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Dorridge, a large village near Knowle, Warwickshire, c. 1905 — John Wyndham was born in Dorridge on 10 July 1903.
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Wyndham as a young man


The Secret People (1935)
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John Wyndham was born the son of George Beynon Harris, a barrister, and Gertrude Parkes, the daughter of a Birmingham ironmaster. His early childhood was spent in Edgbaston in Birmingham, but when he was eight his parents separated. Following this, he and his younger brother, the future writer Vivian Beynon Harris, spent the rest of their childhoods at a number of English preparatory and public schools. 

After completing his education, Wyndham tried several careers, including farming, law, commercial art and advertising; however, he mostly relied on an allowance from his family to survive. He eventually turned to writing for money in 1925 and by 1931 he was selling short stories and serial fiction to American science fiction magazines. Published by Newnes under the pseudonym to John Beynon, the novel The Secret People first appeared in book form in April 1935 and was subsequently serialised in The Passing Show magazine in July that year. Star Weekly, a Canadian publication, serialised the novel in May 1936.

The narrative is set almost thirty years in the future in 1964. The Sahara Desert is being transformed into an inland sea — the New Sea; deeming that the sand is useless France has decided to convert the desert into a colony. Pilot Mark Sunnet crashes his private rocket plane into an island and soon finds himself, along with his companion Margaret Lawn and a stray cat they call Bast, sucked into a cavern where they are promptly captured by mysterious pygmies. A community has evolved in the caverns, with the pygmies inhabiting a large underground collection of natural and artificial caverns and tunnels. Although they try to escape, Sunnet realises that the pygmies are distressed, for they fear the New Sea will cause their environment to flood. Soon, it appears their fears are well-founded — but how will they all escape?

Though happy to point out the inadequacies of the story, most critics praised The Secret People, even if some did so grudgingly:

Sentimentalism is absent… There is a romantic element, but it is only an element. Its existence is not the purpose of the novel. Rather it is there to make the story possible, feasible, credible and workable…If there is never any violent excitement, there is an adroit creation of suspense and there is ample power in the handling of the action and creation of incidents and situations to compel interest. It is a novel that has freshness.

Another critic pointed out that the story was:

…crowded with incident — plot and counterplot — and with every possible type of character. It starts with thrills which run through almost every chapter, but the story would have been better if it had been a little more probable. Nevertheless the author weaves a remarkable plot and the reader might be so engrossed in it as to believe that he was transferred to Lilliput. Romance, imagination and fantasy start from the air in a voyage of unexpected adventure into the cavern world. 
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ON AN AFTERNOON in September 1964, the ears of the inhabitants of Algiers were unpleasantly assaulted by an uproar from the skies. The sound was different from the familiar drumming boom of the regular mail and passenger service, and it was equally unlike the staccato throbbing of the desert police patrols; it was, in fact, an entirely new brand of aerial noise, more offensive than either. The strollers in the streets stopped to look up, the loiterers in cafés moved from under their striped awnings, even the hagglers in the markets momentarily suspended business to stare surprisedly overhead.

The cause of the sensation came streaking across the blue Mediterranean – a small silver aeroplane, hurling itself out of the northern sky. It amazed the watchers that so small a craft could make so fierce a noise, but the sight of it astonished them no less, for it roared through the heavens, trailing behind it a wake of flame fully six times its own length. It was diving as it crossed the city, coming down to earth like a silver comet with a scarlet tail. A moment later it had passed out of sight. The crackling roar of its engines grew less and presently ceased. Algiers, with a few caustic censuals of the noise-loving pilot, turned back to its business and its drinks, and forgot the silver planes existence.

Mark Sunnet taxied the plane to a stop and emerged from his cabin to greet the astonished aerodrome authorities. He was polite to them, but not expansive. He had grown weary of the sensation which inevitably attended his arrivals and departures, and frequent explanations to interested authorities of the superiority of his machine over the ordinary propeller-driven craft had become tedious. Accordingly, he pleaded tiredness. He had flown, he told them, non-stop from Paris, and proposed spending only one night in Algiers before pushing on to the south. Could anyone, he added, recommend him to a comfortable hotel? A member of the aerodrome staff suggested that the Hôtel de Londres could provide hot baths, comfortable beds and excellent food. He thanked the man, gave instructions for the care of his plane and, leaving it still surrounded by a crowd of inquisitive pilots and ground staff, made his way to the Customs Office. Emerging a few minutes later with his papers stamped and in order, he hailed a taxi.

I want to go to the Hôtel de Londres, he said.

The driver expressed surprise in a theatrical manner.

The Hôtel de Londres, monsieur? he inquired doubtfully.

Certainly, said Mark. Whats wrong with that?

Alors, monsieur. It is a good hotel, no doubt, but not of the best. It is bourgeois. Monsieur has not the bourgeois air, that is evident. He should honour the Hôtel de lEtoile, there is not a doubt of it. It is a house of the most magnificent, it is modern, it is –

All right. Lets have a look at it. Mark cut the eulogy short by climbing into the cab.

Fate is not above using inconsiderable details for her obscure purpose. Thus, the whole of Marks future was destined to depend on the trifling fact that an Algerian taxi-driver was brother to the head waiter in a hotel.

Five days later found him, still a guest of the Hôtel de lEtoile, lounging at ease upon its broad balcony. He lay with his head turned at an angle which enabled him to watch the occupant of the next chair. The busy harbour of Algiers, lively and brilliant in the sunshine, backed by the deep blue of the Mediterranean was a panorama which could wait: for the present, Margaret claimed all his attention. He half hoped that she would not wake to disturb his placid comfort.

It was a long time since he had been allowed to indulge in the luxury of complete laziness. Of the last six years, business had occupied almost every waking hour. He had devoted himself doggedly to the uninspiring task of propping up a tottering shoe business which only the timely death of an unprogressive uncle had saved from complete disaster. The firm of Sunnet had been established over a century and had retained in the trade a reputation for turning out good, reliable stuff. And that, the uncle, an inveterate recliner upon laurels, had considered to be good enough.

The prospects of salvaging the hopelessly old-fashioned firm had been slender when Mark inherited. Almost without exception his advisers had been for selling to cut his losses, but Mark had developed a streak of obstinacy which surprised himself. He had found himself looking at the rocky business of Sunnets not merely as a means of livelihood, but as a challenge, and he went to work as much in a spirit of bravado as from hope of gain.

He had not been brilliant, but he had shown an obstinate determination to overcome prejudice against the firm. Gradually the trade became aware that Sunnets was no longer a back number; their shoes were once more being demanded and worn by the million, and Mark emerged from the cocoon of work which he had spun about him to find himself not only vindicated, but a man of means. And this was the time to slack off. He had no intention of devoting his life to shoes, nor to the making of money from shoes. He had done what he had set out to do, and with the concern forging ahead, he felt the need of personal freedom. He had called his managers together and told them that he intended to go away for a while.

Finding new markets, sir? the chief buyer inquired hopefully.

God forbid. Im going to have a holiday – a real holiday. And Im not leaving an address. Itll be up to you fellows to manage things between you while Im away.

His first step had been to buy a machine lately imported from America. The makers, unromantic men of little imagination, had been able to find no better name for their product than Strato-Plane. Mark, after one flight in it to those regions far above the clouds, renamed it the Sun Bird; and the Sun Bird it remained.

The first three weeks of his new leisure he occupied in trans-European flitting. Paris, Copenhagen, Stockholm, Warsaw, Berlin, Vienna, Paris again; hither and thither with all the delight of a child in a new toy until he tired of fast movement for its own sake and began to contemplate a less hurried, though more extensive, trip. The Sun Birds flying range was immense and the world lay open to him. There was little sense in restricting himself to Europe where one large city was, after all, not very unlike another, when he had the time and the means to range as far as he wished. Moreover, he found himself growing a trifle tired of his own exclusive society. Accordingly, he had bethought him of a friend now farming in Cape Province, and the Sun Bird was turned to the south.

But now his intended trip had been cut short before it had well begun. His proposed stop of one night in Algiers had already been multiplied by five, and looked like extending still more. And the reason for his change of plan was reposing in the chair beside him.

Her head lay back on its deep-red curls against a cushion, and her slender, sun-browned hands rested, fingers interlocked, in her lap. Her face, too, had acquired a tinge of golden brown and the African sun had raised upon it the faintest scatter of shadows – scarcely dark enough to be called freckles. Mark approved critically. Many of the red-haired girls he had known, he reflected, had had an unsatisfactory, a kind of unfinished look about the eyes, but there was no trace of that in Margarets face. The hazel eyes themselves were hidden now behind lids trimmed with perfectly genuine dark lashes. Her mouth, not too large, but certainly without any petulant smallness, was curved in a slight smile. The smile increased as he watched. The lids lifted.

Well, do you approve of it?

Mark laughed. I thought you were asleep.

Most women know when they are being inspected.

Then you can never really sleep in public.

Thank you, sir.

She smiled at him again and stretched her arms lazily. Mark swung his legs to the floor and sat up, looking out into the hot sunshine across the shimmering water. Both of them felt that it was time to make a move, but the day did not encourage activity.

What shall we do? he asked her.

I dont know. You suggest something.

Mark reflected. The tennis courts were not far away, but they would be simmering like hot-plates on such a day. There was the swimming pool; or they might go a little way up the coast and bathe, or …

What about the New Sea? Weve neither of us seen that yet.

She turned, surprised.

But its ever so far from here – right beyond the mountains. Three or four hundred miles. Even in a plane –

In an ordinary plane it would take some time, he agreed, but not in my Sun Bird. You wait till I show you. Its just an afternoon jaunt for a rocket plane.

A rocket plane? Like the new American mail carriers?

Well, hardly as big as all that, but she is a rocket plane. There arent many of them about yet, but there will be soon: theyre the coming thing, not a doubt of it.

The girl looked doubtful.

But are they quite safe?

The Sun Birds taken me safely enough all round the continent and brought me across here. Besides, do you think Id suggest your going in her if she werent the safest thing in the skies? You wait till you see her. Hurry up and change, then Ill show you.

Margaret Lawn made her way obediently towards the lift. The business of changing she performed almost automatically, using her mirror with an unwonted perfunctoriness. Her holiday was progressing in an expected and yet in an unexpected manner. Mark, for instance, had not been entirely unexpected – not that she had ever seen or even heard of him before, but the occasion was bound to provide a playmate of some kind. He might have been called Tom or Dick or Harry: he happened to be called Mark. Nevertheless, the state of affairs at present was not quite as she had foreseen. Events were not proceeding quite according to the course plotted for them. She had a sensation as though she were trying to steer a car with a wheel which had too much play. One got along without accidents, but there was an unwonted breathlessness, an unusual lack of assurance. More disturbing she found the growing conviction that she did not want to steer, and that it no longer amused her to apply the manoeuvring skill which she had displayed on previous occasions. This was the more irritating in that there was nothing striking about Mark to account for it. He was really a perfectly ordinary young man, and Margaret, like many another, had not felt that she was destined to fall in love with an ordinary young man. And yet it was happening – had happened. She was irritable with herself. She, Margaret Lawn, who had hitherto with justification considered herself reliable, capable, and a mistress of difficult situations, was undergoing an unwilling change; realizing, with feeble protest, that she quite incredibly wanted to hand over the controls. Changing, full in the face of all her principles, from an active to a passive: and, worse still, half enjoying the change.

