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GUNMAN’S BLUFF 

	CHAPTER I 

	“But you are going to marry him, Peggy?” 

	There was an agitation in the voice of Rex Leferre that almost startled his sister: it certainly diverted for the moment the resentment that was growing toward her unpunctual fiancé. 

	“What makes you say that?” she asked. “Does it mean that I am breaking off my engagement because Luke is a bad host and has kept us waiting ten minutes?” 

	They were in the palm court of the Carlton, and the remainder of the guests, mercifully occupied with their cocktails and gossip, were apparently unaware of Luke’s bad manners. 

	She stood apart with the young man who was her only relation, and no stranger seeing them would imagine them to be brother and sister. Rex was red haired, weak chinned, a fretful young man with a nervous trick of adjusting his dress tie every few minutes. 

	Margaret Leferre had the carriage and poise of the great lady. She was fair skinned, faultless of feature, gray eyed—a model of cold dignity. She had never succumbed to the fashion in short hair: her own was braided about her head so that she seemed to be wearing a coronet of dull gold. 

	“I don’t know.” Rex was nibbling at his nails; he could not be cured of this ugly habit. “Only Luke is a good fellow—in a way. Rather a tightwad.” 

	“What is a tightwad?” she asked, her steady eyes on him. 

	“Well—I mean—he’s not terribly generous with his own money. He gives tips and things, but somehow I’ve never been able to get into the market in time to benefit. My own fault, of course.” 

	He tried to avoid her gaze, but she was the stronger character. 

	“Have you been borrowing money again?” she asked, and he wriggled uncomfortably. 

	“No—what rot! Only Danty and I had a scheme…” 

	She looked round at that moment. Somehow she knew that the dark-eyed Danton Morell was watching them. Danton was rather a dear and she had come to rely upon him. He seemed to sense her trouble now, and detaching himself from the group of which he was a silent member, made his way toward her. 

	“Oh, shut up, Peggy. Don’t talk to Morell about it. If you’re going to make a scene…” 

	With a shrug he turned and left her as Danty came up. 

	Danty, that splendid man of the world, was amused at her fears. He was on the borderline of forty, a handsome, entertaining bachelor, and she had come to know him through Rex. 

	“No, I don’t think he has been borrowing. Rex is an improvident devil who will be broke for the next ten years. Then he will settle down and be terribly successful. Your young man is rather late.” 

	She knew instinctively that he did not like Luke Maddison; she had always known this. Luke, she told herself, was rather a prig in his way. He was “county”—was related to or friendly with almost every great family in England. Only once had he spoken disparagingly of Danton. 

	“Where did he spring from? I’ve never heard of him before,” he asked. 

	She might have told him that Danton had spent the greater part of his life in the Argentine, but she had stiffened at the disparagement of her brother’s friend—and hers. And then Luke had made it worse. 

	“He’s a rum bird. I shouldn’t be surprised if he was one of those light-fingered fellows who are known to the police—if one only made inquiries.” 

	“You had better make inquiries,” she said icily. 

	This was before she had taken the plunge and had sent an ecstatic Luke Maddison to his house walking on air. 

	As she listened to Danton she was looking absently at the solitaire diamond ring which was the outward and visible sign of her engagement. 

	“… Rex is volatile and a bit unstable—sometimes there is nothing too bad he can say about Maddison. Sometimes nothing too good. Hullo, here’s our blessed host!” 

	Luke Maddison came through the vestibule with long strides. He paused to strip his overcoat and take off his silk hat, which he almost threw at an attendant, and took one step toward the door. As he did so his foot slipped sideways on the marble floor and he would have fallen unpleasantly but for the hand that suddenly gripped his arm. 

	The man who held him must have been unusually strong, for he literally, and in the most effortless fashion, lifted Luke Maddison bodily and placed him on his feet. Luke turned with a half smile of dismay and found himself looking into a hard, lined face, the colour of teak; into two unsmiling eyes, expressionless. 

	“Thank you—awfully!” 

	The stranger nodded. 

	“It might have been a very nasty fall. I’m greatly obliged to you!” 

