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1.—THE BLUE SEQUIN

Thorndyke stood looking up and down the platform with anxiety that increased
as the time drew near for the departure of the train.

"This is very unfortunate," he said, reluctantly stepping into an empty
smoking compartment as the guard executed a flourish with his green flag. "I am
afraid we have missed our friend." He closed the door, and, as the train began
to move, thrust his head out of the window.

"Now I wonder if that will be he," he continued. "If so, he has caught the
train by the skin of his teeth, and is now in one of the rear
compartments."

The subject of Thorndyke's speculations was Mr. Edward Stopford, of the firm
of Stopford and Myers, of Portugal Street, solicitors, and his connection with
us at present arose out of a telegram that had reached our chambers on the
preceding evening. It was reply-paid, and ran thus:

"Can you come here to-morrow to direct defence? Important case. All
costs undertaken by us.—STOPFORD AND MYERS."

Thorndyke's reply had been in the affirmative, and early on this present
morning a further telegram—evidently posted overnight—had been
delivered:

"Shall leave for Woldhurst by 8.25 from Charing Cross. Will call
for you if possible. EDWARD STOPFORD."

He had not called, however, and, since he was unknown personally to us both,
we could not judge whether or not he had been among the passengers on the
platform.

"It is most unfortunate," Thorndyke repeated, "for it deprives us of that
preliminary consideration of the case which is so invaluable." He filled his
pipe thoughtfully, and, having made a fruitless inspection of the platform at
London Bridge, took up the paper that he had bought at the bookstall, and began
to turn over the leaves, running his eye quickly down the columns, unmindful of
the journalistic baits in paragraph or article.

"It is a great disadvantage," he observed, while still glancing through the
paper, "to come plump into an inquiry without preparation—to be
confronted with the details before one has a chance of considering the case in
general terms. For instance—"

He paused, leaving the sentence unfinished, and as I looked up inquiringly I
saw that he had turned over another page, and was now reading attentively.

"This looks like our case, Jervis," he said presently, handing me the paper
and indicating a paragraph at the top of the page. It was quite brief, and was
headed "Terrible Murder in Kent," the account being as follows:

"A shocking crime was discovered yesterday morning at the little
town of Woldhurst, which lies on the branch line from Halbury Junction. The
discovery was made by a porter who was inspecting the carriages of the train
which had just come in. On opening the door of a first-class compartment, he
was horrified to find the body of a fashionably-dressed woman stretched upon
the floor. Medical aid was immediately summoned, and on the arrival of the
divisional surgeon, Dr. Morton, it was ascertained that the woman had not been
dead more than a few minutes.


"The state of the corpse leaves no doubt that a murder of a most brutal kind
has been perpetrated, the cause of death being a penetrating wound of the head,
inflicted with some pointed implement, which must have been used with terrible
violence, since it has perforated the skull and entered the brain. That robbery
was not the motive of the crime is made clear by the fact that an expensively
fitted dressing-bag was found on the rack, and that the dead woman's jewellery,
including several valuable diamond rings, was untouched. It is rumoured that an
arrest has been made by the local police."

"A gruesome affair," I remarked, as I handed back the paper, "but the report
does not give us much information."

"It does not," Thorndyke agreed, "and yet it gives us something to consider.
Here is a perforating wound of the skull, inflicted with some pointed
implement—that is, assuming that it is not a bullet wound. Now, what kind
of implement would be capable of inflicting such an injury? How would such an
implement be used in the confined space of a railway-carriage, and what sort of
person would be in possession of such an implement? These are preliminary
questions that are worth considering, and I commend them to you, together with
the further problems of the possible motive—excluding robbery—and
any circumstances other than murder which might account for the injury."

"The choice of suitable implements is not very great," I observed.

"It is very limited, and most of them, such as a plasterer's pick or a
geological hammer, are associated with certain definite occupations. You have a
notebook?"

I had, and, accepting the hint, I produced it and pursued my further
reflections in silence, while my companion, with his notebook also on his knee,
gazed steadily out of the window. And thus he remained, wrapped in thought,
jotting down an entry now and again in his book, until the train slowed down at
Halbury Junction, where we had to change on to a branch line.

As we stepped out, I noticed a well-dressed man hurrying up the platform
from the rear and eagerly scanning the faces of the few passengers who had
alighted. Soon he espied us, and, approaching quickly, asked, as he looked from
one of us to the other:

"Dr. Thorndyke?"

"Yes," replied my colleague, adding: "And you, I presume, are Mr. Edward
Stopford?"

The solicitor bowed. "This is a dreadful affair," he said, in an agitated
manner. "I see you have the paper. A most shocking affair. I am immensely
relieved to find you here. Nearly missed the train, and feared I should miss
you."

"There appears to have been an arrest," Thorndyke began.

"Yes—my brother. Terrible business. Let us walk up the platform; our
train won't start for a quarter of an hour yet."

We deposited our joint Gladstone and Thorndyke's travelling-case in an empty
first-class compartment, and then, with the solicitor between us, strolled up
to the unfrequented end of the platform.

"My brother's position," said Mr. Stopford, "fills me with dismay—but
let me give you the facts in order, and you shall judge for yourself. This poor
creature who has been murdered so brutally was a Miss Edith Grant. She was
formerly an artist's model, and as such was a good deal employed by my brother,
who is a painter—Harold Stopford, you know, A.R.A. now—"

"I know his work very well, and charming work it is."

"I think so, too. Well, in those days he was quite a youngster—about
twenty—and he became very intimate with Miss Grant, in quite an innocent
way, though not very discreet; but she was a nice respectable girl, as most
English models are, and no one thought any harm. However, a good many letters
passed between them, and some little presents, amongst which was a beaded chain
carrying a locket, and in this he was fool enough to put his portrait and the
inscription, 'Edith, from Harold.'

"Later on Miss Grant, who had a rather good voice, went on the stage, in the
comic opera line, and, in consequence, her habits and associates changed
somewhat; and, as Harold had meanwhile become engaged, he was naturally anxious
to get his letters back, and especially to exchange the locket for some less
compromising gift. The letters she eventually sent him, but refused absolutely
to part with the locket.

"Now, for the last month Harold has been staying at Halbury, making
sketching excursions into the surrounding country, and yesterday morning he
took the train to Shinglehurst, the third station from here, and the one before
Woldhurst.

"On the platform here he met Miss Grant, who had come down from London, and
was going on to Worthing. They entered the branch train together, having a
first-class compartment to themselves. It seems she was wearing his locket at
the time, and he made another appeal to her to make an exchange, which she
refused, as before. The discussion appears to have become rather heated and
angry on both sides, for the guard and a porter at Munsden both noticed that
they seemed to be quarrelling; but the upshot of the affair was that the lady
snapped the chain, and tossed it together with the locket to my brother, and
they parted quite amiably at Shinglehurst, where Harold got out. He was then
carrying his full sketching kit, including a large holland umbrella, the lower
joint of which is an ash staff fitted with a powerful steel spike for driving
into the ground.

"It was about half-past ten when he got out at Shinglehurst; by eleven he
had reached his pitch and got to work, and he painted steadily for three hours.
Then he packed up his traps, and was just starting on his way back to the
station, when he was met by the police and arrested.

"And now, observe the accumulation of circumstantial evidence against him.
He was the last person seen in company with the murdered woman—for no one
seems to have seen her after they left Munsden; he appeared to be quarrelling
with her when she was last seen alive, he had a reason for possibly wishing for
her death, he was provided with an implement—a spiked staff—capable
of inflicting the injury which caused her death, and, when he was searched,
there was found in his possession the locket and broken chain, apparently
removed from her person with violence.

"Against all this is, of course, his known character—he is the
gentlest and most amiable of men—and his subsequent
conduct—imbecile to the last degree if he had been guilty; but, as a
lawyer, I can't help seeing that appearances are almost hopelessly against
him."

"We won't say 'hopelessly,'" replied Thorndyke, as we took our places in the
carriage, "though I expect the police are pretty cocksure. When does the
inquest open?"

"To-day at four. I have obtained an order from the coroner for you to
examine the body and be present at the post-mortem."

"Do you happen to know the exact position of the wound?"

"Yes; it is a little above and behind the left ear—a horrible round
hole, with a ragged cut or tear running from it to the side of the
forehead."

"And how was the body lying?"

"Right along the floor, with the feet close to the off-side door."

"Was the wound on the head the only one?"

"No; there was a long cut or bruise on the right cheek—a contused
wound the police surgeon called it, which he believes to have been inflicted
with a heavy and rather blunt weapon. I have not heard of any other wounds or
bruises."

"Did anyone enter the train yesterday at Shinglehurst?" Thorndyke asked.

"No one entered the train after it left Halbury."

Thorndyke considered these statements in silence, and presently fell into a
brown study, from which he roused only as the train moved out of Shinglehurst
station.

"It would be about here that the murder was committed," said Mr. Stopford;
"at least, between here and Woldhurst."

Thorndyke nodded rather abstractedly, being engaged at the moment in
observing with great attention the objects that were visible from the
windows.

"I notice," he remarked presently, "a number of chips scattered about
between the rails, and some of the chair-wedges look new. Have there been any
platelayers at work lately?"

"Yes," answered Stopford, "they are on the line now, I believe—at
least, I saw a gang working near Woldhurst yesterday, and they are said to have
set a rick on fire; I saw it smoking when I came down."

"Indeed; and this middle line of rails is, I suppose, a sort of siding?"

"Yes; they shunt the goods trains and empty trucks on to it. There are the
remains of the rick—still smouldering, you see."

Thorndyke gazed absently at the blackened heap until an empty cattle-truck
on the middle track hid it from view. This was succeeded by a line of
goods-waggons, and these by a passenger coach, one compartment of which—a
first-class—was closed up and sealed. The train now began to slow down
rather suddenly, and a couple of minutes later we brought up in Woldhurst
station.

It was evident that rumours of Thorndyke's advent had preceded us, for the
entire staff—two porters, an inspector, and the station-master—
were waiting expectantly on the platform, and the latter came forward,
regardless of his dignity, to help us with our luggage.

"Do you think I could see the carriage?" Thorndyke asked the solicitor.

"Not the inside, sir," said the station-master, on being appealed to. "The
police have sealed it up. You would have to ask the inspector."

"Well, I can have a look at the outside, I suppose?" said Thorndyke, and to
this the station-master readily agreed, and offered to accompany us.

"What other first-class passengers were there?" Thorndyke asked.

"None, sir. There was only one first-class coach, and the deceased was the
only person in it. It has given us all a dreadful turn, this affair has," he
continued, as we set off up the line. "I was on the platform when the train
came in. We were watching a rick that was burning up the line, and a rare blaze
it made, too; and I was just saying that we should have to move the
cattle-truck that was on the mid-track, because, you see, sir, the smoke and
sparks were blowing across, and I thought it would frighten the poor beasts.
And Mr. Felton he don't like his beasts handled roughly. He says it spoils the
meat."

"No doubt he is right," said Thorndyke. "But now, tell me, do you think it
is possible for any person to board or leave the train on the off-side
unobserved? Could a man, for instance, enter a compartment on the off-side at
one station and drop off as the train was slowing down at the next, without
being seen?"

"I doubt it," replied the station-master. "Still, I wouldn't say it is
impossible."

"Thank you. Oh, and there's another question. You have a gang of men at work
on the line, I see. Now, do those men belong to the district?"

"No, sir; they are strangers, every one, and pretty rough diamonds some of
'em are. But I shouldn't say there was any real harm in 'em. If you was
suspecting any of 'em of being mixed up in this—"

"I am not," interrupted Thorndyke rather shortly. "I suspect nobody; but I
wish to get all the facts of the case at the outset."

"Naturally, sir," replied the abashed official; and we pursued our way in
silence.

"Do you remember, by the way," said Thorndyke, as we approached the empty
coach, "whether the off-side door of the compartment was closed and locked when
the body was discovered?"

"It was closed, sir, but not locked. Why, sir, did you think—?"

"Nothing, nothing. The sealed compartment is the one, of course?"

Without waiting for a reply, he commenced his survey of the coach, while I
gently restrained our two companions from shadowing him, as they were disposed
to do. The off-side footboard occupied his attention specially, and when he had
scrutinized minutely the part opposite the fatal compartment, he walked slowly
from end to end with his eyes but a few inches from its surface, as though he
was searching for something.

Near what had been the rear end he stopped, and drew from his pocket a piece
of paper; then, with a moistened finger-tip he picked up from the footboard
some evidently minute object, which he carefully transferred to the paper,
folding the latter and placing it in his pocket-book.

He next mounted the footboard, and, having peered in through the window of
the sealed compartment, produced from his pocket a small insufflator or
powder-blower, with which he blew a stream of impalpable smoke-like powder on
to the edges of the middle window, bestowing the closest attention on the
irregular dusty patches in which it settled, and even measuring one on the jamb
of the window with a pocket-rule. At length he stepped down, and, having
carefully looked over the near-side footboard, announced that he had finished
for the present.

As we were returning down the line, we passed a working man, who seemed to
be viewing the chairs and sleepers with more than casual interest.

"That, I suppose, is one of the plate-layers?" Thorndyke suggested to the
station-master.

"Yes, the foreman of the gang," was the reply.

"I'll just step back and have a word with him, if you will walk on slowly."
And my colleague turned back briskly and overtook the man, with whom he
remained in conversation for some minutes.

"I think I see the police inspector on the platform," remarked Thorndyke, as
we approached the station.

"Yes, there he is," said our guide. "Come down to see what you are after,
sir, I expect." Which was doubtless the case, although the officer professed to
be there by the merest chance.

"You would like to see the weapon, sir, I suppose?" he remarked, when he had
introduced himself.

"The umbrella-spike," Thorndyke corrected. "Yes, if I may. We are going to
the mortuary now."

"Then you'll pass the station on the way; so, if you care to look in, I will
walk up with you."

This proposition being agreed to, we all proceeded to the police-station,
including the station-master, who was on the very tiptoe of curiosity.

"There you are, sir," said the inspector, unlocking his office, and ushering
us in. "Don't say we haven't given every facility to the defence. There are all
the effects of the accused, including the very weapon the deed was done
with."

"Come, come," protested Thorndyke; "we mustn't be premature." He took the
stout ash staff from the officer, and, having examined the formidable spike
through a lens, drew from his pocket a steel calliper-gauge, with which he
carefully measured the diameter of the spike, and the staff to which it was
fixed. "And now," he said, when he had made a note of the measurements in his
book, "we will look at the colour-box and the sketch. Ha! a very orderly man,
your brother. Mr. Stopford. Tubes all in their places, palette-knives wiped
clean, palette cleaned off and rubbed bright, brushes wiped—they ought to
be washed before they stiffen—all this is very significant." He
unstrapped the sketch from the blank canvas to which it was pinned, and,
standing it on a chair in a good light, stepped back to look at it.

"And you tell me that that is only three hours' work!" he exclaimed, looking
at the lawyer. "It is really a marvellous achievement."

"My brother is a very rapid worker," replied Stopford dejectedly.

"Yes, but this is not only amazingly rapid; it is in his very happiest
vein—full of spirit and feeling. But we mustn't stay to look at it
longer." He replaced the canvas on its pins, and having glanced at the locket
and some other articles that lay in a drawer, thanked the inspector for his
courtesy and withdrew.

"That sketch and the colour-box appear very suggestive to me," he remarked,
as we walked up the street.

"To me also," said Stopford gloomily, "for they are under lock and key, like
their owner, poor old fellow."

He sighed heavily, and we walked on in silence.

The mortuary-keeper had evidently heard of our arrival, for he was waiting
at the door with the key in his hand, and, on being shown the coroner's order,
unlocked the door, and we entered together; but, after a momentary glance at
the ghostly, shrouded figure lying upon the slate table, Stopford turned pale
and retreated, saying that he would wait for us outside with the
mortuary-keeper.

As soon as the door was closed and locked on the inside, Thorndyke glanced
curiously round the bare, whitewashed building. A stream of sunlight poured in
through the skylight, and fell upon the silent form that lay so still under its
covering-sheet, and one stray beam glanced into a corner by the door, where, on
a row of pegs and a deal table, the dead woman's clothing was displayed.

"There is something unspeakably sad in these poor relics, Jervis," said
Thorndyke, as we stood before them. "To me they are more tragic, more full of
pathetic suggestion, than the corpse itself. See the smart, jaunty hat, and the
costly skirts hanging there, so desolate and forlorn; the dainty lingerie on
the table, neatly folded—by the mortuary-man's wife, I hope—the
little French shoes and open-work silk stockings. How pathetically eloquent
they are of harmless, womanly vanity, and the gay, careless life, snapped short
in the twinkling of an eye. But we must not give way to sentiment. There is
another life threatened, and it is in our keeping."

He lifted the hat from its peg, and turned it over in his hand. It was, I
think, what is called a "picture-hat"—a huge, flat, shapeless mass of
gauze and ribbon and feather, spangled over freely with dark-blue sequins. In
one part of the brim was a ragged hole, and from this the glittering sequins
dropped off in little showers when the hat was moved.

"This will have been worn tilted over on the left side," said Thorndyke,
"judging by the general shape and the position of the hole."

"Yes," I agreed. "Like that of the Duchess of Devonshire in Gainsborough's
portrait."

"Exactly."

He shook a few of the sequins into the palm of his hand, and, replacing the
hat on its peg, dropped the little discs into an envelope, on which he wrote,
"From the hat," and slipped it into his pocket. Then, stepping over to the
table, he drew back the sheet reverently and even tenderly from the dead
woman's face, and looked down at it with grave pity. It was a comely face,
white as marble, serene and peaceful in expression, with half-closed eyes, and
framed with a mass of brassy, yellow hair; but its beauty was marred by a long
linear wound, half cut, half bruise, running down the right cheek from the eye
to the chin.

"A handsome girl," Thorndyke commented—"a dark-haired blonde. What a
sin to have disfigured herself so with that horrible peroxide." He smoothed the
hair back from her forehead, and added: "She seems to have applied the stuff
last about ten days ago. There is about a quarter of an inch of dark hair at
the roots. What do you make of that wound on the cheek?"

"It looks as if she had struck some sharp angle in falling, though, as the
seats are padded in first-class carriages, I don't see what she could have
struck."

"No. And now let us look at the other wound. Will you note down the
description?" He handed me his notebook, and I wrote down as he dictated: "A
clean-punched circular hole in skull, an inch behind and above margin of left
ear—diameter, an inch and seven-sixteenths; starred fracture of parietal
bone; membranes perforated, and brain entered deeply; ragged scalp-wound,
extending forward to margin of left orbit; fragments of gauze and sequins in
edges of wound. That will do for the present. Dr. Morton will give us further
details if we want them."

He pocketed his callipers and rule, drew from the bruised scalp one or two
loose hairs, which he placed in the envelope with the sequins, and, having
looked over the body for other wounds or bruises (of which there were none),
replaced the sheet, and prepared to depart.

As we walked away from the mortuary, Thorndyke was silent and deeply
thoughtful, and I gathered that he was piecing together the facts that he had
acquired. At length Mr. Stopford, who had several times looked at him
curiously, said:

"The post-mortem will take place at three, and it is now only half-past
eleven. What would you like to do next?"

Thorndyke, who, in spite of his mental preoccupation, had been looking about
him in his usual keen, attentive way, halted suddenly.

"Your reference to the post-mortem," said he, "reminds me that I forgot to
put the ox-gall into my case."

"Ox-gall!" I exclaimed, endeavouring vainly to connect this substance with
the technique of the pathologist. "What were you going to do with—"

But here I broke off, remembering my friend's dislike of any discussion of
his methods before strangers.

"I suppose," he continued, "there would hardly be an artist's colourman in a
place of this size?"

"I should think not," said Stopford. "But couldn't you got the stuff from a
butcher? There's a shop just across the road."

"So there is," agreed Thorndyke, who had already observed the shop. "The
gall ought, of course, to be prepared, but we can filter it ourselves—
that is, if the butcher has any. We will try him, at any rate."

He crossed the road towards the shop, over which the name "Felton" appeared
in gilt lettering, and, addressing himself to the proprietor, who stood at the
door, introduced himself and explained his wants.

"Ox-gall?" said the butcher. "No, sir, I haven't any just now; but I am
having a beast killed this afternoon, and I can let you have some then. In
fact," he added, after a pause, "as the matter is of importance, I can have one
killed at once if you wish it."

"That is very kind of you," said Thorndyke, "and it would greatly oblige me.
Is the beast perfectly healthy?"

"They're in splendid condition, sir. I picked them out of the herd myself.
But you shall see them—ay, and choose the one that you'd like
killed."

"You are really very good," said Thorndyke warmly. "I will just run into the
chemist's next door, and get a suitable bottle, and then I will avail myself of
your exceedingly kind offer."

He hurried into the chemist's shop, from which he presently emerged,
carrying a white paper parcel; and we then followed the butcher down a narrow
lane by the side of his shop. It led to an enclosure containing a small pen, in
which were confined three handsome steers, whose glossy, black coats contrasted
in a very striking manner with their long, greyish-white, nearly straight
horns.

"These are certainly very fine beasts, Mr. Felton," said Thorndyke, as we
drew up beside the pen, "and in excellent condition, too."

He leaned over the pen and examined the beasts critically, especially as to
their eyes and horns; then, approaching the nearest one, he raised his stick
and bestowed a smart tap on the under-side of the right horn, following it by a
similar tap on the left one, a proceeding that the beast viewed with stolid
surprise.

"The state of the horns," explained Thorndyke, as he moved on to the next
steer, "enables one to judge, to some extent, of the beast's health."

"Lord bless you, sir," laughed Mr. Felton, "they haven't got no feeling in
their horns, else what good 'ud their horns be to 'em?"

Apparently he was right, for the second steer was as indifferent to a
sounding rap on either horn as the first. Nevertheless, when Thorndyke
approached the third steer, I unconsciously drew nearer to watch; and I noticed
that, as the stick struck the horn, the beast drew back in evident alarm, and
that when the blow was repeated, it became manifestly uneasy.

"He don't seem to like that," said the butcher. "Seems as if—Hullo,
that's queer!"

Thorndyke had just brought his stick up against the left horn, and
immediately the beast had winced and started back, shaking his head and
moaning. There was not, however, room for him to back out of reach, and
Thorndyke, by leaning into the pen, was able to inspect the sensitive horn,
which he did with the closest attention, while the butcher looked on with
obvious perturbation.

"You don't think there's anything wrong with this beast, sir, I hope," said
he.

"I can't say without a further examination," replied Thorndyke. "It may be
the horn only that is affected. If you will have it sawn off close to the head,
and sent up to me at the hotel, I will look at it and tell you. And, by way of
preventing any mistakes, I will mark it and cover it up, to protect it from
injury in the slaughter-house."

He opened his parcel and produced from it a wide-mouthed bottle labelled
"Ox-gall," a sheet of gutta-percha tissue, a roller bandage, and a stick of
sealing-wax. Handing the bottle to Mr. Felton, he encased the distal half of
the horn in a covering by means of the tissue and the bandage, which he fixed
securely with the sealing-wax.

"I'll saw the horn off and bring it up to the hotel myself, with the
ox-gall," said Mr. Felton. "You shall have them in half an hour."

He was as good as his word, for in half an hour Thorndyke was seated at a
small table by the window of our private sitting-room in the Black Bull Hotel.
The table was covered with newspaper, and on it lay the long grey horn and
Thorndyke's travelling-case, now open and displaying a small microscope and its
accessories. The butcher was seated solidly in an armchair waiting, with a
half-suspicious eye on Thorndyke for the report; and I was endeavouring by
cheerful talk to keep Mr. Stopford from sinking into utter despondency, though
I, too, kept a furtive watch on my colleague's rather mysterious
proceedings.

I saw him unwind the bandage and apply the horn to his ear, bending it
slightly to and fro. I watched him, as he scanned the surface closely through a
lens, and observed him as he scraped some substance from the pointed end on to
a glass slide, and, having applied a drop of some reagent, began to tease out
the scraping with a pair of mounted needles. Presently he placed the slide
under the microscope, and, having observed it attentively for a minute or two,
turned round sharply.

"Come and look at this, Jervis," said he.

I wanted no second bidding, being on tenterhooks of curiosity, but came over
and applied my eye to the instrument.

"Well, what is it?" he asked.

"A multipolar nerve corpuscle—very shrivelled, but unmistakable."

"And this?"

He moved the slide to a fresh spot.

"Two pyramidal nerve corpuscles and some portions of fibres."

"And what do you say the tissue is?"

"Cortical brain substance, I should say, without a doubt."

"I entirely agree with you. And that being so," he added, turning to Mr.
Stopford, "we may say that the case for the defence is practically
complete."

"What, in Heaven's name, do you mean?" exclaimed Stopford, starting up.

"I mean that we can now prove when and where and how Miss Grant met her
death. Come and sit down here, and I will explain. No, you needn't go away, Mr.
Felton. We shall have to subpoena you. Perhaps," he continued, "we had better
go over the facts and see what they suggest. And first we note the position of
the body, lying with the feet close to the off-side door, showing that, when
she fell, the deceased was sitting, or more probably standing, close to that
door. Next there is this." He drew from his pocket a folded paper, which he
opened, displaying a tiny blue disc. "It is one of the sequins with which her
hat was trimmed, and I have in this envelope several more which I took from the
hat itself.

"This single sequin I picked up on the rear end of the off side footboard,
and its presence there makes it nearly certain that at some time Miss Grant had
put her head out of the window on that side.

"The next item of evidence I obtained by dusting the margins of the off-side
window with a light powder, which made visible a greasy impression three and a
quarter inches long on the sharp corner of the right-hand jamb (right-hand from
the inside, I mean).

"And now as to the evidence furnished by the body. The wound in the skull is
behind and above the left ear, is roughly circular, and measures one inch and
seven-sixteenths at most, and a ragged scalp-wound runs from it towards the
left eye. On the right cheek is a linear contused wound three and a quarter
inches long. There are no other injuries.

"Our next facts are furnished by this." He took up the horn and tapped it
with his finger, while the solicitor and Mr. Felton stared at him in speechless
wonder. "You notice it is a left horn, and you remember that it was highly
sensitive. If you put your ear to it while I strain it, you will hear the
grating of a fracture in the bony core. Now look at the pointed end, and you
will see several deep scratches running lengthwise, and where those scratches
end the diameter of the horn is, as you see by this calliper-gauge, one inch
and seven-sixteenths. Covering the scratches is a dry blood-stain, and at the
extreme tip is a small mass of a dried substance which Dr. Jervis and I have
examined with the microscope and are satisfied is brain tissue."

"Good God!" exclaimed Stopford eagerly. "Do you mean to say—"

"Let us finish with the facts, Mr. Stopford," Thorndyke interrupted. "Now,
if you look closely at that blood-stain, you will see a short piece of hair
stuck to the horn, and through this lens you can make out the root-bulb. It is
a golden hair, you notice, but near the root it is black, and our
calliper-gauge shows us that the black portion is fourteen sixty-fourths of an
inch long. Now, in this envelope are some hairs that I removed from the dead
woman's head. They also are golden hairs, black at the roots, and when I
measure the black portion I find it to be fourteen sixty-fourths of an inch
long. Then, finally, there is this."

He turned the horn over, and pointed to a small patch of dried blood.
Embedded in it was a blue sequin.

Mr. Stopford and the butcher both gazed at the horn in silent amazement;
then the former drew a deep breath and looked up at Thorndyke.

"No doubt," said he, "you can explain this mystery, but for my part I am
utterly bewildered, though you are filling me with hope."

"And yet the matter is quite simple," returned Thorndyke, "even with these
few facts before us, which are only a selection from the body of evidence in
our possession. But I will state my theory, and you shall judge." He rapidly
sketched a rough plan on a sheet of paper, and continued: "These were the
conditions when the train was approaching Woldhurst: Here was the
passenger-coach, here was the burning rick, and here was a cattle-truck. This
steer was in that truck. Now my hypothesis is that at that time Miss Grant was
standing with her head out of the off-side window, watching the burning rick.
Her wide hat, worn on the left side, hid from her view the cattle-truck which
she was approaching, and then this is what happened." He sketched another plan
to a larger scale. "One of the steers—this one—had thrust its long
horn out through the bars. The point of that horn struck the deceased's head,
driving her face violently against the corner of the window, and then, in
disengaging, ploughed its way through the scalp, and suffered a fracture of its
core from the violence of the wrench. This hypothesis is inherently probable,
it fits all the facts, and those facts admit of no other explanation."

The solicitor sat for a moment as though dazed; then he rose impulsively and
seized Thorndyke's hands. "I don't know what to say to you," he exclaimed
huskily, "except that you have saved my brother's life, and for that may God
reward you!"

The butcher rose from his chair with a slow grin.

"It seems to me," said he, "as if that ox-gall was what you might call a
blind, eh, sir?"

And Thorndyke smiled an inscrutable smile.

When we returned to town on the following day we were a party of four, which
included Mr. Harold Stopford. The verdict of "Death by misadventure," promptly
returned by the coroner's jury, had been shortly followed by his release from
custody, and he now sat with his brother and me, listening with rapt attention
to Thorndyke's analysis of the case.

"So, you see," the latter concluded, "I had six possible theories of the
cause of death worked out before I reached Halbury, and it only remained to
select the one that fitted the facts. And when I had seen the cattle-truck, had
picked up that sequin, had heard the description of the steers, and had seen
the hat and the wounds, there was nothing left to do but the filling in of
details."

"And you never doubted my innocence?" asked Harold Stopford.

Thorndyke smiled at his quondam client.

"Not after I had seen your colour-box and your sketch," said he, "to say
nothing of the spike."


2.—THE NEW JERSEY SPHINX

"A rather curious neighbourhood this, Jervis," my friend Thorndyke remarked
as we turned into Upper Bedford Place; "a sort of aviary for cosmopolitan birds
of passage, especially those of the Oriental variety. The Asiatic and African
faces that one sees at the windows of these Bloomsbury boarding houses almost
suggest an overflow from the ethnographical galleries of the adjacent British
Museum."

"Yes," I agreed, "there must be quite a considerable population of Africans,
Japanese and Hindus in Bloomsbury; particularly Hindus."

As I spoke, and as if in illustration of my statement, a dark-skinned man
rushed out of one of the houses farther down the street and began to advance
towards us in a rapid, bewildered fashion, stopping to look at each street door
as he came to it. His hatless condition—though he was exceedingly well
dressed—and his agitated manner immediately attracted my attention, and
Thorndyke's too, for the latter remarked, "Our friend seems to be in trouble.
An accident, perhaps, or a case of sudden illness."

Here the stranger, observing our approach, ran for ward to meet us and asked
in an agitated tone, "Can you tell me, please, where I can find a doctor?"

"I am a medical man," replied Thorndyke, "and so is my friend."

Our acquaintance grasped Thorndyke's sleeve and exclaimed eagerly, "Come
with me, then, quickly, if you please. A most dreadful thing has happened."

He hurried us along at something between a trot and a quick walk, and as we
proceeded he continued excitedly, "I am quite confused and terrified; it is all
so strange and sudden and terrible."

"Try," said Thorndyke, "to calm yourself a little and tell us what has
happened."

"I will," was the agitated reply. "It is my cousin, Dinanath Byramji—
his surname is the same as mine. Just now I went to his room and was horrified
to find him lying on the floor, staring at the ceiling and blowing—like
this," and he puffed out his cheeks with a soft blowing noise. "I spoke to him
and shook his hand, but he was like a dead man. This is the house."

He darted up the steps to an open door at which a rather scared page-boy was
on guard, and running along the hall, rapidly ascended the stairs. Following
him closely, we reached a rather dark first-floor landing where, at a half-open
door, a servant-maid stood listening with an expression of awe to a rhythmical
snoring sound that issued from the room.

The unconscious man lay as Mr. Byramji had said staring fixedly at the
ceiling with wide-open, glazy eyes, puffing out his cheeks slightly at each
breath. But the breathing was shallow and slow, and it grew perceptibly slower,
with lengthening pauses. And even as I was timing it with my watch while
Thorndyke examined the pupils with the aid of a wax match, it stopped. I laid
my finger on the wrist and caught one or two slow, flickering beats. Then the
pulse stopped too.

"He is gone," said I. "He must have burst one of the large arteries."

"Apparently," said Thorndyke, "though one would not have expected it at his
age. But wait! What is this?"

He pointed to the right ear, in the hollow of which a few drops of blood had
collected, and as he spoke he drew his hand gently over the dead man's head and
moved it slightly from side to side.

"There is a fracture of the base of the skull," said he, "and quite distinct
signs of contusion of the scalp." He turned to Mr. Byramji, who stood wringing
his hand and gazing incredulously at the dead man, and asked: "Can you throw
any light on this?"

The Indian looked at him vacantly. The sudden tragedy seemed to have
paralysed his brain. "I don't understand," said he. "What does it mean?"

"It means," replied Thorndyke, "that he has received a heavy blow on the
head."

For a few moments Mr. Byramji continued to stare vacantly at my colleague.
Then he seemed suddenly to realise the import of Thorndyke's remark, for he
started up excitedly and turned to the door, outside which the two servants
were hovering.

"Where is the person gone who came in with my cousin?" he demanded.

"You saw him go out, Albert," said the maid. "Tell Mr. Byramji where he went
to."

The page tiptoed into the room with a fearful eye fixed on the corpse, and
replied falteringly, "I only see the back of him as he went out, and all I know
is that he turned to the left. P'raps he's gone for a doctor."

"Can you give us any description of him?" asked Thorndyke.

"I only see the back of him," repeated the page. "He was a shortish
gentleman and he had on a dark suit of clothes and a hard felt hat. That's all
I know."

"Thank you," said Thorndyke. "We may want to ask you some more questions
presently." and having conducted the page to the door, he shut it and turned to
Mr. Byramji.

"Have you any idea who it was that was with your cousin?" he asked.

"None at all," was the reply. "I was sitting in my room opposite, writing,
when I heard my cousin come up the stairs with another person, to whom he was
talking. I could not hear what he was saying. They went into his
room—this room—and I could occasionally catch the sound of their
voices. In about a quarter of an hour I heard the door open and shut, and then
someone went downstairs, softly and rather quickly. I finished the letter that
I was writing, and when I had addressed it I came in here to ask my cousin who
the visitor was. I thought it might be someone who had come to negotiate for
the ruby."

"The ruby!" exclaimed Thorndyke. "What ruby do you refer to?"

