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    This omnibus gathers more than ninety works by British storyteller Fred M. White, presenting the sweep of his thriller imagination in a single, accessible volume. The collection is designed as a panorama rather than a scholarly apparatus: full-length novels stand beside two linked short-story sequences, allowing readers to trace recurring ideas across different forms. It brings together celebrated titles such as The Crimson Blind, The Mystery of the Four Fingers, The House of Mammon, The Man Who Was Two, and The Mystery of the Ravenspurs, among many others. The purpose is immersion: to show White’s range in crime, intrigue, and high-stakes adventure.

Within these covers, readers will find the forms that made White a mainstay of popular fiction: self-contained novels and two short story cycles. The emphasis is the thriller in its varied guises—crime puzzles, legal dramas, conspiratorial romances, and episodes of clandestine service. Courtroom and chamber pieces such as The Law of the Land and The Ends of Justice meet domestic and country-house suspenses like The Corner House and The House on the River. Political and dynastic tensions surface in The Weight of the Crown and The Case for the Crown, alongside urban and technological mysteries including On the Night Express and The Phantom Car.

Threaded through the volume is a consistent fascination with secrecy, imposture, and the pressure of reputation. Blackmail!, A Front of Brass, and The White Glove probe the leverage of scandal; The Corner House, The Grey Woman, and The Green Bungalow turn on shuttered rooms and private pacts; The King Diamond and The Golden Rose revolve around coveted objects that invite peril. Railways, newspapers, and shifting markets add velocity in The Riddle of the Rail, Found Dead, and The House of Mammon. Whether the stage is a provincial villa, a courtroom, or a distant concession, White frames peril as a contest of nerve, wits, and character.

White’s signature is momentum paired with clarity. His novels often move in purposeful stages—an opening provocation, an expansion of stakes, and a convergence of clues—while his prose favors directness and an almost journalistic regard for procedure. The Man Who Was Two and A Broken Memory explore identity under stress; A Fatal Dose and The Price of Silence press moral choices into action; A Queen of the Stage and Queen of Hearts stage peril amid performance. Across the list, readers will encounter set pieces of infiltration, pursuit, and cross-examination, executed with a craftsman’s eye for timing, leverage, and the decisive turn of evidence.

The short-story sequences offer a complementary lens on his methods. The Master Criminal follows a strategist of illicit enterprise across vividly contrasted capers—art, finance, transport, and state ceremony—each episode a study in planning, misdirection, and audacity, from Redburn Castle to the loss of an ocean liner. The Romance of the Secret Service Fund turns to the other side of the ledger, presenting improvised operations carried out in the public interest, whether spurred by a weapon, a concession, or a diplomatic puzzle. Together they distill White’s interest in systems—legal, commercial, and political—and in the individuals who learn to navigate them.

Read collectively, these works sketch a map of late-Victorian and Edwardian preoccupations: the responsibilities of rank, the volatility of capital, the reach of newspapers, and the tremor of modern transport. Stories move along rail lines, steal through telegraphs and ledgers, and accelerate with the motorcar’s arrival in pieces like The Phantom Car. In Powers of Darkness, The Leopard’s Spots, and The Shadow of the Dead Hand, menace is as often systemic as it is personal. White’s thrillers retain their bite because they marry sensation to structure, aligning private hazard with public consequence without sacrificing pace or the satisfactions of resolution.

The arrangement here encourages browsing as well as sustained reading. Each novel stands on its own, yet patterns emerge as one moves from The Yellow Face and The Crimson Blind to The Blue Daffodil, The Man Who Knew, and The Green Bungalow: masks and revelations, rival jurisdictions, and the revealing slip of detail. New readers can begin anywhere; returning readers may enjoy tracing echoes between trials, heists, and investigations, or comparing the tactics of law, press, and private agents. Above all, the collection restores the brio and craftsmanship of an author who understood how to keep the page—and the pulse—turning.





Historical Context




Table of Contents




    Fred M. White (1859–1935) wrote across the late Victorian, Edwardian, and interwar decades, when Britain’s urban middle class embraced fast-paced serial fiction. Magazines such as Pearson’s and The Strand created a vast market for cliffhanging narratives, and railway bookstalls spread single-volume thrillers nationwide. White’s crime, legal, and espionage plots sit between the sensation tradition of Wilkie Collins and the burgeoning detective genre shaped by Arthur Conan Doyle. His recurrent London settings, country houses, and European excursions reflect a society negotiating modernity: new fortunes, fading aristocracies, and anxieties about cosmopolitan crime. Contemporary readers sought both topical immediacy and reassuring closure, fuels for his prolific output.

Imperial politics supplied ready-made intrigue. The Second Boer War (1899–1902) exposed vulnerabilities in Britain’s global reach, while the “Great Game” with Russia and frontier crises from India to Persia generated spy tales and gun-running legends. Legislation like the Official Secrets Acts (1889, 1911) and the public popularity of William Le Queux and Erskine Childers fostered prewar spy mania. White’s Romance of the Secret Service Fund mirrors the era’s concerns with concessions, rifles, and oil, echoing ventures such as the Anglo-Persian Oil Company (founded 1908). London’s Whitehall, embassies, and ports become nerve centers where diplomacy, commerce, and clandestine operations collide, sustaining plots of hidden statecraft.

Technological acceleration reshaped both crime and pursuit. Britain’s integrated railway network enabled timetabled alibis and rapid escapes, while the rise of the motorcar after 1900 introduced high-speed getaways and roadside menace. Telegraphs, telephones, and wireless tightened the net: the 1910 Dr. Crippen case, tracked via Marconi signals across the Atlantic, became a cultural touchstone. Policing professionalized with Scotland Yard’s fingerprint bureau (1901) and, later, the motorized Flying Squad (1919). Forensic prestige grew with figures like Bernard Spilsbury. Such advances underpin White’s trains, night expresses, phantom cars, and coded messages, fusing modern communications with the older melodrama of disguise and pursuit.

The City of London’s boom-and-bust cycles—aftershocks of the 1890 Baring crisis, mining and rubber share frenzies, and the 1912 Marconi affair—nourished plots of fraud, blackmail, and corporate treachery. Limited-liability companies multiplied opportunities for “promoters” and bucket-shop schemes, while sensational newspapers magnified scandal. Simultaneously, changing tax regimes and death duties eroded aristocratic fortunes, precipitating sales of estates and tightening inheritance disputes, fertile terrain for country-house mysteries. Legal context mattered: the Criminal Appeal Act (1907) created a new appellate safeguard, and the Judges’ Rules (1912) shaped interrogation practices. White’s court sentences, wills, and contested properties echo a society litigating respectability amid modern finance.

Urban modernity transformed social roles and stages. The West End theatre and music hall cultivated celebrity culture and backstage intrigue, while suburban expansion offered fresh venues for deception and reinvention. The “New Woman,” expanding opportunities, and wartime employment shifted expectations; suffrage reforms in 1918 and 1928 marked political recognition. Contestations over class boundaries appear in cross-class romances and impostures, alongside fears of the metropolis’s anonymity. Immigration debates, including the Aliens Act of 1905, sharpened anxieties about outsiders and clandestine networks. In this milieu, actresses, heiresses, servants, and adventuresses move through salons, studios, and boarding houses, energizing White’s plots of identity, mobility, and scandal.

Prewar naval rivalry—the Dreadnought revolution of 1906—and the Balkan tensions of 1908–1913 primed readers for catastrophe. The First World War (1914–1918) then brought censorship, the Defence of the Realm Act, Zeppelin raids over London, and an ethos of secrecy that validated spycatcher narratives. British codebreakers of Room 40 and the shadow world of passports, ciphers, and sabotage entered popular imagination. The postwar years layered new unrest: Irish independence (1919–1921), the 1919–20 Red Scare, and the 1926 General Strike. White’s shifting thrones, conspiracies, and border crossings resonate with these upheavals, portraying fragile sovereignties and the porous frontiers of a recast Europe.