	“Not at all,” said the unknown. 

	He was in evening kit, a perfectly fitted man; you saw the ghost of an efficient valet behind him. Maddison saw lines in the face which were not entirely nature’s handiwork. He could not know that the two scars which disfigured the right cheek of his helper were souvenirs of an encounter with the late Lew Selinski of New York City. Lew used a knife when he was annoyed and he had been very annoyed with the well-dressed man when he had left his mark upon his enemy’s face. 

	“I am glad I was here. Fortunately, I always wait in the lobby when I am expecting people to dinner. Good-night.” 

	He half turned away as though he objected to the attention he had called to himself, and Luke went in to his party full of apologies. 

	Two lives touched at the Carlton that January night—touched and went looping away one from the other, to touch again in a moment of crisis. Rough roads they were: a bitter, heart-aching road for one, a methodical hell for the less favoured, to be tramped with that cynical smile with which “Gunner” Haynes met every misfortune. 

	Luke Maddison saw life like that—a bewildering mass of crossing and parallel paths. If he fell into error it was in believing that his own was the straight-as-a-ruler highway to which and from which all other paths inclined or diverged. 

	Eight generations of gentlemen bankers, all gently bred and belonging to the class which produces statesmen and commanders by divine right of appointment, were responsible for his wealth and his six feet of good-looking humanity. He was fair, blue eyed, straight of back, in his happier moments irresponsible. He was extravagant, a free spender of money and an idealist, which means that he was spendthrift of the material which keeps men in the City solid and comfortable. Something of a gambler, he took chances at which his more conservative friends might shudder. Yet, as somebody said, “With half a million of gilt-edged securities on deposit, who could not gamble to a ten per cent. margin?” 

	Gunner Haynes, whose strong arm had saved him from a fractured wrist or worse, had no collateral worth speaking about. His principal assets were an immaculate dress suit, a cultured voice, and perfect manners, which more than overcame the handicap represented by his lean, dark, sinister face. He lived God knew where, but was to be seen at such of the best hotels as did not know him for an expert jewel thief. 

	They called him “Gunner” because of certain happenings in New York City. It was said, but never proved, that he was the man who bumped off Lew Selinski, that notorious gang leader, and shot his way through Lew’s gunmen to the safety represented by a cattle boat which sailed from the Hudson River an hour after the police reserves answered a riot call. 

	Nobody had ever seen him with a pistol in England; but the detectives who arrested him a year after his return to his native land fully expected gun play and came armed. 

	When he came up for trial, nobody came near him: not his pretty wife or his best friend Larry Vinman. Larry was a prince of confidence men, young, good-looking, plausible. 

	There might be excellent reason why Larry should not wish to draw attention to himself by appearing in court; no reason why Millie should not write or do something. She had a thousand pounds in hard cash; a good lawyer could have been briefed; but when the Gunner sent for her, she had left the lodging they had occupied. He never saw her again. A few months before his release from prison he heard that she had died in a workhouse infirmary. 

	The Gunner’s smile when he heard this was a grim one. He always smiled when he was hurt—and as he smiled now, his heart was one great throbbing wound. 

	So he came from prison, and in due course to the Carlton Hotel, where Mr. Luke Maddison was celebrating his engagement. Of Luke he knew nothing—what had brought him there was a jewel box which a rich American lady kept in the hotel safe all day and in her bedroom between 9 P.M. and 1 A.M. Gunner Haynes had taken a room on the same floor. 

	“I really am at your feet and prostrate,” said Luke, not for the first time in the course of the dinner. “The truth is, my car hit a taxicab sideways—it was the cabby’s fault—and up came an officious Robert and must take down all particulars very laboriously in his little book! Why don’t they teach policemen to write shorthand?” 

	“My dear, it doesn’t matter—really.” 