"The great ruby," replied Byramji. "But of course you have not—" He
broke off suddenly and stood for a few moments staring at Thorndyke with parted
lips and wide-open eyes; then abruptly he turned, and kneeling beside the dead
man he began, in a curious, caressing, half-apologetic manner, first to pass
his hands gently over the body at the waist and then to unfasten the clothes.
This brought into view a handsome, soft leather belt, evidently of native
workmanship, worn next to the skin and furnished with three pockets. Mr.
Byramji unbuttoned and explored them in quick succession, and it was evident
that they were all empty.

"It is gone!" he exclaimed in low, intense tones, "Gone! Ah! But how little
would it signify! But thou, dear Dinanath, my brother, my friend, thou art
gone, too!"

He lifted the dead man's hand and pressed it to his cheek, murmuring
endearments in his own tongue. Presently he laid it down reverently, and sprang
up, and I was startled at the change in his aspect. The delicate, gentle,
refined face had suddenly become the face of a Fury—fierce, sinister,
vindictive.

"This wretch must die!" he exclaimed huskily. "This sordid brute who,
without compunction, has crushed out a precious life as one would carelessly
crush a fly, for the sake of a paltry crystal—he must die, if I have to
follow him and strangle him with my own hands!"

Thorndyke laid his hand on Byramji's shoulder. "I sympathise with you most
cordially," said he. "If it is as you think, and appearances suggest, that your
cousin has been murdered as a mere incident of robbery, the murderer's life is
forfeit, and Justice cries aloud for retribution. The fact of murder will be
determined, for or against, by a proper inquiry. Meanwhile we have to ascertain
who this unknown man is and what happened while he was with your cousin."

Byramji made a gesture of despair.

"But the man has disappeared, and nobody has seen him! What can we do?"

"Let us look around us," replied Thorndyke, "and see if we can judge what
has happened in this room. What, for instance, is this?"

He picked up from a corner near the door a small leather object, which he
handed to Mr. Byramji. The Indian seized it eagerly, exclaiming: "Ah! It is the
little bag in which my cousin used to carry the ruby. So he had taken it from
his belt."

"It hasn't been dropped, by any chance?" I suggested.

In an instant Mr. Byramji was down on his knees, peering and groping about
the floor, and Thorndyke and I joined in the search. But, as might have been
expected there was no sign of the ruby, nor, indeed, of anything else,
excepting a hat which I picked up from under the table.

"No," said Mr. Byramji, rising with a dejected air. "It is gone—of
course it is gone, and the murderous villain—"

Here his glance fell on the hat, which I had laid on the table, and he bent
forward to look at it.

"Whose hat is this?" he demanded, glancing at the chair on which Thorndyke's
hat and mine had been placed.

"Is it not your cousin's?" asked Thorndyke.

"No, certainly not. His hat was like mine—we bought them both
together. It had a white silk lining with his initials, D. B., in gold. This
has no lining and is a much older hat. It must be the murderer's hat."

"If it is," said Thorndyke, "that is a most important fact—important
in two respects. Could you let us see your hat?"

"Certainly," replied Byramji, walking quickly, but with a soft tread, to the
door. As he went out, shutting the door silently behind him, Thorndyke picked
up the derelict hat and swiftly tried it on the head of the dead man. As far as
I could judge, it appeared to fit, and this Thorndyke confirmed as he replaced
it on the table.

"As you see," said he, "it is at least a practical fit, which is a fact of
some significance."

Here Mr. Byramji returned with his own hat, which he placed on the table by
the side of the other, and thus placed, crown uppermost, the two hats were
closely similar. Both were black, hard felts of the prevalent "bowler" shape,
and of good quality, and the difference in their age and state of preservation
was not striking; but when Byramji turned them over and exhibited their
interiors it was seen that whereas the strange hat was unlined save for the
leather head-band, Byramji's had a white silk lining and bore the owner's
initials in embossed gilt letters.

"What happened," said Thorndyke, when he had carefully compared the two
hats, "seems fairly obvious, The two men, on entering, placed their hats crown
upwards on the table. In some way—perhaps during a struggle—the
visitor's hat was knocked down and rolled under the table. Then the stranger,
on leaving, picked up the only visible hat—almost identically similar to
his own—and put it on."

"Is it not rather singular," I asked, "that he should not have noticed the
different feel of a strange hat?"

"I think not," Thorndyke replied. "If he noticed anything unusual he would
probably assume that he had put it on the wrong way round. Remember that he
would be extremely hurried and agitated. And when once he had left the house he
would not dare to take the risk of returning, though he would doubtless realise
the gravity of the mistake. And now," he continued, "would you mind giving us a
few particulars? You have spoken of a great ruby, which your cousin had, and
which seems to be missing."

"Yes. You shall come to my room and I will tell you about it; but first let
us lay my poor cousin decently on his bed."

"I think," said Thorndyke, "the body ought not to be moved until the police
have seen it."

"Perhaps you are right," Byramji agreed reluctantly, "though it seems
callous to leave him lying there." With a sigh he turned to the door, and
Thorndyke followed, carrying the two hats.

"My cousin and I," said our host, when we were seated in his own large
bed-sitting-room, "were both interested in gem-stones. I deal in all kinds of
stones that are found in the East, but Dinanath dealt almost exclusively in
rubies. He was a very fine judge of those beautiful gems, and he used to make
periodical tours in Burma in search of uncut rubies of unusual size or quality.
About four months ago he acquired at Mogok, in Upper Burma, a magnificent
specimen over twenty-eight carats in weight, perfectly flawless and of the most
gorgeous colour. It had been roughly cut, but my cousin was intending to have
it recut unless he should receive an advantageous offer for it in the
meantime."

"What would be the value of such a stone?" I asked.

"It is impossible to say. A really fine large ruby of perfect colour is far,
far more valuable than the finest diamond of the same size. It is the most
precious of all gems, with the possible exception of the emerald. A fine ruby
of five carats is worth about three thousand pounds, but of course, the value
rises out of all proportion with increasing size. Fifty thousand pounds would
be a moderate price for Dinanath's ruby."

During this recital I noticed that Thorndyke, while listening attentively,
was turning the stranger's hat over in his hands, narrowly scrutinising it both
inside and outside. As Byramji concluded, he remarked:

"We shall have to let the police know what has happened, but, as my friend
and I will be called as witnesses, I should like to examine this hat a little
more closely before you hand it over to them. Could you let me have a small,
hard brush? A dry nail-brush would do." Our host complied readily—in fact
eagerly. Thorndyke's authoritative, purposeful manner had clearly impressed
him, for he said as he handed my colleague a new nail-brush: "I thank you for
your help and value it. We must not depend on the police only."

Accustomed as I was to Thorndyke's methods, his procedure was not
unexpected, but Mr. Byramji watched him with breathless interest and no little
surprise as, laying a sheet of notepaper on the table, he brought the hat close
to it and brushed firmly but slowly, so that the dust dislodged should fall on
it. As it was not a very well-kept hat, the yield was considerable, especially
when the brush was drawn under the curl of the brim, and very soon the paper
held quite a little heap. Then Thorndyke folded the paper into a small packet
and having written "outside" on it, put it in his pocket book.

"Why do you do that?" Mr. Byramji asked. "What will the dust tell you?"

"Probably nothing," Thorndyke replied. "But this hat is our only direct clue
to the identity of the man who was with your cousin, and we must make the most
of it. Dust, you know, is only a mass of fragments detached from surrounding
objects. If the objects are unusual the dust may be quite distinctive. You
could easily identify the hat of a miller or a cement worker." As he was
speaking he reversed the hat and turned down the leather head-lining, whereupon
a number of strips of folded paper fell down into the crown.

"Ah!" exclaimed Byramji, "perhaps we shall learn something now."

He picked out the folded slips and began eagerly to open them out, and we
examined them systematically—one by one. But they were singularly
disappointing and uninforming. Mostly they consisted of strips of newspaper,
with one or two circulars, a leaf from a price list of gas stoves, a portion of
a large envelope on which were the remains of an address which read
"—n—don, W.C.," and a piece of paper evidently cut down vertically
and bearing the right-hand half of some kind of list. This read:

—el 3 oz. 5 dwts. —eep 9½ oz.

"Can you make anything of this?" I asked, handing the paper to
Thorndyke.

He looked at it reflectively, and answered, as he copied it into his
notebook: "It has, at least, some character. If we consider it with the other
data we should get some sort of hint from it. But these scraps of paper don't
tell us much. Perhaps their most suggestive feature is their quantity and the
way in which, as you have no doubt noticed, they were arranged at the sides of
the hat. We had better replace them as we found them for the benefit of the
police."

The nature of the suggestion to which he referred was not very obvious to
me, but the presence of Mr. Byramji rendered discussion inadvisable; nor was
there any opportunity, for we had hardly reconstituted the hat when we became
aware of a number of persons ascending the stairs, and then we heard the sound
of rather peremptory rapping at the door of the dead man's room.

Mr. Byramji opened the door and went out on to the landing, where several
persons had collected, including the two servants and a constable.

"I understand," said the policeman, "that there is something wrong here. Is
that so?"

"A very terrible thing has happened," replied Byramji. "But the doctors can
tell you better than I can." Here he looked appealingly at Thorndyke, and we
both went out and joined him.

"A gentleman—Mr. Dinanath Byramji—has met with his death under
somewhat suspicious circumstances," said Thorndyke, and, glancing at the knot
of naturally curious persons on the landing, he continued: "If you will come
into the room where the death occurred, I will give you the facts so far as
they are known to us."

With this he opened the door and entered the room with Mr. Byramji, the
constable, and me. As the door opened, the bystanders craned forward and a
middle-aged woman uttered a cry of horror and followed us into the room.

"This is dreadful!" she exclaimed, with a shuddering glance at the corpse.
"The servants told me about it when I came in just now and I sent Albert for
the police at once. But what does it mean? You don't think poor Mr. Dinanath
has been murdered?"

"We had better get the facts, ma'am," said the constable, drawing out a
large black notebook and laying his helmet on the table. He turned to Mr.
Byramji, who had sunk into a chair and sat, the picture of grief, gazing at his
dead cousin. "Would you kindly tell me what you know about how it
happened?"

Byramji repeated the substance of what he had told us, and when the
constable had taken down his statement, Thorndyke and I gave the few medical
particulars that we could furnish and handed the constable our cards. Then,
having helped to lay the corpse on the bed and cover it with a sheet, we turned
to take our leave.

"You have been very kind," Mr. Byramji said as he shook our hands warmly. "I
am more than grateful. Perhaps I may be permitted to call on you and hear
if—if you have learned anything fresh," he concluded discreetly.

"We shall be pleased to see you," Thorndyke replied, "and to give you any
help that we can"; and with this we took our departure, watched inquisitively
down the stairs by the boarders and the servants who still lurked in the
vicinity of the chamber of death.

"If the police have no more information than we have," I remarked as we
walked homeward, "they won't have much to go on."

"No," said Thorndyke. "But you must remember that this crime—as we are
justified in assuming it to be—is not an isolated one. It is the fourth
of practically the same kind within the last six months. I understand that the
police have some kind of information respecting the presumed criminal, though
it can't be worth much, seeing that no arrest has been made. But there is some
new evidence this time. The exchange of hats may help the police
considerably."

"In what way? What evidence does it furnish?"

"In the first place it suggests a hurried departure, which seems to connect
the missing man with the crime. Then, he is wearing the dead man's hat, and
though he is not likely to continue wearing it, it may be seen and furnish a
clue. We know that that hat fits him fairly well and we know its size, so that
we know the size of his head. Finally, we have the man's own hat."

"I don't fancy the police will get much information from that," said I.

"Probably not," he agreed. "Yet it offered one or two interesting
suggestions, as you probably observed."

"It made no suggestions whatever to me," said I.

"Then," said Thorndyke, "I can only recommend you to recall our simple
inspection and consider the significance of what we found."

This I had to accept as closing the discussion for the time being, and as I
had to make a call at my bookseller's concerning some reports that I had left
to be bound, I parted from Thorndyke at the corner of Chichester Rents and left
him to pursue his way alone. My business with the bookseller took me longer
than I had expected, for I had to wait while the lettering on the backs was
completed, and when I arrived at our chambers in King's Bench Walk, I found
Thorndyke apparently at the final stage of some experiment evidently connected
with our late adventure. The microscope stood on the table with one slide on
the stage and a second one beside it; but Thorndyke had apparently finished his
microscopical researches, for as I entered he held in his hand a test-tube
filled with a smoky-coloured fluid.

"I see that you have been examining the dust from the hat," said I. "Does it
throw any fresh light on the case?"

"Very little," he replied. "It is just common dust—assorted fibres and
miscellaneous organic and mineral particles. But there are a couple of hairs
from the in side of the hat—both lightish brown, and one of the atrophic,
note-of-exclamation type that one finds at the margin of bald patches; and the
outside dust shows minute traces of lead, apparently in the form of oxide. What
do you make of that?"

"Perhaps the man is a plumber or a painter," I suggested.

"Either is possible and worth considering," he replied; but his tone made
clear to me that this was not his own inference; and a row of five consecutive
Post Office Directories, which I had already noticed ranged along the end of
the table, told me that he had not only formed a hypothesis on the subject, but
had probably either confirmed or disproved it. For the Post Office Directory
was one of Thorndyke's favourite books of reference; and the amount of curious
and recondite information that he succeeded in extracting from its
matter-of-fact pages would have surprised no one more than it would the
compilers of the work.

At this moment the sound of footsteps ascending our stairs became audible.
It was late for business callers, but we were not unaccustomed to late
visitors; and a familiar rat-tat of our little brass knocker seemed to explain
the untimely visit.

"That sounds like Superintendent Miller's knock," said Thorndyke, as he
strode across the room to open the door. And the superintendent it turned out
to be. But not alone.

As the door opened the officer entered with two gentlemen, both natives of
India, and one of whom was our friend Mr. Byramji.

"Perhaps," said Miller, "I had better look in a little later."

"Not on my account," said Byramji. "I have only a few words to say and there
is nothing secret about my business. May I introduce my kinsman, Mr. Khambata,
a student of the Inner Temple?"

Byramji's companion bowed ceremoniously. "Byramji came to my chambers just
now," he explained, "to consult me about this dreadful affair, and he chanced
to show me your card. He had not heard of you, but supposed you to be an
ordinary medical practitioner. He did not realise that he had entertained an
angel unawares. But I, who knew of your great reputation, advised him to put
his affairs in your hands—without prejudice to the official
investigations," Mr. Khambata added hastily, bowing to the superintendent.

"And I," said Mr. Byramji, "instantly decided to act on my kinsman's advice.
I have come to beg you to leave no stone unturned to secure the punishment of
my cousin's murderer. Spare no expense. I am a rich man and my poor cousin's
property will come to me. As to the ruby, recover it if you can, but it is of
no consequence. Vengeance—justice is what I seek. Deliver the wretch into
my hands, or into the hands of justice, and I give you the ruby or its value,
freely—gladly."

"There is no need," said Thorndyke, "of such extraordinary inducement. If
you wish me to investigate this case, I will do so and will use every means at
my disposal, without prejudice, as your friend says, to the proper claims of
the officers of the law. But you under stand that I can make no promises. I
cannot guarantee success."

"We understand that," said Mr. Khambata. "But we know that if you undertake
the case, everything that is possible will be done. And now we must leave you
to your consultation."

As soon as our clients had gone, Miller rose from his chair with his hand in
his breast pocket. "I dare say, doctor," said he, "you can guess what I have
come about. I was sent for to look into this Byramji case and I heard from Mr.
Byramji that you had been there and that you had made a minute examination of
the missing man's hat. So have I; and I don't mind telling you that I could
learn nothing from it."

"I haven't learnt much myself," said Thorndyke.

"But you've picked up something," urged Miller, "if it is only a hint; and
we have just a little clue. There is very small doubt that this is the same
man—'The New Jersey Sphinx,' as the papers call him—that committed
those other robberies; and a very difficult type of criminal he is to get hold
of. He is bold, he is wary, he plays a lone hand, and he sticks at nothing. He
has no confederates, and he kills every time. The American police never got
near him but once; and that once gives us the only clues we have."

"Finger-prints?" inquired Thorndyke.

"Yes, and very poor ones, too. So rough that you can hardly make out the
pattern. And even those are not absolutely guaranteed to be his; but in any
case, finger-prints are not much use until you've got the man. And there is a
photograph of the fellow himself, But it is only a snapshot, and a poor one at
that. All it shows is that he has a mop of hair and a pointed beard—or at
least he had when the photograph was taken. But for identification purposes it
is practically worthless. Still, there it is; and what I propose is this: we
want this man and so do you; we've worked together before and can trust one
another. I am going to lay my cards on the table and ask you to do the
same."

"But, my dear Miller," said Thorndyke, "I haven't any cards. I haven't a
single solid fact."

The detective was visibly disappointed. Nevertheless, he laid two
photographs on the table and pushed them towards Thorndyke, who inspected them
through his lens and passed them to me.

"The pattern is very indistinct and broken up," he remarked.

"Yes," said Miller; "the prints must have been made on a very rough surface,
though you get prints something like those from fitters or other men who use
files and handle rough metal. And now, doctor, can't you give us a lead of any
kind?"

Thorndyke reflected a few moments. "I really have not a single real fact,"
said he, "and I am unwilling to make merely speculative suggestions."

"Oh, that's all right," Miller replied cheerfully. "Give us a start. I
shan't complain if it comes to nothing."

"Well," Thorndyke said reluctantly, "I was thinking of getting a few
particulars as to the various tenants of No. 51 Clifford's Inn. Perhaps you
could do it more easily and it might be worth your while."

"Good!" Miller exclaimed gleefully. "He 'gives to airy nothing a local
habitation and a name.'"

"It is probably the wrong name," Thorndyke reminded him.

"I don't care," said Miller. "But why shouldn't we go together? It's too
late to-night, and I can't manage to-morrow morning. But say to-morrow
afternoon. Two heads are better than one, you know, especially when the second
one is yours. Or perhaps," he added, with a glance at me, "three would be
better still."

Thorndyke considered for a moment or two and then looked at me.

"What do you say, Jervis?" he asked.

As my afternoon was unoccupied, I agreed with enthusiasm, being as curious
as the superintendent to know how Thorndyke had connected this particular
locality with the vanished criminal, and Miller departed in high spirits with
an appointment for the morrow three o'clock in the afternoon.

For some time after the superintendent's depart I sat wrapped in profound
meditation. In some mysterious way the address, 51 Clifford's Inn, had emerged
from the formless data yielded by the derelict hat. But what had been the
connection? Apparently the fragment of the addressed envelope had furnished the
clue. But how had Thorndyke extended "—n" into "51, Clifford's Inn"? It
was to me a complete mystery.

Meanwhile, Thorndyke had seated himself at writing-table, and I noticed that
of the two letters which he wrote, one was written on our headed paper and
other on ordinary plain notepaper. I was speculating on the reason for this
when he rose, and as he stuck on the stamps, said to me, "I am just going out
to post these two letters. Do you care for a short stroll through the leafy
shades of Fleet Street? The evening is still young."

"The rural solitudes of Fleet Street attract me at all hours," I replied,
fetching my hat from the adjoining office, and we accordingly sallied forth
together, strolling up King's Bench Walk and emerging into Fleet Street by way
of Mitre Court. When Thorndyke had dropped his letters into the post office box
he stood awhile gazing up at the tower of St. Dunstan's Church."

"Have you ever been in Clifford's Inn, Jervis?" he inquired.

"Never," I replied (we passed through it together on an average a dozen
times a week), "but it is not too late for an exploratory visit."

We crossed the road, and entering Clifford's Inn Passage, passed through the
still half-open gate, crossed the outer court and threaded the tunnel-like
entry by the hall to the inner court, in the middle of which Thorndyke halted,
and looking up at one of the ancient houses, remarked, "No. 51."

"So that is where our friend hangs out his flag," said I.

"Oh come, Jervis," he protested, "I am surprised at you; you are as bad as
Miller. I have merely suggested a possible connection between these premises
and the hat that was left at Bedford Place. As to the nature of that connection
I have no idea, and there may be no connection at all. I assure you, Jervis,
that I am on the thinnest possible ice. I am working on a hypothesis which is
in the highest degree speculative, and I should not have given Miller a hint
but that he was so eager and so willing to help—and also that I wanted
his finger-prints. But we are really only at the beginning, and may never get
any farther."

I looked up at the old house. It was all in darkness excepting the top
floor, where a couple of lighted windows showed the shadow of a man moving
rapidly about the room. We crossed to the entry and inspected the names painted
on the door-posts. The ground floor was occupied by a firm of photo-engravers,
the first floor by a Mr. Carrington, whose name stood out conspicuously on its
oblong of comparatively fresh white paint, while the tenants of the second
floor—old residents, to judge by the faded and discoloured paint in which
their names were announced—were Messrs. Burt & Highley,
metallurgists.

"Burt has departed," said Thorndyke, as I read out the names; and he pointed
to two red lines of erasure which I had not noticed in the dim light, "so the
active gentleman above is presumably Mr. Highley, and we may take it that he
has residential as well as business premises. I wonder who and what Mr.
Carrington is—but I dare say we shall find out to-morrow."

With this he dismissed the professional aspects of Clifford's Inn, and,
changing the subject to its history and associations, chatted in his
inimitable, picturesque manner until our leisurely perambulations brought us at
length to the Inner Temple Gate.

On the following morning we bustled through our work in order to leave the
afternoon free, making several joint visits to solicitors from whom we were
taking instructions. Returning from the last of these—a City
lawyer—Thorndyke turned into St. Helen's Place and halted at a doorway
bearing the brass plate of a firm of assayists and refiners. I followed him
into the outer office, where, on his mentioning his name, an elderly man came
to the counter.

"Mr. Grayson has put out some specimens for you, sir," said he. "They are
about thirty grains to the ton—you said that the content was of no
importance—I am to tell you that you need not return them. They are not
worth treating." He went to a large safe from which he took a canvas bag, and
returning to the counter, turned out on it the contents of the bag, consisting
of about a dozen good-sized lumps of quartz and a glittering yellow fragment,
which Thorndyke picked out and dropped in his pocket.

"Will that collection do?" our friend inquired.

"It will answer my purpose perfectly," Thorndyke replied, and when the
specimens had been replaced in the bag, and the latter deposited in Thorndyke's
hand-bag, my colleague thanked the assistant and we went on our way.

"We extend our activities into the domain of mineralogy," I remarked.

Thorndyke smiled an inscrutable smile. "We also employ the suction pump as
an instrument of research," he observed. "However, the strategic uses of chunks
of quartz—otherwise than as missiles—will develop themselves in due
course, and the interval may be used for reflection."

It was. But my reflection brought no solution. I noticed, however, that when
at three o'clock we set forth in company with the superintendent, the bag went
with us; and having offered to carry it and having had my offer accepted with a
sly twinkle, its weight assured me that the quartz was still inside.

"Chambers and Offices to let," Thorndyke read aloud as we approached the
porter's lodge. "That lets us in, I think. And the porter knows Dr. Jervis and
me by sight, so he will talk more freely."

"He doesn't know me," said the superintendent, "but I'll keep in the
background, all the same."

A pull at the bell brought out a clerical-looking man in a tall hat and a
frock coat, who regarded Thorndyke and me through his spectacles with an
amiable air of recognition.

"Good afternoon, Mr. Larkin," said Thorndyke. "I am asked to get particulars
of vacant chambers. What have you got to let?"

Mr. Larkin reflected. "Let me see. There's a ground floor at No.
5—rather dark—and a small second-pair set at No. 12. And then there
is—oh, yes, there is a good first-floor set at No. 51. They wouldn't have
been vacant until Michaelmas, but Mr. Carrington, the tenant, has had to go
abroad suddenly. I had a letter from him this morning, enclosing the key. Funny
letter, too." He dived into his pocket, and hauling out a bundle of letters,
selected one and handed it to Thorndyke with a broad smile.

Thorndyke glanced at the postmark ("London, E."), and having taken out the
key, extracted the letter, which he opened and held so that Miller and I could
see it. The paper bore the printed heading, "Baltic Shipping Company, Wapping,"
and the further written heading, "S.S. Gothenburg," and the letter was brief
and to the point:

DEAR SIR,


I am giving up my chambers at No. 51, as I have been suddenly called abroad. I
enclose the key, but am not troubling you with the rent. The sale of my costly
furniture will more than cover it, and the surplus can be expended on painting
the garden railings,


Yours sincerely,

A. CARRINGTON.

Thorndyke smilingly replaced the letter and the key in the envelope and
asked: "What is the furniture like?"

"You'll see," chuckled the porter, "if you care to look at the rooms. And I
think they might suit, They're a good set."

"Quiet?"

"Yes, pretty quiet. There's a metallurgist overhead—Highley—used
to be Burt & Highley, but Burt has gone to the City, and I don't think
Highley does much business now."

"Let me see," said Thorndyke, "I think I used to meet Highley
sometimes— a tall, dark man, isn't he?"

"No, that would be Burt. Highley is a little, fairish man, rather bald, with
a pretty rich complexion"—here Mr. Larkin tapped his nose knowingly and
raised his little finger—"which may account for the falling off of
business."

"Hadn't we better have a look at the rooms?" Miller interrupted a little
impatiently.

"Can we see them, Mr. Larkin?" asked Thorndyke.

"Certainly," was the reply. "You've got the key. Let me have it when you've
seen the rooms; and whatever you do," he added with a broad grin, "be careful
of the furniture."

"It looks," the superintendent remarked as we crossed the inner court, "as
if Mr. Carrington had done a mizzle. That's hopeful. And I see," he continued,
glancing at the fresh paint on the door-post as we passed through the entry,
"that he hasn't been here long. That's hopeful, too."

We ascended to the first floor, and as Thorndyke unlocked and threw open the
door, Miller laughed aloud. The "costly furniture" consisted of a small kitchen
table, a Windsor chair and a dilapidated deck-chair. The kitchen contained a
gas ring, a small saucepan and a frying-pan, and the bedroom was furnished with
a camp-bed devoid of bed-clothes, a wash-hand basin on a packing-case, and a
water can.

"Hallo!" exclaimed the superintendent. "He's left a hat behind. Quite a good
hat, too." He took it down from the peg, glanced at its exterior and then,
turning it over, looked inside. And then his mouth opened with a jerk.

"Great Solomon Eagle!" he gasped. "Do you see, doctor? It's THE hat."

He held it out to us, and sure enough on the white silk lining of the crown
were the embossed, gilt letters, D.B., just as Mr. Byramji had described
them.

"Yes," Thorndyke agreed, as the superintendent snatched up a greengrocer's
paper bag from the kitchen floor and persuaded the hat into it, "it is
undoubtedly the missing link. But what are you going to do now?"

"Do!" exclaimed Miller. "Why, I am going to collar the man. These Baltic
boats put in at Hull and Newcastle—perhaps he didn't know that—and
they are pretty slow boats, too. I shall wire to Newcastle to have the ship
detained and take Inspector Badger down to make the arrest. I'll leave you to
explain to the porter, and I owe you a thousand thanks for your valuable
tip."

With this he bustled away, clasping the precious hat and from the window we
saw him hurry across the court and dart out through the postern into Fetter
Lane.

"I think Miller was rather precipitate," said Thorndyke. "He should have got
a description of the man and some further particulars."

"Yes," said I. "Miller had much better have waited until you had finished
with Mr. Larkin. But you can get some more particulars when we take back the
key."

"We shall get more information from the gentleman who lives on the floor
above, and I think we will go up and interview him now. I wrote to him last
night and made a metallurgical appointment, signing myself W. Polton. Your
name, if he should ask, is Stevenson."

As we ascended the stairs to the next floor, I meditated on the rather
tortuous proceedings of my usually straightforward colleague. The use of the
lumps of quartz was now obvious; but why these mysterious tactics? And why,
before knocking at the door, did Thorndyke carefully take the reading of the
gas meter on the landing?

The door was opened in response to our knock—a shortish,
alert-looking, clean-shaved man in a white overall, who looked at us keenly and
rather forbiddingly. But Thorndyke was geniality personified.

"How do you do, Mr. Highley?" said he, holding out his hand, which the
metallurgist shook coolly. "You got my letter, I suppose?"

"Yes. But I am not Mr. Highley. He's away and I am carrying on. I think of
taking over his business if there is any to take over. My name is Sherwood.
Have you got the samples?"

Thorndyke produced the canvas bag, which Mr. Sherwood took from him and
emptied out on a bench, picking up the lumps of quartz one by one and examining
them closely. Meanwhile Thorndyke took a rapid survey of the premises. Against
the wall were two cupel furnaces and a third larger furnace like a small
pottery kiln. On a set of narrow shelves were several rows of bone-ash cupels,
looking like little white flower-pots, and near them was the
cupel-press—an appliance into which powdered bone-ash was fed and
compressed by a plunger to form the cupels—while by the side of the press
was a tub of bone-ash—a good deal coarser, I noticed, than the usual fine
powder. This coarseness was also observed by Thorndyke, who edged up to the tub
and dipped his hand into the ash and then wiped his fingers on his
handkerchief.

"This stuff doesn't seem to contain much gold," said Mr. Sherwood. "But we
shall see when we make the assay."

"What do you think of this?" asked Thorndyke, taking from his pocket the
small lump of glittering, golden-looking mineral that he had picked out at the
assayist's. Mr. Sherwood took it from him and examined it closely. "This looks
more hopeful," said he; "rather rich, in fact."

Thorndyke received this statement with an unmoved countenance; but as for
me, I stared at Mr. Sherwood in amazement. For this lump of glittering mineral
was simply a fragment of common iron pyrites! It would not have deceived a
schoolboy, much less a metallurgist.

Still holding the specimen, and taking a watchmaker's lens from a shelf, Mr.
Sherwood moved over to the window. Simultaneously, Thorndyke stepped softly to
the cupel shelves and quickly ran his eye along the rows of cupels. Presently
he paused at one, examined it more closely, and then, taking it from the shelf,
began to pick at it with his finger-nail.

At this moment Mr. Sherwood turned and observed him; and instantly there
flashed into the metallurgist's face an expression of mingled anger and
alarm.

"Put that down!" he commanded peremptorily, and then, as Thorndyke continued
to scrape with his finger nail, he shouted furiously, "Do you hear? Drop
it!"

Thorndyke took him literally at his word and let the cupel fall on the
floor, when it shattered into innumerable fragments, of which one of the
largest separated itself from the rest. Thorndyke pounced upon it, and in an
instantaneous glance, as he picked it up, I recognised it as a calcined
tooth.

Then followed a few moments of weird, dramatic silence. Thorndyke, holding
the tooth between his finger and thumb, looked steadily into the eyes of the
metallurgist; and the latter, pallid as a corpse, glared at Thorndyke and
furtively unbuttoned his overall.

Suddenly the silence broke into a tumult as bewildering as the crash of a
railway collision. Sherwood's right hand darted under his overall. Instantly,
Thorndyke snatched up another cupel and hurled it with such truth of aim that
it shattered on the metallurgist's forehead. And as he flung the missile, he
sprang forward, and delivered a swift upper-cut. There was a thunderous crash,
a cloud of white dust, and an automatic pistol clattered along the floor.

I snatched up the pistol and rushed to my friend's assistance. But there was
no need. With his great strength and his uncanny skill—to say nothing of
the effects of the knock-out blow—Thorndyke had the man pinned down
immovably.

"See if you can find some cord, Jervis," he said a calm, quiet tone that
seemed almost ridiculously out of character with the circumstances.

There was no difficulty about this, for several corded boxes stood in a
corner of the laboratory. I cut off two lengths, with one of which I secured
the prostrate man's arms, and with the other fastened his knees and ankles.

"Now," said Thorndyke, "if you will take charge of his hands, we will make a
preliminary inspection. Let us first see if he wears a belt."

Unbuttoning the man's waistcoat, he drew up the shirt, disclosing a broad,
webbing belt furnished with several leather pockets, the buttoned flaps of
which he felt carefully, regardless of the stream of threats and imprecations
that poured from our victim's swollen lips. From the front pockets he proceeded
to the back, passing an exploratory hand under the writhing body.

"Ah!" he exclaimed suddenly, "just turn him over, and look out for his
heels."

We rolled our captive over, and as Thorndyke "skinned the rabbit," a central
pocket came into view, into which, when he had unbuttoned it, he inserted his
fingers. "Yes," he continued, "I think this is what we are looking for." He
withdrew his fingers, between which he held a small packet of Japanese paper,
and with feverish excitement I watched him open out layer after layer of the
soft wrapping. As he turned back the last fold a wonderful crimson sparkle told
me that the "great ruby" was found.

"There, Jervis," said Thorndyke, holding the magnificent gem towards me in
the palm of his hand, "look on this beautiful, sinister thing, charged with
untold potentialities of evil—and thank the gods that it is not
yours."

He wrapped it up again carefully and, having bestowed it in an inner pocket,
said, "And now give me the pistol and run down to the telegraph office and see
if you can stop Miller. I should like him to have the credit for this."

I handed him the pistol and made my way out into Fetter Lane and so down to
Fleet Street, where at the post office my urgent message was sent off to
Scotland Yard immediately. In a few minutes the reply came that Superintendent
Miller had not yet left and that he was starting immediately for Clifford's
Inn. A quarter of an hour later he drove up in a hansom to the Fetters Lane
gate and I conducted him up to the second floor, where Thorndyke introduced him
to his prisoner and witnessed the official arrest.

"You don't see how I arrived at it," said Thorndyke as we walked homeward
after returning the key. "Well, I am not surprised. The initial evidence was of
the weakest; it acquired significance only by cumulative effect. Let us
reconstruct it as it developed.

"The derelict hat was, of course, the starting-point. Now, the first thing
one noticed was that it appeared to have had more than one owner. No man would
buy a new hat that fitted so badly as to need all that packing; and the
arrangement of the packing suggested a long-headed man wearing a hat that had
belonged to a man with a short head. Then there were the suggestions offered by
the slips of paper. The fragmentary address referred to a place the name of
which ended in 'n' and the remainder was evidently 'London, W.C.' Now what West
Central place names end in 'n'? It was not a street, a square or a court, and
Barbican is not in the W.C. district. It was almost certainly one of the
half-dozen surviving Inns of Court or Chancery. But, of course, it was not
necessarily the address of the owner of the hat.

"The other slip of paper bore the end of a word ending in 'el,' and another
word ending in 'eep,' and connected with these were quantities stated in ounces
and pennyweights troy weight. But the only persons who use troy weight are
those who deal in precious metals. I inferred therefore that the 'el' was part
of 'lemel,' and that the 'eep' was part of 'floor-sweep,' an inference that was
supported by the respective quantities, three ounces five pennyweights of lemel
and nine and a half ounces of floor-sweep."

"What is lemel?" I asked.