White wrote into a crowded marketplace where sensation, detective, and international-intrigue forms converged. Cheap editions, subscription libraries in decline, and W. H. Smith bookstalls enabled national distribution; press barons like Lord Northcliffe (Daily Mail, founded 1896) amplified appetite for scandal and speed. Periodicals such as Pearson’s and The Strand rewarded episodic structure and high-concept hooks, encouraging sequences like The Master Criminal. He shared readers with E. Phillips Oppenheim and William Le Queux, yet he retained a domestic focus—country rooms, private vaults, and river houses—within global plots. The result married familiar English interiors to headline anxieties about science, finance, and diplomacy.

Settings mirror social transition: London’s clubs, courts, and wharves; suburban bungalows and boarding houses; moorland manors emptied by taxes and scandal; and continental spas linked by express trains. Within these spaces, White’s villains and double lives probe the thin line between respectability and exposure. The interwar spread of radio (2LO/BBC, 1922) and automobiles modernized ambiance, but the moral calculus remained Victorian: crime disturbs, investigation restores. Contemporary reviewers prized pace and ingenuity more than psychological depth, yet his themes—inheritance, disguise, clandestine finance, and state secrecy—captured a volatile age. The collection thereby documents Britain’s passage from imperial confidence to brittle modernity.
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    Society, Stage, and Romantic Intrigue
Includes A Queen of the Stage; A Mummer's Throne; Queen of Hearts; The Honour of His House; The Lady in Blue; The Lonely Bride; Craven Fortune; Tregarthen's Wife; A Shadowed Love; Ambition's Slave; A Daughter of Israel; Netta; The Salt of the Earth, where reputations, love affairs, and ambition collide in salons, greenrooms, and drawing rooms.
Melodramatic yet swift, these tales probe class mobility, private sacrifice, and public image, often hinging on concealed pasts, social masquerade, and the perilous price of success.
Country House and Rural Mysteries
Includes The Corner House (A Web of Deception); The Scales of Justice (The Secret of the Moat House); The Grey Woman (Sinister House); The Green Bungalow; The Mystery of Crocksands; The Mystery of the Ravenspurs (The Black Valley); The Sundial; The Nether Millstone; The Turn of the Tide; The House on the River, centering on estates where inheritance, feuds, and hidden rooms breed danger.
Atmospheric and puzzle-forward, they leverage village whispers and ancestral secrets to test loyalty, expose hypocrisy, and weigh justice against blood ties.
Urban Crime and Scandal
Includes Blackmail!; The White Glove; Found Dead; The Man Who Knew; A Broken Memory; The Price of Silence; The Slave of Silence; A Fatal Dose (Behind the Mask), tackling extortion, amnesia, poison, and reputational threats in city settings.
Fast-paced and press-clipping sharp, these stories spotlight the machinery of rumor and the moral cost of concealment as ordinary lives collide with audacious schemes.
Espionage and Double Lives
Includes A Secret Service; The Man Called Gilray; The Man Who Was Two; Paul Quentin; The Mystery of Room 75; The Mystery of the Four Fingers; The Golden Bat, where agents, impostors, and conspirators chase stolen papers and coded clues across hotels and capitals.
Cloak-and-dagger in tone, they favor reversible identities, feints within feints, and the tug-of-war between personal survival and duty.
Dynastic and Political Upheavals
Includes The Weight of the Crown; The Day (The Passing of a Throne); A Royal Wrong; The Wings of Victory; The Case for the Crown; By Order of the League; The Councillors of Falconhoe; The Leopard's Spots, charting coups, secret leagues, and contested succession.
Panoramic and urgent, these narratives stress legitimacy, patriotism, and moral choice under pressure, with plots that hinge on decrees, alliances, and the fragility of power.
Finance and Industrial Conspiracies
Includes The House of Mammon; A Front of Brass; Hard Pressed; The House of Schemers; The Golden Rose, exposing sham companies, pressure tactics, and markets ripe for manipulation.
Sleek urban intrigue meets boardroom brinkmanship, turning ledgers, rumors, and insider knowledge into weapons—and conscience into the final arbiter.
Jewel, Art, and Botanical MacGuffins
Includes The King Diamond; The Blue Daffodil; The Cardinal Moth (The Accused Orchid); A Crime on Canvas, where rare gems, exotic blooms, and coveted paintings trigger thefts and murder.
These elegant puzzles balance collectors’ vanity and forgery with cool deduction, using prized objects as mirrors of human desire.
Rail, Motor, and Technology Thrillers
Includes On the Night Express; The Riddle of the Rail; The Phantom Car; A Clue in Wax, staging crimes amid speeding trains, experimental motors, and telltale traces.
Lean, modern-leaning tales that turn timetables, mechanisms, and nascent forensics into suspense engines and airtight—or illusory—alibis.
Nautical and River Adventures
Includes A Golden Argosy; Secret of the River; The Five Knots, casting voyagers, fugitives, and fortune-seekers onto treacherous waters.
Brisk, tide-driven adventures where fog, currents, and shoreline communities shape pursuit, concealment, and revelation.
Legal and Moral Reckonings
Includes The Ends of Justice; The Law of the Land; The Sentence of the Court, confronting courtroom crises and the limits of statute.
Argument-driven and restrained, these works consider evidence, precedent, and equity as competing paths to truth.
Gothic and Macabre Mysteries
Includes The Midnight Guest; The Shadow of the Dead Hand; The Crimson Blind; Powers of Darkness, invoking uncanny visitations, fatal legacies, and houses steeped in dread.
Brooding and suggestively supernatural, they probe guilt, fate, and the thin line between rational explanation and lingering curse.
Abroad and Exotic-Setting Adventures
Includes The Secret of the Sands; The Devil's Advocate; The Yellow Face; The Edge of the Sword, unfolding in deserts, Mediterranean enclaves, and remote strongholds.
High-colour and perilous, these tales harness period exoticism to test honor, deception, and survival amid unfamiliar codes of power.
The Master Criminal
This linked series follows a chameleonic mastermind executing audacious, precision-planned crimes among the powerful and the celebrated.
Episodes—The Head of the Caesars; At Windsor; The Silverpool Cup; The “Morrison Raid” Indemnity; Cleopatra’s Robe; The Rosy Cross; The Death of the President; The Cradlestone Oil Mills; Redburn Castle; “Crysoline Limited”; The Loss of the “Eastern Empress”; General Marcos—balance daring capers with sardonic wit and procedural ingenuity.
The Romance of the Secret Service Fund
These stories showcase resourceful operatives quietly averting crises through wit, disguise, and nimble strategy rather than brute force.
Entries—By Woman’s Wit; The Mazaroff Rifle; In the Express; The Almedi Concession; The Other Side of the Chess-Board; Three of Them—mix patriotic stakes with sleight-of-hand plotting and crisp momentum.
Recurring Motifs and Stylistic Signatures
Across the collection, White favors imposture, doubles, secret documents, jewel-and-art MacGuffins, country-house labyrinths, and theatre-of-society stages to generate swift reversals and cliffhangers.
A notable arc runs from melodramatic society pieces to politics, finance, and emerging technologies, yet a constant remains: brisk, plot-first storytelling guided by moral consequence and a taste for high-concept puzzles.
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  Eleven o’clock! Before the vibration of the nearest chimes had died away, the rain—which had long been threatening over London—poured down for some five minutes in a fierce gust, and then, as if exhausted by its efforts, subsided into a steady drizzle. The waves of light, cast on the glistening pavement from the gas lamps flickering in the wind, shone on the stones; but the unstable shadows were cast back by the stronger, refulgence of the electric light at Covent Garden. Back into the gathered mist of Long Acre the pallid gleam receded; while, on the opposite side, the darkness of Russell Street seemed darker still. By Tavistock Street was a gin-shop, whose gilded front, points of flame, and dazzling glass seemed to smile a smile of crafty welcome to the wayfarer. A few yards away from the knot of loafers clustering with hungry eyes round the door, stood a woman. There were others of her sex close by, but not like her, and though her dress was poor and dilapidated to the last degree, the others saw instinctively she was not as they. She was young, presumably not more than five-and-twenty years, and on her face she bore the shadow of great care. Gazing, half sullenly, half wistfully, into the temptingly arrayed window, her profile strongly marked by the great blaze of light farther up the street, the proud carriage of the head formed a painful contrast to her scanty garb and sorrow-stricken face. She was a handsome, poorly dressed woman, with a haughty bearing, a look of ever-present care, and she had twopence in her pocket.