	Margaret’s voice was a little weary. Everything and everybody was going wrong to-night. Even Danty was distressed about something and was not his usual self. Luke was late; he had made an acrobatic entrance, performing wild gyrations in the arms of a strange gentleman. What had upset Danty? She had seen his face turn a sickly white when Luke came in. Rex was grumpy and silent, scarcely speaking to Lady Revellson on his left. And Luke had insisted on sitting next to her, after she had arranged the table, with the result that everybody at the table was in his or her wrong place. 

	“If that fellow hadn’t been on the spot I should certainly have broken something—I couldn’t possibly have saved myself. It has been trying to snow and I must have got some caked on the sole of my shoe—I walked the last hundred yards or so. The car was caught in a traffic jam in Piccadilly Circus.…” 

	“What was he like—in appearance?” 

	Danton’s voice sounded a little hoarse, as though he were speaking from a dry throat. 

	“Who—the man who held me up?” And when the other nodded Luke went on: “A dark-looking fellow—I thought he might be a German—two scars across his right cheek—the sort of wound that duelling students love to acquire. I remember when I was at school in Bonn…” 

	Danton was not listening now. Two scars across the right cheek! Then he had not been mistaken. The question was, had the Gunner recognized him? It was seven years since they had met—Danton had been clean shaven and rather towheaded in those days. Millie Haynes used to call him “the gold-hair boy” in the days of her fascination. He had grown a moustache and darkened his hair down since then—he no longer filled the police description of Larry Vinman. He made the change long after he had thrown over Millie and left her to drift to a workhouse infirmary. It had been rendered necessary by the success of a trick which had left an Australian squatter poorer by eight thousand pounds, and the subsequent activities of Scotland Yard’s confidence squad. 

	Gunner Haynes! He breathed a little faster. Down his back ran a cold shiver of apprehension. Suppose he had recognized his old friend; suppose he packed a gun, suppose he was waiting out there in the lobby… 

	Danty wiped his moist forehead, caught the eye of his hostess, and, with an appealing glance for permission, left his seat. 

	“Just remember I had to telephone,” he mumbled as he passed her. 

	He went down the broad steps into the palm court. The Gunner was not there. He crossed the court into the lobby—empty. There were two lobbies, one in Haymarket, the other in Pall Mall. They were connected by a passage, and down this he went silently. 

	As he came to the second vestibule he saw his man and drew back. Gunner was stepping into the elevator and his back was half turned to the watcher. 

	It was he; there was no question of it. Gunner Haynes! The lift door closed on him. Danton looked around. He recognized the quiet-looking gentleman who was lounging by the revolving door. 

	“You’re the hotel detective, aren’t you?” he asked. 

	(When Danty Morell was plain Larry Vinman he knew most hotel detectives by sight and could guess the others.) 

	“Yes, sir—anything wrong?” 

	“Who was that man?” 

	The detective told him. It was one of the assumed names that the Gunner invariably used, and the heart of Mr. Morell leaped. 

	“Like hell he is! Number 986 is his room, eh? He’s Gunner Haynes and he’s after jewellery. Get Scotland Yard—they’ll check him up in a second. But my name doesn’t come into this, do you understand?” 

	He left the man busy at the telephone exchange and went back to the party, exulting. 

	It was too good a secret to be kept. Moreover, he loved an audience; he had the table’s breathless attention for five minutes. 

	“He’s got a room here, number 986. I know the fellow rather well—I was very friendly with the district attorney in New York and he showed me his portrait. One of the most dangerous men in New York—a gunman. I hope there is no trouble. I recognized him as soon as I saw him, but I had to go out and make sure.” 

	“What have you done?” 

	Luke’s face was troubled. He was on the soft side, as Danty knew. 

	“Naturally I put the hotel detective on his track—I left him ’phoning the Yard.” 

	Luke Maddison fetched a long sigh. 

	“Poor devil!” he said. 

	Margaret shook her head at Danty helplessly. 

	“You’ve spoiled Luke’s evening,” she said, and her fiancé winced at the mild sarcasm. 

	“Not a bit, only—will you excuse me?” 

	He was gone before the astonished girl could protest. 

	“How like Luke—and how everything fits into the scheme of this wretched evening!” she said. 

	“Where has he gone?” Danty was momentarily alarmed. 