"It is the trade name for the gold or silver filings that collect in the
'skin' of a jeweller's bench. Floor-sweep is, of course, the dust swept up on
the floor of a jeweller's or goldsmith's workshop. The lemel is actual metal,
though not of uniform fineness, but the sweep is a mixture of dirt and metal.
Both are saved and sent to the refiners to have the gold and silver
extracted.

"This paper, then, was connected either with a gold smith or a gold
refiner—who might call himself an assayist or a metallurgist. The
connection was supported by the leaf of a price list of gas stoves. A
metallurgist would be kept well supplied with lists of gas stoves and furnaces.
The traces of lead in the dust from the hat gave us another straw blowing the
same direction, for gold assayed by the dry process is fused in the cupel
furnace with lead; and as the lead oxidises and the oxide is volatile, traces
of lead would tend to appear in the dust deposited in the laboratory.

"The next thing to do was to consult the directory; and when I did so, I
found that there were no goldsmiths in any of the Inns and only one
assayist—Mr. Highley, of Clifford's Inn. The probabilities therefore,
slender as they were, pointed to some connection between this stray hat and Mr.
Highley. And this was positively all the information that we had when we came
out this afternoon.

"As soon as we got to Clifford's Inn, however, the evidence began to grow
like a rolling snowball. First there was Larkin's contribution; and then there
was the discovery of the missing hat. Now, as soon as I saw that hat my
suspicions fell upon the man upstairs. I felt a conviction that the hat had
been left there purposely and that the letter to Larkin was just a red herring
to create a false trail. Nevertheless, the presence of that hat completely
confirmed the other evidence. It showed that the apparent connection was a real
connection."

"But," I asked, "what made you suspect the man upstairs?"

"My dear Jervis!" he exclaimed, "consider the facts. That hat was enough to
hang the man who left it there. Can you imagine this astute, wary villain
making such an idiot's mistake—going away and leaving the means of his
conviction for anyone to find? But you are forgetting that whereas the missing
hat was found on the first floor, the murderer's hat was connected with the
second floor. The evidence suggested that it was Highley's hat. And now, before
we go on to the next stage, let me remind you of those finger-prints. Miller
thought that their rough appearance was due to the surface on which they had
been made, But it was not. They were the prints of a person who was suffering
from ichthyosis, palmar psoriasis or sonic dry dermatitis.

"There is one other point. The man we were looking for was a murderer. His
life was already forfeit. To such a man another murder more or less is of no
consequence. If this man, having laid the false trail, had determined to take
sanctuary in Highley's rooms, it was probable that he had already got rid of
Highley. And remember that a metallurgist has unrivalled means of disposing of
a body; for not only is each of his muffle furnaces a miniature crematorium,
but the very residue of a cremated body —bone-ash—is one of the
materials of his trade.

"When we went upstairs, I first took the reading of the gas meter and
ascertained that a large amount of gas had been used recently. Then, when we
entered I took the opportunity to shake hands with Mr. Sherwood, and
immediately I became aware that he suffered from a rather extreme form of
ichthyosis. That was the first point of verification. Then we discovered that
he actually could not distinguish between iron pyrites and auriferous quartz.
He was not a metallurgist at all. He was a masquerader. Then the bone-ash in
the tub was mixed with fragments of calcined bone, and the cupels all showed
similar fragments. In one of them I could see part of the crown of a tooth.
That was pure luck. But observe that by that time I had enough evidence to
justify an arrest. The tooth served only to bring the affair to a crisis; and
his response to my unspoken accusation saved us the trouble of further search
for confirmatory evidence."

"What is not quite clear to me," said I, "is when and why he made away with
Highley. As the body has been completely reduced to bone-ash, Highley must have
been dead at least some days."

"Undoubtedly," Thorndyke agreed. "I take it that the course of events was
like this: The police have been searching eagerly for this man, and every new
crime must have made his position more unsafe—for a criminal can never be
sure that he has not dropped some clue. It began to be necessary for him to
make some arrangements for leaving the country and meanwhile to have a retreat
in case his whereabouts should chance to be discovered. Highley's chambers were
admirable for both purposes. Here was a solitary man who seldom had a visitor,
and who would probably not be missed for some considerable time; and in those
chambers were the means of rapidly and completely disposing of the body. The
mere murder would be a negligible detail to this ruffian.

"I imagine that Highley was done to death at least a week ago, and that the
murderer did not take up his new tenancy until the body was reduced to ash.
With that large furnace in addition to the small ones, this would not take
long. When the new premises were ready, he could make a sham disappearance to
cover his actual flight later; and you must see how perfectly misleading that
sham disappearance was. If the police had discovered that hat in the empty room
only a week later, they would have been certain that he had escaped to one of
the Baltic ports; and while they were following his supposed tracks, he could
have gone off comfortably via Folkestone or Southampton."

"Then you think he had only just moved into Highley's rooms?"

"I should say he moved in last night. The murder of Byramji was probably
planned on some information that the murderer had picked up, and as soon as it
was accomplished he began forthwith to lay down the false tracks. When he
reached his rooms yesterday afternoon, he must have written the letter to
Larkin and gone off at once to the East End to post it. Then he probably had
his bushy hair cut short and shaved off his beard and moustache—which
would render him quite unrecognisable by Larkin—and moved into Highley's
chambers, from which he would have quietly sallied forth in a few days' time to
take his passage to the Continent. It was quite a good plan, and but for the
accident of taking the wrong hat, would almost certainly have succeeded."

Once every year, on the second of August, there is delivered with unfailing
regularity at No. 5A King's Bench Walk a large box of carved sandal-wood filled
with the choicest Trichinopoly cheroots and accompanied by an affectionate
letter from our late client, Mr. Byramji. For the second of August is the
anniversary of the death (in the execution shed at Newgate) of Cornelius
Barnett, otherwise known as the "New Jersey Sphinx."


3.—THE MAGIC CASKET

It was in the near neighbourhood of King's Road, Chelsea, that chance, aided
by Thorndyke's sharp and observant eyes, introduced us to the dramatic story of
the Magic Casket. Not that there was anything strikingly dramatic in the
opening phase of the affair, nor even in the story of the casket itself. It was
Thorndyke who added the dramatic touch, and most of the magic, too; and I
record the affair principally as an illustration of his extraordinary capacity
for producing odd items of out-of-the-way knowledge and instantly applying them
in the most unexpected manner.

Eight o'clock had struck on a misty November night when we turned out of the
main road, and, leaving behind the glare of the shop windows, plunged into the
maze of dark and narrow streets to the north. The abrupt change impressed us
both, and Thorndyke proceeded to moralise on it in his pleasant, reflective
fashion.

"London is an inexhaustible place," he mused. "Its variety is infinite. A
minute ago we walked in a glare of light, jostled by a multitude. And now look
at this little street. It is as dim as a tunnel, and we have got it absolutely
to ourselves. Anything might happen in a place like this."

Suddenly he stopped. We were, at the moment, passing a small church or
chapel, the west door of which was enclosed in an open porch; and as my
observant friend stepped into the latter and stooped, I perceived in the deep
shadow against the wall, the object which had evidently caught his eye.

"What is it?" I asked, following him in.

"It is a handbag," he replied; "and the question is, what is it doing
here?"

He tried the church door, which was obviously locked, and coming out, looked
at the windows.

"There are no lights in the church." said he; "the place is locked up, and
there is nobody in sight. Apparently the bag is derelict. Shall we have a look
at it?"

Without waiting for an answer, he picked it up and brought it out into the
mitigated darkness of the street, where we proceeded to inspect it. But at the
first glance it told its own tale; for it had evidently been locked, and it
bore unmistakable traces of having been forced open.

"It isn't empty," said Thorndyke. "I think we had better see what is in it.
Just catch hold while I get a light."

He handed me the bag while he felt in his pocket for the tiny electric lamp
which he made a habit of carrying, and an excellent habit it is. I held the
mouth of the bag open while he illuminated the interior, which we then saw to
be occupied by several objects neatly wrapped in brown paper. One of these
Thorndyke lifted out, and untying the string and removing the paper, displayed
a Chinese stoneware jar. Attached to it was a label, bearing the stamp of the
Victoria and Albert Museum, on which was written:

"Miss MABEL BONNET, 168 Willow Walk, Fulham Road, W."

"That tells us all that we want to know," said Thorndyke, re-wrapping the
jar and tenderly replacing it in the bag. "We can't do wrong in delivering the
things to their owner, especially as the bag itself is evidently her property,
too," and he pointed to the gilt initials, "M. B.," stamped on the morocco.

It took us but a few minutes to reach the Fulham Road, but we then had to
walk nearly a mile along that thoroughfare before we arrived at Willow
Walk—to which an obliging shopkeeper had directed us—and,
naturally, No. 168 was at the farther end.

As we turned into the quiet street we almost collided with two men, who were
walking at a rapid pace, but both looking back over their shoulders. I noticed
that they were both Japanese—well-dressed, gentlemanly-looking
men—but I gave them little attention, being interested, rather, in what
they were looking at. This was a taxicab which was dimly visible by the light
of a street lamp at the farther end of the "Walk," and from which four persons
had just alighted. Two of these had hurried ahead to knock at a door, while the
other two walked very slowly across the pavement and up the steps to the
threshold. Almost immediately the door was opened; two of the shadowy figures
entered, and the other two returned slowly to the cab and as we came nearer, I
could see that these latter were policemen in uniform. I had just time to note
this fact when they both got into the cab and were forthwith spirited away.

"Looks like a street accident of some kind," I remarked; and then, as I
glanced at the number of the house we were passing, I added: "Now, I wonder if
that house happens to be—yes, by Jove! it is. It is 168! Things have been
happening, and this bag of ours is one of the dramatis personae."

The response to our knock was by no means prompt. I was, in fact, in the act
of raising my hand to the knocker to repeat the summons when the door opened
and revealed an elderly servant-maid, who regarded us inquiringly, and, as I
thought, with something approaching alarm.

"Does Miss Mabel Bonney live here?" Thorndyke asked.

"Yes, sir," was the reply; "but I am afraid you can't see her just now,
unless it is something urgent. She is rather upset, and particularly engaged at
present."

"There is no occasion whatever to disturb her," said Thorndyke. "We have
merely called to restore this bag, which seemed to have been lost;" and with
this he held it out towards her. She grasped it eagerly with a cry of surprise,
and as the mouth fell open, she peered into it.

"Why," she exclaimed, "they don't seem to have taken anything, after all,
Where did you find it, sir?"

"In the porch of a church in Spelton Street," Thorndyke replied, and was
turning away when the servant said earnestly: "Would you kindly give me your
name and address, sir? Miss Bonney will wish to write and thank you."

"There is really no need," said he; but she interrupted anxiously: "If you
would be so kind, sir. Miss Bonney will be so vexed if she is unable to thank
you; and besides, she may want to ask you some questions about it."

"That is true," said Thorndyke (who was restrained only by good manners from
asking one or two questions, himself). He produced his card-case, and having
handed one of his cards to the maid, wished her "good-evening" and retired.

"That bag had evidently been pinched," I remarked, as we walked back towards
the Fulham Road.

"Evidently," he agreed, and was about to enlarge on the matter when our
attention was attracted to a taxi, which was approaching from the direction of
the main road. A man's head was thrust out of the window, and as the vehicle
passed a street lamp, I observed that the head appertained to an elderly
gentleman with very white hair and a very fresh face.

"Did you see who that was?" Thorndyke asked.

"It looked like old Brodribb," I replied.

"It did; very much. I wonder where he is off to."

He turned and followed, with a speculative eye, the receding taxi, which
presently swept alongside the kerb and stopped, apparently opposite the house
from we had just come. As the vehicle came to rest, the door flew open and the
passenger shot out like an elderly, but agile, Jack-in-the-box, and bounced up
the steps.

"That is Brodribb's knock, sure enough," said I, as the old-fashioned
flourish reverberated up the quiet street. "I have heard it too often on our
own knocker to mistake it. But we had better not let him see us watching
him."

As we went once more on our way, I took a sly glance, now and again, at my
friend, noting with a certain malicious enjoyment his profoundly cogitative
air. I knew quite well what was happening in his mind for his mind reacted to
observed facts in an invariable manner. And here was a group of related facts:
the bag, stolen, but deposited intact; the museum label; the injured or sick
person—probably Miss Bonney, herself— brought home under police
escort; and the arrival, post-haste, of the old lawyer; a significant group of
facts. And there was Thorndyke, under my amused and attentive observation,
fitting them together in various combinations to see what general conclusion
emerged. Apparently my own mental state was equally clear to him, for he
remarked, presently, as if response to an unspoken comment: "Well, I expect we
shall know all about it before many days have passed if Brodribb sees my card,
as he most probably will. Here comes an omnibus that will suit us. Shall we hop
on?"

He stood at the kerb and raised his stick; and as the accommodation on the
omnibus was such that our seats were separated, there was no opportunity to
pursue the subject further, even if there had been anything to discuss.

But Thorndyke's prediction was justified sooner than I had expected. For we
had not long finished our supper, and had not yet closed the "oak," when there
was heard a mighty flourish on the knocker of our inner door.

"Brodribb, by Jingo!" I exclaimed, and hurried across the room to let him
in.

"No, Jervis," he said as I invited him to enter, "I am not coming in. Don't
want to disturb you at this time of night. I've just called to make an
appointment for to-morrow with a client."

"Is the client's name Bonney?" I asked.

He started and gazed at me in astonishment. "Gad, Jervis!" he exclaimed,
"you are getting as bad as Thorndyke. How the deuce did you know that she was
my client?"

"Never mind how I know. It is our business to know everything in these
chambers. But if your appointment concerns Miss Mabel Bonney, for the Lord's
sake come in and give Thorndyke a chance of a night's rest. At present, he is
on broken bottles, as Mr. Bumble would express it."

On this persuasion, Mr. Brodribb entered, nothing loath—very much the
reverse, in fact—and having bestowed a jovial greeting on Thorndyke,
glanced approvingly round the room.

"Ha!" said he, "you look very cosy. If you are really sure I am
not—"

I cut him short by propelling him gently towards the fire, beside which I
deposited him in an easy chair, while Thorndyke pressed the electric bell which
rang up in the laboratory.

"Well," said Brodribb, spreading himself out comfortably before the fire
like a handsome old Tom-cat, "if you are going to let me give you a few
particulars—but perhaps you would rather that I should not talk
shop?"

"Now you know perfectly well, Brodribb," said Thorndyke, "that 'shop' is the
breath of life to us all. Let us have those particulars."

Brodribb sighed contentedly and placed his toes on the fender (and at this
moment the door opened softly and Polton looked into the room. He took a
single, understanding glance at our visitor, and withdrew, shutting the door
without a sound).

"I am glad," pursued Brodribb, "to have this opportunity of a preliminary
chat, because there are certain things that one can say better when the client
is not present; and I am deeply interested in Bonney's affairs. The crisis in
those affairs which has brought me here is of quite recent date—in fact,
it dates from this evening. But I know your partiality for having events
related in their proper sequence, so I will leave today's happenings for the
moment and tell you the story—the whole of which is material to the
case—from the beginning."

Here there was a slight interruption, due to Polton's noiseless entry with a
tray on which was a decanter, a biscuit box, and three port glasses. This he
deposited, on a small table, which he placed within convenient reach of our
guest. Then, with a glance of altruistic satisfaction at our old friend, he
stole out like a benevolent ghost.

"Dear, dear!" exclaimed Brodribb, beaming on the decanter, "this is really
too bad. You ought not to indulge me in this way."

"My dear Brodribb," replied Thorndyke, "you are a benefactor to us. You give
us a pretext for taking a glass of port. We can't drink alone, you know."

"I should, if I had a cellar like yours," chuckled Brodribb, sniffing
ecstatically at his glass. He took a sip, with his eyes closed, savoured it
solemnly, shook his head, and set the glass down on the table.

"To return to our case," he resumed; "Miss Bonney is the daughter of a
solicitor, Harold Bonney—you may remember him. He had offices in Bedford
Row; and there, one morning, a client came to him and asked him to take care of
some property while he, the said client, ran over to Paris, where he had some
urgent business. The property in question was a collection of pearls of most
unusual size and value, forming a great necklace, which had been unstrung for
the sake of portability. It is not clear where they came from, but as the
transaction occurred soon after the Russian Revolution, we may make a guess. At
any rate, there they were, packed loosely in a leather bag, the string of which
was sealed with the owner's seal.

"Bonney seems to have been rather casual about the affair. He gave the
client a receipt for the bag, stating the nature of the contents, which he had
not seen, and deposited it, in the client's presence, in the safe in his
private office. Perhaps he intended to take it to the bank or transfer it to
his strong-room, but it is evident that he did neither; for his managing clerk,
who kept the second key of the strong-room— without which the room could
not be opened—knew nothing of the transaction. When he went home at about
seven o'clock, he left Bonney hard at work in his office, and there is no doubt
that the pearls were still in the safe.

"That night, at about a quarter to nine, it happened that a couple of C.I.D.
officers were walking up Bedford Row when they saw three men come out of one of
the houses. Two of them turned up towards Theobald's Road, but the third came
south, towards them. As he passed them, they both recognised him as a Japanese
named Uyenishi, who was believed to be a member of a cosmopolitan gang and whom
the police were keeping under observation. Naturally, their suspicions were
aroused. The first two men had hurried round the corner and were out of sight;
and when they turned to look after Uyenishi, he had mended his pace
considerably and was looking back at them. Thereupon one of the officers, named
Barker, decided to follow the Jap, while the other, Holt, reconnoitred the
premises.

"Now, as soon as Barker turned, the Japanese broke into a run. It was just
such a night as this dark and, slightly foggy. In order to keep his man in
sight, he had to run, too; and he found that he had a sprinter to deal with.
From the bottom of Bedford Row, Uyenishi darted across and shot down Hand Court
like a lamp-lighter. Barker followed, but at the Holborn end his man was
nowhere to be seen. However, he presently learned from a man at a shop door
that the fugitive had run past and turned up Brownlow Street, so off he went
again in pursuit. But when he got to the top of the street, back in Bedford
Row, he was done. There was no sign of the man, and no one about from whom he
could make inquiries. All he could do was to cross the road and walk up Bedford
Row to see if Holt had made any discoveries.

"As he was trying to identify the house, his colleague came out on to the
doorstep and beckoned him in and this was the story that he told. He had
recognised the house by the big lamp-standard; and as the place was all dark,
he had gone into the entry and tried the office door. Finding it unlocked, he
had entered the clerks' office, lit the gas, and tried the door of the private
office, but found it locked. He knocked at it, but getting no answer, had a
good look round the clerk's office; and there, presently, on the floor in a
dark corner, he found a key. This he tried in the door of the private office,
and finding that it fitted, turned it and opened the door. As he did so, the
light from the outer office fell on the body of a man lying on the floor just
inside.

"A moment's inspection showed that the man had been murdered—first
knocked on the head and then finished with a knife. Examination of the pockets
showed that the dead man was Harold Bonney, and also that no robbery from the
person seemed to have been committed. Nor was there any sign of any other kind
of robbery. Nothing seemed to have been disturbed, and the safe had not been
broken into, though that was not very conclusive, as the safe key was in the
dead man's pocket. However, a murder had been committed, and obviously Uyenishi
was either the murderer or an accessory; so Holt had, at once, rung up Scotland
Yard on the office telephone, giving all the particulars.

"I may say at once that Uyenishi disappeared completely and at once. He
never went to his lodgings at Limehouse, for the police were there before he
could have arrived. A lively hue and cry was kept up. Photographs of the wanted
man were posted outside every police-station, and a watch was set at all the
ports. But he was never found. He must have got away at once on some
outward-bound tramp from the Thames. And there we will leave him for the
moment.

"At first it was thought that nothing had been stolen, since the managing
clerk could not discover that any thing was missing. But a few days later the
client returned from Paris, and presenting his receipt, asked for his pearls.
But the pearls had vanished. Clearly they had been the object of the crime. The
robbers must have known about them and traced them to the office. Of course the
safe had been opened with its own key, which was then replaced in the dead
man's pocket.

"Now, I was poor Bonney's executor, and in that capacity I denied his
liability in respect of the pearls on the ground that he was a gratuitous
bailee—there being no evidence that any consideration had been demanded
—and that being murdered cannot be construed as negligence. But Miss
Mabel, who was practically the sole legatee, insisted on accepting liability.
She said that the pearls could have been secured in the bank or the
strong-room, and that she was morally, if not legally, liable for their loss;
and she insisted on handing to the owner the full amount at which he valued
them. It was a wildly foolish proceeding, for he would certainly have accepted
half the sum. But still I take my hat off to a person—man or
woman—who can accept poverty in preference to a broken covenant"; and
here Brodribb, being in fact that sort of person himself, had to be consoled
with a replenished glass.

"And mind you," he resumed, "when I speak of poverty, I wish to be taken
literally. The estimated value of those pearls was fifty thousand pounds
—if you can imagine anyone out of Bedlam giving such a sum for a parcel
of trash like that; and when poor Mabel Bonney had paid it, she was left with
the prospect of having to spread her butter mighty thin for the rest of her
life. As a matter of fact, she has had to sell one after another of her little
treasures to pay just her current expenses, and I'm hanged if I can see how she
is going to carry on when she has sold the last of them. But there, I mustn't
take up your time with her private troubles. Let us return to our muttons.

"First, as to the pearls They were never traced, and it seems probable that
they were never disposed of. For, you see, pearls are different from any other
kind of gems. You can cut up a big diamond, but you can't cut up a big pearl.
And the great value of this necklace was due not only to the size, the perfect
shape and 'orient' of the separate pearls, but to the fact that the whole set
was perfectly matched. To break up the necklace was to destroy a good part of
its value.

"And now as to our friend Uyenishi. He disappeared, as I have said; but he
reappeared at Los Angeles, in custody of the police, charged with robbery and
murder. He was taken red-handed and was duly convicted and sentenced to death;
but for some reason—or more probably, for no reason, as we should
think—the sentence was commuted to imprisonment for life. Under these
circumstances, the English police naturally took no action, especially as they
really had no evidence against him.

"Now Uyenishi was, by trade, a metal-worker; a maker of those pretty trifles
that are so dear to the artistic Japanese, and when he was in prison he was
allowed to set up a little workshop and practise his trade on a small scale.
Among other things that he made was a little casket in the form of a seated
figure, which he said he wanted to give to his brother as a keepsake. I don't
know whether any permission was granted for him to make this gift, but that is
of no consequence; for Uyenishi got influenza and was carried off in a few days
by pneumonia; and the prison authorities learned that his brother had been
killed, a week or two previously, in a shooting affair at San Francisco. So the
casket remained on their hands.

"About this time, Miss Bonney was invited to accompany an American lady on a
visit to California, and accepted gratefully. While she was there she paid a
visit to the prison to inquire whether Uyenishi had ever made any kind of
statement concerning the missing pearls. Here she heard of Uyenishi's recent
death; and the governor of the prison, as he could not give her any
information, handed over to her the casket as a sort of memento. This
transaction came to the knowledge of the press, and—well, you know what
the Californian press is like. There were 'some comments,' as they would say,
and quite an assortment of Japanese, of shady antecedents, applied to the
prison to have the casket 'restored' to them as Uyenishi's heirs. Then Miss
Bonney's rooms at the hotel were raided by burglars—but the casket was in
the hotel strong-room—and Miss Bonney and her hostess were shadowed by
various undesirables in such a disturbing fashion that the two ladies became
alarmed and secretly made their way to New York. But there another burglary
occurred, with the same unsuccessful result, and the shadowing began again.
Finally, Miss Bonney, feeling that her presence was a danger to her friend,
decided to return to England, and managed to get on board the ship without
letting her departure be known in advance.

"But even in England she has not been left in peace. She has had an
uncomfortable feeling of being watched and attended, and has seemed to be
constantly meeting Japanese men in the streets, especially in the vicinity of
her house. Of course, all the fuss is about this infernal casket; and when she
told me what was happening, I promptly popped the thing in my pocket and took
it to my office, where I stowed it in the strong-room. And there, of course, it
ought to have remained, but it didn't. One day Miss Bonney told me that she was
sending some small things to a loan exhibition of oriental works of art at the
South Kensington Museum, and she wished to include the casket. I urged her
strongly to do nothing of the kind, but she persisted; and the end of it was
that we went to the museum together, with her pottery and stuff in a handbag
and the casket in my pocket.

"It was a most imprudent thing to do, for there the beastly casket was, for
several months, exposed in a glass case for anyone to see, with her name on the
label; and what was worse, full particulars of the origin of the thing.
However, nothing happened while it was there—the museum is not an easy
place to steal from—and all went well until it was time to remove the
things after the close of the exhibition. Now, to-day was the appointed day,
and, as on the previous occasion, she and I went to the museum together. But
the unfortunate thing is that we didn't come away together. Her other exhibits
were all pottery, and these were dealt with first, so that she had her handbag
packed and was ready to go before they had begun on the metal work cases. As we
were not going the same way, it didn't seem necessary for her to wait; so she
went off with her bag and I stayed behind until the casket was released, when I
put it in my pocket and went home, where I locked the thing up again in the
strong-room.

"It was about seven when I got home. A little after eight I heard the
telephone ring down in the office, and down I went, cursing the untimely
ringer, who turned out to be a policeman at St. George's Hospital. He said he
bad found Miss Bonney lying unconscious in the street and had taken her to the
hospital, where she had been detained for a while, but she was now recovered
and he was taking her home. She would like me, if possible, to go and see her
at once. Well, of course, I set off forthwith and got to her house a few
minutes after her arrival, and just after you had left.

"She was a good deal upset, so I didn't worry her with many questions, but
she gave me a short account of her misadventure, which amounted to this: She
had started to walk home from the museum along the Brompton Road, and she was
passing down a quiet street between that and Fulham Road when she heard soft
footsteps behind her. The next moment, a scarf or shawl was thrown over her
head and drawn tightly round her neck. At the same moment, the bag was snatched
from her hand. That is all that she remembers, for she was half unconscious and
so terrified that she fainted, and knew no more until she found herself in a
cab with two policemen who were taking her to the hospital.

"Now it is obvious that her assailants were in search of that damned casket,
for the bag had been broken open and searched, but nothing taken or damaged;
which suggests the Japanese again, for a British thief would have smashed the
crockery. I found your card there, and I put it to Miss Bonney that we had
better ask you to help us—I told her all about you— and she agreed
emphatically. So that is why I am here, drinking your port and robbing you of
your night's rest."

"And what do you want me to do?" Thorndyke asked.

"Whatever you think best," was the cheerful reply. "In the first place, this
nuisance must be put a stop to—this shadowing and hanging about. But
apart from that, you must see that there is something queer about this accursed
casket. The beastly thing is of no intrinsic value. The museum man turned up
his nose at it. But it evidently has some extrinsic value, and no small value
either. If it is good enough for these devils to follow it all the way from the
States, as they seem to have done, it is good enough for us to try to find out
what its value is. That is where you come in. I propose to bring Miss Bonney to
see you to-morrow, and I will bring the infernal casket, too. Then you will ask
her a few questions, take a look at the casket—through the microscope, if
necessary—and tell us all about it in your usual necromantic way."

Thorndyke laughed as he refilled our friend's glass. "If faith will move
mountains, Brodribb," said he, "you ought to have been a civil engineer. But it
is certainly a rather intriguing problem."

"Ha!" exclaimed the old solicitor; "then it's all right. I've known you a
good many years, but I've never known you to be stumped; and you are not going
to be stumped now. What time shall I bring her? Afternoon or evening would suit
her best."

"Very well," replied Thorndyke; "bring her to tea—say, five o'clock.
How will that do?"

"Excellently; and here's good luck to the adventure." He drained his glass,
and the decanter being now empty, he rose, shook our hands warmly, and took his
departure in high spirits.

It was with a very lively interest that I looked for ward to the prospective
visit. Like Thorndyke, I found the case rather intriguing. For it was quite
clear, as our shrewd old friend had said, that there was something more than
met the eye in the matter of this casket.

Hence, on the following afternoon, when, on the stroke of five, footsteps
became audible on our stairs, I awaited the arrival of our new client with keen
curiosity, both as to herself and her mysterious property.

To tell the truth, the lady was better worth looking at than the casket. At
the first glance, I was strongly prepossessed in her favour, and so, I think,
was Thorndyke. Not that she was a beauty, though comely enough. But she was an
example of a type that seems to be growing rarer; quiet, gentle, soft-spoken,
and a lady to her finger-tips; a little sad-faced and care worn, with a streak
or two of white in her prettily-disposed black hair, though she could not have
been much over thirty-five. Altogether a very gracious and winning
personality.

When we had been presented to her by Brodribb—who treated her as if
she had been a royal personage—and had enthroned her in the most
comfortable easy-chair, we inquired as to her health, and were duly thanked for
the salvage of the bag. Then Polton brought in the tray, with an air that
seemed to demand an escort of choristers; the tea was poured out, and the
informal proceedings began.

She had not, however, much to tell; for she had not seen her assailants, and
the essential facts of the case had been fully presented in Brodribb's
excellent summary. After a very few questions, therefore, we came to the next
stage; which was introduced by Brodribb's taking from his pocket a small parcel
which he proceeded to open.

"There," said he, "that is the fons et origo mali. Not much to look
at, I think you will agree."

He set the object down on the table and glared at it malevolently, while
Thorndyke and I regarded it with a more impersonal interest. It was not much to
look at. Just an ordinary Japanese casket in the form of a squat, shapeless
figure with a silly little grinning face, of which the head and shoulders
opened on a hinge; a pleasant enough object, with its quiet, warm colouring,
but certainly not a masterpiece of art.

Thorndyke picked it up and turned it over slowly for preliminary inspection;
then he went on to examine it detail by detail, watched closely, in his turn,
by Brodribb and me. Slowly and methodically, his eye—fortified by a
watchmaker's eyeglass—travelled over every part of the exterior. Then he
opened it, and having examined the inside of the lid, scrutinised the bottom
from within, long and attentively. Finally, he turned the casket upside down
and examined the bottom from without, giving to it the longest and most
rigorous inspection of all—which puzzled me somewhat, for the bottom was
absolutely plain At length, he passed the casket and the eyeglass to me without
comment.

"Well," said Brodribb, "what is the verdict?"

"It is of no value as a work of art," replied Thorndyke. "The body and lid
are just castings of common white metal—an antimony alloy, I should say.
The bronze colour is lacquer."

"So the museum man remarked." said Brodribb.

"But," continued Thorndyke, "there is one very odd thing about it. The only
piece of fine metal in it is in the part which matters least. The bottom is a
separate plate of the alloy known to the Japanese as Shakudo —an alloy of
copper and gold."

"Yes," said Brodribb, "the museum man noted that, too, and couldn't make out
why it had been put there."

"Then," Thorndyke continued, "there is another anomalous feature; the inside
of the bottom is covered with elaborate decoration—just the place where
decoration is most inappropriate, since it would be covered up by the contents
of the casket. And, again, this decoration is etched; not engraved or chased.
But etching is a very unusual process for this purpose, if it is ever used at
all by Japanese metal-workers. My impression is that it is not; for it is most
unsuitable for decorative purposes. That is all that I observe, so far."

"And what do you infer from your observations?" Brodribb asked.

"I should like to think the matter over," was the reply. "There is an
obvious anomaly, which must have some significance. But I won't embark on
speculative opinions at this stage. I should like, however, to take one or two
photographs of the casket, for reference; but that will occupy some time. You
will hardly want to wait so long."

"No," said Brodribb. "But Miss Bonney is coming with me to my office to go
over some documents and discuss a little business. When we have finished, I
will come back and fetch the confounded thing."

"There is no need for that," replied Thorndyke. "As soon as I have done what
is necessary, I will bring it up to your place."

To this arrangement Brodribb agreed readily, and he and his client prepared
to depart. I rose, too, and as I happened to have a call to make in Old Square,
Lincoln's Inn, I asked permission to walk with them.

As we came out into King's Bench Walk I noticed a smallish,
gentlemanly-looking man who had just passed our entry and now turned in at the
one next door; and by the light of the lamp in the entry he looked to me like a
Japanese. I thought Miss Bonney had observed him, too, but she made no remark,
and neither did I. But, passing up Inner Temple Lane, we nearly overtook two
other men, who—though I got but a back view of them and the light was
feeble enough—aroused my suspicions by their neat, small figures. As we
approached, they quickened their pace, and one of them looked back over his
shoulder; and then my suspicions were confirmed, for it was an unmistakable
Japanese face that looked round at us. Miss Bonney saw that I had observed the
men, for she remarked, as they turned sharply at the Cloisters and entered Pump
Court:

"You see, I am still haunted by Japanese."

"I noticed them," said Brodribb. "They are probably law students. But we may
as well be cornpanionable"; and with this, he, too, headed for Pump Court.

We followed our oriental friends across the Lane into Fountain Court, and
through that and Devereux Court out to Temple Bar, where we parted from them;
they turning westward and we crossing to Bell Yard, up which we walked,
entering New Square by the Carey Street gate. At Brodribb's doorway we halted
and looked back, but no one was in sight. I accordingly went my way, promising
to return anon to hear Thorndyke's report, and the lawyer and his client
disappeared through the portal.

My business occupied me longer than I had expected, but nevertheless, when I
arrived at Brodribb's premises—where he lived in chambers over his
office—Thorndyke had not yet made his appearance. A quarter of an hour
later, however, we heard his brisk step on the stairs, and as Brodribb threw
the door open, he entered and produced the casket from his pocket.

"Well," said Brodribb, taking it from him and locking it, for the time
being, in a drawer, "has the oracle spoken; and if so, what did he say?"

"Oracles," replied Thorndyke, "have a way of being more concise than
explicit. Before I attempt to interpret the message, I should like to view the
scene of the escape; to see if there was any intelligible reason why this man
Uyenishi should have returned up Brownlow Street into what must have been the
danger zone. I think that is a material question."

"Then," said Brodribb, with evident eagerness, "let us all walk up and have
a look at the confounded place. It is quite close by."

We all agreed instantly, two of us, at least, being on the tip-toe of
expectation. For Thorndyke, who habitually understated his results, had
virtually admitted that the casket had told him something; and as we walked up
the Square to the gate in Lincoln's Inn Fields, I watched him furtively, trying
to gather from his impassive face a hint as to what the something amounted to,
and wondering how the movements of the fugitive bore on the solution of the
mystery. Brodribb was similarly occupied, and as we crossed from Great
Turnstile and took our way up Brownlow Street, I could see that his excitement
was approaching bursting-point.