  If you will consider what it is to have such a meagre sum standing between you and starvation, you may realise the position of this woman. To be alone, unfriended, penniless, in a city of four million souls, is indeed a low depth of human misery. Perhaps she thought so, for her mind was quickly formed. Pushing back the door with steady hand, she entered the noisy bar. She had half expected to be an object of interest, perhaps suspicion; but, alas, too many of us in this world carry our life’s history written in our faces, to cause any feelings of surprise. The barman served her with the cordial she ordered, and with a business-like ‘chink,’ swept away her last two coppers. Even had he known they were her last, the man would have evinced no undue emotion. He was not gifted with much imagination, and besides, it was a common thing there to receive the last pittance that bridges over the gulf between a human being and starvation. There she sat, resting her tired limbs, deriving a fictitious strength from the cordial, dimly conscious that the struggle against fate was past, and nothing remained for it but—a speedy exit from further trouble—one plunge from the bridges! Slowly and meditatively she sipped at her tumbler, wondering—strange thought—why those old-fashioned glasses had never been broken. Slowly, but surely, the liquid decreased, till only a few drops remained. The time had come, then! She finished it, drew her scanty shawl closer about her shoulders, and went out again into the London night.


  Only half-past eleven, and the streets filled with people. Lower down, in Wellington Street, the theatre-goers were pouring out of the Lyceum. The portico was one dazzling blaze of beauty and color; men in evening dress, and dainty ladies waiting for their luxurious carriages. The outcast wandered on, wondering vaguely whether there was any sorrow, any ruin, any disgrace, remorse, or dishonor in the brilliant crowd, and so she drifted into the Strand, heedlessly and aimlessly. Along the great street as far as St. Clement’s Danes, unnoticed and unheeded, her feet dragging painfully, she knew not where. Then back again to watch the last few people leaving the Lyceum, and then unconsciously she turned towards the river, down Wellington Street, to Waterloo Bridge. On that Bridge of Sighs she stopped, waiting, had she but known it, for her fate.


  It was quiet there on that wet night—few foot-passengers about, and she was quite alone as she stood in one of the buttresses, looking into the shining flood beneath. Down the river, as far as her eye could reach, were the golden points of light flickering and swaying in the fast-rushing water. The lap of the tide on the soft oozing mud on the Surrey side mingled almost pleasantly with the swirl and swish of the churning waves under the bridge. The dull thud of the cabs and omnibuses in the Strand came quietly and subdued; but she heard them not. The gas lamps had changed to the light of day, the heavy winter sky was of the purest blue, and the hoarse murmur of the distant Strand was the rustling of the summer wind in the trees. The far-off voices of the multitude softened and melted into the accents of one she used to love; and this is what she saw like a silent picture, the memories ringing in her head like the loud sea a child hears in a shell. A long old house of grey stone, with a green veranda covered with ivy and flowering creepers; a rambling lawn, sloping away to a tiny lake, all golden with yellow iris and water-lilies. In the centre of the lawn, a statue of Niobe; and seated by that statue was herself, and with her a girl some few years younger—a girl with golden hair surrounding an oval face, fair as the face of an angel, and lighted by truthful velvety violet eyes. This was the picture mirrored in the swift water. She climbed the parapet, looked, steadily around: the lovely face in the water was so near, and she longed to hear the beautiful vision speak. And lo! at that moment the voice of her darling spoke, and a hand was laid about her waist, and the voice said: ‘Not that way, I implore you—not that way.’


  The woman paused, slowly regained her position on the bridge, and gazed into the face of her companion with dilated eyes. But the other girl had her back to the light, and she could not see.


  ‘A voice from the grave. Have I been dreaming?’ she said, passing her hand wearily across her brow.


  ‘A voice of providence. Can you have reflected on what you were doing? Another moment, and think of it—oh, think of it!’


  ‘A voice from the grave,’ repeated the would-be suicide slowly. ‘Surely this must be a good omen. Her voice!—how like her voice.’


  The rescuing angel paused a minute, struggling with a dim memory. Where had she in her turn heard that voice before? With a sudden impulse, they seized each other, and bore towards the nearest gaslight, and there gazed intently in each other’s face. The guardian angel looked a look of glad surprise; the pale face of the hapless woman was glorified, as she seized her rescuer round her neck and sobbed on her breast piteously.


  ‘Nelly, Miss Nelly, my darling; don’t you know me?’


  ‘Madge, why Madge! O Madge! to think of it—to think of it.’


  Presently they grew calmer. The girl called Nelly placed the other woman’s arm within her own and walked quietly away from the hated bridge; and, thoroughly conquered, the hapless one accompanied her. No word was spoken as they walked on for a mile or so, across the Strand, towards Holborn, and there disappeared.


  The night-traffic of London went on. The great thoroughfares plied their business, unheedful of tragedy and sorrow. A life had been saved; but what is one unit in the greatest city in the universe? The hand of fate was in it. It was only one of those airy trifles of which life is composed, and yet the one minute that saved a life, unravelled the first tiny thread of a tangled skein that bound up a great wrong.
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  Two years earlier. It was afternoon, and the sun, climbing over the house, shone into a sick-room at Eastwood—a comfortable, cheerful, old room; from floor to ceiling was panelled oak, and the walls decorated with artist proofs of famous pictures. The two large mullioned windows were open to the summer air, and from the outside came the delicate scent of mignonette and heliotrope in the tiled jardinieres on the ledges. The soft Persian carpet of pale blue deadened the sound of footsteps; rugs of various harmonious hues were scattered about; and the articles of virtù and costly bric-à-brac were more suitable to a drawing-room than a bed-chamber.


  On the bed reclined the figure of a man, evidently in the last stage of consumption. His cheek was flushed and feverish, and his fine blue eyes were unnaturally bright with the disease which was sapping his vital energy. An old man undoubtedly, in spite of his large frame and finely moulded chest, which, though hollow and wasted, showed signs of a powerful physique at some remote period. His forehead was high and broad and powerful; his features finely chiselled; but the mouth, though benevolent-looking, was shifty and uneasy. He looked like a kind man and a good friend; but his face was haunted by a constant fear. With a pencil, he was engaged in tracing some characters on a sheet of paper; and ever and anon, at the slightest movement, even the trembling of a leaf, he looked up in agitation. The task was no light one, for his hand trembled, and his breath came and went with what was to him a violent exertion. Slowly and painfully the work went on; and as it approached completion, a smile of satisfaction shot across his sensitive mouth, at the same time a look of remorseful sorrow filled his whole face. It was only a few words on a piece of paper he was writing, but he seemed to realise the importance of his work. It was only a farewell letter; but in these few valedictory lines the happiness of two young lives were bound up. At last the task was finished, and he lay back with an air of great content.