	She shrugged milky shoulders. 

	“What does one do? Bail him out? Give him money for his breakfast—something horribly philanthropic,” she said. 

	Luke went straight to the second vestibule and into the elevator. 

	“Where is number 986?” he asked, as the lift went up. 

	The attendant stopped the lift on the fourth floor and pointed to the door. For a second only did Luke Maddison hesitate, the door handle in his grasp, and then he turned and walked into the room. 

	The occupant of the room was standing by the window, his back to the visitor. 

	“Well, sir?” 

	He did not look round, and Luke realized that he was being viewed through the medium of a mirror which was fixed on a bureau in an angle of the wall. 

	Luke closed the door behind him. 

	“If you’re Gunner Haynes, I advise you to clear out,” he said in a low voice. “If you’re not, I owe you an apology.” 

	Haynes swung round at the mention of his name. 

	“Oh!” he said. A pause, and then: “I am greatly obliged to you.” 

	“Have you any money?” 

	Another pause. 

	“Yes—I have all the money I want. Thank you.” 

	The Gunner was smiling, his underlip pouted. Something had amused him in his secretive way. 

	“Thank you—I think I understand. I wasn’t quite sure if it was Larry. After big pickings, eh?” 

	All this was Greek to Maddison. He saw the Gunner pick up an overcoat from the footrail of the bed, and then the door was thrown open and a big man strode in, followed by two others. There was authority in his voice. 

	“Hullo, Gunner!” 

	The Gunner nodded. 

	“ ’Lo, Sparrow—you carry your age very well!” 

	The big man chuckled. 

	“Don’t I?” His hands passed quickly round the hips of his prisoner. “Got a gat?” he asked, in the friendliest way. 

	“No, sir.” The Gunner was still smiling. “The legend that I carry a lethal weapon dies very hard. My condition of disarmament would earn three hearty cheers from the League of Nations.” 

	The big detective snapped handcuffs on his quarry; then he looked shrewdly at Luke. 

	“This man hasn’t anything belonging to you, Mr. Maddison?” he asked. 

	Luke was staggered to discover that he was known. 

	“No—I am sorry to say,” he said. 

	“Mr. Maddison—I’ll remember that name,” said the Gunner, and gave a friendly nod to Luke as they hustled him from the room. 

	“Poor devil!” said Luke Maddison for the second time that night, and went back to his party. 

	This time Margaret Leferre did not accept his apologies, and when he told her where he had been, her face grew as white as Danty Morell’s. 

	It was fully three weeks before that little rift was closed. 

	
CHAPTER II 

	The storm that swept on London found at least two people unprepared. Luke Maddison was cheery. He had been formally forgiven—the marriage was to be quiet, and only a few guests were to be invited. He had only a few minutes before arranged his train reservations—no secretary should perform that sacred duty! 

	His heart would have sung a gay song even if every thick flake of snow burned as it touched his face. The flower girl shifted the strap of her basket from one shoulder to another and gazed with dismay upon the tumbling white fog that descended upon St. James’s Street, blotting out every landmark. You could not see from one side of the street to the other. Almost instantly the ground was thick where the white flakes lay. But for their asthmatic engines one would not have known that such things as motor busses were passing. 

	Snow covered the violets in her basket, soaked into the thin shawl about her shoulders, and even when she sought shelter in the doorway of a bank, followed her in gusty showers. 

	Two men brushed past her into the bank. She offered a bunch of flowers automatically. The younger of the two did not notice her; the middle-aged man with the trim moustache gave her a quick, appraising glance and stopped. 

	“Hullo, honey—busy?” 

	She did not reply. He hesitated a moment, and then the door swung open and the impatient voice of the young man called him inside. 

	At that moment Luke Maddison came striding down the street, swinging a light cane. He wore no overcoat and his shoulders already carried a white blanketting. 

	Out of the corner of his eye he saw the girl shivering in the doorway, checked his stride and came up to her. 

