pleasance, wrapped in mist and
darkness. When we had parked the car I saw to my satisfaction and Pons’ also
that the shutters were still folded blankly across Miss Brentwood’s bedroom
window.


“Ah,
Parker. There is still time. Even if Roseacre returns it will not matter so
long as he does not come into the garden.”


He
consulted his watch.


“We
need one uninterrupted hour. And I must first give Miss Brentwood some
instructions and borrow some tools from her.”


“Tools,
Pons?”


My
companion smiled at my mystified expression.


“A
pick and a shovel should do nicely. After all. I have sent many scoundrels to
do similar labour on the Moor; why should I not do penance in my turn?”


“You
are in a curious mood tonight, Pons,” I grumbled as he knocked at the front
door of The Priory.


“Am
I not, Parker? Ah, Miss Brentwood, we shall not be long now in clearing this
matter up. If I could just have a word.”


He
disappeared in the dimness of the hallway and I heard the muttered colloquy.
When Pons re-joined me, buttoning his coat against the bitter cold, he carried
an oil- lamp.


“The
implements are in a tool-shed at the back of the house, Parker. We will go
there first.”


I
followed in behind as he led the way at a fast pace. The moon was rising,
clearly visible beyond the mist which now extended only to tree-top height.


Pons
selected a pick and handed me a spade without a word. I trailed behind him
numbly as he led the way. I looked on appalled as Pons removed his overcoat and
laid it down on the garden bench. He squared his shoulders and brought the
pick-axe down on the packed earth.


“Good
heavens, Pons!” I cried. “You are surely not going to dig up the rose- garden.
What if Roseacre comes back?”


“I
expect him to,” said Pons calmly. “We shall have ample warning as Miss
Brentwood will switch on the dining-room lights if he should appear.”


“That
is all very well, Pons.” I grumbled. “But what do you expect to find? And how
are we going to explain?”


Solar
Pons leaned on the pick and smiled at me through the mist.


“Regarding
the first question. Parker, I should have thought the answer obvious. As to the
second, the answer to the first will render the latter superfluous.”


I
gave up and watched in a sort of numb despair as he dug down about two feet.


“You
might give a hand, my dear fellow,” he said reproachfully. “Just shovel the
earth up on to the terrace there for the time being.”


I
did as he bade and on the next few minutes forgot the biting cold of the night
in the unwonted exercise. I shall never forget the strangeness of the scene;
the dim light of the lantern Pons had borrowed from our client; the darkness of
the night; the loneliness of the situation: the drifting mist; Pons’ lean
figure bent to its exertions: and, above all, the knowledge that we were here
clandestinely, engaged in illegal activities.


In
another quarter of an hour Pons had enlarged the hole he had made and had taken
up the central section of terrace. I was engaged in shovelling the half-frozen
earth away and when I had banked it up clear of the scene of operations I
turned back to be greeted by my companion’s admonition.


“Careful,
now, Parker. We should be coming to something soon.”


I
felt the hairs at the nape of my neck begin to rise at his words but I bent
forward as he scraped carefully at the disturbed earth, behind us the dim black
bulk of The Priory completely without lights on this side. Something appeared
wrapped in sacking and Pons gave an exclamation of satisfaction.


“What
do you make of that, Parker?”


“Bones
of a small dog,” I said shortly.


“Pip,
yes.”


Solar
Pons looked at me grimly.


“We
must go deeper yet, Parker. Time is short and we must hurry.”
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It
was eleven o’clock and still there was no sign of Roseacre. Pons and I sat in
the darkened dining-room, the kitchen door at our back, my own mind filled with
horror and sombre knowledge. We had made our toilet and eaten since our
sinister excursion in the rose-garden and to every question from Miss Brentwood
and Mrs Bevan Pons had returned a tight-lipped blankness.


Now,
understandably puzzled, our client had retired to her room, fully-dressed to
await the events of the evening while Mrs Bevan, barred from the kitchen, whose
access door at her end was locked, sat in her pantry awaiting the return of her
employer. Pons had smoked in silence, the glow from the roseate bowl of his
pipe making it appear as though his ascetic features hung suspended in the
gloom before me. At last I broke the silence.


“You
think he will come, Pons?”


“I
am convinced of it, Parker. He would need to go to London today to glean what
news he could of the impending inquest and the circumstances surrounding Marcus’
suicide. Oh, he will come, Parker, make no mistake about it.”


He
had hardly finished talking before the hard, hurried sound of footsteps came to
us over the frozen ground of the crisp night outside. I tightened my grip on
the butt of the revolver as a thunderous knocking sounded at the front door. A
few moments later we heard the progress of Mrs Bevan across the hall and then a
coarse, loud voice.


“Food,
woman, food! I am half-starved after my freezing journey.”


The
door of the dining-room was flung open to admit a shaft of yellow light and the
massive, bull-like form of Roseacre lurched in. He had not seen us for we sat
in high-backed chairs near the glowing embers of the fire but we could see his
silhouette swaying in the doorway and beyond him, the calm face of Mrs Bevan.
Though she knew we were there I again saluted her as a brave woman.


“Food,
woman, food!” Roseacre reiterated, smashing one huge fist down on to the
dining-table. Mrs Bevan disappeared and Roseacre moved forward, swearing under his
breath. He lit the gas at the third attempt and the room was flooded with
yellow light. A moment later, as his muddled vision cleared, Roseacre started
back with a hoarse scream of pure terror, his trembling legs hardly able to
support him.


“Who
is there?” he called, shading his eyes against the lustrous glow of the
chandelier.


“Nemesis,
Mr Roseacre,” said Pons evenly. “No, it is not a ghost, though only a guilty
conscience could turn your features to putty like that.”


“Pons!”


This
time a bellow of rage and the half-drunken brute with the coarse, reddened
features started forward immediately, only to be brought up abruptly as I
levelled the revolver steadily at him.


“Do
not hesitate to shoot, Parker, should it be necessary,” said Solar Pons
equably. “The world will be well-rid of a thorough-going scoundrel and no court
in the land would convict.”


Roseacre
gave a strangled cry and then half-fell into an easy chair, plucking at his
collar as though it had grown too tight for him.


“What
does this mean?” he croaked when he had found his voice.


“It
means the end of the road, Roseacre. The finish of a rogue, a bully, a liar, a
cheat and a murderer!”


The
big man stared sullenly at Pons, the mists of drink clearing from his eyes. I
kept the revolver trained evenly upon him.


“You
will sit and listen,” said Solar Pons, walking about the sombre dining-room, as
though intent on the pictures on the walls. “You ask what this means and why I
am here. Legally, no doubt I have no business on your property. Morally, I have
every reason, as well as the sanction of your niece who is most concerned in
this matter.”


“So
I was right!” exclaimed Roseacre. “This is Evelyn’s doing! By God, when I have
finished with her ...”


“Do
not blaspheme your maker’s name into this,” said Solar Pons sternly. “It is you
who have finished with everything. I will tell you a story. Parker; a story
about a loud-mouthed, coarse braggart who had run through a fortune of his own
and saw an easy way to get his hands on his niece’s money in an effort to
retrieve the immense sums he had lost through gambling and debauchery.
Unfortunately, he has all but succeeded in ruining my client’s estate, though
something may yet be retrieved from the wreck.”


“I
do not follow you, Pons.”


“It
all hinges on the events of three years ago, Parker,” said Solar Pons, looking
down at the crumpled figure of Roseacre with an expression in his deep-set eyes
that made him quail.


“Marcus,
as you know, was both Roseacre’s lawyer and that of his niece. He was an honest
man and resisted all Roseacre’s efforts to get his hands on Miss Brentwood’s
money. When he was invited to stay on that fatal weekend they quarrelled
bitterly. Roseacre struck him, whether intentionally or not, only he could tell
us. As you have already diagnosed, his skull was shattered and he died almost
instantaneously.


“In
that extremity Roseacre conceived a desperate plan that would not only save him
from the gallows but retrieve his squandered fortune. Some time before, he had
made the acquaintance of another unscrupulous scoundrel called Reginald Ashley
Fawkes. Fawkes was not only down on his luck; an adventurer like Roseacre, but
a skilled forger and an unscrupulous criminal who had already served one prison
term.”


Roseacre
sat as though turned to stone, one hand supporting his heavy head as he stared
sightlessly into the dying fire.


“Roseacre
put his plan into effect at once. Working at the dead of night, when the small
household was asleep he buried Marcus’ body in the rose-garden. He told our
client Marcus had left The Priory by an early train and went post-haste to
London to put the second part of his scheme in motion.


“Fawkes.
who was not unlike Marcus in general build and appearance, took the identity of
the murdered man though we may be sure Roseacre did not forge a weapon for his
ally by telling him this. Fortunately for him, Marcus was a life-long bachelor
with no living relatives and few friends, so the thing was not as difficult as
might have been feared.


“Fawkes,
who had been coached by Roseacre. rang his practice and told his chief clerk
that urgent business called him to Argentina. He told him to pay off the other
clerks and dispose of the practice: after deducting his own expenses the clerk,
whose name was Maitland, was to send the money to a numbered bank account in
Geneva. All these instruction were confirmed by letter.”


“Forged
by Fawkes, of course!” I said. “How do you know all this, Pons?”


My
companion smiled.


“I
notice Roseacre does not deny it, Parker. Because he cannot! I have not been
idle today. I went to Lincoln’s Inn and made some inquiries about Marcus, when
I gleaned the foregoing useful facts.


“Mr
Maitland himself was most loquacious on the matter. There was more, of course.
The bogus Marcus did not give up all his responsibilities. He merely
transferred them to another address in London, and Miss Brentwood’s estate
continued to be administered from there. Roseacre, we may be sure, did not tell
his accomplice how much money was involved, but the excellent percentage he
allowed the bogus Marcus kept that gentleman silent and contented for the last
three years.


“Skilfully
forged documents were issued and the bank had no suspicion because Roseacre had
other official notepaper printed giving Marcus’ new address and so things went
on.


“Back
at the priory, of course, our client noticed some changes. She has already told
us about the dismissal of the gardener; Roseacre himself taking over those
duties; the construction of the terrace and, above all, the matter of the dog.”


“The
dog, Pons?”


“Of
course, Parker! That was vitally important and I saw immediately its
significance. The quarrel, the early morning departure of Marcus, the dog
scratching in the rose-borders. Roseacre feared it would give away his guilty
secret.”


“So
he poisoned it. Pons!”


“Of
course, Parker,” said my companion. “It stood out a mile. Where Miss Brentwood
saw only compassion and thoughtfulness, I saw the man revealed for the debased
monster he is. No wonder the wretch sat on the bench there and looked at the
rose-garden by the hour. He was terrified that someone would dig it up and
reveal his ghastly crime and so he had to mount guard on it, summer and winter.
He haunted the dining-room which overlooks it. as Miss Brentwood has since told
me.”


“So
the burial of the dog ...?”


“Merely
provided a convenient excuse for his compassion. Now we come to the more recent
events. The girl’s uncle, worried at her approaching majority, and for other
reasons, decided to invite Fawkes to the house in the guise of the lawyer, to
prepare the ground. Not surprisingly, the girl found him changed from her
recollection, though, as Roseacre hoped, her suspicions were not aroused. As
Miss Brentwood has already told us, the two men quarrelled that night over the
will.


“I
do not yet know the exact reason for the quarrel but we shall have it from this
creature before the night is out.”


Roseacre
ground his teeth. It was an astonishing sound in the sombre atmosphere of that
gaslit room.


“Do
not depend on it, Pons.” he snarled.


Solar
Pons regarded him coolly and having made sure that my revolver was sighted in
our prisoner’s bulky form, he turned back to me.


“Quarrel
they did. Perhaps over the fake Marcus’ role with Miss Brentwood’s legacy
imminent. How was he to explain where most of the money had gone? Perhaps they quarrelled
over the money still remaining. Fawkes being unconscious of its true extent? Or
did Fawkes want the remaining sum in consideration of his silence?”


Another
gritting of teeth on the part of our silent prisoner.


“The
latter, Mr Pons.”


Pons
inclined his head.


“Thank
you. You have spoken the truth about something at last. The quarrel passed but
the matter was still unresolved. Late at night Roseacre crept to Fawkes’ room
and tried to strangle his sleeping partner with a cord. Fawkes woke up and a
struggle ensued. Roseacre had already secured the rope to the end of the bed.
The wretched man tried to escape, even to the extent of throwing himself
through the window.


“He
went through, breaking the glass, as we have already seen. Parker. He screamed,
which woke up Miss Brentwood in the room below who was naturally horrified to
see his dying figure arrive in front of her window. Fortunately for Roseacre
she fainted with the shock. He was able to haul up the body and tidy the room.
Mrs Bevan was hard of hearing and in any case slept some way away and would
have heard nothing. His niece was another matter.


“He
descended to her room and found her lying concussed. This gave him time to
remove the body to an outhouse and. I submit, to the boot of his car, where it
remained throughout the doctor’s visit.”


“How
do you know all this, Pons?”


“The
sequence of events in the unfortunate Fawkes’ bedroom was perfectly clear.
Parker. I immediately noted the indentations of the rope in the soft wood of
the bedhead and there were marks on the floor where the bed had been dragged by
the weight of the dying man’s body.


This
was, of course, the squeaking noise heard by Miss Brentwood. You saw me examine
the brickwork outside her room, Parker. There were clear traces where the man’s
feet had scraped across the wall. Roseacre would, of course, have cleared the
broken glass from the garden.


“Naturally,
Roseacre had then to draw the shutters across the window to avoid the broken
panes being seen outside and to make some excuse to Mrs Bevan for clearing up
the room itself. It was obvious to me immediately that Miss Brentwood had
suffered no dream or hallucination, though her uncle himself acted skilfully
enough partly to convince her that she had.


“Now,
Parker, hear this. Roseacre does not dare repeat his experiment in the rose-
garden. So he drove to London in the dark hours of the night, leaving his niece
in care of Mrs Bevan, the body of his victim in the boot of the car. He went
straight to Fawkes’ house at Chapel Court, using the dead man’s own key. Here
he had some hours undisturbed.


“He
was able to stage quite a convincing if somewhat grim piece-de-theatre. After
he had hanged Fawkes’ body from a beam in his bedroom, he burned a great many
of his papers and documents on the grate, including some photographs of the
dead man which might have proved incriminating. Fortunately, like most
criminals, he overdid it. He undoubtedly threw the police suspicions in the
right direction. He left enough material in the deed-boxes to make it plain
that the fake Marcus had swindled his clients of money from their estates,
including that of Miss Brentwood. He certainly removed any material that might
have incriminated himself.”


“How
did he overdo it, Pons?”


“Because,
Parker, no man committing suicide, in my experience at least, would bother to
burn his own photographs. Incriminating papers, old love-letters, certainly.
That is understandable and natural. But self-love dies hardest of all and
though a suicide for love might destroy a beloved’s photograph, I have never
yet met a case where the victim of such a tragedy destroyed his own. However,
this was not the only detail which guided me to the truth.


“I
had already gone to the mortuary because, of course, I needed police
cooperation to gain access to the premises at Chapel Court. I found Jamison
already viewing the body.”


“Extraordinary,
Pons.”


My
companion nodded, ignoring the bowed figure in the easy chair by the fireplace.


“None
other, Parker. He is nothing if not dogged. The scratches made by the broken
window on the body of the corpse had worried the police surgeon and now it
puzzled him. We were able to pool our ideas to mutual advantage. The
finger-prints of the corpse were taken and it was soon established that Marcus
was Fawkes, who had a police record, remember. On our visit to Chapel Court
Jamison showed me a scrap of one of the photographs. It bore a few fragments of
lettering and I was able to identify it as the cipher of Leibnitz, the portrait
photographer in the Strand. Jamison went there and their records clinched the
matter.”


“You
certainly had a busy day, Pons!” I exclaimed in admiration.


“Did
I not, Parker,” said Solar Pons, his eyes grim as he looked at Roseacre, who
seemed somewhat to have recovered his spirits. Now he drew himself up and
passed a hand across his haggard face.


“You
are going to find this rigmarole rather difficult to prove, Mr Pons. Most of it
is supposition and entirely unsupported. And as for your preposterous story
about the rose-garden ...”


“You
were extremely clever,” Solar Pons interrupted. “You went to the police today -
as you would have to give evidence at the inquest - and you bluffed it out
magnificently there.”


He
went to stand in front of the dining-room door as he spoke.


“But
Jamison already had his suspicions. He had been to the bank and found the
disordered state of affairs in the estates of Marcus’ clients. Fortunately for
your niece she still has £13,000 of the £100,000 remaining and the sale of the
house and contents will raise a considerable further sum so she should not be
too badly off.”


Roseacre
had recovered himself completely now. He drew himself up, his eyes blazing.


“You
are mad, Pons!”


Solar
Pons shook his head.


“We
will see who is mad.”


Roseacre
gave us a sneering smile.


“There
is nothing in the rose-garden!”


He
moved so quickly that I was taken unawares: his iron hand was on the revolver
which exploded harmlessly at the ceiling. I went backwards in the big easy
chair all of a tumble and as I staggered up Roseacre rushed toward the kitchen
door, his only escape route.


“After
him, Parker!”


I
was at Pons’ heels as Roseacre kicked open the door to reveal the gas-lit
interior and the ghastly cry he gave rings in my cars yet. He sagged against
the door panel, his face drained of all colour. Beyond him, on the
bare-scrubbed kitchen table was the remains of the rotted thing in the
tarpaulin, all eaten and burned with lime, that we had excavated from the
garden earlier that evening.


“You
devil, Pons!” he croaked with ashen face, his trembling lips hardly able to
articulate the words. “Everything you said was true.”


“I
regret the Grand Guignol conclusion,” said Solar Pons evenly, “but it was
entirely necessary. I hope you got everything, Jamison?”


To
my astonishment a large cupboard at the side of the kitchen opened and the
solid form of the Scotland Yard man. together with a burly constable appeared
in the opening.


“I
am obliged to you, Mr Pons,” said Jamison. “We could never have cracked this
without knowing events at this end. As you suggested, we watched the stations
and managed to shadow our man without arousing his suspicion. He stayed at the
Green Dragon long enough for us to beat him here, with the help of Mrs Bevan.”


“You
were perfectly correct, Roseacre,” said Solar Pons coolly. “The corpse of the real
Marcus was not buried in the rose-garden. Or rather in the spot to which you
had carefully drawn Miss Brentwood’s attention. We dug there tonight and found
nothing but the dog, just as you intended if suspicion ever fell upon you. It
was a considerable blow to me, I can assure you.”


Solar
Pons paused, his implacable gaze fixed in the ashen face of the murderer.


“But
then I remembered something that Miss Brentwood said. Even in death your
littlest victim, your niece’s pet dog which you poisoned, pointed undeniably to
your guilt. Miss Brentwood said that the rose-bushes had been dug up. So they
had, but not from the area where you had deliberately laid the new terrace.
Your niece said that the dog had been scratching about among the border up at
one end. You had buried the corpse in quicklime in a place no-one would ever
think of looking. It was beneath the bench on which you sat day after day in
summer-time staring no doubt ironically, at the spot where you had buried the
dog. I might never have realised it but for the fact that this ordinary wooden
garden bench was secured at each end in two massive slabs of masonry. Something
so out of the normal that it aroused my suspicion. You could not feel safe
unless you were actually sitting on the corpse of your victim. One would pity
you were your crimes not so atrocious.”


Roseacre
gave a muffled cry and pushed past us with extraordinary strength and agility,
scooping up my revolver from the floor as he ran. I rushed after him but he had
already slammed his heavy study door behind him. Pons put his hand on my arm.


“No
matter, my dear fellow. It is better this way.”


The
heavy thunder of the explosion sounded astonishingly loud in the silence of the
night. As Jamison and the constable put their shoulders to the panel Pons led
me through the hallway. The fair, frightened face of our client looked over the
banisters.


“What
does that mean, Mr Pons?” she said tremulously.


“It
means, my dear young lady, that henceforth you can live your life in the
sunlight. If you will be good enough to fetch Mrs Bevan. Parker, we will escort
these ladies back to town. The Priory is no place for a young heiress with such
a happy future.”
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“AH,
PARKER, I see that our old friend Jamison is in difficulties again.”


“You
have the advantage of me, Pons.”


“Naturally.
You do not command a very good view of the window from your position at the
breakfast table. And the casements opposite are making an excellent reflector
for the sunshine, which penetrates even into the interior of the police car.”


It
was a beautiful morning in early June and my friend Solar Pons was standing
smoking a reflective after-breakfast pipe at the window of our sitting room at
7B Praed Street.


I
remained sitting at the table and spread some more marmalade on my second slice
of toast.


“He
is exploiting your talents, Pons.”


“Possibly.
Parker, possibly. Though it would not do to underestimate the doggedness of
Inspector Jamison. Obtuse he may be occasionally; and plodding certainly; but
method and devotion of duty usually get him to his destination in the end.”


“You
are being unusually generous this morning, Pons.”


“Am
I not, Parker?”


Solar
Pons smiled amiably.


“But
then it is such a superb morning and London has been extremely dull of late.
Jamison’s arrival may mean action and opportunity. I have been chafing at the
bit this last week and our somewhat heavy-footed colleague may unlock the gates
for us. You have no objection, I take it?”


“I,
Pons? Most certainly not. I am taking a sabbatical today in any case.”


“Excellent,
Parker. You are usually on your rounds by this time. Ah, here is Mrs Johnson at
the door now.”


The
beaming, well-scrubbed face of our excellent landlady had indeed appeared round
the panel and at Pons’ crisp summons to enter she ushered in the worried-
looking figure of Inspector Jamison. Pons had already thrown off his old grey
dressing-gown and donned his jacket and now he strode forward, his face alert
and quite transfigured from its languid expression of a few minutes earlier.


“Welcome,
Jamison. Will you not have some coffee?”


“Thank
you, Mr Pons. It has been a week and a half I can tell you.”


The
Scotland Yard man sank into an armchair indicated by Pons and mopped his brow
with a polka-dot handkerchief. His sallow face was beaded with perspiration and
his complexion looked grey.


“You
need a holiday, Inspector,” I suggested.


Jamison
gave a wry smile as he put his handkerchief back in his pocket.


“You
will have your little joke, doctor.”


Mrs
Johnson had withdrawn to her own quarters and Pons passed the big cup of black
coffee over to Jamison who seized it as though he had not taken nourishment for
a fortnight.


“Trouble?”


Inspector
Jamison nodded, a gloomy expression on his face.


“Difficulties,
Mr Pons. I should be glad of a little help.”


“This
agency exists to assist the forces of law and order, Jamison. Pray be more
specific.”


Solar
Pons drew up a chair to the table opposite the Inspector and tented his fingers
before him, while his deep-set eyes searched our visitor’s face.


“It
is a crime of capital dimensions; it has happened within the past twenty-four
hours; and there is great pressure on you from above.”


Jamison’s
face turned a mottled colour.


“How
did you know that, Mr Pons?” he snapped.


Solar
Pons smiled.


“It
is obvious, Jamison. You would not seek my advice unless it were important.
Similarly, the same set of criteria apply if you are stuck in your
investigations. I estimate it would take you no more than twenty-four hours to
conclude that the matter is beyond you. So with pressure on you from above -
perhaps from Superintendent Heathfield or even the Commissioner himself- you
come to me.”


There
were dull red patches burning on Jamison’s cheeks now.


“You
have an unfortunate way of putting it, Mr Pons,” he mumbled. “But basically you
are correct.”


Solar
Pons leaned back in his chair, a thin smile on his face.


“What
is the problem?”


Jamison
out down his coffee cup on the table with a thin clink in the silence.


“Romane
Schneider is dead. Mr Pons.”


Pons
looked at Jamison in silence, his brows drawn, while my own astonishment must
have shown on my face.


“The
sculptor, Inspector? The one who has the International Exhibition on in London
at the present time?”


“One
and the same, Dr Parker. Though I know little of such matters he is described
as the greatest sculptor this country has ever produced.”


Solar
Pons’ eyes were sparkling and he looked at our visitor piercingly from beneath
the lids.


“How
did he die, Jamison?”


“Murdered,
Mr Pons. In his own studio in Hampstead. Done to death with one of the mallets
he used for his sculpture work.”


There
was something so evocative in Jamison’s hushed tones as he came to the last
sentence that an involuntary shudder passed through me.


“When
was this?” asked Solar Pons, opening his eyes.


“The
early hours of this morning, Mr Pons. It will be in all tomorrow’s editions.”


He
paused and looked uncomfortable.


“It
was a sore point with me. Mr Pons. I will be quite frank. It took me only a few
hours to see that the matter presented certain difficulties.”


“Which
has brought you here at breakfast time?”


“Exactly.”


Jamison
took out his handkerchief again and mopped the nape of his neck with it.


“I
have seldom seen a more pointless sort of crime, Mr Pons. There was no robbery
as far as we can make out: no-one had a motive: and the studio had not been
broken into.”


Solar
Pons shook his head, a reproving expression on his face.


“Come,
Jamison. How many times have I told you. No visible motive. There is always a
motive for every crime, however pointless it may appear to the casual
bystander.”


“You
are undoubtedly right, Mr Pons. But I have seldom been faced with such
difficulties. Could you spare the time to step around?”


“Certainly.
But first I should like to know a little more about the details. We have time for
that. I should imagine?”


“Certainly,
Mr Pons,” said Jamison gloomily. “Whoever murdered Romane Schneider will be
miles away by now.”


Pons
held up his finger reprovingly.


“We
do not know that, Inspector. And it is useless to speculate without sufficient data.”


He
looked across at me with satisfaction.


“And
as the crime was committed only a few hours ago it means that the trail is
fresh.”


“You
may well be right, Mr Pons,” Jamison went on lugubriously.


“Come,
Jamison,” said Pons cheerfully. “I have never seen you so down. Pray favour us
with some facts.”


Jamison
put his handkerchief away for the second time and frowned at me before turning
his attention to my companion.


“A
patrolling constable found the body of Mr Schneider at three o’clock this
morning, Mr Pons. He saw the light from the skylight. Mr Schneider lives in a
big house in the Vale of Health, which is just off Hampstead High Street.”


“Yes,
yes, Jamison,” said Pons irritably. “I am tolerably familiar with the area. Get
to the facts and leave the guide-book details to friend Parker here when he
comes to write up the case.”


He
smiled wryly, ignoring Jamison’s frown of discomfiture.


“Very
well, Mr Pons,” he continued in a weary voice. “P.C. Daniels would not normally
have bothered about a solitary light at that time of the morning except that he
knows the area; knows the house; and also knows that Mr Schneider rarely works
by artificial light; and never after ten o’clock in the evening. He is a man of
very fixed personal habits. Or was.”


“I
see.”


Solar
Pons’ eyes were very steady and piercing as he stared at the Inspector.


“So
he decided to investigate the light, Mr Pons. He did not want to arouse the
house, which was in darkness. It is a Georgian building and he walked to the
back, through the extensive garden to where the studio stands. It is a detached
building of some size. It has a garage and store-rooms at the bottom and a
timber staircase and balcony which give access to the studio on the first
floor.”