At the top of the street Thorndyke paused and looked up and down the rather
dismal thoroughfare which forms a continuation of Bedford Row and bears its
name. Then he crossed to the paved island surrounding the pump which stands in
the middle of the road, and from thence surveyed the entrances to Brownlow
Street and Hand Court; and then he turned and looked thoughtfully at the
pump.

"A quaint old survivor, this," he remarked, tapping the iron shell with his
knuckles. "There is a similar one, you may remember, in Queen Square, and
another at Aldgate. But that is still in use."

"Yes," Brodribb assented, almost dancing with impatience and inwardly
damning the pump, as I could see, "I've noticed it."

"I suppose," Thorndyke proceeded, in a reflective tone, "they had to remove
the handle. But it was rather a pity."

"Perhaps it was," growled Brodribb, whose complexion was rapidly developing
affinities to that of a pickled cabbage, "but what the d—"

Here he broke off short and glared silently at Thorndyke, who had raised his
arm and squeezed his hand into the opening once occupied by the handle. He
groped in the interior with an expression of placid interest, and presently
reported: "The barrel is still there, and so, apparently, is the plunger
"—(Here I heard Brodribb mutter huskily, "Damn the barrel and the plunger
too!") "but my hand is rather large for the exploration. Would you, Miss
Bonney, mind slipping your hand in and telling me if I am right?"

We all gazed at Thorndyke in dismay, but in a moment Miss Bonney recovered
from her astonishment, and with a deprecating smile, half shy, half amused, she
slipped off her glove, and reaching up—it was rather high for
her—inserted her hand into the narrow slit. Brodribb glared at her and
gobbled like a turkey-cock, and I watched her with a sudden suspicion that
something was going to happen. Nor was I mistaken. For, as I looked, the shy,
puzzled smile faded from her face and was succeeded by an expression of
incredulous astonishment. Slowly she withdrew her hand, and as it came out of
the slit it dragged something after it. I started forward, and by the light of
the lamp above the pump I could see that the object was a leather bag secured
by a string from which hung a broken seal.

"It can't be!" she gasped as, with trembling fingers, she untied the string.
Then, as she peered into the open mouth, she uttered a little cry. "It is! It
is! It is the necklace!"

Brodribb was speechless with amazement. So was I; and I was still gazing
open-mouthed at the bag in Miss Bonney's hands when I felt Thorndyke touch my
arm. I turned quickly and found him offering me an automatic pistol. "Stand by,
Jervis," he said quietly, looking towards Gray's Inn.

I looked in the same direction, and then perceived three men stealing round
the corner from Jockey' Fields. Brodribb saw them, too, and snatching the bag
of pearls from his client's hands, buttoned it into his breast pocket and
placed himself before its owner, grasping his stick with a war-like air. The
three men filed along the pavement until they were opposite us, when they
turned simultaneously and bore down on the pump, each man, as I noticed,
holding his right hand behind him. In a moment, Thorndyke's hand, grasping a
pistol, flew up—as did mine, also —and he called out sharply:
"Stop! If any man moves a hand, I fire."

The challenge brought them up short, evidently unprepared for this kind of
reception. What would have happened next it is impossible to guess. But at this
moment a police whistle sounded and two constables ran out from Hand Court. The
whistle was instantly echoed from the direction of Warwick Court, whence two
more constabulary figures appeared through the postern gate of Gray's Inn. Our
three attendants hesitated but for an instant. Then, with one accord, they
turned tail and flew like the wind round into Jockey's Fields, with the whole
posse of constables close on their heels.

"Remarkable coincidence," said Brodribb, "that those policemen should happen
to be on the look-out. Or isn't it a coincidence?"

"I telephoned to the station superintendent before I started," replied
Thorndyke, "warning him of a possible breach of the peace at this spot."

Brodribb chuckled. "You're a wonderful man, Thorndyke. You think of
everything. I wonder if the police will catch those fellows."

"It is no concern of ours," replied Thorndyke. "We've got the pearls, and
that finishes the business. There will be no more shadowing, in any case."

Miss Bonney heaved a comfortable little sigh and glanced gratefully at
Thorndyke. "You can have no idea what a relief that is!" she exclaimed; "to say
nothing of the treasure-trove."

We waited some time, but as neither the fugitives nor the constables
reappeared, we presently made our way back down Brownlow Street. And there it
was that Brodribb had an inspiration.

"I'll tell you what," said be. "I will just pop these things in my
strong-room—they will be perfectly safe there until the bank opens
to-morrow—and then we'll go and have a nice little dinner. I'll pay the
piper."

"Indeed you won't!" exclaimed Miss Bonney. "This is my thanksgiving
festival, and the benevolent wizard shall be the guest of the evening."

"Very well, my dear," agreed Brodribb. "I will pay and charge it to the
estate. But I stipulate that the benevolent wizard shall tell us exactly what
the oracle said. That is essential to the preservation of my sanity."

"You shall have his ipissima verba," Thorndyke promised; and the
resolution was carried, nem. con.

An hour and a half later we were seated around a table in a private room of
a café to which Mr. Brodribb had conducted us. I may not divulge its
whereabouts, though I may, perhaps, hint that we approached it by way of
Wardour Street. At any rate, we had dined, even to the fulfilment of Brodribb's
ideal, and coffee and liqueurs furnished a sort of gastronomic doxology.
Brodribb had lighted a cigar and Thorndyke had produced a vicious-looking
little black cheroot, which he regarded fondly and then returned to its
abiding-place as unsuited to the present company.

"Now," said Brodribb, watching Thorndyke fill his pipe (as understudy of the
cheroot aforesaid), "we are waiting to hear the words of the oracle."

"You shall hear them," Thorndyke replied. "There were only five of them. But
first, there are certain introductory matters to be disposed of. The solution
of this problem is based on two well-known physical facts, one metallurgical
and the other optical."

"Ha!" said Brodribb. "But you must temper the wind to the shorn lamb, you
know, Thorndyke. Miss Bonney and I are not scientists."

"I will put the matter quite simply, but you must have the facts. The first
relates to the properties of malleable metals—excepting iron and
steel—and especially of copper and its alloys. If a plate of such metal
or alloy—say, bronze, for instance—is made red-hot and quenched in
water, it becomes quite soft and flexible—the reverse of what happens in
the case of iron. Now, if such a plate of softened metal be placed on a steel
anvil and hammered, it becomes extremely hard and brittle."

"I follow that," said Brodribb.

"Then see what follows. If, instead of hammering the soft plate, you put on
it the edge of a blunt chisel and strike on that chisel a sharp blow, you
produce an indented line. Now the plate remains soft; but the metal forming the
indented line has been hammered and has become hard. There is now a line of
hard metal on the soft plate. Is that clear?"

"Perfectly," replied Brodribb; and Thorndyke accordingly continued: "The
second fact is this: If a beam of light falls on a polished surface which
reflects it, and if that surface is turned through a given angle, the beam of
light is deflected through double that angle."

"H'm!" grunted Brodribb. "Yes. No doubt. I hope we are not going to get into
any deeper waters, Thorndyke."

"We are not," replied the latter, smiling urbanely. "We are now going to
consider the application of these facts. Have you ever seen a Japanese magic
mirror?

"Never; nor even heard of such a thing."

"They are bronze mirrors, just like the ancient Greek or Etruscan mirrors
—which are probably 'magic' mirrors, too. A typical specimen consists of
a circular or oval plate of bronze, highly polished on the face and decorated
on the back with chased ornament—commonly a dragon or some such
device—and furnished with a handle. The ornament is, as I have said,
chased; that is to say, it is executed in indented lines made with chasing
tools, which are, in effect, small chisels, more or less blunt, which are
struck with a chasing-hammer.

"Now these mirrors have a very singular property. Although the face is
perfectly plain, as a mirror should be, yet, if a beam of sunlight is caught on
it and reflected, say, on to a white wall, the round or oval patch of light on
the wall is not a plain light patch. It shows quite clearly the ornament on the
back of the mirror."

"But how extraordinary!" exclaimed Miss Bonney.

"It sounds quite incredible." I said.

"It does," Thorndyke agreed. "And yet the explanation is quite simple.
Professor Sylvanus Thompson pointed it out years ago. It is based on the facts
which I have just stated to you. The artist who makes one of these mirrors
begins, naturally, by annealing the metal until it is quite soft. Then he
chases the design on the back, and this design then shows slightly on the face.
But he now grinds the face perfectly flat with fine emery and water so that the
traces of the design are complete obliterated. Finally, he polishes the face
with rouge on a soft buff.

"But now observe that wherever the chasing-tool has made a line, the metal
is hardened right through, so that the design is in hard metal on a soft
matrix. But the hardened metal resists the wear of the polishing buffer more
than the soft metal does. The result is that the act of polishing causes the
design to appear in faint relief on the face. Its projection is
infinitesimal—less than the hundred-thousandth of an inch —and
totally invisible to the eye. But, minute as it is, owing to the optical law
which I mentioned—which, in effect, doubles the projection —it is
enough to influence the reflection of light. As a consequence, every chased
line appears on the patch of light as a dark line with a bright border, and so
the whole design is visible. I think that is quite clear."

"Perfectly clear," Miss Bonney and Brodribb agreed.

"But now," pursued Thorndyke, "before we come to the casket, there is a very
curious corollary which I must mention. Supposing our artist, having finished
the mirror, should proceed with a scraper to erase the design from the back;
and on the blank, scraped surface to etch a new design. The process of etching
does not harden the metal, so the new design does not appear on the reflection.
But the old design would. For although it was invisible on the face and had
been erased from the back, it would still exist in the substance of the metal
and continue to influence the reflection. The odd result would be that the
design which would be visible in the patch of light on the wall would be a
different one from that on the back of the mirror.

"No doubt, you see what I am leading up to. But I will take the
investigation of the casket as it actually occurred. It was obvious, at once,
that the value of the thing was extrinsic. It had no intrinsic value, either in
material or workmanship. What could that value be? The clear suggestion was
that the casket was the vehicle of some secret message or information. It had
been made by Uyenishi, who had almost certainly had possession of the missing
pearls, and who had been so closely pursued that be never had an opportunity to
communicate with his confederates. It was to be given to a man who was almost
certainly one of those confederates; and, since the pearls had never been
traced, there was a distinct probability that the (presumed) message referred
to some hiding-place in which Uyenishi had concealed them during his flight,
and where they were probably still hidden.

"With these considerations in my mind, I examined the casket, and this was
what I found. The thing, itself, was a common white-metal casting, made
presentable by means of lacquer. But the white metal bottom had been cut out
and replaced by a plate of fine bronze—Shakudo. The inside of this was
covered with an etched design, which immediately aroused my suspicions. Turning
it over, I saw that the outside of the bottom was not only smooth and polished;
it was a true mirror. It gave a perfectly undistorted reflection of my face. At
once, I suspected that the mirror held the secret; that the message, whatever
it was, had been chased on the back, had then been scraped away and an etched
design worked on it to hide the traces of the scraper.

"As soon as you were gone, I took the casket up to the laboratory and threw
a strong beam of parallel light from a condenser on the bottom, catching the
reflection on a sheet of white paper. The result was just what I had expected.
On the bright oval patch on the paper could be seen the shadowy, but quite
distinct, forms of five words in the Japanese character.

"I was in somewhat of a dilemma, for I have no knowledge of Japanese,
whereas the circumstances were such as to make it rather unsafe to employ a
translator. However, as I do just know the Japanese characters and possess a
Japanese dictionary, I determined to make an attempt to fudge out the words
myself. If I failed, I could then look for a discreet translator.

"However, it proved to be easier than I had expected, for the words were
detached; they did not form a sentence, and so involved no questions of
grammar. I spelt out the first word and then looked it up in the dictionary.
The translation was 'pearls.' This looked hopeful, and I went on to the next,
of which the translation was 'pump.' The third word floored me. It seemed to be
'jokkis,' or 'jokkish,' but there was no such word in the dictionary; so I
turned to the next word, hoping that it would explain its predecessor. And it
did. The fourth word was 'fields,' and the last word was evidently 'London.' So
the entire group read 'Pearls, Pump, Jokkis, Fields, London.'

"Now, there is no pump, so far as I know, in Jockey Fields, but there is one
in Bedford Row close to the corner of the Fields, and exactly opposite the end
of Brownlow Street And by Mr. Brodribb's account, Uyenishi, in his flight, ran
down Hand Court and re turned up Brownlow Street, as if he were making for the
pump. As the latter is disused and the handle-hole is high up, well out of the
way of children, it offers quite a good temporary hiding-place, and I had no
doubt that the bag of pearls had been poked into it and was probably there
still. I was tempted to go at once and explore; but I was anxious that the
discovery should be made by Miss Bonney, herself, and I did not dare to make a
preliminary exploration for fear of being shadowed. If I had found the treasure
I should have had to take it and give it to her; which would have been a flat
ending to the adventure. So I had to dissemble and be the occasion of much
smothered objurgation on the part of my friend Brodribb. And that is the whole
story of my interview with the oracle."

Our mantelpiece is becoming a veritable museum of trophies of victory, the
gifts of grateful clients. Among them is a squat, shapeless figure of a
Japanese gentleman of the old school, with a silly grinning little face
—The Magic Casket. But its possession is no longer a menace. Its sting
has been drawn; its magic is exploded; its secret is exposed, and its glory
departed.


4.—THE PATHOLOGIST TO THE RESCUE

"I hope," said I, as I looked anxiously out of our window up King's Bench
Walk, "that our friend, Foxley, will turn up to time, or I shall lose the
chance of hearing his story. I must be in court by half-past eleven. The
telegram said that he was a parson, didn't it?"

"Yes," replied Thorndyke. "The Reverend Arthur Foxley."

"Then perhaps this may be he. There is a parson crossing from the Row in
this direction, only he has a girl with him. He didn't say anything about a
girl, did he?"

"No. He merely asked for the appointment. However," he added, as he joined
me at the window and watched the couple approaching with their eyes apparently
fixed on the number above our portico, "this is evidently our client, and
punctual to the minute."

In response to the old-fashioned flourish on our little knocker, he opened
the inner door and invited the clergyman and his companion to enter; and while
the mutual introductions were in progress, I looked critically at our new
clients. Mr. Foxley was a typical and favourable specimen of his class: a
handsome, refined, elderly gentleman, prim as to his speech, suave and
courteous in bearing, with a certain engaging simplicity of manner which
impressed me very favourably. His companion I judged to be a parishioner for
she was what ladies are apt to describe as "not quite"; that is to say, her
social level appeared to appertain to the lower strata of the middle-class. But
she was a fine, strapping girl, very sweet-faced and winsome, quiet and gentle
in manner and obviously in deep trouble, for her clear grey eyes—fixed
earnestly, almost devouringly, on Thorndyke—were reddened and swimming
with unshed tears.

"We have sought your aid, Dr. Thorndyke," the clergyman began, "on the
advice of my friend, Mr. Brodribb, who happened to call on me on some business.
He assured me that you would be able to solve our difficulties if it were
humanly possible, so I have come to lay those difficulties before you. I pray
to God that you may be able to help us, for my poor young friend here, Miss
Markham, is in a most terrible position, as you will understand when I tell you
that her future husband, a most admirable young man named Robert Fletcher, is
in the custody of the police, charged with robbery and murder."

Thorndyke nodded gravely, and the clergyman continued: "I had better tell
you exactly what has happened. The dead man is one Joseph Riggs, a maternal
uncle of Fletcher's, a strange, eccentric man, solitary, miserly, and of a
violent, implacable temper. He was quite well-to-do, though penurious and
haunted constantly by an absurd fear of poverty. His nephew, Robert, was
apparently his only known relative, and, under his will, was his sole heir.
Recently, however, Robert has become engaged to my friend, Miss Lilian, and
this engagement was violently opposed by his uncle, who had repeatedly urged
him to make what he called a profitable marriage. For Miss Lilian is a
dowerless maiden—dowerless save for those endowments with which God has
been pleased to enrich her, and which her future husband has properly prized
above mere material wealth. However, Riggs declared, in his brutal way, that he
was not going to leave his property to the husband of a shop-woman, and that
Robert might look out for a wife with money or be struck out of his will.

"The climax was reached yesterday when Robert, in response to a peremptory
summons, went to see his uncle. Mr. Riggs was in a very intractable mood. He
demanded that Robert should break off his engagement unconditionally and at
once, and when Robert bluntly insisted on his right to choose his own wife the
old man worked himself up into a furious rage, shouting, cursing, using the
most offensive language and even uttering threats of personal violence.
Finally, he drew his gold watch from his pocket and laid it with its chain on
the table then, opening a drawer, he took out a bundle of bearer bonds and
threw them down by the watch.

"'There, my friend,' said he, that is your inheritance. That is all you will
get from me, living or dead. Take it and go, and don't let me ever set eyes on
you again.'

"At first Robert refused to accept the gift, but his uncle became so violent
that eventually, for peace's sake, he took the watch and the bonds, intending
to return them later, and went away. He left at half-past five, leaving his
uncle alone in the house."

"How was that?" Thorndyke asked. "Was there no servant?"

"Mr. Riggs kept no resident servant. The young woman who did his housework
came at half-past eight in the morning and left at half-past four. Yesterday
she waited until five to get tea ready, but then, as the uproar in the
sitting-room was still unabated, she thought it best to go. She was afraid to
go in to lay the tea-things.

"This morning, when she arrived at the house, she found the front door
unlocked, as it always was during the day. On entering, her attention was at
once attracted by two or three little pools of blood on the floor of the hall,
or passage. Somewhat alarmed by this, she looked into the sitting-room, and
finding no one there, and being impressed by the silence in the house, she went
along the passage to a back room—a sort of study or office, which was
usually kept locked when Mr. Riggs was not in. Now, however, it was unlocked
and the door was ajar; so having first knocked and receiving no answer, she
pushed open the door and looked in; and there, to her horror, she saw her
employer lying on the floor, apparently dead, with a wound on the side of his
head and a pistol on the floor by his side.

"Instantly she turned and rushed out of the house, and she was running up
the street in search of a policeman when she encountered me at a corner and
burst out with her dreadful tidings. I walked with her to the police station,
and as we went she told me what had happened on the previous afternoon.
Naturally, I was profoundly shocked and also alarmed, for I saw
that—rightly or wrongly—suspicion must immediately fail on Robert
Fletcher. The servant, Rose Turnmill, took it for granted that he had murdered
her master; and when we found the station inspector, and Rose had repeated her
statement to him, it was evident that he took the same view.

"With him and a sergeant, we went back to the house; but on the way we met
Mr. Brodribb, who was staying at the 'White Lion' and had just come out for a
walk. I told him, rapidly, what had occurred and begged him to come with us,
which, with the inspector's consent, he did; and as we walked I explained to
him the awful position that Robert Fletcher might be placed in, and asked him
to advise me what to do. But, of course, there was nothing to be said or done
until we had seen the body and knew whether any suspicion rested on Robert.

"We found the man Riggs lying as Rose had said. He was quite dead, cold and
stiff. There was a pistol wound on the right temple, and a pistol lay on the
floor at his right side. A little blood—but not much—had trickled
from the wound and lay in a small pool on the oilcloth. The door of an iron
safe was open and a bunch of keys hung from the lock; and on a desk one or two
share certificates were spread out. On searching the dead man's pockets it was
found that the gold watch which the servant told us he usually carried was
missing, and when Rose went to the bedroom to see if it was there, it was
nowhere to be found.

"Apart from the watch, however, the appearances suggested that the man had
taken his own life. But against this view was the blood on the hall floor. The
dead man appeared to have fallen at once from the effects of the shot, and
there had been very little bleeding. Then how came the blood in the hall? The
inspector decided that it could not have been the blood of the deceased; and
when we examined it and saw that there were several little pools and that they
seemed to form a track towards the street door, he was convinced that the blood
had fallen from some person who had been wounded and was escaping from the
house. And, under the circumstances, he was bound to assume that that person
was Robert Fletcher; and on that assumption, he dispatched the sergeant
forthwith to arrest Robert.

"On this I held a consultation with Mr. Brodribb, who pointed out that the
case turned principally on the blood in the hall. If it was the blood of
deceased, and the absence of the watch could be explained, a verdict of suicide
could be accepted. But if it was the blood of some other person, that fact
would point to murder. The question, he said, would have to be settled, if
possible, and his advice to me, if I believed Robert to be
innocent—which, from my knowledge of him, I certainly did —was
this: Get a couple of small, clean, labelled bottles from a chemist
and—with the inspector's consent—put in one a little of the blood
from the hall and in the other some of the blood of the deceased. Seal them
both in the inspector's presence and mine and take them up to Dr. Thorndyke. If
it is possible to answer the question, Are they or are they not from the same
person? he will answer it.

"Well, the inspector made no objection, so I did what he advised. And here
are the specimens. I trust they may tell us what we want to know."

Here Mr. Foxley took from his attaché-case a small cardboard box, and
opening it, displayed two little wide-mouthed bottles carefully packed in
cotton wool. Lifting them out tenderly, he placed them on the table before
Thorndyke. They were both neatly corked, sealed—with Brodribb's seal, as
I noticed—and labelled; the one inscribed "Blood of Joseph Riggs," and
the other "Blood of unknown origin," and both signed "Arthur Foxley" and dated.
At the bottom of each was a small mass of gelatinous blood-clot.

Thorndyke looked a little dubiously at the two bottles, and addressing the
clergyman, said: "I am afraid Mr. Brodribb has rather over-estimated our
resources. There is no known method by which the blood of one person can be
distinguished with certainty from that of another."

"Dear, dear!" exclaimed Mr. Foxley. "How disappointing! Then these specimens
are useless, after all?"

"I won't say that; but it is in the highest degree improbable that they will
yield any information. You must build no expectations on them."

"But you will examine them and see if anything is to be gleaned," the parson
urged, persuasively.

"Yes, I will examine them. But you realise that if they should yield any
evidence, that evidence might be unfavourable?"

"Yes; Mr. Brodribb pointed that out, but we are willing to take the risk,
and so, I may say, is Robert Fletcher, to whom I put the question."

"Then you have seen Mr. Fletcher since the discovery?"

"Yes, I saw him at the police station after his arrest. It was then that he
gave me—and also the police—the particulars that I have repeated to
you. He had to make a statement, as the dead man's watch and the bonds were
found in his possession."

"With regard to the pistol. Has it been identified?"

"No. It is an old-fashioned derringer which no one has ever seen before, so
there is no evidence as to whose property it was."

"And as to those share certificates which you spoke of as lying on the desk.
Do you happen to remember what they were?"

"Yes, they were West African mining shares; Abusum Pa-pa was the name, I
think."

"Then," said Thorndyke, "Mr. Riggs had been losing money. The Abusum Pa-pa
Company has just gone into liquidation. Do you know if anything had been taken
from the safe?"

"It is impossible to say, but apparently not, as there was a good deal of
money in the cash-box, which we unlocked and inspected. But we shall hear more
to-morrow at the inquest, and I trust we shall hear something there from you.
But in any case I hope you will attend to watch the proceedings on behalf of
poor Fletcher. And if possible, to be present at the autopsy at eleven o'clock.
Can you manage that?"

"Yes. And I shall come down early enough to make an inspection of the
premises if the police will give the necessary facilities."

Mr. Foxley thanked him effusively, and when the details as to the trains had
been arranged, our clients rose to depart. Thorndyke shook their hands
cordially, and as he bade farewell to Miss Markham he murmured a few words of
encouragement. She looked up at him gratefully and appealingly as she
naïvely held his hand.

"You will try to help us, Dr. Thorndyke, won't you?" she urged. "And you
will examine that blood very, very carefully. Promise that you will. Remember
that poor Robert's life may hang upon what you can tell about it."

"I realise that, Miss Markham," he replied gently, "and I promise you that
the specimens shall be most thoroughly examined; and further, that no stone
shall be left unturned in my endeavours to bring the truth to light."

At his answer, spoken with infinite kindliness and sympathy, her eyes filled
and she turned away with a few broken words of thanks, and the good
clergyman—himself not unmoved by the little episode—took her arm
and led her to the door.

"Well," I remarked as their retreating footsteps died away, "old Brodribb's
enthusiasm seems to have let you in for a queer sort of task; and I notice that
you appear to have accepted Fletcher's statement."

"Without prejudice," he replied. "I don't know Fletcher, but the balance of
probabilities is in his favour. Still, that blood-track in the hall is a
curious feature. It certainly requires explanation."

"It does, indeed!" I exclaimed, "and you have got to find the explanation!
Well, I wish you joy of the job. I suppose you will carry out the farce to the
bitter end as you have promised?"

"Certainly," he replied. "But it is hardly a farce. I should have looked the
specimens over in any case. One never knows what illuminating fact a chance
observation may bring into view."

I smiled sceptically.

"The fact that you are asked to ascertain is that these two samples of blood
came from the same person. If there are any means of proving that, they are
unknown to me. I should have said it was an impossibility."

"Of course," he rejoined, "you are quite right, speaking academically and in
general terms. No method of identifying the blood of individual persons has
hitherto been discovered. But yet I can imagine the possibility, in particular
and exceptional cases, of an actual, personal identification by means of blood.
What does my learned friend think?"

"He thinks that his imagination is not equal to the required effort," I
answered; and with that I picked up my brief-bag and went forth to my duties at
the courts.

That Thorndyke would keep his promise to poor Lilian Markham was a foregone
conclusion, preposterous as the examination seemed. But even my long experience
of my colleague's scrupulous conscientiousness had not prepared me for the
spectacle which met my eyes when I returned to our chambers. On the table stood
the microscope, flanked by three slide-boxes. Each box held six trays, and each
tray held six slides—a hundred and eight slides in all!

But why three boxes? I opened one. The slides—carefully mounted
blood-films—were labelled "Joseph Riggs." Those in the second box were
labelled, "Blood from hall floor." But when I opened the third box, I beheld a
collection of empty slides labelled "Robert Fletcher"!

I chuckled aloud. Prodigious! Thorndyke was going even one better than his
promise. He was not only going to examine—probably had examined—
the two samples produced; he was actually going to collect a third sample for
himself!

I picked out one of Mr. Riggs's slides and laid it on the stage of the
microscope. Thorndyke seemed to have been using a low-power objective—the
inch-and-a-half. After a glance through this, I swung round the nose-piece to
the high power. And then I got a further surprise. The brightly-coloured
"white" corpuscles showed that Thorndyke had actually been to the trouble of
staining the films with eosin! Again I murmured, "Prodigious!" and put the
slide back in its box. For, of course, it showed just what one expected:
blood—or rather, broken-up blood-clot. From its appearance I could not
even have sworn that it was human blood.

I had just closed the box when Thorndyke entered the room. His quick eye at
once noted the changed objective and he remarked: "I see you have been having a
look at the specimens."

"A specimen." I corrected. "Enough is as good as a feast."

"Blessed are they who are easily satisfied," he retorted; and then he added:
"I have altered my arrangements, though I needn't interfere with yours. I shall
go down to Southaven to-night; in fact, I am starting in a few minutes."

"Why?" I asked.

"For several reasons. I want to make sure of the post-mortem tomorrow
morning, I want to pick up any further facts that are available, and finally, I
want to prepare a set of blood-films from Robert Fletcher. We may as well make
the series complete," he added with a smile, to which I replied by a broad
grin.

"Really, Thorndyke," I protested. "I'm surprised at you, at your age, too.
She is a nice girl, but she isn't so beautiful as to justify a hundred and
eight blood-films."

I accompanied him to the taxi, followed by Polton, who carried his modest
luggage, and then returned to speculate on his probable plan of campaign. For,
of course, he had one. His purposive, resolute manner told me that he had seen
farther into this case than I had. I accepted that as natural and inevitable.
Indeed, I may admit that my disrespectful badinage covered a belief in his
powers hardly second even to old Brodribb's. I was, in fact, almost prepared to
discover that those preposterous blood-films had, after all, yielded some
"illuminating fact" which had sent him hurrying down to Southaven in search of
corroboration.

When I alighted from the train on the following day at a little past noon, I
found him waiting on the platform, ready to conduct me to his hotel for an
early lunch.

"All goes well, so far," he reported. "I attended the post-mortem, and
examined the wound thoroughly. The pistol was held in the right hand not more
than two inches from the head; probably quite close, for the skin is scorched
and heavily tattooed with black powder grains. I find that Riggs was
right-handed. So the prima facie probabilities are in favour of suicide; and
the recent loss of money suggests a reasonable motive."

"But what about that blood in the hall?"

"Oh, we have disposed of that. I completed the blood-film series last
night."

I looked at him quickly to see if he was serious or only playing a facetious
return-shot. But his face was as a face of wood.

"You are an exasperating old devil, Thorndyke!" I exclaimed with conviction.
Then, knowing that cross-examination would be futile, I asked: "What are we
going to do after lunch?"

"The inspector is going to show us over 'the scene of the tragedy,' as the
newspapers would express it."

I noted gratefully that he had reserved this item for me, and dismissed
professional topics for the time being, concentrating my attention on the
old-world, amphibious streets through which we were walking. There is always
something interesting in the aspect of a sea-port town, even if it is only a
small one like Southaven.

The inspector arrived with such punctuality that he found us still at the
table and was easily induced to join us with a cup of coffee and to accept a
cigar—administered by Thorndyke, as I suspected, with the object of
hindering conversation. I could see that his interest in my colleague was
intense and not unmingled with awe, a fact which, in conjunction with the
cigar, restrained him from any undue manifestations of curiosity, but not from
continuous, though furtive, observation of my friend. Indeed, when we arrived
at the late Mr. Riggs's house, I was secretly amused by the close watch that he
kept on Thorndyke's movements, unsensational as the inspection turned out to
be.

The house, itself, presented very little of interest excepting its
picturesque old-world exterior, which fronted on a quiet by-street and was
furnished with a deep bay which, as Thorndyke ascertained, commanded a clear
view of the street from end to end. It was a rather shabby, neglected little
house, as might have been expected, and our examination of it yielded, so far
as I could see, only a single fact of any significance: which was that there
appeared to be no connection what ever between the blood-stain on the study
floor and the train of large spots from the middle of the hall to the street
door. And on this piece of evidence—definitely unfavourable from our
point of view—Thorndyke concentrated his attention when he had made a
preliminary survey.

Closely followed by the watchful inspector, he browsed round the little
room, studying every inch of the floor between the blood-stain and the door.
The latter he examined minutely from top to bottom, especially as to the
handle, the jambs, and the lintel. Then he went out into the hall, scrutinising
the floor inch by inch, poring over the walls, and even looking behind the
framed prints that hung on them. A reflector lamp suspended by a nail on the
wall received minute and prolonged attention, as did also a massive lamp-hook
screwed into one of the beams of the low ceiling, of which Thorndyke remarked
as he stooped to pass under it, that it must have been fixed there by a
dwarf.

"Yes," the inspector agreed, "and a fool. A swinging lamp hung on that hook
would have blocked the whole fairway. There isn't too much room as it is. What
a pity we weren't a bit more careful about footprints in this place. There are
plenty of tracks of wet feet here on this oil-cloth; faint, but you could have
made them out all right if they hadn't been all on top of one another. There's
Mr. Foxley's, the girl's, mine, and the men who carried out the body, but I'm
hanged if I can tell which is which. It's a regular mix up."

"Yes," I agreed, "it is all very confused. But I notice one rather odd
thing. There are several faint traces of a large right foot, but I can't see
any sign of the corresponding left foot. Can you?"

"Perhaps this is it," said Thorndyke, pointing to a large, vague oval mark.
"I have noticed that it seems to occur in some sort of connection with the big
right foot; but I must admit that it is not a very obvious foot-print."

"I shouldn't have taken it for a foot-print at all, or at any rate, not a
human foot-print. It is more like the spoor of some big animal."

"It is," Thorndyke agreed; "but whatever it is, it seems to have been here
before any of the others arrived. You notice that wherever it occurs, it seems
to have been trodden on by some of the others."

"Yes, I had noticed that, and the same is true of the big right foot, so it
seems probable that they are connected, as you say. But I am hanged if I can
make anything of it. Can you, inspector?"

The inspector shook his head. He could not recognise the mark as a
foot-print, but he could see very plainly that he had been a fool not to have
taken more care to protect the floor.

When the examination of the hall was finished, Thorndyke opened the door and
looked at the big, flat doorstep. "What was the weather like here on Wednesday
evening?" he asked.

"Showery," the inspector replied; "and there were one or two heavy showers
during the night. You were noticing that there are no blood-tracks on the
doorstep. But there wouldn't be in any case; for if a man had come out of this
door dropping blood, the blood would have dropped on wet stone and got washed
away at once."

Thorndyke admitted the truth of this; and so another item of favourable
evidence was extinguished. The probability that the blood in the hall was that
of some person other than the deceased remained undisturbed; and I could not
see that a single fact had been elicited by our inspection of the house that
was in any way helpful to our client. Indeed, it appeared to me that there was
absolutely no case for the defence, and I even asked myself whether we were
not, in fact, merely trying to fudge up a defence for an obviously guilty man.
It was not like Thorndyke to do that. But how did the case stand? There was a
suggestion of suicide, but a clear possibility of homicide. There was strong
evidence that a second person had been in the house, and that person appeared
to have received a wound. But a wound suggested a struggle; and the servant's
evidence was to the effect that when she left the house a violent altercation
was in progress. The deceased was never again seen alive; and the other party
to the quarrel bad been found with property of the dead man in his possession.
Moreover, there was a clear motive for the crime, stupid as that crime was. For
the dead man had threatened to revoke his will but as he had presumably not
done so, his death left the will still operative. In short, everything pointed
to the guilt of our client, Robert Fletcher.

I had just reached this not very gratifying conclusion when a statement of
Thorndyke's shattered my elaborate summing up into impalpable fragments.

"I suppose, sir," said the inspector, "there isn't anything that you would
care to tell us, as you are for the defence. But we are not hostile to
Fletcher. In fact, he hasn't been charged. He is only being detained in custody
until we have heard what turns up at the inquest. I know you have examined that
blood that Mr. Foxley took, and Fletcher's blood, too, and you've seen the
premises. We have given all the facilities that we could, and if you could give
us any sort of hint that might be useful, I should be very much obliged."

Thorndyke reflected for a few moments. Then he replied: "There is no reason
for secrecy in regard to you, inspector, who have been so helpful and friendly,
so I will be quite frank. I have examined both samples of blood and Fletcher's,
and I have inspected the premises; and what I am able to say definitely is
this: the blood in the hall is not the blood of the deceased—"

"Ah!" exclaimed the inspector, "I was afraid it wasn't."

"And it is not the blood of Robert Fletcher."

"Isn't it now! Well, I am glad to hear that."