	“My dear, you look cold! My heart keeps me terribly warm—and if you think I am making love to you, I’m not! I want a flower, and you shall have a present, and then you and I will drift away and we shall be dead to one another—born and dead in this freezy moment! Buy a wreath!” 

	He took a banknote out of his pocket and dangled it before her eyes laughingly. And then he had a slight shock. 

	She was pretty—which flower girls, outside of musical comedy, are not; her figure was frail, her skin flawless. 

	Yet she was poorly dressed; bore in her person all the evidence of penury. 

	“Here’s a better one.” 

	He put the note in his pocket and produced another, scribbled a line or two on the back of it. 

	“That’s the name and address of my company—if, when you try to change it, the police say that it is stolen, refer them to me.” 

	She did not answer, but looked from the note in her cold hands to its giver. It was for a hundred pounds! When she looked up he was gone. 

	The swing doors of the bank opened again and the two men came out. She crumpled the note in her hand, dismayed, exhilarated, and, in one respect, disappointed. It was then she saw the young man’s face. It was deathly pale and he was breathing quickly—this was noticeable, for the weather was cold. 

	“By God, that was a horrible coincidence, Danty—suppose he’d come in——” 

	“Shut up, you fool!” 

	The elder of the two shot a glance at the flower girl. She was arranging her violets. 

	“But if he had—— He said he was going out of town before the settlement.” 

	He was trembling violently: the flower girl might have seen that if she were observant. Danty’s dark eyes roved the streets for a taxi; they rested momentarily on the flower girl. She was pretty, but at the moment her face was vacant. More interested in her flowers than in unintelligible scraps of conversation, he supposed. 

	“Now see here, Rex, there’s nothing to worry about. You could easily explain that Margaret…” 

	His voice sank to an indistinguishable mutter of sound. The girl heard the word “settlement” used several times, and “carry over” and “account.” Also “Margaret” was mentioned twice, and “Luke.” 

	“… fix it, don’t worry!” Danty patted the other on the back. She decided that she did not like “Danty.” “Here’s a cab!” 

	The younger man signalled and sprinted out to the taxi. The other went at a more leisurely pace. He dropped something onto her flowers—a visiting card. 

	“Come along about nine and have a drink,” he murmured. 

	She took the card before his eyes, glanced at the name and deliberately tore it up. 

	He was rather annoyed when he joined his companion. 

	“Mr. Danton Morell, 907 Half Moon Street,” she read. It was a name to remember. 

	And then she saw a huge figure loom out of the mist of swirling flakes, and instinctively knew that he was going to speak to her. Why she should think this she did not know—he might very well be going into the bank. 

	He was big in every way. Until he ranged alongside her, his height did not seem extraordinary. Till his length was gauged, the breadth of his shoulders was not remarkable. He stood six feet four in his stockinged feet. His face was dark and broad and unattractive; he had a short, bull neck and a deep, rich, husky voice. 

	He walked slowly, almost lethargically, through the snow, his hands behind him, his hard felt hat on the back of his head, the ragged cigar, that was burning unevenly, gripped in his teeth. 

	The flower girl thought he was going to turn into the bank after all: instead, he stood squarely before her and looked down at her. The expression in those slits of eyes was blank. He might have his attention entirely absorbed by her; he might be trying to remember something. 

	And then he spoke huskily. 

	“You’re no child of the poor!” 

	There was something so friendly, so good-humoured in his voice, that she laughed. 

	“Nor a wrongdoer either,” she said demurely, and his big face folded into a delighted smile. 

	“You’re nearly the first that ever gave me the right answer,” he said. “Now I’ll ask you another: Where in the City of London is that text carved in stone?” 

	The flower girl was almost scornful. 

	“Why, over the entrance of the Old Bailey—‘Protect the Children of the Poor and Punish the Wrongdoer.’ ” 

	He nodded. 

	“You’ve won a butter cooler, but you can have your pick of the board. Keepin’ to the general knowledge paper, who and what am I? For the correct answer you get a pint of peanuts and free admission to the Zoo.” 

	She looked at him with a certain demure solemnity that delighted him. 