“I
think I know the house, Pons,” I put in. “Cheneys, is it not?”


Inspector
Jamison nodded.


“Correct,
Dr Parker. You have an excellent memory.”


“It
is improving, Jamison,” said Pons. “I give you that. You were saying?”


“P.C.
Daniels walked up the stairs, Mr Pons, and knocked. He received no reply. The
door was locked so he went round the verandah. There were thick curtains over
the windows on the far side. What he saw through a chink in the coverings
brought him back to the front where he broke the glass-panelled door in to gain
admission. What he found inside made him so sick that he had to come out again
for air.”


“Heavens!”
I exclaimed. “Shocking, was it?”


Jamison
nodded.


“Horrible,
doctor. Mr Schneider had been badly battered about the head with one of his own
mallets as though by a maniac. So ferocious was the attack that there was blood
all over the room; on the base of a statue on which he had been working; and
the handle of the mallet itself, though of thick wood, had been clean snapped
off. There were no finger-prints, as the murderer had worn gloves.”


Solar
Pons leaned forward in his chair, thin plumes of smoke from his pipe ascending
to the sitting-room ceiling in the still June air.


“You
intrigue me, Jamison. I take it the body is still in situ?”


Jamison
nodded.


“Nothing
has been disturbed, Mr Pons. Our own people have been there, of course, but we
have used extreme care.”


Solar
Pons rubbed his thin hands together “Excellent, Jamison. To what conclusion did
your constable come?”


“He
very wisely telephoned his own station, Mr Pons, and the C.I.D. were soon out
there under a very experienced man named Mooney. He got on to the Yard within
the hour, not only because Schneider was such a famous man but because of the
extraordinary circumstances.”


“Pray
tell me about them.”


Jamison
shrugged.


“I
hardly know where to begin, Mr Pons. We did not arouse the household at that
time of the morning and carried out our preliminary investigations as quietly
as possible. Our police doctor confirmed that Schneider died earlier that
evening, of shock and haemorrhage when the skull was crushed with the first
blow. The door of the studio was locked and there was no key; we found no signs
on the staircase or door that would indicate forcible entry. The skylight is
more than twenty feet from the floor and was locked. Moreover, there are no
other entrances and exits and the only key to the door known to be in existence
was in the dead man’s waistcoat pocket.”


“You
intrigue me, Jamison.”


“I
am glad you are able to feel so light-hearted about it, Mr Pons. This, on top
of all my other current cases, beats everything.”


“If
you did not rouse the household, how did you know that Schneider had the only
key?”


Inspector
Jamison looked smug.


“For
the very good reason, Mr Pons, that we kept details of the house in a book at
the local police station. It is standard routine where there is much valuable
property on a particular premises. Mr Schneider asked our local people to keep
an eye on the house and studio, and he always notifies them when he goes on
holiday. They asked for a spare key but though he supplied them with one for
the house he refused in the case of the studio, emphasising that he had the
only one, which was never off his person.”


“I
see. What about the floor of the studio. Jamison?”


“We
thought about that. Heavy tongued and grooved pine throughout, highly polished;
with a platform for sitters up at one end.”


“Hmm.”


Solar
Pons rubbed his chin thoughtfully.


“And
the garage and store-rooms underneath?”


“Nothing,
Mr Pons. I looked through the garage window with a torch soon after I arrived
on the scene but it has a solid cement ceiling. So far as I can make out, the
storehouses are crammed from floor to ceiling with crates and packing cases.”


“So
you have not yet appraised the household of Mr Schneider’s death?”


“That
is correct, Mr Pons. But my colleague, Inspector Buckfast, intended to do so.
At a reasonable hour, of course, when the occupants were up and about. Mr
Schneider was a bachelor and had only a secretary and housekeeper living on the
premises.”


Jamison
glanced at his watch.


“He
would have done so by now at any rate. And we may well learn more from them.
Schneider had enemies, I should imagine.”


Pons’
face bore the alert and keen look that I had observed so often.


“Ah!
Whom, for example?”


The
Inspector shook his head.


“Every
man in the artistic world and especially a pre-eminent man like Mr Schneider
had them, Mr Pons. Ranging from the critics to fellow artists.”


Jamison
had a self-satisfied expression on his features as he sat facing Pons and I
could see my companion had a small crease of humour at each corner of his
mouth.


“I
am much obliged to you for the lecture, Inspector. I had no idea that you were
so well-informed in such matters. But you no doubt discovered something in his
studio to give you that impression?”


Inspector
Jamison looked uncomfortable.


“Well,
that is so, Mr Pons. I took the opportunity of perusing the brochure of Mr
Schneider’s current Exhibition while I was there. It had fully documented notes
on his career,”


Solar
Pons smiled.


“You
have been most frank, Jamison. It does you credit.”


He
looked across at me.


“Well,
Parker, as it is your day off and you have nothing better to do. perhaps you
would care to step around with me? It is not often that Inspector Jamison is at
such a dead end and I am feeling unusually public-spirited on such a beautiful
morning.”
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A
short drive through relatively traffic-free streets brought us to the scene of
the tragedy. We turned off Hampstead High Street and drove uphill for a short
distance through the Vale of Health. The entrance to Cheneys was in a small
lane and the house itself, trim and sparkling with white paint and yellow front
door looked prosperous and cheerful across the soft arc of the green.


Jamison
ordered the driver to stop a little distance away and we walked in the welcome
shade of leafy trees up to a driveway which led down the side of the house.
There was another police car parked nearby and a thin, sandy-haired man in a
dark brown suit, with a worried expression on his face came hurrying down
toward us as soon as we were seen.


“This
business gets stranger every minute, Inspector,” he said curtly.


His
faded blue eyes looked curiously at us.


“This
is Mr Solar Pons and his colleague, Dr Lyndon Parker,” said Jamison by way of
introduction. “My associate, Inspector Buckfast.”


“Delighted
to meet you both, gentlemen.”


Buckfast’s
expression was cordial and friendly but the worried look remained. He fell into
step with us as we walked along the side of the house, ignoring the salute of
the constable stationed in the driveway.


“Something
wrong?” queried Jamison.


The
other man scratched his head.


“I
went to the house about an hour ago. Apparently Schneider rented it to some
people called Gantley six months ago. They have no connection with him. They
have the use of the building below the studio but Schneider naturally retained
the latter for himself. From what I gather Schneider suffered some financial
reverses and decided to let. He himself now rents a smaller house on the other
side of the Heath.”


Jamison
raised his eyebrows.


“That
puts a different complexion on the matter. Have the Gantleys anything to tell
us?”


Buckfast
shook his head.


“They
see Schneider come and go from time to time, of course. They were most helpful
but they neither saw nor heard anything last night. I have not told them of the
tragedy, of course. They think there has been a burglary.”


Inspector
Jamison nodded his head in satisfaction.


“I
should like a look at the rest of the studio block, nevertheless.”


“There
is no difficulty about that. I have the keys.”


Jamison
turned to us.


“Which
would you like to see first, Mr Pons?”


“Oh,
the studio, of course. The garage can come later, though I fancy it will tell us
little if you have already examined it.”


The
studio block itself was a handsome, timbered structure, built of stone in
rustic style for the lower portion and with mock Tudor beams in the upper.
Jamison led the way up the wide teak staircase, pointing out the massive doors
to the garage and store-rooms as we ascended. After a short distance the
staircase turned at right- angles, terminating in a covered landing with glass
windows.


A
constable was on guard at the carved oak door and we went through into a large
lobby which contained some coats and hats, together with dusty smocks hanging
on pegs; a heavy door-mat; and some canes and walking sticks in a rack. There
was a large, gilt-framed mirror, full-length, hanging on the far wall.


Jamison
pushed open the inner door and we were soon able fully to realise the horror of
the situation which had confronted P.C. Daniels in the small hours of the
night.


The
studio was a high, long room with white walls and oak beams set diagonally. It
was lit from a vast circular skylight about twenty-five feet overhead and there
were several hanging lamps of antique pattern but wired for electricity,
suspended from the ceiling. The floor was made of heavy pine planking, as
Jamison had said, and was evidently buttressed from the store-rooms below to
take the enormous weight of the masses of sculpture set about on metal plates
and in various stages of completion.


There
was a large platform up at one end of the room, approached by shallow steps,
and with a polished hand-rail round it. There was an easel on the platform and
a drawing board with a hanging lamp above it. There was also a camera on a
tripod but my eyes passed over all this at a glance.


Everyone
who entered had riveted their gaze on the thing that was sprawled before a
piece of white marble sculpture in front of the platform and just a few feet
away. The beauty of the statue was in such marked contrast to the awful,
bloodied creature lying in an agonised posture beneath it that I think we were
all momentarily struck dumb. Even Pons’ iron nerve was visibly shaken.


“Venus
Aphrodite,” he murmured. “This would have been an exquisite piece of work had
its creator lived.”


Inspector
Jamison cleared his throat.


“I
don’t know about that, Mr Pons,” he murmured. “But she is certainly a beautiful
lady.”


I
caught the faint glimpse of a smile in the mocking glance Pons turned on me at
the Inspector’s gaucherie; that and the marvellous expression on the face of
the naked goddess rising from the astonishingly sculptured spray had lightened
the moment and I stepped forward briskly as Pons said, “Your department,
Parker, I think.”


I
was already on my knees by the remains of Romane Schneider. He lay with his
knees drawn up, his arms outstretched. The fury of the attack had been so great
that the whole of the front of the skull had been caved in; death must have
been instantaneous. Blood was thickly encrusted in the hair and face and was
running from the ears, eyes, mouth and nose.


Great
gouts of blood were splashed for yards about the floor and up the base of the
statue and the heavy mallet with the broken handle which lay upon the planking
was smeared with blood and brains.


I
had difficulty in finding a suitable spot in which to kneel with safety but
rapidly concluded my examination.


“I
agree entirely with the police surgeon’s conclusion, Pons,” I said. “I can find
nothing further.”


I
rose and dusted my trousers. Pons had already produced the powerful pocket
lens, which he habitually carried, and was making a minute examination of the
statue, the floor and the immediate area of the body. Jamison and Buckfast
stood, a thoughtful group, at the edge of the platform and watched in silence.


Pons
straightened up with a grunt.


“The
murderer was a man over six feet tall; of enormous strength; but at the same
time able to walk as quietly as a cat. The death of Schneider was obviously a
matter of great urgency and carried out with technical precision. The motive,
when it can be discovered, was so important that it was necessary to eliminate
Schneider as rapidly as possible.”


I
glanced at the two detective officers who were standing open-mouthed upon the
platform.


“Come,
Pons,” I protested. “That the murderer was a man of enormous strength, is
fairly obvious. But how do you arrive at your other conclusions?”


“It
is surely elementary, Parker,” said Solar Pons quietly. “From a careful
examination of the body I estimate that Schneider was a man of some five feet
eleven inches, perhaps six feet. The single shattering blow that snuffed his
life struck him squarely on the crown of the head, carried on into the brain
pan and caved in the front of the skull at the same time. To do that the man of
normal height, were he tremendously strong, would have to stand upon a box or
some form of support. No, Parker, the man who took Schneider’s life would need
to be at least six feet four inches in height to inflict such a blow. What say
you, Jamison?”


The
Inspector scratched his head.


“You
are certainly correct, Mr Pons, now that you have pointed it out. We have
established Mr Schneider’s height as being five feet eleven.”


Solar
Pons gave me a thin smile as he turned back to look at the statue of Aphrodite.


“Very
well, Pons. But the cat-like qualities?”


“The
murderer came from the direction of the door, Parker. To do that he would have
to walk a long way. It was obvious that Schneider was at work upon the statue,
with his back to the door. Therefore, it was not until his attacker reached him
that he became aware of his presence. Will you stand over here, Parker? There,
that is correct. Your shadow, as you will notice, is now thrown across the base
of the statue. Schneider whirled to receive the mallet blow upon the crown and
front of the head. He died instantly.”


“That
is undoubtedly right, Mr Pons,” said Inspector Buckfast quietly. “But how did
his attacker escape?”


“We
have yet to establish that, Inspector. But it is obvious that he walked back
toward the door. And equally obvious that he dried his shoes at a point here.
There was a light rain last night.”


Pons
walked rapidly to a spot below the railed platform where the two police officers
stood and examined the planking minutely with his lens.


“Here,
you see, he has wiped his shoes upon the planks. When they were sufficiently
dry to leave no marks, he then left. Let us just see ...”


Pons
moved from board to board, his movements intent and bird-like, his ascetic face
alight with concentration. Impressed despite themselves, Jamison and Buckfast
remained silent.


“There
is a little dust but not enough,” said Pons presently, rising from his bent
posture. “The traces become illegible halfway between the door and the
platform.”


He
glanced upward at the skylight far above our heads.


“It
is possible that he was lowered by a rope from above, though unlikely. We shall
want that skylight carefully examined, Jamison.”


“We
have already done so, Mr Pons.”


“I
am aware of that. But the operative word is carefully. I suggest it was done
cursorily in the early hours of this morning. Incidentally, why was not P.C.
Daniels aware that Schneider had let his house and moved?”


“I
have already asked him that, Mr Pons. He is on nights and would not have been
aware of any such move. He usually saw Schneider at the studio or thereabouts.
Daniels was sometimes in the habit of trying the studio door in the small hours
on his beat.”


“Hmm.”


Pons
stood frowning, tugging at the lobe of his right ear as was his habit in
moments of great concentration.


“You
have not yet told us why the act was so important, Pons, and how you arrived at
the conclusion that Schneider had to be eliminated as soon as possible.”


Solar
Pons turned his piercing glance upon me.


“Tut,
Parker, it is self-evident. Learn to use your own ratiocinative faculties. The
blow proves that. One colossal, shattering stroke that extinguished life in a
second. Schneider had to be killed as quickly as possible. That stands out
clearly. The murderer obviously seized the nearest tool to hand; the mallet
undoubtedly came from this table here, halfway between the door and the statue.”


“You
are right, Pons, as always.” I muttered.


Solar
Pons smiled thinly.


“Right
on this occasion, Parker. I am not always so, as I would be the first to admit.”


“But
could it not have been jealousy or some mad rage, Pons?”


My
friend shook his head.


“A
jealous rival you mean? A feud in the artistic world? It is barely possible. A
person in a mad rage would have gone on battering at the body long after life
was extinct. But this was one devastating blow. One would say a clean blow if
it had not left such an abattoir-like aftermath.”


He
looked round with distaste, turning his gaze up at to the two silent men in
front of us.


“You
are right in one thing, Jamison. This is a case which presents a number of
baffling aspects. We will just look at the store-rooms below before questioning
the occupants of the house.”
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“There
is little to see here, Pons.”


“I
am inclined to agree with you, my dear Parker. But even a negative result tends
to eliminate the possibility of error.”


We
stood in the garage below the studio, Inspector Jamison gloomily behind us.
Inspector Buckfast had excused himself and gone back to Cheneys to warn the
occupants of our impending arrival.


As
Jamison had already told us, the roof of the garage was made of metal girders
and cement and there was obviously no way into the studio from the ground. As I
moved aimlessly about the floor, noting the Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost and the
other opulent touring car in the interior, my mind was overcome by the obvious
difficulties in reconciling the facts of Romane Schneider’s death. There was no
way into the studio; there was no reason to believe there had ever been a
second key to the front door: and Pons had already ascertained that the door in
question had not been tampered with.


Even
as the thought crossed my mind there was a shadow at the garage entrance and a
plain-clothes man reported to Inspector Jamison, “The skylight has obviously
not been opened for several years, sir. It is secured with heavy bolts from the
inside and when we tried to open it, we found the framing screwed down.”


Inspector
Jamison thanked his subordinate and turned to Pons, his lugubrious features
even more grave.


“It
just gets more difficult. Mr Pons.”


“On
the contrary, light is beginning to show, Jamison. By blocking it out we must
eventually arrive at one compact beam which will illuminate the truth for us.”


Jamison
frowned at me.


“Very
picturesquely put, Mr Pons. Let us just hope you are right.”


He
led the way through a connecting door in the wall of the garage to a large
storage area on the right. This was divided into brick bays and the place was.
as Jamison had already told us, jammed from floor to ceiling with crates and
boxes. Pons looked keenly about him in the shadowy light. It was difficult to
see the thick pine boarding but it was evident that the ceiling was solid and
heavy. Moreover, the crates in the bays extended to within an inch or so of the
woodwork overhead.


“Just
as I told you, Mr Pons,” said the Inspector.


“What
is in these boxes, Inspector?”


“I
understand from Buckfast that Colonel Gantley, the gentleman who has leased
Cheneys, is an antique dealer and importer of curios. Some of the stuff is very
valuable, according to Buckfast; while other material is oriental workmanship
of no very great value imported into the country for the Colonel’s business. He
has a shop in Hampstead High Street, which was why he wanted to move nearer his
premises.”


“Just
so,” said Pons languidly, looking through half-closed eyes at the legends
stencilled on the wooden boxes immediately in front of us.


“The
gentleman certainly seems to have very extensive sources, Parker. Hong Kong,
Manila. Singapore, Peking and Hangkow are just a few of the names I see before
me.”


He
stepped round a bundle of straw and looked sharply at a small porcelain Buddha
which had been unpacked on a rough wooden bench.


“Rather
charming work, wouldn’t you say so, Parker?”


“Excellent,
Pons,” I agreed.


Indeed,
the workmanship was first-rate and I was surprised to see that the label bore a
price of only seven guineas.


“It
is astonishingly cheap, Pons.”


“Is
it not, Parker. But then labour is plentiful in the East, as you are no doubt
aware.”


“I
should not mind that on the mantel at 7B, Pons.”


“As
you say, Parker, a nice piece. No doubt you may make the Colonel an offer for
it when we see him in a moment.”


Pons
moved away and as he did so his shoes made a harsh, gritty noise on the cement
floor of the store-room. Jamison had already turned back to the open air as the
thin form of a man came hurrying down the garden toward us, visible through the
half-open door. To my astonishment Pons was on his knees, scraping with his
fingernails at some white substance on the cement.


My
amazement was increased when I saw him tentatively taste it with the extreme
tip of his tongue. He put his hand back in his pocket, turned to me and then we
were walking up the garden to meet the hurrying figure, before I had time to
make any comment on this strange behaviour.


Colonel
Gantley turned out to be a tall, fussy-looking man in his early sixties with
whitening hair and a frayed silver moustache. He had deep furrows at the
corners of his mouth that made his yellow face look like something out of one
of those plays set on tropical islands which were becoming the vogue in the
West end. He wore a lightweight drill suit with military-style buttons and his
brown eyes twinkled benevolently from behind silver-rimmed spectacles.


“A
disturbing business, gentlemen,” he said briskly, as Jamison introduced us. “I
hope that nothing has been stolen from my premises.”


“They
were all secure, sir,” said the Inspector. “And thank you for letting us look
around.”


“Always
anxious to assist the police,” said the Colonel, clasping my companion by the
hand. “Mr Solar Pons. It is a pleasure, my dear sir. But you are surely not
interested in this trifling affair of my neighbour’s burglary?”


Pons
gave a dry laugh.


“Not
at all. Colonel. I am assisting the police in another matter and needing to
consult Inspector Jamison, was told I could find him here.”


“I
see. Well. I am at your disposal, gentlemen, but I do not think I shall be of
much help.”


“One
never knows,” said Jamison mildly. “You heard nothing at all during the night,
I understand?”


“Nothing,
Inspector. But then I am a very heavy sleeper and my room is at the side of the
house. Of course, anyone could have approached the studio by way of the drive.
The gates are never locked. Mr Schneider sometimes leaves at a late hour. I
hear his car during the night on occasion.”


“Indeed,”
said Pons casually.


We
were strolling back down the garden now in the bright sunlight, the faint hum
of the traffic coming from the main road which passed through the Vale of
Health.


“You
have not contacted Mr Schneider, then?” said Colonel Gantley.


Inspector
Jamison shook his head.


“We
have rung his house, of course. But I understand from his secretary that Mr
Schneider is away at present.”


“I
see. Well, I hope you catch your man. Now, if there is nothing further, I must
get back to my business.”


“By
all means, Colonel. I am sorry to have taken your time.”


We
shook hands with the Colonel and watched as he strode back down the driveway to
where his car was parked in the side road. A few moments later its engine faded
into the general traffic noise.


“So
much for that, Pons,” I observed.


Solar
Pons had been silent, idly drawing patterns in the dust at his feet with the
toe of his shoe.


“As
you say, Parker.”


Jamison
frowned, screwing up his eyes against the strong light.


“What
next. Mr Pons?”


“I
really think a call at Mr Schneider’s private residence is indicated, Jamison.”


“Just
as you say, Mr Pons.”


Schneider’s
new address proved to be a narrow-chested three-storey house of mellow red
brick, just off the bustle of Hampstead high Street. The brass fittings of the
red front door sparkled in the sunlight and in the small front garden I
recognised a granite phoenix created by Schneider, which had once been
exhibited at the Paris Exposition.


The
door was opened for us by Inspector Buckfast, who had preceded his colleague.
He jerked his thumb back over his shoulder.


“I
have just told his secretary, Godfrey Horrabin. He has taken it badly. The
housekeeper, Mrs Biggins, is resting in her room.”


Jamison
nodded without speaking and a moment later Buckfast led the way down a thickly
carpeted corridor to a well-appointed study where the secretary was waiting.


Godfrey
Horrabin turned out to be a dark-haired man of about thirty, with an
ashen-white face and full lips from which the colour had now fled. He rose from
his employer’s desk as we entered and I then realised he was of an enormous
height, well over six feet tall. I shot a significant glance at Pons but he
appeared to be occupied in looking about him at the contents of the study as
Buckfast introduced us.


“I
am sorry, gentlemen, but this has been a dreadful shock. A dreadful shock.”


Horrabin
slumped back into his chair and passed a handkerchief over his face. Pons sat
down opposite him at the other side of the desk and looked at him
sympathetically.


“I
quite understand, Mr Horrabin. These things tend to fell one at the time. You’ll
forgive me, Jamison, for asking the questions.”


“Go
ahead, Mr Pons.”


Jamison
and I sat down in padded leather chairs which were set near the desk and I
looked round curiously as Horrabin fought to control his feelings.


“You
have been with Mr Schneider how long?”


“For
the past five years, Mr Pons.”


“So
that you know him and his habits fairly well?”


“As
well as anyone could, I should imagine.”


The
secretary replaced the handkerchief in the breast pocket of his blue jacket and
appeared more composed.


“Was
he a tempestuous man? One who would have made many enemies in the course of his
career?”


The
secretary gave a faint smile which momentarily lightened his features.


“Like
most artists he was extremely temperamental. He had been involved in some
tremendous arguments and on occasion in actual physical violence.”


Pons’
eyes were fixed on the secretary’s face. He tented his fingers before him and
leaned back in his chair, his whole figure expressing dynamic energy.


“Tell
me about it, Mr Horrabin.”


The
secretary shrugged.


“It
is a well-known story, Mr Pons. A famous rivalry between two sculptors. I have
known them take each other’s mallets and actually demolish portions of each
other’s work with which they were offended.”


“Indeed.”


Solar
Pons’ eyes were sparkling now.


“You
are referring to Sir Hercules Kronfeld, I take it?”


Horrabin
looked surprised.


“You
knew about it, Mr Pons?”


My
friend chuckled.


“One
could hardly avoid it. I would not say that the world of sculpture is one with
which I am entirely au fait. But I do read the newspapers assiduously and I do
seem to remember an item about two years ago when the couple were engaged in a
fracas at the Paris Salon.”


“You
are perfectly right, Mr Pons. They were once good friends but their rivalry
developed to such an extent that one could say that only hatred kept them
together.”


“An
extremely apt summing-up,” said Solar Pons. “And one that might well apply to
many marriages. Eh, Parker?”


“No
doubt you are right, Pons.”


Solar
Pons cupped his lean fingers round his right knee and rocked to and fro as he
regarded the secretary keenly.


“You
have opened up a fruitful field for investigation, Mr Horrabin. Are there any
other people to whom you would particularly wish to draw my attention?”


The
secretary shook his head.


“I
cannot think of any, Mr Pons. There were a number of rows, of course. Various
critics and journalists displeased Mr Schneider from time to time. But the feud
with Sir Hercules is the one which stands out.”


Pons
nodded, tugging at the lobe of his right ear.


“Is
Sir Hercules in London, do you know?”


“I
believe so, Mr Pons. He actually telephoned Mr Schneider a few days ago. He
lives in Chelsea. I will get you the address.”


“Thank
you, Mr Horrabin. And now, if you will excuse us, I would just like to look
around this study for half an hour or so.”


“Certainly,
Mr Pons. You have only to press that button there if you require my services.
It is connected directly with my quarters.”


He
pointed to a brass bell-push set into the surface of the desk and quitted the
room. Solar Pons sat quietly for a moment, before searching in his pocket for
his pipe. He turned to the Inspector as he lit it.


“What
do you make of that, Jamison?”


The
Inspector wrinkled his brow. The three of us were alone in the room now,
Inspector Buckfast having left us at the door. I could see him through the
window, painstakingly quartering the garden outside, scrutinising every inch of
pathway and turf.


“You
mean his size, Mr Pons?”


Jamison’s
face lightened for the first time since he had requested Pons’ help.


“Well,
he is certainly big enough, Mr Pons. He fits the bill.”


“I
did not say he did it, Inspector. But it is a possibility which we must not
overlook. It is motive which interests me at the moment. And after all, London
is full of men who are more than six feet tall. It is the ones who have been in
contact with Mr Schneider who interest us. What say you, Parker?”


“Just
what I was thinking, Pons.”


Solar
Pons smiled faintly.


“You
are ever the receptive listener, Parker. That is an invaluable quality and one
consistently underrated by the world.”


“You
are too good today, Pons.”


“It
is the weather, Parker. I find the combination of such a day and a case of this
complexity irresistible.”


Inspector
Jamison threw up his hands and looked at me helplessly but Pons was already on
his feet, his smile intensified, as he went rapidly back and forth across the
shelves of the dead man’s study.


We
waited silently as he continued with his examination. He paused in front of a
row of letter files and lifted one out. He put it down with a grunt and started
to go through the contents. Soon he had three open on the desk before him. He
threw a bundle of envelopes over to me.


“What
do you make of those, Parker?”


I
scanned the contents with rising agitation, passing them to Jamison before I
had finished.


“Why,
these are love-letters, Pons!” I said with indignation. “And not to put too
fine a point on it, the man sounds an unmitigated swine!”


“Does
he not, Parker,” said Solar Pons with a dry chuckle. “Letters from a wide
variety of different women, most of them with a grudge. And significantly, the
studio has been used as a rendezvous, it seems clear.”


“A
deplorable business, Pons.”


Solar
Pons pulled at the lobe of his left ear and regarded me thoughtfully.


“You
take an altogether too moralistic view of the world, Parker, if you do not mind
me saying so. An artist of Mr Schneider’s calibre and one barely into his
fifties would be bound to attract the attention of women. A famous name is like
a magnet to a certain type of feminine personality.”


