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1
Midnight at the Casino

When Gregory Sallust first saw the girl it was already nearly midnight on the last day of his holiday. He had made a leisurely tour of Normandy, stopping at some of the less pretentious inns where the cuisine was still unspoiled by the summer tourist traffic, and was ending up with three days of riotous living at Deauville.

It was a little early yet for that: playground of the rich. Another ten days and la grande semaine would bring the wealthy and the fashionable, with their locust crowd of hangers-on, from every city in Europe; but the Casino was fairly full. English, French, and Americans jostled each other at the tables while here and there a less familiar type of face proclaimed a true Latin, Scandanavian, or Slav.

The women, for the most part, were middle-aged or elderly, except for a sprinkling of professional harpies. The majority of girls who filled the tennis-courts, the bar du soleil, and the bathing beach by day would be dancing, Gregory knew, and it was fairly easy for a practised eye like his to sort the few, who stood by their mothers or were gambling at the ‘low’ tables for a few francs, from their more adventurous sisters. The clothes of the latter, their jewels and general air of casual indifference to their surroundings, gave away no secrets; it was the way in which they watched the faces of their men rather than the piles of plaques, which represented so many thousand francs, that indicated to the shrewd observer where their real interests lay.

Gregory glanced again at the girl who had just come in; then lowered his eyes to the man she was accompanying, a strange little figure, now seated at the table. He was not a dwarf yet he was curiously ill-proportioned. His body was frail and childlike, but his head massive and powerful. From it a shock of silver hair swept back, giving him a benign and priest-like appearance, but his rat-trap mouth and curiously pale-blue eyes belied any suggestion of mildness.

Catching sight of him had first drawn Gregory Sallust’s attention to the girl, for Gregory knew him, which was not surprising since he knew most people of importance.

From his public school he had gone straight into the war but a nasty head wound had put an end to his trench service and he had been seconded to Intelligence. His superiors there thought him a cynical but brainy devil and came to value him as a reliable man who would stick at nothing to collect vital information. They had kept him on, specially employed in Paris after the armistice, during the whole period of the Peace Negotiations, and it was then that he had first come in contact with so many famous personalities.

At the time of the currency collapse in Central Europe he had left the Service to undertake certain confidential work for English banking interests in Vienna, and when that job had ended he had drifted into journalism in order to supplement his private income.

That had led, a year or two later, to his being sent out to the Far East as war correspondent to one of the big London ‘dailies’. On his return he had remained unemployed except for occasional literary work until an old friend of his had recommended him, as highly suitable to undertake a special investigation needing secrecy and brains, to a group of men who controlled one of Britain’s greatest commercial corporations. Gregory had accepted the offer and as a preliminary had taken his fortnight’s ‘holiday’ in Normandy. He was due back to make his first report the following day.

The girl remained standing behind her companion’s chair, and Gregory watched her covertly. He was wondering if she was a poule de luxe or just some friend’s girl in whom the old man was taking a fatherly interest; but Gregory knew that he was not the sort of old man to derive the least pleasure from the innocent conversation of respectable young women. He was almost a recluse, having cut himself off from all social life years before, and even when he travelled he rarely appeared in the public rooms of the hotels where he stayed owing to a sensitivity about his physical shortcomings. On the other hand, he was by no means the type of old rip who travels with pseudo ‘nieces’ in his entourage. He was reputed to be colossally rich, but Gregory had never heard the word ‘mistress’ breathed in connection with his name.

She must be a poule, Gregory decided, but a devilish expensive one. Probably most of the heavy bracelets that loaded down her white arms were fake, but you cannot fake clothes as you can diamonds, and he knew that those simple lines of rich material which rose to cup her well-formed breasts had cost a pretty penny. Besides, she was very very beautiful.

A little frown of annoyance wrinkled Gregory’s forehead, catching at the scar which lifted his left eyebrow until his face took on an almost satanic look. What a pity, he thought, that he was returning to England the following day. If only he had seen her soon after his arrival at Deauville it would have been fun to get to know her.

Gregory Sallust was no ascetic, yet it was quite a time since any woman had loomed on his horizon about whom he had felt that it was really worth while to exert himself. This girl was just the type to rouse him from his lethargy into sudden intense activity. He knew from past experience that he could sweep most women off their feet inside a week with the intense excitement of a hectic, furious, laughing, yet determined pursuit, and what magnificent elation could be derived from carrying a rich man’s darling off from under his very nose despite her better sense and the rich man’s opposition. Gregory had done it before and he would certainly have attempted it in this case if only he had had a few days left to work in.

The more he studied her, between making bets, the more the desire to do so strengthened in his mind. He could never bring himself to be anything but ‘uncle-ish’ to ‘nice’ girls, however attractive, and he barred respectable married women, except on rare occasions, on practical grounds. The aftermath of broken hearts and tear-stained faces with possible threats of being cited as co-respondent by an injured husband was, he considered, too heavy a price to pay. He preferred, when he took the plunge into an affair, a woman whom he could be reasonably certain was content to play his own game. Nothing too easy—in fact it was essential to his pleasure that she should move in luxurious surroundings and be distinguished of her kind, and so quite inaccessible except to men of personality even if they had the wealth which he had not. Then, when victory was achieved, they could laugh together over their ruses, delight in one another to the full and, when the time came as it surely must, part before satiation; a little sadly, perhaps, but as friends who had enriched life’s experience by a few more perfect moments.

‘Rien ne va plus’ came the level voice of the croupier and Gregory realised, too late, that he had failed to place his stake.

Really, he thought, I’m behaving like an idiot and if I’m not careful I shall be thinking of that lovely face of hers for weeks. I’ve known this sort of thing happen to me before, so I’d better go home to bed before I get her too much on my mind.

He pushed the cards away from him and, collecting his chips, stood up. Then, just as he left the table, a simple action caught his eye while the players sat tense receiving their cards for a new deal.

The elderly man had pulled out his watch, but he was not looking at it. He held it in the palm of his hand and the girl was gazing at it over his shoulder. She nodded and, turning from the table without a word, walked quickly away.

Gregory knew that it was just on midnight and, as he watched the receding figure, so graceful in its sheath of heavy silk, he paused to wonder just what lay behind that little act. He was certain that neither of the two had spoken. Was the old man sending her somewhere or reminding her of an appointment? Anyway, she was just leaving the salle—and alone!