	“You are Detective Inspector Horace Bird—you are called ‘The Sparrow.’ ” 

	He doubled forward and his face went purple with silent laughter. 

	“You’re free of the fair! Now let me do a little bit of classy detective work, like the well-known Mr. What’s-his-name of Baker Street. Your name is Mary Bolford, you’re a reporter on the staff of the Daily Post-Herald, and you’re doing a stunt called ‘A day in the life of a flower girl.’ Don’t deny it! Your editor pointed you out an hour ago an’ asked me to keep an eye on you. How’s that for deduction? Come and have some tea and I’ll tell you the story of my life.” 

	He shifted his cigar to the offside of his face, lifted the strap of the basket from her shoulder, and together they tramped through the slush down St. James’s Street. Even in the midst of their own discomforts, pedestrians turned their heads to look back after the enormous man with a basket of violets under his arm. 

	“I bet you’ll suffer for this,” he rumbled. “Wet through—no? I hope you are wearing warm undies. Why are undies indelicate and sable coats ladylike? Ask me. It’s one of the mysteries. Good-afternoon, Tom.” He stopped a man who was trying to pass him quickly, his head bent as though to avoid the drift of wind-borne snow. 

	“Good-mornin’, Mr. Bird—cold, isn’t it?” 

	“It’s colder waitin’ outside the staff entrance of Hoyce & Drake, Tom. Pretty girl, eh, Tom? I’ll bet your wife wouldn’t think so. Don’t do it, Tom, or I’ll come along and blind you! So-long!” 

	“Horrific!” she murmured as the man hurried away. 

	“I have to be,” he said complacently. “It’s the only language they understand. What’s that word again—horrific? That’s a good one. Go straight in, Miss Bolford.” 

	They turned into the tea shop and Mary Bolford smelt the warmth and hot-cakeness of the place and sighed luxuriously. 

	“Order anything you like up to fourpence,” said the Sparrow. “I’ve only just had lunch, so you’ll excuse me if I stop at the tenth mince pie.” 

	He seemed to pay no attention to the rest of the people in the long tea room, and yet—— 

	“That feller over there in the corner is Sam Larber, the con man. Times are bad and suckers are scarce. There ought to be a cold weather fund for confidence men. It takes sunshine to bring out human foolishness. That girl who’s with him is Lisa Keane—she’s no Sister of Mercy! See that red-haired young feller who’s hidin’ behind the newspaper? I got him nine months at the London Sessions for knockin’ off motor cars—‘knockin’ off’ means ‘pinchin’ ’—excuse my French.” 

	“What do you think of this?” 

	She unfolded a piece of crinkly paper and spread it on the marble top of the tea table. 

	“I don’t think of hundred-pound notes—I dream of ’em,” he said, and added, in his inconsequential way: “That’s because he’s goin’ to be married. I saw him holdin’ it up before your eyes and thought he was tryin’ to create a good impression. I was a bit hurt. Mr. Maddison never struck me as bein’ a vamp. And then I suddenly knew what it was all about.” 

	She might be a reporter, but she was feminine. 

	“Whom is he marrying?” she asked. 

	“A lady. That was her brother who was talkin’ to another gentleman in the doorway. Danty!—he’s no lady! What Rex loses on the swings he borrows from the roundabouts. The bookmakers have an insurance on his life—they hate the idea of anything happenin’ to their annuity. And when he goes into the City all the sharks file their teeth. He’s easy money—somebody else’s money. Is that libel or slander?” 

	“Both—if I printed it,” she smiled. 

	The waitress came—she drank the hot tea gratefully. Mr. Bird sat munching cakes with great earnestness. A big plate of confectionery steadily vanished. 

	“I’m a big man and have to keep my spirits up,” he explained. “Mince pies are a kind of dope to me. After I’ve had a dozen I get sort of intoxicated and all my troubles disappear. After I’ve had twenty I go mad and tear up the pavement.” 

	Mercifully he stopped at the seventh. 

	“What am I to do with this hundred pounds?” she asked. “I feel that I have obtained money by false pretenses!” 