“For
a bachelor you seem to know quite a bit about it, Mr Pons,” put in Jamison
sourly.


Creases
of amusement appeared at the corners of Solar Pons’ mouth.


“A
touch, a distinct touch, Jamison,” he murmured. “But as Dr Johnson once said, a
man does not have to be a carpenter to criticise a table. These letters raise a
number of interesting possibilities.”


I
stared at Pons as he went on sifting through the correspondence in the files in
the desk before him.


“Surely,
Pons,” I began. “You do not mean to say a woman committed this crime?”


Solar
Pons shook his head.


“I
hardly think so, Parker. It is not a woman’s type of crime. The female mind is
far more subtle, which is why we have so many lady poisoners in the annals of
murder. And I hardly think a woman would have had the strength to strike
Schneider in that fashion. She would have had to have been an Amazon indeed.
And as I have already indicated, there would have been a multiplicity of blows
in the case of a jealous rage. Even Inspector Jamison here referred to a
battering when he consulted me. Yet we have one blow only.”


“That
was an error on my part. Mr Pons,” Jamison put in. “It is still difficult for
me to believe such damage could be inflicted on the human frame with a single
stroke.”


Solar
Pons put the files back on the shelves and sat down at the desk.


“Nevertheless,
these letters are of considerable interest.”


Light
broke in.


“You
mean a jealous husband might have killed his wife’s lover, Pons!”


“It
is not outside the bounds of possibility, Parker. I have not yet made up my
mind. But now, if you are ready. Inspector, we shall see what Sir Hercules Kronfeld
has to say for himself.”
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Our
destination was one of those tall, elegant and extremely expensive houses in
Cheyne Walk, which command a magnificent view of the Thames frontage and
Chelsea Bridge from the topmost windows. Our driver pulled in from the traffic
stream and we walked up the leafy crescent to a large house in the middle
which, to gather from the white trellis-work sparkling in the sunshine, boasted
an extensive roof-garden.


“Sir
Hercules appears to live in some style, Pons,” I observed.


“Does
he not, Parker. It would seem that his star is in the ascendant whereas, if
Colonel Gantley’s information be correct, Mr Schneider’s was waning. If not
from an artistic, certainly from a financial point of view.”


“It
is often the case, Pons, in the world of the arts.”


“You
astonish me with your knowledge of such matters, Parker,” said Solar Pons
gravely.


His
ring at the front door bell brought a trim little maid in her early twenties,
an appealing sight with her lace collar and cuffs and bobbed dark hair; and we
were speedily shown through an elegant suite of rooms to Sir Hercules’ studio.
This was a spacious room on the second floor with a huge skylight and large
oval window to admit the north light.


Sir
Hercules himself was a gigantic figure with a beard heavily flecked with grey.
Contrary to my expectations he was elegantly dressed in a light grey suit and
blue bow-tie and his fresh complexion and careful grooming completely belied
the conventional picture of the artist. He was leaning carelessly against a
winged female nude, evidently one of his own works, while he carried on a
murmured conversation with an elegant young man with patent leather hair and a
soulful expression.


As
we were announced he excused himself to his companion and came striding down
the room toward us. So massive was he that the studio seemed to tremble as he
advanced. Solar Pons’ eyes had a mild twinkle as he gazed at the Inspector. Sir
Hercules Kronfeld was close to us now, looking from one to the other with an
inquiring expression on his face. He gave a wry chuckle.


“My
accountant.”


He
jerked his thumb in the direction of the figure by the statue. “All the same
these young fellows nowadays. They seem to think we’re in this for art’s sake.”


He
chuckled again and pumped Inspector Jamison’s hand.


“Pleased
to meet you, Inspector, though I don’t know why I should be so honoured.”


“I
am sorry for the intrusion, Sir Hercules. This is Mr Solar Pons and Dr Lyndon
Parker.”


The
deep brown eyes swivelled and studied us closely.


“It
is always interesting for a master in one field to meet a maitre in another, Mr
Pons.”


“You
are too good, Sir Hercules.”


“We
will not keep you a moment, sir,” Inspector Jamison broke in without further
preamble. “We have come in the matter of Romane Schneider.”


Sir
Hercules Kronfeld looked at the Inspector in silence for a moment. His manner
was distinctly cooler and little flecks of anger were dancing in his eyes.


“I
do not care to hear anything of that unmitigated charlatan, Inspector, and I
will thank you not to mention that man’s name within the walls of my house.”


Jamison
reddened but pressed on stolidly.


“I’m
afraid we’re going to have to mention it, Sir Hercules. This is a Scotland Yard
matter.”


“Oh.”


There
was intense curiosity on the sculptor’s face.


“What
has he been up to now? I should be glad to hear you are on the point of
arresting him. but that is too much to hope for.”


“You
did not like him, then, Sir Hercules?”


“I?
I detest him.”


“You
need do so no longer,” interrupted Solar Pons quietly. “He has been murdered in
the most brutal and horrifying manner.”


A
remarkable change had come over Sir Hercules. Pons’ words seemed visibly to
deflate him. He staggered. His face went white and he moved over toward a
wooden stand supporting one of his sculptures, bracing himself with a thick,
fleshy hand. His lips moved once or twice but he was unable to articulate the
words.


“It
seems to be a shock to you,” went on Solar Pons calmly. “I have often observed
that the removal of an object of hatred may be as traumatic as that of a loved
one.”


Sir
Hercules had recovered himself by now. He cleared his throat harshly.


“Forgive
me, gentlemen,” he murmured. “It was a shock, I must admit. I hardly know what
to say.”


“You
are unable to help us, then, in the matter of Mr Schneider’s death?” muttered
Jamison.


Sir
Hercules fixed him with a stern glance.


“I?
How on earth could I help? I have not even seen him for three months.”


“A
pity,” the Inspector went on. “I had hoped you might have thrown some light on
the matter.”


“You
must disabuse yourself of that, Inspector. Like me, Schneider had many enemies.
It is inevitable in the art world, I am afraid. How did he die?”


“Struck
on the head with tremendous force with one of his own mallets. His skull was
completely shattered and he must have expired instantaneously.”


Sir
Hercules Kronfeld drew in his breath with a shuddering sigh.


“Horrible,
Inspector. Just horrible. I did not think I could feel so drained.”


“I
am sorry to be the first to bring you the news. Have you anyone in mind who
might have done this dreadful thing?”


Sir
Hercules, obviously moved, now had his back turned but faced us again. His lips
were trembling and his features were still bleached of all colour.


“No-one,
inspector. He had no specific enemies that I know of.”


He
gave a short, cynical laugh.


“Except
myself.”


“Pray
do not punish yourself, Sir Hercules,” said Pons quietly.


The
sculptor shot him a shrewd glance.


“You
are a remarkable man, Mr Pons. I can see that the true situation has not
escaped you.”


Pons
smiled wryly.


“We
have many examples in the arts. Gilbert and Sullivan in more recent times, of
course.”


Inspector
Jamison had watched this exchange with obvious bewilderment.


“I
do not see how this helps us, Mr Pons,” he said heavily.


“Of
course not, Inspector,” said Solar Pons. “We must be going. We can do no good
here and I am sure Sir Hercules has much to occupy him.”


He
rested his hand lightly on the sculptor’s shoulder as he passed. Sir Hercules
recollected himself with an effort.


“Good
day, gentlemen. You will forgive me for not showing you out.”


We
were silent as we walked back through the house, preceded by the same
parlour-maid who had let us in.


“Well,
Mr Pons,” said Inspector Jamison as we regained the street. “A giant of a man.
One with strength enough and opportunity enough to commit such a crime. I shall
have him carefully watched.”


Solar
Pons raised his eyebrows.


“Take
my advice, Jamison, and direct your attention elsewhere,” he advised.


Jamison
frowned.


“Come,
Mr Pons,” he said. “You are not omniscient. We know Sir Hercules and the dead
man were bitter enemies. There is reason enough for the committing of such a
crime, surely...”


“You
have still to explain how Sir Hercules got in and out of that studio like a
puff of smoke, Jamison. It really will not do.”


Jamison’s
face assumed a stubborn aspect which I knew of old.


“Nevertheless,
Mr Pons, you must allow me to pursue this affair in my own way.”


“Certainly,
Inspector. That is your prerogative. I think we have done all we can for the
moment, Parker. Allow us to bid you good day, Jamison.”
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“What
do you make of it, Parker?”


We
were seated in our comfortable sitting-room at 7B Praed Street. Pons had been
silent for the last hour, after the tea-things had been cleared away, and the
upper air of the room was blue with pipe-smoke.


“You
already know my feelings, Pons. It is baffling indeed.”


“Nevertheless,
I should like to have the benefit of your observations in the matter.”


I
put down my newspaper and regarded my companion sceptically but there was
nothing but concerned interest in his face. Beams of evening sunlight, striking
through the windows that overlooked Praed Street, made a scarlet mask of his
face as he waited for my reply.


“We
have no motive, Pons.”


“Exactly.”


“We
have a studio which was locked and to and from which no-one apparently came or
went.”


“The
salient points have not escaped you, my dear fellow.”


“The
murderer, according to your conclusions, must have been over six feet tall.”


“Agreed.”


“His
greatest enemy, Sir Hercules, fits that physical description.”


“So
do a great many men.”


“His
secretary, Godfrey Horrabin, for example, Pons?”


Solar
Pons gave a dry chuckle and looked at me mockingly.


“You
now have two suspects, Parker. I suggest we may find a third - or even a fourth
- before this case is over.”


He
rose, stretched himself and walked casually across toward the window.


“Are
you free to accompany me this evening?”


“Certainly,
Pons.”


Pons
came back from the window and sat down again.


“It
is a pity it does not get dark until almost after ten o’clock at this time of
the year. It would be better to go there after dark. It would not do to let
Colonel Gantley see us in his garden at night. He might suspect us of being
burglars.”


“What
on earth are you talking about, Pons?”


“Nothing,
Parker. It is just that I have a mind to look at that studio again. I fancy
Jamison will not have the body removed until after dark. Discretion is one of
the virtues of the British police, after all.”


“But
how will we get in, Pons?”


“I
took an impression of the key when we were at the studio this morning, Parker.
I have had it made up this afternoon.”


I
stared at Pons in astonishment.


“I
fail to see ...”


“You
fail to see, my dear fellow, because you do not draw the correct conclusions
from the data before you. You remember the letters we found in Schneider’s
study?”


“It
will be a long time before I forget them, Pons.”


“Exactly.
Yet those letters told you nothing?”


“That
the sculptor was a cad and an unscrupulous cheat where women were concerned.”


“Tut,
Parker. We are not concerned with moral strictures. Murder has been done.”


“I
realise that, Pons.”


“The
studio was a quiet, discreet place. Schneider was not known to use it at night.
He sculptured female nudes there. And he would not give the key to his local
police-station.”


I
stared at my companion for a long moment.


“I
see your reasoning, Pons, but I cannot quite grasp the conclusion.”


Solar
Pons made an irritated clicking noise with his tongue.


“I
am bluntly suggesting that Schneider, a successful and well-known sculptor was
quite patently a secret womaniser on an heroic scale. What more likely rendezvous
for his amorous intrigues than the studio?”


“I
follow that, Pons, but where does that lead us?”


Solar
Pons’ face expressed sorrowful resignation.


“The
studio is altogether too open and simple, like the face of an ingenuous man.
There has to be something else beneath it. What more likely a secret entrance
so that his lady friends could come and go without being suspected? And also
that they might be kept from seeing one another if one ever came to the front
door? Or their husbands. Do I make myself clear?”


I
gulped.


“Good
heavens, Pons. It is crystal clear, now that you put it like that. The
skylight, perhaps...”


Solar
Pons laughed. It was not an unkind laugh but it cut nevertheless.


“We
must look to the ground, not skywards, Parker. Though it seems unlikely from
the solid construction of the studio, there must be a way in from below.”


“Ah,
the garage?”


Pons
shook his head.


“The
ceiling was of solid cement. Most likely the store-room.”


I
smiled.


“You
mean that Schneider’s style was cramped by his letting Cheneys to Colonel
Gantley? Necessity compelled him to do so. Perhaps he hoped to continue his
liaisons but the stacking of the crates for the Colonel’s business prevented
the use of the secret entrance?”


“It
may well be.” said Pons airily. “There are a number of intriguing
possibilities. Linked, I have no doubt, with the extortionately high rent
charged by Schneider for his house.”


“I
do not follow you, Pons.”


“It
would not be the first time, Parker. Nevertheless, while going through
Schneider’s papers today I found some interesting documents, obviously
overlooked by Jamison and his colleagues. The late Romane Schneider was
charging the Colonel one hundred pounds a week for the use of Cheneys.”


I
stared at my companion in stupefaction.


“You
cannot mean it, Pons?”


“The
figures are there, in black and white, Parker. Intriguing, is it not? However,
I suggest we set off. A walk in this agreeable weather will not come amiss. It
should be dark by the time we arrive.”


A
few minutes later, having appraised Mrs Johnson of our departure, we were
walking through the streets of London in the pleasant warmth of a perfect
summer evening. It was cool in the shadows of the buildings after the intense
heat of the day and my spirits rose as we walked up Gloucester Road in the
direction of Hampstead. Traffic was light at this time of the evening and there
was a good sprinkling of cyclists so that dust, the plague of the London
summer, was at a minimum.


Solar
Pons strode out at a great pace, discoursing on a wide variety of topics and I
listened with interest, interpolating a question or a monosyllabic remark from
time to time. So absorbed were we that I hardly noticed the closing in of dusk
but the lamps had just been lit when we at last turned into Hampstead High
Street and on to the Vale of Health.


To
my surprise Pons stepped aside and led me to a public house, where a few chairs
and benches were set outside on the green turf. It was a cool and pleasant spot
while we waited for the last of the light to die from the sky. There were but a
few bars of blood red lingering in the west and the hill was a lime-yellow glow
of gaslights before Pons rose from his seat and started off across the turf.


I
was at his heels as he circled round, keeping a sharp eye on Cheneys in its
quiet cul-de-sac. There were lights in the upper rooms of the house but so far
as I could make out, the studio building at the rear was in darkness.


“Is
this likely to be dangerous, Pons?” I asked, as we gained the road at the far
side of the green and continued our walk onwards.


“Most
decidedly, Parker, if my calculations be correct,” said Pons.


“The
police appear to have withdrawn and conditions are ideal.”


“For
what, Pons?”


“For
our purpose, my dear fellow.”


“Perhaps
I should have brought my revolver?”


“I
had not overlooked it, Parker. Thinking that you might need it I took the
liberty of bringing it along.”


And
Solar Pons produced the weapon from the inside of his jacket pocket with a thin
smile.


“Really.
Pons!” I protested, thrusting it into my pocket. “I sometimes think you must be
clairvoyant.”


“Hardly,
Parker. Merely thoughtful, but I do sympathise with your feelings.”


We
had turned again now and I was aware of a gigantic figure silhouetted against
the gas-lamps in front of us.


“Good
evening, Mr Pons. Thought I might find you here, sir.”


The
police constable touched the peak of his helmet and came to a stop in front of
us. So huge was he that he towered over Solar Pons, despite his own not
inconsiderable height.


“Ah,
P.C. Daniels, is it not? The man who found the body?”


“Nasty
business, Mr Pons. I understood from Inspector Jamison that you had been
consulted. I have not seen you, sir, since that murderous affair in Paddington.
Right on your own doorstep.”


“Ah,
the anarchists,” said Pons, his keen eyes searching the giant’s face. “I have
not forgotten your services on that occasion. And in any event your remarkable
physique makes you a difficult man to forget.”


The
constable laughed shortly. He was a man of about thirty with a heavy black
moustache which stood out like a great bar of shadow on his alert, intelligent
face.


“I
must admit there are not many things I fear on night beat, Mr Pons, but that
business of Mr Schneider gave me a nasty turn.”


“I
can well imagine, constable. Tell me, has the body yet been removed?”


“Not
twenty minutes since, Mr Pons. You have just missed Inspector Jamison. Did you
wish to gain entry to the studio, sir? The Inspector has the only key.”


“It
is no matter, Daniels. I was merely mulling over some problems in my mind. By
the bye, I have not yet seen anything of the murder in the early editions this
afternoon?”


The
constable shook his head.


“It
is being handled very discreetly, Mr Pons. Inspector Jamison has not made any
announcement as yet, though I have no doubt the newspapers will have got hold
of it by this time tomorrow.”


“No
doubt. Well, I must not keep you, Daniels. Goodnight to you.”


“Goodnight,
sir.”


The
constable touched the brim of his helmet again and moved off in the dusk, like
an amiable but potentially dangerous bear. I looked after him thoughtfully,
conscious of Pons’ eyes on me.


“Formidable
is he not, Parker?”


“Yes,
Pons. Gracious, you surely do not suspect him of the crime?”


“It
has been done before, Parker. Notably in a work by G.K. Chesterton. But I do
not think that nature is imitating art in this case. I am merely pointing out
that we begin to have a plethora of huge men in this case. Daniels is the
third. Perhaps we may have more luck with the fourth.”


“I
am becoming more and more confused, Pons,” I said. “One would have thought the
singularity of the crime in the locked studio, let alone the height of the
murderer, would have simplified matters. Indeed, we have a multiplicity of
suspects.”


Pons
chuckled drily.


“Have
we not, Parker. But I think light is about to break.”
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And
he said nothing more until we had skirted the bright windows of Cheneys and
were standing within the deep shadow of the back garden. We cautiously crossed
the lawn and once again came out on the paved concourse fronting the garage and
storeroom block below the studio. The moon was shining brightly and reflected a
metallic sheen from the great domed skylight of the studio.


“I
would give a great deal to have been at that skylight when Schneider was
attacked, Pons,” I whispered.


Solar
Pons nodded.


“Each
to his own last, my dear fellow. You would have robbed me of a most fascinating
problem had you done so.”


He
put his hand on my arm and drew me over toward the garage door. To my surprise
he produced a metal instrument from his pocket and bent over the padlock. A
minute or two passed and then there was a faint click. Pons turned to me.


“Now,
inside with you, Parker, and be quiet about it.”


I
slipped through the door and waited until he had softly closed it behind us,
leaving the padlock hanging from the hasp outside.


“I
thought we were going into the studio, Pons,” I whispered.


“Later,
Parker. You forget the crates in here. It would not do to wreck the Colonel’s
precious imports.”


I
nodded, following close behind as Pons tip-toed through the garage, past the
bulky forms of the two automobiles it contained. As we had seen that morning,
there was a connecting door to the store-room, which was unlocked. Solar Pons
led the way to the far wall and gazed up through the gloom at the piled boxes
which climbed toward the ceiling.


“This
will be a difficult job, Pons.”


My
companion shook his head.


“I
think not, Parker, if my suppositions be correct. Just place that large box at
the foot here, will you.”


I
helped him slide the crate over. Solar Pons fingered the lobe of his left ear
and looked at me reflectively in the gloom.


“Just
as I thought, my dear fellow. A natural staircase.”


I
soon saw what he meant, for he simply marched up the slope of heavy boxes,
which were arranged in tiers, rather like steps. I followed and joined him on
the topmost crate.


“What
now, Pons?”


“Nothing
could be simpler, Parker.”


So
saying he pulled at the large boxes in front of him. which stretched from the
crates to the ceiling. I gasped, for the enormous pile, at least ten feet high,
came away with the utmost ease. Pons holding the lowest between the tips of his
fingers. He chuckled at my expression.


“As
I suspected. Mere cardboard. Parker, glued together. You will see that there is
nothing between the crates on which we are standing and the floor yonder. Just
help me with these other piles.”


In
a few minutes we had removed all four piles of boxes, and placed them lower
down. We now had a clear space from floor to ceiling, revealing a large expanse
of concrete at the rear of the wooden crates. Pons glanced keenly at the
slatted wooden ceiling revealed.


“We
can learn nothing further here, Parker. The answer must lie in the studio
above. Come.”


Gaining
the outside and first making sure that there was no-one else in the garden.
Pons crept quietly up the staircase to the studio. I followed quickly, just in
time to see the lean form of my friend glide through the door, which he had
swiftly opened with the duplicate key. I moved toward the light switch but Pons
instantly stopped me.


“I
think not, Parker. It is annoying. I know and will make the task doubly tedious
but we must work without the benefit of the main light.”


He
moved over cautiously through the studio into which silvery moonlight was
filtering from the skylight above. The body of the unfortunate sculptor had
been removed, as P.C. Daniels had told us, but the tarpaulin which covered the
spot where he had lain and the gouts of blood upon the statue of Venus
Aphrodite were a vivid reminder of the brooding horror of that moment when we
had first entered the chamber of death.


Pons
had a small flash-light out now and was moving cautiously across the planking
of the floor. To my surprise he ignored the main studio and went up the shallow
staircase to the platform where the easel stood. Pons remained musing for a
moment, his right hand stroking his chin, while the beam from his torch played
quickly up and down the flooring.


“Why
do you feel any entrance must be here, Pons?” I whispered.


“Simply
because there is no other place, Parker,” said Solar Pons. “The crates below
are solid, except for those we have just removed. The corner of the cleared
area corresponds to this platform here. Besides, the buttressed sections below
would not allow it.”


“I
saw no buttresses, Pons.”


“Because
you were not looking for them, my dear fellow. There were several steel beams,
against which boxes and crates had been stacked for the purposes of Colonel
Gantley’s antique business. We must not forget the enormous weight of these
sculptures.”


“But
I cannot possibly see how there could be an entrance, Pons. As we have just
noted the ceiling below here is solid.”


Solar
Pons turned to me. In the dim light of the torch his eyes were twinkling.


“I
have already pointed out, Parker, there must be an entrance. Otherwise, Romane
Schneider would still be alive. You really must learn to eliminate all
inessentials.”


He
turned from me and gave an experimental tug on the cord by which the overhead
light was suspended. Satisfied, he moved over to the polished wooden railing
that surrounded the platform and examined it carefully. When he had concluded
his scrutiny he turned to the camera and tripod. He next went over the floor,
section by section. All this took more than twenty minutes and I must confess
my heart sank as the time passed without his discovering anything out of the
ordinary.


He
straightened up eventually and dusted the knees of his trousers. I was
surprised to see an expression of alert excitement on his features.


“This
does not bode well, Pons?”


“On
the contrary, it tells me everything, Parker.”


He
moved over to the heavy wooden easel which stood in one corner. There was no
canvas on it and I would not have given it a second glance. But as Pons grasped
it he gave an exclamation of satisfaction.


“As
I suspected, Parker. The whole thing is fastened to the floor.”


“To
the floor, Pons?”


“Yes.
Parker. If I am not much mistaken it is used as a lever. Just hold the torch
will you and stand close by me.”


I
took the flashlight from him and steadied it up on the wooden structure. Pons
bent to it with a grunt. His hands moved about, seeking a purchase and then he
had thrown his whole weight against it as though it were a point-lever in a
railway signal cabin.


“There
is a counter-weight, evidently,” he said thoughtfully as there came a
perceptible rumble. I was so startled that I almost dropped the torch when a
black hole suddenly appeared in the flooring of the platform, growing longer
until it reached almost to my feet.


“Brilliantly
ingenious,” said Solar Pons, taking the torch from me and casting its beam down
the stairwell.


“As
you will see the boarding was not tongue and groove up here, but fitted flush.
It was the only possible explanation to the mystery.”


I
now saw that the heavy pine planks of the floor had separated to form steps;
they were held from beneath by flat pieces of metal screwed to them and which
from below I had taken as strengthening bands for the ceiling. The whole thing
resembled nothing so much as a gigantic piece of trellis-work.


“But
why all this elaboration, Pons?”


“Supposing
some of Mr Schneider’s lady-friends were illustrious names, who could not
afford a scandal, Parker. What simpler than the pretence of renting a garage in
this quiet spot. The lady could simply drive her car in, lock the door behind
her and ascend to the studio from the interior of the store-room and no-one the
wiser.”


I
gazed at Pons in mute admiration.


“You
are undoubtedly right. You knew this all the time, Pons!”


Solar
Pons slowly shook his head.


“I
knew there had to be an entrance. The motive for it did not cross my mind until
we found those letters in Schneider’s study.”


He
put his hand on my arm, his head on one side.


“Have
your revolver ready, friend Parker. Something is moving in the garage below. I
fancy I have just heard the outer door softly close. Take no chances but if you
have to shoot try to wound rather than kill. I will just get to the
light-switch yonder.”


He
moved silently away, extinguishing the torch. I had the revolver in my hand
when the staircase trembled to a furious tread and a gigantic shadow rushed
toward me in the bleached moonlight.
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There
was a savage cry which made my nerves jump but my hand was steady enough as I
levelled the revolver. The huge figure reached the top of the stairs and turned
toward me with incredible speed, the heavy mass of timber held threateningly
over its head.


“For
heaven’s sake, man!”


Pons’
voice, crisp and incisive rang out as there came the click of the light-switch
and the studio was bathed in incandescence. I stood as though paralysed but I
came to myself at Pons’ cry.


“Fire
for your life, Parker!”


The
vast man with the yellow face distorted with hatred was almost on me when I
squeezed the trigger. He grunted and turned aside, scarlet spreading on his
shoulder. I jumped back to the edge of the platform as he fell with a crash,
the heavy billet of wood flying from his hands. Pons was beside me in a flash,
pinning the fallen giant.


“Help
me with this rope, Parker. A flesh wound only. I fancy, but he will be
formidable indeed when he recovers from the shock.”


I
swiftly helped him to pinion our prisoner’s hands and when we had secured him,
I urged him up with the revolver. The heavy yellow face was sullen, the eyes
burning viciously with pain and anger.


“Take
no chances. Parker.” said Pons coolly. “If he tries anything further shoot him
in the leg.”


The
Chinese, who was dressed in blue chauffeur’s livery, with white gloves.


turned
to Pons.


“I
no understand.”


“I
think you understand well enough,” said Pons equably.


He
helped the groaning man into an armchair which stood just below the platform.
He crossed over to me to take the revolver.


“Now,
Parker. Your department, I think.”


He
covered the Chinese while I made a rapid examination and roughly bandaged the
wound with my handkerchief. I pressed it back and bound it with an old trunk
strap I found in the corner of the room.


“A
flesh wound only, Pons. It has gone right through.”


Pons
smiled slightly.


“You
have been fortunate, my friend. Dr Parker here is an excellent shot. Though I
fear you have been spared merely to provide work for the hangman.”


The
chauffeur shook his head stubbornly.


“I
no understand. I see light. Think burglars.”


Solar
Pons’ smile widened.


“I
think not. It really will not do. This man is undoubtedly the murderer of
Romane Schneider, Parker. Thought obviously the tool of others.”


“I
do not understand, Pons.”


“You
will in due course, Parker. We are nearly at the end of the road. But here, for
a start, is the big man we were looking for.”


“He
is certainly that, Pons.”


“Is
he not?”


Solar
Pons had a mocking smile on his face.


“We
will just have a few words with his employer.”


“His
employer, Pons?”


“Certainly.
Colonel Gantley.”


I
stared at Pons in puzzlement.