It did not take her long to slip off her light frock and put on more serviceable clothes. In general – that is, apart from present emotional uncertainties – she was a young woman who knew her own mind and disdained the more elementary tricks. Her reappearance on the balcony was made with little delay.

Will it do? she asked.

Mark rose from his chair and looked at her neat white riding suit with approval.

My dear, it couldnt be better. Even if it wouldnt do, it suits you far too well for me to say so.

They took a taxi to the aerodrome where Marks orders for his machine to be wheeled out set the mechanics bustling.

Rocket-propelled planes were still such a novelty that his was the first to be seen in Algiers. A few were in experimental service upon the mail routes, but the general public knew them only from photographs. A privately owned stratosphere rocket was all but unique upon the eastern side of the Atlantic, and as she was drawn clear of the hangar most of the ground staff within sight hurried to lend interested assistance.

And thats your Sun Bird? Margaret said, watching the attendants trundle the little plane into the sunlight.

Mark nodded. How do you like her? Looks a bit quaint at first sight, Ill admit.

I think shes lovely, the girl answered, without moving her gaze from the glittering silver shape.

The Sun Birds proportions differed noticeably from those of propeller-driven aircraft. Her fuselage was wider and decidedly shorter, and the wings stubbier and broader. Two windows were set right in the nose and others well forward in the sides. Despite the unfamiliar shape caused chiefly by new problems of weight distribution, there was no effect of squatness: she looked what she was, a compact little bundle of power, as different from the ordinary plane as a bumble bee from a seagull.

Mark made a short investigation – somehow he never managed to feel as easy about foreign mechanics as he did about the home variety – but he found no cause for complaint. The fuel tanks were full and all the necessary adjustments had been faithfully made. He unlocked the cabin door and slid into the driving seat, beckoning the girl in beside him. She followed and looked round with interest. The two seats were set side by side right in the nose. In the small cabin was room for more seats behind them, but either these had never been fixed, or Mark had had them removed. Against the sides was a series of lockers and cupboards, and to metal staples set in the floor and walls were attached straps for the purpose of securing any loose baggage.

Mark was shouting final instructions to the ground staff, warning them to stand well clear unless they wished to be grilled. Then he slammed the door, cutting off all sound from the outer world. He advised Margaret to lean her head against the padded rest behind her seat.

The accelerations a bit fierce when we take off, he explained.

She leaned back obediently, and he looked out of the window to make certain that the men had taken his advice to heart.

Right. Here we go then.

He gripped the stick with one hand, and with the other advanced a small lever set in the left arm of his seat. A roaring drone broke out: a cluster of fiery daggers stabbed from the bunch of rocket ports in the tail. The whole sturdy little ship shuddered and jumped. Then she was off, hurtling across the field, spitting flames behind her. Margaret felt as if a great invisible weight were pressing her back into her seat.

Suddenly the Sun Bird seemed to leap from the ground. Nose up, she soared, climbing into the blue African sky at an angle which caused the watching ground staffs jaws to drop. For a few minutes she was visible as a glitter of steel and a flash of fire in the heavens, then she was gone, leaving only a trail of smoke to show her path.

The chief mechanic shook his head; the Sun Bird struck him as being a bit too new-fangled, he felt no temptation to ride on a roaring rocket. His comrades were agreeing among themselves that her climb was magnifique, but that the din of her discharge was épouvantable.

Mark flattened out at twenty-one thousand feet and turned the nose to the south-east. He smiled at the girl.

Like it?

It certainly is the last word in lifts, but Im not quite sure that I really like it. Im not frightened, but – well, it is a bit breathtaking at first, isnt it?

You soon get used to that.

They had to raise their voices only slightly, for the makers had lined the hull with an efficient sound-deadening material, and the windows consisted of double sheets of non-splintering glass with a semi-vacuum between. The result was to reduce the roar of the rocket discharges to no more than a constant, muffled drone.

Look down there, Mark said.

A view of the North African coast bordering the vivid Mediterranean was spread for them. At such a height no movement was visible. Land and sea were laid out in the sunlight, looking oddly artificial, like a vast, brilliantly coloured relief map beneath a huge arc light. The blue was cut off sharply by the green of the coast, which gave way gradually to the darker hues of the mountains to the south. To Margarets unaccustomed eyes the plane was suspended almost stationary above an untrue world.

Are we moving at all? she asked.

For answer, Mark pointed to the speed indicator. The needle was hovering around the two-hundred mark, and she could see that it was slowly making its way higher.

Its the height, he explained. If there were any clouds about, youd realize our speed. As it is, you cant, but you should be getting your first glimpse of the New Sea within the hour.

The tall peaks of the Tell Atlas rose before them and Mark sent the Sun Bird soaring higher still. The speed increased as the resistance of the thin atmosphere outside grew less. He glanced at another instrument for assurance that the air supply was maintaining correct pressure within.

The mighty range of mountains now looked like a badly crumpled cloth far below. Before long the broad Plateau of the Shotts slid into view, the lakes upon it glittering like pieces of broken mirror casually dropped among the mountains. Beyond, on the starboard bow, sprawled the final spurs of the great Atlas range, the Saharan Atlas, the walls of the desert; where they ended stood the ancient town of Biskra, still guarding, as it had for untold centuries, the pass to the north. Mark changed his course a few points east. And then, as they cleared a range of lesser mountains, came their first view of the latest wonder of the world, the New Sea.

The idea of the New Sea was not in itself new. Back in the nineteenth century the great De Lesseps – previous to his entanglements over the projected Suez Canal – had started his countrymen toying with the New Sea scheme much in the same way as the English played with the idea of a Channel Tunnel. Then, after being for almost a century a matter of merely academic interest it had, in 1955, suddenly become practical politics. The French, in fact, decided to flood a part of the Sahara Desert.

That the undertaking was within the range of possibility had long been admitted by many experts, but until France had discovered Italys willingness to enter into partnership, the financial obstacles had proved insurmountable. Through mutual assistance and for their mutual benefit the two nations had gone to work upon the most ambitious engineering scheme yet projected.

Nature has chosen to frown upon many parts of the world, but in few places has she glowered more fiercely than in North Africa, and it would seem likely that the centre of her disapproval in that region was Tripolitania. There would be difficulty in finding an equal-sized piece of land with a better claim to the title of worlds worst colony. There was little more than a strip of fertile coast closely backed by the most hopeless of deserts, but for all that the Italians, for reasons of pride and prestige, had clung to it with a magnificent obstinacy. And now the French scheme offered them the opportunity of turning a liability into an asset.

France could foresee in the creation of this inland sea several advantages for herself. First, she hoped that southern Tunis and a part of Algeria would benefit. The New Sea was to be begun by merging the Tunisian lakes – or Shotts – which were already below sea level. It was argued that the land about it would rapidly become fertile. Trees would grow, clouds would follow, bringing rain; the rain would induce still more vegetation, and so on until the erstwhile desert sands should bloom. Moreover, Tripolitania, lying on one shore of the sea, would also benefit, thus she would be enabled to support colonists from Italy and so lessen the dangerous condition of overpopulation on the other side of the Alps. Italy, once satisfied that there was no catch in the plan, became equally enthusiastic. If her barren property should become fertile, at least in part, colonial expansion would give her a chance to build up a yet larger population. The great day when the might of the Roman Empire should be revived would be brought a step nearer.

The conferences between the two nations were remarkable both for their rapidity in making decisions and for their lack of discord. Early in 1956, the work was put in hand, and the enterprise was pushed forward with such determination and success that in March 1962, water began to gush from the first of the great pipes into the sandy waste.

Now, in September 1964, the lakes, large and small, were already merged. Seen from the air, one great shining sheet of water stretched out of view to the east and to the south. Here, in the north-west corner, the sea would not extend a great deal farther. Already it was lapping at the lower slopes of the foothills, and though its level would rise, its advance would be small. The new coast was dotted with patches of high ground still above the flood level, temporary islands soon to be submerged. Over the lower parts the water had already risen until only bunches of green palm heads broke the surface, looking like beds of reeds.

Mark put the Sun Bird into a dive and they crossed the waters edge close to an Arab village of white, flat-roofed houses. It had stood upon a slight knoll, but already the water was creeping in through the doors of the highest dwellings, while the lower could be seen, still standing, beneath the surface. They would not last long, he reflected. Built as they were, for the most part, of baked mud, they would soon revert, crumbling and sliming away to leave no sign save a few stones. There was something desolate and unhappy about this village, condemned after centuries of sunny existence to a watery dissolution. A faint sense of depression touched the two in the plane.

It makes everything seem so impermanent, Margaret thought aloud. Its like destroying a piece of history. I know its silly and sentimental to feel like that, but I do. For hundreds of years people have lived and fought here – camel caravans have plodded across these sands; and now theyll never do it again. She paused, and then added: Its the irrevocability of it, I suppose. Theres always something sad – and rather frightening – when one thinks of things as irrevocable.

Mark caught her mood and agreed with it.

Yes. There will be new towns of flat, white houses by the new shores. Theyll look the same, perhaps, but they wont be the same. The air of changelessness will have gone for good – you cant inject history. Its a funny thing that we always see the past through rose-coloured glasses, unless we really set out to get at the truth … I mean, that village was undoubtedly squalid, life was hard in it and probably cruel, yet one regrets its passing. A queer streak of conservatism weve all got.

He drove the plane still lower, passing over a grove of palms which bore their dates though the trunks were now awash. Children had climbed the trees to gather the last harvest they would yield, dropping the fruit down into crude boats moored below. They looked up and waved to the plane as it passed.

The two flew on for some minutes without speaking. The New Sea stretched beneath them to the horizon now in every direction, save the north. Mark pointed to the mountains which held it back.

One day theyll build a pleasure city on those slopes, and all Europe will come here to bask in the sun and swim in the sea. I shall be there. And you?

She considered, smiling slightly.

It may be a long time to wait. Suppose I get old and ugly before theyve built their city?

My dear, dont be blasphemous. There are still some impossibilities even in this world. Older you must certainly get, but ugly … Margaret, if you should live to be a hundred, it couldnt happen …

At its eastern end the sea ran back in a narrow arm towards the source. Before long the Sun Bird came within sight of the twelve vast pipes which fed it. For two and a half years now they had been at their work of pouring foaming, man-made cataracts into the desert. Day and night the stupendous pumps, twenty miles away in Qabés, had sucked up their millions of gallons to send them churning and swirling along the pipes. But huge as the conduits were, it remained unbelievable that they alone could be the instruments for submerging all these square miles of land, that it was only water passed by them which was lapping ever higher and farther across the sands. The loss by evaporation alone, Mark considered, must be immense in this region. There was no day during which the sun did not broil down with full intensity to draw up its tons of moisture. From the beginning there had been sceptics who had looked on the plan as a fantasy, and he felt bound to admit that had he seen this place before the start of operations, he would have been one of them. The immensity of the task was stupefying; yet it was succeeding in a way which caused the engineering triumphs of Panama and Suez to dwindle into insignificance. Whether the ultimate results would justify its sponsors remained yet to be seen.