The temptation was too much for Gregory. True, he had only a dozen hours or so before he must pack and catch his boat but much could be done in a dozen hours. With a long loping stride he made his way to the entre-salle.

Before she appeared in her wraps he had already collected his light coat and dark soft hat and had a taxi waiting a few yards from the entrance of the casino.

Too old a bird to attempt to speak to her, he watched, a little surprised that no car was waiting to pick her up, as she walked down the steps and turned to the south along the gardens which fringed the plage. He gave her about five minutes’ start, then boarded his taxi, giving the man precise instructions in fluent French.

The taxi slid along the asphalt road, easing down to a crawl when the lady once more came in sight. A moment later she turned round the far corner of the Normandie. The taxi speeded up until it came level with the corner. Gregory peered out. Opposite the Deauville branch of the famous jewellers, Van Cleffe et Appel, situated in the side of the Normandie Hotel, stood a large limousine. The girl was just getting in.

‘Follow that car,’ said Gregory softly to his driver, and then sat back again.

The limousine ran silently through the almost deserted streets, crossed the little Place with its now darkened bars, dress shops, and confisserie, then took the road to Trouville. The parent town, once fashionable in its own right but now, as Margate is to Cliftonville, the holiday resort of greater but less wealthy crowds, lay only a mile or so away, and their route ran through the suburbs which connect the two.

At Trouville Harbour the limousine halted. The taxi pulled up in the shadow of some buildings two hundred yards behind. Gregory turned up the collar of his coat to hide his white shirt-front and with his soft hat pulled well down to conceal his face leaned out of the window.

The girl had descended from her car and evidently dismissed it; for the limousine swung about and sped back towards the big villas and great hotels along the Deauville plage.

A man came forward from behind the deserted customs shed. Quiet greetings were exchanged. The girl called a solitary taxi that still lingered on the rank. She pushed the man in before her and bent forward to whisper an address to the driver then she too got in and the taxi moved off towards the centre of the town. Gregory sat back and his taxi followed.

For a few moments they wound in and out the old-fashioned twisting streets, then Gregory’s taxi pulled up once more. The other stood some way along a narrow turning outside a lighted doorway. The man and the girl were getting out. Gregory could see now that the man was hatless and wore breeches topped by a leather airman’s coat.

‘Stay here,’ he ordered as he stepped down into the street, softly closing the door of his cab behind him. The driver grinned. ‘C’est une maison de passe, M’sieur. L’autre a de la chance ce soir.’

‘Thank you for nothing,’ Gregory snapped. Then he smiled resignedly. ‘C’est la fortune de guerre’ he translated the English idiom literally but incorrectly for the driver’s benefit. It did not always suit him to draw attention to his proficiency in foreign languages; then, being a very thorough person, he took the trouble to walk quietly down the street to verify his taximan’s statement.

The other taxi, now paid off, had driven on. The place seemed to be a cheap café open to the street. A few night birds were sitting silent, with drinks before them, at the little tables. The girl and the man were not among them but Gregory’s quick eye had immediately noted a side door giving separate entrance from the street to the rooms above. He shrugged his slightly stooping shoulders impatiently. What an ass he had been to bother. The girl was a cocotte all right, and this was undoubtedly a ‘house of accommodation’. It surprised him a little that so gloriously lovely a lady should consent to meet her lover in a sordid joint, but he knew well enough that women care nothing for such things if they happen to have got the great madness for a particular man. The old chap might be running her but obviously she was of the type who insist on having their freedom at certain times, and this was one of them.

He was just about to turn away when a sharp cry came from the room above the café. It was a little muffled by the thick window curtains, through which chinks of light filtered, but Gregory’s ears were almost abnormally keen that night.

A sudden grin spread over his lean face. In three strides he had crossed the narrow street. His raised foot crashed against the flimsy lock and the private door to the rooms above swung open with a bang.

Crouched like a leopard, he raced up the narrow flight of stairs, dashed across the landing, and flung his weight against the only door beneath which there appeared a streak of light.

The room was not the cabinet particulier which he had expected but almost a replica of the café below. In one corner four men were writhing in a struggling heap. Three wore the blue cotton blouses of French dock labourers. The fourth, who lay beneath them, was the fellow in the airman’s coat. The girl stood nearby with distended eyes, her hands gripping the sides of a little table over which she leaned, apparently too paralysed by fear to scream.

The situation would have been clear to a dullard’s eye so Gregory wasted no time in thought. Seizing a bottle from a nearby table, he knocked it sharply against the wall, smashing off the punt. Then, waving the jagged end, he sailed into the fray.


2
The Coded Telegram

As Gregory leapt he saw a knife flash in the hand of one of the thugs. For a second it looked as if the vicious stroke would pin the young man to the floor, but Gregory struck with all his force. The jagged bottle bit through the flimsy covering of the dock rat’s shoulder and into the grimy flesh beneath. With a sudden scream he dropped his knife and clutched at the torn and bleeding muscle.

The other two swung round, still crouching in the corner over the prostrate man, to face Gregory. With his free hand he seized a chair and flung it—just as the nearest was about to spring. It caught the man below the knees. He staggered wildly, grabbed at a frail table and went down with it on top of him. The other whipped out a knife and, with a quick twist which Gregory recognised in sudden fear as the manner of the expert, drew back his arm to throw it.

But they had all reckoned without the man in the airman’s jacket. He was a hefty fellow, well over six feet tall, and broad in proportion. Despite his recent gruelling, it seemed that he had plenty of fight left in him for his muscular hand closed like a vice round the ankle of the knife thrower and, with a violent jerk, he brought him crashing to the floor.

Then he scrambled to his feet, pushed the girl roughly from his path, gasped out ‘Thanks a lot’ to Gregory, and dashed from the room.

The wounded thug was cursing vilely as he tried to staunch the flow of blood from his shoulder. The other two picked themselves up, and the knife thrower, a sinuous dark young fellow with crisp curly hair, cried wildly, ‘Vite! Vite! Arrêtez-le!’

Without so much as a glance in Gregory’s direction all three thrust themselves through the door and pounded down the stairs in pursuit of their late victim.

Gregory turned to the girl. She seemed to have recovered her self-possession completely and was watching him with a curious intensity beneath which, he just suspected, lay a faint amusement. He raised his eyebrows and smiled.