"Moreover," continued Thorndyke, "it was shed well after nine o'clock at
night, probably not earlier than midnight."

"There, now!" the inspector exclaimed, with an admiring glance at Thorndyke,
"just think of that. See what it is to be a man of science! I suppose, sir, you
couldn't give us any sort of description of the person who dropped that blood
in the hall?"

Staggered as I had been by Thorndyke's astonishing statements, I could not
repress a grin at the inspector's artless question. But the grin faded rather
abruptly as Thorndyke replied in matter-of-fact tones: "A detailed description
is, of course, impossible. I can only sketch out the probabilities. But if you
should happen to meet with a negro—a tall negro with a bandaged head or a
contused wound of the scalp and a swollen leg—you had better keep your
eye on him. The leg which is swollen is probably the left."

The inspector was thrilled; and so was I, for that matter. The thing was
incredible; but yet I knew that Thorndyke's amazing deductions were the
products of perfectly orthodox scientific methods. Only I could form no sort of
guess as to how they had been arrived at. A negro's blood is no different from
any other person's, and certainly affords no clue to his height or the
condition of his legs. I could make nothing of it: and as the dialogue and the
inspector's note-takings brought us to the little town hall in which the
inquest was to be held, I dismissed the puzzle until such time as Thorndyke
chose to solve it.

When we entered the town hall we found everything in readiness for the
opening of the proceedings. The jury were already in their places and the
coroner was just about to take his seat at the head of the long table. We
accordingly slipped on to the two chairs that were found for us by the
inspector, and the latter took his place behind the jury and facing us. Near to
him Mr. Foxley and Miss Markham were seated, and evidently hailed our arrival
with profound relief, each of them smiling us a silent greeting. A
professional-looking man sitting next to Thorndyke I assumed to be the medical
witness, and a rather good looking young man who sat apart with a police
constable I identified as Robert Fletcher.

The evidence of the "common" witnesses, who deposed to the general facts,
told us nothing that we did not already know, excepting that it was made clear
that Fletcher had left his uncle's house not later than seven o'clock and that
thereafter until the following morning his whereabouts were known. The medical
witness was cautious, and kept an uneasy eye on Thorndyke. The wound which
caused the death of deceased might have been inflicted by himself or by some
other person. He had originally given the probable time of death as six or
seven o'clock on Wednesday evening. He now admitted reply to a question from
Thorndyke that he had not taken the temperature of the body, and that the
rigidity and other conditions were not absolutely inconsistent with a
considerable later time of death. Death might even have occurred after
midnight.

In spite of this admission, however, the sum of the evidence tended strongly
to implicate Fletcher, and one or two questions from jurymen suggested a
growing belief in his guilt. I had no doubt whatever that if the case had been
put to the jury at this stage, a unanimous verdict of "wilful murder" would
have been the result. But, as the medical witness returned to his seat, the
coroner fixed an inquisitive eye on Thorndyke.

"You have not been summoned as a witness, Dr. Thorndyke," said he, "but I
understand that you have made certain investigations in this case. Are you able
to throw any fresh light on the circumstances of the death of the deceased,
Joseph Riggs?

"Yes," Thorndyke replied. "I am in a position to give important and material
evidence."

Thereupon he was sworn, and the coroner, still watching him curiously, said:
"I am informed that you have examined samples of the blood of deceased and the
blood which was found in the hall of deceased's house. Did you examine them,
and if so, what was the object of the examination?"

"I examined both samples and also samples of the blood of Robert Fletcher.
The object was to ascertain whether the blood on the hall floor was the blood
of the deceased or of Robert Fletcher."

The coroner glanced at the medical witness, and a faint smile appeared on
the face of each.

"And did you," the former asked in a slightly ironical tone, "form any
opinion on the subject?"

"I ascertained definitely that the blood in the hall was neither that of the
deceased nor that of Robert Fletcher."

The coroner's eyebrows went up, and once more he glanced significantly at
the doctor.

"But," he demanded incredulously, "is it possible to distinguish the blood
of one person from that of another?"

"Usually it is not, but in certain exceptional cases it is. This happened to
be an exceptional case."

"In what respect?"

"It happened," Thorndyke replied, "that the person whose blood was found in
the hall suffered from the parasitic disease known as filariasis. His
blood was infested with swarms of a minute worm named Filaria nocturna.
I have here," he continued, taking out of his research-case the two bottles and
the three boxes, "thirty-six mounted specimens of this blood, and in every one
of them one or more of the parasites is to be seen. I have also thirty-six
mounted specimens each of the blood of the deceased and the blood of Robert
Fletcher. In not one of these specimens is a single parasite to be found.
Moreover, I have examined Robert Fletcher and the body of the deceased, and can
testify that no sign of filarial disease was to be discovered in either.
Hence it is certain, that the blood found in the halt was not the blood of
either of these two persons."

The ironic smile had faded from the coroner's face. He was evidently deeply
impressed, and his manner was quite deferential as he asked: "Do these very
remarkable observations of yours lead to any further inferences?"

"Yes," replied Thorndyke. "They render it certain that this blood was shed
no earlier than nine o'clock and probably nearer midnight."

"Really!" the astonished coroner exclaimed. "Now, how is it possible to fix
the time in that exact manner?"

"By inference from the habits of the parasite," Thorndyke explained. "This
particular filaria is distributed by the mosquito, and its habits are
adapted to the habits of the mosquito. During the day, the worms are not found
in the blood; they remain hidden in the tissues of the body. But about nine
o'clock at night they begin to migrate from the tissues into the blood, and
remain in the blood during the hours when the mosquitoes are active. Then about
six o'clock in the morning, they leave the blood and migrate back into the
tissues.

"There is another very similar species—Filaria
diurna—which has exactly opposite habits, adapted to day-flying
suctorial insects. It appears in the blood about eleven in the forenoon and
goes back into the tissues at about six o'clock in the evening."

"Astonishing!" exclaimed the coroner. "Wonderful! By the way, the parasites
that you found could not, I suppose, have been Filaria diurna?"

"No," Thorndyke replied. "The time excludes that possibility. The blood was
certainly shed after six. They were undoubtedly nocturna, and the large
numbers found suggest a late hour. The parasites come out of the tissues very
gradually, and it is only about midnight that they appear in the blood in
really large numbers."

"That is very important," said the coroner. "But does this disease affect
any particular class of persons?"

"Yes," Thorndyke replied. "As the disease is confined to tropical countries,
the sufferers are naturally residents of the tropics, and nearly always
natives. In West Africa, for instance, it is common among the negroes but
practically unknown among the white residents."

"Should you say that there is a distinct probability that this unknown
person was a negro?"

"Yes. But apart from the filaria there is direct evidence that he
was. Searching for some cause of the bleeding, I noticed a lamp-hook screwed
into the ceiling, and low enough to strike a tall man's head. I examined it
closely, and observed on it a dark, shiny mark, like a blood-smear, and one or
two short coiled hairs which I recognised as the scalp-hairs of a negro. I have
no doubt that the unknown man is a negro, and that he has a wound of the
scalp."

"Does filarial disease produce any effects that can be
recognised?

"Frequently it does. One of the commonest effects produced by Filaria
nocturna, especially among negroes, is the condition known as
elephantiasis. This consists of an enormous swelling of the extremities,
most usually of one leg, including the foot; whence the name. The leg and foot
look like those of an elephant. As a matter of fact, the negro who was in the
hall suffered from elephantiasis of the left leg. I observed prints of
the characteristically deformed foot on the oil-cloth covering the floor."

Thorndyke's evidence was listened to with intense interest by everyone
present, including myself. Indeed, so spell-bound was his audience that one
could have heard a pin drop; and the breathless silence continued for some
seconds after he had ceased speaking. Then, in the midst of the stillness, I
heard the door creak softly behind me.

There was nothing particularly significant in the sound. But its effects
were amazing. Glancing at the inspector, who faced the door, I saw his eyes
open and his jaw drop until his face was a very mask of astonishment. And as
this expression was reflected on the faces of the jurymen, the coroner and
everyone present, excepting Thorndyke, whose back was towards the door, I
turned to see what had happened. And then I was as astonished as the
others.

The door had been pushed open a few inches and a head thrust in—a
negro's head, covered with a soiled and bloody rag forming a rough bandage. As
I gazed at the black, shiny, inquisitive face, the man pushed the door farther
open and shuffled into the room; and instantly there arose on all sides a soft
rustle and an inarticulate murmur followed by breathless silence, while every
eye was riveted on the man's left leg.

It certainly was a strange, repulsive—looking member, its monstrous
bulk exposed to view through the slit trouser and its great shapeless
foot—shoeless, since no shoe could have contained it—rough and
horny like the foot of an elephant. But it was tragic and pitiable, too, for
the man, apart from this horrible excrescence, was a fine, big,
athletic-looking fellow.

The coroner was the first to recover. Addressing Thorndyke, but keeping an
eye on the negro, he said: "Your evidence, then, amounts to this: On the night
of Joseph Riggs' death, there was a stranger in the house. That stranger was a
negro, who seems to have wounded his head and who, you say, had a swelled left
leg."

"Yes," Thorndyke admitted, "that is the substance of my evidence."

Once more a hush fell on the room. The negro stood near the door, rolling
his eyes to and fro over the assembly as if uneasily conscious that everyone
was looking at him. Suddenly, he shuffled up to the foot of the table and
addressed the coroner in deep, buzzing, resonant tones. "You tink I kill dat
ole man! I no kill um. He kill himself. I look um."

Having made this statement, he rolled his eyes defiantly round the court,
and then turned his face expectantly towards the coroner, who said: "You say
you know that Mr. Riggs killed himself?"

"Yas. I look um. He shoot himself. You tink I shoot um. I tell you I no
shoot um. Why I fit kill this man? I no sabby um."

"Then," said the coroner, "if you know that he killed himself, you must tell
us all that you know; and you must swear to tell us the truth."

"Yas," the negro agreed, "I tell you eberyting one time. I tell you de
troof. Dat ole man kill himself."

When the coroner had explained to him that he was not bound to make any
statement that would incriminate him, as he still elected to give evidence, he
was sworn and proceeded to make his statement with curious fluency and
self-possession.

"My name Robert Bruce. Dat my English name. My country name Kwaku Mensah. I
live for Winnebah on de Gold Coast. Dis time I cook's mate for dat steamer
Leckie. On Wednesday night I lay in my bunk. I no fit sleep. My leg he chook
me. I look out of de porthole. Plenty moon live. In my country when de moon
big, peoples walk about. So I get up. I go ashore to walk about de town. Den de
rain come. Plenty rain. Rain no good for my sickness. So I try for open house
doors. No fit. All doors locked. Den I come to dis ole man's house. I turn de
handle. De door open. I go in. I look in one room. All dark. Nobody live. Den I
look annudder room. De door open a little. Light live inside. I no like dat I
tink, spose somebody come out and see me, be tink I come for teef someting. So
I tink I go away.

"Den someting make 'Ping!' same like gun. I hear someting fall down in dat
room. I go to de door and I sing out, 'Who live in dere?' Nobody say nutting.
So I open de door and look in. De room full ob smoke. I look dat ole man on de
floor. I look dat pistol. I sabby dat ole man kill himself. Den I frighten too
much. I run out. De place all dark. Someting knock my head. He make blood come
plenty. I go back for ship. I no say nutting to nobody. Dis day I hear peoples
talk 'bout dis inquess to find out who kill dat ole man. So I come to hear what
peoples say. I hear dat gentleman say I kill dat ole man. So I tell you
eberyting. I tell you de troof. Finish."

"Do you know what time it was when you came ashore?" the coroner asked.

"Yas. When I come down de ladder I hear eight bells ring. I get back to de
ship jus' before dey ring two bells in de middle watch."

"Then you came ashore at midnight and got back just before one o'clock?"

"Yas. Dat is what I say."

A few more questions put by the coroner having elicited nothing fresh, the
case was put briefly to the jury.

"You have heard the evidence, gentlemen, and most remarkable evidence it
was. Like myself, you must have been deeply impressed by the amazing skill with
which Dr. Thorndyke reconstructed the personality of the unknown visitor to
that house, and even indicated correctly the very time of the visit, from an
examination of a mere chance blood-stain. As to the statement of Kwaku Mensab,
I can only say that I see no reason to doubt its truth. You will note that it
is in complete agreement with Dr. Thorndyke's evidence, and it presents no
inconsistencies or improbabilities. Possibly the police may wish to make some
further inquiries, but for our purposes it is the evidence of an eyewitness,
and as such must be given full weight. With these remarks, I leave you to
consider your verdict."

The jury took but a minute or two to deliberate. Indeed, only one verdict
was possible if the evidence was to be accepted, and that was agreed on
unanimously—suicide whilst temporarily insane. As soon as it was
announced, the inspector, formally and with congratulations, released Fletcher
from custody, and presently retired in company with the negro to make a few
inquiries on board the ship.

The rising of the court was the signal for a wild demonstration of
enthusiasm and gratitude to Thorndyke. To play his part efficiently in that
scene he would have needed to be furnished, like certain repulsive Indian
deities, with an unlimited outfit of arms. For everyone wanted to shake his
hand, and two of them—Mr. Foxley and Miss Markham—did so with such
pertinacity as entirely to exclude the other candidates.

"I can never thank you enough," Miss Markham exclaimed, with swimming eyes,
"if I should live to be a hundred. But I shall think of you with gratitude
every day of my life. Whenever I look at Robert, I shall remember that his
liberty, and even his life, are your gifts."

Here she was so overcome by grateful emotion that she again seized and
pressed his hand. I think she was within an ace of kissing him; but being,
perhaps, doubtful how he would take it, compromised by kissing Robert instead.
And, no doubt, it was just as well.


5.—THE TOUCHSTONE

It happened not uncommonly that the exigencies of practice committed my
friend Thorndyke to investigations that lay more properly within the province
of the police. For problems that had arisen as secondary consequences of a
criminal act could usually not be solved until the circumstances of that act
were fully elucidated and, incidentally, the identity of the actor established.
Such a problem was that of the disappearance of James Harewood's will, a
problem that was propounded to us by our old friend, Mr. Marchmont, when he
called on us, by appointment, with the client of whom he had spoken in his
note.

It was just four o'clock when the solicitor arrived at our chambers, and as
I admitted him he ushered in a gentlemanly-looking man of about thirty-five,
whom he introduced as Mr. William Crowhurst.

"I will just stay," said he with an approving glance at the tea-service on
the table, "and have a cup of tea with you, and give you an outline of the
case. Then I must run away and leave Mr. Crowhurst to fill in the details."

He seated himself in an easy chair within comfortable reach of the table,
and as Thorndyke poured out the tea, he glanced over a few notes scribbled on a
sheet of paper.

"I may say," he began, stirring his tea thoughtfully, "that this is a
forlorn hope. I have brought the case to you, but I have not the slightest
expectation that you will be able to help us."

"A very wholesome frame of mind," Thorndyke commented with a smile. "I hope
it is that of your client also."

"It is indeed," said Mr. Crowhurst; "in fact, it seems to me a waste of your
time to go into the matter. Probably you will think so too, when you have heard
the particulars."

"Well, let us hear the particulars," said Thorndyke. "A forlorn hope has, at
least, the stimulating quality of difficulty. Let us have your outline sketch,
Marchmont."

The solicitor, having emptied his cup and pushed it towards the tray for
replenishment, glanced at his notes and began: "The simplest way in which to
present the problem is to give a brief recital of the events that have given
rise to it, which are these: The day before yesterday—that is last
Monday—at a quarter to two in the afternoon, Mr. James Harewood executed
a will at his house at Merbridge, which is about two miles from Welsbury. There
were present four persons: two of his servants, who signed as witnesses, and
the two principal beneficiaries—Mr. Arthur Baxfield, a nephew of the
testator, and our friend here, Mr. William Crowhurst. The will was a holograph
written on the two pages of a sheet of letter-paper. When the witnesses signed,
the will was covered by another sheet of paper so that only the space for the
signatures was exposed. Neither of the witnesses read the will, nor did either
of the beneficiaries; and so far as I am aware, no one but the testator knew
what were its actual provisions, though, after the servants had left the room,
Mr. Harewood explained its general purport to the beneficiaries."

"And what was its general purport?" Thorndyke asked.

"Broadly speaking," replied Marchmont, "it divided the estate in two very
unequal portions between Mr. Baxfield and Mr. Crowhurst. There were certain
small legacies of which neither the amounts nor the names of the legatees are
known. Then, to Baxfield was given a thousand pounds to enable him either to
buy a partnership or to start a small factory—he is a felt hat
manufacturer by trade—and the remainder to Crowhurst, who was made
executor and residuary legatee. But, of course, the residue of the estate is an
unknown quantity, since we don't know either the number or the amounts of the
legacies.

"Shortly after the signing of the will, the parties separated. Mr. Harewood
folded up the will and put it in a leather wallet which he slipped into his
pocket, stating his intention of taking the will forthwith to deposit with his
lawyer at Welsbury. A few minutes after his guests had departed, he was seen by
one of the servants to leave the house, and afterwards was seen by a neighbour
walking along a footpath which, after passing through a small wood, joins the
main road about a mile and a quarter from Welsbury. From that time, he was
never again seen alive. He never visited the lawyer, nor did anyone see him at
or near Welsbury or elsewhere else.

"As he did not return home that night, his housekeeper (he was a widower and
childless) became extremely alarmed, and in the morning she communicated with
the police. A search-party was organised, and, following the path on which he
was last seen, explored the wood—which is known as Gilbert's
Copse—and here, at the bottom of an old chalk-pit, they found him lying
dead with a fractured skull and a dislocated neck. How he came by these
injuries is not at present known; but as the body had been robbed of all
valuables, including his watch, purse, diamond ring and the wallet containing
the will, there is naturally a strong suspicion that he has been murdered.
That, however, is not our immediate concern—at least not mine. I am
concerned with the will, which, as you see, has disappeared, and as it has
presumably been carried away by a thief who is under suspicion of murder, it is
not likely to be returned."

"It is almost certainly destroyed by this time," said Mr. Crowhurst.

"That certainly seems probable," Thorndyke agreed. "But what do you want me
to do? You haven't come for counsel's opinion?"

"No," replied Marchmont. "I am pretty clear about the legal position. I
shall claim, as the will has presumably been destroyed, to have the testator's
wishes carried out in so far as they are known. But I am doubtful as to the
view the court may take. It may decide that the testator's wishes are not
known, that the provisions of the will are too uncertain to admit of
administration."

"And what would be the effect of that decision?" asked Thorndyke.

"In that case," said Marchmont, "the entire estate would go to Baxfield, as
he is the next of kin and there was no previous will."

"And what is it that you want me to do?"

Marchmont chuckled deprecatingly. "You have to pay the penalty of being a
prodigy, Thorndyke. We are asking you to do an impossibility—but we don't
really expect you to bring it off. We ask you to help us to recover the
will."

"If the will has been completely destroyed, it can't be recovered," said
Thorndyke. "But we don't know that it has been destroyed. The matter is, at
least, worth investigating; and if you wish me to look into it, I will."

The solicitor rose with an air of evident relief.

"Thank you, Thorndyke," said he. "I expect nothing—at least, I tell
myself that I do—but I can now feel that everything that is possible will
be done. And now I must be off. Crowhurst can give you any details that you
want."

When Marchmont had gone, Thorndyke turned to our client and asked, "What do
you suppose Baxfield will do, if the will is irretrievably lost? Will he press
his claim as next of kin?"

"I should say yes," replied Crowhurst. "He is a business man and his natural
claims are greater than mine. He is not likely to refuse what the law assigns
to him as his right. As a matter of fact, I think he felt that his uncle had
treated him unfairly in alienating the property."

"Was there any reason for this diversion of the estate?"

"Well," replied Crowhurst, "Harewood and I have been very good friends and
he was under some obligations to me; and then Baxfield had not made himself
very acceptable to his uncle. But the principal factor, I think, was a strong
tendency of Baxfield's to gamble. He had lost quite a lot of money by backing
horses, and a careful, thrifty man like James Harewood doesn't care to leave
his savings to a gambler. The thousand pounds that he did leave to Baxfield was
expressly for the purpose of investment in a business."

"Is Baxfield in business now?"

"Not on his own account. He is a sort of foreman or shop-manager in a
factory just outside Welsbury, and I believe he is a good worker and knows his
trade thoroughly."

"And now," said Thorndyke, "with regard to Mr Harewood's death. The injuries
might, apparently, have been either accidental or homicidal. What are the
probabilities of accident—disregarding the robbery?

"Very considerable, I should say. It is a most dangerous place. The footpath
runs close beside the edge of a disused chalk-pit with perpendicular or
overhanging sides, and the edge is masked by bushes and brambles. A careless
walker might easily fall over—or be pushed over, for that matter."

"Do you know when the inquest is to take place?"

"Yes. The day after to-morrow. I had the subpoena this morning for Friday
afternoon at 2.30, at the Welsbury Town Hall."

At this moment footsteps were heard hurriedly ascending the stairs and then
came a loud and peremptory rat-tat at our door. I sprang across to see who our
visitor was, and as I flung open the door, Mr. Marchmont rushed in, breathing
heavily and flourishing a newspaper.

"Here is a new development," he exclaimed. "It doesn't seem to help us much,
but I thought you had better know about it at once." He sat down, and putting
on his spectacles, read aloud as follows:

"A new and curious light has been thrown on the mystery of the
death of Mr. James Harewood, whose body was found yesterday in a disused
chalk-pit near Merbridge. It appears that on Monday—the day on which Mr.
Harewood almost certainly was killed—a passenger alighting from a train
at Barwood Junction before it had stopped, slipped and fell between the train
and the platform. He was quickly extricated, and as he had evidently sustained
internal injuries, he was taken to the local hospital, where he was found to be
suffering from a fractured pelvis. He gave his name as Thomas Fletcher, but
refused to give any address, saying that he had no relatives. This morning he
died, and on his clothes being searched for an address, a parcel, formed of two
handkerchiefs tied up with string, was found in his pocket. When it was opened
it was found to contain five watches, three watch-chains, a tie-pin and a
number of bank-notes. Other pockets contained a quantity of loose
money—gold and silver mixed—and a card of the Welsbury Races, which
were held on Monday. Of the five watches, one has been identified as the one
taken from Mr. Harewood; and the bank-notes have been identified as a batch
handed to him by the cashier, of his bank at Welsbury last Thursday and
presumably carried in the leather wallet which was stolen from his pocket. This
wallet, by the way, has also been found. It was picked
up—empty—last night on the railway embankment just outside Welsbury
Station. Appearances thus suggest that the man, Fletcher, when on his way to
the races, encountered Mr. Harewood in the lonely copse, and murdered and
robbed him; or perhaps found him dead in the chalk-pit and robbed the
body—a question that is now never likely to be solved."

As Marchmont finished reading, he looked up at Thorndyke. "It doesn't help
us much, does it?" said he. "As the wallet was found empty, it is pretty
certain that the will has been destroyed."

"Or perhaps merely thrown away," said Thorndyke. "In which case an
advertisement offering a substantial reward may bring it to light."

The solicitor shrugged his shoulders sceptically, but agreed to publish the
advertisement. Then, once more he turned to go; and as Mr. Crowhurst had no
further information to give, he departed with his lawyer.

For some time after they had gone, Thorndyke sat with his brief notes before
him, silent and deeply reflective. I, too, maintained a discreet silence, for I
knew from long experience that the motionless pose and quiet, impassive face
were the outward signs of a mind in swift and strenuous action. Instinctively,
I gathered that this apparently chaotic case was being quietly sorted out and
arranged in a logical order; that Thorndyke, like a skilful chess-player, was
"trying over the moves" before he should lay his hand upon the pieces.

Presently he looked up. "Well?" he asked. "What do you think, Jervis? Is it
worth while?"

"That," I replied, "depends on whether the will is or is not in existence.
If it has been destroyed, an investigation would be a waste of our time and our
client's money."

"Yes," he agreed. "But there is quite a good chance that it has not been
destroyed. It was probably dropped loose into the wallet, and then might have
been picked out and thrown away before the wallet was examined. But we mustn't
concentrate too much on the will. If we take up the case— which I am
inclined to do—we must ascertain the actual sequence of events. We have
one clear day before the inquest. If we run down to Merbridge to-morrow and go
thoroughly over the ground, and then go on to Barwood and find out all we can
about the man Fletcher, we may get some new light from the evidence at the
inquest."

I agreed readily to Thorndyke's proposal, not that I could see any way into
the case, but I felt a conviction that my colleague had isolated some leading
fact and had a definite line of research in his mind. And this conviction
deepened when, later in the evening, he laid his research-case on the table,
and rearranged its contents with evident purpose. I watched curiously the
apparatus that he was packing in it and tried—not very
successfully—to infer the nature of the proposed investigation. The box
of powdered paraffin wax and the spirit blowpipe were obvious enough; but the
"dust-aspirator"—a sort of miniature vacuum cleaner—the portable
microscope, the coil of Manila line, with an eye spliced into one end, and
especially the abundance of blank-labelled microscope slides, all of which I
saw him pack in the case with deliberate care, defeated me utterly.

About ten o'clock on the following morning we stepped from the train in
Welsbury Station, and having recovered our bicycles from the luggage van,
wheeled them through the barrier and mounted. During the train journey we had
both studied the one-inch Ordnance map to such purpose that we were virtually
in familiar surroundings and immune from the necessity of seeking directions
from the natives. As we cleared the town we glanced up the broad by-road to the
left which led to the race-course; then we rode on briskly for a mile, which
brought us to the spot where the footpath to Merbridge joined the road. Here we
dismounted and, lifting our bicycles over the stile, followed the path towards
a small wood which we could see ahead, crowning a low hill.

"For such a good path," Thorndyke remarked as we approached the wood, "it is
singularly unfrequented. I haven't seen a soul since we left the road." He
glanced at the map as the path entered the wood, and when we had walked on a
couple of hundred yards, he halted and stood his bicycle against a tree. "The
chalk-pit should be about here," said he, "though it is impossible to see. He
grasped a stem of one of the small bushes that crowded on to the path and
pulled it aside. Then he uttered an exclamation.

"Just look at that, Jervis. It is a positive scandal that a public path
should be left in this condition."

Certainly Mr. Crowhurst had not exaggerated. It was a most dangerous place.
The parted branches revealed a chasm some thirty feet deep, the brink of which,
masked by the bushes, was but a matter of inches from the edge of the path.

"We had better go back," said Thorndyke, "and find the entrance to the pit,
which seems to be to the right. The first thing is to ascertain exactly where
Harewood fell. Then we can come back and examine the place from above."

We turned back, and presently found a faint track which we followed until,
descending steeply, it brought us out into the middle of the pit. It was
evidently an ancient pit, for the sides were blackened by age, and the floor
was occupied by trees, some of considerable size. Against one of these we
leaned our bicycles and then walked slowly round at the foot of the frowning
cliff.

"This seems to be below the path," said Thorndyke, glancing up at the grey
wall which jutted out above in stages like an inverted flight of steps.
"Somewhere hereabouts we should find some traces of the tragedy."

Even as he spoke my eye caught a spot of white on a block of chalk, and on
the freshly fractured surface a significant brownish-red stain. The block lay
opposite the mouth of an artificial cave—an old wagon-shelter but now
empty and immediately under a markedly overhanging part of the cliff.

"This is undoubtedly the place where he fell," said Thorndyke. "You can see
where the stretcher was placed—an old-pattern stretcher with
wheel-runners—and there is a little spot of broken soil at the top where
he came over. Well, apart from the robbery, a clear fall of over thirty feet is
enough to account for a fractured skull. Will you stay here, Jervis, while I
run up and look at the path?"

He went off towards the entrance, and presently I heard him above, pulling
aside the bushes, and after one or two trials, he appeared directly
overhead.

"There are plenty of footprints on the path," said he, "but nothing
abnormal. No trampling or signs of a struggle. I am going on a little
farther."

He withdrew behind the bushes, and I proceeded to inspect the interior of
the cave, noting the smoke-blackened roof and the remains of a recent fire,
which, with a number of rabbit bones and a discarded tea of the kind used by
the professional tramp, seemed not without a possible bearing on our
investigation. I was thus engaged when I heard Thorndyke hail me from above and
coming out of the cave, I saw his head thrust between the branches. He seemed
to be lying down, for his face was nearly on a level with the top of the
cliff.

"I want to take an impression," he called out. "Will you bring up the
paraffin and the blower? And you might bring the coil of line, too."

I hurried away to the place where our bicycles were standing, and opening
the research-case, took out the coil of line, the tin of paraffin wax and the
spirit blowpipe, and having ascertained that the container of the latter was
full, I ran up the incline and made my way along the path. Some distance along,
I found my colleague nearly hidden in the bushes, lying prone, with his head
over the edge of the cliff.

"You see, Jervis," he said, as I crawled alongside and looked over, "this is
a possible way down, and someone has used it quite recently. He climbed down
with his face to the cliff—you can see the clear impression of the toe of
a boot in the loam of that projection, and you can even make out the shape of
an iron toe-tip. Now the problem is how to get down to take the impression
without, dislodging the earth above it. I think I will secure myself with the
line."

"It is hardly worth the risk of a broken neck," said I. "Probably the print
is that of some schoolboy."

"It is a man's foot," he replied. "Most likely it has no connection with our
case. But it may have, and as a shower of rain would obliterate it we ought to
secure it." As he spoke, he passed the end of the cord through the eye and
slipped the loop over his shoulders, drawing it tight under his arms. Then,
having made the line fast to the butt of a small tree, he cautiously lowered
himself over the edge and climbed down to the projection. A soon as he had a
secure footing, I passed the spare cord through the ring on the lid of the wax
tin and lowered it to him, and when he had unfastened it, I drew up the cord
and in the same way let down the blowpipe. Then I watched his neat, methodical
procedure. First he took out a spoonful of the powdered, or grated, wax and
very delicately sprinkled it on the toe-print until the latter was evenly but
very thinly covered. Next he lit the blowlamp, and as soon as the blue flame
began to roar from the pipe, he directed it on to the toe-print. Almost
instantly the powder melted, glazing the impression like a coat of varnish. The
flame was removed and the film of wax at once solidified and became dull and
opaque. A second, heavier, sprinkling with the powder, followed by another
application of the flame, thickened the film of wax, and this process, repeated
four or five times, eventually produced a solid cake. Then Thorndyke
extinguished the blowlamp, and securing it and the tin to the cord, directed me
to pull them up. "And you might send me down the field-glasses," he added.
"There is something farther down that I can't quite make out."

I slipped the glasses from my shoulder, and opening the case, tied the cord
to the leather sling and lowered it down the cliff; and then I watched with
some curiosity as Thorndyke stood on his insecure perch steadily gazing through
the glasses (they were Zeiss 8-prismatics) at a clump of wallflowers that grew
from a boss of chalk about half-way down. Presently he lowered the glasses and,
slinging them round his neck by their lanyard, turned his attention to the cake
of wax. It was by this time quite solid, and when he had tested it, he lifted
it carefully, and placed it in the empty binocular case, when I drew it up.

"I want you, Jervis," Thorndyke called up, "to steady the line. I am going
down to that wallflower clump."

It looked extremely unsafe, but I knew it was useless to protest, so I
hitched the line around a massive stump and took a firm grip of the "fall."

"Ready," I sang out; and forthwith Thorndyke began to creep across the face
of the cliff with feet and hands clinging to almost invisible projections.
Fortunately, there was at this part no overhang, and though my heart was in my
mouth as I watched, I saw him cross the perilous space in safety. Arrived at
the clump, he drew an envelope from his pocket, stooped and picked up some
small object, which he placed in the envelope, returning the latter to his
pocket. Then he gave me another bad five minutes while he recrossed the nearly
vertical surface to his starting-point; but at length this, too, was safely
accomplished, and when he finally climbed up over the edge and stood beside me
on solid earth, I drew a deep breath and turned to revile him.

"Well?" I demanded sarcastically, "what have you gathered at the risk of
your neck? Is it samphire or edelweiss?"

He drew the envelope from his pocket, and dipping into it, produced a
cigarette-holder—a cheap bone affair, black and clammy with long service
and still holding the butt of a hand-made cigarette—and handed it to me.
I turned it over, smelled it and hastily handed it back. "For my part," said I,
"I wouldn't have risked the cervical vertebra of a yellow cat for it. What do
you expect to learn from it?"

"Of course, I expect nothing. We are just collecting facts on the chance
that they may turn out to be relevant. Here, for instance, we find that a man
has descended, within a few yards of where Harewood fell, by this very
inconvenient route, instead of going round to the entrance to the pit. He must
have had some reason for adopting this undesirable mode of descent. Possibly he
was in a hurry, and probably he belonged to the district, since a stranger
would not know of the existence of this short cut. Then it seems likely that
this was his cigarette tube. If you look over, you will see by those vertical
scrapes on the chalk that he slipped and must have nearly fallen. At that
moment he probably dropped the tube, for you notice that the wallflower clump
is directly under the marks of his toes."

"Why do you suppose he did not recover the tube?"

"Because the descent slopes away from the position of the clump, and he had
no trusty Jervis with a stout cord to help him to cross the space. And if he
went down this way because he was hurried, he would not have time to search for
the tube. But if the tube was not his, still it belonged to somebody who has
been here recently."

"Is there anything that leads you to connect this man with the crime?"

"Nothing but time and place," he replied. "The man has been down into the
pit close to where Harewood was robbed and possibly murdered, and as the traces
are quite recent, he must have been there near about the time of the robbery.
That is all. I am considering the traces of this man in particular because
there are no traces of any other. But we may as well have a look at the path,
which, as you see, yields good impressions."

We walked slowly along the path towards Merbridge, keeping at the edges and
scrutinising the surface closely. In the shady hollows, the soft loam bore
prints of many feet, and among them we could distinguish one with an iron
toe-tip, but it was nearly obliterated by another studded with hob-nails.

"We shan't get much information here," said Thorndyke as he turned about.
"The search-party have trodden out the important prints. Let us see if we can
find out where the man with the toe-tips went to."

We searched the path on the Welsbury side of the chalk-pit, but found no
trace of him. Then we went into the pit, and having located the place where he
descended, sought for some other exit than the track leading to the path.
Presently, half-way up the slope, we found a second track, bearing away in the
direction of Merbridge. Following this for some distance, we came to a small
hollow at the bottom of which was a muddy space. And here we both halted
abruptly, for in the damp ground were the clear imprints of a pair of boots
which we could sec had, in addition to the toe-tips, half-tips to the
heels.

"We had better have wax casts of these," said Thorndyke, "to compare with
the boots of the man Fletcher. I will do them while you go back for the
bicycles."