  At that moment, a woman entered the room. The sick man hid the paper hastily beneath the pillow with a look of fear on his face, pitiable to see. But the woman who entered did not look capable of inspiring any such sentiment. She was young and pretty, a trifle vain, perhaps, of her good looks and attractive appearance, but the model of what a ‘neat-handed Phillis’ should be.


  Directly the dying man saw her, his expression changed to one of intense eagerness. Beckoning her to come close to him, he drew her head close to his face and said: ‘She is not about, is she? Do you think she can hear what I am saying? Sometimes I fancy she hears my very thoughts.’


  ‘No, sir,’ replied the maid. ‘Miss Wakefield is not in the house just now; she has gone into the village.’


  ‘Very good. Listen, and answer me truly. Do you ever hear from—from Nelly now? Poor child, poor child!’


  The woman’s face changed from one of interest to that of shame and remorse. She looked into the old man’s face, and then burst into a fit of hot passionate tears.


  ‘Hush, hush!’ he cried, terrified by her vehemence. ‘For God’s sake, stop, or it will be too late, too late!’


  ‘O sir, I must tell you,’ sobbed the contrite woman, burying her face in the bedclothes. ‘Letters came from Miss Nelly to you, time after time; but I destroyed them all.’


  ‘Why?’ The voice was stern, and the girl looked up affrighted.


  ‘O sir, forgive me. Surely you know. Is it possible to get an order from Miss Wakefield, and not obey? Indeed, I have tried to speak, but I was afraid to do anything. Even you, sir——’


  ‘Ah,’ said the invalid, with a sigh of ineffable sadness, ‘I know how hard it is. The influence she has over one is wonderful, wonderful. But I am forgetting. Margaret Boulton, look me in the face. Do you love Miss Nelly as you used to do, and would you do something for her if I asked you?’


  ‘God be my witness, I would, sir,’ replied the girl solemnly.


  ‘Do you know where she is?’


  ‘Alas, no. It is a year since we heard.—But master, if you ask me to give her a letter or a paper, I will do so, if I have to beg my way to London to find her. I have been punished for not speaking out before. Indeed, indeed, sir, you may trust me.’


  He looked into her face with a deep unfathomable glance for some moments; but the girl returned his gaze as steadily.


  ‘I think I can,’ he said at length. ‘Now, repeat after me: “I swear that the paper intrusted to my care shall be delivered to the person for whom it is intended; and that I will never part with it until it is safely and securely delivered.”’


  The woman repeated the words with simple solemnity.


  ‘Now,’ he said, at the same time producing the paper he had written with such pain and care, ‘I deliver this into your hands, and may heaven bless and prosper your undertaking. Take great care, for it contains a precious secret, and never part with it while life remains.’


  The paper was a curious-looking document enough, folded small, but bearing nothing outside to betray the secret it contained. We shall see in the future how it fared.


  The girl glanced at the folded paper, and thrust it rapidly in her bosom. A smile of peace and tranquility passed over the dying man’s face, and he gave her a look of intense gratitude. At this moment another woman entered the room. She was tall and thin, with a face of grave determination, and a mouth and chin denoting a firmness amounting to cruelty. There was a dangerous light in her basilisk eyes at this moment, as she gave the servant a glance of intense hate and malice—a look which seemed to search out the bottom of her soul.


  ‘Margaret, what are you doing here? Leave the room a once. How often have I told you never to come in here.’


  Margaret left; and the woman with the snaky eyes busied herself silently about the sick-room. The dying man watched her in a dazed fascinated manner, as a bird turns to watch the motions of a serpent; and he shivered as he noticed the feline way in which she moistened her thin lips. He tried to turn his eyes away, but failed. Then, as if conscious of his feelings, the woman said: ‘Well, do you hate me worse than usual to-day?’


  ‘You know I never hated you, Selina,’ he replied wearily.


  ‘Yes you do,’ she answered, with a sullen glowering triumph in her eyes. ‘You do hate me for the influence I have over you. You hate me because you dare not hate me. You hate me because I parted you from your beggar’s brat, and trained you to behave as a man should.’


  Perfectly cowed, he watched her moistening her thin lips, till his eyes could no longer see. Presently he felt a change creeping over him; his breath came shorter and shorter; and his chest heaved spasmodically. With one last effort he raised himself up in his bed. ‘Selina,’ he said painfully, ‘let me alone; oh, let me alone!’


  ‘Too late,’ she replied, not caring to disguise her triumphant tone.


  He lay back with the dews of death clustering on his forehead. Suddenly, out of the gathering darkness grew perfect dazzling light; his lips moved; the words ‘Nelly forgive!’ were audible like a whispered sigh. He was dead.


  The dark woman bent over him, placing her ear to his heart; but no sound came. ‘Mine!’ she said—‘mine, mine! At last, all mine!’


  The thin webs of fate’s weaving were in her hands securely—all save one. It was not worth the holding, so it floated down life’s stream, gathering as it went.
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  Mr Carver of Bedford Row, in the county of Middlesex, was exercised in his mind; and the most annoying part of it was that he was so exercised at his own trouble and expense; that is to say, he was not elucidating some knotty legal point at the charge of a client, but he was speculating over one of the most extraordinary events that had ever happened to him in the whole course of his long and honorable career. The matter stood briefly thus: His client, Charles Morton, of Eastwood, Somersetshire, died on the 9th of April in the year of grace 1882. On the 1st of May, 1880, Mr Carver had made the gentleman’s will, which left all his possessions, to the amount of some forty thousand pounds, to his niece, Eleanor Attewood. Six months later, Mr Morton’s half-sister, Miss Wakefield, took up her residence at Eastwood, and from that time everything had changed. Eleanor had married the son of a clergyman in the neighborhood, and at the instigation of his half-sister, Mr Morton had disinherited his niece; and one year before he died, had made a fresh will, leaving everything to Miss Wakefield. Mr Carver, be it remarked, strongly objected to this injustice, seeing the baneful influence which had brought it about; and had he been able to find Eleanor, he hoped to alter the unjust state of things. But she disappeared with her husband, and left no trace behind; so the obnoxious will was proved.


  Then came the most extraordinary part of the affair. With the exception of a few hundreds in the bank at Eastwood, for household purposes, not a single penny of Mr Morton’s money could be found. All his property was mortgaged to a high amount; all his securities were disposed of, and not one penny could be traced. The mortgages on the property were properly drawn up by a highly respectable solicitor at Eastwood, the money advanced by a man of undoubted probity; and, further, the money had been paid over to Mr Morton one day early in the year 1882. Advertisements were inserted in the papers, in fact everything was done to trace the missing money, but in vain. All Miss Wakefield had for her pains and trouble was a poor sum of about eleven hundred pounds, so she had to retire again to her genteel poverty in a cheap London boarding-house.


  This melancholy fact did not give Mr Carver any particular sorrow; he disliked that lady, and was especially glad that her deep cunning and underhand ways had frustrated themselves. In all probability, he thought, Mr Morton had in a fit of suspicion got hold of all his ready cash and securities, for the purpose of balking the fair lady whom he had made his heiress; but nevertheless the affair was puzzling, and Mr Carver hated to be puzzled.


  Mr Carver stood at his office in Bedford Row, drumming his fingers on the grimy window-panes and softly whistling. Nothing was heard in the office but the scratch of the confidential clerk’s quill pen as he scribbled out a draft for his employer’s inspection.


  ‘This is a very queer case, Bates, very queer,’ said Mr Carver, addressing his clerk.