“Come,
Parker. It does not take very much reasoning. This is Colonel Gantley’s
chauffeur and general factotum or I will give up my title to whatever
reputation my modest talents have earned me.”


“But
what has Colonel Gantley to do with this, Pons?”


“Everything,
Parker. He pays one hundred pounds a week for Cheneys, as a start. And by the
time we have crossed the strip of lawn which separates this studio from the
house, I shall no doubt have thought up a few more questions for him.”


He
prodded the bound giant to his feet. With me following behind we descended the
outer stairs of the studio and picked our way through the garden to where the
lights of the Colonel’s house burned dimly before us.


A
dark-clad servant answered Pons’ insistent ringing at the bell and stared in
disbelief at the bloodstained form of the groaning chauffeur.


“Kindly
announce us to your master,” commanded Solar Pons.


As
the man still stood there Pons pushed him aside unceremoniously.


“On
second thoughts we will announce ourselves. Where is the Colonel?”


“In
the drawing room, sir,” the man stammered.


But
our dramatic entrance had already been heard and before we were halfway across
the luxuriously appointed hallway with its hanging brass lantern, a mahogany
door on the far side opened and Colonel Gantley came out, his hair shining
silver in the lamplight.


“What
is the meaning of this outrageous violation of privacy, sir?”


“It
means. Colonel Gantley, that your little charade is over. Unless you wish the
entire household to hear, I advise that we adjourn somewhere private to talk.”


The
Colonel’s face was suffused with rage as he took in the state of the chauffeur.


“Chang!
What have you been up to?”


Then
a shock passed across his face. It was cleverly done but I could have sworn he
was acting.


“Why,
It’s Mr Pons, is it not? We met this morning.”


“You
would have a short memory indeed, Colonel, if you had forgotten already.”


The
Colonel was leading the way into the drawing room. A tall, dark man who was
sitting neat the fireplace with a glass of brandy in his hand made as though to
jump to his feet but the Colonel signalled to him with a lowering of the
eyelids and he relaxed on to the divan again.


“This
is my associate, Mr Belding.”


Solar
Pons inclined his head curtly and turned back to our reluctant host.


“You
will be pleased to hear that we have found the man responsible for the death of
Romane Schneider, colonel. Your chauffeur here.”


Colonel
Gantley gasped and took a step toward the big Chinese, who stood with
impassive, if pain-wracked features.


“Romane
Schneider? Murdered? How terrible!”


“I
said nothing about a murder. Colonel,” said Pons blandly. “Though I see you
know all about it. Remarkable in view of the fact that we mentioned only a
burglary.”


The
Colonel’s face went ashen and he made a choking noise. The man by the fireplace
leapt up but I already had my revolver out.


“I
think not,” said Solar Pons gently. “Dr Parker here is a crack shot and we have
already had enough violence for one evening. If you have a weapon in your
inside pocket there, Mr Belding, I sincerely advise you to drop it.”


Colonel
Gantley’s forehead was beaded with sweat and he seemed to sag suddenly.


“Do
as Mr Pons says,” he advised his colleague.


“Pray
collect it, Parker. I will look after these two. Now, Colonel Gantley, I urge
you to make a clean breast of things. You are already an accessory to murder
and the other charges I will prefer should assure you at least twenty years in
prison. It is in your interest to co-operate.”


I
took the heavy calibre pistol from the dark-haired man and motioned him over to
join Gantley and the Chinese on a divan at the other side of the fireplace.
Gantley sank into the cushions and passed a handkerchief over his face.


“I
see it is useless to dissemble, Mr Pons. Just what exactly do you know?”


“That
is better, Colonel Gantley,” said Solar Pons crisply. “When there is truth
between us, we may progress. If you assist the authorities in this matter, they
may be inclined toward leniency. Otherwise, I can promise nothing.”


A
groan trickled out from beneath Gantley’s tight-pressed fingers.


“You
are right, Mr Pons. I did know about Schneider’s murder. But I want you to
believe I had nothing to do with it: it was not ordered by me and I was
appalled and horrified when I learned what Chang had done.”


Solar
Pons’ expression was grim and stern as he looked down at the abject figure of
the Colonel.


“I
am inclined to believe you. And it may be that you have been more of a dupe
than anything else, though there is little excuse for you. You have been
engaged in a foul and inhuman trade and must take the consequences.”


“I
do not understand you, Pons,” I began, when my friend silenced me with a
gesture.


“You
must realise, Colonel Gantley,” he went on, “I can promise nothing, though my
recommendation to the police authorities might carry some weight if I were able
to present them with a watertight case.”


We
were interrupted at that moment by a aloud rapping at the door.


“Are
you all right, Colonel? Do you wish me to call the police, sir?”


“Certainly
not!”


The
Colonel’s voice was a strangled squawk and Solar Pons gave me a thin smile as
the Colonel hurried over toward the door. I noticed that Pons remained close
behind him while I kept my pistol trained upon the second man before me. There
was a muffled colloquy at the door and then Gantley was back.


“I
will tell you everything. I hardly know where to begin, Mr Pons.”


“Let
me tell you what I have learned, Colonel. Then you can fill in the missing
pieces.”


“Very
well, sir.”


Solar
Pons went over to stand at a point midway between the two men. He made a subtle
gesture to me with the thin fingers of his left hand and so I continued to
cover the dark man, Belding. The chauffeur, Chang, sat silent and impassive,
nursing his wound, his face white despite his yellow pigmentation. His eyes
burned vindictively into mine.


Solar
Pons faced me in a contemplative mood and began to speak to me as though we
were alone at 7B Praed Street.


“There
were two baffling mysteries about this case, Parker. The murder of Romane
Schneider in a sealed room and the lack of motive. You now know how the
murderer gained access.”


“But
I still do not know why, Pons.”


“Precisely,
Parker. I shall proceed to tell you if I am allowed freedom from interruption.
The puzzle in the sealed room was the method of entry and exit. There had to be
one because the murderer could not just vanish into thin air. He had also to be
a huge man, as I had already demonstrated because Romane Schneider was about
six feet tall and had been hit squarely upon the crown of the head with shattering
force. As the skylight, the obviously solid walls and the main door were ruled
out for the reasons we have already discussed, there remained only the
flooring.


“I
had already noticed from the building below that it would have been impossible
for anyone to have gained entry from the garage as it had a solid cement
ceiling. That left only the store-room and a number of interesting
possibilities emerged. There were various buttresses and pillars which, to my
mind, ruled out a staircase in that portion of the building. It had to be a
staircase or ladder because of the height of the studio from the ground. There
was only one possible place and I immediately saw that it corresponded with the
position of the raised platform in the studio above.”


Solar
Pons paused and looked at the crushed form of Colonel Gantley with glittering
eyes. The man Belding held himself coiled tightly like a spring but I held the
revolver ready and the expression on my face evidently deterred him.


“You
may recall that I paid particular attention to the studio flooring. Parker. And
that I found traces of the murderer which petered out near the foot of the
shallow stairs leading to the platform. That merely reinforced my suspicions
and I soon saw that though the floor was apparently solid, there were faint
cracks between the pine planking at various points, instead of the tongue and
groove joints which obtained elsewhere. I was convinced that an entrance would
be found there and so it proved. We then had the problem of why the staircase
existed and who had used it.


“I
had only to see Godfrey Horrabin and Sir Hercules Kronfeld to eliminate them
from my inquiries. Though both physically fitted the requirements it was
obvious, from the frank and open way in which he answered my questions and my
reading of his character, that Horrabin would not have destroyed his own
livelihood as the dead man’s secretary. Similarly, Kronfeld was genuinely moved
at his old enemy’s death: as I observed, there was a similar love-hate
relationship between Gilbert and Sullivan. Sir Hercules had been a personal
friend until the two men quarrelled: in my opinion the feud between the two
men, real or supposed, added salt to life for both.


“Two
vital pieces of information emerged from my examination of Schneider’s study,
both of which had been overlooked by Jamison. Or rather, no proper conclusions
had been drawn from them. The existence of the staircase which led only to the
store-room and garage was far more plausible when it became clear that the dead
sculptor was a notorious womaniser. Discretion was assured when a woman had
only to drive her car into the garage, using a key supplied by Schneider, and
gain access to the studio secretly and privately by using the staircase.


“Though
we have not had time to find it, there is obviously a button or some mechanism
down below which operates the thing from the store-room. The motive for the
crime was supplied by my finding among Schneider’s papers that Colonel Gantley
here was paying the incredible sum of £100 a week for the privilege of renting
Cheneys. It would have to be a profitable antique business indeed which could
support such an outlay.”


Colonel
Gantley gave another groan and turned a haggard face toward Pons.


“Shall
I tell you why Colonel Gantley paid Schneider £100 a week, Parker?”


I
nodded.


“Because
so much money was being made by the Colonel and his associates that money was
no object. There were certain pressures on them and they had to get a
respectable address with storage facilities immediately.”


Colonel
Gantley spoke.


“The
police had just raided our headquarters in Limehouse, Mr Pons. I had
instructions from above to evacuate all our supplies from Deptford. I brought
them here just in time.”


Solar
Pons started tamping tobacco into the bowl of his pipe.


“I
suspected something of the sort. I remembered the newspaper reports a short
while ago. And my suspicions became aroused when I saw the crates which had
come from such places as I long Kong and other cities in the Far East.”


“I
wish I knew what you were talking about. Pons,” I protested.


“Tut,
Parker, it was a simple deduction,” said Solar Pons, lighting his pipe. “Following
the murder some of the crates had been hastily moved and part of the contents
spilled. You may remember I tasted some white powder which was on the floor. As
a doctor, Parker, the implications should have been obvious.”


“Drugs,
Pons!”


“Of
course, my dear fellow. Cocaine and opium, mainly, I should imagine. Hong Kong
is one of the great clearing houses for the trade in the Far East. Furthermore,
all the crates we saw were marked with red stars. I felt certain in my mind
that these would be sure to contain genuine antiques or souvenirs. Colonel
Gantley here was only a tool, part of a large ring. I have a shrewd suspicion
who was at the centre of the web.”


“I
beg of you, Mr Pons,” said Gantley. in a shaking voice. He looked quickly at
Belding, bit his lip and turned away again.


“But
what has all this to do with the murder. Pons?”


“Everything,
Parker. Let us just reconstruct the matter. Romane Schneider was in financial
difficulties, we already know. He decided to let his house and rent a less
expensive one. He was naturally delighted when Colonel Gantley turned up at the
estate agents and made his extravagant offer. But may we not conjecture that after
some weeks of tenancy, his curiosity got the better of him? Why was an antique
dealer like Colonel Gantley, a man with a relatively modest income, so keen to
pay £100 a week?


“Why
did he store so many things from the Far East inside the rooms below the
studio? And why did he employ Chinese almost exclusively among his outside
staff. That was so, was it not, Colonel Gantley?”


“You
are guessing, Mr Pons, I imagine. But you are right, yes. A number of Chinese
have been here. I have told my superiors about it, but these men are experts at
the trade. Mr Belding was their supervisor.”


“You
fool!”


Belding
had sprung up with a white face before I could stop him and struck the Colonel
in the mouth. I caught the dark man across the skull with the barrel of my pistol
and he dropped noiselessly on to the divan.


“Well
done, Parker,” said Pons drily. “I see that your reflexes have lost nothing of
their hair-trigger reaction. You had best examine him. I do not think we need
fear trouble from Colonel Gantley.”


I
gave the dark man a cursory examination while Pons took the pistol and covered
the chauffeur.


“He
will be out for half an hour, Pons,” I said.


“Excellent.
That should be time enough. Where was I? Ah, yes, Romane Schneider’s fatal
curiosity. As the months went by the movements and actions of his intriguing
neighbours aroused his suspicions. Two nights ago he stayed in his studio after
dark, keeping all the lights off.


“When
he judged it was safe, he let down the staircase. I submit he had already
looked through the store-room window and noted that there were no crates in the
area beneath. He crept down in the dark and made a thorough examination. What
he discovered we shall never know. But the contents of the warehouse were so
vitally important that the intruder could not be allowed to live. Or that was
the reasoning of this man here.”


Pons
looked thoughtfully at the sullen Chinese.


“I
fancy we shall hear nothing from his own lips. He is certainly inscrutable
enough for that, though there is enough circumstantial evidence to ensure him
the hangman’s rope. Schneider was in the store-room when he heard a sound. It
might have been the Colonel’s car returning. At any rate Schneider, thoroughly
frightened, ran back up the staircase and regained the studio.


“He
dared not return the staircase to its original position because of the noise.
He decided on boldness. He put on the light in his studio as though he had just
come in and started work on one of his sculptures. Unfortunately for him the
Chinese must have seen the light shining down through the staircase and went to
investigate. He saw at once how things were and being a man of action took the
decision into his own hands to eliminate Schneider.


“He
crept quietly up the staircase - perhaps under cover of the car engine he had
left running below - and struck Schneider down from behind with his own mallet.
He then retreated to the ground floor and informed the Colonel of his action.”


“Brilliant,
Pons,” I said.


“It
is a reconstruction only, Parker,” returned Solar Pons. “We shall need the
Colonel’s verification.”


“It
is correct in every detail, Mr Pons,” said Colonel Gantley. looking at my
companion with something like awe. He had a handkerchief to his face and
staunched the blood from his cut lip.


“Of
course, my horror at the crime can be imagined, but it was all too late. We
made a thorough search of the store-room and found a small lever at floor level
which operates the staircase from below. After I had made an examination of the
studio and made sure there was nothing incriminating left behind, we put the
stairs back, left the lights on and piled up crates and boxes to ceiling level.
We spent another hour in removing the remaining drugs to the cellar of this
house.”


“You
did admirably well under the circumstances,” said Solar Pons ironically. “I am
sure you will correct any details in which I have gone wrong.”


Colonel
Gantley shook his head.


“I
have only myself to blame, Mr Pons. Easy money was my downfall, as it has been
for so many others. I had been cashiered from the Indian Army. I returned to
the old country but nothing I touched prospered. I started an antique business
but that was foundering. I was desperate for ready money when I met Belding in
a public house one evening about a year ago.


“He
told me of a way I could make money and I slowly became enmeshed. My business,
which had legitimate contacts in the East was useful, you see, and the men
behind the trade found I provided a respectable facade. There is no excuse for
me, I know; I have helped to ruin countless lives - and now this.”


“There
is one way you can redeem yourself,” said Solar Pons, a stern look upon his
features. “The names and addresses of every contact and as many men as possible
higher up in the organisation.”


Gantley
shook his head.


“Belding
was my only major contact. And the Chinese we employed. I will give what help I
can.”


“Be
sure that you do.”


Solar
Pons stood deep in thought for a moment, pulling gently at the lobe of his left
ear, while a thin column of blue smoke ascended from his pipe to the ceiling.


“It
was too much to hope for, Parker. As I said before, the trembling of the web,
but the spider remains concealed in the shadow.”


“You
surely do not mean your old enemy, Pons?” I cried.


“It
is possible, Parker. No crime is too despicable for that scoundrel. And he
would need such enormous profits as that generated by the drugs trade to fuel
his infamous criminal empire. Just ring Jamison, will you? We must make sure he
has not inadvertently arrested Sir Hercules or Schneider’s unfortunate
secretary.”
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“It
was a remarkable case, Pons.”


“Was
it not, Parker?”


We
were at lunch in our comfortable sitting-room at 7B Praed Street a week later
and Mrs Johnson had just brought the midday post up. It was a beautiful June
day and the window curtains stirred gently in the cooling breeze. Pons chuckled
and passed me a copy of the Daily Telegraph. I found a large item on the front
page ringed ready for cutting out and pasting into the book in which he kept
records of his cases.


“Jamison
has excelled himself. At least one drugs rings has been smashed and a stop put
to the traffic in that quarter. Belding himself led to some of those higher up.
It was more than might have been hoped for.”


“Thanks
to you, Pons.”


Solar
Pons smiled wryly.


“Ah,
Parker, you were ever generous in your evaluation of my work. In my humble way
I seek to alleviate some of the ills of mankind.”


“You
have certainly done a good deal here, Pons,” I said.


Solar
Pons shook his head.


“It
is just plugging holes in the dyke, Parker. There is such great profit in this
foul trade that it is almost impossible to stamp out. One does what one can. My
major satisfaction in this particular case is that Baron Ennesford Kroll has
been robbed of considerable profit in the matter. You will see that Heathfleld,
through Jamison, has made a clean sweep of the Limehouse area, and now that
Gantley, Belding and the Chinese are going for trial, this will mean a
considerable, if temporary setback, in the baron’s plans.”


“I
do not see how you can be so sure about the baron’s part in this, Pons?”


“One
develops a sixth sense, Parker. Hullo. Here is something interesting.
Postmarked Switzerland, I see.”


He
tore open the thin blue envelope which Mrs Johnson had just brought up with the
other letters. He studied it in silence, his eyes narrowed. Then he put it down
with a low chuckle.


“Talk
of the Devil, Parker.”


“What
is it, Pons?”


By
way of an answer he passed the single sheet of paper the envelope contained
across to me. It bore just two lines, written in block capitals with a
thin-nibbed pen.


 


MR
PONS - YOUR ROUND,


I
THINK. WE SHALL MEET AGAIN.


K.


 


Solar
Pons sat back at the table and lit his pipe.


“He
is the most dangerous man in Europe, Parker. I would give a great deal to have
netted him.”


And
his eyes looked beyond the homely commons of our room and gazed bleakly into
the void.
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“YOU
CANNOT MEAN it, Pons!”


“I
was never more serious in my life, Parker.”


Solar
Pons looked at me with tightly compressed lips. We were sitting by ourselves in
a first-class railway carriage passing through the rolling countryside beyond
Dorking. It was a cold winter’s day and frost sparkled in the tangled grass of
the fields, yielding diamonds in the hard light of the pale, wintry sun.


“Cedric
Carstairs is in mortal danger, unless I seriously miss my guess.”


“Not
the famous actor?”


Pons
nodded, blowing out plumes of fragrant blue smoke from his pipe. He looked
moodily at the landscape noiselessly passing the window, the telegraph wires
making a jerky background pattern to our conversation.


“What
do you make of that?”


He
handed me the crumpled telegram form. The message was succinct and baffling.


 


THE
FOURTH PARCEL HAS COME.


IMPLORE
YOUR PRESENCE HERE IMMEDIATELY.


CARSTAIRS.


 


I
glanced at the date. It had been handed in at Dorking the previous night.


“I
do not understand, Pons.”


Solar
Pons looked at me sympathetically, the cold winter light making rapid patterns
across his lean, feral features.


“Forgive
me, Parker. When I asked you to come with me to Surrey it was in the nature of
an emergency and there was little time for explanation. There are a few minutes
left before we arrive at our destination and I shall endeavour to put you in
possession of the salient points.


“As
you have already stated, Cedric Carstairs is the well-known stage and cinema
actor. He first wrote me at Praed Street some three weeks ago, when he was on
tour in the West Country. The tenor of his letter impressed me as being that of
a man at the end of his tether. In short, he was in fear of his life.”


I
must confess I looked with astonishment at my friend sitting in the far corner
of the carriage, his luggage and overcoat thrown carelessly about him. He fixed
his eyes on a coloured lithograph of Broadstairs above my head and blew out
another plume of aromatic smoke.


“Surely,
Pons, that it one of the penalties of the actor’s life,” I began. “They are
either idolised or loathed. And when a man like Carstairs spreads his talents
so widely, on both stage and screen, there are bound to be adherents in both
camps.”


Solar
Pons shook his head with a somewhat mocking smile.


“It
is something a little more than that, my dear fellow. And if you would just
have the patience to hear me out ...”


I
mumbled an apology and sank back into my comer, watching the sun sparkle on the
frozen surface of a stream we were passing.


“It
is a bizarre business and one that intrigues me considerably.”


Solar
Pons leaned forward and tented his thin fingers before him.


“When
he was appearing at Edinburgh in Othello, he received a small parcel, posted
from London. It contained a skilfully crafted effigy of himself, in Shakespearean
costume, lying dead with a phial of poison in his hand.”


I
shook my head.


“Lamentable
lack of taste, Pons.”


My
companion inclined his head.


“You
have got the heart of the matter with your usual unfailing perspicacity,
Parker.”


Pons
was silent for a moment and then continued.


“The
first parcel, which arrived some months ago, was in the nature of a warning, he
felt. Nothing happened and he quite forgot the incident. But in October, you
may recall, he appeared with some success at Drury Lane in a revival of The
Hound of the Baskervilles.”


“As
Sir Henry Baskerville, Pons. It was an excellent performance. I saw it myself.”


“Did
you indeed?” said Pons with a thin smile. “About a week before the play opened
he received another parcel. This time it contained a cunningly fashioned model,
in coloured wax, of himself as Sir Henry. He was lying on the ground, his
throat torn out. with the gigantic Baskerville hound standing over him.”


“Good
heavens, Pons!”


“You
may well raise your eyebrows, Parker. The case presents a number of points of
interest. This second parcel was also posted from London but despite all
inquiries he was unable to discover anything about it, though he contacted the
postal authorities. I have gathered all this from Carstairs himself in a series
of telephone conversations during his tours.”


“Nothing
happened on this second occasion, Pons?”


Solar
Pons sat back in his seat and looked reflectively at the passing telegraph
wires.


“There
was an accident on the opening night. A chandelier which was part of the
Baskerville Hall set in the prologue collapsed on to the stage. It narrowly
missed Carstairs and did in fact slightly injure the actor who played Dr
Watson. The chandelier was not a stage property, but one of the original
massive fittings of the theatre, which is often used in opera.”


“So
that Carstairs could have been killed?”


“Very
easily. The police were called and found that the cable holding the chandelier
had been eaten through with a powerful corrosive that would have taken about
ten minutes to do its work.”


“You
were not called in, Pons?”


My
companion shook his head.


“My
services were only solicited more recently. But that is the story I had from
Carstairs. He was in a considerable state of nerves by this time.”


Pons
tapped thoughtfully with the bowl of his pipe on the brass door-fitting of the
carriage, tipping fragments of tobacco into the metal ash-tray.


“He
was in Liverpool a few weeks ago, starring in a modern thriller called The
Arrow of Fate. This time he received a third parcel, also posted from London.
It contained another skilfully contrived wax model of himself in evening dress,
this time hanging from a beam.”


“There
was no message?”


Solar
Pons shook his head.


“There
was never a message of any kind.”


“But
something happened?”


“Most
definitely, Parker. D’Arcy Stanwell, the second male lead, who was of the same
build and appearance as Carstairs was killed on the first night as he made his
entrance, just after the curtain went up.”


I
blinked.


“Good
heavens. You think he was mistaken for your client, Pons?”


“I
am certain of it, Parker. It was a combination of the lighting and the
resemblance between the two men. who both wore evening dress for this
particular scene. The manner of the killing was bizarre in the extreme.
Stanwell was killed by a steel arrow which came from somewhere in the theatre,
probably from an empty stage-box high up. It was a matinee, you see. The
murderer made his escape undetected.”


“But
he must have had some sort of bow, Pons.”


“Exactly.
Which is what makes the problem so intriguing. The show closed at once, of
course. And naturally the police were unable to trace the murderer.”


“Why
do you say ‘naturally’, Pons?”


“Because
this case is a hundred miles outside the ordinary type of police work, Parker.
You have noticed one important factor?”


“What
is that, Pons?”


Solar
Pons shook his head.


“Tut,
tut, Parker. You disappoint me. I had thought more highly of your ratiocinative
faculties.”


“I
am afraid I do not follow, Pons.”


“Why,
the warning and its execution, Parker. In each case the potential victim
received a sinister warning in the shape of a wax effigy. You will remember
that in the case of Othello he was lying dead, poisoned. But Othello himself
strangled Desdemona in that distinguished work. The second warning depicted him
with his throat torn out but instead a chandelier descended.”


“I
see, Pons!”


I
sat up in my seat.


“The
third time he was depicted hanging but his unfortunate colleague was shot with
an arrow.”


“You
have hit it, Parker.”


Solar
Pons looked at me dreamily from under lowered eye-lids.


“He
was warned of his impending death but in each case the method of death was
something totally unexpected. The murderer wanted to frighten, even terrify,
but not to indicate the manner of death precisely or his victim might escape.”


“But
nothing happened after the first warning. Pons.”


“There
you have me, Parker.”


Solar
Pons pulled reflectively at his right ear-lobe. “Though it is impossible to
prove at this distance in time I would submit that the person menacing
Carstairs’ life intended some sort of coup at the theatre during the
performance of Othello but was prevented by circumstances on the actual night
he intended to commit his crime.”


“But
why did he not try again?”


Solar
Pons smiled.


“Perhaps
he could only be in Edinburgh for one night. There are a number of interesting
possibilities. Or he may have merely intended to frighten this first time, so
that the second, real attempt would be completely unexpected.”


I
nodded.


“And
now there has been a fourth parcel?”


Pons
had a worried expression on his thin, ascetic features.


“According
to my client’s telegram. He is currently preparing for an ambitious new play at
the Negresco Theatre in London.”


He
looked moodily out of the carriage window at the fleeting images of the
countryside.


“It
is unfortunate, but could not have been better from the point of view of the
person who is threatening his life.”


“Why
so. Pons?”


Solar
Pons stood up, gathering his coat and case.


“Ah,
here we are at our destination, Parker.”


He
looked at me sombrely as I buttoned my own overcoat.


“The
play is a modern piece called Death Comes to Thornfield. Carstairs himself
plays the victim of a particularly diabolical murder!”
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The
day. if anything, seemed even colder when we descended at the small station
near Guildford. The cab our client had engaged was waiting in the station
forecourt and a drive of some fifteen minutes brought us to a handsome,
Edwardian house of three storeys, standing in well-wooded grounds of about five
acres. Pons was silent as our vehicle crunched over the gravel of the drive
between the handsome lodges with their overhanging eaves of red tiles which
flanked the white-painted gates.


We
were evidently expected for the gates were open and as we drove through I could
already see a white-haired man in a green-baize apron who hurried from the
entrance of the larger lodge and locked the tall iron gates behind us. The drive
wound up between sombre banks of rhododendron whose lighter green did little to
relieve the deep shadows of the heavy pines and firs which bordered the
carriageway.


But
the house itself, with the pale winter sun sparkling from its well-kept facade
and reflected back from a multitude of white-framed windows had a cheerful
aspect and I could see the two tennis-courts through a gap in the trees and,
across the broad lawns and the rose-garden, desolate now in winter, could be
glimpsed the metal framework of a diving stage and the heavy boarding covering
a large swimming pool. I glanced at my companion mischievously.


“There
is money here, Pons.”


“Is
there not, Parker. Ah, unless I am mistaken, here is our client himself.”


And
indeed, the handsome, somewhat florid figure of the former matinee idol was
descending the steps toward us, a brace of Irish wolf-hounds at his heels. The
cab ground to a stop and the driver got down to unload our baggage while the
actor effusively pumped my companion’s hand.


“Good
of you to come, Mr Pons! I am extremely grateful. And this is your equally
celebrated friend, Dr Parker?”


He
turned to me with a winning smile and gripped my hand strongly.