They passed over the gushing outlets, following the twelve-fold pipeline across higher country, and it was a matter of only a few minutes before Qabés came into view. Both of them were somewhat prepared for the sight by the photographs which had appeared in every illustrated paper, but the scale of operations took them by surprise. It had been necessary not only to build enormous housings for the pumps and gear, but to alter the town itself. It was no longer an Arab town which lay beside the Gulf of Qabés. Smoke, noise and fuss reeked up to insult the African sky from a city which might have been transported bodily from one of the less pleasant industrial districts of Europe. If ever a place deserved to be called a blot on the fair face of nature, it was the transformed town of Qabés.

But one had to admit that a job was being done, and done well; it was to be hoped that the end would justify all this filth and furore which was the means. Head-cloth had been ousted by cloth cap, tractors and cars had supplanted camel and donkey, the blue sea was polluted with waste oil, the palms bore sooty dates among sooty fronds. And yet the pumps were a triumph, a glory of power.

Mark had a hankering to inspect them. One day, he decided, he would come over here and examine the works at his leisure. For the present … He looked inquiringly at Margaret. She pulled a face of distaste. He knew that she was seeing nothing beyond the dirt and destruction. She did not catch the feeling of strength and triumph over nature which lay behind it all.

All right, well leave it now, he said. We can go back again over the New Sea if you like – or we might keep round by the Mediterranean coast and have a look at Romes old sparring partner, Carthage.

Margaret shook her head at the alternative.

The New Sea, I think. This place has shocked me, and one shock is enough for the day. If theyve treated Carthage anything like theyve treated Qabés, then delenda est Carthago indeed.

Mark circled the plane and set off back over the pipelines. He held the same course until the sea was reached, when he altered a few points to the south of their outward journey. They drew clear of the old borders of the Shott el Jerid and found the newly inundated land where numerous islets varying in nature and extent from a few square yards of sand to well-planted groves of trees still survived. They descended until they were scudding a bare hundred feet above the water, able to look down on the strange sight of palms masquerading as marine growths.

Theres another village, Margaret pointed out. But this ones breaking up: all the roofs have gone already, and some of the walls. Im glad. It would be too eerie to think of fish making their homes where people once lived, swimming along the streets, and in and out of the windows and doors …

Mark laughed. The notion struck him as delightfully absurd. He had started to reply when a sudden tremendous explosion cut him short.

The Sun Bird careered wildly, flinging both of them out of their seats. For a moment she seemed to stand on her tail; then, slipping and twisting, she plunged towards the water …
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MARK OPENED HIS eyes and shut them again quickly. The glare of a brilliant shaft of sunshine through the window felt like a white-hot wire in his head. The pulsing aches inside it magnified themselves a hundred times. After a short pause he wriggled slightly into the shadow and reopened his eyes more cautiously. This time he was successful in keeping them open. Shots of pain tore through his head, but, with the help of agonized facial contortions, it was possible to bear them. For an idle minute he lay regarding the roof of the Sun Bird uncomprehendingly until the memory of events jumped back at him. He shrugged to a sitting position and held his head in his hands. When the throbbing had eased a little, he ventured to look round. The Sun Bird was on an even keel; a slight rise and fall told him that she was afloat.

Margaret! he called suddenly.

She lay crumpled beside him. The red curls spreading tangled on the floor hid her face. But there was an abandon about her whole pose which acted on him like a physical shock. He turned her over gently to find her face almost as white as the suit she wore. Its only colour was a little streak of blood trickling down her cheek from close by the right eye.

Margaret! he said again.

But she was breathing still. Her breast rose gently and evenly as though she slept: the pulse was regular, if not very strong. Only a knockout, thank God, he thought. He struggled to his feet and, with the help of the seat cushions, arranged her more comfortably. Then he crossed to the window and looked out.

A nice sort of mess they were in. Something pretty final must have happened to the bunch of rocket tubes at the tail – and that meant the end of their motive power. There was no patching up to be done with rockets; either the system worked, or it was useless. It was lucky that there had been no pre-ignition – that would have meant nothing to show but a few scattered bits at the bottom of the New Sea. The Sun Birds hull had of necessity been airtight for stratosphere travel, and it still appeared to be at least watertight – anyhow, there was no sign of leakage yet. Almost certainly one of the mixing chambers for the gases had burst, either through overcharging or on account of a flaw in the casting, and the explosion had carried away the whole group of exhaust tubes, together with both sets of rudders.

They were floating high, with the entrance well clear of the water. He unfastened the door and pushed it open with the intention of climbing out on the wing to survey the damage. But nothing of either wing remained, save a few twisted rods projecting a foot or more from the planes smooth side. Both must have been torn clean away by the force with which they had met the water. By means of considerable scrambling and with a series of efforts which made the pulses in his brain throb and hammer, he managed to use the fragmentary wing supports as a means of scaling the curved side. At last, perched on the roof, he was able fully to realize the predicament.

The stripped fuselage was rolling gently as it drifted aimlessly upon the rippled surface, no more, now, than a helpless metal hulk looking like a huge, elongated metal eggshell. The sun was already well down in the sky, and with its decline a slight breeze had risen from the north. A number of islands and palm clumps were within sight. Mark silently thanked God that they had fallen clear of them. Directly to the south a palm grove of several acres still survived. It was a bare mile and a half away and the wind was urging him slowly towards it.

He prayed that the direction would not change. He would feel far safer with his feet on dry land, for though the hull appeared sound enough, only a careful examination could make certain. For all he could now tell there might be a gush of water from a weakened spot at any moment.

By leaning cautiously over the side he was able to see through the window that the girl had not moved. His hesitation whether he should go down and attempt to revive her was settled by a sudden freshening of the breeze. It was not impossible that they might pass right by the island while he was busy, and though sandy hummocks broke the surface in plenty, no other islet in sight was of such reassuring size and height. To add to his uncertainty the wind veered a few points west and it became a nice point whether they would not miss the island by a good margin. He watched the narrowing space anxiously.

At a quarter of a mile it became certain that they would clear the most easterly spit by at least fifty yards. Mark decided to take a chance. It should be possible if he swam strongly to tow the wreck sufficiently to one side. He dropped overboard to find that the water came no higher than his armpits, for the islands were the remnants not of sudden hills, but of gradual undulations.

Towing the Sun Bird ashore proved a longer business than he had anticipated; a man three-quarters submerged has but little weight to give him purchase, and the task was made the harder by the fact that the Mediterranean water is salter and therefore more buoyant than that of the oceans. But the work grew progressively easier as the ground shelved until at last there came the welcome sound of the metal bottom grating on the sand. A few minutes later he had carried Margaret ashore and laid her in the shade of a tree.

A damp rag cooled her face and wiped away the trickle of blood. Her eyelids opened at last unsteadily, as though unwillingly, and the hazel eyes looked up into his. The arched brows straightened into hard lines and came together with deep creases between. Mark, with a sympathetic memory of his own blinding headache, offered a flask of brandy.

Take some of this; itll do you good.

She drank without protest and closed her eyes once more. After a few minutes she looked at him again.

I feel a bit better now. Let me sit up.

Certainly not. You lie here a bit longer. Youve had a nasty bump.

What happened? she asked.

Mark explained as far as he was able.

If I hadnt been such a fool as to forget about the safety belts, we should have been all right, he added. As it is, I dont see why we havent bust our skulls – I deserve to have done.

What are we going to do?

I dont know yet. We shall have to stay here for the night, anyhow. Itll be dark in half an hour. Tomorrow well see what can be managed. It depends mostly on the condition of the Sun Bird – poor old bus, thats a bit of a misnomer now: shell certainly never fly again. He looked regretfully at the silver hull gleaming in the last rays of the sun. Theres a little tinned food and a small tank of water inside, so we neednt starve. He looked back at her face a little anxiously. How are you feeling now?

Heaps better. Let me sit up.

He was still uncertain how his news of the situation was being received.

Im damned sorry about all this – he began.

She stopped him. My dear, you couldnt help it – and even if you could, Im scarcely in a position to walk home.

She was silent for some moments and he saw with surprise the beginning of a smile. He had been prepared for blame, reproaches, irritation, even calm acceptance of the situation – for anything, in fact, except a smile.

Do you know, she said, weve made a record?

What do you mean?

Well, nobody else has ever before achieved a shipwreck in the middle of the Sahara desert.

Mark smiled too, and his spirits rose astonishingly.

Come to that, he said, I shouldnt think any girl was ever before kissed on a Saharan island.

Mark suffered an uncomfortable dream. He had become, it appeared, a recumbent statue of himself, and was being dusted. A giant maidservant had removed her huge wig of red hair and was using it to whisk his face. She put one hand upon his stone chest for support, and leaned forward to reach the better. The hair irritated his nostrils abominably …

He woke suddenly. There was still a weight upon his chest, and something was still whisking back and forth across his nose. He sneezed abruptly and sat up, sending a dark form tumbling to the sand. There was a slight scutter before it collected its dignity and became a motionless black shadow in the moonlight. It gave a forth a faintly protesting mew. Mark looked at it unkindly.

Blast you, cat, he said, severely.

To a cat more used to kicks than words, this appeared a term of endearment. It approached and rubbed its head in a friendly way against his hand.

The New Sea was glittering with a hard beauty under the moon. A steely path of light stretched before him to the horizon over water which was scarcely rippled. A breeze, so light as hardly to be felt, caused the palm fronds above him to move with a papery rustling. He turned his head and saw with relief that the hulk of the Sun Bird still remained where he had left it.

A careful examination had proved it in better condition than he had hoped. The explosion had spent itself backward, ripping off the tail so smartly as to leave the main part of the fuselage intact. A few plates aft had been twisted open, revealing the sound-proofing material beneath, but in no part was there any sign of leakage. Reassured, he had insisted that Margaret should sleep on board. He contrived as comfortable a bed as possible for her, and, with the aid of severed control wires, he had improvised what he hoped were safe moorings. They seemed still to be holding.

He shivered slightly. The fire had dwindled to a few embers, and he leaned forward to build it up. Saharan nights can be chilly, and the fire served the double purpose of giving warmth and providing a signal.

There was no great likelihood of it being observed, but there remained always the possibility of a French observation plane cruising in this direction. They were used, he knew, to report progress and to effect salvage work upon occasion. The Government had frequently found it necessary to rescue diehards whom not even the threat of inundation had been able to persuade from their ancestral villages until the last moment. Among many of the Arabs, understanding continued to fight with conviction. The French proposals were intelligible enough, but not a reality. Most of them felt that the desert always had been, and always would be; it was eternal. Not until the water crept to their very doors were they convinced. Only then did a howl go up demanding rescue either by Allah or the French Government. There had been a time when all the flying boats of both France and Italy had been pressed into refugee work, but, by now, the evacuation of most of the affected parts was complete.

With his head tilted back, Mark listened for the drone of an engine, but nothing broke the silence save the quiet stir of the sea and a faint swishing of the palm leaves. He wriggled nearer to the fire and pulled the coats which were doing rug duty more closely about him. Gazing at the revived flames, he fell to considering the general cussedness of things. That the first time the Sun Bird had let him down it should have chosen to do it in this no-mans-land …

Still, they had been lucky. If that explosion had occurred over dry land – or even at a good height above the water – it would have meant flowers for two. He thought of a number of well-pointed, nicely tempered phrases which he would joyfully plunge into the makers of Strato-Planes when he got home – not that it would do much good, but he would like them to hear just what he thought of them.