By the time that I returned with the machines two of the footprints were
covered with a cake each of wax, and Thorndyke had left the track, and was
peering among the bushes. I inquired what he was looking for.

"It is a forlorn hope, as Marchmont would say," he replied, "but I am
looking to see if the will has been thrown away here. It was quite probably
jettisoned at once, and this is the most probable route for the robber to have
taken, if he knew of it. You see by the map that it must lead nearly directly
to the race-course, and it avoids both the path and the main road. While the
wax is setting we might as well look round."

It seemed a hopeless enough proceeding and I agreed to it without
enthusiasm. Leaving the track on the opposite side to that which Thorndyke was
searching, I wandered among the bushes and the little open spaces, peering
about me and reminding myself of that "aged, aged man" who

"Sometimes searched the grassy knolls, For wheels of hansom cabs."

I had worked my way nearly back to where I could see Thorndyke, also
returning, when my glance fell on a small, brown object caught among the
branches of a bush. It was a man's pigskin purse; and as I picked it out of the
bush I saw that it was open and empty.

With my prize in my hand, I hastened to the spot where Thorndyke was lifting
the wax casts. He looked up and asked, "No luck, I suppose?"

I held out the purse, on which he pounced eagerly. "But this is most
important, Jervis," he exclaimed. "It is almost certainly Harewood's purse. You
see the initials, 'J. H.,' stamped on the flap. Then we were right as to the
direction that the robber took. And it would pay to search this place
exhaustively for the will, though we can't do that now, as we have to go to
Barwood, I wrote to say we were coming. We had better get back to the path now
and make for the road. Barwood is only half-an-hour's run."

We packed the casts in the research-case (which was strapped to Thorndyke's
bicycle), and turning back, made our way to the path. As it was still deserted,
we ventured to mount, and soon reached the road, along which we started at a
good pace toward Barwood.

Half-an-hour's ride brought us into the main Street of the little town, and
when we dismounted at the police station we found the Chief Constable himself
waiting to receive us, courteously eager to assist us, but possessed by a
devouring curiosity which was somewhat inconvenient.

"I have done as you asked me in your letter, sir," he said. "Fletcher's body
is, of course, in the mortuary, but I have had all his clothes and effects
brought here; and I have had them put in my private office, so that you can
look them over in comfort."

"It is exceedingly good of you," said Thorndyke, "and most helpful." He
unstrapped the research-case, and following the officer into his sanctum,
looked round with deep approval. A large table had been cleared for the
examination, and the dead pickpocket's clothes and effects neatly arranged at
one end.

Thorndyke's first proceeding was to pick up the dead man's boots—a
smart but flimsy pair of light brown leather, rather down at heel and in need
of re-soling. Neither toes nor heels bore any tips or even nails excepting the
small fastening brads. Having exhibited them to me without remark, Thorndyke
placed them on a sheet of white paper and made a careful tracing of the soles,
a proceeding that seemed to surprise the Chief Constable, for he remarked, "I
should hardly have thought that the question of footprints would arise in this
case. You can't charge a dead man."

Thorndyke agreed that this seemed to be true; and then he proceeded to an
operation that fairly made the officer's eyes bulge. Opening the
research-case—into which the officer cast an inquisitive glance—he
took out the dust-aspirator, the nozzle of which he inserted into one after
another of the dead thief's pockets while I worked the pump. When he had gone
through them all, he opened the receiver and extracted quite a considerable
ball of dusty fluff. Placing this on a glass slide, he tore it in halves with a
pair of mounted needles and passing one half to me, when we both fell to work
"teasing", it out into an open mesh, portions of which we separated and
laid—each in a tiny pool of glycerine—on blank labelled glass
slides, applying to each slide its cover-glass and writing on the label, "Dust
from Fletcher's pockets."

When the series was complete, Thorndyke brought out the microscope, and
fitting on a one-inch objective, quickly examined the slides, one after
another, and then pushed the microscope to me. So far as I could see, the dust
was just ordinary dust—principally made up of broken cotton fibres with a
few fibres of wool, linen, wood, jute, and others that I could not name and
some undistinguishable mineral particles. But I made no comment, and resigning
the microscope to the Chief Constable—who glared through it, breathing
hard, and remarked that the dust was "rummy-looking stuff"—watched
Thorndyke's further proceedings. And very odd proceedings they were.

First he laid the five stolen watches in a row, and with a Coddington lens
minutely examined the dial of each, Then he opened the back of each in turn and
copied into his notebook the watch-repairers' scratched inscriptions. Next he
produced from the case a number of little vulcanite rods, and laying out five
labelled slides, dropped a tiny drop of glycerine on each, covering it at once
with a watch-glass to protect it from falling dust. Then he stuck a little
label on each watch, wrote a number on it and similarly numbered the five
slides. His next proceeding was to take out the glass of watch No. 1 and pick
up one of the vulcanite rods, which he rubbed briskly on a silk handkerchief
and passed across and around the dial of the watch, after which he held the rod
close to the glycerine on slide No. 1 and tapped it sharply with the blade of
his pocket-knife. Then he dropped a cover-glass on to the glycerine and made a
rapid inspection of the specimen through the microscope.

This operation he repeated on the other four watches, using a fresh rod for
each, and when he had finished he turned to the open-mouthed officer. "I take
it," said he, "that the watch which has the chain attached to it is Mr.
Harewood's watch?"

"Yes, sir. That helped us to identify it." Thorndyke looked at the watch
reflectively. Attached to the bow by a short length of green tape was a small,
rather elaborate key. This my friend picked up, and taking a fresh mounted
needle, inserted it into the barrel of the key, from which he then withdrew it
with a tiny ball of fluff on its point. I hastily prepared a slide and handed
it to him, when, with a pair of dissecting scissors, he cut off a piece of the
fluff and let it fall into the glycerine. He repeated this manoeuvre with two
more slides and then labelled the three "Key, outside," "middle" and "inside,"
and in that order examined them under the microscope.

My own examination of the specimens yielded very little. They all seemed to
be common dust, though that from the face of watch No. 3 contained a few broken
fragments of what looked like animal hairs—possibly cat's— as also
did the key-fluff marked "outside." But if this had any significance, I could
not guess what it was. As to the Chief Constable, he clearly looked on the
whole proceeding as a sort of legerdemain with no obvious purpose, for he
remarked, as we were packing up to go, "I am glad I've seen how you do it, sir.
But all the same, I think you are flogging a dead horse. We know who committed
the crime and we know he's beyond the reach of the law."

"Well," said Thorndyke, "one must earn one's fee, you know. I shall put
Fletcher's boots and the five watches in evidence at the inquest to-morrow, and
I will ask you to leave the labels on the watches." With renewed thanks and a
hearty handshake he bade the courteous officer adieu, and we rode off to catch
the train to London.

That evening, after dinner, we brought out the specimens and went over them
at our leisure; and Thorndyke added a further specimen by drawing a knotted
piece of twine through the cigarette-holder that he had salved from the
chalk-pit, and teasing out the unsavoury, black substance that came out on the
string in glycerine on a slide. When he had examined it, he passed it to me,
The dark, tarry liquid somewhat obscured the detail, but I could make out
fragments of the same animal hairs that I had noted in the other specimens,
only here they were much more numerous. I mentioned my observation to
Thorndyke. "They are certainly parts of mammalian hairs," I said, "and they
look like the hairs of a cat. Are they from a cat?"

"Rabbit," Thorndyke replied curtly; and even then, I am ashamed to admit, I
did not perceive the drift of the investigation.

The room in the Welsbury Town Hall had filled up some minutes before the
time fixed for the opening of the inquest, and in the interval, when the jury
had retired to view the body in the adjacent mortuary, I looked round the
assembly. Mr. Marchmont and Mr. Crowhurst were present, and a youngish,
horsey-looking man in cord breeches and leggings, whom I correctly guessed to
be Arthur Baxfield. Our friend the Chief Constable of Barwood was also there,
and with him Thorndyke exchanged a few words in a retired corner. The rest of
the company were strangers.

As soon as the coroner and the jury had taken their places the medical
witness was called. The cause of death, he stated, was dislocation of the neck,
accompanied by a depressed fracture of the skull. The fracture have been
produced by a blow with a heavy weapon, or by the deceased falling on his head.
The witness adopted the latter view, as the dislocation showed that deceased
had fallen in that manner.

The next witness was Mr. Crowhurst, who repeated to the court what he had
told us, and further stated that on leaving deceased's house he went straight
home, as he had an appointment with a friend. He was followed by Baxfield, who
gave evidence to the same effect, and stated that on leaving the house of the
deceased he went to his place of business at Welsbury. He was about to retire
when Thorndyke rose to cross-examine.

"At what time did you reach your place of business?" he asked.

The witness hesitated for a few moments and then replied, "Half-past
four."

"And what time did you leave deceased's house?"

"Two o'clock," was the reply.

"What is the distance?"

"In a direct line, about two miles. But I didn't go direct. I took a round
in the country by Lenfield."

"That would take you near the race-course on the way back. Did you go to the
races?

"No. The races were just over when I returned."

There was a slight pause and then Thorndyke asked, "Do you smoke much, Mr.
Baxfield?"

The witness looked surprised, and so did the jury, but the former replied,
"A fair amount. About fifteen cigarettes a day."

"What brand of cigarettes do you smoke, and what kind of tobacco is it?"

"I make my own cigarettes. I make them of shag."

Here protesting murmurs arose from the jury, and the coroner remarked
stiffly, "These questions do not appear to have much connection with the
subject of this inquiry."

"You may take it, sir," replied Thorndyke, "that they have a very direct
bearing on it." Then, turning to the witness he asked, "Do you use a
cigarette-tube?

"Sometimes I do," was the reply.

"Have you lost a cigarette-tube lately?"

The witness directed a startled glance at Thorndyke and replied after some
hesitation, "I believe I mislaid one a little time ago."

"When and where did you lose that tube?" Thorndyke asked.

"I—I really couldn't say," replied Baxfield, turning perceptibly
pale.

Thorndyke opened his dispatch-box, and taking out the tube that he had
salved at so much risk, handed it to the witness. "Is that the tube that you
lost?" he asked.

At this question Baxfield turned pale as death, and the hand in which he
received the tube shook as if with a palsy. "It may be," he faltered. "I
wouldn't swear to it. It is like the one I lost."

Thorndyke took it from him and passed it to the coroner. "I am putting this
tube in evidence, sir," said he. Then addressing the witness, he said, "You
stated that you did not go to the races. Did you go on the course or inside the
grounds at all?"

Baxfield moistened his lips and replied, "I just went in for a minute or
two, but I didn't stay. The races were over, and there was a very rough
crowd."

"While you were in that crowd, Mr Baxfield, did you have your pocket
picked?"

There was an expectant silence in the court as Baxfield replied in a low
voice: "Yes. I lost my watch."

Again Thorndyke opened the dispatch-box, and taking out a watch (it was the
one that had been labelled 3), handed it to the witness. "Is that the watch
that you lost?" he asked.

Baxfield held the watch in his trembling hand and replied hesitatingly, "I
believe it is, but I won't swear to it."

There was a pause. Then, in grave, impressive tones, Thorndyke said," Now,
Mr. Baxfield, I am going to ask you a question which you need not answer if you
consider that by doing so you would prejudice your position in any way. That
question is, When your pocket was picked, were any articles besides this watch
taken from your person? Don't hurry. Consider your answer carefully."

For some moments Baxfield remained silent, regarding Thorndyke with a wild,
affrighted stare. At length he began falteringly, "I don't remember missing any
thing—" and then stopped.

"Could the witness be allowed to sit down, sir?" Thorndyke asked. And when
the permission had been given and a chair placed, Baxfield sat down heavily and
cast a bewildered glance round the court. "I think," he said, addressing
Thorndyke, "I had better tell you exactly what happened and take my chance of
the consequences. When I left my uncle's house on Monday, I took a circuit
through the fields and then entered Gilbert's Copse to wait for my uncle and
tell him what I thought of his conduct in leaving the bulk of his property to a
stranger. I struck the path that I knew my uncle would take and walked along it
slowly to meet him. I did meet him—on the path, just above where he was
found—and I began to say what was in my mind. But he wouldn't listen. He
flew into a rage, and as I was standing in the middle of the path, he tried to
push past me. In doing so he caught his foot in a bramble and staggered back,
then he disappeared through the bushes and a few seconds after I heard a thud
down below. I pulled the bushes aside and looked down into the chalk-pit, and
there I saw him lying with his head all on one side. Now, I happened to know of
a short cut down into the pit. It was rather a dangerous climb, but I took it
to get down as quickly as possible. It was there that I dropped the
cigarette-tube. When I got to my uncle I could see that he was dead. His skull
was battered and his neck was broken. Then the devil put into my head the idea
of making away with the will. But I knew that if I took the will only,
suspicion would fall on me. So I took most of his valuables—the wallet,
his watch and chain, his purse and his ring. The purse I emptied and threw
away, and flung the ring after it. I took the will out of the wallet—it
had just been dropped in loose —and put it in an inner pocket. Then I
dropped the wallet and the watch and chain into my outside coat pocket.

"I struck across country, intending to make for the race-course and drop the
things among the crowd, so that they might be picked up and safely carried
away. But when I got there a gang of pickpockets saved me the trouble; they
mobbed and hustled me and cleared my pockets of everything but my keys and the
will."

"And what has become of the will?" asked Thorndyke.

"I have it here." He dipped into his breast pocket and produced a folded
paper, which he handed to Thorndyke, who opened it, and having glanced at it,
passed it to the coroner.

That was practically the end of the inquest. The jury decided to accept
Baxfield's statement and recorded a verdict of "Death by Misadventure," leaving
Baxfield to be dealt with by the proper authorities.

"An interesting and eminently satisfactory case," remarked Thorndyke, as we
sat over a rather late dinner. "Essentially simple, too. The elucidation
turned, as you probably noticed, on a single illuminating fact."

"I judged that it was so," said I, "though the illumination of that fact has
not yet reached me."

"Well," said Thorndyke, "let us first take the general aspect of the case as
it was presented by Marchmont. The first thing, of course, that struck one was
that the loss of the will might easily have converted Baxfield from a minor
beneficiary to the sole heir. But even if the court agreed to recognise the
will, it would have to be guided by the statements of the only two men to whom
its provisions were even approximately known, and Baxfield could have made any
statement he pleased. It was impossible to ignore the fact that the loss of the
will was very greatly to Baxfield's advantage.

"When the stolen property was discovered in Fletcher's possession it looked,
at the first glance, as if the mystery of the crime were solved. But there were
several serious inconsistencies. First, how came Fletcher to be in this
solitary wood, remote from any railway or even road? He appeared to be a London
pickpocket. When he was killed he was travelling to London by train. It seemed
probable that he had come from London by train to ply his trade at the races.
Then, as you know, criminological experience shows that the habitual criminal
is a rigid specialist. The burglar, the coiner, the pickpocket, each keeps
strictly to his own special line Now, Fletcher was a pickpocket, and had
evidently be picking pockets on the race-course. The probabilities were against
his being the original robber and in favour of his having picked the pocket of
the person who robbed Harewood. But if this were so, who was that person? Once
more the probabilities suggested Baxfield. There was the motive, as I have
said, and further, the pocket-picking had apparently taken place on the
race-course, and Baxfield was known to be a frequenter of race-courses. But
again, if Baxfield were the person robbed by Fletcher, then one of the five
watches was probably Baxfield's watch. Whether it was so or not might have been
very difficult to prove, but here came in the single illuminating fact that I
have spoken of.

"You remember that when Marchmont opened the case he mentioned that Baxfield
was a manufacturer of felt hats, and Crowhurst told us that he was a sort of
foreman or manager of the factory."

"Yes, I remember, now you speak of it. But what is the bearing of the
fact?"

"My dear Jervis!" exclaimed Thorndyke. "Don't you see that it gave us a
touchstone? Consider, now. What is a felt hat? It is just a mass of
agglutinated rabbits' hair. The process of manufacture consists in blowing a
jet of the more or less disintegrated hair on to a revolving steel cone which
is moistened by a spray of an alcoholic solution of shellac. But, of course, a
quantity of the finer and more minute particles of the broken hairs miss the
cone and float about in the air. The air of the factory is thus charged with
the dust of broken rabbit hairs; and this dust settles on and penetrates the
clothing of the workers. But when clothing becomes charged with dust, that dust
tends to accumulate in the pockets and find its way into the hollows and
interstices of any object carried in those pockets. Thus, if one of the five
watches was Baxfield's it would almost certainly show traces where this
characteristic dust had crept under the bezel and settled on the dial. And so
it turned out to be. When I inspected those five watches through the Coddington
lens, on the dial of No. 3 I saw a quantity of dust of this character. The
electrified vulcanite rod picked it all up neatly and transferred it to the
slide, and under the microscope its nature was obvious. The owner of this watch
was therefore, almost certainly, employed in a felt hat factory. But, of
course, it was necessary to show not only the presence of rabbit hair in this
watch but its absence in the others and in Fletcher's pockets; which I did.

"Then with regard to Harewood's watch. There was no rabbit hair on the dial,
but there was a small quantity on the fluff from the key barrel. Now, if that
rabbit hair had come from Harewood's pocket it would have been uniformly
distributed through the fluff. But it was not. It was confined exclusively to
the part of the fluff that was exposed. Thus it had come from some pocket other
than Harewood's and the owner of that pocket was almost certainly employed in a
felt hat factory, and was most probably the owner of watch No. 3. Then there
was the cigarette-tube. Its bore was loaded with rabbit hair. But its owner had
unquestionably been at the scene of the crime. There was a clear suggestion
that his was the pocket in which the stolen watch had been carried and that he
was the owner of watch No. 3. The problem was to piece this evidence together
and prove definitely who this person was. And that I was able to do by means of
a fresh item of evidence, which I acquired when I saw Baxfield at the inquest.
I suppose you noticed his boots?"

"I am afraid I didn't," I had to admit.

"Well, I did. I watched his feet constantly, and when he crossed his legs I
could see that he had iron toe-tips on his boots. That was what gave me
confidence to push the cross-examination."

"It was certainly a rather daring cross-examination and rather irregular,
too," said I.

"It was extremely irregular," Thorndyke agreed. "The coroner ought not to
have permitted it. But it was all for the best. If the coroner had disallowed
my questions we should have had to take criminal proceedings against Baxfield,
whereas now that we have recovered the will, it is possible that no one will
trouble to prosecute him."

Which, I subsequently ascertained, is what actually happened.


PERCIVAL BLAND'S PROXY

PART I

Mr. Percival Bland was a somewhat uncommon type of criminal. In the first
place he really had an appreciable amount of common-sense. If he had only had a
little more, he would not have been a criminal at all. As it was, he had just
sufficient judgment to perceive that the consequences of unlawful acts
accumulate as the acts are repeated; to realise that the criminal's position
must, at length, become untenable; and to take what he considered fair
precautions against the inevitable catastrophe.

But in spite of these estimable traits of character and the precautions
aforesaid, Mr. Bland found himself in rather a tight place and with a prospect
of increasing tightness. The causes of this uncomfortable tension do not
concern us, and may be dismissed with the remark, that, if one perseveringly
distributes flash Bank of England notes among the money-changers of the
Continent, there will come a day of reckoning when those notes are tendered to
the exceedingly knowing old lady who lives in Threadneedle Street.

Mr. Bland considered uneasily the approaching storm-cloud as he raked over
the "miscellaneous property" in the Sale-rooms of Messrs. Plimpton. He was a
confirmed frequenter of auctions, as was not unnatural, for the criminal is
essentially a gambler. And criminal and gambler have one quality in common:
each hopes to get something of value without paying the market price for
it.

So Percival turned over the dusty oddments and his own difficulties at one
and the same time. The vital questions were: When would the storm burst? And
would it pass by the harbour of refuge that he bad been at such pains to
construct? Let us inspect that harbour of refuge.

A quiet flat in the pleasant neighbourhood of Battersea bore a name-plate
inscribed, Mr. Robert Lindsay; and the tenant was known to the porter and the
char woman who attended to the flat, as a fair-haired gentle man who was
engaged in the book trade as a travelling agent, and was consequently a good
deal away from home. Now Mr. Robert Lindsay bore a distinct resemblance to
Percival Bland; which was not surprising seeing that they were first cousins
(or, at any rate, they said they were; and we may presume that they knew). But
they were not very much alike. Mr. Lindsay had flaxen, or rather sandy, hair;
Mr. Bland's hair was black. Mr. Bland had a mole under his left eye; Mr.
Lindsay had no mole under his eye—but carried one in a small box in his
waistcoat pocket.

At somewhat rare intervals the Cousins called on one another; but they had
the very worst of luck, for neither of them ever seemed to find the other at
home. And what was even more odd was that whenever Mr. Bland spent an evening
at home in his lodgings over the oil shop in Bloomsbury, Mr. Lindsay's flat was
empty; and as sure as Mr. Lindsay was at home in his flat so surely were Mr.
Bland's lodgings vacant for the time being. It was a queer coincidence, if
anyone had noticed it; but nobody ever did.

However, if Percival saw little of his cousin, it was not a case of "out of
sight, out of mind." On the contrary; so great was his solicitude for the
latter's welfare that he not only had made a will constituting him his executor
and sole legatee, but he had actually insured his life for no less a sum than
three thousand pounds; and this will, together with the insurance policy,
investment securities and other necessary documents, he had placed in the
custody of a highly respectable solicitor. All of which did him great credit.
It isn't every man who is willing to take so much trouble for a mere
cousin.

Mr. Bland continued his perambulations, pawing over the miscellaneous raffle
from sheer force of habit, reflecting on the coming crisis in his own affairs,
and on the provisions that he had made for his cousin Robert. As for the
latter, they were excellent as far as they went, but they lacked definiteness
and perfect completeness. There was the contingency of a "stretch," for
instance; say fourteen years' penal servitude. The insurance policy did not
cover that. And, meanwhile, what was to become of the estimable Robert?

He had bruised his thumb somewhat severely in a screw-cutting lathe, and had
abstractedly turned the handle of a bird-organ until politely requested by an
attendant to desist, when he came upon a series of boxes containing, according
to the catalogue, "a collection of surgical instruments the property of a
lately deceased practitioner." To judge by the appearance of the instruments,
the practitioner must have commenced practice in his early youth and died at a
very advanced age. They were an uncouth set of tools, of no value whatever
excepting as testimonials to the amazing tenacity of life of our ancestors; but
Percival fingered them over according to his wont, working the handle of a
complicated brass syringe and ejecting a drop of greenish fluid on to the shirt
of a dressy Hebrew (who requested him to "point the dam' thing at thomeone elth
nectht time"), opening musty leather cases, clicking off spring scarifiers and
feeling the edges of strange, crooked, knives. Then he came upon a largish
black box, which, when he raised the lid, breathed out an ancient and fish-like
aroma and exhibited a collection of bones, yellow, greasy and spotted in places
with mildew. The catalogue described them as "a complete set of human
osteology" but they were not an ordinary "student's set," for the bones of the
hands and feet, instead of being strung together on cat-gut, were united by
their original ligaments and were of an unsavoury brown colour.

"I thay, misther," expostulat the Hebrew, "shut that bocth. Thmellth like a
blooming inquetht."

But the contents of the black box seemed to have a fascination for Percival.
He looked in at those greasy remnants of mortality, at the brown and mouldy
hands and feet and the skull that peeped forth eerily from the folds of a
flannel wrapping; and they breathed out something more than that stale and
musty odour. A suggestion—vague and general at first, but rapidly
crystallising into distinct shape—seemed to steal out of the black box
into his consciousness; a suggestion that somehow seemed to connect itself with
his estimable cousin Robert.

For upwards of a minute he stood motionless, as one immersed in reverie, the
lid poised in his hand and a dreamy eye fixed on the half skull. A stir in the
room roused him. The sale was about to begin. The members of the knock-out and
other habitués seated themselves on benches around a long, baize table;
the attendants took possession of the first lots and opened their catalogues as
if about to sing an introductory chorus; and a gentleman with a waxed moustache
and a striking resemblance to his late Majesty, the third Napoleon, having
ascended to the rostrum bespoke the attention of the assembly by a premonitory
tap with his hammer.

How odd are some of the effects of a guilty conscience! With what absurd
self-consciousness do we read into the minds of others our own undeclared
intentions, when those intentions are unlawful! Had Percival Bland wanted a set
of human bones for any legitimate purpose—such as anatomical
study—he would have bought it openly and unembarrassed. Now, he found
himself earnestly debating whether he should not bid for some of the surgical
instruments, just for the sake of appearances; and there being little time in
which to make up his mind—for the deceased practitioner's effects came
first in the catalogue—he was already the richer by a set of
cupping-glasses, a tooth-key, and an instrument of unknown use and diabolical
aspect, before the fateful lot was called.

At length the black box was laid on the table, an object of obscene mirth to
the knockers-out, and the auctioneer read the entry: "Lot seventeen; a complete
set of human osteology. A very useful and valuable set of specimens,
gentlemen."

He looked round at the assembly majestically, oblivious of sundry inquiries
as to the identity of the deceased and the verdict of the coroner's jury, and
finally suggested five shillings.

"Six," said Percival.

An attendant held the box open, and, chanting the mystic word "Loddlemen!"
(which, being interpreted, meant "Lot, gentlemen"), thrust it under the rather
bulbous nose of the smart Hebrew; who remarked that "they 'ummed a bit too much
to thoot him" and pushed it away.

"Going at six shillings," said the auctioneer, reproachfully; and as nobody
contradicted him, he smote the rostrum with his hammer and the box was
delivered into the hands of Percival on the payment of that modest sum.

Having crammed the cupping-glasses, the tooth-key and the unknown instrument
into the box, Percival obtained from one of the attendants a length of cord,
with which he secured the lid. Then he carried his treasure out into the
street, and, chartering a four-wheeler, directed the driver to proceed to
Charing Cross Station. At the station he booked the box in the cloak (in the
name of Simpson) and left it for a couple of hours; at the expiration of which
he returned, and, employing a different porter had it conveyed to a hansom, in
which it was borne to his lodgings over the oil-shop in Bloomsbury. There he,
himself, carried it, unobserved, up the stairs, and, depositing it in a large
cupboard, locked the door and pocketed the key.

And thus was the curtain rung down on the first act. The second act opened
only a couple of days later, the office of call-boy—to pursue the
metaphor to the bitter end—being discharged by a Belgian police official
who emerged from the main entrance to the Bank of England. What should have led
Percival Bland into so unsafe a neighbourhood it is difficult to imagine,
unless it was that strange fascination that seems so frequently to lure the
criminal to places associated with his crime. But there he was within a dozen
paces of the entrance when the officer came forth, and mutual recognition was
instant. Almost equally instantaneous was the self-possessed Percival's
decision to cross the road.

It is not a nice road to cross. The old horse would condescend to shout a
warning to the indiscreet wayfarer. Not so the modern chauffeur, who looks
stonily before him and leaves you to get out of the way of Juggernaut. He knows
his "exonerating" coroner's jury. At the moment, however, the procession of
Juggernauts was at rest; but Percival had seen the presiding policeman turn to
move away and he darted across the fronts of the vehicles even as they started.
The foreign officer followed. But in that moment the whole procession had got
in motion. A motor omnibus thundered past in front of him; another was bearing
down on him relentlessly. He hesitated, and sprang back; and then a taxi-cab,
darting out from behind, butted him heavily, sending him sprawling in the road,
whence he scrambled as best he could back on to the pavement.

Percival, meanwhile, had swung himself lightly on to the footboard of the
first omnibus just as it was gathering speed. A few seconds saw him safely
across at the Mansion House, and in a few more, he was whirling down Queen
Victoria Street. The danger was practically over, though he took the precaution
to alight at St. Paul's, and, crossing to Newgate Street, board another
west-bound omnibus.

That night he sat in his lodgings turning over his late experience. It had
been a narrow shave. That sort of thing mustn't happen again. In fact, seeing
that the law was undoubtedly about to be set in motion, it was high time that
certain little plans of his should be set in motion, too. Only, there was a
difficulty; a serious difficulty. And as Percival thought round and round that
difficulty his brows wrinkled and he hummed a soft refrain.

Then is the time for disappearing,

Take a header—down you go—

A tap at the door cut his song short. It was his landlady, Mrs. Brattle; a
civil woman, and particularly civil just now. For she had a little request to
make.

"It was about Christmas Night, Mr. Bland," said Mrs. Brattle. "My husband
and me thought of spending the evening with his brother at Hornsey, and we were
going to let the maid go home to her mother's for the night, if it wouldn't put
you out."

"Wouldn't put me out in the least, Mrs. Brattle," said Percival.

"You needn't sit up for us, you see," pursued Mrs. Brattle, "if you just
leave the side door unbolted. We shan't be home before two or three; but we'll
come in quiet not to disturb you."

"You won't disturb me," Percival replied with a genial laugh. "I'm a sober
man in general but 'Christmas comes but once a year'. When once I'm tucked up
in bed, I shall take a bit of waking on Christmas Night."

Mrs. Brattle smiled indulgently. "And you won't feel lonely, all alone in
the house?"

"Lonely!" exclaimed Percival. "Lonely! With a roaring fire, a jolly book, a
box of good cigars and a bottle of sound port—ah, and a second bottle if
need be. Not I."

Mrs. Brattle shook her head. "Ah," said she, "you bachelors! Well, well.
It's a good thing to be independent," and with this profound reflection she
smiled herself out of the room and descended the stairs.

As her footsteps died away Percival sprang from his chair and began
excitedly to pace the room. His eyes sparkled and his face was wreathed with
smiles. Presently he halted before the fireplace and, gazing into the embers,
laughed aloud.

"Damn funny!" said he. "Deuced rich! Neat! Very neat! Ha! Ha!" And here he
resumed his interrupted song:

"When the sky above is clearing,

When the sky above is clearing,

Bob up serenely, bob up serenely,

Bob up serenely from below!"

Which may be regarded as closing the first scene, of the second act.

During the few days that intervened before Christmas Percival went abroad
but little; and yet he was a busy man. He did a little surreptitious shopping,
venturing out as far as Charing Cross Road; and his purchases were decidedly
miscellaneous. A porridge saucepan, a second-hand copy of "Gray's Anatomy," a
rabbit skin, a large supply of glue and upwards of ten pounds of shin of beef
seems a rather odd assortment; and it was a mercy that the weather was frosty,
for otherwise Percival's bedroom, in which these delicacies were deposited
under lock and key, would have yielded odorous traces of its wealth.

But it was in the long evenings that his industry was most conspicuous; and
then it was that the big cupboard with the excellent lever lock, which he
himself had fixed on, began to fill up with the fruits of his labours. In those
evenings the porridge saucepan would simmer on the hob with a rich lading of
good Scotch glue, the black box of the deceased practitioner would be hauled
forth from its hiding-place, and the well-thumbed "Gray" laid open on the
table.

It was an arduous business though; a stiffer task than he had bargained for.
The right and left bones were so confoundedly alike, and the bones that joined
were so difficult to fit together. However, the plates in "Gray" were large and
very clear, so it was only a question of taking enough trouble.

His method of work was simple and practical. Having fished a bone out of the
box, he would compare it with the illustrations in the book until he had
identified it beyond all doubt, when he would tie on it a paper label with its
name and side—right or left. Then he would search for the adjoining bone,
and, having fitted the two together, would secure them with a good daub of glue
and lay them in the fender to dry. It was a crude and horrible method of
articulation that would have made a museum curator shudder. But it seemed to
answer Percival's purpose—whatever that may have been—for gradually
the loose "items" came together into recognisable members such as arms and
legs, the vertebra—which were, fortunately, strung in their order on a
thick cord—were joined up into a solid backbone, and even the ribs, which
were the toughest job of all, fixed on in some semblance of a thorax. It was a
wretched performance. The bones were plastered with gouts of glue and yet would
have broken apart at a touch. But, as we have said, Percival seemed satisfied,
and as he was the only person concerned, there was no more to be said.

In due course, Christmas Day arrived. Percival dined with the Brattles at
two, dozed after dinner, woke up for tea, and then, as Mrs. Brattle, in purple
and fine raiment, came in to remove the tea-tray, he spread out on the table
the materials for the night's carouse. A quarter of an hour later, the side
slammed, and, peering out of the window, he saw the shopkeeper and his wife
hurrying away up the gas-lit street towards the nearest omnibus route.

Then Mr. Percival Bland began his evening's entertainment; and a most remark
entertainment it was, even for a solitary bachelor, left alone in a house on
Christmas Night. First, he took off his clothing and dressed himself in a fresh
suit. Then, from the cupboard he brought forth the reconstituted "set of
osteology" and, laying the various members on the table, returned to the
bedroom, whence he presently reappeared with a large, savoury parcel which he
had disinterred from a trunk. The parcel being opened revealed his accumulated
purchases in the matter of shin of beef.

With a large knife, providently sharpened before hand, he cut the beef into
large, thin slices which he proceed to wrap around the various bones that
formed the "complete set"; whereby their nakedness was certainly mitigated
though their attractiveness was by no means increased. Having thus "clothed the
dry bones," he gathered up the scraps of offal that were left, to be placed
presently inside the trunk. It was an extraordinary proceeding, but the next
was more extraordinary still.

Taking up the newly clothed members one by one, he began very carefully to
insinuate them into the garments that he had recently shed. It was a ticklish
business, for the glued joints were as brittle as glass. Very cautiously the
legs were separately inducted, first into underclothing and then into trousers,
the skeleton feet were fitted with the cast-off socks and delicately persuaded
into the boots. The arms, in like manner, were gingerly pressed into their
various sleeves and through the arm-holes of the waistcoat; and then came the
most difficult task of all —to fit the garments on the trunk. For the
skull and ribs, secured to the back-bone with mere spots of glue, were ready to
drop off at a shake; and yet the garments had to be drawn over them with the
arms enclosed in the sleeves. But Percival managed it at last by resting his
"restoration" in the big, padded arm-chair and easing the garments on inch by
inch.

It now remained only to give the finishing touch; which was done by cutting
the rabbit-skin to the requisite shape and affixing it to the skull with a thin
coat of stiff glue; and when the skull had thus been finished with a sort of
crude, makeshift wig, its appearance was so appalling as even to disturb the
nerves of the matter-of-fact Percival. However, this was no occasion for
cherishing sentiment. A skull in an extemporised wig or false scalp might be,
and in fact was, a highly unpleasant object; but so was a Belgian police
officer.