“Hardly
celebrated, Mr Carstairs.”


“You
are too modest, Dr Parker. Boswell and Johnson, eh, Mr Pons?”


Pons
glanced at me, sparks of humour dancing in his deep-set eyes.


“The
simile is hardly apposite from a physical point of view, Mr Carstairs, but I
take it was kindly meant,” he said gravely.


“Indeed,
Mr Pons. But come along in. It is dreadfully cold out here on these steps.”


He
hurried us up into the shadow of a great porch while a black-coated manservant
carried our bags. During the ascent I had time to study my host properly. His
features were familiar to me, of course, through cinema performances and stage
appearances, but he seemed even taller and broader than I remembered. He must
have been over fifty by now but was still handsome in a fleshy way and had
tremendous “presence”, as those in the stage profession call it.


His
eyes and his flashing smile were his greatest features and though his
complexion was ruddy and florid, indicative to me to a long indulgence in
alcoholic spirits, he was still a fine figure of a man and would pass for a
good while yet, with skilful make-up and stage lighting.


He
was dressed in a thick suit of country tweeds with a waistcoat and his
theatrical and flamboyant appearance was emphasised by the gaily-coloured silk
scarf loosely knotted round his neck, and tucked into the vee of a blue silk
shirt. The ensemble was Bohemian and on anyone else would have looked slovenly
but it suited him perfectly.


We
were let in the large, tiled hall by a striking looking blonde woman of about
thirty-eight, and I recognised the actress Sandra Stillwood before Carstairs
introduced her as his wife. She came forward with a smile and shook hands,
while the wolf-hounds loped about the hall as though they would demolish the
furniture in their boisterousness.


A
shadow passed across her handsome features as she led the way into a huge
drawing-room which contained many oil paintings and drawings of herself and her
husband in their various stage and screen roles. Bowls of hot-house flowers
were set about here and there and though a large fire burned in the stone
fireplace, the room was already warm from the radiators set round the walls.


“Lunch
will be served within the hour, gentlemen,” said Mrs Carstairs. “In the
meantime may I offer you a sherry?”


“Excellent
idea, Sandra,” boomed Carstairs, waving away the butler, who had followed us in
and now stood awaiting his instructions.


The
big actor went to a silver tray standing at one end of a grand piano and which
contained a great many bottles and glasses. He busied himself with pouring the
sherry for us and mixing drinks for himself and his wife. Pons went to stand
near the fireplace and looked at the lady of the house thoughtfully.


“What
do you think of this business, Mrs Carstairs?”


“I
prefer to be known as Miss Stillwood, Mr Pons,” the fair woman said, a faint
flush on her cheeks.


She
glanced across at her husband.


“I
have not yet retired, though Cedric sometimes acts as though I had.”


Carstairs
gave a somewhat strained smile and brought the drinks over to myself and Pons.
We waited until our host and hostess also has glasses in their hands.


“Success,
Mr Pons.”


“I
will drink to that, Mr Carstairs.”


Solar
Pons moved over to a high-backed chair at Miss Stillwood’s invitation and sat
down, crossing his thin legs and looking for all the world as though he were at
ease in his own drawing-room. Once again I marvelled at the effortless way in
which he dominated every gathering without appearing to do so.


“I
asked you a question, Miss Stillwood.”


The
blonde woman took a tentative sip at her drink, wrinkled her nose at her
husband and pondered her reply.


“It
seems inexplicable, Mr Pons. Why should anyone want to go to all the trouble of
making those wax models?”


“Why
indeed?” said Solar Pons politely, his eyes on Carstairs. “But you do not deny
the matter is serious?”


The
blonde woman’s eyes flashed and I saw for a brief moment the dynamic beauty
that had flowered to such remarkable art in innumerable films and plays.


“I
deny nothing, Mr Pons! It is damnable. Poor D’Arcy! But the whole thing seems
so pointless. And Cedric is making such a fuss of the business. I keep telling
him to pull himself together but he is terrified.”


There
was an undertone of contempt in her voice as she glanced affectionately at her
husband and I saw him redden under her look.


“Damn
it all, Sandra,” he exploded. “It is not you who is the target, after all.”


“You
have a point, Mr Carstairs,” said Pons soothingly. “We may as well get down to
facts at once. I should like first to see those models you have already
received. And of course, the latest parcel.”


“Certainly,
Mr Pons. They are locked in the safe in my study. We will go there directly we
have finished our drinks.”


“Excellent.”


Solar
Pons rubbed his hands together and held them out toward the fire. His eyes had
a far-away expression in them.


“The
wrappings and enclosure were identical to the others?”


“Exactly,
Mr Pons. I have them all still.”


“And
again posted from London?”


Carstairs
inclined his head.


“Yes,
Mr Pons.”


Before
Pons could say any more there was a rapping at the door which immediately
afterward opened to admit a tall, slim young man of about thirty with dark,
bushy hair. He paused in some confusion but came toward the group round the
fireplace at Carstairs’ command to enter.


“This
is my secretary, John Abrahams, Mr Pons. Mr Solar Pons. Dr Lyndon Parker.”


The
secretary made a graceful bow and murmured something which I could not make out
but took to be a polite acknowledgement of the introduction.


“Mr
Abrahams would have received the parcels in the first place, Mr Carstairs?”


“That
is so, Mr Pons,” said the young man, with a half-hesitant look at his employer.


“They
came in the usual way?”


The
secretary nodded.


“With
the incoming post from the village. Simons is our regular postman and to the
best of my knowledge he brought them both. That is to say, the second and
fourth. The first and third parcels were received in Edinburgh and Liverpool
respectively.”


“I
see.”


Solar
Pons was deep in thought for a few moments, the only sound in the room the deep
crackling of the log-fire on the hearth. The silence was eventually broken by
Carstairs’ wife who put her glass back on the tray on top of the piano with a
quick, decisive movement.


“If
you will excuse me, gentlemen, I will see about lunch. We eat in half an hour,
Cedric.”


She
glanced sharply at her husband as she spoke.


“Certainly,
Sandra,” he said somewhat defensively.


He
made a wry mouth as she quitted the room, followed at some distance by the
secretary.


“I
am notoriously unpunctual, gentlemen. I suppose my wife must find it
irritating.”


He
grinned and went over to pour himself another drink.


“At
least I am always on stage in time for my entrances,” he added. “Which is
something. Another drink, gentlemen?”


Solar
Pons excused himself.


“Not
before lunch, if you please, Mr Carstairs. I am anxious to look at those
parcels before we sit down.”


“By
all means, Mr Pons. Come along, doctor.”


We
followed the big actor out of the drawing-room and into a large connecting room
which looked on to the rose-garden, now austere and deserted in the bitter
wind. The room was equipped as a study and the series of theatrical portraits
were continued on that part of the panelled walls not given over to books.
Carstairs crossed to the natural stone fireplace over which hung an oil of
himself in one of his more flamboyant film roles. He pushed the painting aside
to disclose a small wall safe.


He
took from it a large cardboard box and carried it over to the desk, where he
placed it in front of Pons. My companion sat down behind the desk, his face
keen and alert. Carefully, Carstairs took from the box the artfully fashioned
and beautifully coloured figures. There was a brief silence as Pons produced
his magnifying glass and went scrupulously over them in minute detail.


“This
is highly skilled work, Mr Carstairs. Someone has been to a deal of trouble.”


“Have
they not, Mr Pons.”


“Someone
who follows your career closely.”


“Evidently.”


Pons
turned to me.


“What
do you think of these, Parker?”


“I
agree with you, Pons,” I said. “These are finely done. The threats to Mr
Carstairs seem to me to be unnecessarily elaborate.”


“You
are constantly improving, Parker,” said Solar Pons drily. “The same thought had
already occurred to me. Let us just see what we can read from these wrappings.”


Our
host’s flushed, handsome face had an approving expression as he went to sit on
a corner of the desk, glass in hand. Pons went over the wrappings minutely and
then threw them down with a grunt.


“There
is little here, Parker. The paper, as you no doubt noted, is purchasable in
only three major emporia in London. It would be useless to enquire in that
direction as each has thousands of customers every day of the week. The
lettering, in block capitals, was obviously to disguise the hand. That type of
broad-nibbed pen can be bought in London or throughout the country by the
thousand. Similarly, the wax seals have been made with the cheap penny stick
available at any stationers. The sender has been careful not to press them down
on the string and thus leave finger-prints.”


Pons
peered again at the lettering of each address.


“However,
there is something to be read after all. The superscription has been written by
a male, probably in the prime of his life but with a weak character.”


Carstairs.
who had been listening to Pons’ monologue with amazement on his features
cleared his throat with a loud rasping noise.


“Good
Heavens, Mr Pons!” he boomed. “You mean to say you can tell all that from a
cursory glance. I came to the right shop!”


“Hardly
a cursory glance,” said Solar Pons reprovingly. “A lifetime’s study of such
matters has gone into that cursory glance, as you call it.”


The
big man flushed.


“No
offence meant, Mr Pons,” he rumbled. “But how can you read such things?”


“Characteristics,
Mr Carstairs,” said Pons quietly. “They would be too lengthy to go into now but
the human hand does not lie even when it comes to lettering of this sort. The
characteristics of the weak, indecisive male are unmistakable in this script. I
have written a monograph on the subject and would recommend you to peruse it.”


“Touché,
Mr Pons,” said Carstairs with a wry chuckle. “You would not presume to teach me
how to play Othello, and your art is just as esoteric; am I right? Well, each
to his last. But I’m damned impressed, I must say.”


He
good-humouredly drained his glass and put it down on a corner of the desk.


“What
about the parcel that came yesterday, Mr Carstairs?”


“I
have it here, Mr Pons.”


The
actor had put down a second package on another part of the desk and he now
passed it to Pons. He gave the brown paper wrapping a brief examination and put
it aside for the moment. He took from it a small cardboard box similar to that
in which the other wax models had been enclosed. From it he carefully removed a
wooden plinth on which the miniature and savage drama was being played out.
There was a deep silence in the room and I pressed closer to Pons in order to
see the model in greater detail.


It
was every bit as cunningly fashioned as the others. The unmistakable figure of
Carstairs lay on the facsimile of a patterned carpet. He was dressed in evening
clothes, with an opera cloak, and his top hat lay beside him. The figure lay on
its back with one leg drawn up under it. From the right eye-socket an arrow
protruded; the face was distorted with pain and horror and thick blood from the
wound trickled down onto the manikin’s shirt-front.


It
was an arresting and disgusting sight and I gazed at it with loathing. Solar
Pons glanced up at me, a grim smile playing at the corners of his sensitive
mouth.


“What
say you, Parker?”


“It
is disgusting, Pons!” I burst out. “A warped if clever mind is behind this.”


“You
may well be right, Parker,” Solar Pons rejoined in casual tones. “As you have
already observed, a great deal of skill has been expended on this. Death Comes
to Thornfield indeed. Strangely enough this is exactly how the unfortunate
actor was killed in Mr Carstairs’ last play, though the warning took the form
of a hanging figure.”


He
looked across at Carstairs, whose features had grown pale and drawn. His eyes
dragged themselves reluctantly from the little series of tableaux on the desk.


“There
is no doubt this represents your current play, Mr Carstairs?”


“No
doubt at all, Mr Pons. The costume there is identical to the one I wear in the
production.”


“And
how do you die in the piece?”


“I
am strangled in the last act, Mr Pons.”


My
companion nodded.


“Death
by poisoning; by savage hound: by hanging; and by an arrow. It is bizarre and
extraordinary.”


He
rubbed his thin hands together and his eyes shone.


“I
cannot remember when I have been so taken with a case, Mr Carstairs. When does
the play open?”


“Next
month, Mr Pons. I will not dissemble. My wife was perfectly right. I am
terrified of this business, especially after poor Stanwell. There is something
diabolical and inevitable about it. Please save me, Mr Pons.”


There
was a pathetic quality in his earnest entreaty and Solar Pons held up his hand,
with a comforting gesture.


“Now
we know what we are up against, Mr Carstairs, we are forewarned. This person
who menaces you obviously wants to punish you in some way in public. Therefore,
we have only to fear the actual performances. I would like to attend a few
rehearsals, in order to verse myself in the story of the play. And at the same
time a thorough examination of the theatre would be of great assistance.”


Cedric
Carstairs let out a sigh of relief.


“Nothing
could be easier, Mr Pons. I will make arrangements at the theatre.”


“But
be discreet. Mr Carstairs. I do not want any outside people to know that I am
there.”


Carstairs
had a startled look on his face, as Pons made a thorough examination of the
wrappings of the fourth parcel.


“You
do not think it could be any member of the company?”


“It
is quite possible, Mr Carstairs. You have not yet told me anything of the
possible motive.”


“Motive,
Mr Pons?”


“Come,
Mr Carstairs, every man has his enemies; especially is that true of the
theatrical profession.”


There
were small spots of red burning on our host’s cheeks now.


“Well.
Mr Pons. I must be frank with you. This matter is too serious for anything
else. I have perhaps been over-fond of the ladies in my time. It is a human failing
to which theatricals are particularly prone.”


Solar
Pons smiled thinly.


“You
mean a jealous husband might be at the back of this? It is a possibility we
must not overlook. Have you anyone in mind?”


Carstairs
spread his hands wide and there was something irresistibly comic about the
gesture; as though his actor’s vanity were saying unmistakably to us that the
field was an extensive one and the suspects many. Something of this must have
crossed my friend’s mind also because there was a mocking smile on his lips.


“Frankness,
Mr Carstairs. We shall be discreet about this.”


Carstairs
fidgeted with the handkerchief in his breast pocket.


“There
are two names, Mr Pons,” he mumbled. “I will write them down for you.”
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Gravel
gritted beneath our feet as we walked along the path in the grounds, skirting
the great sombre banks of rhododendron. The weather was bitterly cold and I
swung my arms as I followed Pons’ spare figure. He was in great form and his
energetic pace had drawn protests from more than once.


“You
ate too much for lunch, Parker,” he admonished me. “You are paying for it now.”


“When
I require you for my medical adviser, Pons,” I said with some asperity, “I will
inform you of the fact.”


Solar
Pons laughed, turning his keen, feral face to me over his shoulder as he strode
onward.


“Touché,
Parker. You are right to admonish me. But I have much to think about and my
pace is but a reflection of my racing thoughts.”


With
that he slackened his stride and I drew level with him. It was close to dusk
now and we were coming alongside an ornamental lake, the steel-grey sky
reflected back from the ice on its surface. Our sombre surroundings and the
vastness of the park which surrounded Carstairs’ great house seemed to me to epitomise
the grim problem faced by Pons and the more bizarre aspects of the actor’s
situation with the unknown menace which threatened his life.


We
were walking on grass and the going was downhill and my breathing slowly
returned to normal. But the exercise had done me good and a pleasing warmth
slowly spread throughout my numbed limbs. Pons had now lit his pipe and he
puffed out streamers of aromatic smoke as we walked.


“Let
us just have the benefit of your commonsense approach in this matter, Parker.
You are an admirable touchstone.”


“It
seems very dark, Pons, but there must be an obvious explanation. The person who
threatens your client’s life evidently lives in London. He has been frustrated
once but he most likely will strike again at the opening of the new play. As
for suspects, there must be many people in Carstairs’ professional career.”


The
puzzled frown remained on Solar Pons’ face. He shook his head.


“That
is all very well so far as it goes, Parker, but it does not take us much
farther.”


I
looked at my companion.


“I
do not quite follow you, Pons.”


“Motive,
Parker. Motive.”


Solar
Pons stabbed the air with the stem of his pipe to emphasise his points.


“There
has to be an extremely strong motive in all this. So far it eludes me. The
skilful wax models: the obvious time and trouble they took to create; the
familiarity with the threatened man’s life-style and movements; the threats and
the differing mode of execution; the failure of the police to uncover the
murderer when Stanwell was struck down; even the foreknowledge of the
forthcoming plays.”


“An
ardent playgoer, Pons?”


“Perhaps,
Parker, perhaps.”


Solar
Pons paused and put his hand on my arm. We had skirted the lake, still walking
on the grass, and had come opposite a small wooden summerhouse which stood on
the bank. It faced the water and naturally the open side was away from us but I
now heard what Pons’ sharp ears had already caught; the sound of voices,
speaking urgently but in high altercation.


“I
tell you, Dolly, I cannot do as you ask in the matter!”


“Cannot,
or will not, Cedric?”


There
was no difficulty in recognising Carstairs’ voice as the first but the second
was a woman’s; a cultured voice which denoted a proud and imperious nature. It
was raised in tones of passionate anger and I saw by Pons’ furrowed brow and
the flash of his eye that he attached great importance to the conversation. I
was about to move away but again Pons’ hand was on my arm restraining me, his
lips curved in a half- smile.


“There
is nothing between you. Nothing, it is long overdue - we must regularise the
situation!”


“You
are reading far too much into it, my dear.”


There
was a pause and the two actors in the drama had evidently moved to another part
of the summer-house for when their voices came again they were farther away and
more muffled.


“I
must warn you, Cedric, that things cannot go on in this manner. I do not wish
to threaten ...”


“By
God. you had better not do so, Dolly!”


There
was black anger in Carstairs’ voice and the wooden wall of the summer- house
echoed to a tremendous crash as though he had dashed his fist against it. A
moment later there came the crunching of his boots in the gravel and the huge
form of Carstairs strode savagely away in the dusk, taking the path that led
from us round the other side of the lake. Pons watched until he had faded from
view and then led me back to re-join the path some way down.


“The
butterflies on the Sussex Downs are gravely threatened this year. I understand,
Parker,” he said smoothly.


I
looked at him in astonishment. Our feet gritted on the gravel path and I almost
made a loud exclamation as my companion pinched my forearm.


“Indeed.
Pons,” I said loudly, clearing my throat.


We
were almost level with the front of the summer-house when an imperious woman in
furs burst from it. She came straight toward us with no attempt at concealment.
I had an impression of icy beauty; of upswept blonde hair: and a manner close
to tears beneath the anger.


The
fur-coat and the expensive toque were utterly out of place in this country park
and her blue eyes blazed as she swept past us. Pons doffed his hat and she
acknowledged the courteous gesture with the faintest lowering of her eye-lids.
A few moments later she had gone. Pons looked after her with a quizzical
expression in his face.


“Dolly
Richmond has quite a temper,” he remarked mildly. “I should not be surprised if
Carstairs has to keep his eyes open on two fronts during the run of this new
play.”


“The
famous actress, Pons!” I exclaimed. “There is motive enough for murder in what
we have just heard.”


“Is
there not, Parker. Unless I am much mistaken Miss Richmond is cast opposite our
client in Death Comes to Thornfield.”


He
drew out a slip of paper from his overcoat pocket and flicked his eyes across
it. A sardonic smile curved his lips.


“As
I expected, Miss Richmond is not on the short list of Mr Carstairs’


conquests.
As you so sagely imply, Parker, this is a situation which merits watching.”


And
without referring to the matter again he retraced his steps in the direction of
our host’s stately home. Pons was busy on some inquiry of his own on our return
and it was not until dinner that we met again. We ate in a luxuriously
appointed dining room panelled in oak, and lit by antique chandeliers. The room
had two fireplaces, one at each end, and the roaring flames of the liberally
banked fires cast a pleasing glow across the china and silver and crystal on
the table. There were just the five of us; myself and Pons; Carstairs and his
wife; and the secretary, Abrahams.


The
food and wine were of excellent quality and the meal passed agreeably, served
smoothly and efficiently by maids supervised by the butler who had first
greeted us on arrival. Obviously, Pons said nothing of the incident at the
summer house and I had only to look at his intent face and his tightly
compressed lips when I mentioned our walk in the grounds to see that he felt I
might inadvertently refer to it.


After
the meal Pons and Carstairs and I adjourned to a small smoking room where we
took coffee and liqueurs; later, Abrahams joined us at the request of our host
and sat silent, looking from one to the other of us, as though he were secretly
terrified of his employer. But Pons appeared in his element. We might merely
have been week-end guests staying with old friends.


At
dinner my friend had been an agreeable raconteur, keeping the table absorbed
with his recitals of his extensive travels and now he discoursed knowledgeably
on the theatre and the differing techniques employed by stage and cinema
actors. As well as I knew Pons, I was considerably surprised at his knowledge
and Carstairs, his troubles temporarily forgotten, obviously warmed to him.


Pons
had included Abrahams in the conversation and the young man, his tongue perhaps
loosened to some extent by the wine he had imbibed at dinner, grew more relaxed
and confident in his manner. He was a good-looking, personable young man who
might have made an excellent actor himself and I had noticed that Carstairs
kept him working hard, often running about unnecessarily on quite trivial
errands. It was one of his less likeable traits and I must confess I was
pleased to see that he was inclined now, at the end of the day, to allow him
some brief peace.


At
length there was a pause in the conversation and Pons leaned forward, clouds of
aromatic blue smoke from his pipe wavering toward the ceiling.


“You
have not yet favoured us with your opinions, Mr Abrahams?”


“My
opinions, Mr Pons?”


The
secretary looked startled.


“On
this strange threat which hangs over Mr Carstairs?”


“Oh,
that.”


Abrahams
gave a somewhat placatory glance toward his employer, as though he might have
some objection to the answer, but Carstairs merely cleared his throat, an
encouraging expression on his face.


“I
am completely baffled, Mr Pons. It is a dreadful business, of course, but I so
not know what Mr Carstairs could possibly have done to merit such enmity.
Perhaps it is someone mentally deranged.”


“Perhaps,”
said Solar Pons carelessly. “Though the case has all the hallmarks of an
eminently sane mind.”


[bookmark: bookmark23]“Eigh?”


Carstairs
looked across at Pons with a worried frown.


“I
do not quite understand, Mr Pons.”


“It
is perfectly simple. Everything that I have so far learned leads me in one
direction only. Toward a crystal-clear mind which is calculatedly plotting
revenge.”


There
was an ugly silence and our host stared at Pons, his open mouth a round, blank
O in his face.


“You
know who is responsible, Mr Pons?”


The
question came from the secretary, whose eyes were fixed intently on my
companion’s face.


Solar
Pons shook his head, a faint smile in his lips.


“Not
yet, Mr Abrahams. But I have some indications. I would prefer to say nothing
more at this stage.”


“What
are your plans, Mr Pons?”


Pons
turned toward Carstairs.


“I
shall return to London tomorrow afternoon, Mr Carstairs. I have learned enough
here for the moment and I am convinced you are in no current danger. If the
actions of your unknown persecutor run true to form, he will strike on the
opening night of the new play.”


The
famous actor looked disappointed and sat frowning into his liqueur glass. Pons
noticed his downcast mood and rose from his seat.


“I
shall not be far away, Mr Carstairs, and you can reach me in a moment by
telephone. I will be at the theatre as soon as you begin rehearsals, and we
will make plans.”


Our
client got up too and clasped my friend’s hand impulsively.


“You
are right, of course, Mr Pons. You could do little by hanging about here,
though I must say I derive a good deal of comfort from your presence and that
of Dr Parker. In the meantime, what do you wish me to do?”


“Report
to me immediately you see anyone - friend or stranger - acting suspiciously
about this estate. Be on your guard and impress in your servants the importance
of securing the premises properly at night.”


He
raised his hand at the expression of alarm on our client’s face.


“It
is not that I fear anything specific, Mr Carstairs: it is just that we must be
constantly on our guard. For example, if a message were to appear mysteriously
on your desk one morning, it would be important to know how it had arrived.
Securing the property would narrow down the field for speculation.”


“I
see, Mr Pons.”


Relief
was evident on Carstairs’ face.


“Anything
else?”


“Let
me know as soon as you are due in London to begin rehearsals. I will meet you
at the theatre. I wish to mingle unobtrusively with the company and the
backstage staff. Can that be arranged?”


“Certainly,
Mr Pons. You prefer to be incognito?”


“That
would be best. You may merely introduce me as Mr Smith, a friend who is
obsessed with the glamour of the theatre. I shall be able to gain a good deal of
background information in this manner long before the play opens.” Carstairs
smiled.


“I
see, Mr Pons. It shall be as you wish. Abrahams will keep you fully informed.” “Excellent.
And now, I am feeling a little fatigued and the hour is late. We will just pay
our respects to our hostess and then retire. Come, Parker.”
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“I
have just received a message from Carstairs, Parker. The company begins
rehearsals for Death Comes to Thornfield at the Negresco this afternoon. Are
you free?”


“I
can make myself so, Pons.”


“Excellent,
my dear fellow. In that case I should be glad of your company.”


A
week had gone by since our visit to the actor’s home, and though it was now the
end of January the bitter weather continued. But snow had held off. Pons had
had much to occupy him during the past few days and having concluded some loose
ends which had been fretting him in the Alcover swindle case, had now turned
his attention back to Carstairs’ affairs.


If
had chafed him that there should be such a delay but there was nothing to be done
and it seemed obvious, even to me, that little else could happen until the
actor’s latest play was put into production, if the pattern evolved by the
secret persecutor continued in the same fashion.


We
left our comfortable quarters at 7B Praed Street, and it was just three o’clock
when we arrived at the Negresco, a palatial gilt rococo edifice in a narrow
street near Shaftesbury Avenue. Carstairs himself was in the foyer to greet us
and introduced us to Ayres, his business manager, a tall, sardonic man with
greying hair. Abrahams was there, standing a little in the background, but he
nodded agreeably enough and the statuesque figure of Miss Stillwood came
forward briskly to shake our hands.


The
rest of the company was already back-stage and the house-lights were on as we
hurried down the central gangway of the theatre at the heels of the actor’s
party. The curtain was up and a motley-looking crowd of people in ordinary
clothes stood about languidly or sat sprawled in chairs on an opulent set with
French windows, which represented the drawing-room of a large country house. I
saw with amusement that the lay-out was extremely similar to that of the
drawing-room of Carstairs’ own Surrey home and the fact was obviously not lost
on Pons.


The
actor looked back over his shoulder and seemed to read my companion’s thought.


“Appears
familiar, does it not, Mr Pons? We have to do this or my wife would not know
where she was.”


I
saw a momentary expression of irritation pass across the mobile features of
Sandra Stillwood and put it down to her husband’s remark but I then noticed
that the tall, regal form of Dolly Richmond was standing in the centre of the
stage, waiting for our party to come up.


I
had never seen a professional play in production before and the next two hours
passed in a blur. What seemed chaotic to me seemed natural to Carstairs and his
company and in an astonishingly short space of time, the players were reading
their lines, the producer was lounging in a front-row seat shouting
instructions and exhortations to humbler members of the cast and Carstairs,
Miss Stillwood and Miss Richmond were engaged in more dignified conferences
with the producer and the play’s backer.


Pons
had watched all this for half an hour or so, chuckling now and again at
particular pieces of business, but I had noted his deep, piercing eyes raking
all round the theatre. Later, I became dimly aware that he had disappeared and
when I glanced back saw that his seat was empty. From far off came the hammer
of carpenters and all the bustle of a great theatre and I imagined him prowling
restlessly about backstage.