And then there was the radio … Two reputedly unbreakable valves thoroughly broken, and the whole installation useless just when it was most needed …

The cat interrupted him by brushing past his face and making her way beneath his covering. She curled up comfortably and began to purr like a miniature massage machine.

Oh, all right, if you insist, he told her sleepily, but if you get overlayed, dont blame me.

Hi, a voice was saying, what about breakfast?

His eyes opened to the sight of Margaret bending over him. He struggled into a sitting position and blinked at a sun which had evidently been up for some time, then he transferred his gaze back to the girl. She had contrived to make herself scarcely less neat and fresh than she had been at the start.

How do you do it? he asked, feeling his own bristling chin.

She laughed. A bathe and a comb – but I do wish Id brought a toothbrush.

Hows the head?

She shook it, spinning her hair out in the sunlight like a copper-gold halo.

No sign of an ache – though theres still a bump like an egg. A sleep and a swim do wonders.

The cat emerged. It took a firm stand with its forepaws, extended its hind legs so far that its loins almost touched the ground, and yawned immoderately. Seen by daylight, it was not a very attractive specimen of its kind. The surprising prominence of its eyes and the faded quality of its gingery coat were the two most noticeable characteristics.

Where on earth did you find that? Margaret asked.

I didnt; it found me. Planted itself on me – literally.

Puss – puss, Margaret encouraged.

The cat regarded her for a solemn moment. It decided to wash its face.

Theres ingratitude for you, said Mark. Theres nothing more egocentric than a cat.

Poor thing. They left it behind, and it might have been drowned. Lets adopt it.

If you like – but cats can wait. Lets see about some food. Im feeling half-starved.

The Sun Birds lockers supplied a number of brilliantly labelled tins.

Grapefruit, tongue, some dates from the trees – oh, we wont do so badly. But I do wish wed got some coffee – even the French idea of coffee wouldnt be too bad now. I hate tea for breakfast.

Nevertheless, it was with a comfortable sense of repletion that they leaned back, enjoying cigarettes after the meal. Margaret watched the cat greedily consuming condensed milk.

I think well call her Bast.

Why Bast?

You remember. The cat-headed goddess of the Egyptians – why, she may be a descendant of one of the actual cats they used to worship.

Highly probable. She has the manner – others might call it nerve. Henceforth, Bast she is.

Margaret drew at her cigarette and changed the subject.

What are we going to do? Just wait here?

Ive been wondering about that, Mark frowned. A patrol is bound to come along sooner or later – but the trouble is that we cant stay here for very long.

The sea?

Oh no. Thats all right. The level rises so slowly that it wont flood this place for weeks, perhaps for months. No. I was thinking of the supply problem. Weve got a little food, and there are the dates – though wed soon get mighty sick of them – but the real trouble is drinking water. Weve only got enough of that to last us two or three days. It really boils down to taking one risk or another. Either we stay here and chance their finding us before the water gives out, or else we try putting to sea in the poor old Sun Bird.

Putting to sea?

Dont look so surprised. Shes perfectly watertight. Im not proposing to be like the people who went to sea in a sieve, they did; not my idea of amusement, at all. We ought to be able to rig a sail of some kind. With that, and a means of steering, it would only be a matter of going right ahead till we find the shore. The seas not really very big yet.

Margaret looked uncertain.

But suppose we land where theres nothing but desert?

I know. Thats the real risk of the thing. The Sun Bird will be safe enough, but we may have to tramp over miles of sand at the end of the trip. What do you think?

Well, its for you to decide, but if the Sun Bird is all right, it will be better to be doing something than just sitting and waiting, wont it? Besides, if a plane does happen to come along, itll be more likely to see us out in the open than here.

Youre right. Mark scrambled to his feet and held out a hand to her. Lets go down to the old bus and see whats to do about it. Come on, Bast, you too.

It proved less difficult than he had anticipated to improvise a sail from a rug. True, it was so heavy that half a gale would be necessary to make it belly out, but it served its purpose by getting in the way of what wind there was. Progress with its help would be slow, but moderately sure. A plank and other bits of jetsam from the island strand could be adapted for use as a rudder.

Mark, looking back at his handiwork from the shore whither he had waded to collect a final supply of dates, laughed aloud. Many an odd ship had sailed the seas, but few craft odder than the transformed Sun Bird. It was a very good thing she was safer than she looked. If she had been an ordinary plane, now – but in that case neither Margaret nor himself would have been alive …

Come on, Bast, youre ships cat from now on, he said, picking her up and placing her upon his shoulder.

He gathered an armful of possessions and dates, and began to wade back.

The ex-control-wire mooring lines were hauled aboard; the ex-control-wire mainsheet shortened, and the good ship Sun Bird began slowly to move. Gradually she picked up, sliding reluctantly away from the shore.

Were off, said Margaret delightedly.

Magnificent, Mark agreed. We must be making almost a knot, and twice that in leeway. Just wait till we get clear of the island and can run before the wind. Well show a turn of speed which would make snails blink.

The two sat aft, perching none too steadily upon the polished, curving surface of the fuselage. Bast, unable to find any foothold save on the very crown, had been banished to the cabin for her own safety.

Its lucky, said Mark, that neither of us has any devoted relatives waiting for us at the Hôtel de lEtoile – theyd be getting a bit restive by now, and at this rate we maynt be home for weeks.

Margaret looked up from her occupation of making a sunshade out of an old newspaper, and nodded.

They certainly would. As it is, I suppose nobodys taking any interest except the manager wholl want his money, and a few romantic people who are now spreading a report that weve eloped or that youve abducted me.

Some two hours later, Mark sat alone at the helm. Margaret was below, contriving a meal. The lightest of breezes continued to move the Sun Bird, though at a distressing dawdle. Only the gentlest ripples troubled the surface of the water; their faint clopping against the bows and Margarets voice raised in expostulation were the only sounds.

Really, Bast, she was saying, youre not quite a lady, are you? And on the very best cushion, too. Im ashamed of you. If you dare to –

A sudden noise occurred astern. A thud, a roar of falling water, followed by a great splashing. Mark looked behind him. He was just in time to see the spray from the impact of two waves falling back upon foaming froth. There were a few moments of uncertain agitation, and then the troubled water began to swirl. From its slow first turns it began to speed up until it dipped conically at the centre. The froth disappeared. The water circled yet faster, the sides of the deepening cone looking hard, like dark glass.

He put the tiller hard over in an effort to keep clear of the whirlpool, but its influence was extending. Already he could feel the drag of it, and the wind was too light to hold against it. The Sun Bird rocked, seemed for a second to hesitate and then gave up. Reluctantly she answered to the pull of the water and began to drift astern. A sudden terrifying roar broke out. Margarets head appeared through the doorway.

What –? she began.

Look out! Mark shouted. Im coming down.

He slid swiftly down the side of the hull, swung himself through the opening and slammed the door behind him.

What was it? It sounded like all the baths in creation running out at once.

Look there! He pointed through the window, and together they peered out.

The Sun Bird was beginning to travel fast, close to the edge of the whirlpool. They could look right down into the hollow of spinning water.

The bottom must have given way. Caves or something like that below.

Do you think –?

Cant say. There may be enough force to drag us down. Perhaps well just spin in the middle till it fills up.

He drew her back from the window. She turned very wide eyes to stare into his.

Oh, Mark, if –

Come on. Weve got to strap ourselves into our seats. Therell be a hell of a mix-up in here if we do go down. Quick now.

They both slid hastily into their seats and fumbled for the buckles of the broad webbing belts. The Sun Bird was circling the wall of water at a prodigious pace. She tore spirally down it to spin like a top at the centre. Mark hoped desperately. Would she …? Would she …?

She canted. The water rose dark over the windows. She swung abruptly, nose down. There was sudden, complete darkness inside. A sense of weightless dropping. Down and down …
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A WATCH WOULD have told that the Sun Bird did not fall for many seconds – but seconds, infinitely drawn, mean nothing. She fell for an eternity. Uncannily like those dreams of Marks childhood when he had slid faster and faster down a stair-rail which had neither beginning nor end. There was the same sense of plunging weightlessness, the same awful apprehension of the end.

But the end, when it did come was, like so many ends, an anticlimax. There was a back pull as though brakes of unthinkable power had been applied to the full. The webbing safety belts were put to a strain which crushed the breath from their wearers bodies. Mark could hear himself giving out involuntary, uncouth grunts. For a moment he feared that the belt might give and send him hurtling forward against the window, to smash or to be smashed. But the fabric held and the pressure swiftly eased. Presently he could draw a needed breath. Then abruptly the force reversed and they were thrust deep into their seats. Coming up again, he told himself. The Sun Bird, carried to the depths by the fall, was rising bubble-like.

She broke the surface, spun like an ill-balanced top and was carried away broadside. He sat up and prepared to loosen the belt, but even as his fingers reached the buckle there came a thunder of water on the roof, loud despite the sound-proofing. The craft rolled like a floating barrel and sank again, rose again, and drifted back once more beneath the falls. She spun, twisted, rose and fell, like a wood chip beneath a weir. The brains of the two within swirled giddily.

Nothing to do but hope, Mark told himself. Bound to float free sooner or later … My God, to think that they pay for things like this at fun-fairs … Hope Im not going to be ill.

At last came a bump and a slight grating along one side. They could feel a slow, deliberate swinging. Mark waited for a moment, then:

Were out of it, he cried, unbuckling the strap. Wheres that light switch?

The small ceiling bulb revealed Margarets slight form still sunk in the seat. She made a feeble attempt to smile at him.

But I do feel sick, she said plaintively.

Ill bet you do. Just wait a minute while I find that flask.

Bast emerged from the safe hiding of some corner, and stood looking at them from bemused, greenish-yellow eyes. She gave an unhappy mew and advanced towards Margaret. How she had contrived to remain undamaged was an unsolvable feline mystery.

The brandy which Mark at length produced had an immediate effect, not only of settling, but of heartening. Margaret loosed her safety belt and stood up. She staggered slightly.

The ill treatment, not the drink, she explained. Where are we? Its all dark outside.

Heaven only knows, Mark managed, with an effect of lightness. A cave, I should think, but its a mighty big one to take a fall like that. He pushed over a switch. Damn, the headlights not working. Now where the devil did I stow those spare bulbs?

He was convinced in his own mind that the end was not far off. The water from above would plunge down until the cave was filled. The Sun Bird would rise until she met the roof and could rise no more. The water would close round her, trapping them helplessly. The air in the storage cylinders would last them a few hours, and then …

Ah, got em, he said.

They were being rocked jerkily, swinging in a way which suggested that they were caught in a current, but the darkness outside was too intense to give even a hint of their surroundings. He crossed the cabin and opened the back of the headlight set above the front windows.

Now, he said, snapping it shut again with the new bulb in place, well be able to see just what weve fallen into.