‘I can excuse many things in the young,’ he said softly, ‘but not bad manners. Now, it would have been quite impossible for me to leave Mademoiselle so suddenly and without even one little word of farewell or a deep sigh of regret. In fact,’ he added seriously as if the thought had just come to him, ‘I should find it difficult to leave Mademoiselle at all!’

‘You follow me from the Casino. I recognise you,’ she stated softly, ignoring his remarks.

‘Lucky for you I did,’ Gregory replied promptly.

She was French as he had supposed but obviously English came quite easily to her. It was the first time that he had had the leisure to study her at close quarters and the quick smile which twitched his thin lips showed that he was in no way disappointed.

A long coat of mink with a heavy double collar now hid her graceful figure, but above it rose her heart-shaped face with its broad low brow and little pointed chin. He admired again the dark pencilled eyebrows which curved back like the two ends of a cupid’s bow, the points rising almost to her temples, and the sleek black hair, parted on the side and flattened on the crown but spreading into a mass of tight jet curls behind her small pink ears and on the nape of her neck. Then he noted the perfection of her skin. It was fresh and healthy as that of a child, and such light make-up as she wore was obviously only a concession to fashion.

As her large dark eyes held his with an unflickering gaze he was suddenly aware that she was no young girl but a very dangerous woman. The type which makes all other women bristle with jealousy and suspicion from the moment they enter a room, and for whom men have killed each other, and themselves, throughout the ages.

For the first time for years a real thrill ran through Gregory’s body and even in that moment the thought came to him how wise he had been not to fritter away his emotions on lesser game while there were still women like this in the world.

‘We must get out of here,’ he said quietly but there was an imperiousness in his voice which had been lacking before, for the noise of the chase had hardly died away below when he caught the sound of hurrying feet from somewhere in the rear of the house. Next moment a door at the back of the room behind a small bar was thrust open and a thick-set bald-headed man in his shirt-sleeves burst in upon them.

As the new-comer’s small dark eyes lit upon the overturned furniture he began shouting in voluble French.

‘What is this! You make a scene in my respectable house! You break the furniture. I see blood! There is murder done! I will call the police!’

‘Shut up!’ snapped Gregory. ‘You were in it yourself I expect. Any more from you and I’ll give you a taste of this.’ He waved the end of the broken bottle, which he still held, aggressively.

The man gnawed his walrus moustache in apparent indecision while he eyed Gregory stupidly for a moment, then he suddenly dived back behind the rampart of his bar and ran from the room as quickly as he had come.

Gregory wasted no time in argument. If the landlord of the place was not in with the thugs he was now making a bee-line for the telephone and the police would be arriving at any moment. Gregory knew just how inconvenient a French police inquiry could prove, even to innocent persons. They might hold him for days as a material witness against the thugs. To be mixed up in anything of that sort was the last thing he desired. But the lesson of Drake and the game of bowls on Plymouth Hoe was one which had always appealed to him. Time enough now to impress the lady first and run from the French police afterwards. So instead of hustling her out he dropped the bottle, held open the door and, removing his hat with a graceful bow, said courteously:

‘Mademoiselle, the time has come for you and me to find pleasanter surroundings. I have a cab below.’

‘I thank you, Monsieur,’ she replied evenly, and the suggestion of a smile which played about her red lips as she walked from the room showed that she was not unappreciative of his poise and gallantry.

As Gregory made his bow, his eye had fallen on a flat, black notecase lying a few feet away from the corner where the tussle had taken place. He stooped swiftly, picked it up, and thrust it in his pocket. Then he strode after the girl and shepherded her swiftly down the stairs.

The street was still empty except for his waiting taxi a hundred yards away. The voices of the few night-birds now raised in excited argument within the café drowned the sound of their footsteps as he took the girl’s arm in a confident grip and with long, but apparently unhurried strides, led her to the cab.

‘The Metropole, Deauville,’ he told the driver, and the man nodded with a quick grin as they climbed in.

The airman and the thugs had probably taken the other direction, Gregory assumed, since the taxi-man said nothing of the chase. Anyhow, the fellow could grin until he burst, for he, Gregory, had got the girl, and what a girl. She seemed to radiate warmth by merely sitting beside him as they bumped over the pavé of the old streets back to the harbour, and a faint delicious odour, not so much a definite perfume as the scent of daily coiffured hair, freshly washed silks and a scrupulously tended person—the hall-marks of a superbly soignée woman—filled the darkness of the taxi. The problem was—how to keep her?

‘What would you like me to call you?’ Gregory asked her suddenly.

‘My name is Sabine.’

‘Delightful—and the other half?’

‘Monsieur is curious, but I do not consider it necessary that I tell. We part soon and it is not—er—convenable that we meet again.’

‘Parfaitement.’ Gregory bowed to her decision but with mental reservations. ‘Sabine it is then but you seem to forget that the police are probably taking down our descriptions at the moment. Unless we can keep clear of them we shall both spend the rest of the night in the lock-up.’

‘You think that—pas de blague?’

‘I certainly do. That’s why I told this chap to go to the Metropole—and here we are.’

He paid off the taxi with a lavish tip and followed her into the hotel.

‘I leave you only for the moment,’ she said as they reached the entre-salle and he watched her walk in the direction of the ladies’ cloak-room.

But Gregory was not to be caught like that. She might give him the slip if he went into the lounge and sat down at a table so, instead, he took up a position where he could keep the door under observation and occupied himself by examining the notecase which he had collected from the floor of the upstairs café.

A quick survey of its contents caused him to smile with pleasure. Then he slipped the case back into his pocket and, lighting a cigarette, stood waiting for Sabine.

She appeared again a moment later and he noted with satisfaction that she had not left her mink coat in the cloakroom; thus enabling him to put a completely fresh plan into operation without delay. As they passed into the lounge he took her arm again and whispered:

‘We won’t stay here. There are so few people about at this hour we’re certain to be noticed. We’ll go out through the other entrance and along to the Normandie.’

‘But why should there be people in quantity there more than here?’ she questioned.

‘There won’t,’ he answered tersely, ‘but the taxi-man set us down here so it’s as well to get out of this place as quickly as possible in case he’s questioned.’

‘As you will.’ She allowed him to lead her out on to the plage and they walked the few hundred yards to the other hotel. At the entrance he paused and faced her.