  ‘Yes, sir,’ replied Mr Bates, continuing the scratching. That gentleman possessed the instinct of always being able to divine what his chief was thinking of. Therefore, when Mr Bates said ‘Yes, sir,’ he knew that the Eastwood mystery had been alluded to.


  ‘I’d most cheerfully give—let me see, what would I give? Well, I wouldn’t mind paying down my cheque for’——


  ‘One thousand pounds, sir. No, sir; I don’t think you would.’


  ‘You’re a wonderful fellow, Bates,’ said his admiring master. ”Pon my honor, Bates, that’s the exact sum I was going to mention.’


  ‘It is strange, sir,’ said the imperturbable Bates, ‘that you and I always think the same things. I suppose it is being with you so long. Now, if I was to think you would give me a partnership, perhaps you would think the same thing too.’


  ‘Bates,’ said Mr Carver earnestly, never smiling, as was his wont, at his clerk’s quiet badinage, ‘if we unravel this mystery, as I hope we may, I’ll tell you what, Bates, don’t be surprised if I give you a partnership.’


  ”Ah, sir, if we unravel it. Now, if we could only find’——


  ‘Miss Eleanor. Just what I was thinking.’


  At this moment a grimy clerk put his head in at the door.


  ‘Please, sir, a young person of the name of Seaton.’


  ‘It is Miss Eleanor, by Jove!’ said Bates, actually excited.


  ‘Wonderful!’ said Mr Carver.


  In a few seconds the lady was ushered into the presence of Mr Carver. She was tall and fair, with a style of beauty uncommon to the people of to-day. Clad from head to foot in plain black, hat, jacket, and dress cut with a simplicity almost severe, and relieved only by a white collar at the throat, there was something in her air and bearing which spoke of a culture and breeding not easily defined in words, but nevertheless unmistakable. It was a face and figure that men would look at and turn again to watch, even in the busy street. Her complexion was almost painfully perfect in its clear pallid whiteness, and the large dark lustrous eyes shone out from the marble face with dazzling brightness. She had a perfect abundance of real golden hair, looped up in a great knot behind; but the rebellious straying tresses fell over her broad low forehead like an aureole round the head of a saint.


  ‘Don’t you know me, Mr Carver?’ she said at length.


  ‘My dear Eleanor, my dear Eleanor, do sit down!’ This was the person whom he had been longing for two years to see, and Mr Carver, cool as he was, was rather knocked off his balance for a moment.


  ‘Poor child! Why, why didn’t you come and see me before?’


  ‘Pride, Mr Carver—pride,’ she replied, with a painful air of assumed playfulness.


  ‘But surely pride did not prevent your coming to see your old friend?’


  ‘Indeed, it did, Mr Carver. You would not have me part with one of my few possessions?’


  ‘Nonsense, nonsense!’ said the lawyer, with assumed severity. ‘Now, sit down there, and tell me everything you have done for the last two years.’


  ‘It is soon told. When my uncle—poor deluded man—turned me, as he did, out of his house on account of my marriage, something had to be done; so we came to London. For two years my husband has been trying to earn a living by literature. Far better had he stayed in the country and taken to breaking stones or working in the fields. It is a bitter life, Mr Carver. The man who wants to achieve fortune that way must have a stout heart; he must be devoid of pride and callous to failure. If I had all the eloquence of a Dickens at my tongue’s end, I could not sum up two years’ degradation and bitter miserable poverty and disappointment better than in the few words, “Trying to live by literature,”—However, it is useless to struggle against it any longer. Mr Carver, sorely against my inclination, I have come to you to help us.’


  ‘My dear child, you hurt me,’ said Mr Carver huskily, ‘you hurt me; you do indeed. For two years I have been searching for you everywhere. You have only to ask me, and you know anything I can I will do.’


  ‘God bless you,’ replied Eleanor, with the gathering tears thick in her eyes. ‘I know you will. I knew that when I came here. How can I thank you?’


  ‘Don’t do anything of the sort; I don’t want any thanks. But before you go, I will do something for you. Now, listen to me. Before your uncle died’——


  ‘Died! Is he dead?’


  ‘How stupid of me. I didn’t know’——


  Mr Carver stopped abruptly, and paused till the natural emotions called forth in the young lady’s mind had had time to expend themselves. She then asked when the event had happened.


  ‘Two years ago,’ said Mr Carver. ‘And now, tell me—since you last saw him, had you any word or communication from him in any shape or form? Any letter or message?’


  Eleanor shook her head, half sadly, half scornfully.


  ‘You don’t seem to know Miss Wakefield,’ she said. ‘No message was likely to reach me, while she remained at Eastwood.’


  ‘No; I suppose not. So you have heard nothing? Very good. Now, a most wonderful thing has happened. When your uncle died and his will came to be read, he had left everything to Miss Wakefield. No reason to tell you that, I suppose? Now comes the strangest part of the story. With the exception of a few hundreds in the local bank, not a penny can be found. All the property has been mortgaged to the uttermost farthing; all the stock is sold out; and, in fact, nothing is left but Eastwood, which, as you know, is a small place, and not worth much. We have been searching for two years, and not a trace can we find.’


  ‘Perhaps Miss Wakefield is hiding the plunder away,’ Eleanor suggested with some indifference.


  ‘Impossible,’ eagerly exclaimed Mr Carver—‘impossible. What object could she have in doing so? The money was clearly left to her; and it is not likely that a woman so fond of show would deliberately choose to spend her life in a dingy lodging-house.’


  ‘And Eastwood?’


  ‘Is empty. It will not let, neither can we sell it.’


  ‘So Miss Wakefield is no better off than she was four years ago!’ Eleanor said calmly. ‘Come, Mr Carver, that is good news, at any rate. It almost reconciles me to my position.’


  ‘Nelly, I wish you would not speak so,’ said Mr Carver seriously. ‘It hurts me. You were not so hard at one time.’


  ‘Forgive me, my dear old friend,’ she replied simply. ‘Only consider what a life we have been living for the past two years, and you will understand.’


  ‘And your husband?’


  ‘Killing himself,’ she said; ‘wearing out body and soul in one long struggle for existence. It hurts me to see him. Always hoping, and always working, always smiling and cheerful before me; and ever the best of men and husband. Dear friend, if you knew what he is to me, and saw him as I do day after day, literally wearing out, you would consider my hardness pardonable. I am rebellious, you know.”


  ‘No, no,’ said Mr Carver, a suspicious gleam behind his spectacles; ‘I can understand it. The only thing I blame you for is that you did not come to me before. You know what a lonely old bachelor I am, and—how rich I am. It would have been a positive kindness of you to come and see me.—Now, listen. On Sunday, you and your husband must come and dine with me. You know the old Russell Square address?’


  ‘God bless you for a true friend!’ said Eleanor, her tears flowing freely now. ‘We will come; and I may bring my little girl with me?’


  ‘Eh, what?’ replied the lawyer—‘little girl? Of course, of course! Then we will talk over old times, and see what can be done to make those cheeks look a little like they used to do.—So you have got a little girl, have you? Dear, dear, how the time goes!—Now, tell me candidly, do you want any assistance—any, ah—that is—a little—in short, money?’


  Eleanor colored to the roots of her hair, and was about to reply hastily, but said nothing.


  ‘Yes, yes,’ said Mr Carver rapidly.—‘I think, Bates’——


  But Mr Bates already had his hand on the cheque-book, and commenced to fill in the date. Mr Carver gave him a look of approbation, and flashed him a sign with his fingers signifying the amount.


  ‘I suppose you have some friends?’ he continued hastily, to cover Eleanor’s confusion. ‘It’s a poor world that won’t stand one good friend.’