A brilliant beam slashed into the blackness. About them was swiftly flowing water, bearing them along. A few yards to the left was a rock-wall passing with surprising swiftness. Mark switched the light ahead, but there was little to be seen save the water swirling beside the rock until it disappeared into obscurity. To the right also the water stretched out beyond the lamps range. Far above them the upsweeping curve of a rocky roof could be dimly seen.

Marks spirits rose. At least, catastrophe seemed less imminent.

Well, well, here we are. But where we are, and where were going, the Lord alone knows, he said.

He turned to look at the girl and his temporary spurt of lightness vanished. She caught sight of his expression and slipped her arm in his.

Never mind, dear. Its not your fault. You couldnt know that the Sun Bird was going to misbehave like that, nor that this was going to happen. Besides were both – well, were in it together, arent we?

He looked down at her standing beside him. The white suit was sadly crumpled, a small, yellow bruise showed close to her right eye, the soft hair was a tangled, dark-red disorder shot with gold lights, and the hazel eyes gazed steadily back at his own. He kissed her.

Youre lovely. And youre a brick, he said.

A long time – or what seemed a long time – later, the right-hand wall of the cavern came dimly into view, converging rapidly to form a rocky tunnel ahead. Clearly this vast underground lake was narrowing to its exit. Mark focused the light forward, and viewed the prospect with no little misgiving. The speed of the water was perceptibly increased and the surface was broken by swirls and wavelets; it was impossible to tell how deep lay the rocks which must cause them. He wondered uneasily how long their luck would hold. One rocky spike could, at their present speed, rip the bottom from stem to stern. And to what were these rapids the prelude? Another fall would be likely to dash them to pieces. It had been mere luck that the earlier drop ended in a deep pool. Suppose a pile of rocks had lain beneath …?

The same thought was in Margarets mind as she gazed frowningly forward; nevertheless, she managed to put some lightness into her tone as she spoke:

I hope to goodness its not another fall – Im still feeling a bit sick from the last. I always thought that the people who go over Niagara in barrels were fools; now I know it.

Mark drew her back from the windows.

Better be on the safe side, he said, pointing towards the seats.

The walls of the cavern closed in to leave a channel sixty or seventy feet wide. The Sun Bird was swept helplessly towards it, swinging and bobbing like a cork. Both held their breath as the course narrowed. It seemed impossible that they could safely clear the jutting spur at the left of the entrance. The stream gripped them, thrusting forward as if it could know no greater joy than to crush this metal eggshell upon sharp, savage rocks. Then, at the last moment, an outswirl of current deflected them. They were rushed past the spur with only a few inches to spare.

The searchlight had been left switched on, but it served only to heighten the effect of confusion. The beam flung erratically from side to side, confounding all sense of direction and giving every moment the impression that they were about to crash against one side or the other. Half a dozen times ominous scrapes on bottom or sides set their hearts pounding. One jolt after another convinced Mark that they were holed at last, but after each he was able to look round the cabin and see with relief that there was still no sign of leakage. It was a sharp cry from Margaret which managed, after twenty or more apprehensive minutes, to direct his attention farther ahead.

Look! she cried. Light!

He stared through the forward windows. The motion made it difficult to be certain, but he seemed to catch a glimpse of a small patch of grey.

Reflection, he suggested.

No, its quite different. A colder, bluer kind of light than ours.

He looked again, more carefully. The luminosity showed now in the shape of a high, almost Gothic, arch. As though, he told himself, the end of this tunnel were silhouetted. And its colour was, as Margaret had said, blue compared with the searchlight. Phosphorescence? But why should there be sudden phosphorescence? There was no trace of it in the water about them; a puzzle indeed, but soon to be solved, for their pace showed no sign of slackening.

He had to watch the opening grow larger and nearer for a longer time than he had expected. Distance in this darkness was deceptive, and his desire to be clear of the immediate dangers of the tunnel seemed to increase it. By the time they swished out upon a second lake, he felt that miles had been covered. They left their seats when the former jerky progress subsided into a smooth gliding, and stood close against the windows. The silence of astonishment was broken by Margaret.

Its impossible! I dont believe it.

Mark, too, felt that the scene was more like a dream than a reality.

They were gazing across a lake which filled one of the largest caverns he had ever seen. So large was it that he looked apprehensively above; it seemed incredible that such a span of rock could be sustained without the help of pillars. But the size of the place, the acres of subterranean water, accounted for only a small part of their astonishment. The phenomenon at which they stared openmouthed was a system of lighting, beyond any doubt artificial.

At regular intervals about the roof were set globes which had the appearance of being frosted glass. From each came a glow of soft intensity, a light which was blue-white, yet not dazzling.

Marks earlier anxiety was supplanted by a fresh nervousness. The lights had been erected for some purpose. But what purpose? And by whom? Hitherto they had faced natural, and roughly calculable dangers. All had depended on the Sun Birds ability to survive; with her they had stood to live or perish. But with the discovery of the lights, a new element entered. They had been carried up against the unknown and, as always when all preconceived likelihoods are flouted, trepidation came crawling in. Men, he told himself, had put those lamps there – that could not be doubted. But what kind of men? What were men doing in these deep-sunk caverns? Moreover, these glowing globes were unlike anything he had ever seen before – there was an entirely unfamiliar quality in the light they shed. As far as he could tell, they were a discovery not known above. What sort of reception might await intruders upon men who had for some reason hidden themselves deep and unsuspected in the earth? He glanced at Margaret, troubled. She was no longer gazing at the lamps; her attention had turned to the walls.

Look, Mark, she said, caves, there, above the waterline.

He followed her pointing finger to see several openings, some near the water, others high in the wall, close to the roof. Moreover, he caught a detail which had escaped her. From the mouth of the largest a line of shadow ran slanting down into the water. A casual glance suggested a crack in the rock face; a longer look abolished the notion that it could be accidental.

Its a ramp, he said. A path leading up to that cave …

For a few seconds he hesitated. They were drifting slowly now, and their course would take them not far from the wall. A disinclination to leave the comparative safety of the Sun Bird fought with the idea of a possible way back to the surface. To stay on board meant that they would allow themselves to drift farther and deeper into this maze of caverns. Already an unknown number of hundreds of feet lay between them and the daylight, and there was no guarantee that the exit from this lake would not take them over another fall. On the other hand, who – or what – might they encounter in the caves?

It was a choice of unknowns, but with the balance slightly in favour of exploration. After all, they could moor the Sun Bird, and have her ready for retreat. If they were to go on, there might be no other chance of landing. He pulled off his coat, and sat down to loosen his shoes, giving instructions to Margaret as he tugged at the laces.

Im going to swim over to that ramp. I want you to get on top and throw me a line when youre near enough. The control wires we used for mooring should be long enough if you join them. Think you can manage?

She nodded, and started to search for the wires. Mark opened the door and dived out without hesitation; within ten minutes the manoeuvre had been accomplished. Mark had caught the curling wire, and the Sun Birds metal belly was grating noisily as he pulled her bows on to the ramp. Margaret sprang down and stood beside him, watching him make fast.

Isnt it quiet? she said unhappily. I didnt think anywhere could be so horribly silent.

Though she spoke in a low voice, the echoes managed to catch it and fling it eerily back and forth until it was no longer her voice, but a wandering, elemental sound. She shivered a little.

I dont know which is worse, the silence, or the echoes.

They listened for a moment to nothing. The silence sang in their ears with only an occasional clop-clopping of ripples to break it.

Well, said Mark cheerfully, as long as theres nothing but silence we neednt be afraid.

The travesty which the jeering, booming echoes made of his statement seriously dismayed both of them. They glanced nervously at one another. Margaret took his arm.

Do you really think we can get out that way? she asked, looking up the ramp.

Of course, he managed with more conviction than he felt. The airs fresh here. There must be some way for it to circulate. If we can only –

The rest of his sentence was drowned. There came the rumbling of a mighty crash, thunderous in the closed space. The solid rock beneath their feet trembled. Mighty reverberations like great breakers of sound buffeted back and forth across the cavern lake. A hundred yards along the wall a poised mass of rock detached itself and fell deafeningly into the water. Margarets grip tightened on his arm. He could see her mouth forming inaudible words.

Look! he shouted, pointing back at the tunnel through which they had come.

A sudden wave of frothing water came charging out to spend itself upon the broader surface of the lake.

The roof must have dropped in. We were just in time: theres no going back that way.

Margarets alarm abated as the echoes became more feeble. She made an attempt to meet the latest calamity with lightness.

Never mind, my dear. There never was. Only salmon can climb waterfalls.
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NOW, HAVE WE got everything? Mark said thoughtfully.

He looked in a calculating manner at the bundle beside him, and began to tick off the items on his fingers.

Food, bottles of water, flashlights, string, matches, knife … Lord, I nearly forgot …

He slid from his seat and went to rummage in a locker. Margaret sat where she was, watching him extract a small pistol and drop it, along with a number of cartridge clips, into his pocket.

Why? she asked.

He shrugged his shoulders. I dont suppose well want it, but – well, its better to have a pistol you dont want than to want a pistol youve not got. We may run across – er – savage tribes or something when we get out.

Margaret shook her head. The last sentence had been particularly unconvincing.

Mark, youre trying to hide something from me. What are you afraid of?

Nonsense. Im not afraid of anything. What is there to be afraid of? Im just being prepared, thats all – old boy scout motto.

Mark, dont be a fool. I dont in the least mind being protected, but I will not be treated as an idiot. What is it?

He looked at her for a moment.

Sorry, he apologized. Youre right, I was being a fool. I wont play at he-men any more. Quite frankly I dont know what to expect. Its all so queer. First the lights, obviously put here for a purpose – but for what purpose? And then this ramp which may have been partly natural, but has certainly been finished off by hand – and not in a day or two, either. Whoever did it has kept it a good secret from the people above. Its ten to one that they – er – well, that they probably want to keep it a secret.

They may kill us, you mean?

I cant possibly say – thats why Im being prepared.

But, Mark, who can they be? Surely there would be some rumour or suspicion?

Thats the queerest part of the whole thing. I never heard of mining operations or anything of the sort in these parts, did you?

Perhaps the French Government –?

I shouldnt think so – anyhow, well find out sooner or later. Lets get out now.

They climbed from the Sun Bird, and he made to shut the door.

No, wait a minute. Weve forgotten –

Margaret dashed back inside and reappeared with a wriggling bundle of fur.

Poor Bast, she said. We nearly left her to a dreadful fate. Shell have to come along with us.

The cat mewed. Mark gave it a look of mild disapproval. It would probably be a damned nuisance; however, one could scarcely leave it to starve.

Come on, he said.

The ramp, an inclined ledge running along the face of the wall, was steep, but of no great length. A few minutes climbing was sufficient to bring them to its levelled-off end in front of the cave mouth, and to show them a long tunnel illuminated at intervals by lamps similar to those over the water. Mark lingered only to cast down one regretful glance on the Sun Bird where she lay, glittering like a silver shuttle, at the waters edge. Then they turned their backs on the lake and entered the tunnel together.

For a time they walked in silence, each busy with thoughts. The floor had been smoothed and was dry, which made for easy progress. Both made efforts to convince themselves that it had an upward trend, but they were bound to admit that so slight a gradient would mean that many days walking lay between them and the surface. The monotonously echoed trudge of their feet began to get on Margarets nerves. She glanced at the severely thoughtful expression on Marks face.