Having finished the "restoration," Percival fetched the water-jug from his
bedroom, and, descending to the shop, the door of which had been left unlocked,
tried the taps of the various drums and barrels until he came to the one which
contained methylated spirit; and from this he filled his jug and returned to
the bedroom. Pouring the spirit out into the basin, he tucked a towel round his
neck and filling his sponge with spirit proceeded very vigorously to wash his
hair and eyebrows; and as, by degrees, the spirit in the basin grew dark and
turbid, so did his hair and eyebrows grow lighter in colour until, after a
final energetic rub with a towel, they had acquired a golden or sandy hue
indistinguishable from that of the hair of his cousin Robert. Even the mole
under his eye was susceptible to the changing conditions, for when he had
wetted it thoroughly with spirit, he was able, with the blade of a penknife to
peel it off as neatly as if it had been stuck on with spirit-gum. Having done
which, he deposited it in a tiny box which he carried in his waistcoat
pocket.

The proceedings which followed were unmistakable as to their object. First
he carried the basin of spirit through into the sitting-room and deliberately
poured its contents on to the floor by the arm-chair. Then, having returned the
basin to the bedroom, he again went down to the shop, where he selected a
couple of galvanised buckets from the stock, filled them with paraffin oil from
one of the great drums and carried them upstairs. The oil from one bucket he
poured over the armchair and its repulsive occupant; the other bucket he simply
emptied on the carpet, and then went down to the shop for a fresh supply.

When this proceeding had been repeated once or twice the entire floor and
all the furniture were saturated, and such a reek of paraffin filled the air of
the room that Percival thought it wise to turn out the gas. Returning to the
shop, be poured a bucketful of oil over the stack of bundles of firewood,
another over the counter and floor and a third over the loose articles on the
walls and hanging from the ceiling. Looking up at the latter be now perceived a
number of greasy patches where the oil had soaked through from the floor above,
and some of these were beginning to drip on to the shop floor.

He now made his final preparations. Taking a bundle of "Wheel" firelighters,
he made a small pile against the stack of firewood. In the midst of the
firelighters he placed a ball of string saturated in paraffin; and in the
central hole of the ball he stuck a half-dozen diminutive Christmas candles.
This mine was now ready. Providing himself with a stock of firelighters, a few
balls of paraffined string and a dozen or so of the little candles, he went
upstairs to the sitting-room, which was immediately above the shop. Here, by
the glow of the fire, he built up one or two piles of firelighters around and
partly under the arm-chair, placed the balls of string on the piles and stuck
two or three bundles in each ball. Everything was now ready. Stepping into the
bedroom, he took from the cupboard a spare overcoat, a new hat and a new
umbrella—for he must leave his old hats, coat and umbrella in the hall.
He put on the coat and hat, and, with the umbrella in his hand, returned to the
sitting-room.

Opposite the arm-chair he stood awhile, irresolute, and a pang of horror
shot through him. It was a terrible thing that he was going to do; a thing the
consequences of which no one could foresee. He glanced furtively at the awful
shape that sat huddled in the chair, its horrible head all awry and its rigid
limbs sprawling in hideous grotesque deformity. It was but a dummy, a mere
scarecrow; but yet, in the dim firelight, the grisly face under that horrid wig
seemed to leer intelligently, to watch him with secret malice out of its
shadowy eye-sockets, until he looked away with clammy skin and a shiver of
half-superstitious terror.

But this would never do. The evening had run out, consumed by these
engrossing labours; it was nearly eleven o'clock, and high time for him to be
gone. For if the Brattles should return prematurely he was lost. Pulling
himself together with an effort, he struck a match and lit the little candles
one after the other. In a quarter of an hour or so, they would have burned down
to the balls of string, and then—He walked quickly out of the room; but,
at the door, he paused for a moment to look back at the ghastly figure, seated
rigidly in the chair with the lighted candles at its feet, like some foul fiend
appeased by votive fires. The unsteady flames threw flickering shadows on its
face that made it seem to mow and gibber and grin in mockery of all his care
and caution. So he turned and tremblingly ran down the stairs—opening the
staircase window as he went. Running into the shop, he lit the candles there
and ran out again, shutting the door after him.

Secretly and guiltily he crept down the hall, and opening the door a few
inches peered out. A blast of icy wind poured in with a light powdering of dry
snow. He opened his umbrella, flung open the door, looked up and down the empty
street, stepped out, closed the door softly and strode away over the whitening
pavement.

PART II

(Related by Christopher Jervis, M.D.)

It was one of the axioms of medico-legal practice laid down by my colleague,
John Thorndyke, that the investigator should be constantly on his guard against
the effect of suggestion. Not only must all prejudices and preconceptions be
avoided, but when information is received from outside, the actual, undeniable
facts must be carefully sifted from the inferences which usually accompany
them. Of the necessity for this precaution our insurance practice furnished an
excellent instance in the case of the fire at Mr. Brattle's oil-shop.

The case was brought to our notice by Mr. Stalker of the "Griffin" Fire and
Life Insurance Society a few days after Christmas. He dropped in, ostensibly to
wish us a Happy New Year, but a discreet pause in the conversation on
Thorndyke's part elicited a further purpose.

"Did you see the account of that fire in Bloomsbury?" Mr. Stalker asked.

"The oil-shop? Yes. But I didn't note any details, excepting that a man was
apparently burnt to death and that the affair happened on the twenty-fifth of
December."

"Yes, I know," said Mr. Stalker. "It seems uncharitable, but one can't help
looking a little askance at these quarter-day fires. And the date isn't the
only doubtful feature in this one; the Divisional Officer of the Fire Brigade,
who has looked over the ruins, tells me that there are some appearances
suggesting that the fire broke out in two different places—the shop and
the first-floor room over it. Mind you, he doesn't say that it actually did.
The place is so thoroughly gutted that very little is to be learned from it;
but that is his impression; and it occurred to me that if you were to take a
look at the ruins, your radiographic eye might detect something that he had
overlooked."

"It isn't very likely," said Thorndyke. "Every man to his trade. The
Divisional Officer looks at a burnt house with an expert eye, which I do not.
My evidence would not carry much weight if you were contesting the claim."

"Perhaps not," replied Mr. Stalker, "and we are not anxious to contest the
claim unless there is manifest fraud. Arson is a serious matter."

"It is wilful murder in this case," remarked Thorndyke.

"I know," said Stalker. "And that reminds me that the man who was burnt
happens to have been insured in our office, too. So we stand a double
loss."

"How much?" asked Thorndyke.

"The dead man, Percival Bland, had insured his life for three thousand
pounds."

Thorndyke became thoughtful. The last statement had apparently made more
impression on him than the former ones.

"If you want me to look into the case for you," said he, "you had better let
me have all the papers connected with it, including the proposal forms."

Mr. Stalker smiled. "I thought you would say that—I know you of old,
you see—so I slipped the papers in my pocket before coming here."

He laid the documents on the table and asked: "Is there anything that you
want to know about the case?"

"Yes," replied Thorndyke. "I want to know all that you can tell me."

"Which is mighty little," said Stalker; "but such as it is, you shall have
it.

"The oil-shop man's name is Brattle and the dead man, Bland, was his lodger.
Bland appears to have been a perfectly steady, sober man in general; but it
seems that he had announced his intention of spending a jovial Christmas Night
and giving himself a little extra indulgence. He was last seen by Mrs. Brattle
at about half-past six, sitting by a blazing fire, with a couple of unopened
bottles of port on the table and a box of cigars. He had a book in his hand and
two or three newspapers lay on the floor by his chair. Shortly after this, Mr.
and Mrs. Brattle went out on a visit to Hornsey, leaving him alone in the
house."

"Was there no servant?" asked Thorndyke.

"The servant had the day and night off duty to go to her mother's. That, by
the way, looks a trifle fishy. However, to return to the Brattles; they spent
the evening at Hornsey and did not get home until past three in the morning, by
which time their house was a heap of smoking ruins. Mrs. Brattle's idea is that
Bland must have drunk himself sleepy, and dropped one of the newspapers into
the fender, where a chance cinder may have started the blaze. Which may or may
not be the true explanation. Of course, an habitually sober man can get pretty
mimsey on two bottles of port."

"What time did the fire break out?" asked Thorndyke.

"It was noticed about half-past eleven that flames were issuing from one of
the chimneys, and the alarm was given at once. The first engine arrived ten
minutes later, but, by that time, the place was roaring like a furnace. Then
the water-plugs were found to be frozen hard, which caused some delay; in fact,
before the engines were able to get to work the roof had fallen in, and the
place was a mere shell. You know what an oil-shop is, when once it gets a fair
start."

"And Mr. Bland's body was found in the ruins, I suppose?"

"Body!" exclaimed Mr. Stalker; "there wasn't much body! Just a few charred
bones, which they dug out of the ashes next day."

"And the question of identity?"

"We shall leave that to the coroner. But there really isn't any question. To
begin with, there was no one else in the house; and then the remains were found
mixed up with the springs and castors of the chair that Bland was sitting in
when he was last seen. Moreover, there were found, with the bones, a pocket
knife, a bunch of keys and a set of steel waistcoat buttons, all identified by
Mrs. Brattle as belonging to Bland. She noticed the cut steel buttons on his
waistcoat when she wished him 'good-night.'"

"By the way," said Thorndyke, "was Bland reading by the light of an oil
lamp?"

"No," replied Stalker. "There was a two-branch gasalier with a porcelain
shade to one burner, and he had that burner alight when Mrs. Brattle left."

Thorndyke reflectively picked up the proposal form, and, having glanced
through it, remarked: "I see that Bland is described as unmarried. Do you know
why he insured his life for this large amount?"

"No; we assumed that it was probably in connection with some loan that he
had raised. I learn from the solicitor who notified us of the death, that the
whole of Bland's property is left to a cousin—a Mr. Lindsay, I think. So
the probability is that this cousin had lent him money. But it is not the life
claim that is interesting us. We must pay that in any case. It is the fire
claim that we want you to look into."

"Very well," said Thorndyke; "I will go round presently and look over the
ruins, and see if I can detect any substantial evidence of fraud."

"If you would," said Mr. Stalker, rising to take his departures "we should
be very much obliged. Not that we shall probably contest the claim in any
case."

When he had gone, my colleague and I glanced through the papers, and I
ventured to remark: "It seems to me that Stalker doesn't quite appreciate the
possibilities of this case."

"No," Thorndyke agreed. "But, of course, it is an insurance company's
business to pay, and not to boggle at anything short of glaring fraud. And we
specialists too," he added with a smile, "must beware of seeing too much. I
suppose that, to a rhinologist, there is hardly such a thing as a healthy
nose—unless it is his own—and the uric acid specialist is very apt
to find the firmament studded with dumb-bell crystals. We mustn't forget that
normal cases do exist, after all."

"That is true," said I; "but, on the other hand, the rhinologist's business
is with the unhealthy nose, and our concern is with abnormal cases."

Thorndyke laughed. "'A Daniel come to judgement,'" said he. "But my learned
friend is quite right. Our function is to pick holes. So let us pocket the
documents and wend Bloomsbury way. We can talk the case over as we go."

We walked at an easy pace, for there was no hurry, and a little preliminary
thought was useful. After a while, as Thorndyke made no remark, I reopened the
subject.

"How does the case present itself to you?" I asked.

"Much as it does to you, I expect," he replied. "The circumstances invite
inquiry, and I do not find myself connecting them with the shopkeeper. It is
true that the fire occurred on quarter-day; but there is nothing to show that
the insurance will do more than cover the loss of stock, chattels and the
profits of trade. The other circumstances are much more suggestive. Here is a
house burned down and a man killed. That man was insured for three thousand
pounds, and, consequently, some person stands to gain by his death to that
amount. The whole set of circumstances is highly favourable to the idea of
homicide. The man was alone in the house when he died; and the total
destruction of both the body and its surroundings seems to render investigation
impossible. The cause of death can only be inferred; it cannot be proved; and
the most glaring evidence of a crime will have vanished utterly. I think that
there is a quite strong prima facie suggestion of murder. Under the known
conditions, the perpetration of a murder would have been easy, it would have
been safe from detection, and there is an adequate motive.

"On the other hand, suicide is not impossible. The man might have set fire
to the house and then killed himself by poison or otherwise. But it is
intrinsically less probable that a man should kill himself for another person's
benefit than that he should kill another man for his own benefit.

"Finally, there is the possibility that the fire and the man's death were
the result of accident; against which is the official opinion that the fire
started in two places. If this opinion is correct, it establishes, in my
opinion, a strong presumption of murder against some person who may have
obtained access to the house."

This point in the discussion brought us to the ruined house, which stood at
the corner of two small streets. One of the firemen in charge admitted us, when
we had shown our credentials, through a temporary door and down a ladder into
the basement, where we found a number of men treading gingerly, ankle deep in
white ash, among a litter of charred wood-work, fused glass, warped and broken
china, and more or less recognisable metal objects.

"The coroner and the jury," the fireman explained; "come to view the scene
of the disaster." He introduced us to the former, who bowed stiffly and
continued his investigations.

"These," said the other fireman, "are the springs of the chair that the
deceased was sitting in. We found the body—or rather the
bones—lying among them under a heap of hot ashes; and we found the
buttons of his clothes and the things from his pockets among the ashes, too.
You'll see them in the mortuary with the remains."

"It must have been a terrific blaze," one of the jurymen remarked. "Just
look at this, sir," and he handed to Thorndyke what looked like part of a
gas-fitting, of which the greater part was melted into shapeless lumps and the
remainder encrusted into fused porcelain.

"That," said the fireman, "was the gasalier of the first-floor room, where
Mr. Bland was sitting. Ah! you won't turn that tap, sir; nobody'll ever turn
that tap again."

Thorndyke held the twisted mass of brass towards me in silence, and,
glancing up the blackened walls, remarked: "I think we shall have to come here
again with the Divisional Officer, but meanwhile, we had better see the remains
of the body. It is just possible that we may learn something from them."

He applied to the coroner for the necessary authority to make the
inspection, and, having obtained a rather ungracious and grudging permission to
examine the remains when the jury had "viewed" them, began to ascend the
ladder.

"Our friend would have liked to refuse permission," he remarked when we had
emerged into the street, "but he knew that I could and should have
insisted."

"So I gathered from his manner," said I. "But what is he doing here? This
isn't his district."

"No; he is acting for Bettsford, who is laid up just now; and a very poor
substitute he is. A non-medical coroner is an absurdity in any case, and a
coroner who is hostile to the medical profession is a public scandal. By the
way, that gas-tap offers a curious problem. You noticed that it was turned
off?"

"Yes."

"And consequently that the deceased was sitting in the dark when the fire
broke out. I don't see the bearing of the fact, but it is certainly rather odd.
Here is the mortuary. We had better wait and let the jury go in first."

We had not long to wait. In a couple of minutes or so the "twelve good men
and true" made their appearance with a small attendant crowd of ragamuffins. We
let them enter first, and then we followed. The mortuary was a good-sized room,
well lighted by a glass roof, and having at its centre a long table on which
lay the shell containing the remains. There was also a sheet of paper on which
had been laid out a set of blackened steel waistcoat buttons, a bunch of keys,
a steel-handled pocket-knife, a steel-cased watch on a partly-fused rolled-gold
chain, and a pocket corkscrew. The coroner drew the attention of the jury to
these objects, and then took possession of them, that they might be identified
by witnesses. And meanwhile the jurymen gathered round the shell and stared
shudderingly at its gruesome contents.

"I am sorry, gentlemen," said the coroner, "to have to subject you to this
painful ordeal. But duty is duty. We must hope, as I think we may, that this
poor creature met a painless if in some respects a rather terrible death."

At this point, Thorndyke, who had drawn near to the table, cast a long and
steady glance down into the shell; and immediately his ordinarily rather
impassive face seemed to congeal; all expression faded from it, leaving it as
immovable and uncommunicative as the granite face of an Egyptian statue. I knew
the symptom of old and began to speculate on its present significance.

"Are you taking any medical evidence?" he asked.

"Medical evidence!" the coroner repeated, scornfully. "Certainly not, sir! I
do not waste the public money by employing so-called experts to tell the jury
what each of them can see quite plainly for himself. I imagine," he added,
turning to the foreman, "that you will not require a learned doctor to explain
to you how that poor fellow mortal met his death?"

And the foreman, glancing askance at the skull, replied, with a pallid and
sickly smile, that "he thought not."

"Do you, sir," the coroner continued, with a dramatic wave of the hand
towards the plain coffin, "suppose that we shall find any difficulty in
determining how that man came by his death?"

"I imagine," replied Thorndyke, without moving a muscle, or, indeed,
appearing to have any muscles to move, "I imagine you will find no difficulty
whatever."

"So do I," said the coroner.

"Then," retorted Thorndyke, with a faint, inscrutable smile, "we are, for
once, in complete agreement."

As the coroner and jury retired, leaving my colleague and me alone in the
mortuary, Thorndyke remarked: "I suppose this kind of farce will be repeated
periodically so long as these highly technical medical inquiries continue to be
conducted by lay persons."

I made no reply, for I had taken a long look into the shell, and was lost in
astonishment.

"But my dear Thorndyke!" I exclaimed; "what on earth does it mean? Are we to
suppose that a woman can have palmed herself off as a man on the examining
medical officer of a London Life Assurance Society?"

Thorndyke shook his head. "I think not," said he. "Our friend, Mr. Bland,
may conceivably have been a woman in disguise, but he certainly was not a
negress."

"A negress!" I gasped. "By Jove! So it is! I hadn't looked at the skull. But
that only makes the mystery more mysterious. Because, you remember, the body
was certainly dressed in Bland's clothes."

"Yes, there seems to be no doubt about that. And you may have noticed, as I
did," Thorndyke continued dryly, "the remarkably fire-proof character of the
waistcoat buttons, watch-case, knife-handle, and other identifiable
objects."

"But what a horrible affair!" I exclaimed. "The brute must have gone out and
enticed some poor devil of a negress into the house, have murdered her in cold
blood and then deliberately dressed the corpse in his own clothes! It is
perfectly frightful!"

Again Thorndyke shook his head. "It wasn't as bad as that, Jervis," said he,
"though I must confess that I feel strongly tempted to let your hypothesis
stand. It would be quite amusing to put Mr. Bland on trial for the murder of an
unknown negress, and let him explain the facts himself. But our reputation is
at stake. Look at the bones again and a little more critically. You very
probably looked for the sex first; then you looked for racial characters. Now
carry your investigations a step farther."

"There is the stature," said I. "But that is of no importance, as these are
not Bland's bones. The only other point that I notice is that the fire seems to
have acted very unequally on the different parts of the body."

"Yes," agreed Thorndyke, "and that is the point. Some parts are more burnt
than others; and the parts which are burnt most are the wrong parts. Look at
the back-bone, for instance. The vertebrae are as white as chalk. They are mere
masses of bone ash. But, of all parts of the skeleton, there is none so
completely protected from fire as the back-bone, with the great dorsal muscles
behind, and the whole mass of the viscera in front. Then look at the skull. Its
appearance is quite inconsistent with the suggested facts. The bones of the
face are bare and calcined and the orbits contain not a trace of the eyes or
other structures; and yet there is a charred mass of what may or may not be
scalp adhering to the crown. But the scalp, as the most exposed and the
thinnest covering, would be the first to be destroyed, while the last to be
consumed would be the structures about the jaws and the base, of which, you
see, not a vestige is left."

Here he lifted the skull carefully from the shell, and, peering in through
the great foramen at the base, handed it to me.

"Look in," he said, "through the Foramen Magnum—you will see better if
you hold the orbits towards the skylight—and notice an even more extreme
inconsistency with the supposed conditions. The brain and membranes have
vanished without leaving a trace. The inside of the skull is as clean as if it
had been macerated. But this is impossible. The brain is not only protected
from the fire; it is also protected from contact with the air. But without
access of oxygen, although it might become carbonised, it could not be
consumed. No, Jervis; it won't do."

I replaced the skull in the coffin and looked at him in surprise. "What is
it that you are suggesting?" I asked.

"I suggest that this was not a body at all, but merely a dry skeleton."

"But," I objected, "what about those masses of what looks like charred
muscle adhering to the bones?"

"Yes," he replied, "I have been noticing them. They do, as you say, look
like masses of charred muscle. But they are quite shapeless and structureless;
I cannot identify a single muscle or muscular group; and there is not a vestige
of any of the tendons. Moreover, the distribution is false. For instance, will
you tell me what muscle you think that is?"

He pointed to a thick, charred mass on the inner surface of the left tibia
or shin-bone. "Now this portion of the bone—as many a hockey-player has
had reason to realise—has no muscular covering at all. It lies
immediately under the skin."

"I think you are right, Thorndyke," said I. "That lump of muscle in the
wrong place gives the whole fraud away. But it was really a rather smart dodge.
This fellow Bland must be an ingenious rascal."

"Yes," agreed Thorndyke; "but an unscrupulous villain too. He might have
burned down half the street and killed a score of people. He'll have to pay the
piper for this little frolic."

"What shall you do now? Are you going to notify the coroner?"

"No; that is not my business. I think we will verify our conclusions and
then inform our clients and the police. We must measure the skull as well as we
can without callipers, but it is, fortunately, quite typical. The short, broad,
flat nasal bones, with the 'Simian groove,' and those large, strong teeth, worn
flat by hard and gritty food, are highly characteristic." He once more lifted
out the skull, and, with a spring tape, made a few measurements, while I noted
the lengths of the principal long bones and the width across the hips.

"I make the cranial-nasal index 5,"5 said he, as he replaced the skull, "and
the cranial index about 72, which are quite representative numbers; and, as I
see that your notes show the usual disproportionate length of arm and the
characteristic curve of the tibia, we may be satisfied. But it is fortunate
that the specimen is so typical. To the experienced eye, racial types have a
physiognomy which is unmistakable on mere inspection. But you cannot transfer
the experienced eye. You can only express personal conviction and back it up
with measurements.

"And now we will go and look in on Stalker, and inform him that his office
has saved three thousand pounds by employing us. After which it will be West
ward Ho! for Scotland Yard, to prepare an unpleasant little surprise for Mr.
Percival Bland."

There was joy among the journalists on the following day. Each of the
morning papers devoted an entire column to an unusually detailed account of the
inquest on the late Percival Bland—who, it appeared, met his death by
misadventure—and a verbatim report of the coroner's eloquent remarks on
the danger of solitary, fireside tippling, and the stupefying effects of port
wine. An adjacent column contained an equally detailed account of the
appearance of the deceased at Bow Street Police Court to answer complicated
charges of arson, fraud and forgery; while a third collated the two accounts
with gleeful commentaries.

Mr. Percival Bland, alias Robert Lindsay, now resides on the breezy uplands
of Dartmoor, where, in his abundant leisure, he, no doubt, regrets his
misdirected ingenuity. But he has not laboured in vain. To the Lord Chancellor
he has furnished an admirable illustration of the danger of appointing lay
coroners; and to me an unforgettable warning against the effects of
suggestion.


THE MISSING MORTGAGEE

PART I

Early in the afternoon of a warm, humid November day, Thomas Elton sauntered
dejectedly along the Margate esplanade, casting an eye now on the
slate-coloured sea with its pall of slate-coloured sky, and now on the harbour,
where the ebb tide was just beginning to expose the mud. It was a dreary
prospect, and Elton varied it by observing the few fishermen and fewer
promenaders who walked foot to foot with their distorted reflections in the wet
pavement; and thus it was that his eye fell on a smartly-dressed man who had
just stepped into a shelter to light a cigar.

A contemporary joker has classified the Scotsmen who abound in South Africa
into two groups: those, namely, who hail from Scotland, and those who hail from
Palestine. Now, something in the aspect of the broad back that was presented to
his view, in that of the curly, black hair and the exuberant raiment, suggested
to Elton a Scotsman of the latter type. In fact, there was a suspicion of
disagreeable familiarity in the figure which caused him to watch it and slacken
his pace. The man backed out of the shelter, diffusing azure clouds, and,
drawing an envelope from his pocket, read something that was written on it.
Then he turned quickly—and so did Elton, but not quickly enough. For he
was a solitary figure on that bald and empty expanse, and the other had seen
him at the first glance. Elton walked away slowly, but he had not gone a dozen
paces when he felt the anticipated slap on the shoulder and heard the too
well-remembered voice.

"Blow me, if I don't believe you were trying to cut me, Tom," it said.

Elton looked round with ill-assumed surprise. "Hallo, Gordon! Who the deuce
would have thought of seeing you here?"

Gordon laughed thickly. "Not you, apparently; and you don't look as pleased
as you might now you have seen me. Whereas I'm delighted to see you, and
especially to see that things are going so well with you."

"What do you mean?" asked Elton.

"Taking your winter holiday by the sea, like a blooming duke."

"I'm not taking a holiday," said Elton. "I was so worn out that I had to
have some sort of change; but I've brought my work down with me, and I put in a
full seven hours every day."

"That's right," said Gordon. "'Consider the ant.' Nothing like steady
industry! I've brought my work down with me too; a little slip of paper with a
stamp on it. You know the article, Tom."

"I know. But it isn't due till to-morrow, is it?"

"Isn't it, by gum! It's due this very day, the twentieth of the month.
That's why I'm here. Knowing your little weakness in the matter of dates, and
having a small item to collect in Canterbury, I thought I'd just come on, and
save you the useless expense that results from forgetfulness."

Elton understood the hint, and his face grew rigid.

"I can't do it, Gordon; I can't really. Haven't got it, and shan't have it
until I'm paid for the batch of drawings that I'm working on now."

"Oh, but what a pity!" exclaimed Gordon, taking the cigar from his thick,
pouting lips to utter the exclamation. "Here you are, blueing your capital on
seaside jaunts and reducing your income at a stroke by a clear four pounds a
year."

"How do you make that out?" demanded Elton.

"Tut, tut," protested Gordon, "what an unbusinesslike chap you are! Here's a
little matter of twenty pounds quarter's interest. If it's paid now, it's
twenty. If it isn't, it goes on to the principal and there's another four
pounds a year to be paid. Why don't you try to be more economical, dear
boy?"

Elton looked askance at the vampire by his side; at the plump blue-shaven
cheeks, the thick black eyebrows, the drooping nose, and the full, red lips
that embraced the cigar, and though he was a mild tempered man he felt that he
could have battered that sensual, complacent face out of all human likeness,
with something uncommonly like enjoyment. But of these thoughts nothing
appeared in his reply, for a man cannot afford to say all he would wish to a
creditor who could ruin him with a word.

"You mustn't be too hard on me, Gordon," said he. "Give me a little time.
I'm doing all I can, you know. I earn every penny that I am able, and I have
kept my insurance paid up regularly. I shall be paid for this work in a week or
two and then we can settle up."

Gordon made no immediate reply, and the two men walked slowly eastward, a
curiously ill-assorted pair: the one prosperous, jaunty, overdressed; the other
pale and dejected, and, with his well-brushed but napless clothes, his patched
boots and shiny-brimmed hat, the very type of decent, struggling poverty.

They had just passed the pier, and were coming to the base of the jetty,
when Gordon next spoke.

"Can't we get off this beastly wet pavement?" he asked, looking down at his
dainty and highly-polished boots. "What's it like down on the sands?"

"Oh, it's very good walking," said Elton, "between here and Foreness, and
probably drier than the pavement."

"Then," said Gordon, "I vote we go down"; and accordingly they descended the
sloping way beyond the jetty. The stretch of sand left by the retiring tide was
as smooth and firm as a sheet of asphalt, and far more pleasant to walk
upon.

"We seem to have the place all to ourselves," remarked Gordon, "with the
exception of some half-dozen dukes like yourself."

As he spoke, he cast a cunning black eye furtively at the dejected man by
his side, considering how much further squeezing was possible, and what would
be the probable product of a further squeeze; but he quickly averted his gaze
as Elton turned on him a look eloquent of contempt and dislike. There was
another pause, for Elton made no reply to the last observation; then Gordon
changed over from one arm to the other the heavy fur overcoat that he was
carrying. "Needn't have brought this beastly thing," he remarked, "if I'd known
it was going to be so warm."

"Shall I carry it for you a little way?" asked the naturally polite
Elton.

"If you would, dear boy," replied Gordon. "It's difficult to manage an
overcoat, an umbrella and cigar all at once."

He handed over the coat with a sigh of relief, and having straightened
himself and expanded his chest, remarked: "I suppose you're beginning to do
quite well now, Tom?"

Elton shook his head gloomily. "No," he answered, "it's the same old
grind."

"But surely they're beginning to recognise your talents by this time," said
Gordon, with the persuasive air of a counsel.

"That's just the trouble," said Elton. "You see, I haven't any, and they
recognised the fact long ago. I'm just a journeyman, and journeyman's work is
what I get given to me."

"You mean to say that the editors don't appreciate talent when they see
it."

"I don't know about that," said Elton, "but they're most infernally
appreciative of the lack of it."

Gordon blew out a great cloud of smoke, and raised his eyebrows
reflectively. "Do you think," he said after a brief pause, "you give 'em a fair
chance? I've seen some of your stuff. It's blooming prim, you know. Why don't
you try something more lively? More skittish, you know, old chap; something
with legs, you know, and high shoes. See what I mean, old chap? High with good
full calves and not too fat in the ankle. That ought to fetch 'em; don't you
think so?"

Elton scowled. "You're thinking of the drawings in 'Hold Me Up,'" he said
scornfully, "but you're mistaken. Any fool can draw a champagne bottle upside
down with a French shoe at the end of it."

"No doubt, dear boy," said Gordon, "but I expect that sort of fool knows
what pays."

"A good many fools seem to know that much," retorted Elton; and then he was
sorry he had spoken, for Gordon was not really an amiable man, and the
expression of his face suggested that he had read a personal application into
the rejoinder. So, once more, the two men walked on in silence.

Presently their footsteps led them to the margin of the weed-covered rocks,
and here, from under a high heap of bladder-wrack, a large green shore crab
rushed out and menaced them with uplifted claws. Gordon stopped and stared at
the creature with Cockney surprise, prodding it with his umbrella, and
speculating aloud as to whether it was good to eat. The crab, as if alarmed at
the suggestion, suddenly darted away and began to scuttle over the green-clad
rocks, finally plunging into a large, deep pool. Gordon pursued it, hobbling
awkwardly over the slippery rocks, until he came to the edge of the pool, over
which he stooped, raking inquisitively among the weedy fringe with his
umbrella. He was so much interested in his quarry that he failed to allow for
the slippery surface on which he stood. The result was disastrous. Of a sudden,
one foot began to slide forward, and when he tried to recover his balance, was
instantly followed by the other. For a moment he struggled frantically to
regain his footing, executing a sort of splashing, stamping dance on the
margin. Then, the circling sea birds were startled by a yell of terror, an
ivory-handled umbrella flew across the rocks, and Mr. Solomon Gordon took a
complete header into the deepest part of the pool. What the crab thought of it
history does not relate. What Mr. Gordon thought of it is unsuitable for
publication; but, as he rose, like an extremely up-to-date merman, he expressed
his sentiments with a wealth of adjectives that brought Elton in the verge of
hysteria.

"It's a good job you brought your overcoat, after all," Elton remarked for
the sake of saying something, and thereby avoiding the risk of exploding into
undeniable laughter. The Hebrew made no reply—at least, no reply that
lends itself to verbatim report—but staggered towards the hospitable
overcoat, holding out his dripping arms. Having inducted him into the garment
and buttoned him up, Elton hurried off to recover the umbrella (and,
incidentally, to indulge himself in a broad grin), and, having secured it,
angled with it for the smart billy-cock which was floating across the pool.

It was surprising what a change the last minute or two had wrought. The
positions of the two men were now quite reversed. Despite his shabby clothing,
Elton seemed to walk quite jauntily as compared with his shuddering companion
who trotted by his side with short miserable steps, shrinking into the
uttermost depths of his enveloping coat, like an alarmed winkle into its shell,
puffing out his cheeks and anathematising the Universe in general as well as
his chattering teeth would let him.

For some time they hurried along towards the slope by the jetty without
exchanging any further remarks; then suddenly, Elton asked: "What are you going
to do, Gordon? You can't travel like that."

"Can't you lend me a change?" asked Gordon. Elton reflected. He had another
suit, his best suit, which he had been careful to preserve in good condition
for use on those occasions when a decent appearance was indispensable. He
looked askance at the man by his side and something told him that the treasured
suit would probably receive less careful treatment than it was accustomed to.
Still the man couldn't be allowed to go about in wet clothes.

"I've got a spare suit," he said. "It isn't quite up to your style, and may
not be much of a fit, but I daresay you'll be able to put up with it for an
hour or two."

"It'll be dry anyhow," mumbled Gordon, "so we won't trouble about the style.
How far is it to your rooms?"

The plural number was superfluous. Elton's room was in a little ancient
flint house at the bottom of a narrow close in the old quarter of the town. You
reached it without any formal preliminaries of bell or knocker by simply
letting yourself in by a street door, crossing a tiny room, opening the door of
what looked like a narrow cupboard, and squeezing up a diminutive flight of
stairs, which was unexpectedly exposed to view. By following this procedure,
the two men reached a small bed-sitting-room; that is to say, it was a bed
room, but by sitting down on the bed, you converted it into a sitting-room.

Gordon puffed out his cheeks and looked round distastefully.

"You might just ring for some hot water, old chappie," he said.

Elton laughed aloud. "Ring!" he exclaimed. "Ring what? Your clothes are the
only things that are likely to get wrung."

"Well, then, sing out for the servant," said Gordon.

Elton laughed again. "My dear fellow," said he, "we don't go in for
servants. There is only my land lady and she never comes up here. She's too fat
to get up the stairs, and besides, she's got a game leg. I look after my room
myself. You'll be all right if you have a good rub down."

Gordon groaned, and emerged reluctantly from the depths of his overcoat,
while Elton brought forth from the chest of drawers the promised suit and the
necessary undergarments. One of these latter Gordon held up with a sour smile,
as he regarded it with extreme disfavour.

"I shouldn't think," said he, "you need have been at the trouble of marking
them so plainly. No one's likely to want to run away with them."

The undergarments certainly contrasted very unfavourably with the delicate
garments which he was peeling off, excepting in one respect; they were dry; and
that had to console him for the ignominious change.

The clothes fitted quite fairly, notwithstanding the difference between the
figures of the two men; for while Gordon was a slender man grown fat, Elton was
a broad man grown thin; which, in a way, averaged their superficial area.

Elton watched the process of investment and noted the caution with which
Gordon smuggled the various articles from his own pockets into those of the
borrowed garments without exposing them to view; heard the jingle of money; saw
the sumptuous gold watch and massive chain transplanted and noted with interest
the large leather wallet that came forth from the breast pocket of the wet
coat. He got a better view of this from the fact that Gordon himself examined
it narrowly, and even opened it to inspect its contents.