  ‘Yes, we have one,’ replied Eleanor, her face lighting up with a tender glow—‘a good friend. You have heard of Jasper Felix the author? He is far the best friend we have.’


  ‘Heard of Felix! I should think I have. Read every one of his books. I am glad to hear of his befriending you. I knew the man who writes as he does must have a noble heart.’


  ‘He has. What we should have done without his assistance, I shudder to contemplate. I honestly believe that not one of my husband’s literary efforts would have been accepted, had it not been for him.’


  ‘I can’t help thinking, Nelly, that there is a providence in these things, and I feel that better days are in store for you. Anyway, it won’t be my fault if it is not so. I have a presentiment that things will come out all right in the end, and I fancy that your uncle’s fortune his hidden away somewhere; and if it is hidden away, it must be, I cannot help thinking, for your benefit.’


  ‘Don’t count upon it, Mr Carver,’ said Eleanor calmly. ‘I look upon the money as gone.’


  ‘Nonsense!’ said the gentleman cheerfully; ‘while there is life there is hope. I begin to feel that I am playing a leading character in a romance; I do, indeed! Firstly, your uncle dies, and his fortune is lost; secondly, you disappear; and at the very moment I am longing—literally longing—to see you, you turn up. Now, all that remains is to find the hidden treasure, and to be happy ever afterwards, like the people in a fairy tale.’


  ‘Always enthusiastic,’ laughed Eleanor. ‘All we have to do is to discover a mystic clue to a buried chest of diamonds, only we lack the clue.’


  ”Pon my word, my dear, do you know I really think you have hit it?’ replied Mr Carver with great solemnity. ‘Now, at the time you left Eastwood, your companion Margaret was in the house; and after your uncle’s death, she disappeared. From a little hint Miss Wakefield dropped to me, your old friend was in the sick-room alone with your uncle the day he died.’


  ‘Alone? and then disappeared,’ said Eleanor, all trace of apathy gone, and her eyes shining with interest.


  ‘Alone. Now, if we could only find Margaret Boulton’——


  Eleanor rose from her seat, and approached Mr Carver slowly. Then she said calmly: ‘There is no difficulty about that; she is at my house now. I found her only last night on Waterloo Bridge—in fact, I saved her.’


  ‘Saved her? Didn’t I say there was a providence in it? Saved her?’


  ‘From suicide!’


  A quarter of an hour later, Eleanor was standing outside Mr Carver’s office, evidently seeking a companion. From the bright flush on her face and the sparkle in her eyes, hope—and a strong hope—had revived. She stood there, quite unconscious of the admiration of passers-by, sweeping the street in search of her quest. Presently the object she was seeking came in view. He was a tall man, of slight figure, with blue eyes deeply sunk in a face far from handsome, but full of intellectual power and great character; a heavy, carelessly trimmed moustache hid a sensitive mouth, but did not disguise a bright smile. That face and figure was a famous one in London, and people there turned in the busy street to watch Jasper Felix, and admire his rugged powerful face and gaunt figure. He came swinging down the street now with firm elastic step, and treated Eleanor to one of his brightest smiles.


  ‘Did you think I had forgotten you?’ he said. ‘I have been prowling about Gray’s Inn Road, for, sooth to say, the air of Bedford Row does not agree with me.’


  ‘I hope I have not detained you,’ said Eleanor timidly; ‘I know how valuable your time is to you.’


  ‘My dear child, don’t mention it,’ replied the great novelist lightly; ‘my time has been well occupied. First, I have been watching a fight between two paviors. Do you know it is quite extraordinary how those powerful men can knock each other about without doing much harm. Then I have been having a long chat with an intellectual chimney-sweep—a clever man, but a great Radical. I have spent quite an enjoyable half-hour.’


  ‘A half-hour! Have I been so long? Mr Felix, I am quite horrified at having taken up so much of your time.’


  ‘Awful, isn’t it,’ he laughed lightly. ‘Well, you won’t detain me much longer, for here you are close at home.—Now, I will just run into Fleet Street on my own business, and try and sell this little paper of your husband’s at the same time. I’ll call in this afternoon; only, mind, you must look as happy as you do now.’


  Jasper Felix made his way through a court into Holborn, and along that busy thoroughfare till he turned down Chancery Lane. Crossing the street by the famous Griffin, he disappeared in one of the interminable courts leading out of Samuel Johnson’s favorite promenade, Fleet Street. The object of his journey was here. On the door-plate was the inscription, ‘The Midas Magazine,’ and beneath the legend, ‘First Floor.’.. Ascending the dingy stair, he stopped opposite a door on which, in white letters, was written the word ‘Editor.’ At this door he knocked. Without pausing for a reply, he pushed open the door.


  ‘How, de do, Simpson?’ said Mr Felix, with a look of amusement in his blue eyes.


  ‘Glad to see you, Felix,’ said the editor of the Midas cordially. ‘I thought you had forgotten us. I hope you have something for our journal in your pocket.’


  ‘I have something in my pocket to show you,’ answered Felix, ‘and I think you will appreciate it.’


  ‘Is it something of your own?’ queried the man of letters.


  ‘No, it is not; and, what is more, I doubt if I could write anything so good myself. I know when you have seen it, you will accept it.’


  ‘Um! I don’t know,’ replied the editor dubiously. ‘You see, I am simply inundated with amateur efforts. Of course, sometimes I get something good; but usually——Now, if the matter in discussion was a manuscript of your own——’


  ‘Now, seriously, Simpson, what do you care for me or anything of mine? It is the name you want, not the work. You know well enough what sells magazines of the Midas type. It is not so much the literary matter as the name. The announcement that the next month’s Midas will contain the opening chapters of a new serial by someone with a name, is quite sufficient to increase your circulation by hundreds.’


  ”Pon my honor, you’re very candid,’ rejoined Mr Simpson. ‘But what is this wonderful production you have?’


  ‘Well, I’ll leave it with you. You need not trouble to read it, because, if you don’t take it, I know who will.’


  ‘What do you want for this triumph of genius?’


  ‘Well, in a word, ten pounds. Take it or leave it.’


  ‘If you say it is worth it, I suppose I must oblige you.’


  ‘That is a good way of putting it; and it will oblige me. But mark me—this man will some day confer favors by writing for you, instead of, as you regard it at present, favoring him.’


  The proprietor of the Midas sighed gently. The idea of paying over ten pounds to an unknown contributor was not nice; but the fact of offending Felix was worse.


  ‘If,’ said he, harping on the old string, and shaking his head with a gentle deprecating motion—‘if it was one of yours now’——


  ‘What confounded nonsense you talk!’ exclaimed Felix impatiently.


  ‘Don’t get wild, Felix,’ replied Mr Simpson soothingly. ‘I will take your protege’s offering, to oblige you.’


  ‘But I don’t want you to oblige me. I want you to accept—and pay for—an article good enough for anything. It is a fair transaction; and if there is any favor about it, then it certainly is not on your side.’


  Mr Simpson showed his white teeth in a dazzling smile. ‘Well, Felix, I do admire your assurance,’ he said softly. ‘I never heard the matter put in that light before. My contributors, as a rule, don’t point their manuscript at my head metaphorically, and demand speedy insertion and prompt pay.—Do you want a cheque for this manuscript now?’


  ‘Yes, you may as well give me the cash now.’