‘Listen Sabine!’ he spoke with unusual firmness. ‘Any argument will draw attention to us. I am staying here, so there must be no fuss—you understand? Do as I say or else the police will get us and we shall both spend the night in some uncomfortable gaol.’

‘But …’ She was about to make a protest.

‘Stop it,’ he cut her short abruptly. ‘I hate to remind you of the fact, but it was you who took the fellow who was attacked to the maison de rendezvous, so it is you whom the police will want to talk to. Remember, he may have been murdered by now for all we know.’

‘All right,’ she murmured and when he took her straight over to the lift and upstairs to his room she made no further protest.

‘Now,’ he said, having closed the double doors behind him and thrown his coat upon the bed, ‘I think you had better tell me what you know.’

Again she regarded him with her large, calm, unfrightened eyes. ‘How?’ she asked.

‘There’s something going on, and I want to know about it.’ Gregory’s chin jutted out as he faced her in the quiet room, shut off from the corridor by the private bathroom, clothes closet and miniature hall, with its toile de jouy hangings and rose du barri colouring, warm in the pink lights of the shaded lamps.

He took the worn notecase from his pocket again and added quietly: ‘Perhaps this will help us.’

The case contained 2,440 francs in notes of various denominations, the document which Gregory had already scanned at the Metropole, and a telegram. He spread out the latter and read it carefully.

‘This is written out in pencil; by a woman I should judge. It’s on a sending form so it has not yet been despatched; it says:

COROT CAFE DE LA CLOCHE CALAIS SIXTH 41 44 11 15 THENCE 46 SEVENTH 43 47 EIGHTH 43 AGAIN 47

Well, that doesn’t help us much, since it’s in code,’ he added. ‘But it’s interesting all the same, and confirms my ideas about your charming self. Now, once again, what do you know?’

She stared at him with a lazy insolence in her hazel eyes.

‘If I knew anything why should I tell? Also, I do not regard the chance of being questioned by the police as of sufficient importance to risk my reputation by remaining in your room.’

A sudden smile that could on occasion make Gregory’s lean face so attractive flashed over it. ‘Why?’ he said softly with a new note in his voice. ‘We are both bad hats anyway—aren’t we?’

‘Of course,’ she murmured with an answering smile. ‘And you are—how shall I say?—well, emotionant in your way—one does not often meet an Englishman with your personality—see how frank I have become. But I fear I have no time for gallantry at the moment.’

‘Haven’t you? I think you have.’ Gregory took one of her hands and kissed it.

‘No—no,’ she shook her head. ‘You are a nice person but at this time such follies are apart from me.’

‘Are they?’ He pressed nearer to her and his eyes said infinitely more than his words conveyed. But at that moment the telephone which stood on a little table near the bed shrilled loudly.

It was just behind her and she picked it up without the least hesitation. ‘Ullo,’ she said, ‘merci … ah bon! … Adieu.’ Then she replaced the receiver.

‘As I thought,’ she turned back to him. ‘That call was for me. My friend whom you have seen with me in the Casino has many ways of knowing what I do. Someone in this hotel has told him of my presence here. He assures me that all is arranged so that there is no further likelihood of my being troubled by the police.’

She smiled—a little mocking smile of triumph at Gregory. ‘You understand? I must return to my friend. This little adventure has been quite amusing and I thank you for your courtesy, but now, Monsieur—it is over.’

Gregory smiled too, ‘I hate,’ he said, ‘to seem to press you; but I think you will see the wisdom of remaining here in hiding when I tell you I know from his papers that the man whom you lured to that dive tonight was an officer from Scotland Yard. If the French police knew that they would renew their desire to interview you despite anything that your very clever friend can do. So it seems to me that you are wrong, Mademoiselle, and that this adventure has only just begun.’


3
An Interrupted Idyll

‘You mean to keep me here—against my will?’ For the first time the self-confidence faded from Sabine’s eyes. Almost instinctively she glanced behind her to see if there was another exit from the room.

Gregory faced her across the broad low bed. His back was to the only door which gave on to the miniature hallway of the suite. Tall, lean, the suggestion of a smile pulling at his thin lips, he noted with quiet satisfaction that he had at last broken through her armour of casual ease.

It was now well after one o’clock. Many of the wealthy crowd staying at the Normandie would, he knew, still be at the casino; while those who did not gamble or dance would already be in bed. The double doors, with the small hallway in between, separating the big room from the corridor, muffled the loudest sounds even in the day time; now, the unbroken hush of midnight hours pervaded the great hotel. In the soft light of the rose du barri shaded lamps against the background of the toile de jouy hangings Sabine’s dark beauty glowed warm and alluring.

Not a flicker of an eyelid betrayed Gregory’s determination to take with both hands this golden hour which it seemed that the Gods had decreed for him. The girl was no bread and butter miss but an adventuress, perhaps even a poule de luxe, one of those rare exotic women for the sake of whose caresses millionaires commit crazy follies and sometimes come to ruin, disgrace, and suicide. He had caught her fairly; he was even running some risk of trouble with the police for deliberately concealing her. She must pay toll but she should do so of her own free will in an hour or two. Gregory was by nature the joyful cynic and far too old a hand to rush his fences. He moved round the bed towards her.

‘Listen!’ he said. ‘You lured that chap in the airman’s coat down to that dive where he was set upon.’

‘Monsieur, that is not true.’

Gregory dismissed her protest with a wave of his thin muscular hand. ‘Owing to the break I gave him he may have got clean away. On the other hand, those thugs may have run him down and knifed him.’

‘No—no. If so my friend would have told me of that when he telephoned just now.’

‘Touché!’ Gregory exclaimed, his smile broadening into a grin. ‘A confession, my dear Sabine, that those cut-throats were in your friend’s employ, and that you knew it.’

Her dark eyes flashed. ‘Monsieur is clever but it is sometimes dangerous to know too much.’

‘A threat, eh? Come, that’s ungenerous, since you’d be in Deauville police station at this moment if I hadn’t got you out of that café. More, it’s rank ingratitude when I propose to keep you here all night to save you from arrest.’

‘My friend has said that I am in no danger of arrest.’

‘You forget that your description will have been given to the police by the patron of the café. They’ll nab you for certain if you try and leave this hotel.’

‘Nab—what is that?’