I
thought it best to remain where I was. as I should otherwise only disturb him,
and in mid-afternoon saw his lean form in a stage box looking down somewhat
sardonically upon the scene of turmoil below. The play, as our client had
hinted, was an exciting affair and I noticed a sort of tension which seemed to
grip the cast as they approached the climactic scene in the last act in which
Carstairs met his end in the dramatic death which gave the play its title.


I
noticed a shadow at the corner of my eye and someone sat down on my right. At
first I thought it was Pons but immediately picked him out in another stage
box, evidently measuring the distance from it to the stage. I saw immediately
what he was at and felt relief; the danger to Carstairs, if any. would
undoubtedly come from such a box though I had no doubt that the stage
management would let them only to persons known to them on the opening night.


I
glanced round and saw that it was Ayres, Carstair’s business manager, who
leaned across to me, his eyes gleaming.


“It
looks as though we shall have a great success here, doctor, does it not?”


I
hastened to agree but added a rider to the effect that it all depended on such
events as had happened at Liverpool being prevented in future.


Ayres
nodded gloomily.


“You’re
right there, doctor. It’s a black business. Unfortunately there are only too
many people who would like to see Cedric out of it.”


I
turned to him and looked at the worldly face surmounted by the greying hair so
close to mine.


“Would
you care to enlarge on that, Mr Ayres?”


The
business manager shrugged.


“I’ve
told Cedric about it, often enough. There’s women ... and their husbands. It’s
always trouble in the theatre.”


He
made an expressive gesture with his hand as though he were cutting his own
throat which I felt somewhat lacking in taste.


“Perhaps,”
I said cautiously. “But these situations obtain in many other walks of life.”


Ayres
nodded grimly.


“Correct,
doctor. But you do not know theatricals. If I told you a quarter of what I have
seen in my time in the theatre you would be astonished. Jealousy and yet more
jealousy! It all passes belief.”


I
hesitated and then gave utterance to my thoughts.


“You
suspect someone specific?”


The
business manager gave a crooked wink.


“It
would not be fair to say. But you can take it from me there is a wide choice of
both sexes.”


My
attention was dramatically drawn back to the stage at this point by some
extraordinary noises; the lights were down and the stage bathed in that
mysterious half-light which one gets only in the theatre. A monstrous shadow
from the French windows had enveloped Carstairs, who, in his character as the
heartless philanderer, was dying of manual strangulation. An unseen figure in a
cloak had slipped a wire loop round his neck.


Pons’
client was giving a magnificent performance. With his tongue lolling from his
mouth and his eyes rolling, he looked an horrific spectacle as he thrashed
about helplessly, emitting terrifying choking noises. Presently he dropped to
the floor and was then still. There was a thin ripple of applause from the
other actors and the technicians and the cloaked figure stepped forward into
the light to reveal the beautiful and flushed features of Dolly Richmond. She
stood there, her eyes blazing with triumph, as the curtain fell slowly.


I
must admit my own palms were sore as a spontaneous burst of applause burst
forth. The next moment the curtain had risen again and both Carstairs and Miss
Richmond, hand in hand, were ironically acknowledging the acclamation. I found
Pons back behind me again.


“Admirable,
is it not, Parker?” he commented drily. “The Thespian art has a good deal to
commend it in these days of mindless and mechanical entertainment.”


“They
are certainly playing well for rehearsal, Pons,” I said. “The effect should be
tremendous on the opening night.”


“That
is evidently what our unknown friend is hoping for,” said Pons soberly. “In my
opinion this would be the exact moment; the lights down, everyone concentrating
on the two dim figures. That is our Achilles heel, Parker, and somehow I have
to pinpoint the greatest moment of danger and protect our client’s life.”


“It
is a fearful responsibility, Pons.”


“Is
it not, Parker? But I am convinced that the opening night is what we have to
fear and we must make plans accordingly.”


Pons
rose from his seat and drew me to the back of the theatre, which was now filled
with the buzz of animated conversation.


“Let
us just circulate a little, Parker. I have learned an astonishing amount of
information about the lives of our client and his wife already, not to mention
the other members of the company.”


Pons
had sparks of irony in his eyes as he looked at me mockingly. We were in the
foyer of the theatre now and he led the way though the empty and deserted bar
to a narrow corridor that ran down the side of the building. On one side it
gave on to the emergency exits; the other wall was pierced by doors at
intervals, which led back into the theatre.


“You
seem to know your way around remarkably well, Pons.” I said.


“I
have the advantage of a plan of the building supplied through the courtesy of
my client. Parker. It will be vitally important to know the lay-out thoroughly
by the opening night.”


“You
are convinced the killer will strike again, then?”


“Undoubtedly,
my dear fellow. The accidental death of the other actor will have made him more
determined to succeed than ever.”


“But
supposing the whole charade were merely a mask to cover the murder which has
already taken place, Pons?”


Solar
Pons looked at me shrewdly as he motioned me through the far door of the
corridor into a dusty passage beneath the stage.


“You
constantly astonish me, Parker. This time you have excelled yourself.”


“I
thought my supposition quite ingenious myself, Pons.” I said with a somewhat
justifiable glow of pride.


We
were going up a narrow spiral staircase railed with an iron balustrade.


“I
had already given that matter a great deal of consideration,” said my companion
over his shoulder. “To that effect I have been in touch with the Liverpool
police. There is nothing at all in Stanwell’s background to merit such
treatment. He was an inoffensive bachelor who had few friends and his death
would have benefited no-one. The threat to Carstairs is genuine enough.”


He
paused as heavy hammering reverberated throughout the building. Two carpenters
passed at the end of an aisle, carrying heavy baulks of timber. We were
evidently in the scenery store for huge canvas flats bearing the
representations of Palladian temples, Arcadian scenery and sky-scrapers were
stacked against massive wooden partitions. Pons put his hand against my arm as
we moved down softly, and motioned caution with a finger against his lips.


There
were other voices becoming sharper from among the distant hum of conversation
and the cacophony of hammering.


“I
tell you I have had enough of it, Carstairs!”


The
voice was a man’s, thick and clotted with anger. There was not only anger but
positive hatred in it.


“You
must not allow yourself to become swayed by malicious and unfounded gossip,
Setton.”


The
second voice was obviously Carstairs’; placatory but at the same time with a
hard undertone of annoyance and anger. There was a heavy crash from the other
side of the flats as though the first man had stamped his foot.


“Rumour
or not, it has got to stop, Carstairs. This is my last warning. I am not a
violent man but I will do something desperate if you meddle further in our
lives.”


There
was a sneer in Carstairs’ voice as he replied.


“What
would you do, Setton? I could break you in half like a rotten stick if I chose!”


“There
are other ways than physical violence. Just remember what I have said. Leave
Dolly alone!”


There
was the rapid, staccato beat of footsteps and Pons and I drew back into the
shadow. I just had time to glimpse a short, thin man with a black moustache
pass the end of the aisle.


A
door slammed behind him and there was a brief silence apart from the distant
clamour. Then there came the unmistakable rasp of a match-head against the box.
Flame grew and glowed against the end of the passageway. Carstairs drew on his
cigar, for the fragrant, aromatic odour reached my nostrils a few seconds
later. Then his heavy footsteps followed his late companion and died out.


“Well,
well,” said Pons after a short interval. “The case grows in interest.”


“You
have no shortage of suspects, Pons.” I said. “I thought I recognised the
gentleman.”


“It
was Setton Richmond, the musical comedy star. Parker. As you know, he is
married to Dolly Richmond and from what we heard by the lake in the park he has
good cause for jealousy.”


He
pulled at the lobe of his ear with thin fingers, his face a brooding mask of
thought.


“There
is little further we can do here, my dear fellow. I think a brisk walk back to
Praed Street followed by one of Mrs Johnson’s inimitable high teas will do the
trick. I find that a full stomach works wonders in assisting the ratiocinative
process.”
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The
orchestra burst into a deafening crescendo as the overture began. I focused my
eyes on the footlights of the stage as they slowly increased in intensity. Pons
stirred at my side, his sharp eyes stabbing about the theatre.


“There
is nothing like the final full-dress rehearsal to give the proper atmosphere,
Parker.”


“Indeed,
Pons.”


“You
see that stage box up there?”


I
looked up in the direction he had indicated.


“The
one on the right?”


“That
is the one. I wish you to go there and keep a careful watch on the stage
throughout the performance, if you would be so good.”


I
glanced at Pons and my puzzlement must have shown on my face.


“But
what am I to look out for, Pons?”


Solar
Pons smiled a curious smile.


“Be
particularly alert at the finale. Parker.”


“The
strangling scene. I see, Pons. You wish to pinpoint the vulnerable moments at
which this mysterious killer might strike at the opening on Wednesday?”


“Something
like that, Parker. Also keep an eye on the other boxes and if you see anything
suspicious do not hesitate to shout out or cause a distraction.”


I
stared at my companion in amazement.


“You
think this creature might be here this evening?”


“It
is entirely possible, Parker. You forget that he would need to know this
particular theatre, just as I myself have had to learn its lay-out during the
past few weeks.”


“I
see.”


Solar
Pons rose and stretched himself, looking round the half-empty auditorium, which
contained a sprinkling of relatives and friends of the artistes, together with
technical personnel and members of the national press. So far as I could make
out all the boxes were empty.


There
was an extremely serious expression on my friend’s face.


“You
have your revolver?”


I
nodded.


“Certainly,
Pons. You insisted on it and I have carried it whenever I have managed to get
along to the theatre for these rehearsals.”


Solar
Pons smiled and rested his hand lightly on my shoulder.


“You
have been a tower of strength, as always, Parker. I am most grateful to you.”


This
was high praise indeed and I mumbled something deprecating in reply.


“What
will you be doing in the meantime?”


“I
shall be about, Parker. I have a few small things to do backstage yet. But it
is imperative that you keep alert.”


“I
shall certainly do that, Pons.”


I
left my friend in the shadowy aisle of the theatre as the overture came to a
close and made my way to the box indicated. It was strange and eerie in the
half-light as I stumbled up the plush stairs and when I took my place in the
box the rectangle of the curtained stage below seemed brilliant in contrast.


I
took my seat on one of the comfortable upholstered chairs at the edge of the
box and waited for my eyes to adjust to the light. I did not think any danger
might come from those in the main auditorium; it was altogether too public and
anyone behaving suspiciously would immediately be noticed by his neighbour. The
cavernous darkness of the remainder of the vast theatre was another thing
altogether. The boxes stretched for tier after tier to the ceiling.


Pons
had ruled out the balcony as being too far from the stage to constitute a
danger and in any event I soon saw this evening that there was a sprinkling of
journalists and photographers spread along the front rows. I decided to
concentrate on the stage boxes immediately below me and on those on the
left-hand side on the proscenium. I had no doubt Pons was keeping watch
backstage.


Naturally.
I would watch the progress of the play itself as it unfolded before me but the
difficulty was going to be to avoid getting involved in the story and
forgetting to watch the surroundings. I determined to remain alert and not to
let Pons down, just in case there might be something suspicious taking place
this evening.


The
curtain was rising on the palatial drawing-room scene and the brilliance of the
lighting, the opulence of the decor and the richness of the decorations and
tapestries brought a thin smattering of applause from the friends and relatives
who had been invited to this preview of the play.


Several
of the leading players were making their entrance and I marvelled at the
metamorphosis of these somewhat dowdy individuals of the ordinary rehearsals,
now transformed by rich costuming, make-up and eyebrow pencil into these
colourful, larger-than-life characters who went through their dramatic paces so
smoothly and effortlessly.


Only
I now knew what a great deal of hard work underlay this perfection and I
listened to the dialogue with more than ordinary interest and watched the
gyrations of these puppets as though the entire play were something new to me.
But so insidious was this spell that I guiltily withdrew my gaze from the
lighted rectangle with a jerk, suddenly aware that over seven minutes had
passed since curtain-up.


I
glanced round the hushed auditorium but all seemed normal. The orchestra leader
was in the pit, the mood music from the fifteen or so musicians delicately
underlining the events being played out before us. From the additional light
emanating from the stage I could see the faded gilt and plush of the other
boxes. I raked my eyes over them cautiously. They were all completely empty. I
had borrowed a pair of opera glasses from Ayres, the business manager, and when
I had adjusted the eyepieces, I examined the boxes, the stage and its
surroundings in greater detail.


Something
caught my attention as I slowly scanned the stage for perhaps the fifteenth
time. The first act had finished, the interval had passed, and the performance
was now more than halfway through the second act. Absorbing though the
performances were - and Carstairs himself was outstanding, as were his wife and
Dolly Richmond - I bore in mind the importance of the service Pons had
entrusted to me and I was ever mindful of the great faith he had in my
abilities.


Now,
as I brought the glasses past the stage curtains a faint smudge of white caught
my attention in the shadow. I brought the glasses back, adjusted the focusing
ring to give even finer detail on this new subject. I was considerably startled
to see that someone was standing silently in the wings, obviously watching the
course of the drama. I was certain it was not one of the actors because they
would never reveal themselves to the audience in that way.


The
smudge of white I had noticed resolved itself into the fingers and knuckles of
a hand which was clutching the edge of the curtain. Nothing more. The thin
wrist was cut off by the fold of the material. There was something so sinister
and brooding in the presence of this silent watcher at the edge of the stage
that I was greatly agitated and for a moment considered descending and seeking
out Pons.


Then
a moment’s reflection convinced me of the folly of this course. It was
obviously my duty to observe without doing anything, unless there was any
evident danger to our client or the people in the theatre. And if it did
transpire that some prompter or stagehand was merely standing in the wings out
of idle curiosity I should look foolish indeed. No, it would be better to keep
careful watch and make perfectly sure before I acted.


The
hand disappeared before a good many minutes had passed but I nevertheless
continued my careful watch of the theatre; giving my attention principally to
the stage and its surroundings; the boxes I could conveniently keep under
observation; and the audience in the auditorium, of course. There was nothing
else suspicious that I could see and I therefore naturally concentrated on that
side of the stage on which I had seen the hand.


The
second interval passed and the third and final act of the drama of Death Comes
to Thornfield commenced. There was a deep hush of concentration from the
audience in which the voices of the actors came up to me powerfully reinforced
by the acoustics and crystal clear. Carstairs was certainly a magnificent actor
and he put everything he possessed in the way of talent and personality into
the finale of the drama which was now inexorably mounting to its striking
high-point.


This
made it difficult for me to concentrate on the stage and when I again re-
focused my glasses on the left-hand side I saw something that gave me cause for
the gravest concern. In addition to the hand which was now back in its old
position there was an evil-looking bearded face which was staring at Carstairs
and his three companions on stage with rapt attention. I reached into my inner
pocket with my disengaged hand and sought the butt of my revolver.


I
put it down on the ledge beside me and then, when I had made sure that the
intent, bearded figure was still immobile, the profile of the face just clear
of the curtains, I put down the glasses and threw off the safety catch. When I
again raised the glasses to my eyes I saw that the situation had changed. There
were now three objects in view; the clenched hand holding the fold of the
curtain; the face: and a black, shiny object which seemed like the barrel of a
rifle or shotgun.


The
matter looked extremely serious. I glanced at my watch. There was just ten
minutes to the big scene in the finale in which Carstairs was strangled with
the wire noose. Pons and I had timed the play on so many occasions over the
past weeks that I almost felt I could myself act as prompter. There was no time
to lose if I were to avert a tragedy. I jumped to my feet, seized the revolver
which I held close to my side and quitted the box.


As
I ran down the corridor outside which led to the staircase connecting with the
ground floor I could hear the orchestral music rising to a crescendo. The
moment had almost come. I opened a wrong door at the rear of the stage and was
immediately accosted by a little man in a blue serge suit who put his hand to
his lips. I showed him my letter of authority signed by Carstairs and his
expression changed. When I had whispered my requirements he motioned me toward
a small set of railed steps which evidently led up toward the stage area.


I
tiptoed quietly up the ladder and as I did so the stage lights were lowered,
the two spotlights emphasising the area near the windows in which Dolly
Richmond was to strangle Carstair. For one strange moment I wondered if the
jealous, passionate actress might indeed strangle her lover in a paroxysm of
rage and this thought so startled me that I stumbled and almost fell.


It
was dark back here and I moved forward slowly until my eyes had adjusted to the
lower intensity of the lighting, my right hand holding the revolver ready. The
clear, emphatic tones of Carstairs as he made his final speech in the
supposedly empty drawing-room, unaware of the hooded figure behind him, were
ringing through the theatre. I estimated I had less than a minute to go. The
orchestra were silent except for an insistent, high-pitched crescendo from the
violins and, masked by this. I covered the last few yards to the side of the
enormous stage.


I
could see Pons’ client clearly, the spotlights holding him in an eerie yellow
glow. Behind him were the big French doors and, uncannily realistic, the
artificial “moonlight” from special lamps spilling in behind and making
patterns of the window bars across the floor. The conductor of the orchestra
was visible in the feint glow of the lowered footlights and there, right before
me, the tense, expectant silhouette of the bearded man, so intently fixed on
the drama being played to its horrific conclusion.


I
paused for a moment, irresolute. The decision was a difficult one. The man in
front of me might be perfectly harmless, yet I had a tremendous feeling of some
impending disaster. On top of that Pons had warned me to keep alert and act if
I saw anything suspicious. I could now only wait for this last minute or so
until the climax of the play approached and see what this bearded stranger
intended to do.


Carstairs’
had paused in his soliloquy and was circling the stage, his movements tense and
predatory. There was an expectant hush in the auditorium still and I could see
the pale ovals of the scattered faces of this extempore audience in the glow of
the footlights. I took my attention from the man in front of me for a moment
and looked up at the boxes, but the reflected light from the stage made it
difficult to pick anything out.


The
violins of the orchestra were emitting throbbing notes of menace and Carstairs
had ceased his pacing, was slowly drawing back in front of the French windows
again, the curtains of which I knew contained the figure of Dolly Richmond
armed with the wire noose. My own tension was mounting too in this highly
melodramatic atmosphere and I longed for the play to be over, when my
responsibility should be ended.


In
this novel situation where so many unexpected things could happen I was feeling
a little out of my depth. I tightened my grip on the butt of the revolver at my
side as Carstairs began his last vocal musings as he expressed his thoughts to
the audience. I moved in closer to the curtains, conscious that the man in
front of me was slowly raising the black barrel of the weapon he carried. I had
not been able to see it before as his back was to me, his body blocking the
view. The stage lighting shimmered on the gloss of the barrel and I slowly
raised the revolver, conscious of a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach and a
dry-throated nervousness which was affecting the whole of my body.


The
orchestral accompaniment was rising to a crescendo and I could see the intent,
strained face of the conductor as he worked up the musicians to the finale.
Carstairs had finished his speech and behind him the hooded figure which
concealed the famous actress was drawing nearer. The noose was slipped quickly
round the throat and Carstairs began his terrifying choking noises.


I
was momentarily distracted and lowered the revolver. But at the same time the
bearded man in front of me was galvanised into action. He turned and instead of
threatening Carstairs as I had expected, he hurled his rifle into the orchestra
pit. There was a loud clatter and a peculiar whining noise. As I blundered
forward, revolver raised, the man with the beard evaded me and sped across the
stage like lightning. He cannoned into Carstairs and the girl and the whole
group went down with a tremendous noise.


At
the same moment there was a streak of light across the spotlights and something
struck the back of the stage with a tremendous crash. I did not wait for any
further explanations but hurled myself forward at the bearded man as the auditorium
exploded into uproar. I seized the legs of the attacker and attempted to drag
him off Carstairs as the house lights went up.


I
was stupefied as the thin man’s beard came off in my hands to reveal the
mocking face of Solar Pons.


“My
dear fellow,” he said ironically, “if you will kindly remove your not
inconsiderable weight from my person I should be much obliged to you.”


“Pons!”
I stammered. “I thought you were the person who sent those figures to your
client.”


Pons
shook his head as I helped him to his feet.


“I
felt it best to take advantage of the dressing room facilities while I was
treading the boards,” he chuckled. “The persons I suspected knew me too well. I
realised you were behind me and trusted to your sense of self control not to
queer my pitch. Nevertheless, it was a close-run thing.”


He
gestured to the back of the stage where the head of a steel-shafted arrow was
buried deep in the wooden flat of the scenery.


“Good
heavens, Pons! Did you know this would happen? I thought we had to fear only
the opening night.”


“I
suspected something of the sort, Parker. Which was why I asked you to be alert.
But just give me a hand with Carstairs and Miss Richmond, will you?”


The
great actor and his companion had remained on the floor as though stunned
during this exchange but now the stage was beginning to fill with people and
Carstairs had found his voice.


“What
the hell do you mean by it, Mr Pons? You have ruined the performance!”


“Something
else might have been ruined if I had not intervened,” said my companion dryly,
indicating the arrow.


Carstairs
turned white and he and Miss Richmond exchanged frightened glances. Pons was
casting sharp looks toward the front of the stage but now he relaxed somewhat.


“What
were you doing with that shotgun, Pons?” I asked.


“Tut.
Parker, it was not a gun but an ornamental walking cane,” he said carelessly. “You
no doubt mistook the smooth ebony of the shaft for a gun-barrel in the
half-light. I threw it into the orchestra pit to put our friend off his aim.”


“Orchestra
pit, Pons?”


Solar
Pons gave an enigmatic smile.


“Certainly,
Parker. I saw quite early on that it provided admirable cover, particularly as
the marksman would have to be close. And he could afterwards go out by the
small entrance beneath the stage.”


“I
do not understand, Pons.”


“It
would not be the first time, Parker,” said Solar Pons mischievously. “It came
to me when I counted sixteen players instead of fifteen. A violin case makes an
excellent place of concealment.”


“I
cannot make head or tail of it, Pons,” I complained.


“Let
us just take things slowly, Parker,” said Pons as the secretary Abrahams helped
Carstairs and Miss Richmond to their feet.


“You
may have wondered why I was talking so much about the case and the dangers of
the first night about the theatre. That was merely part of my design. There is
no place like the theatre for gossip and by this simple stratagem I hoped to
put them off their guard. Ah, Inspector, there you are!”


I
was stupefied to see the unprepossessing form of Inspector Jamison, our old
acquaintance of Scotland Yard, coming up on to the stage.


“You
have the warrants, Inspector?”


“Yes,
Mr Pons. I have left them blank as you requested.”


“What
does this mean, Pons?” I said.


“It
means, Parker, that a nasty little drama is drawing to its close.”


He
kept his eyes fixed on the front of the stage all this time, oblivious of the
buzz of conversation about us from the solicitous group which surrounded
Carstairs and Dolly Richmond. I confess I was puzzled by his attitude but I was
even more surprised when he turned to me and said casually, “Come, Parker, we
will be better placed at the front of the house. You had better come too,
Jamison.”


“As
you wish, Mr Pons. I have men posted in the foyer of the theatre and at the
exits, as you suggested.”


I
turned to my companion with a dozen queries on my lips but he instantly
silenced me with an imperative gesture. He led the way to the front of the
stalls, where most of the seats had been vacated by the rush of people on to
the stage in the confusion following the firing of the arrow. Pons’ alert
manner and the way his piercing eyes darted about indicated that he was very
much on the lookout for something.


The
orchestra conductor, a handsome-looking man with a flowing mane of white hair
emerged from a small door at the side of the stage and engaged in conversation
with Carstairs and Miss Richmond. The other members of the orchestra were
slowly filing out now and I could see the secretary, Abrahams coming up toward
us, together with the business manager Ayres and other members of the
theatrical company.


“Music
has great charms, Jamison,” said Solar Pons irrelevantly, “and as we are told,
soothes the savage breast.”


“Beg
pardon. Mr Pons,” said the Inspector obtusely.


“For
example,” said Solar Pons calmly. “There are all types of instruments but some
from which it would be difficult to coax a tune.”


“I
don’t follow, Mr Pons,” said Jamison.


Members
of the orchestra were still brushing past.


“A
bow is of little use without a violin,” said Solar Pons crisply.


He
struck suddenly like a snake. A tall, slim man with a white face and a shock of
black hair fell heavily to the floor as Pons arrogantly thrust out his foot. He
started up with tremendous speed, his violin case falling at his feet. I moved
forward in astonishment but I was too late.


Pons
had the fallen man’s hair in his hands. The wig came away instantly revealing a
soft mass of blonde locks. The woman’s voice was harsh and sibilant with
hatred.


“Damn
you, Mr Pons!”


As
I turned from this astonishing spectacle I saw that the violin case had fallen
open and from it protruded a shining bow made of silvery steel set in velvet
among a nest of metal-tipped arrows.


“Here
is your man, Jamison,” said Solar Pons exultantly. “Or rather woman. It is no use
struggling Miss Stillwood. The drama is over.”


Jamison
jumped forward and secured the angry actress. Carstairs fell back against the
edge of the stage, his face shocked and ashen.


“Sandra!
You don’t mean it was you ...? All along?”


The
woman’s face was white with fury and she almost spat the words out.


“I
have hated you for years, Cedric! And I was sick of your constant affairs. If
it had not been for Stanwell edging forward that night in Liverpool we would
have been rid of you.”


“We?”


The
voice was that of Inspector Jamison’s.


“Of
course, Jamison,” said Solar Pons languidly. “Mrs Carstairs was not alone in
this matter. You had best fill that second warrant in also, Inspector. In the
name of Gordon Venner.”


Abrahams’
face was a mixture of fear and surprise. He ducked away but Solar Pons brought
him down with a well-aimed kick behind the knee. He gave a howl of pain and
then Jamison was on him and I heard the click of handcuffs.


There
was an instant hubbub as all the people in the theatre gathered round. Pons
looked at Carstairs’ shaken features and from him to the blazing eyes of Dolly
Richmond.


“We
cannot talk here, gentlemen. I suggest we leave the explanations until a more
private occasion.”


“This
whole thing is ridiculous!” broke in Sandra Stillwood imperiously. “I demand to
know the charges.”


“Murder
and attempted murder will do to be going on with,” said Pons.
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“You
will remember, Parker,” said Solar Pons, blowing out a streamer of blue smoke
toward the ceiling of our sitting room at 7B, Praed Street. “You will remember
that when Cedric Carstairs first called me in I continually spoke of an outside
menace threatening the actor. There was a very good reason for that.”


I
looked at my companion in amazement.


“You
suspected Mrs Carstairs and the secretary from the beginning, Pons!”


“Hardly
that, Parker,” Solar Pons corrected me. “But from the very nature of the
sinister incidents surrounding the family I knew it had to be very close to him
indeed. The person who was sending the parcels had to know his movements
intimately; even what plays he was in and the theatres where they were being
presented. Furthermore, the model work was done with such skill and the whole
thing planned with such sadistic pleasure that it immediately directed my mind
to three things.”


“Three
things, Mr Pons?”


Inspector
Jamison screwed up his eyes as he stared at my companion in puzzlement from the
other side of the table. It was the following day and both Sandra Stillwood and
the secretary had made full confessions before being committed to cells to
await a proper court hearing. Jamison had just come from Scotland Yard to join
us for lunch and now we were enjoying coffee and liqueurs while Pons explained
his reasoning.


He
stabbed the air with the stem of his pipe to emphasise the points.