	“I saw a couple of good evenin’ dresses at Cecilia et Cie’s,” he said. “It’s a Modes et Robes shop in Bond Street—and if you ask me why ‘Modes et Robes’ I’ll say ‘desist.’ There was one dress with spangles on it—wear that an’ you’d get a reputation for fastness that’d get you the first prize at Brooklands——” 

	“Who is Danty?” 

	She was in a new world; had been in it exactly a quarter of an hour. She went on quickly: 

	“I know his name—Danton Morell: he gave me his card.” 

	Mr. Bird nodded. 

	“He would: he’s that kind of philanthropist. ‘Call round any evenin’ when the servants have gone to the pictures.’ Danty is clever. I’m one of the few people who know how clever he is. Some day I’ll take a stick to him and he’ll be in the market for a new head.” 

	And then he began to talk about people—the shifting population of the West End. The men and women who came and went; the mild old gentleman who had a suite at the Cercle Hotel all the year round but spent his time travelling to and from New York playing cards with the light hearted and gullible. Of strange men who did nothing for a living and had no visible means of support yet stayed at the best hotels. He called them “the once-a-year men.” 

	“They go after one coup and that keeps ’em. They’re the highest paid tale tellers in the world. Kiplin’ and what’s-his-name Shaw? They never get the price that’s paid to these fellers.” 

	“I suppose you are always getting new experiences?” she said. 

	Mr. Bird sighed. 

	“I think I know all that is to be known about the dirty ways of crooks,” he said. 

	But he was wrong. 

	That night he was called to number 342, Brook Street. Assisted by the white-faced Mr. Danton Morell, he burst open the door of a bedroom, and there he found Rex Leferre, dead by his own hand. He lay on the floor, a revolver by his side: the quick-eyed Danty saw the note scribbled in pencil on small sheets of paper torn from a telephone message block, and his hand closed over the paper. An hour later Margaret Leferre, pale and lovely in her silken negligee, read the message the detective had not seen. 

	Margaret darling, I have lost. For months I have been gambling. To-day I took a desperate step on the advice of Luke Maddison. He has led me to ruin—money is his god. I beg of you not to trust him. He has led me from one act of folly to another. God bless you. 

	Rex. 

	She read the pitiful message again and again. Luke Maddison: the man she was to marry in a week! 

	
CHAPTER III 

	For two days Margaret Leferre moved in a world of hideous unreality. Strange people interviewed her: a tall, big-framed man, who was strangely sympathetic in his heavy way, a bank manager who talked wildly and incomprehensibly until Danty appeared and whisked him off. 

	One thunderous fact hammered night and day at her weary brain—Rex was dead by his own hand, and the man she was to marry, the man who, frantic with anxiety, was calling three times a day and being refused admission to her, was the cause. Money was his god! 

	It was hard to adjust her views of him, harder still to comprehend the callous brutality that had sent a young soul wandering into the eternal night. 

	This engagement of hers had been a thing of natural growth: the families had been friends for years; she had known Luke Maddison since she was a child. There had been no sudden meeting, no violent kindling of a consuming flame—she hardly remembered the time she did not like him, and could not place her finger upon the month and the year when liking was love. 

	This was the real calamity of her situation if only she could realize it. She remembered now all that Ronnie had said of him—he was a “tightwad.” She had always thought Luke was generous to a point of imbecility. But that was the facet he presented to her—men knew better. She set her teeth and brought herself to asking a question of Danty, who had come strangely near to her in these ugly days. Danty shrugged his shoulders. 

	“I am afraid it is a fact—Maddison thinks too much about money. I saw him the other day, and the only thing he said about Rex was how lucky for everybody it was that Rex was insured.” 

	(Here he spoke the truth, for Luke had referred to the insurance as a protection against the girl being saddled with her brother’s debts.) 

	“He is fanatical on the point. Naturally he doesn’t appear that way to you. You are his second obsession.” He saw her wince and went on quickly: “That is a horrible thing to say, but it is true—except that I am not so sure that at the moment you aren’t the first.” 