‘Pinch—arrest. All the hotel porters and taxi men in Deauville will have been warned to keep a look out for you by this time. Remember, the man whom your friend’s thugs tried to do in was an officer from Scotland Yard. When our special branch men operate on the continent they always keep in touch with the local police, so if he has escaped he will have made his report by now, and the authorities will be wanting you pretty badly.’

For a moment she was silent then, with a little sigh, she sat down on the arm of a low chair. ‘I am so tired,’ she murmured, passing her hand across her eyes. ‘Perhaps you are right, Monsieur, but it is ungallant that you should take advantage of my situation.’

Gregory reassessed his chances. Her regal self-assurance of a few moments before had suddenly disappeared. It was as though a spring inside her had given away; she sat now hunched and dejected, a rather pitiful little figure, acute anxiety in her dark eyes as to the outcome of this difficult position in which her evening’s adventure had landed her.

His experience of women made him certain that she was not shamming. She was an adventuress, of course, but not a poule, otherwise she would never have broken down like this. He was glad of that since it made the affair so much more interesting. Like a good diplomat he prepared himself to make concessions. The gods gave only in their own good time. They had been kind to place so rare a gift within his compass. Now he must wait upon their pleasure.

He smiled, and laid a hand on her shoulder.

‘Don’t worry please,’ he said softly. ‘I hope we are going to see quite a lot of each other in the future, so the last thing I want is to make you think me a bore. I only want to help you. I’m sure it’s best for you to stay here the night. You can have my bed and I’ll shake down with some cushions and the eiderdown in the bathroom. We’ll talk things over in the morning.’

She nodded slowly, not doubting for an instant that he meant exactly what he said.

‘I think I might have guessed that I need have no fear of you. How wise you are, too, if you really wish to gain my fren’ship.’

‘May our friendship ripen quickly,’ he replied, and they smiled into each other’s eyes like two expert swords-men about to enjoy a test of skill with buttoned foils.

‘Pyjamas!’ Gregory drew a clean pair, of peach-coloured silk, from a drawer and threw them on the bed. ‘You’ll have to use your fur coat as a dressing-gown I’m afraid—I’ll need mine if I’m to sleep hard. They key’s in the door, so you can lock it if you wish—but you needn’t bother. Your virtue is as safe as the crown jewels for, shall we say, the next eight hours—or until you leave this suite—but after that, gardez vous ma belle Sabine. Je deviendrai le loup dans le bois.’

She arched her splendid eyebrows. ‘Is that a challenge?’

‘It is. I know nothing of your dealings with your elderly friend but I mean to take you from him even if I have to swing for it.’

As he spoke Gregory had been gathering up his things together with the cushions and the coverlet from the bed. He had no intention of losing the maximum effect of his withdrawal by prolonging the conversation. In the doorway he turned, ‘Good night, little Red Ridinghood.’

Sabine inclined her head. ‘Dormez bien, my Big Bad Wolf.’

She was now a little uncertain if she was altogether glad to see him leave her so quickly.

Outside he locked the door on to the corridor, made up a couch for himself on the bathroom floor, undressed and, putting out the light, lay down to think.

His unusual resting-place did not trouble him at all. Gregory Sallust could sleep anywhere but his brain was busy with the events of the evening.

His tour through Normandy, spying out the land for the organisation which had engaged him in London, had proved completely abortive until this, the very last evening of his visit. Even now he had no certain knowledge that this strange adventure, into which he had been led by following Sabine, had any bearing upon the operations which he had been asked to investigate, yet he had a strong feeling that this might be so. The officer from Scotland Yard, who’d been attacked, might have been in Deauville for half a hundred different reasons, but it was Sabine’s connection with that strange little man, with whom he had first seen her in the Casino, which intrigued him. That almost dwarf-like figure with the powerful head, pale stone-cold eyes, and shock of white hair above the broad forehead, was known to Gregory as one who had been engaged for years in great, and always sinister, undertakings. It might well be that he was at the bottom of the whole business. Even if that were not so, Gregory had found Sabine, a woman in a million; one of those rare beings who possessed all the attributes which appealed to his fastidious nature. Gregory Sallust felt that his evening had not been wasted. For a time he amused himself by conjuring up her face again in the darkness; then he turned over and slept peacefully.

Gregory made a practice of never being called and usually slept late in the morning, so he would probably not have woken until nine o’clock, but at half-past eight the bathroom door creaked and Sabine put her dark head round the corner.

As his eyes opened he stared at her in bewilderment; then the events of the few hours before flooded back to him and he sat up.

‘I am so sorry if I disturb you,’ she said, ‘but I have been awake a long time and I am hungry; also, I would like a bath.’

‘Right oh! Give me ten minutes, will you, and I’ll see what we can do about some breakfast. Feeling better this morning?’

‘A lot, t’ank you.’ She smiled and shut the door.

He shaved his lean face with quick sure strokes, brushed his tumbled hair, slipped on his dressing-gown, and then joined her in the bedroom.

Her evening dress and stockings were still lying over a chair and she sat perched on the edge of the bed muffled up in her big fur coat.

‘I’ve turned on the bath,’ he told her, ‘so in you go, and don’t come out before I call you. In the meantime I’ll order breakfast. What would you like? Just coffee and rolls, or something more sustaining?’

‘May I have some canteloupe, also an omelette—fines herbe—I think.’

‘You little glutton,’ he laughed, ‘of course you may, but we’ll have to eat it off one set of plates, or else they’ll tumble to it that I’ve got a visitor, Run along now and when you hear the waiter come in mind you stop splashing.’

As she left him, carrying away her clothes, he gave the order by telephone, and a quarter of an hour later the floor waiter appeared with the dishes and coffee upon a tray. He was accompanied by an under porter carrying a cabin trunk, which he set down carefully as he said: ‘This has just arrived, Monsieur. I was ordered to bring it up to you at once.’

When the men had gone Gregory examined the trunk. It was addressed to him and he found it to be unlocked. On opening it, he saw a note inside; it read:

Dear Mr. Sallust,

I trust that you have taken care of my little friend, Sabine. Some people in my position might find grounds for serious annoyance in her desertion of me, but at my age I can afford to be tolerant towards the escapades of young people. I only hope she was not disappointed in you.

Now that this little frolic is over, however, she will naturally wish to return to my care at the earliest possible moment. To facilitate that end I send under your name a complete outfit of her day clothes. Should she fail to rejoin me by midday I shall consider you lacking in appreciation of the courtesy I have extended to you and proceed to teach you a sharp lesson in good manners.