“Firstly,
the models were so exquisite that they indicated a high degree of skill on the
part of the modeller. This was so unusual that the perpetrator should not have
been too difficult to trace. Secondly, the way the whole affair was planned -
both to warn and terrify the victim - indicated great hatred. They say murder
begins at home and I at once began to look at Carstairs’ domestic circumstances.”


“And
the third thing. Pons?”


My
companion looked at me quizzically.


“Hatred,
subtlety and the atmosphere of a cat playing with a mouse. I saw a woman’s hand
at every turn. I was assisted in my deductions almost immediately after our
arrival. It had not escaped my attention that Cedric Carstairs was hardly the
ideal husband, to borrow another theatrical allusion. His numerous affairs and
the scandals concerning his various mistresses were the talk of the town. His
attractive wife, Sandra Stillwood, was a fiery, jealous and impetuous woman as
one has only to see from the public newspapers.


“I
knew she would be the last person to sit down under such treatment.
Furthermore, Carstairs was a wealthy man. I already had two good motives for
his death; jealousy and greed. I looked for a further ingredient, for I knew
that no ordinary skills were involved. Assuming Carstairs’ wife to be the prime
mover, then she had to have an accomplice. The secretary was an obvious
starting point for my assumption. He was good-looking and had not been with
Carstairs all that long. In a brief conversation with Mrs Carstairs I learned
that she had herself introduced him to the household.”


“Remarkable,
Mr Pons,” Jamison mumbled.


Solar
Pons chuckled.


“Elementary,
my dear Jamison. So far nothing but logical deduction and simple observation.
But I also saw a number of glances pass between Mrs Carstairs and the
secretary. Such things are unmistakable to the trained observer. I rapidly came
to the conclusion that she and Abrahams were lovers.”


“And
you let me go on thinking that Dolly Richmond or her husband might have been
responsible,” I grumbled.


“Not
at all, Parker,” said Solar Pons sharply. “Those were entirely your own
completely unjustified assumptions. You were working altogether on the wrong
premises. Oh, there were other suspects enough in the circle surrounding the
couple, I give you. But the thing was crystal clear to me almost from the
beginning. Method and motive were the things to which I now applied my
attention. I was convinced that I had seen Abrahams before and that he was not
in the Carstairs’ household under his own name.


“The
face seemed familiar and when I returned to London I applied myself to my
cuttings volumes. I soon found what I was looking for. though the name beneath
the photograph was that of Gordon Venner. He was a somewhat obscure artist and
stage designer who had been given a London exhibition some years ago. The
photograph in my file showed him with a beautifully modelled maquette and it
became obvious that his was the skilled hand responsible for the gruesome
little tableaux despatched to my client. And it was he, of course, who put the
corrosive on the chandelier cable during the performance of The Hound of the
Baskervilles.”


Pons
blew out a cloud of blue smoke toward the ceiling and turned to the Inspector.


“All
this was. of course, by way of suspicion and not at all conclusive. I had to
trap the pair in the act and that required some finesse. In the meantime I
telephoned Inspector Jamison, Parker, and he put some inquiries in hand. He
found that Venner had disappeared from his London studio some months ago and
when I put the dates together I found that his disappearance coincided with the
employment of Carstairs’ new secretary.”


“But
would not your retention by Carstairs put them on their guard, or at least make
them abandon their plan, Pons?” I put in.


“Ordinarily,
Parker, but I was relying on two factors. The first was by putting the couple
completely off their guard. I gave it out that I expected any danger to come on
the opening night. Therefore, as I conjectured, they moved their murder attempt
forward to the final dress rehearsal. And secondly, I also made it plain by my
conversation and actions that I believed the menace to come from someone
outside the family. I had given a great deal of thought to the method of murder
and felt that as the warning and the method had always differed they might for
the actual attempt again try the bow and arrow.”


“Why
was that, Mr Pons?”


“It
was silent, swift and sure and they had a ready method by which they could get
close to the intended victim, Jamison. I had seen enough of the Carstairs’ at
close quarters to realise that Sandra Stillwood and Venner were very much in
love with one another and that her hatred, jealousy and greed in equal
proportions would be enough to keep her fixed in her murderous course, despite
my presence on the scene.”


“But
what about the parcels, Pons?” I put in. “They arrived from distant places when
Mrs Carstairs was with her husband. And she was in the play with him last
night.”


Solar
Pons shook his head.


“We
shall find nothing difficult about that, Parker. Venner stayed in Surrey on
numerous occasions, to take care of Carstairs’ business affairs. All the
parcels were posted in London. Nothing simpler than for him to come up to post
them; it is only half an hour’s journey by train. As to Mrs Carstairs’ part in
the plot, I had noticed from perusal of scripts that she was always off-stage
when these murderous incidents occurred. Last night her final appearance was
some twenty minutes before her husband’s strangulation on stage. Ample time for
her to retire to her dressing room, disguise herself as one of the musicians
with the steel bow concealed in the violin case and take her place at the far
end of the orchestra, in the shadows. It took some daring but it was quite
simple.”


Solar
Pons tented his fingers before him.


“I
have examined the stage myself and it would have worked like this. There is
another small emergency door beneath the stage which leads to the orchestra
pit. She would have undoubtedly used this and there is a small space which is
in darkness, near the side of the stage, in which she concealed herself. The
cello player sat with his back to her and she was also concealed completely
from sight by the bulk of that instrument. She had only to take her place five
minutes before the final scene with small chance of detection.”


“Remarkable,
Mr Pons!” interjected Jamison again.


Solar
Pons shook his head.


“It
was a fairly routine matter but one which required considerable patience over
the past weeks. I had noticed early on that there were fifteen members of the
orchestra and I discreetly checked with the theatre authorities to make certain
that this was so. Last night, I disguised myself in order to render myself
inconspicuous, but even so I was almost taken unawares. Fortunately, I noticed
that there were sixteen members of the orchestra and the hiding place of the
assassin was revealed.”


“Despite
your modesty, it has been a remarkable affair, Pons,” I said. “I assume that
after Carstairs’ death and the escape of the murderer, Mrs Carstairs would have
inherited.”


“And
a discreet marriage would have taken place between herself and Venner in a year
or two, Parker.”


“Instead
of which, considerable terms of imprisonment await them both,” said Jamison. “Once
again I am indebted to you, Mr Pons.”


He
got up to go and shook hands with us. We waited until his heavy footsteps had
descended the stairs, followed by the slam of the street door.


“What
will happen to them, Pons?”


“Mrs
Carstairs will be lucky to escape the rope but she is a brilliant and
attractive woman, Parker. My guess is that, as Jamison surmises, they will both
draw heavy prison sentences.”


“And
Carstairs will be free to marry Miss Richmond when her divorce comes through?”


Solar
Pons stared at me, his eyes dancing.


“Your
romantic instinct is running wild again, Parker. I have warned you of that
tendency before. I shall be very much surprised if your prediction comes true.”


He
went to stand at the window, frowning down at the street.


“There
is just one point I am not clear about. Pons. Why would Carstairs himself not
have recognised his new secretary as Venner the designer?”


Solar
Pons shook his head.


“You
do not know the theatre, Parker. I said Venner was an unsuccessful designer.
Though brilliant. Brilliancy and success do not always go together,
unfortunately. Venner was obscure. I know that he has not designed for any
major London production. Carstairs is a famous and successful actor who appears
only in major plays and films. Their paths would not have crossed.
Incidentally, Venner served a short term of imprisonment some years ago, in
connection with an art fraud which is why his photograph was in my files.”


“And
the fact that nothing happened after the first warning, Pons?”


Solar
Pons smiled enigmatically.


“I
had not forgotten that, my dear fellow. I made some inquiries of the L.M.S. On
the date in question, when the performance of Othello was being given, there
was a major subsidence of the line in the Midlands which completely disrupted
and for a time cancelled the train services between London and Edinburgh. For
that reason Venner was unable to travel to Scotland to help in his mistress’
scheme. Without his support she had no option but temporarily to abandon the
plan as being too risky to attempt on her own. Ironically, it was something like
the situation in one of Carstair’s major films two years ago.”


Pons
traversed the room and languidly looked at the clock.


“Talking
of films, Parker, there is a new Valentino at the London pavilion. Are you free
to go? He is no great actor but he has a certain animal grace which I find
irresistible.”
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IT
WAS A DREARY evening in early March when I returned to our familiar rooms in
Baker Street. I was soaked to the skin for it had been raining earlier and I
could not find a cab, and the dark clouds and louring skies promised a further
downpour. As I opened the door to our welcoming sitting room, which was in
semi-darkness, a familiar voice broke the silence.


“Come
in my dear Watson. Mrs Hudson will be up with a hot meal in a few minutes, as I
had already observed you from the window, my poor fellow.”


“Very
good of you, Holmes,” I mumbled. “I will just get into some dry things and
rejoin you.”


“It
must have been very damp down Hackney way,” my friend observed with a dry
chuckle.


“How
could you possibly know that. Holmes?” I said in some surprise.


He
burst into a throaty laugh.


“Because
you inadvertently left your engagement pad on the table yonder.”


When
I returned to the sitting room the lamps were alight and the apartment
transformed, with the motherly figure of Mrs Hudson, our amiable landlady, bustling
about laying the table, the covered dishes on which were giving off an
agreeable aroma.


“Ah,
shepherd’s pie!” said Holmes, rubbing his thin hands together and drawing up
his chair.


“You
have excelled yourself this evening, Mrs Hudson.”


“Very
kind of you to say so, sir.”


She
paused at the door, an anxious expression on her face.


“Did
your visitor come back, Mr Holmes?”


“Visitor,
Mrs Hudson?”


“Yes,
sir. I was just going out, you see, and he said he would not bother you now. He
said he would be back between six-thirty and seven-thirty, if that was
convenient. I hope I have done right.”


“Certainly,
Mrs Hudson.”


Holmes
glanced at the clock over the mantel.


“It
is only six o’clock now so we have plenty of time to do justice to your
excellent meal. What sort of person would you say?”


“A
foreign-looking gentleman, Mr Holmes. About forty, with a huge beard. He wore a
plaid cape, a wide-brimmed hat and carried a shabby-looking holdall.”


I
paused with a portion of shepherd’s pie halfway to my mouth.


“Why,
you would make an admirable detective yourself, Mrs Hudson.”


Our
good landlady flushed.


“Kind
of you to say so, sir! Shall I show him up as soon as he arrives. Mr Holmes?”


“If
you please.”


Holmes
was silent as we made inroads into the excellent fare and it had just turned
seven when he produced his pipe and pouch and sat himself back in his chair by
the fire.


“A
foreign gentleman with a beard and a shabby case, Homes,” I said at length,
after the debris of our meal had been cleared and the room had resumed its
normal aspect.


“Perhaps,
Watson. But he may be an Englishman with a very mundane problem. It is unwise
to speculate without sufficient data on which to base a prognosis.”


“As
you say, Holmes.” I replied and sat down opposite him and immersed myself in
the latest edition of The Lancet. It was just half-past seven and we had closed
the curtains against the sheeting rain when there came a hesitant tap at the
sitting room door. The apparition which presented itself was indeed bizarre and
Mrs Hudson’s matter of fact description had not prepared me for such a sight.


He
was of great height, and his dark beard, turning slightly grey at the edges,
now flecked with rain, hung down over his plaid coat like a mat. His eyes were
a brilliant blue underneath cavernous brows and his eyebrows, in contrast to
the beard, were jet- black, which enhanced the piercing glance he gave to
Holmes and myself. I had not time to take in anything else for I was now on my
feet to extend a welcome. He stood just inside the door, water dripping from
his clothing on to the carpet, looking owlishly from myself to Holmes, who had
also risen from his chair.


“Mr
Holmes? Dr Watson?” he said hesitantly in a deep bass voice.


“That
is he,” I said, performing the introductions.


He
gave an embarrassed look to both of us.


“I
must apologise for this intrusion, gentlemen. Aristide Smedhurst at your
service. Artist and writer for my pains. I would not have bothered you, Mr
Holmes, but I am in the most terrible trouble.”


“This
is the sole purpose of this agency - to assist,” said Holmes, extending a thin
hand to our strange guest.


“Watson,
would you be so kind? I think, under the circumstances, a stiff whisky would
not come amiss.”


“Of
course, Holmes,” I said, hastening to the sideboard.


“That
is most gracious of you, gentlemen,” said Smedhurst, allowing himself to be led
to a comfortable chair by the fire.


As
I handed him the whisky glass his face came forward into the light and I saw
that he had an unnatural pallor on his cheeks.


“Thank
you, Dr Watson.”


He
gulped the fiery liquid gratefully and then, seeing Holmes’ sharp eyes upon
him, gave an apologetic shrug.


“Forgive
me, Mr Holmes, but if you had been through what I have experienced, it would be
enough to shake even your iron nerve.”


“Indeed,”
said Holmes in reassuring tones. “Pray do not apologise, my dear Mr Smedhurst.
I observed when you first entered that your cape and trousers were covered in
mud, as though you had fallen heavily. You have come all the way from Dorset
today, I presume, so the matter must be serious.”


Our
strange visitor gazed at Holmes open-mouthed.


“I
did indeed have a nasty fall in my anxiety to catch my train. But how on earth
could you know I come from Dorset?”


My
old friend got up to light a spill for his pipe from the fire.


“There
was nothing extraordinary about my surmise, I can assure you. Watson and I
attended your exhibition at the Royal Academy last summer. Those extraordinary
oils, water colours and pencil sketches of those weird landscapes remained long
in my memory ...”


“Why,
of course, Holmes ...” I broke in.


“And
the exhibition catalogue, if I am not mistaken, gave your address in Dorset and
said that you habitually worked in that fascinating part of the world,” Holmes
went on smoothly. “But you have a problem, obviously.”


“Yes,
Mr Holmes. I thought Dorset was fascinating at first,” went on Smedhurst
bitterly. “But no longer after my experiences of the past two years.”


“But
you called earlier and then went away. Why was that?”


A
haunted look passed across the bearded man’s face.


“I
thought I was followed here,” he mumbled, draining his glass. He eagerly
accepted the replenishment I offered him.


“You
are among friends, Mr Smedhurst,” Holmes went on. “Pray take your time. You are
staying in town, of course.”


“At
the Clarence, yes.”


“An
admirable establishment. Which means you are not pressed for time this evening?”


“No,
sir.”


The
haggard look was back on our visitor’s face.


“For
God’s sake, Mr Holmes, help me! This ghastly thing has appeared again. Both my
sanity and my life are at stake!”
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There
was a long silence in the room, broken only by the distant clatter of a passing
hansom. Holmes waited until our visitor had regained his calm and then gently
asked him to continue. Draining the contents of his second glass of whisky with
one fierce gulp, Smedhurst plunged straight into his story.


“I
had grown tired of London, Mr Holmes, and felt the need of country air. There
was also a young lady with whom I had forged an attachment. We had met at one
of my exhibitions and I had escorted her to several functions in London. She
lived at Parvise Magna, a small village in Dorset, so when I went down I
searched for a suitable dwelling in the area. I soon found what I wanted. It
was an ancient cottage and needed a lot of repair but stood in its own land
about a mile from the village. It had belonged to an old man, Jabez Crawley,
who had let it go to rack and ruin, and who had died the previous year.
However, I negotiated a fair price with a local lawyer who had handled Crawley’s
affairs, and moved in. At first, all went well and when my renovations had been
completed I was extremely happy.”


Here
Smedhurst paused and flushed slightly. Holmes leaned forward in his chair, a
gentle smile softening his austere features.


“You
had come to an understanding with this young lady?”


“Exactly
so, Mr Holmes. A Miss Eveline Reynolds, a very charming person.”


“I
can well imagine, Mr Smedhurst,” I put in.


Holmes’
smile widened.


“Ah,
there is your romantic streak again, Watson.”


“Well.
Mr Holmes,” our visitor continued, “as I have indicated things went well.
Admirably. I had my studio on the first floor of the cottage and was turning
out good work. Eveline - Miss Reynolds, that is - was a frequent visitor to the
cottage and I also visited her home. She is an orphan and lives with an elderly
aunt, the latter making me welcome enough. The first indication that something
was wrong occurred a few months after my taking up residence. I returned home
from a visit to Eveline one evening to find the premises in some disarray. Things
had been moved from their familiar places, there were muddy boot-marks on the
stairs, and some canvases in the studio had been disturbed.”


“In
other words a search had been made,” said Holmes, a gleam of interest in his
eyes.


“Exactly,
sir. To say I was extremely annoyed, let alone alarmed and dismayed, would not
adequately describe my feelings. I lit every lamp in the place and made a
thorough search but found nothing.”


“The
front door had been securely locked?”


“Certainly,
Mr Holmes. I would never leave my home in that lonely place without first
making all secure.”


“Perhaps
your domestic help ...” I put in.


Smedhurst
shook his head.


“I
have a woman who comes in twice a week to do some cleaning and cooking but she
arrives only when I am there.”


“No-one
else has a key?” said Holmes.


“Not
that I am aware of, Mr Holmes. There is only one key, an enormous thing more
suited to the Bastille. The lawyer explained that the old man was terrified of
being robbed and insisted on one key only and had a special lock fitted.”


“And
the back door?”


“Firmly
locked and bolted.”


“Nothing
was stolen?”


“I
made a thorough inventory but nothing was missing, so far as I could make out.”


“Did
Miss Reynolds have a key?”


Again
the vehement shake of the head.


“I
offered to have one made for her but she did not wish it. We both felt it might
compromise her.”


“Quite
so,” I put in.


Holmes
got up to knock out his pipe in the fender, his face alive with interest.


“Hmm.
This is intriguing. There is more, of course?”


“Much
more, Mr Holmes, but I will be as concise as possible. The next thing that
happened was strange noises around the house. Heavy footsteps as though someone
were on the prowl. Then the front door latch would be tried. That was the most
frightening thing of all, Mr Holmes. In a lonely cottage, late at night, all
sorts of thoughts pass through one’s head.”


“Quite
so.”


“And
then there were ghostly tappings at the window. I can tell you, Mr Holmes, that
by that time my nerves were considerably on edge. These things continued for
some months. In the interim Miss Reynolds and I had become engaged to be
married.”


I
was about to offer my congratulations when I was arrested by the warning look
on Holmes’ face.


“You
told your fiancée nothing about these unnerving incidents?”


“Certainly
not.”


“You
did not investigate these happenings?”


“I
did, Mr Holmes. I have a very powerful hand lantern and I lit that and went
outside. But I left the front door open, so that the light spilled across the
garden, and I never moved more than three yards from the door.”


“You
were very wise, Mr Smedhurst. Someone was evidently attempting to lure you from
your home.”


Smedhurst
turned white and caught his breath with a little gasp.


“I
had not thought of that, Mr Holmes. This happened on several occasions, but I
could never find anyone though there were occasional traces of boots in the mud
when the weather was wet. Thank God, all these activities stopped when spring
came.”


“Obviously,
Mr Smedhurst. The person who was trying to frighten you could not carry out his
activities during light spring and summer evenings.”


“But
what is the point of all this, Mr Holmes?”


“Hopefully,
we shall see in due course,” said my companion.


“Well,
with the cessation of these manifestations, I regained my spirits somewhat and
Miss Reynolds and I formally announced our engagement. In the meantime I
visited the lawyer and in a roundabout way asked whether the former occupier of
the cottage, Jabez Crawley, had ever mentioned anything out of the way there.”


“And
what was this gentleman’s reaction?”


“Oh,
he simply asked me a few questions about faulty drains, draught and damp and so
forth and then queried whether I wished to sell the cottage.”


Holmes
clasped his thin fingers before him and sat studying my client’s troubled face
for a long moment.


“Last
winter the things began again,” said Smedhurst. “Only it was worse this time.
Not only weird noises, footsteps and tappings but one evening a fortnight ago a
ghastly face like crumpled parchment appeared at the parlour window. I had left
the curtains drawn back and you may remember the severe weather in February, so
that there was a rime of frost on the panes. I caught a glimpse only for a
moment but it turned my soul sick inside. A hideous white idiot face like a
dwarf. I sat slumped for what must have been an hour without stirring outside.
Nothing else happened or I should not have been able to answer for my sanity.”


“You
may well say so. But you have other troubles also, Mr Smedhurst.”


The
bearded man looked startled.


“I
have heard that you can work miracles. Mr Holmes, and that you can almost see
into people’s minds.”


Holmes
gave a short laugh.


“Hardly,
Mr Smedhurst. But I know a deeply troubled man when I see one. There is
something beyond all this business, is there not? Something connected with Miss
Reynolds?”


Smedhurst
half-started from his chair and gave a strangled cry.


“You
are right. Mr Holmes. There has been a growing estrangement because of all this.
She wanted to know why I had changed but I did not want to involve her ...”


He
broke off and buried his head in his hands.


“Now
I hear that she has taken up with a young man who has come to live in the
village ...”


Holmes
put his finger to his lips and then laid his hand on our visitor’s shoulder.


“All
may yet come right, Mr Smedhurst. Do not despair.”


“I
have not told you the worst, Mr Holmes. Last night someone tried to shoot me as
I stood outside my cottage door. It was dusk and the shot missed me by inches.
I have never been so frightened in my life.”


“Perhaps
a poacher with a shotgun ...” I began.


Smedhurst
stood up abruptly, trying to control the trembling that shook his frame.


“No,
Dr Watson. I know a rifle shot when I hear one. That bullet was meant for me!”


“Why
did you not call in the police. Mr Smedhurst?”


“We
have only a sleepy village constable, Mr Holmes, and I had no evidence.”


Holmes
was on his feet now.


“Is
there an inn in this Parvise Magna of yours?”


“Yes,
Mr Holmes, the George and Dragon.”


“Good.
If you will telegraph for rooms we will accompany you to Dorset in the morning.
I take it you would wish to come, Watson?”


“By
all means, Holmes. I will just warn my locum that I may be away for several
days.”


“Admirable!
Your revolver, Watson, and a packet of cartridges in your luggage, if you
please. We have no time to lose!”
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It
was a bitterly cold day with a fine drizzle when we left London the following
morning and after several changes we found ourselves on the Somerset and Dorset
Railway, in a small and uncomfortable carriage which seemed to be carrying us
into a bleak and inhospitable landscape. We had the compartment to ourselves
and our client, evidently exhausted from his trials of past days, sat huddled in
deep sleep in a far corner. Holmes sat smoking furiously next to me, the
fragrant omissions from his pipe seeming to emulate the black smoke our funny
little engine was shovelling over its shoulder as we wound our interminable way
into the gathering dusk.


“Well,
what do you make of it, Watson?”


I
shrugged.


“Pointless,
Holmes. An old cottage ransacked, ghostly manifestations and then a murderous
attack.”


“But
it adds up to a definite pattern, my dear fellow.”


“If
Mr Smedhurst has the only key to the cottage, how could a marauder gain
entrance without breaking a window or something of that sort?”


“Ah,
you have taken that point, have you? There must obviously be another. Or
someone must have manufactured one.”


“But
for what purpose, Holmes?”


“That
remains to be seen,” said he, his sharp, feral face alive with interest.


“What
I cannot understand,” I went on, “is why, if someone has a key, they have not
been back.”


Holmes
gave a dry chuckle.


“That
is simple enough. He has satisfied himself that the object of his search will
not be easily discernible. He may wait for the owner himself to discover it.”


“Or
scare him away.”


Holmes
nodded approvingly.


“Excellent,
Watson. You have hit the nail on the head.”


And
he said not another word until we had reached our destination. This proved to
be a somewhat ramshackle halt with a plank platform and I thought I had seldom
seen a more desolate spot. Several oil lanterns beneath the station canopy were
already alight and cast grotesque shadows as they swayed to and fro in the
rising wind. But a closed carriage, which Smedhurst had already ordered from
the hotel, was waiting and once our client had shaken off the terror which had
overtaken him on the train, he quickly took charge of the situation and we were
speedily rocking through the approaching dusk to our journey’s end.


I
was surprised to find that Parvise Magna was not really a village but a small
town composed of a broad main street, long lines of stone-built cottages and
larger houses; no less than two inns; an ancient church; and a covered market.


“Things
are looking up, Holmes,” I said, as the cheering lights of our substantial
hostelry, the George and Dragon, came into view.


It
was indeed a comfortable-looking inn, with blazing log fires, and when we had
quickly registered and deposited our baggage with the manager. Holmes looked
inquiringly at our client.


“There
should be an hour or so of daylight left. Would that be sufficient time for me
to visit your cottage?”


“Oh,
indeed, Mr Holmes. It would only take twenty minutes to get there, providing we
can retain the carriage.”


After
a brief word with the manager Smedhurst led the way round to a side yard where
the equipage was still waiting, and then we were driving swiftly out of the
town and up into the winding fastnesses of the blunt-nosed hills. Presently we
stopped at a place where an oak finger-post pointed up the hillside.


“I
think we can walk back,” said Holmes, giving the driver a half guinea for his
trouble, much to that worthy’s surprise and gratitude.


“It
will give us an appetite for dinner,” Holmes added.


We
followed Smedhurst up a broad, zigzag path, just wide enough for a horse and
cart, that eventually wound between large boulders. It was an eerie and
desolate place and I should not have cared to have spent one night there, let
alone made it my permanent abode. I whispered as much to Holmes and he gave me
a wry smile. There was still light enough in the sky to see our way and in a
short while we came to a large stone cottage set back in a rustic enclosure
that might once have been a garden.


Our
client then produced a massive, wrought iron key which, as he had said, might
have served for the entrance to the Bastille, and unlocked the stout
iron-studded front door. Holmes and I stood on the flagstone surround until
Smedhurst had lit lamps within. The parlour was a huge room, with an ancient
stone fireplace surmounted by a bressumer beam. The furniture was comfortable
enough but the stone-flagged floor gave it a dank atmosphere, though Holmes
seemed oblivious to such things. He went quickly to the large windows which
fronted the room.


“This
is where you saw the apparition, Mr Smedhurst?”


The
tall man gulped.


“That
is so, Mr Holmes. The nearest one.”


I
waited while my companion examined the glass carefully. Then he went outside
and I could hear his staccato footsteps going up and down. Then he reappeared,
his face was absorbed and serious.


“Then
the flagstone surround which appears to run round the entire house would not
have shown any footprints.”


“That
is so, Mr Holmes.”


“Let
us just examine the rest of your abode.”


Smedhurst
lit lamp after lamp as we toured the ground floor, which consisted of a simple
toilet: a corridor; a store room; and a kitchen, which was primitively
equipped. We went up a creaky wooden staircase to the first floor, where there
were three bedrooms and a huge apartment equipped as a studio, with northern
lights and canvases stacked against the walls. Holmes went over to stare at a
grotesque charcoal sketch of distorted trees and bleak moorland, set all aslant
by the near-genius of the artist.


“Presumably
this room is the reason you bought the house?”


“That
is so. Mr Holmes.”


“Very
well.”


My
companion suddenly became very alert.”


“We
have just time to see outside before the light completely fails.”


He
led the way downstairs at a rapid pace, Smedhurst and myself having difficulty
in keeping up with him. We rejoined him on the paved area in front of the
cottage.