Well, what are you making of it? she asked at length.

He started out of his reverie.

Not much, he admitted. Im puzzled by that lake. Why on earth should anybody want to illuminate a lake? There werent even any boats on it.

They may have been washed away.

But there would have been mooring rings or something to show that theyd been there. He shook his head. And that ramp … It didnt stop just below the surface; it went on and down, a long way. I wonder if –?

What?

Well, perhaps it has only just become a lake – its more easy to understand that a huge, dry cavern should be lit like that. Suppose that the water from above has only recently broken through and flooded it?

Yes, that might be possible – I wonder –?

They tramped on for a time without speaking. Marks mind returned to the problem of the inhabitants. Where were they? And what manner of people could they be? Neither the corridor nor the lake had been lighted without purpose; yet there was no sign nor sound of a creature other than themselves. Their entire absence was becoming more uncanny.

The tunnel began to turn to the left. He consulted a pocket compass and learned that they were travelling north. It could scarcely be called a useful discovery, but he was glad to know it; the tunnel must communicate with others, and the compass would at least serve to prevent them travelling in circles. It was not long before they came to a choice of ways; a tunnel, exactly similar to the one they were in, cut across at right angles.

Toss up for it, suggested Margaret.

Mark, after a careful inspection, came to the conclusion that hers was as good a way of choosing as any other.

Heads, we go forward; tails, we turn.

The coin spun and fell to the ground with a tinkle.

Heads it is, cried Margaret, looking down at the profile of Queen Elizabeth the Second. The way beyond the crossing differed from their earlier tunnel only in having a slight breeze which blew in their faces and grew perceptibly cooler as they advanced. It carried, moreover, the tang of some faintly familiar, though unplaceable, odour. They hastened their steps at the suspicion that the monotony of bare tunnels was soon to be broken. Keeping straight ahead, disregarding the smaller side tunnels which now became more frequent, they made for the source of the draught. The air became still damper and fresher. It carried a suggestion of growing plants. Nevertheless, the sight which met them when they turned the final corner took them by surprise.

As if by common consent they stopped on the threshold of a great cavern, staring in speechless amazement. At last:

Mushrooms! said Margaret, feebly.

Far, far up in the roof the familiar globes were shedding their soft rays, but this time they fell on to neither barren rock nor water; they served to show a nightmare picture. From a bed of dark, soft loam which covered the ground grew a huge crop of queer forms. Most massive, and most noticeable were mushrooms. Monstrous mushrooms which balanced umbrellaed heads larger than wagon wheels upon thick, white trunks, eight or nine feet high. Taller still reached the sleek cones of more slender fungi, yellow, red or steely grey. Closer to the ground, among the pillar-like mushroom columns, grew great globular plants, some brick red, some dappled brown and cream, some white, like familiar puff-balls, giantly inflated. Varie-hued tendrils, fat, like gorged serpents, lay here and there, contorted and looped by their efforts to find growing space. Shapes which, but for the virulence of their colouring, might have been marrows contrived to struggle for a compressed existence between the trunks and the swelling balls. There was chaos of line and form, but still worse of colour. The brushes of a distraught painter might have dabbed into the impossible scene the sudden splashes of purples, greens, reds and yellows.

The sight of Marks wide-mouthed astonishment made Margaret laugh.

But its incredible – fantastic, he objected.

She nodded. Do you know what it reminds me of? Pictures in story books when I was a kid – only this techniques more modern. Enormous toadstools under which gnomes lived. There was one just like that in one book. She indicated a particularly arrogant scarlet fungus, spotted with white. But I never thought I should see the real thing. Lets go nearer.

They stepped from the firm rock border on to the loam, and examined the nearest mushroom curiously. Mark opened his knife and prodded it. It was quite soft. He sliced off a piece of the trunk and tasted it cautiously. The flavour was coarse, and the matter fibrous, nevertheless:

It is mushroom, all right, he admitted. If we can find anything to burn, we might make a fire and cook some.

With Mark keeping a look out for a suitable specimen, they made their way farther along the edge of the weird forest.

I suppose, he said, that this is a kind of fungus farm, and that all these things are edible – but Id rather not try them until we know for certain. I seem to have heard that you can eat lots of fungi if theyre cooked the right way – the trouble is to know which is the right way.

Margaret set the cat on the floor where it ran a little ahead of them, sniffing curiously at the thick stems.

The more I see of this place, she said, half to herself, the less I like it. First, unknown forms of light, and now this unthinkable fungus garden. Surely if men were mining down here they would have provisions sent down to them. They wouldnt choose to grow this stuff for food. Its quite certain that these things arent natural; theyve been forced, or developed, or something. How is it theyre only grown here when they might have been commercialized up above?

Mark grunted. He had grown tired for the moment of puzzling, and felt in a mood to accept what fortune offered. Here, for the taking, was food which would reinforce their meagre supply. Presently he found what he sought. A great mushroom, standing detached from the rest, on the fringe of the bed. It was easy to undercut it by hacking out large, white, pithy chunks.

Stand clear! he warned.

The giant toppled over with a thud. The head broke off and rolled free. He followed it and began to cut off manageable sections. While he was stooping, Margaret came up behind him. Her voice sounded odd:

Mark, Im going mad, or something – theres one of the gnomes!

What?

He spun round and stared at her. She had picked up Bast and was holding her in one arm. The other hand was pointing to a fungus which looked not unlike a dingy-yellow beach umbrella. Motionless in its shadow, the queerest figure he had ever seen stood watching them.

Against the phantasmagoria of growths it was impossible to make an estimate of the watchers size. Mark could only be certain that he was considerably shorter than himself. The unclothed body was covered with a skin which was grey-white, like dirty vellum. So lacking was it in pigmentation that it could not have known sunlight for many years, if at all. All four limbs were thin, though without emaciation; a not ill-formed, slender body was surmounted by an unusually round head. Two large, black eyes were gazing steadily and unblinkingly: they gave to the slightly negroid features an expression of deep and permanent melancholy. There was something in the racial type which stirred Marks memory faintly; somewhere, either in a picture, or in real life, he was sure that he had seen faces stamped with just such an expression of unending sadness.

Look, theres another, Margaret nodded a little to the right.

He saw another figure hitherto unnoticed and all but invisible, so like was its bleached skin to the colour of the fungus trunks.

And another – and another. Dozens of them, she added.

Mark began to grow nervous beneath the unwavering stares. How long had these creatures been there? he wondered. Were there more of them even now prowling closer through the fungus thickets? He could feel the impact of all those dark, mournful eyes, following every detail of his movements. He looked questioningly at Margaret, She shook her tangled curls.

My dear, I dont know. They dont seem very dangerous, do they? Perhaps theyre only interested …

Mark thought. These queer folk must know the way to the surface – and they must be made to tell. They might intend no harm, but it would be better to make certain. He drew his pistol and assured himself that the magazine was full.

Wed better get into the tunnel – itll be less exposed, he said, turning.

They had taken less than half a dozen steps when a rustle of movement came from among the fungi. An unseen signal put the white-grey men into simultaneous action. Mark, looking over his shoulder, was taken aback by their numbers; they showed in a score of unsuspected places, made visible now by movement.

Run! he cried.

A thudding of many bare feet sounded behind them, but they gained the tunnel mouth with a good lead. He stopped and faced round, putting Margaret behind him. The pistol was levelled threateningly; evidently it was known as a weapon, for they stopped short. He tried them in English.

We want to get out. We want to go up, he said, pointing to the roof.

The faces – nearly a hundred of them, he guessed – remained stolidly uncomprehending. He tried again. Pointing first to himself, and then again upwards.

I – up, he said hopefully, but the faces remained unencouraging.

Oh, damn! He glared angrily at them. Now that they were clear of the growths it became easier to judge their size; the tallest of them he put at about four feet six, though several stood no more than four feet.

Try them in French, he suggested to Margaret.

She stepped from behind him, with the cat still held in her arms. The effect was immediate and astonishing. Before she could open her mouth the little men grew suddenly excited. As if they had abruptly come to life, a buzz of chatter arose. Gesticulating arms pointed at her, expressions became animated. She turned back to Mark, disconcerted.

What on earth –? she began.

Look out. He dragged her roughly back.

The little men came forward at a run. He pulled his trigger viciously, firing blind into the press of their bodies. There could be no missing. A number dropped, and the charge checked. Several injured were screaming with pain. The reverberation of the shots was still echoing back and forth across the great cavern. The mingled uproar was awesome and unnerving after the silence. The still forms on the ground looked pathetically like those of children. Mark felt slightly sick, but he continued to brandish his pistol on the faces of the rest, waving them back. Margaret drew her breath with a sound which was half whimper. She forced her eyes from the fallen bodies and looked into his, horrified and part afraid.

Oh, Mark, theyre dead. You – you –

He moved towards her and she shrunk back. The fear in her face was not of the little men.

But, Margaret, I had to –

So suddenly, she murmured. So horribly suddenly. A minute ago they were running, and now – Oh, Mark, what have you done?

Mark turned away. He hadnt intended to kill – only to stop. It wasnt really himself who had pulled that trigger so vengefully; something had taken hold of him … oh, damnation …

The men had drawn off. Their faces were expressionless once more, and their eyes watched enigmatically. Perhaps he had been too hasty. Perhaps, as Margaret seemed to think, they had meant no harm. But he couldnt afford to let them come to grips on a mere perhaps. Besides, there had been an air of determination about that charge …

He thrust a new clip into his pistol without ceasing to watch. They had started talking again in their queer, staccato tones. For the most part, their attention seemed to be directed at Margaret, though occasional apprehensive glances were thrown at his pistol. A deploying movement began. The crowd was stringing out in a semicircle about the tunnel mouth. He felt that they were contemplating a new rush. It would be impossible to hold off a charge spread over a hundred and eighty degrees.

From farther up the passage he might be able to hold them. He began to retreat backwards, never removing his eyes from their faces. But they did not advance at once. He wondered uncomfortably what was going on behind those sad, yet inexpressive faces.

He was a good thirty yards from the entrance before they moved. He saw a sudden stiffening run through them, then they were rushing headlong. His pistol spat viciously. The lead tore holes in their line. The noise of his shots in the confined space was a crashing, deafening roar which made his head sing. He could hear nothing else; certainly he had no suspicion of a hundred naked feet pattering behind him.

One choked cry from Margaret was all his warning, and it came too late. He went down even as he turned, in a rush of grey-skinned bodies. His pistol flew from his hand. His flailing legs and arms were seized and pinned down. A weight of squirming bodies was crushing the air from his lungs. Small fists clenched themselves in his hair and began to hammer the back of his head against the floor. Sickening, splitting thuds. There was a pain behind his eyes, hurting like the devil. His brain felt as though it were slopping about in its case like thin porridge …


PART TWO
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CONSCIOUSNESS BEGAN TO trickle back in a very filtered form. The first thing Mark was aware of was a familiar, blinding headache. He moved uneasily. There had been the explosion; the whole world turning somersaults; the Sun Bird diving at the sea … No, that was farther off. Hadnt something else happened since then? He made a tremendous effort to open his eyes. Each lid seemed to be weighted with several pounds as well as being stiff from disuse. And when they lifted, he could not focus properly. There was a hazy vision of a grey surface which whirled and tilted. It steadied after a few seconds, and became clearer. Rock? That was familiar somehow …

Memory suddenly came back in full flood. The passages, the caves, the fantastic mushrooms, and the little men …

Margaret? he said feebly.