I do not sign this as Sabine will know from whom it comes.

P.S. My apologies to Sabine, please, that my servants are unable to find her Bassana powder. Also, although she is fond of it, I should be obliged if you will exercise your influence to restrain her from eating any fish for breakfast, since I am always a little doubtful of it in the summer months abroad.

Gregory grinned. He did not need to ask Sabine from whom the letter had come and, knowing something of the sender, he felt that the veiled threat was by no means an empty one; yet he had no intention of truckling to it. Sabine was far too beautiful a prisoner to be released because some risk might be incurred by a continuance of her company. Gregory was already planning in his mind the manner in which they might most pleasantly spend the day together. He slipped the note in his pocket and, knocking on the bathroom door, reported the arrival both of the trunk and breakfast.

Sabine joined him a few moments later clad in her evening dress and looking beautiful but slightly incongruous in the bright morning sunshine which was now streaming through the window.

Breakfast proved a pleasant meal. They had to drink from the single cup and shared the melon and omelette with the happy laughter that springs from quick mutual attraction. All the distrust she had shown of him the previous night had disappeared.

When the meal was over he waved a hand towards the trunk. ‘You had better change now, I think, into day clothes, while I have a bath and get dressed myself. But what shall we do afterwards? How would you like to spend the day?’

She became grave at once. ‘I must get back and rejoin my friend. Otherwise he will be angry and when he is angry it is not good.’

Gregory raised one eyebrow, the left, until it met the white scar running down from his forehead, which gave him at times such a Mephistophelean appearance. ‘You’re not out of the wood with the police yet, you know,’ he said, ‘and if you go off on your own they may pinch you for that affair last night.’

‘If that is so, they may do so if I am with you, n’est ce pas?’

He shook his head. ‘I don’t think you need worry as long as you remain with me because, you know, that Scotland Yard man owes me something. By turning up when I did I probably saved his life. He’s bound to take that into account so the chances are that if you’re caught with me they’ll prove much more reasonable about you than if they catch you on your own. Besides, the wolf knows the forest and you’re much more likely to escape altogether if you let him be your guide.’

‘That may be so—but my friend? He will make trouble if I do not return.’

‘Listen.’ Gregory leaned forward eagerly and took her hands. ‘I’ll put it to you another way. If you wish to do so you are perfectly free to walk out of this room now. From the beginning I’ve never had the least intention of turning you over to the police, I’m sure you know that, but if you go now I may never see you again. All I’m asking is for another hour or two with you. This is the last day of my holiday. I’m returning to England this evening by the five o’clock boat. You said last night you might give me your friendship for sheltering you here and asking nothing of you in return. Now is the time then. Won’t you be very sweet and kind, risk a spot of trouble with the old man, and spare me a few hours today? Just long enough to drive somewhere and lunch together in the sunshine. I’ll have you back in Deauville and safe at home by four o’clock. I promise.’

‘You have been kind—and generous.’ She hesitated a second. ‘But this may be most dangerous for you.’

‘Danger has never stopped me doing anything I wanted to yet, nor you my dear. We’re two of a kind and thrive on it—be honest now—aren’t we?’

‘C’est vrai,’ she said softly. ‘All right then, I will do as you wish, but the consequences—they must be upon your own head.’

‘Splendid!’ With a quick gesture Gregory pulled her to her feet and kissed her on the cheek. ‘Quick now and change—while I get my clothes on.’ With a happy laugh he swung away from her and two minutes later he was singing lustily in his bath.

When he returned he found her dressed in an airy primrose summer frock and large picture hat, which suited her dark beauty to perfection. She had repacked the cabin trunk with her evening clothes and, but for the tumbled bed, the room now showed no traces of her occupation.

‘Now to make our get-away,’ he exclaimed and, picking up the telephone, he gave swift orders in French that his car should be driven round from the garage and left outside Van Cleffe et Appel, the jewellers, at the side of the hotel.

‘We’ll give them ten minutes,’ he said, turning back to her, ‘then slip down the service staircase, just in case there’s a large blue policeman waiting to wish you good morning in the lounge, although they can hardly know you went to earth here last night.’

Only a good-natured chambermaid hid a smile of understanding as she passed them hand in hand on the service stairs. They slipped through a side door into the restaurant then, under cover of the cider-apple trees, out through the courtyard. The car was waiting at the spot to which Gregory had ordered it. His plan had worked without a hitch yet those few minutes of suspense made a bond between them; for both felt a little like naughty children who were slipping away to play some forbidden game in spite of the prohibition of stern elders.

Gregory turned the car to the left, along the front, then left again on to the fine main road, and so out of the town between the rows of big Edwardian villas. He had already settled it in his mind that they should lunch at the famous Guillaume Conquérant Restaurant at Dives, but it was still only ten o’clock, so he drove straight through to Cabourg and then turned inland along the road to Caen.

When he discovered that Sabine had never visited the old Norman capital, except to dine at that resort of gourmets, the Champs d’Hiver, he parked the car in the square and they got out.

They spent an hour laughing and talking as they walked round the market and inspected the Cathedral then, after an early cocktail, they picked up the car again and drove back to Dives, that little village at the mouth of the river, from which William the Conqueror set out so many centuries ago with his Norman knights to invade England.

Neither Gregory nor Sabine were strangers to the celebrated hostelry, which is the principal centre of interest at Dives today, and they were soon seated at one of the small tables in its ancient flower-decked courtyard, receiving the ministrations of the maître d’hôtel.

The August day was one of torrid heat so they decided on a cold luncheon: Consomme en gelé. Canard Montmorency, and Fraises de bois.

Sabine had lost all trace of the anxiety which she had previously shown in playing truant to that powerful and sinister figure whom she termed her friend. She was protesting gaily that she could not possibly manage a third helping of the excellent cold duck, dressed with foie gras and cherries, when Gregory saw her face go suddenly blank.

‘What is it?’ he inquired anxiously.

She leaned across the table, laying her hand swiftly on his; her smooth forehead creased into a frown. ‘That man,’ she whispered. ‘Quick, he is just going through the gate. Oh, but you must be careful.’

Gregory glanced over his shoulder and was in time to catch one glimpse of a tall broad-shouldered well-dressed fellow, who dragged one leg slightly as he walked.

‘Who is it?’ he asked.