	It was after this that her cold hatred of the man whose name she was to bear began to take definite shape. She could not know how much this almost insane resentment owed its growth to the ingenuity of her new counsellor. 

	Danty was clever—diabolically ingenious. He thought quickly, planned quickly, acted as he planned. The idea came to him on the night of Rex’s death. It seemed too fantastic for accomplishment. He allowed the whirling nebula of it to retain its shapelessness until he had sounded her. If she loved Maddison in the proper way, she would take a view charitable to his intentions; she would indorse, however half-heartedly, the conventional mercy of a coroner’s jury and put Rex’s letter in the category of his minor derangements. This would have dissolved the nebula of Mr. Morell’s plan to nothingness. But he found Margaret in a mood to believe the worst, receptive, indeed eager. And then the nebula solidified into form. 

	“Money is his god,” was his text; he worked harder on that theme than he had ever worked in the days when he lived on the credulity of chance-found strangers. All the tricks of his profession, all the eloquent persuasions which can be best exercised by innuendo rather than bald statement, all the craft of suggestion—they were exercised. 

	“At the moment, I should imagine he is so keen to marry you that he would sacrifice every penny he has. I honestly believe that if you asked him to assign you his fortune—as of course you could in your antenuptial contract; I mean, it is frequently done—he would sign without hesitation. He would hate it afterwards, and I dare say the honeymoon wouldn’t be over before he induced you to reassign every penny to him. I often wonder what some of these overgenerous lovers would feel like if their wives refused to be so accommodating.” 

	She stared past him through the window. She was lovely; it was not the bold loveliness of Millie Haynes, who died in an infirmary, but something so delicate and unblemished that it caught his breath. He allowed his eyes to rove the field of her physical perfections. He was gambling on her strength of character—on Luke Maddison’s weakness. There was something of the weakling in Luke or he was greatly mistaken—and Mr. Danton Morell was seldom wrong in his appraisement of men. 

	“It is almost incredible,” she said slowly. “If I thought…” 

	The nebula had not only solidified, it was shaped. 

	“About money being Maddison’s god?” His tone was one of surprise: he was almost hurt that his characteristic of her fiancé was not as patent to her as to himself. “Good Lord! I could give you a dozen proofs.” 

	He supplied, not a dozen, but sufficient. Danty’s inventive power needed the least stimulation. 

	“I know a man in Norfolk, one of Maddison’s best friends. Maddison was landed with a block of shares in an oil field that had practically run dry. One night he asked this fellow to dinner, and before the night was over had transferred nearly a hundred thousand perfectly worthless shares to a man who trusted him as—well, as you trust him! Another case—and this was common property in the City—was a man who…” 

	The second lie came as glibly as the first. It was all very crude and on a balanced mind must have produced no effect but scornful unbelief. A week before, had he dared presume upon the mushroom friendship, he would have found himself on the wrong side of the door. But Rex lay shrouded in a mortuary chamber and a coroner’s officer was already gathering twelve good men and true to pass judgment on the mind that had willed a revolver to explode. 

	Danty saw the red lips grow straighter. 

	He had a servant who was a sometime confederate. Pi Coles had been a card sharper until Providence smote his hands with rheumatoid. He was an undersized little man, completely bald, with a face wrinkled with pain and age. To him Danty confided most of his thoughts—but obliquely, for he never mentioned names. 

	“It’s queer, Pi, how the mugs fall for any good story! Do you remember when you and I were on the same landing in Strangways Jail? Doesn’t seem eight years ago, and here am I in society, giving advice to people with hundreds of thousands—people who know the top-notchers!” 

	“You always was a gentleman, Larry—I’ve never known you when you didn’t dress for dinner,” said the sycophantic Pi. 

	“Not so much of the ‘Larry,’ ” warned Mr. Morell. 

	He could sit in his comfortable room and muse on the favours which fate had shown to him. His position was not altogether unique—had not a famous confidence man once been the guest of an Illustrious Foreign Personage and been presented at one of the few European courts as a friend of Royalty? 

	It was the third day following the tragedy. The twelve good men and true were to be assembled that afternoon. It was
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