He turned his head, searching for her. He found himself lying in a cave the size of an ordinary dining-room. In the centre of the ceiling a blue-white lamp was glowing, smaller, but in other particulars like those in the corridors. Beside him, on the floor, stood a bowl of polished stone, full almost to the brim with water. He stretched out a hand to pull it closer, and then stopped in the middle of the action; the hand felt so weak, looked so thin and wasted that he could scarcely recognize it for his own. How long had he been here? he wondered as he leaned over the bowl to drink.

The cool water did him good. He leaned his head back on the pillow and considered the surroundings more carefully.

The cave could hardly be called furnished, but someone had made attempts to render it habitable. Against the other walls were set low, couch-like mounds like that on which he himself lay. The coverings of both the small cushions and the larger which served for mattresses were woven from inch-wide strips of some strange material which was leather-like in colour, though not in texture. To give warmth and extra comfort somebody had wrapped a long, blue woollen scarf about him.

In several places the nakedness of the rock walls had been hidden by designs and pictures painted in three or four raw colours. But he noted that though the execution was rough, it was backed by knowledge; the crudity was in the workmanship, not in the observation. The study of a fungus forest was no less informed than the view of an Arab village, but there were figures here and there which puzzled him. Arabs he could recognize, white men and even the dwarf grey folk, but there were others, both men and women, which fitted into none of these categories.

He raised a hand to his aching head and found that it was heavily bandaged. What had happened since that fight in the corridor? He had a misty notion of faces close to his own, voices which murmured encouragingly, but they had been strangers. Where was Margaret? He must find her …

The effort of sitting up set his head pounding again so that he had to clench his teeth. With difficulty he got to his feet and leaned for some swimming seconds against the wall. His legs felt so weakly useless that any movement might double them beneath him. The effort required to force them on was prodigious. Only his anxiety for Margaret drove him to make it.

The cave entrance had been chiselled to the shape of a doorway, though it held no door. It gave on to a corridor, dimly lit and stretching away to both sides. A faint murmur which might be of voices came from the right, and decided him to go that way. In all he made a journey of perhaps fifty yards, but it seemed one of the longest of his life. Four times in his slow course he was forced to rest against the wall, feeling too spent either to continue or return, wishing only to drop where he was. But each time he regathered, at last, just enough strength to drag his unsteady feet forward.

Finally the passage gave on to a cavern. He stood looking at numbers of men and women who crossed its floor on the way from one tunnel mouth to another. He tried to call out to them, but his voice sounded childishly weak. And something queer was happening to the people … They seemed to be swimming about … The whole cave was reeling drunkenly. His knees suddenly sagged. The floor of the cavern rose obliquely from the left, and hit him.

Arms lifted him into a sitting position; a smooth something was thrust against his lips.

Here, drink this, said a voice.

He obeyed feebly. A gulp of some coarse spirit burned its way down. His eyes opened to the hazy sight of two bearded faces hanging over his own. The mouth in one opened:

What are you doing out here?

Margaret, he managed to say. Where is she?

The two bearded faces looked at one another. The first spoke again.

Thats all right, buddy. Dont you worry. All you got to do is rest. How about getting back now?

They assisted him to his feet.

Think you can walk?

He nodded dumbly, but at the first faltering step his knees doubled up again. The taller of the two men picked him up easily, and strode back along the passage. Very thankfully Mark felt himself laid down on the couch he had so lately left. After an indefinite period which might have been a few minutes or a few hours, someone roused him. The man who had carried him was holding out two bowls, one containing water, and the other, a kind of mash.

What –? he began. But the other shook his head.

No, just you get outside this first. You can talk after.

He took a drink of water and started on the mash. It had a slightly earthy flavour, curious, though not unpleasant. While he fed he took stock once more of his surroundings. He was back in the decorated cave, all right, but this time he had three companions. The man who had spoken was a tall, broad figure, clad in the rags of a French uniform. His hands, and such parts of his face as were visible behind a matted beard, were lined with ingrained grime. Hair which might be fair when clean had been clumsily restrained, possibly with the aid of a knife. Above it, far back on the head was perched a battered képi.

Wonderingly, Mark transferred his gaze to the next. A slighter man, this, with hair thinning, though such as did grow had been lopped in the same crude fashion. His beard, like the others, was matted, and his hands equally grimy, but his clothing was different. The tatters of his suit would never be recognized by its London maker, but they were tatters of good quality. The third man was an Arab, wearing a burnous which had the appearance of having served its owner throughout an arduous campaign. It reminded Mark vaguely of certain battle-torn flags he had seen hung in churches.

He finished the mash, in which he detected traces of the same coarse spirit which had been given him before, and pushed the bowl away. He felt greatly improved. In a pocket he found a packet of cigarettes, which he handed round. The three men looked at him as if he had performed a miracle. They lit up with a care which was almost reverent.

Now perhaps youll tell me where she is? he asked.

Was she with you? inquired the big man.

Of course she was. Do you mean youve not seen her? He looked questioningly at them in turn. They shook their heads.

But she was with me when I was knocked out. Ive got to find her.

He began to struggle to his feet. The tall man caught his arm and pushed him back.

No. You keep sitting awhile. Theres a whole lot you got to learn yet. And one of em is that it aint no sort of good being in a hurry in these parts.

But –

I tell you, you cant do a thing. Anyway, youre still sick, and got to lay up for a bit. Take it from me, if your girls safe now, shell stay safe.

You mean that?

Sure I mean it.

Mark believed him. The man spoke firmly, as though he had no doubt. Moreover, in his present state of weakness, he could be of assistance to no one. He dropped back on his cushions and contemplated the three.

Well, for Gods sake tell me something about this place. Ive been living in a kind of nightmare. I dont know how long Ive been here, or even where I really am.

Well, youre the latest arrival, I can tell you that, though youve been sick a goodish time. Youre a tailors dummy to the rest of us in this dump. How dyou get here? Tell us your yarn first.

Mark told his story in considerable detail. The first part seemed to hold more interest for his listeners than did the account of the fungus forest, and the tall man quelled the very evident desires of the European to make frequent interruptions. He was silent for a time after Marks account of the fight.

So thats what its all about, he said thoughtfully. No wonder the poor devils are getting all het up. Itll mean the end of them.

And of us too, said the other.

The Arab merely nodded.

But what are you doing here? Mark asked impatiently. Youre American, arent you? Why the French uniform?

Say, weve forgotten the introductions. Im John Smith, leastways thats my name in the Legion. This is Charles Gordon, of London, England, and this, Mahmud el Jizzah, of some Godforsaken hole in the desert. Gordon is an arch– , arch– , anyway, he digs for things which arent no manner of good to anybody. And Mahmud, well, I dont know what he does, but he was educated in some swell place in England, Oxford College.

Balliol, murmured the Arab, deprecatingly.

But what are you all doing here?

Just living here.

But why?

Because we darn well cant do nothing else. Dyou think were here for fun?

Mark looked at their beards, and the rags which flapped about them.

How long have you been here?

Whats the date?

Mark considered. Probably several days had elapsed during his unconsciousness, but he could remember the date of the Sun Birds crash.

It was the sixteenth of September when we fell in.

The year, man.

He stared. Why, 1964, of course.

That makes six years for me.

Seven for me, said Gordon.

Five, admitted the Arab.

Marks eyes opened wide. He looked from face to face for a sign that this was a leg pull.

Seven years! He stared at Gordon. You cant mean it. Seven years – here, in these caves?

The other nodded and smiled a little grimly. Oh yes, I mean it, all right.

But – but I dont understand. There must be ways out.

There are ways out – must be any amount of them. The trouble is that we cant get at them.

Why not? You found your ways in.

So did you, but it doesnt help, does it?

But you didnt all come in down waterfalls.

No. The real trouble is these little grey guys. Theyve got us penned up like we was cattle. And havent they just got the drop on us. Say, itd be easier to crash out of Hell than out of this joint.

But you dont mean youre here for good?

Youve said it, buddy. You too.

But –

Mark was aware again of the feeling that this was all part of a nightmare, growing worse at every turn. Imprisoned in these caves for the rest of ones life! It was fantastic, it couldnt be true. He turned to Gordon, who was staring at the picture of the Arab village. There was something in his expression more disturbing than an hour of the Americans conversation.

It is quite true, the Arabs voice assured him calmly.

It cant be true. There must be a way out.

If anyone had ever got out, this place would no longer be secure. That it is secret means that no one ever has got out.

Gordon interrupted. No, thats not so. I believe in my theory that –

Oh, damn your theories, Smith cut in. Even if theyre right, what the hells the good of them to us? Cut em out. He turned back to Mark. The sooner you get a hold on the idea that you and me and all of us are in the cooler for keeps, the easier its gonna be for you.

Marks convalescence was a long business. When it irked him, and he grumbled at the waste of time, Gordon did his best to be reassuring.

For one thing, the phrase waste of time has no meaning in here, he said. And, for another, youre damned lucky to be convalescent at all. Candidly, you were in such a mess when you came in that we never thought youd make it. Then you didnt help things by getting out of here the minute you came round – it gave you a nasty relapse. Just lie there quietly, and dont fret about things. It wont do you any good to get what Smith calls all het up.

Mark did his best to obey, and during the time which followed, he came to know the three men well. His first hazy impressions had to be revised. Smith, for instance, was not altogether the pessimist he had appeared. So far from losing all hopes of escaping from the caves, as he had suggested, he was full of hopes. His insistence on its impossibility was seldom a genuine belief; far more often it was a defence, a kind of counter-suggestion set up to check his hopes from rising too high. Once, in a moment of unusual confidence, he admitted:

If I didnt think we were going to get clear of this place sometime, I guess Id have bumped myself off before now; but if I let myself get too worked up, Ill probably have to bump myself off one day through sheer disappointment. Most of the time I expect the worst; its so good when it doesnt happen.

A simple theory, Smiths, of not tempting the gods. It had points in common with the practice of carrying an umbrella to persuade the sun to shine, or travelling with two spare wheels in order to avoid a puncture. Beneath his attempts to bluff fate, he was more hopeful than the others.

Gordon had reached a mental stage verging upon acceptance of the inevitable. Only a firm belief in some of his theories – of which, Mark was to discover, he had many – had prevented him from long ago relinquishing all idea of return. Even so, he was not likely to sink into the despair which Smith feared. He had a power of dissociating himself from his surroundings and losing himself in the purely conjectural, without which he would indeed have been forlorn. He was not without moods of deep dejection, but even a chance word would often break their spell. A light of sudden excitement would flicker in his eyes, the thin face would come to life as though a mask had been cast off, and in a few moments he would be holding forth violently: passionately advocating theories which were sometimes sound common sense, and at others the extreme of fantasy. For the most part his words seemed to flow around Smith without causing a ripple of appreciation; though occasionally the big man would grasp a practical suggestion out of the flood of words, and haul it ashore with satisfaction.