‘The Limper; that is the name by which they call him,’ she murmured. ‘Is it by chance, I wonder, that he is here, or has my friend sent him? Be careful of yourself, please. It would make me miserable now if any misfortune were to happen to you.’

‘Is he so dangerous then?’

‘Very, I t’ink. At least, many people are afraid of him.’

‘Well, I’m not,’ Gregory laughed, ‘but thanks for the warning, and thank you far more for your concern for me. But tell me this: why do you mix with such people? Have you got to or is it from choice?’

She shrugged. ‘It is my life.’

‘I wish you’d tell me more of yourself, and more of your, er—friend.’ As he spoke he was speculating again as to whether Sabine could possibly be the old man’s mistress. The thought that it might be so filled him momentarily with one of those gusts of cold fierce rage which made him capable, at times, of sacrificing his egoism to become a killer; not from jealousy, but because some streak in him leapt to the defence of the beautiful, the precious, and the rare, utterly regardless of all man-made laws, conventions, shibboleths. He had been born five hundred years after his time, knew it and, even in his more sober moments, was inclined to glory in the fact.

She shrugged again. ‘I prefer that you should not question me. In a little time now we must part and it is better that you should know nothing of me.’

‘Yet I mean to. Believe me Sabine, we shall meet again—and soon.’

‘I do not say I would be averse to that—but no! At this time I am apart from men. It is too dangerous—dangerous for you. Please, after today forget that we have ever met. It would be better so.’

‘Tell me one thing,’ he urged. ‘When you speak of your friend, do you really mean your lover?’

‘How absurd you are,’ she laughed. ‘But no, perhaps, not altogether absurd, for he is a most fascinating and interesting person. He has no time for women though, I t’ink, and uses me only as a cog in his machine.’

‘To lure unsuspecting young policemen to their death, eh?’ He smiled, his flaming anger having evaporated as quickly as it had come.

‘No, no, not that. Those thugs, as you call them, would not have killed him. Their orders were only to get back the telegram that he had stolen.’

She spoke hastily in her anxiety to deny the suggestion that she might have led the officer to his death and, in so doing, had said more than she had intended. Gregory was quick to note the flush that mounted to her cheeks. The telegram was now reposing in his breast pocket and as soon as he had the chance he meant to get a cipher expert on to decoding it, if possible, since he had felt from the beginning that it might hold the key to the mystery in which he was so interested.

‘Do you know the code in which that telegram was drafted?’ he asked casually.

She helped herself to a few more wood strawberries from the little wicker basket which reposed between them then said slowly: ‘If I did I would not tell you and, since you speak of it, much trouble could be saved if you would give that telegram to me. If I could hand it to my friend on my return I should escape his anger. Also, he would be grateful to you and perhaps allow that we meet again.’

Gregory shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, but I’m afraid that’s impossible. I’m sure you’ll be able to make your peace with him when you get home in an hour or so now, and I mean to keep the telegram at least, as a small souvenir of our adventure.’

She shrugged and lifted up her coffee cup. ‘As you will—but you would be far wiser to do as I suggest.’

‘No. I have to return to England in any case tonight, so even with your friend’s permission I should not be able to see you again for a day or two, although I mean to, whether he likes it or not, as soon as I can. Here’s to our next merry meeting.’ He tossed off his liqueur of vintage Calvados and beckoned the waiter to bring the bill.

As he was paying it she stood up, saying that she must leave him for a moment, but would rejoin him at the car. He watched her go, a gracious sylvan figure, then he stood up himself and walked slowly through the creeper-covered gateway round to the garage.

His car was not where he had left it in the car park, but a blue-overalled mechanic met him and told him that, having noticed the car had a flat tyre, he had run it into the garage. Then the man hurried off on some errand saying that he would be back again in one moment.

The car park was deserted and, all-unsuspecting, Gregory turned from its strong sunlight into the deep shadow of the ancient stables. As he rounded the corner a tall figure with raised arms leapt forward casting a cloud of black dust straight into his face.

It was pepper. Too late, he shut his eyes and thrust up his hands. Searing red-hot pains seemed to stab through his eyeballs. The infernal stuff was in his mouth and nostrils making him choke and gasp. Then, as he staggered back, blind and helpless, a powerful fist caught him a terrific blow in the stomach and he doubled up, writhing in agony upon the ground.


4
Enter an Eminent Edwardian

‘And that,’ said Gregory two nights later, ‘was the last I saw of the delectable Sabine.’

Sir Pellinore Gwaine-Cust sat back and roared with laughter.

‘Well, I’ll be devilled!’ he exclaimed when he had somewhat recovered. ‘The minx fooled you properly, and no wonder your eyes are in such a state. Still, there are as good fish you know … Have some more brandy, my boy, have some more brandy.’

‘Thanks.’ Gregory picked up the decanter and poured a further ration into the big Ballon glass that stood on a little table at his elbow. His host’s brandy was as rich, as full-flavoured, and of as fine a vintage as the man himself.

Sir Pellinore was one of those remarkable products which seem peculiar to England. Born in 1870, the heir to a pleasant property on the Welsh border, which had been in his family since the Wars of the Roses, he came into his inheritance in the naughty ‘nineties, while still a subaltern in a crack cavalry regiment. He had an eye for a horse and a pretty woman, and an infinite capacity for vintage port, but no one had ever accused him of having any brains. He was distantly connected with royalty, and numbered three dukes among his first cousins, so from his youth upward he had known everyone who mattered by their Christian names, yet not one in a hundred thousand of the general public had ever heard of him. He had shot everything that is shootable, including men, and received a brief notoriety from a particularly well-deserved V.C. in the South African war, but as he had never courted publicity he soon slipped from public notice again.

Early in King Edward VII’s reign a crisis had occurred in Sir Pellinore’s financial affairs which had made him consider it desirable to resign his commission rather than sacrifice his ancient patrimony. Some people in the city had offered him a directorship, entirely, of course, on account of his social standing, but curiously enough they found him a surprisingly regular attendant at their board meetings, where he displayed a blunt persistence in acquainting himself with the minutest details of the company’s affairs. After a little, the people in the city discovered that if they had a particularly tricky transaction to negotiate with an Armenian or a Greek the best thing to do was to leave it to Sir Pellinore; true he had no brains, but he possessed a strange direct way of putting matters to such people. He was so transparently honest that they never quite knew what had come over them, until they were back in the Levant. Other directorships had been accepted by Sir Pellinore, although he always modestly declined the chairmanship of any company with which he was connected.