“So
your phantom made off in this direction?”


He
pointed in front of us to where the paving gave out into a narrow path which
wound among bushes. Again the haunted look passed across Smedhurst’s face and
he went back and re-locked the front door.


“Yes,
Mr Holmes.”


“Let
us just see where this leads.”


By
the yellow light of the lantern which the artist carried and which cast bizarre
shadows before us, we traversed the path and presently came out on a cleared
space which appeared to be floored with some hard substance difficult to make
out in the dim light.


“Ah!”


Holmes
drew in his breath with a sibilant hiss, as a vast black pit composed itself
before us.


“A
quarry, I presume?”


“Yes,
Mr Holmes. I know little of such matters but I understand it was where they cut
Purbeck stone with which they built houses thereabouts. It has not been in use
this fifty years. It is not within my land, of course. My boundary ends just
beyond the paved area and is marked with a post. I have not bothered to have a
fence erected.”


“Quite
so.”


Holmes
was craning forward, looking intently into the forbidding depths before us.


“This
place looks decidedly dangerous.”


“Yes.
It is over a hundred feet deep. A sheer drop, as you can see.”


“But
an ideal spot into which your phantom might have disappeared.”


Smedhurst
gave us a startled look in the yellow light of the lantern he carried. There
was a leprous glow on the far horizon and I was in a sombre mood as our small
procession made its way back to the cottage. Smedhurst unlocked the front door
and extended his hand in farewell.


“Will
you not join us for dinner and stay the night at our hotel?” I said.


He
shook his head.


“I
do not care to be about after dark in these parts, gentlemen. But I will join
you at the George tomorrow.”


“About
midday,” Holmes replied. “I have a few calls to make in the morning. Until
then.”


As
we walked away we could hear the grating of the lock and the ponderous shooting
of bolts at the great front door. At that moment I would not have changed
places with our client for anything in the world.


“What
a grim place, Holmes,” I said as we walked swiftly back through the gloom
toward the faint glow that indicated the welcoming streets of Parvise Magna.


“Ah,
I see you lack the artistic temperament, Watson,” said Holmes.


Our
footsteps echoed unnaturally on the uneven, rocky surface of the path and dark
clouds obscured the moon, only a few faint stars staring out on the horizon.


“I
prefer 22IB, Holmes,” I said.


My
companion chuckled, a long chain of sparks from his pipe, which he had lit on
his way down from the cottage, making fiery little stipples on his lean,
aquiline features.


“I
certainly agree there, my dear fellow.”
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The
next morning I was up early but Holmes was earlier still for I found him at
breakfast in the cheerful, beamed dining room, where a few sickly rays of sun
glanced in at the windows. When we had finished our repast, Holmes jumped up
swiftly and made for the door, hardly leaving me time to collect my overcoat
from the rack and follow somewhat protestingly in his rear.


“We
have very little time, Watson,” he said as I caught up with him in the surprisingly
busy street.


“Firstly,
we must just lay a call upon Mr Amos Hardcastle, the lawyer and see what he has
to say about this matter.”


We
had only some three or four hundred yards to go and when we had neared the
brass plate which indicated that gentleman’s office, Holmes took me aside and
pretended to study the contents of a saddlery shop window.


“Leave
the talking to me, my dear fellow. My name will be Robinson for the purpose of
this business.”


I
had scarcely time to take this in before Holmes led the way up a dusty
staircase to where a stout wooden door repeated the legend on the brass plate
outside. A distant clock was just striking the hour of nine but the office was
already astir and Holmes opened the door without further ado and I followed him
in.


An
elderly woman with grey hair rose from her desk in the dingy outer office and
welcomed us with a wry smile. When Holmes had introduced himself as Robinson
and explained that he would not keep Mr Hardcastle more than ten minutes, she
nodded and crossed to an inner door, tapping before entering. There was a
muffled colloquy from behind the panels and then the door opened again. The
solicitor was a man of heavy build and late middle age, who wore a
snuff-stained waistcoat and gold pince-nez. His white hair fell in an untidy
quiff over his forehead but his manner was cheerful enough and he asked Holmes
and myself to sit down opposite his battered desk.


The
room, which was lit by two large and dusty windows, was piled high with papers
on the far side while the area behind Hardcastle’s desk was stacked with
labelled tin boxes from floor to ceiling. Holmes, in his persona as Robinson
said that Smedhurst was thinking of selling his cottage and that he, Robinson,
was thinking of buying it. He had come down with myself to view the property
but had found that Smedhurst had apparently gone away for several days. He
wondered if the lawyer had a key to the house so that we could have a look at
it.


A
cautious, professional look immediately settled on the lawyer’s face.


“Dear
me. Mr Robinson, this is the first I have heard of it. Have you any written
authority for what you say? This is merely formality you understand, my dear
sir, but I’m sure you realise ...”


“Certainly.”


I
was even more astonished when Holmes produced a crumpled letter from the pocket
of his Ulster and passed it across to Smedhurst’s solicitor. He scanned it
cursorily through his pince-nez, biting his lip as he did so.


“All
seems in order, Mr Robinson,” he said as he handed it back.


He
turned to the massed japanned boxes behind him and went down them rapidly. He
took one from the end of the piles and rattled it as though he expected to find
something unpleasant in it.


“Here
we are.”


He
put it down on his desk, brushing the dust from the top of the box with a frayed
sleeve. He opened it and went through a pile of yellowing papers. After sifting
about for what seemed like an interminable time, he shook his head.


“I
am so sorry to disappoint you, Mr Robinson, but I have nothing here. If I
remember rightly my late client was a very retiring sort of person and
inordinately frightened of burglars, though what he could have had of value up
there was beyond me.”


He
chuckled rustily.


“Some
years ago he had the front door lock changed. It came with a massive single
key, which he always retained on him. I have no doubt Mr Smedhurst has it
still. My regrets, gentlemen.”


Holmes
rose with alacrity and extended his hand to the lawyer.


“It
was just a possibility. I am sorry to have disturbed you.”


“Not
at all, not at all.”


He
waved us out with a smile and as soon as we had regained the street I turned to
Holmes.


“Where
on earth did you get that letter?”


My
companion smiled.


“Forged
it, my dear fellow. I thought it might come in useful. I have a passable talent
in that direction which has served its purpose from time to time. Now we must
interview the young lady, which might be a more delicate matter and then I
shall warn Smedhurst to make preparations for his departure.”


“Departure,
Holmes?” I said as we walked rapidly down the busy street. “I am all at sea.”


“It
is not the first time, old fellow,” said he with a wry smile. “But hopefully
all will be made plain in due course.”


We
walked several hundred yards and then turned at right-angles down a small
alley, lined with pleasant old stone-built cottages. He stopped at the third on
the right and opened a wrought-iron gate which gave on to a miniscule garden,
where withered plants struggled for existence at this time of year. A
motherly-looking lady in her early sixties opened the front door to his knock.
She looked surprised, as well she might have.


“We
wish to see Miss Eveline Reynolds on a most important matter. Please do not be
alarmed, dear lady. A short interview will be greatly to her benefit.”


The
cloud gathering on her face disappeared immediately.


“Please
come in. My niece is in the next room sewing. Whom shall I say ...?”


Holmes
leaned forward and whispered something in her ear. I saw a surprising change
come over her face.


“I
am sure she will be pleased to see you in view of what you have just told me.”


She
ushered us into a charmingly furnished oak-beamed parlour where a slim,
golden-haired girl of some 28 years was sitting at a sewing frame. She got up
suddenly as we entered and looked inquiringly at her aunt.


“Please
don’t be alarmed, dear. These are friends of Mr Smedhurst.”


“Ah!”


The
girl could not suppress the exclamation that rose to her lips. The aunt had
silently withdrawn and Miss Reynolds came forward to shake hands formally,
beckoning us into easy chairs near the welcoming fire.


“You
have news of Aristide? I have been so worried about him ...”


There
was such a pleading look on her face that I saw a dramatic change in Holmes
himself.


“This
is an extremely difficult matter. Miss Reynolds. But I am afraid we are
forgetting our manners. I am Sherlock Holmes and this is my friend and
colleague Dr Watson. I have asked your aunt not to reveal our identities and I
would ask you to do the same.”


He
held up his hand as the girl started forward in her chair.


“Please
let me continue. Mr Smedhurst is in some great difficulty and he has called
upon me to help him. Am I to take it that your engagement has been broken off?”


The
girl bit her lip.


“It
is nothing of my doing, Mr Holmes. He has changed over the last year or so and
become evasive. He no longer confides in me. He has taken to drinking rather
heavily and now he had grown that ridiculous-looking beard!”


Little
red spots of anger were starting out on her cheeks.


“Forgive
me again, my dear young lady, but Mr Smedhurst appears to think that you have
transferred your affections elsewhere.”


The
girl stared at Holmes in astonishment and then burst out laughing.


“You
must mean Mr Jacob Ashton. He is a young Australian who came to the village a
long while back. He is a surveyor by profession. My aunt and I occasionally
lunch or dine at the George and Dragon and we made his acquaintance there. He
is in practice here, but we are friends, nothing more.”


“Ah,
that is good news indeed, Miss Reynolds,” said Holmes, rising abruptly from his
chair. “I cannot confide in you at the present moment but you may be sure that
all will yet be well between you.”


“Ah,
if only I could believe you, Mr Holmes!”


“You
may. And I might add that he was thinking only of you in his present troubles
and did not wish you involved.”


The
girl shook hands with us warmly, and after Holmes had again asked her not to
reveal his identity, we left the house with its occupants more cheerful than
when we had arrived.


“Now
for Smedhurst, Watson. I must prime him as to his role in our little drama.


Ah,
there is our man himself!”


He
had just noticed our client’s reflection in a shop window and, turning, we saw
that he was making for the George and Dragon. We followed as quickly as
possible, catching him at the entrance, where Holmes had a muffled
conversation, before following him into the crowded restaurant. A waiter
hurried forward as we sat down to order our meal when Smedhurst gave an exclamation
and said, “Why, there is young Ashton at the table yonder.”


Holmes
leaned forward and put his hand gently in our client’s shoulder.


“You
have no need to worry. Miss Reynolds and Ashton are merely friends.”


With
a muffled apology he rose from the table and I was astonished to see him make
straight for the surveyor, who was lunching alone at a side table. He bent
over, presumably to introduce himself and then beckoned me across.


“Please
forgive this intrusion, Mr Ashton, but I understand you are a surveyor. Myself
and my friend Mr Watson are hoping to buy a cottage down here and have found
exactly what we require. Mr Smedhurst, who is lunching with us, as you have
perhaps noticed, is anxious to sell and we wondered whether you would be kind
enough to undertake the survey?”


Ashton,
who was a pleasant-looking man of about thirty with black curly hair, seemed
embarrassed, I thought.


“Certainly,
Mr Robinson,” he stammered. “But this is the first I have heard of it. Miss
Reynolds did not mention it.”


“It
was a sudden decision,” said Holmes smoothly. “Mr Smedhurst is going to London
for a few days this evening, but is leaving the key of the cottage with us. I
have the address of your office. And now, I have interrupted your lunch long
enough.”


Ashton
got up to shake hands with the pair of us.


“Honoured,
my dear sir,” he said with a smile. “My hours are from 9.30 a.m. until 6 p.m.,
unless I am out on survey. I look forward to seeing you soon.”


“I
cannot see, Holmes ...” I began as we regained our table.


“I
seem to have heard you say that before, Watson,” said my companion with a
disarming smile. “I think the oxtail soup and then the steak will do admirably
in my case.”


And
he talked of nothing but trivial matters until the meal was over.
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“Now,
you understand the procedures I have outlined to you, Mr Smedhurst,” said
Holmes as we regained the street.


Our
client nodded.


“I
will leave Parvise Magna this afternoon, in daylight, with my luggage and make
sure my departure is noted in the town, both by pony and trap and by train. I
will give out that I am going to London for a week to see an aunt and make
myself conspicuous on the platform. I will stay away for three nights. I will
leave the cottage key behind a big boulder about thirty feet from the front
door. You cannot miss it, Mr Holmes. There is a fissure at the back and I will
place it there, well concealed.”


“Excellent,
Mr Smedhurst. Now there is just one thing more.”


“What
is that, Mr Holmes?”


My
companion gave him a thin smile.


“Shave
off your beard. Miss Reynolds does not like it.”


I
spent most of the afternoon reading in the smoking room of the George and
Dragon, while Holmes was away on some errand of his own. Presently he rejoined
me and we both noted with satisfaction the departure of Smedhurst as his pony
and trap clattered down the main street on its way to the station. As gas lamps
began to be lit in the street outside Holmes rose from his deep leather chair,
his whole being tense and animated.


“I
think you might fetch your revolver, old fellow. We may need it before the
night is out. I have some provisions in my greatcoat pocket so we shall not go
hungry.”


“In
that case I will bring my whisky flask,” said I.


A
quarter of an hour later we left the hotel and made our way inconspicuously
through side streets, as though taking an innocuous afternoon stroll. Though
there was still an hour or so of daylight the sky was dark and sombre as we
cleared the outskirts of Parvise Magna and a pallid mist was rising from the
drenched fields which skirted the rounded hills. We were both silent as we
continued our walk and presently Holmes turned aside to avoid approaching our
client’s cottage from the front. When we could just see the roof of the property
through the bare branches of leafless trees, we diverged from the path and in a
few moments found ourselves on the overgrown track that led to the quarry. It
was a grim place at that late time of day and we both paused as though
possessed of the same impulse, and gazed down over the hundred foot drop.


“An
awful spot. Holmes.”


“Indeed,
Watson. But I think there is a more agreeable approach yonder.”


He
pointed forward and I then saw what appeared to be a white thread which turned
out to be a shelving part of the quarry that led downward in gentle slopes. Our
feet gritted on the loose shale and after we had descended about halfway my
companion gave a sharp exclamation.


He
led the way across the face of the quarry to where a dark hole gaped. It was
obviously man-made and perhaps provided shelter for the quarrymen in years gone
by. I followed him in and saw that the cavern was about ten feet across and
some twenty feet deep. There was a narrow shelf of rock on the left-hand side,
about five feet in.


“Hulloa,”
I said. “Here is a candle, Holmes.”


I
bent closer.


“And
recently used, I should say, judging by the spent matches which are perfectly
dry and not wet as they would be had they been there a long time.”


Holmes
came to look over my shoulder.


“You
are constantly improving, my dear fellow. You are not far out.”


He
went back into the rear of the cave which the failing daylight still
penetrated.


“Someone
has made a fire,” I said, as he stirred the blackened ashes on the rough floor
with his boot. “A tramp has been living here, perhaps.”


“Perhaps,
Watson,” he said, as though his thoughts were far away.


Then
he stooped to pick up a small clip of cardboard from the remains of the fire. I
went across to see what he had found. I made out the faint white lettering on a
blue background:


CARROLL
AND CO.


“What
does it mean, Holmes?”


“I
do not yet know,” he said reflectively. “Time will tell. I think I have seen
enough here to confirm my tentative theories. In the meantime we must get back
to the cottage before it is completely dark.”


And
he led the way up the quarry at a swift pace. He put his finger to his lips as
we drew close to our destination and bending down behind the large boulder our
client had indicated, he brought out the massive wrought-iron key. It was the
work of a moment to open the cottage door and re-lock it from the other side.
The key turned smoothly so it was obvious why Smedhurst’s mysterious intruder
had been able to gain entry so easily.


“Could
we have a light, Holmes?” I whispered.


“There
is a dark lantern on the table yonder, which I observed on our previous visit.
I think we might risk it for a few minutes to enable us to settle down. If he
is coming at all tonight our man will not move until long after dark. I have
baited the trap. Now let us just see what comes to the net.”


I
could not repress a shudder at these words, and I felt something of the terror
that Smedhurst had experienced in that lonely place. But the comforting feel of
my revolver in my overcoat did much to reassure me. I lit the lantern,
shielding the match with my hand, and when we had deposited our sandwiches and
made ourselves comfortable in two wing chairs, I closed the shutter of the
lantern so that only a thin line of luminescence broke the darkness. I placed
it beneath the table where it could not be seen from the windows, and after
loading my pistol and securing the safety catch I placed it and my whisky flask
near at hand as the light slowly faded.


What
can I say of that dreary vigil? That the dark cloud of horror which seemed to
hang about the cottage that night will remain with me until my dying day.
Combined with the melancholy screeching of distant owls, it merely emphasised
the sombreness of our night watch. Holmes seemed impervious to all this for he
sat immobile in his chair, for I could see his calm face in the dim light that
still filtered through the parlour windows. Presently we ate the sandwiches and
fortified with drafts of whisky from my flask, I became more alert. Several
hours must have passed when I became aware that Holmes had stirred in his
chair.


“I
think the moment is approaching. Your pistol, Watson, if you please.”


Then
I heard what his keen ears had already caught. A very faint, furtive scraping
on the rocky path that led to the cottage. I had the pistol in my hand now and
eased off the safety catch. The clouds had lifted momentarily and pale
moonlight outlined the casement bars. By its spectral glow I suddenly saw a
ghastly, crumpled face appear in the nearest frame and I almost cried aloud.
But Holmes’ hand was on my arm and I waited with racing heart.


Then
there was a metallic click and a key inserted from outside began to turn the
lock. I was about to whisper to my companion when the door was suddenly flung
wide and cold, damp air flowed into the room. We were both on our feet now. I
vaguely glimpsed two figures in the doorway and then Holmes had thrown the
shutter of the dark lantern back and its light flooded in, dispelling the gloom
and revealing a dark-clad figure and behind him, the hideous thing that had
appeared at the window. A dreadful cry of alarm and dismay, the pounding of
feet back down the path and then the horrible creature had turned the other
way.


“Quickly,
Watson! Time is of the essence! I recognised the second man but we must
identify the other.”


We
were racing down the tangled pathway now, stumbling over the rocky surface but
the white-faced creature was quicker still. I discharged my pistol into the air
and our quarry dodged aside and redoubled its efforts. Then we were in thick
bushes and I fired again. The flash and the explosion were followed by the most
appalling cry. When we rounded the next corner I could see by the light of the
lantern which Holmes still carried, that the thing had misjudged the distance
on the blind bend and had fallen straight down into the quarry.


“It
cannot have survived that fall, Holmes,” I said.


He
shook his head.


“It
was not your fault, old fellow. But we must hasten down in case he needs medical
aid.”


A
few minutes later we had scrambled to ground level and cautiously approached
the motionless thing with the smashed body that told my trained eye that he had
died instantly. I gently turned him over while Holmes held the lantern. When he
removed the hideous carnival mask we found ourselves looking into the bloodied
face of young Ashton, the surveyor, whose expression bore all the elements of
shock and surprise that one often finds in cases of violent death.
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Holmes’
hammering at the knocker of the substantial Georgian house at the edge of town,
presently brought a tousled housekeeper holding a candle in a trembling hand to
a ground floor window.


“I
must see your master at once!” said Holmes. “I know he has just returned home
so do not tell me that he cannot be disturbed. It is a matter of life and
death!”


The
door was unbolted at once and we slipped inside.


“Do
not be alarmed, my good woman,” said Holmes gently. “Despite the hour, our
errand is a vital one. I see by the muddy footprints on the parquet that your
master has only recently returned. Pray tell him to come downstairs or we shall
have to go up to him.”


The
housekeeper nodded, the fright slowly fading from her face.


“I
will not be a moment, gentlemen. Just let me light this lamp on the hall table.”


We
sat down on two spindly chairs to wait, listening to the mumbled conversation
going on above. The man who staggered down the stairs to meet us was a
completely changed apparition to the smooth professional we had previously met.


“You
may leave us, Mrs Hobbs,” he said through trembling lips.


He
looked from one to the other of us while anger and despair fought for mastery
in his features.


“What
is the meaning of this intrusion in the middle of the night, Mr Robinson?”


“My
name is Sherlock Holmes,” said my companion sternly. “Your friend is dead. We
must have the truth or you are a lost man!”


Amos
Hardcastle’s face was ashen. He mumbled incoherently and I thought he was going
to have a stroke. I put my hand under his arm to help him down the last few
treads and he almost fell into the chair I had just vacated. He looked round
blankly, as though in a daze.


“Jabez
Crawley’s nephew dead? And you are the detective, Sherlock Holmes.”


“Tell
us the truth. Mr Hardcastle,” said Holmes, a smile of triumph on his face. “Or
shall I tell the story for you?”


Something
like anger flared momentarily in the lawyer’s eyes.


“My
client...” he began but Holmes cut him short.


“Must
I repeat; your client is dead. He tried to kill Mr Smedhurst. That makes you an
accessory.”


The
lawyer’s face turned even whiter if that were possible.


“I
knew nothing of that,” he whispered. “Did you kill him?”


This
to me. I shook my head.


“No.
He fell over the edge of the quarry.”


“I
will have you disbarred for unprofessional conduct and you will stand trial for
criminal conspiracy and accessory to attempted murder,” said Holmes sternly. “It
was unfortunate for you that I recognised you by the light of the lantern.”


“I
beg you, Mr Holmes!”


“The
time is long past for begging. Let me just try to reconstruct your dishonest
sequence of events. I am sure you will correct me if I am wrong.”


Holmes
sat down in a chair opposite the crushed figure of the lawyer and eyed him
grimly.


“Let
us just suppose that old Jabez Crawley did not leave a proper will. Just a
scribbled note or two, leaving the cottage to his nephew in Australia, his only
surviving relative. And supposing he had hinted that there was something
valuable hidden there, without indicating its whereabouts. Money perhaps, bonds
or the deeds to properties. There were two keys to the cottage. There had to be
or you and the nephew would never have gone there and made searches while Mr
Smedhurst was out. But that is to run ahead. Am I correct so far?”


The
old man nodded sullenly. He looked like a cornered rat with his hair awry and
his muddy clothes.


“You
wrote to the nephew in Australia at his last known address. You got no reply, I
presume?”


“No,
sir. More than eight months had passed and I surmised that young Ashton had
either died or moved to some other country.”


Holmes
smiled thinly.


“You
had many fruitless searches at the cottage in the interim - without result. So
you sold it to Mr Smedhurst and pocketed the proceeds. You are a pretty
scoundrel, even for a provincial lawyer.”


Hardcastle
flushed but said nothing, his haunted eyes shifting first to Holmes and then on
to me.


“After
a long interval you got a reply from the nephew. Your letter had gone astray or
been delayed. All this is fairly elementary.”


“I
think it quite remarkable. Holmes.” I interjected. “I had no idea ...”


“Later,
old fellow,” he interrupted. “So young Ashton made his way here and you gave
him all the information at your disposal without, of course, telling him that
he was the rightful owner of the cottage and that you had sold it and kept the
money.”


One
look at the lawyer’s face told me that once again my companion had arrived at
the right conclusion.


“You
worked out a plan of campaign. The nephew would try and sow a little discord
between Smedhurst and his fiancée, in the most subtle way, of course, at the
same time keeping an eye on Smedhurst’s activities. Then the pair of you
invented the series of ghostly happenings. When you drew a blank there and
further searches threw no light on old Crawley’s secret, you resorted to
stronger measures, with the apparition at the window, and then, finally a short
while ago, the attempt at murder.”


The
old man wrung his hands.


“I
can assure you, Mr Holmes ...”


“Well,
that is a matter between you and the police,” said Holmes curtly. “We must
inform them about the body in the quarry and the circumstances first thing in
the morning, Watson. It is almost dawn, anyway.”


“Of
course, Holmes.”


I
glanced at my pocket watch and saw that it was almost 4 a.m. I felt a sudden
weariness following the events of the night.


“What
about the cave in the quarry?” I asked.


“That
was clear as crystal, Watson. When carrying out his dangerous masquerade,
Ashton needed a refuge and an opportunity for a ghostly disappearance. He found
the place near the cottage which suited his purposes admirably. When he had
made his escape and was sure no-one had followed, he lit the candle and tidied
his clothing. Perhaps he cleaned his shoes if they were coated with mud.”


“But
the fire, Holmes?”


He
gave a thin smile.


“Why,
simply to bum that huge papier mâché carnival mask, Watson. The fragment of
label unburned, reading CARROLL AND CO. showed that the mask had been bought
from a well-known Soho emporium specialising in such things. Obviously, Ashton
had bought a number of them.”


“Yes,
but how would he take them to the cottage, Holmes?”


“Why,
probably in a large paper bag. No-one would take any notice when he passed
through the town in broad daylight. The early hours were another matter. He
could not risk taking that mask through the town to the house at dead of night
in case he were seen; he might even have been stopped and questioned by the
local constable. Hence the fire. Correct, Mr Hardcastle?”


“You
are a devil, Mr Holmes,” was the man’s broken reply. “But you are correct in
every detail.”


We
left the shattered figure of Hardcastle huddled on the chair and walked back
toward the centre of the town.


“How
did you come to suspect Ashton?” I asked.


“There
was the irony, Watson. It could have been anyone in Parvise Magna. But then the
idea grew in my mind. Ashton was young and personable: he had come from
Australia soon after the ghostly manifestations had appeared: and he had
attached himself to Smedhurst’s fiancée.”


“Remarkable,
Holmes.”


“You
do me too much credit, my dear fellow.”


“I
wonder what the secret of the cottage is?” I said.


He
shrugged.


“Only
time will tell. Otherwise, a very curious affair.”
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And
so it proved. Some weeks later I came to the breakfast table to find Holmes
smiling broadly. He passed a cheque across to me and my eyes widened as I read
the amount above Smedhurst’s signature.


“Our
artist has struck lucky at last, Watson,” he said. “His letter is full of news.
He has shaved off his beard and is reunited with his fiancée.”


“Excellent,
Holmes.”


“And
there is more. Just glance at these two newspaper cuttings.”


The
first related to the preliminary police court proceedings against Hardcastle,
which Holmes and I had attended, and his subsequently striking off the legal
rolls. The opening of the inquest on Ashton, which we were also required to
attend had been held in camera due to the involvement of Hardcastle in these
proceedings also, and had been adjourned sine die. Therefore there had been no
reports of these proceedings in the Dorset or national newspapers. During the
inquest a high-ranking police officer had informed Holmes that a sporting rifle
with one spent cartridge in the breech had been found at Ashton’s home,
together with a number of carnival masks.


The
second cutting was even more sensational than the first. It was a lurid tale of
an artist who had discovered £20,000 in golden guineas in a series of tin boxes
beneath the oak flooring of his studio. There was no mention of Holmes, as I
had expected, and the report merely concluded with the information that the
discovery had been made by a carpenter carrying out work for Smedhurst.


“And
here is something for you, Watson.”


Holmes
passed across a small buff envelope. That too was from Smedhurst and was an
invitation to his wedding celebrations a month hence. I glanced up at Holmes’
own invitation on the mantelpiece.


“Will
you be joining me, Holmes?”


My
companion gave me an enigmatic smile.


“I
think not, Watson. Marriage is a very uncertain and risky business. But you may
give the bride and groom my best wishes and a suitable gift from Garrards if
you will.”


And
he reached out for his violin.
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