  Mr Simpson drew a cheque for the desired amount, and passed it over to Felix, who folded the pink slip, and placed it in his pocket; whereupon the conversation drifted into other channels.
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  Queen Square, Bloomsbury, is a neighbourhood which by no means accords with the expectation evoked by its high-sounding patronymic. It is, besides, somewhat difficult to to find, and when discovered, it has a guilty-looking air of having been playing hide-and-seek with its most aristocratic neighbors, Russell and Bloomsbury, and lost itself. Before Southampton Row was the stately thoroughfare it is now, Queen Square must have been a parasite of Russell Square; but in time it seems to have been built out. You stumble upon it suddenly, in making a short-cut from Southampton Row to Bedford Row, and wonder how it got there. It is quiet, decayed—in a word, shabby-genteel—and cheap.


  On the south side, sheltered by two sad-looking trees of a nondescript character, and fronted by an imposing-looking portico, is a decayed-looking house, the stucco of which bears strong likeness to the outside of Stilton cheese. The windows are none too clean, and the blinds and curtains are all deeply tinged with London fog and London smoke. For the information of the metropolis at large, the door bears a tarnished brass plate announcing that it is the habitation of Mrs Whipple; and furthermore—from the same source—the inquiring mind is further enlightened with the fact that Mrs Whipple is a dressmaker. A few fly-blown prints of fashions, of a startling description and impossible colour, support this fact; and information is further added by the announcement that the artiste within lets apartments; for the legend is inscribed, in runaway letters, on the back of an old showcard which is suspended in one of the ground-floor windows.


  From the general tout ensemble of the Whipple mansion, the most casual-minded individual on lodgings bent can easily judge of its cheapness. The ‘ground-floor’—be it whispered in the strictest confidence—pays twenty-five shillings per week; the honoured ‘drawing-rooms,’ two pounds; and the slighted ‘second-floors,’ what the estimable Whipple denominates ‘a matter of fifteen shillings.’ It is with the second-floors that our business lies.


  The room was large, and furnished with an eye to economy. The carpet was of no particular pattern, having long since been worn down to the thread; and the household goods consisted of five chairs and a couch covered by that peculiar-looking horsehair, which might, from its hardness and capacity for wear, be woven steel. A misty-looking glass, in a maple frame, and a chimney-board decked with two blue-and-green shepherdesses of an impossible period, completed the garniture. In the centre of the room was a round oak table with spidery uncertain legs, and at the table sat a young man writing. He was young, apparently not more than thirty, but the unmistakable shadow of care lay on his face. His dress was suggestive of one who had been somewhat dandyish in time gone by, but who had latterly ceased to trouble about appearances or neatness. For a time he continued steadily at his work, watched intently by a little child who sat coiled up in the hard-looking armchair, and waiting with exemplary patience for the worker to quit his employment. As he worked on, the child became visibly interested as the page approached completion, and at last, with a weary sigh, he finished, pushed his work from him, and turned with a bright smile to the patient little one.


  ‘You’ve been a very good little girl, Nelly.—Now, what is it you have so particularly to say to me?’ he said.


  ‘Is it a tale you are writing, papa?’ she asked.


  ‘Yes, darling; but not the sort of tale to interest you.’


  ‘I like all your tales, papa. Uncle Jasper told mamma they were all so “liginal.” I like liginal tales.’


  ‘I suppose you mean original, darling?’


  ‘I said liginal,’ persisted the little one, with childish gravity. ‘Are you going to sell that one, papa? I hope you will; I want a new dolly so badly. My old dolly is getting quite shabby.’


  ‘Some day you shall have plenty.’


  The child looked up in his face solemnly. ‘Really, papa? But do you know, pa, that some day seems such a long way off? How old am I, papa?’


  ‘Very, very old, Nelly,’ he replied with a little laugh. ‘Not quite so old as I am, but very old.’


  ‘Yes, papa? Then do you know, ever since I can remember, that some day has been coming. Will it come this week?’


  ‘I don’t know, darling. It may come any time. It may come to-day; perhaps it is on the way now.’


  ‘I don’t know, papa,’ replied the little one, shaking her head solemnly. ‘It is an awful while coming. I prayed so hard last night for it to come, after mamma put me in bed. What makes mamma cry when she puts me to bed? Is she crying for some day?’


  ‘Oh, that’s all your fancy, little one,’ replied the father huskily. ‘Mamma does not cry. You must be mistaken.


  ‘No, indeed, papa; I’se not mistook. One day I heard mamma sing about some day, and then she cried—she made my face quite wet.’


  ‘Hush, Nelly; don’t talk like that, darling.’


  ‘But she did,’ persisted the little one. ‘Do you ever cry, papa?’


  ‘Look at that little sparrow, Nelly. Does he not look hungry, poor little fellow? He wants to come in the room to you.’


  ‘I dess he’s waiting for some day papa,’ said the child, looking out at the dingy London sparrow perched on the window ledge. ‘He looks so patient. I wonder if he’s hungry? I am, papa.’


  The father looked at his little one with passionate tenderness. ‘Wait till mamma comes, my darling.’


  ‘All right, papa; but I am so hungry!—Oh, here is mamma. Doesn’t she look nice, papa, and so happy?’


  When Eleanor entered the dingy room, her husband could not fail to notice the flush of hope and happiness on her face. He looked at her with expectation in his eyes.


  ‘Did you think mother was never coming, Nelly? and do you want your dinner, my child?’


  ‘You do look nice, ma,’ said the child admiringly. ‘You look as if you had found some day.’


  Eleanor looked inquiringly at her husband, for him to explain the little one’s meaning.


  ‘Nelly and I have been having a metaphysical discussion,’ he said with playful gravity. ‘We have been discussing the virtues of the future. She is wishing for that impossible some day that people always expect.’


  ‘I don’t think she will be disappointed,’ said Mrs Seaton, with a fond little smile at her child. ‘I believe I have found it.—Edgar, I have been to see Mr Carver.’


  ‘I supposed it would have come to that. And he, I suppose, has been poisoned by the sorceress, and refused to see you?’


  ‘O no,’ said Eleanor playfully. ‘We had quite a long chat—in fact, he asked us all to dinner on Sunday.’


  ‘Wonderful! And he gave you a lot of good advice on the virtues of economy, and his blessing at parting.’


  ‘No,’ she said; ‘he must have forgotten that: he gave me this envelope for you with his compliments and best wishes.’


  Edgar Seaton took the proffered envelope listlessly, and opened it with careless fingers. But as soon as he saw the shape of the enclosure, his expression changed to one of eagerness. ‘Why, it is a cheque?’ he exclaimed excitedly.


  ‘O no,’ said his wife, laughingly; ‘it is only the blessing.’


  ‘Well, it is a blessing in disguise,’ Seaton said, his voice trembling with emotion. ‘It is a cheque for twenty-five pounds.—Nelly, God has been very good to us to-day.’


  ‘Yes, dear,’ said his wife simply, with tears in her eyes.


  Little Nelly looked from one to the other in puzzled suspense, scarcely knowing whether to laugh or cry. Even her childish instinct discovered the gravity of the situation.


  ‘Papa, has some day come? You look so happy.’


  He caught her up in his arms and kissed her lovingly, and held her in one arm, while he passed the other round his wife. ‘Yes, darling. Your prayer has been answered. Some day—God be thanked—has come at last.’ For a moment no one spoke, for the hearts of husband and wife were full of quiet thankfulness. What a little it takes to make poor humanity happy, and fill up the cup of pleasure to the brim!


  Round the merry dinner-table all was bright and cheerful, and it is no exaggeration to say the board groaned under the profuse spread. Eleanor lost no time in acquainting her husband with the strange story of her uncle’s property, and Mr Carver’s views on the subject—a view of the situation which he felt almost inclined to share after a little consideration. It was extremely likely, he thought, that Margaret Boulton would be able to throw some light on the subject; indeed the fact of her strange rescue from her self-imposed fate pointed almost to a providential interference. It was known that she had a long conversation with Mr Morton the day he died, a circumstance which seemed to have given Miss Wakefield great uneasiness; and her strange disappearance from Eastwood directly after the funeral gave some coloring to the fact.