For services in the Great War he had been offered a peerage, but declined it on the score that there had been a Gwaine-Cust for so many centuries at Gwaine Meads that the tenants would think he had sold the place if he became Lord some-thing-or-other.

He had always dealt with his co-directors with that same disarming frankness which he displayed to Americans and Greeks; his formula being, ‘Well now, you fellows, just pay me what you think the job was worth—say half what I’ve saved the company, eh? That’s fair. No cheating there. Mustn’t rob the shareholders, must we?’ He was now exceedingly rich.

He inhabited a vast mansion in Carlton House Terrace to which admirals, generals, diplomats and cabinet ministers came to unburden themselves when their affairs proved particularly difficult. Not for advice, oh no! because everybody knew that Sir Pellinore had no brains, but he was as safe as the grave and a decent sort—one of the old school with a curiously direct way of thinking, an eye for a horse or a pretty woman, and an infinite capacity for vintage port.

His only son had died of wounds during the Great War, and it was Gregory who, as a very young subaltern, had carried him back out of the hell of Thiepval Wood on the Somme, in 1916, at imminent risk to his own life. That was how he had come to meet Sir Pellinore who, times without number, had offered him lucrative permanent posts in his companies, but Gregory had a loathing of routine and just enough money of his own to be independent.

He had a direct way of thinking too, however. That was why they liked each other and why, when one of the great corporations which Sir Pellinore virtually controlled, found their interests threatened, he had said to the board, ‘I think I can get you a man. Very able feller. Much more likely to get to the bottom of this business for us than one of those beastly agencies. If you care to leave the matter in my hands …’

Now, Gregory warmed the precious liqueur in the bowl-shaped glass with his palms, before sniffing its ethers appreciatively. Then he glanced round the big quiet library where they were sitting after dinner. ‘She didn’t fool me, you know,’ he said.

Sir Pellinore closed one bright blue eye under a bushy white eyebrow. ‘Tell that to the marines, my boy. Been fooled often enough myself by women. Not afraid to admit it either. She tipped off that Limper feller and he did the rest. Gad, I’d have given a packet to see you afterwards. How mad you must have been.’ He gave his long thigh a ringing slap, and roared with laughter again.

‘Not a bit of it,’ Gregory protested. ‘If Sabine had put the Limper on to me he would have searched me afterwards for a certainty, and taken the telegram when he had the chance, but he didn’t. He obviously couldn’t have known I had it. All he was interested in was getting Sabine out of my hands under instructions from his boss. Here’s the telegram to prove it.’

‘Well, maybe you’re right.’ The baronet took the flimsy sheet and read it out:

COROT CAFE DE LA CLOCHE CALAIS SIXTH 41 44 11 15 THENCE 46 SEVENTH 43 47 EIGHTH 43 AGAIN 47

‘What d’you make of it?’ Gregory asked.

‘Nothing. Never was any good at figures, much less codes. Never had much of a brain for anything at all.’

‘No.’ Gregory grinned. ‘Yet the father of all the Rothschilds would have buttoned up his pockets and knocked off work for the day if he had heard you were going to pay him a visit in his office.’

‘What’s that!’ Sir Pellinore looked up sharply.

‘Well, you know what I mean.’ Gregory continued to grin unashamedly. He knew his man and treated Sir Pellinore in private as few of the baronet’s co-directors would have dared to do.

‘Insolent young devil.’ Sir Pellinore returned the grin. ‘Good thing there aren’t many more of your kidney knocking about. World wouldn’t be fit to live in. Honestly, though, I can’t make head or tail of this thing. However, I’ve got a pal in the Admiralty decoding department and I’ll get him on to it tomorrow. Never do anything yourself that you can get other people to do for you. Remember that my boy. Better than any tip for the Derby. Lots of fools have paid me good money to get other people to do their work for them.’

‘I can well believe you,’ said Gregory succinctly. ‘Have you still got any of that pre-War Kummel?’

‘What, the original Mentzendorff?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why?’

‘Only that I’ve always found it an excellent aid to thought and I can get fine brandy in other people’s houses but you seem to have cornered all the pre-War Kummel in London.’

Sir Pellinore brushed a hand over his fine white moustache and got up. He stood six feet four in his socks and could still have flung most men over thirty down his stairs if he had wanted to.

‘Drat the boy,’ he muttered as he pressed the bell. ‘Another bottle gone and even Justerini’s can’t find me any more. But I’d sooner you drank it than most people I know. At least you appear to appreciate the stuff and I wouldn’t mind a spot myself. Now you shall tell me what you really did with that attractive young woman.’

‘There’s nothing more to tell.’

‘Come on, you young rascal. You had her in your room all night.’

‘Even so, I promise you…’

‘Expect me to believe that! Is it likely! Still, I’ll let you off. It’s nice to find a youngster who refuses to tell tales out of school. Crawshay, bring me a bottle of Kummel. Out of the bin mind. Not that muck we have for parties.’

‘Very good, sir.’ The under butler bowed in the doorway and disappeared as quietly as he had come.

‘Now! Let’s have this thing clear.’ The baronet sat back in his deep arm-chair. ‘Do you really think you’ve tumbled on to something or just got yourself mixed up in some shady deal which doesn’t matter two hoots to us.’

Gregory shrugged. ‘I can’t say for certain. It may not concern us at all. On the other hand it may be what we’re after. Anyhow, I intend to follow it up.’

‘Follow up that young woman is what you mean, my lad.’

‘Certainly, but I have a hunch that I won’t be wasting my time as far as the other thing is concerned. Remember, it was a Scotland Yard man whom those thugs attacked.’

‘That’s true. All the same, policemen must have their nights off, like other people, and it’s quite probable this wench told you a whole pack of lies to cover up her affair with the fellow. Women are marvellous liars—marvellous. Ha! here comes the Kummel.’

The under butler had arrived with the cob-webbed bottle still uncorked upon a salver, and Sir Pellinore took it from him. When the door closed behind the man he said to Gregory, as he gently tapped the wax off the top of the bottle, ‘Never allow my people to uncork old liquor. Servants don’t understand that sort of thing these days. Cork’s gone to powder, like as not. If so, they push it in and ruin the stuff. One thing I always do myself.’ With a skilful sideways twist of
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