"Lucky that wasn't an ordinary pocketbook." he remarked. "If it had been,
your receipt would have got wet, and so would one or two other little articles
that wouldn't have been improved by salt water. And, talking of the receipt,
Tom, shall I hand it over now?"

"You can if you like," said Elton; "but as I told you, I haven't got the
money"; on which Gordon muttered: "Pity, pity," and thrust the wallet into his,
or rather, Elton's breast pocket.

A few minutes later, the two men came out together into the gathering
darkness, and as they walked slowly up the close, Elton asked: "Are you going
up to town to-night, Gordon?"

"How can I?" was the reply. "I can't go without my clothes. No, I shall run
over to Broadstairs. A client of mine keeps a boarding-house there. He'll have
to put me up for the night, and if you can get my clothes cleaned and dried I
can come over for them to-morrow."

These arrangements having been settled, the two men adjourned, at Gordon's
suggestion, for tea at one of the restaurants on the Front; and after that,
again at Gordon's suggestion, they set forth together along the cliff path that
leads to Broadstairs by way of Kingsgate.

"You may as well walk with me into Broadstairs," said Gordon; "I'll stand
you the fare back by rail"; and to this Elton had agreed, not because he was
desirous of the other man's company, but because he still had some lingering
hopes of being able to adjust the little difficulty respecting the
instalment.

He did not, however, open the subject at once. Profoundly as he loathed and
despised the human spider whom necessity made his associate for the moment, he
exerted himself to keep up a current of amusing conversation. It was not easy;
for Gordon, like most men whose attention is focussed on the mere acquirement
of money, looked with a dull eye on the ordinary interests of life. His tastes
in art he had already hinted at, and his other tastes lay much in the same
direction. Money first, for its own sake, and then those coarser and more
primitive gratifications that it was capable of purchasing. This was the
horizon that bounded Mr. Solomon Gordon's field of vision.

Nevertheless, they were well on their way before Elton alluded to the
subject that was uppermost in both their minds.

"Look here, Gordon," he said at length, "can't you manage to give me a bit
more time to pay up this instalment? It doesn't seem quite fair to keep sending
up the principal like this."

"Well, dear boy," replied Gordon, "it's your own fault, you know. If you
would only bear the dates in mind, it wouldn't happen."

"But," pleaded Elton, "just consider what I'm paying you. I originally
borrowed fifty pounds from you, and I'm now paying you eighty pounds a year in
addition to the insurance premium. That's close on a hundred a year; just about
half that I manage to earn by slaving like a nigger. If you stick it up any
farther you won't leave me enough to keep body and soul together; which really
means that I shan't be able to pay you at all."

There was a brief pause; then Gordon said dryly: "You talk about not paying,
dear boy, as if you had forgotten about that promissory note."

Elton set his teeth. His temper was rising rapidly. But he restrained
himself.

"I should have a pretty poor memory if I had," he replied, "considering the
number of reminders you've given me."

"You've needed them, Tom," said the other. "I've never met a slacker man in
keeping to his engagements."

At this Elton lost his temper completely.

"That's a damned lie!" he exclaimed, "and you know it, you infernal, dirty,
blood-sucking parasite."

Gordon stopped dead.

"Look here, my friend," said he; "none of that. If I've any of your damned
sauce, I'll give you a sound good hammering."

"The deuce you will!" said Elton, whose fingers were itching, not for the
first time, to take some recompense for all that he had suffered from the
insatiable usurer. "Nothing's preventing you now, you know, but I fancy cent.
per cent. is more in your line than fighting."

"Give me any more sauce and you'll see," said Gordon.

"Very well," was the quiet rejoinder. "I have great pleasure in informing
you that you are a human maw-worm. How does that suit you?"

For reply, Gordon threw down his overcoat and umbrella on the grass at the
side of the path, and deliberately slapped Elton on the cheek.

The reply followed instantly in the form of a smart left-hander, which took
effect on the bridge of the Hebrew's rather prominent nose. Thus the battle was
fairly started, and it proceeded with all the fury of accumulated hatred on the
one side and sharp physical pain on the other. What little science there was
appertained to Elton, in spite of which, however, he had to give way to his
heavier, better nourished and more excitable opponent. Regardless of the
punishment he received, the infuriated Jew rushed at him and, by sheer weight
of onslaught, drove him backward across the little green.

Suddenly, Elton, who knew the place by daylight, called out in alarm.

"Look out, Gordon! Get back, you fool!"

But Gordon, blind with fury, and taking this as attempt to escape, only
pressed him harder. Elton's pugnacity died out instantly in mortal terror. He
shouted out another warning and as Gordon still pressed him, battering
furiously, he did the only thing that was possible: he dropped to the ground.
And then, in the twinkling of an eye came the catastrophe. Borne forward by his
own momentum, Gordon stumbled over Elton's prostrate body, staggered forward a
few paces, and fell. Elton heard a muffled groan that faded quickly, and
mingled with the sound of falling earth and stones. He sprang to his feet and
looked round and saw that he was alone.

For some moments he was dazed by the suddenness of the awful thing that had
happened. He crept timorously towards the unseen edge of the cliff, and
listened.

There was no sound save the distant surge of the breakers, and the scream of
an invisible sea-bird. It was useless to try to look over. Near as he was, he
could not, even now, distinguish the edge of the cliff from the dark beach
below. Suddenly he bethought him of a narrow cutting that led down from the
cliff to the shore. Quickly crossing the green, and mechanically stooping to
pick up Gordon's overcoat and umbrella, he made his way to the head of the
cutting and ran down the rough chalk roadway. At the bottom he turned to the
right and, striding hurriedly over the smooth sand, peered into the darkness at
the foot of the cliff.

Soon there loomed up against the murky sky the shadowy form of the little
headland on which he and Gordon had stood; and, almost at the same moment,
there grew out of the darkness of the beach a darker spot amidst a
constellation of smaller spots of white. As he drew nearer the dark spot took
shape; a horrid shape with sprawling limbs and a head strangely awry. He
stepped forward, trembling, and spoke the name that the thing had borne. He
grasped the flabby hand, and laid his fingers on the wrist; but it only told
him the same tale as did that strangely misplaced head. The body lay face
downwards, and he had not the courage to turn it over; but that his enemy was
dead he had not the faintest doubt. He stood up amidst the litter of fallen
chalk and earth and looked down at the horrible, motionless thing, wondering
numbly and vaguely what he should do. Should he go and seek assistance? The
answer to that came in another question. How came that body to be lying on the
beach? And what answer should he give to the inevitable questions? And swiftly
there grew up in his mind, born of the horror of the thing that was, a yet
greater horror of the thing that might be.

A minute later, a panic-stricken man stole with stealthy swiftness up the
narrow cutting and set forth towards Margate, stopping anon to listen, and
stealing away off the path into the darkness, to enter the town by the inland
road.

Little sleep was there that night for Elton in his room in the old flint
house. The dead man's clothes, which greeted him on his arrival, hanging limply
on the towel-horse where he had left them, haunted him through the night. In
the darkness, the sour smell of damp cloth assailed him with an endless
reminder of their presence, and after each brief doze, he would start up in
alarm and hastily light his candle; only to throw its flickering light on those
dank, drowned-looking vestments. His thoughts, half-controlled, as night
thoughts are, flitted erratically from the unhappy past to the unstable
present, and thence to the incalculable future. Once he lighted the candle
specially to look at his watch to see if the tide had yet crept up to that
solitary figure on the beach; nor could he rest again until the time of high
water was well past. And all through these wanderings of his thoughts there
came, recurring like a horrible refrain, the question what would happen when
the body was found? Could he be connected with it and, if so, would he be
charged with murder? At last he fell asleep and slumbered on until the landlady
thumped at the staircase door to announce that she had brought his
breakfast.

As soon as he was dressed he went out. Not, however, until he had stuffed
Gordon's still damp clothes and boots, the cumbrous overcoat and the smart
billy-cock hat into his trunk, and put the umbrella into the darkest corner of
the cupboard. Not that anyone ever came up to the room, but that, already, he
was possessed with the uneasy secretiveness of the criminal. He went straight
down to the beach; with what purpose he could hardly have said, but an
irresistible impulse drove him thither to see if it was there. He went down by
the jetty and struck out eastward over the smooth sand, looking about him with
dreadful expectation for some small crowd or hurrying messenger. From the foot
of the cliffs, over the rocks to the distant line of breakers, his eye roved
with eager dread, and still he hurried eastward, always drawing nearer to the
place that he feared to look on. As he left the town behind, so he left behind
the one or two idlers on the beach, and when he turned Foreness Point he lost
sight of the last of them and went forward alone. It was less than half an hour
later that the fatal headland opened out beyond Whiteness.

Not a soul had he met along that solitary beach, and though, once or twice,
he had started at the sight of some mass of drift wood or heap of seaweed, the
dreadful thing that he was seeking had not yet appeared. He passed the opening
of the cutting and approached the headland, breathing fast and looking about
him fearfully. Already he could see the larger lumps of chalk that had fallen,
and looking up, he saw a clean, white patch at the summit of the cliff. But
still there was no sign of the corpse. He walked on more slowly now,
considering whether it could have drifted out to sea, or whether he should find
it in the next bay. And then, rounding the head land, he came in sight of a
black hole at the cliff foot, the entrance to a deep cave. He approached yet
more slowly, sweeping his eye round the little bay, and looking apprehensively
at the cavity before him. Suppose the thing should have washed in there. It was
quite possible. Many things did wash into that cave, for he had once visited it
and had been astonished at the quantity of seaweed and jetsam that had
accumulated within it. But it was an uncomfortable thought. It would be doubly
horrible to meet the awful thing in the dim twilight of the cavern. And yet,
the black archway seemed to draw him on, step by step, until he stood at the
portal and looked in. It was an eerie place, chilly and damp, the clammy walls
and roof stained green and purple and black with encrusting lichens. At one
time, Elton had been told, it used to be haunted by smugglers, and then
communicated with an underground passage; and the old smuggler's look-out still
remained; a narrow tunnel, high up the cliff, looking out into Kingsgate Bay;
and even some vestiges of the rude steps that led up to the look-out platform
could still be traced, and were not impossible to climb. Indeed, Elton had, at
his last visit, climbed to the platform and looked out through the spy-hole. He
recalled the circumstance now, as he stood, peering nervously into the
darkness, and straining his eyes to see what jetsam the ocean had brought since
then.

At first he could see nothing but the smooth sand near the opening; then, as
his eyes grew more accustomed to the gloom, he could make out the great heap of
seaweed on the floor of the cave. Insensibly, he crept in, with his eyes
riveted on the weedy mass and, as he left the daylight behind him, so did the
twilight of the cave grow clearer. His feet left the firm sand and trod the
springy mass of weed, and in the silence of the cave he could now hear plainly
the rain-like patter of the leaping sand-hoppers. He stopped for a moment to
listen to the unfamiliar sound, and still the gloom of the cave grew lighter to
his more accustomed eyes.

And then, in an instant, he saw it. From a heap of weed, a few paces ahead,
projected a boot; his own boot; he recognised the patch on the sole; and at the
sight, his heart seemed to stand still. Though he had somehow expected to find
it here, its presence seemed to strike him with a greater shock of horror from
that very circumstance.

He was standing stock still, gazing with fearful fascination at the boot and
the swelling mound of weed, when, suddenly, there struck upon his ear the voice
of a woman, singing.

He started violently. His first impulse was to run out of the cave. But a
moment's reflection told him what madness this would be. And then the voice
drew nearer, and there broke out the high, rippling laughter of a child. Elton
looked in terror at the bright opening of the cavern's mouth, expecting every
moment to see it frame a group of figures. If that happened, he was lost, for
he would have been seen actually with the body. Suddenly he bethought him of
the spy-hole and the platform, both of which were invisible from the entrance;
and turning, he ran quickly over the sodden weed till he came to the remains of
the steps. Climbing hurriedly up these, he reached the platform, which was
enclosed in a large niche, just as the reverberating sound of voices told him
that the strangers were within the mouth of the cave. He strained his ears to
catch what they were saying and to make out if they were entering farther. It
was a child's voice that he had first heard, and very weird were the hollow
echoes of the thin treble that were flung back from the rugged walls. But he
could not hear what the child had said. The woman's voice, however, was quite
distinct, and the words seemed significant in more senses than one.

"No, dear," it said, "you had better not go in. It's cold and damp. Come out
into the sunshine."

Elton breathed more freely. But the woman was more right than she knew. It
was cold and damp, that thing under the black tangle of weed. Better far to be
out in the sunshine. He himself was already longing to escape from the chill
and gloom, of the cavern. But he could not escape yet. Innocent as he actually
was, his position was that of a murderer. He must wait until the coast was
clear, and then steal out, to hurry away unobserved.

He crept up cautiously to the short tunnel and peered out through the
opening across the bay. And then his heart sank. Below him, on the sunny beach,
a small party of visitors had established themselves just within view of the
mouth of the cave; and even as he looked, a man approached from the wooden
stairway down the cliff, carrying a couple of deck chairs. So, for the present
his escape was hopelessly cut off.

He went back to the platform and sat down to wait for his release; and, as
he sat, his thoughts went back once more to the thing that lay under the weed.
How long would it lie there undiscovered? And what would happen when it was
found? What was there to connect him with it? Of course, there was his name on
the clothing, but there was nothing incriminating in that, if he had only had
the courage to give information at once. But it was too late to think of that
now. Besides, it suddenly flashed upon him, there was the receipt in the
wallet. That receipt mentioned him by name and referred to a loan. Obviously,
its suggestion was most sinister, coupled with his silence. It was a deadly
item of evidence against him. But no sooner had he realised the appalling
significance of this document than he also realised that it was still within
his reach. Why should he leave it there to be brought in evidence—in
false evidence, too—against him?

Slowly he rose and, creeping down the tunnel, once more looked out. The
people were sitting quietly in their chairs, the man was reading, and the child
was digging in the sand. Elton looked across the bay to make sure that no other
person was approaching, and then, hastily climbing down the steps, walked
across the great bed of weed, driving an army of sand-hoppers before him. He
shuddered at the thought of what he was going to do, and the clammy chill of
the cave seemed to settle on him in a cold sweat.

He came to the little mound from which the boot projected, and began,
shudderingly and with faltering hand, to lift the slimy, tangled weed. As he
drew aside the first bunch, be gave a gasp of horror and quickly replaced it.
The body was lying on its back, and, as he lifted the weed he had
uncovered—not the face, for the thing had no face. It had struck either
the cliff or a stone upon the beach and—but there is no need to go into
particulars: it had no face. When he had recovered a little, Elton groped
shudderingly among the weed until he found the breast-pocket from which he
quickly drew out the wallet, now clammy, sodden and loathsome. He was rising
with it in his hand when an apparition, seen through the opening of the cave,
arrested his movement as if he had been suddenly turned into stone. A man,
apparently a fisherman or sailor, was sauntering past some thirty yards from
the mouth of the cave, and at his heels trotted a mongrel dog. The dog stopped,
and, lifting his nose, seemed to sniff the air; and then he began to walk
slowly and suspiciously towards the cave. The man sauntered on and soon passed
out of view; but the dog still came on towards the cave, stopping now and again
with upraised nose.

The catastrophe seemed inevitable. But just at that moment the man's voice
rose, loud and angry, evidently calling the dog. The animal hesitated, looking
wistfully from his master to the cave; but when the summons was repeated, he
turned reluctantly and trotted away.

Elton stood up and took a deep breath. The chilly sweat was running clown
his face, his heart was thumping and his knees trembled, so that he could
hardly get back to the platform. What hideous peril had he escaped and how
narrowly! For there he had stood; and had the man entered, he would have been
caught in the very act of stealing the incriminating document from the body.
For that matter, he was little better off now, with the dead man's property on
his person, and he resolved instantly to take out and destroy the receipt and
put back the wallet. But this was easier thought of than done. The receipt was
soaked with sea water, and refused utterly to light when he applied a match to
it. In the end, he tore it up into little fragments and deliberately swallowed
them, one by one.

But to restore the wallet was more than he was equal to just now. He would
wait until the people had gone home to lunch, and then he would thrust it under
the weed as he ran past. So he sat down again and once more took up the endless
thread of his thoughts.

The receipt was gone now, and with it the immediate suggestion of motive.
There remained only the clothes with their too legible markings. They certainly
connected him with the body, but they offered no proof of his presence at the
catastrophe. And then, suddenly, another most startling idea occurred to him.
Who could identify the body—the body that had no face? There was the
wallet, it was true, but he could take that away with him, and there was a ring
on the finger and some articles in the pockets which might be identified.
But—a voice seemed to whisper to him—these things were removable,
too. And if he removed them, what then? Why, then, the body was that of Thomas
Elton, a friendless, poverty-stricken artist, about whom no one would trouble
to ask any questions.

He pondered on this new situation profoundly. It offered him a choice of
alternatives. Either he might choose the imminent risk of being hanged for a
murder that he had not committed, or he might surrender his identity for ever
and move away to a new environment.

He smiled faintly. His identity! What might that be worth to barter against
his life? Only yesterday he would gladly have surrendered it as the bare price
of emancipation from the vampire who had fastened on to him.

He thrust the wallet into his pocket and buttoned his coat. Thomas Elton was
dead; and that other man, as yet unnamed, should go forth, as the woman had
said, into the sunshine.

PART II

(Related by Christopher Jervis, M.D.)

From various causes, the insurance business that passed through Thorndyke's
hands had, of late, considerably increased. The number of societies which
regularly employed him had grown larger, and, since the remarkable case of
Percival Bland, the "Griffin" had made it a routine practice to send all
inquest cases to us for report.

It was in reference to one of these latter that Mr. Stalker, a senior member
of the staff of that office, called on us one afternoon in December; and when
he had laid his bag on the table and settled himself comfortably before the
fire, he opened the business without preamble.

"I've brought you another inquest case," said he; "a rather queer one, quite
interesting from your point of view. As far as we can see, it has no particular
interest for us excepting that it does rather look as if our examining medical
officer had been a little casual."

"What is the special interest of the case from our point of view?" asked
Thorndyke.

"I'll just give you a sketch of it," said Stalker, "and I think you will
agree that it's a case after your own heart.

"On the 24th of last month, some men who were collecting seaweed, to use as
manure, discovered in a cave at Kingsgate, in the Isle of Thanet, the body of a
man, lying under a mass of accumulated weed. As the tide was rising, they put
the body into their cart and conveyed it to Margate, where, of course, an
inquest was held, and the following facts were elicited. The body was that of a
man named Thomas Elton. It was identified by the name-marks on the clothing, by
the visiting-cards and a couple of letters which were found in the pockets.
From the address on the letters it was seen that Elton had been staying in
Margate, and on inquiry at that address, it was learnt from the old woman who
let the lodgings, that he had been missing about four days. The landlady was
taken to the mortuary, and at once identified the body as that of her lodger.
It remained only to decide how the body came into the cave; and this did not
seem to present much difficulty; for the neck had been broken by a tremendous
blow, which had practically destroyed the face, and there were distinct
evidences of a breaking away of a portion of the top of the cliff, only a few
yards from the position of the cave. There was apparently no doubt that Elton
had fallen sheer from the top of the overhanging cliff on to the beach. Now,
one would suppose with the evidence of this fall of about a hundred and fifty
feet, the smashed face and broken neck, there was not much room for doubt as to
the cause of death. I think you will agree with me, Dr. Jervis?"

"Certainly," I replied; "it must be admitted that a broken neck is a
condition that tends to shorten life."

"Quite so," agreed Stalker; "but our friend, the local coroner, is a
gentleman who takes nothing for granted—a very Thomas Didymus, who
apparently agrees with Dr. Thorndyke that if there is no post mortem, there is
no inquest. So he ordered a post mortem, which would have appeared to me an
absurdly unnecessary proceeding, and I think that even you will agree with me,
Dr. Thorndyke."

But Thorndyke shook his head.

"Not at all," said he. "It might, for instance, be much more easy to push a
drugged or poisoned man over a cliff than to put over the same man in his
normal state. The appearance of violent accident is an excellent mask for the
less obvious forms of murder."

"That's perfectly true," said Stalker; "and I suppose that is what the
coroner thought. At any rate, he had the post-mortem made, and the result was
most curious; for it was found, on opening the body, that the deceased had
suffered from a smallish thoracic aneurism, which had burst. Now, as the
aneurism must obviously have burst during life, it leaves the cause of
death—so I understand—uncertain; at any rate, the medical witness
was unable to say whether the deceased fell over the cliff in consequence of
the bursting of the aneurism or burst the aneurism in consequence of falling
over the cliff. Of course, it doesn't matter to us which way the thing
happened; the only question which interests us is, whether a comparatively
recently insured man ought to have had an aneurism at all."

"Have you paid the claim?" asked Thorndyke.

"No, certainly not. We never pay a claim until we have had your report. But,
as a matter of fact, there is another circumstance that is causing delay. It
seems that Elton had mortgaged his policy to a money lender, named Gordon, and
it is by him that the claim has been made, or rather, by a clerk of his, named
Hyams. Now, we have had a good many dealings with this man Gordon, and hitherto
be has always acted in person; and as he is a somewhat slippery gentleman we
have thought it desirable to have the claim actually signed by him. And that is
the difficulty. For it seems that Mr. Gordon is abroad, and his whereabouts
unknown to Hyams; so, as we certainly couldn't take Hyams's receipt for
payment, the matter is in abeyance until Hyams can communicate with his
principal. And now, I must be running away. I have brought you, as you will
see, all the papers, including the policy and the mortgage deed."

As soon as he was gone, Thorndyke gathered up the bundle of papers and
sorted them out in what be apparently considered the order of their importance.
First be glanced quickly through the proposal form, and then took up the copy
of the coroner's depositions.

"The medical evidence," he remarked, "is very full and complete. Both the
coroner and the doctor seem to know their business."

"Seeing that the man apparently fell over a cliff," said I, "the medical
evidence would not seem to be of first importance. It would seem to be more to
the point to ascertain how he came to fall over."

"That's quite true," replied Thorndyke; "and yet, this report contains some
rather curious matter. The deceased had an aneurism of the arch; that was
probably rather recent. But he also had some slight, old-standing aortic
disease, with full compensatory hypertrophy. He also had a nearly complete set
of false teeth. Now, doesn't it strike you, Jervis, as rather odd that a man
who was passed only five years ago as a first-class life, should, in that short
interval, have become actually uninsurable?"

"Yes, it certainly does look," said I, "as if the fellow had had rather bad
luck. What does the proposal form say?"

I took the document up and ran my eyes over it. On Thorndyke's advice,
medical examiners for the "Griffin" were instructed to make a somewhat fuller
report than is usual in some companies. In this case, the ordinary answers to
questions set forth that the heart was perfectly healthy and the teeth rather
exceptionally good, and then, in the summary at the end, the examiner remarked:
"the proposer seems to be a completely sound and healthy man; he presents no
physical defects whatever, with the exception of a bony ankylosis of the first
joint of the third finger of the left hand, which he states to have been due to
an injury."

Thorndyke looked up quickly. "Which finger, did you say?" he asked.

"The third finger of the left hand," I replied.

Thorndyke looked thoughtfully at the paper that he was reading. "It's very
singular," said he, "for I see that the Margate doctor states that the deceased
wore a signet ring on the third finger of the left hand. Now, of course, you
couldn't get a ring on to a finger with bony ankylosis of the joint."

"He must have mistaken the finger," said I, "or else the insurance examiner
did."

"That is quite possible," Thorndyke replied; "but, doesn't it strike you as
very singular that, whereas the insurance examiner mentions the ankylosis,
which was of no importance from an insurance point of view, the very careful
man who made the post-mortem should not have mentioned it, though, owing to the
unrecognisable condition of the face, it was of vital importance for the
purpose of identification?"

I admitted that it was very singular indeed, and we then resumed our study
of the respective papers. But presently I noticed that Thorndyke had laid the
report upon his knee, and was gazing speculatively into the fire.

"I gather," said I, "that my learned friend finds some matter of interest in
this case."

For reply, he handed me the bundle of papers, recommending me to look
through them.

"Thank you," said I, rejecting them firmly, "but I think I can trust you to
have picked out all the plums."

Thorndyke smiled indulgently. "They're not plums, Jervis," said he; "they're
only currants, but they make quite a substantial little heap."

I disposed myself in a receptive attitude (somewhat after the fashion of the
juvenile pelican) and he continued: "If we take the small and unimpressive
items and add them together, you will see that a quite considerable sum of
discrepancy results, thus:

"In 1903, Thomas Elton, aged thirty-one, had a set of sound teeth. In 1908,
at the age of thirty-six, he was more than half toothless. Again, at the age of
thirty-one, his heart was perfectly healthy. At the age of thirty-six, he had
old aortic disease, with fully established compensation, and an aneurism that
was possibly due to it. When he was examined he had a noticeable incurable
malformation; no such malformation is mentioned in connection with the
body.

"He appears to have fallen over a cliff; and he had also burst an aneurism.
Now, the bursting of the aneurism must obviously have occurred during life; but
it would occasion practically instantaneous death. Therefore, if the fall was
accidental, the rupture must have occurred either as he stood at the edge of
the cliff, as he was in the act of falling, or on striking the beach.

"At the place where he apparently fell, the footpath is some thirty yards
distant from the edge of the cliff.

"It is not known how he came to that spot, or whether he was alone at the
time.

"Someone is claiming five hundred pounds as the immediate result of his
death.

"There, you see, Jervis, are seven propositions, none of them extremely
striking, but rather suggestive when taken together."

"You seem," said I, "to suggest a doubt as to the identity of the body."

"I do," he replied. "The identity was not clearly established."

"You don't think the clothing and the visiting-cards conclusive."

"They're not parts of the body," he replied. "Of course, substitution is
highly improbable. But it is not impossible."

"And the old woman—" I suggested, but he interrupted me.

"My dear Jervis," he exclaimed; "I'm surprised at you. How many times has it
happened within our knowledge that women have identified the bodies of total
strangers as those of their husbands, fathers or brothers? The thing happens
almost every year. As to this old woman, she saw a body with an unrecognisable
face, dressed in the clothes of her missing lodger. Of course, it was the
clothes that she identified."

"I suppose it was," I agreed; and then I said: "You seem to suggest the
possibility of foul play."

"Well," he replied, "if you consider those seven points, you will agree with
me that they present a cumulative discrepancy which it is impossible to ignore.
The whole significance of the case turns on the question of identity; for, if
this was not the body of Thomas Elton, it would appear to have been
deliberately prepared to counterfeit that body. And such deliberate preparation
would manifestly imply an attempt to conceal the identity of some other
body.

"Then," he continued, after a pause, "there is this deed. It looks quite
regular and is correctly stamped, but it seems to me that the surface of the
paper is slightly altered in one or two places and if one holds the document up
to the light, the paper looks a little more transparent in those places." He
examined the document for a few seconds with his pocket lens, and then passing
lens and document to me, said: "Have a look at it, Jervis, and tell me what you
think."

I scrutinised the paper closely, taking it over to the window to get a
better light; and to me, also, the paper appeared to be changed in certain
places.

"Are we agreed as to the position of the altered places?" Thorndyke asked
when I announced the fact.

"I only see three patches," I answered. "Two correspond to the name, Thomas
Elton, and the third to one of the figures in the policy number."

"Exactly," said Thorndyke, "and the significance is obvious. If the paper
has really been altered, it means that some other name has been erased and
Elton's substituted; by which arrangement, of course, the correctly dated stamp
would be secured. And this—the alteration of an old document—is the
only form of forgery that is possible with a dated, impressed stamp."

"Wouldn't it be rather a stroke of luck," I asked, "for a forger to happen
to have in his possession a document needing only these two alterations?"

"I see nothing remarkable in it," Thorndyke replied. "A moneylender would
have a number of documents of this kind in hand, and you observe that he was
not bound down to any particular date. Any date within a year or so of the
issue of the policy would answer his purpose. This document is, in fact, dated,
as you see, about six months after the issue of the policy."

"I suppose," said I, "that you will draw Stalker's attention to this
matter."

"He will have to be informed, of course," Thorndyke replied; "but I think it
would be interesting in the first place to call on Mr. Hyams. You will have
noticed that there are some rather mysterious features in this case, and Mr.
Hyams's conduct, especially if this document should turn out to be really a
forgery, suggests that he may have some special information on the subject." He
glanced at his watch and, after a few moments' reflection, added: "I don't see
why we shouldn't make our little ceremonial call at once. But it will be a
delicate business, for we have mighty little to go upon. Are you coming with
me?"

If I had had any doubts, Thorndyke's last remark disposed of them; for the
interview promised to be quite a sporting event. Mr. Hyams was presumably not
quite newly-hatched, and Thorndyke, who utterly despised bluff of any kind, and
whose exact mind refused either to act or speak one hair's breadth beyond his
knowledge, was admittedly in somewhat of a fog. The meeting promised to be
really entertaining.

Mr. Hyams was "discovered," as the playwrights have it, in a small office at
the top of a high building in Queen Victoria Street. He was a small gentleman,
of sallow and greasy aspect, with heavy eyebrows and a still heavier nose.

"Are you Mr. Gordon?" Thorndyke suavely inquired as we entered.

Mr. Hyams seemed to experience a momentary doubt on the subject, but finally
decided that he was not. "But perhaps," he added brightly, "I can do your
business for you as well."

"I daresay you can," Thorndyke agreed significantly; on which we were
conducted into an inner den, where I noticed Thorndyke's eye rest for an
instant on a large iron safe.

"Now," said Mr. Hyams, shutting the door ostentatiously, "what can I do for
you?"

"I want you," Thorndyke replied, "to answer one or two questions with
reference to the claim made by you on the 'Griffin' Office in respect of Thomas
Elton."

Mr. Hyams's manner underwent a sudden change. He began rapidly to turn over
papers, and opened and shut the drawers of his desk, with an air of restless
preoccupation.

"Did the 'Griffin' people send you here?" he demanded brusquely.

"They did not specially instruct me to call on you," replied Thorndyke.

"Then," said Hyams bouncing out of his chair, "I can't let you occupy my
time. I'm not here to answer conundrums from Tom, Dick or Harry."

Thorndyke rose from his chair. "Then I am to understand," he said, with
unruffled suavity, "that you would prefer me to communicate with the Directors,
and leave them to take any necessary action."

This gave Mr. Hyams pause. "What action do you refer to?" he asked. "And,
who are you?"

Thorndyke produced a card and laid it on the table. Mr. Hyams had apparently
seen the name before, for he suddenly grew rather pale and very serious.

"What is the nature of the questions that you wished to ask?" he
inquired.

"They refer to this claim," replied Thorndyke. "The first question is, where
is Mr. Gordon?"

"I don't know," said Hyams.

"Where do you think he is?" asked Thorndyke.

"I don't think at all," replied Hyams, turning a shade paler and looking
everywhere but at Thorndyke.

"Very well," said the latter, "then the next question is, are you satisfied
that this claim is really payable?"

"I shouldn't have made it if I hadn't been," replied Hyams.

"Quite so," said Thorndyke; "and the third question is, are you satisfied
that the mortgage deed was executed as it purports to have been?"

"I can't say anything about that," replied Hyams, who was growing every
moment paler and more fidgety, "it was done before my time."

"Thank you," said Thorndyke. "You will, of course, understand why I am
making these inquiries."

"I don't," said Hyams.

"Then," said Thorndyke, "perhaps I had better explain. We are dealing, you
observe, Mr. Hyams, with the case of a man who has met with a violent death
under somewhat mysterious circumstances. We are dealing, also, with another man
who has disappeared, leaving his affairs to take care of themselves; and with a
claim, put forward by a third party, on behalf of the one man in respect of the
other. When I say that the dead man has been imperfectly identified, and that
the document supporting the claim presents certain peculiarities, you will see
that the matter calls for further inquiry."

There was an appreciable interval of silence. Mr. Hyams had turned a tallowy
white, and looked furtively about the room, as if anxious to avoid the stony
gaze that my colleague had fixed on him.

"Can you give us no assistance?" Thorndyke inquired, at length.

Mr. Hyams chewed a pen-holder ravenously, as he considered the question. At
length, he burst out in an agitated voice: "Look here, sir, if I tell you what
I know, will you treat the information as confidential?

"I can't agree to that, Mr. Hyams," replied Thorndyke. "It might amount to
compounding a felony. But you will be wiser to tell me what you know. The
document is a side-issue, which my clients may never raise, and my own concern
is with the death of this man."

Hyams looked distinctly relieved. "If that's so," said he, "I'll tell you
all I know, which is precious little, and which just amounts to this: Two days
after Elton was killed, someone came to this office in my absence and opened
the safe. I discovered the fact the next morning. Someone had been to the safe
and rummaged over all the papers. It wasn't Gordon, because he knew where to
find everything; and it wasn't an ordinary thief, because no cash or valuables
had been taken. In fact, the only thing that I missed was a promissory note,
drawn by Elton."

"You didn't miss a mortgage deed?" suggested Thorndyke, and Hyams, having
snatched a little further refreshment from the pen-holder, said he did not.

"And the policy," suggested Thorndyke, "was apparently not taken?"

"No," replied Hyams "but it was looked for. Three bundles of policies had
been untied, but this one happened to be in a drawer of my desk and I had the
only key."

"And what do you infer from this visit?" Thorndyke asked.

"Well," replied Hyams, "the safe was opened with keys, and they were
Gordon's keys—or at any rate, they weren't mine—and the person who
opened it wasn't Gordon; and the things that were taken—at least the
thing, I mean—chiefly concerned Elton. Naturally I smelt a rat; and when
I read of the finding of the body, I smelt a fox."

"And have you formed any opinion about the body that was found?"

"Yes, I have," he replied. "My opinion is that it was Gordon's body: that
Gordon had been putting the screw on Elton, and Elton had just pitched him over
the cliff and gone down and changed clothes with the body. Of course, that's
only my opinion. I may be wrong; but I don't think I am."

As a matter of fact, Mr. Hyams was not wrong. An exhumation, consequent on
Thorndyke's challenge of the identity of the deceased, showed that the body was
that of Solomon Gordon. A hundred pounds reward was offered for information as
to Elton's whereabouts. But no one ever earned it. A letter, bearing the post
mark of Marseilles, and addressed by the missing man to Thorndyke, gave a
plausible account of Gordon's death; which was represented as having occurred
accidentally at the moment when Gordon chanced to be wearing a suit of Elton's
clothes.

Of course, this account may have been correct, or again, it may have been
false; but whether it was true or false, Elton, from that moment, vanished from
our ken and has never since been heard of.

THE END