  Margaret Boulton had not risen that day owing to a severe cold caught by her exposure to the rain on the previous night; and Edgar and his wife decided, directly she did so, to question her upon the matter. It would be very strange if she could not give some clue.


  ‘I think, Nelly, we had better take Felix into our confidence,’ said Edgar, when the remains of dinner had disappeared in company with the grimy domestic. ‘He will be sure to be of some assistance to us; and the more brains we have the better.’


  ‘Certainly, dear,’ she acquiesced; ‘he should know at once.’


  ‘I think I will walk to his rooms this afternoon.’


  ‘No occasion,’ said a cheerful voice at that moment. ‘Mr Felix is here very much at your service. I’ve got some good news for you; and I am sure, from your faces, you can return the compliment.’
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  Mr Felix was much struck by the tale he heard, and was inclined, in spite of the dictates of common-sense, to follow the Will-o’-the-wisp which grave Mr Carver had discovered. In a prosaic age, such a thing as the disappearance of a respectable Englishman’s wealth was on the face of it startling enough; and therefore, although the thread was at present extremely intangible, he felt there must be something romantic about the matter. Mr Felix, be it remembered, was a man of sense; but he was a dreamer of dreams, and a weaver of romance by profession and choice; consequently, he was inclined to pooh-pooh Edgar’s half-deprecating, half-enthusiastic view of the case.


  ‘I do not think you are altogether right, Seaton, in treating this affair so cavalierly,’ he said. ‘In the first place, Miss Wakefield is no relation in blood to your wife’s uncle. If the property was in her hands, I should feel myself justified in taking steps to have the existing will set aside; but so long as there is nothing worth doing battle for, it is not worth while, unless Miss Wakefield has the money, and is afraid of proceedings——’


  ‘That is almost impossible,’ Eleanor interrupted. ‘You have really no conception how fond she is of show and display, and I know no such fear would prevent her indulging her fancy, if she had the means to do so.’


  ‘So long as you are really persuaded that is the case, we have one difficulty out of the way,’ Felix continued. ‘Then we can take it for granted that she neither has the money nor has the slightest idea where it is.—Now, tell me about this Margaret Boulton.’


  ‘That is soon told,’ Eleanor replied. ‘Last night, shortly after eleven, I was crossing Waterloo Bridge——’


  ‘Bad neighborhood for a lady to be alone,’ interrupted Felix, with a reproachful glance at Seaton.—‘I beg your pardon. Go on, please.’


  ‘I had missed my husband at Waterloo Station, and I was hurrying home as quickly as I could——’


  ‘Why did you not take a cab?’ exclaimed Felix with some asperity. Then seeing Eleanor color, he said hastily: ‘What a dolt I am! I—I am very sorry. Please, go on.’


  ‘As I was saying,’ continued Eleanor, ‘just as I was crossing the bridge, I saw a woman close by me climb on to one of the buttresses. I don’t remember much about it, for it was over in less than a minute, and seems like a dream now; but it was my old nurse, or rather companion, Margaret Boulton, strange as it seems. Now, you know quite as much as I can tell you.’


  Felix mused for a time over this strange history. He could not shake off the feeling that it was more than a mere coincidence. ‘Seriously,’ he said, ‘I feel something will come of this.’


  ‘I hope so,’ answered Eleanor with a little sigh. ‘Things certainly look a little better now than they did; but we need some permanent benefit sadly.’


  ‘I thought some day had come, mamma,’ piped little Nelly from her nest on the hearthrug.


  ‘Little pitchers have long ears,’ said the novelist. ‘Come and sit on poor old Uncle Jasper’s knee, Nelly, and give him a kiss.’


  ‘Yes, I will, Uncle Jasper; but I’m not a little pitcher, and I’ve not dot long ears—Mamma, are my ears long?’


  ‘No, darling,’ replied her mother with a smile. ‘Uncle Felix was not speaking of you.’


  ‘Then I will sit upon his knee.’ Whereupon she climbed up on to that lofty perch, and proceeded to draw invidious distinctions between Mr Felix’ moustache and the hirsute appendage of her father, a mode of criticism which gave the good-natured literary celebrity huge delight.


  ‘Now,’ continued Felix, when he had placed the little lady entirely to her satisfaction—‘now to resume. In the first place, I should particularly like to see this Margaret Boulton to-day.’


  ‘I do not quite agree with you, Mr Felix. It would be cruel, with her nerves in such a state, to cross-examine her to-day,’ Mrs Seaton said with womanly consideration. ‘You can have no idea what such a reaction means.’


  ‘Precisely,’ said Felix grimly. ‘Do you not see what I mean? Her nervous system is particularly highly strung at present—the brain in a state of violent activity, probably; and she is certain to be in a position to remember the minutest detail, and may give us an apparently trivial hint, which may turn out of the utmost importance.’


  ‘Still, it seems the refinement of cruelty,’ said Eleanor, her womanly kindness getting the better of her curiosity. ‘She is in a particularly nervous state. Naturally, she is inclined to be morbidly religious, and the mere thought of her attempted crime last night upsets her.’


  ‘Yes, perhaps so,’ Felix said; ‘but I should like to see her now. We cannot tell how important it may be to us.’


  ‘I declare your enthusiasm is positively contagious,’ laughed Seaton,—‘Really, Felix, I did not imagine you were so deeply imbued with curiosity. My wife is bad enough, but you are positively girlish.’


  ‘Indeed, sir, you belie me,’ said Eleanor with mock-indignation. ‘I am moved by a little natural inquisitiveness; but I shall certainly not permit that unfortunate girl to be annoyed for the purpose of gratifying the whim of two grown-up children.’


  ‘Mea culpa,’ Felix replied humbly. ‘But I should like to see the interesting patient, if only for a few minutes.’


  Eleanor laughed merrily at this persistent charge. ‘Well, well,’ she said, ‘I will go up to Margaret and ascertain if she is fit to see any one just yet; but I warn you not to be disappointed, for she certainly shall not be further excited.’


  ‘I do not think the curiosity is all on our side,’ Felix said, as Eleanor was leaving the room.—‘You are a fortunate man, Seaton, in spite of your troubles,’ he continued. ‘A wife like yours must make anxiety seem lighter.’


  ‘Indeed, you are right,’ Edgar answered earnestly. ‘Many a time I have felt like giving it up, and should have done so, if it had not been for Eleanor.’


  ‘Strange, too,’ said Felix musingly, ‘that she does not give one the impression of being so brave and courageous. But you never can tell. I have been making a study of humanity for twenty years, and I have been often disappointed in my models. I have seen the weakest do the work of the strongest. I have seen the strongest, on the other hand, go down before the first breath of trouble. I have seen the most acid of them all make the most angelic of wives.’


  ‘I wonder you have never married, Felix.’


  ‘Did I not tell you my model women have always been the first to disappoint me?’ he replied lightly. ‘Besides, what woman could know Jasper Felix and love him?’


  ‘Your reputation alone——’


  ‘Yes, my reputation—and my money,’ Felix said bitterly. ‘Twenty years ago, when I was plain Jasper Felix, I did——But bah! I don’t want to discuss faded rose-leaves with you.—Let us change the subject. I have some good news for you. In the first place, I have sold the article you gave me.’


  ‘Come, that is cheering. I suppose you managed to screw a guinea out of one of your friends for me?’


  ‘On the contrary, I sold it on its merits,’ Felix


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
FRED M. WHITE

THE GREATEST
THRILLERS

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE





OEBPS/Images/img44.gif