The Arab listened to the talk with little more comment than a grunt here and there. Mark was uncertain whether his silence covered fatalistic acceptance, or profound thought. Whichever it was, he seemed of all the party the least affected by the situation. When he did talk, it was usually to give reminiscences or to tell some Arab fable of which the point was completely incomprehensible to the European mind. His chief link with the others seemed to be a mutual admiration between Smith and himself. The big frame and the slow strength of the American found its complement in the wiry agility of the Arab.

Mark, growing stronger, began to develop a more active interest in his surroundings, and a desire to know how he came to be in his present company. His own method of entry was, beyond doubt, unique. He demanded to know how Smith had found his way in.

Smith pulled his ear thoughtfully, and looked at the others with some doubt. Mark realized that the three must know one anothers stories by heart.

I dont mind. Carry on, said Gordon, and the Arab nodded amiably.

Well, it aint much of a yarn, but here it is. We – a company of us, that is – had been moved up to do some police work in the mountains north of Ghardaia – and let me tell you that if you dont know where Ghardaia is, you aint missed much.

Now, the Frenchies have an idea that a guy whos still alive after a couple of months in the Legion is so tough that he cant be killed anyway. And they behave according. They dress you up in the heaviest clothes they can find, give you a camel-sized pack and send you hiking for thousands of kilometres where the suns shining twice as hot as it does any place else. I cant say how many blasted, blistering miles we put away that day, but I do know they marched us till we was pretty near dead. Some of the poor devils were all but asleep on their feet, and I was as near all in as makes no difference.

I guess they didnt mean us to fight. The big idea was to make a nice bright show of uniforms, and whatever local sheik it was that had gotten a bit above himself would just naturally curl up and reflect on the glory of la France. Yes, that was the idea, right enough. The trouble was the Arabs didnt see it that way – maybe the uniforms didnt look smart enough, or something. Anyway, they waited till we were about played out, and then took a hand. We were in the open, and they were on the cliffs above us, skipping about just like antelopes –cept that they had guns – and taking playful pot shots – most of em bulls. It wasnt so funny, and we got orders to do the only possible thing – leg it to the cliff foot and take cover.

There were a lot of caves there, all sizes, and not wanting to stay outside and have rocks dropped on our nuts, we made for em. And there we stayed put. Theyd got us all nicely bottled up, and how! All youd got to do for a fatal dose of lead poisoning was to take one look outside. Some guys whod been told that Arabs cant shoot tried it – once.

Maybe it sounds worse than it looked. Anyway, we werent worrying a lot – I reckon we all just wanted to sleep. It wouldnt be long before somebody at headquarters missed us and started raising hell to know what we were at. Wed nothing to do bar sit tight and wait.

But the local sheik didnt see the fun of that. Hed started something, and he was going through with it. Itd probably be easier for him to explain away the disappearance of a whole company than to account for a few dead bodies. He was wholesale-minded, that fellow. Wed been there about an hour when there was hells own crash, away on the right. A couple of our men looked out to see what had happened – maybe they did, but it wasnt much help to us, seeing that they got bullets through their heads for their trouble. The rest of us were content to sit tight and guess what particular form of hell-raising was going on outside. A half-hour later we knew for certain. There was a Gawdalmighty explosion right above us. Half the cliff face must have split off and come down with a run. Leastways, it was enough to bury the mouth of our cave, and put paid to four poor devils who were standing near. The wily sheik had hit on a swell idea for covering up his tracks, and it looked like we were buried alive … I reckon the guys in the other caves were; I aint seen none of em in these parts.

Well, that left three of us standing. Olsen, Dubois and me. And we had the choice of sitting down to die right there, or looking round the cave to see whether there wasnt some other way out. We hadnt a hope of shifting the tons of stuff in the entrance. After a bit we found a kind of a crack at the back. There was a draught through it, which meant it went some place. We shoved in and started hiking again, with a few bits of candle between us.

I dont know how long it was before Olsen and me found ourselves looking down a split into one of those lighted tunnels – some days, most likely. And its no good my telling you the way those lights struck us; you mustve felt the same way yourself when you first saw em. If it hadnt been that Olsen saw em, same as me, Idve thought I was nuts.

Wed lost Dubois. Hed fallen into a crevice some place back along, and broken his neck – poor devil. Olsen wasnt in too good shape, either; hed broken an arm, and pretty near knocked himself silly on a stalactite. But wed made it – just.

A bunch of them white pygmies found us wandering around. They didnt seem much surprised to see us. They brought up some food, and let us sleep a bit, then they marched us off here.

He stopped. Apparently he considered his tale was finished. From Marks point of view, it was scarcely begun.

But what is this place? he prompted. You forget Ive seen practically nothing of it except this particular cave.

This? Oh well, you could call it a kind of jail. Its a corner of their system of caves, and theres only one way in to it. You were out when they lugged you along, or youd have seen the way it is. They brought you down a tunnel much the same as the rest, only it stops short on a ledge. And that ledge is about a hundred feet up the side of one of the biggest of our caves. Theres no ramp, nor steps, nor nothing leading from it. They just put a rope round you and let you down in here, and thats that. You cant climb up a hundred feet of smooth rock – not even if youre a human fly.

But do you mean to say that nobodys tried to get up?

Tried? By gosh, they have. But theres always some of the little grey guys watching for em. Theres marks near the bottom where somebody had a try at cutting handholes – they say he was stopped by a rock being dropped on his head. I once saw a fellow try to make a break for it. Frenchie, he was, and about half crazed, or hed never have tried it. Theyd just let down a new specimen into this corral when this guy thinks he sees a chance. He rushes out of the crowd of us watching, grabs the rope and starts climbing like a monkey. They let him get three-quarters of the way up before they cut the rope.

Mark remained almost as puzzled as before. Smith had been so long below ground that he failed to understand the bewilderment of a newcomer. Familiarity had wiped away his earlier amazement at this system of caves. Its existence had become an accepted, unsurprising fact, and the life within it a misfortune rather than an astonishment.

But who are these little white men? What are they doing here? Why dont they come out?

The American shook his head.

Thats out of my line. Gordon has a theory about it. Get him to tell you some time. Whats interesting me right now is the dope you gave us. It makes things clearer.

I gave you?

Sure. The low-down on this New Sea stuff. Theres been something worrying them, weve seen that, but we couldnt figure out just what it was. Now weve got it.

Does it help?

Help? Oh, it helps all right. It means when we get drowned down here we wont have to worry any more about getting out.

Another time Mark put his questions to Gordon with greater success. The archaeologist, though he had been imprisoned longer than Smith, had contrived to keep his mind more supple. Not only had he retained an active interest, save for brief periods of depression, in the whys and wherefores of this subterranean race and its origin, but he possessed some capacity for seeing anothers point of view – a quality which could never have been characteristic of the American. Requests for information which Smith met with the assurance that there was no hurry and that Mark would have a hell of a long time to find it out in, were treated by Gordon with some appreciation of the newcomers bewilderment. He enlarged upon Smiths remark that their quarters were a kind of jail.

Were in prison for safety, he explained. Our safety, and theirs. There are two good ways of making a man keep a secret; one is to stop his mouth, and the other, to stop his heart. Why they choose the former, I cant tell you; they dont seem squeamish about things like that. Anyhow, this ways just as effective, and it costs them nothing. Weve got our own fungus caves, and we grow our own food in them. In fact the only real difference between their position and ours is that they can go out, but dont want to, while we want to, but cant.

How many are there in here?

It was somewhere about fifteen hundred last time we counted.

Mark, who had thought from the way the others talked that fifty or a hundred might be a likely estimate, stared. Fifteen hundred –?

You do mean prisoners?

Yes, prisoners. Counting all kinds. Youll see them as soon as youre strong enough to get about a bit. Gordon spoke for once in a way irritatingly reminiscent of Smith.

And none have ever escaped?

Thats what they tell us, but I think theyre wrong there. It was probably a devil of a long time ago, but I think its been done – more than once.

Why?

Well, Gordon frowned slightly, mind you, this is only a theory. I dont say that the facts might not be explained another way, but I hold that it is a possible explanation. You remember that you saw a fungus forest?

Yes?

What did it remind you of?

I dont quite –

Didnt it seem somehow familiar – as if you might have seen it before somewhere?

Mark fancied he saw what the man was driving at. He remembered how Margaret had remarked on their likeness to toadstools in a story-book picture. Gordon beamed when he heard it.

And what did she think of the white pygmies?

That they looked like gnomes – only they had no beards.

The other spread his hands in showman style.

Well, there you are. You did in some degree recognize the situation – it was not entirely unfamiliar to you although you thought it was. And what does that mean?

Mark, not having the least idea of what it might or might not mean, remained silent. Gordon continued:

It means that some suspicion, some faint rumour of such a place has leaked out into the world. All folk-beliefs have a rational beginning somewhere if you can find it. Men didnt invent the tales of gnomes and trolls, nor the idea of giant toadstools. Someone had the tale from a man who had actually seen them – several men, perhaps, for the legends are widespread. In the course of time the stories became garbled, and at the hands of painters our pygmies underwent a transformation, but they were still dwarfs, and in most places were reported as being unfriendly to ordinary men.

I tell you, our pygmies are the originals. Centuries ago somebody who had been in here did get back to the world and tell them about it.

Mark looked extremely doubtful.

But nobody would have believed it – theyd have laughed them down. Just think what theyd say of us if we got out and told them about this without any proof.

Youre getting your crowd psychology wrong. More primitive people were wiser in some ways than we are. They did not jeer at everything outside the immediate realities. The mass attitude right up to the Middle Ages was to believe until an assertion was disproved (and in some matters that attitude still persists), but the typically modern attitude is to disbelieve until proof is forthcoming. In the old days people believed in the sea-serpent, nowadays they wouldnt believe in a kangaroo without photographs. They can still be hoaxed, of course, but the method has to be different. Besides, think of the peasants of old Europe; why should they be more surprised by hearing of small men who lived underground than by travellers tales of men with black skins who went naked? One is as credible as the other. The difference is that in the course of time one tale became substantiated, while the other for lack of evidence to support it decayed into what is called folk-lore. Just suppose the blacks had killed every white man they saw, wouldnt their existence have become a myth, just as this peoples has? Of course it would.

Mark, confronted for the first time with one of Gordons theories, felt that while it was extremely plausible, it was also extremely unconvincing. He avoided expressing his opinion by temporizing.

Then you think no one has escaped for a long time – perhaps several centuries?

Gordon shrugged his shoulders. Impossible to say. They may have done. But if so, there ought at least to have been rumours – tales among the Arabs. There may be, of course, but it is strange that weve never heard any. The most I can say is that I am convinced that there have been escapes in the past.

And if then, why not now?

Any of a dozen reasons. They may have found the loophole and blocked it. These may not be the same prison caves. I must confess that the thing which puzzles me most is why they dont kill us as they find us, and have done with it – but then, different races always have their own funny ideas on the subject of killing …
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IT WAS WITH Gordon as guide that Mark made his first trip into the larger caves. The former had seen that further forced inaction would do Mark little good. Gradually returning strength had found its outlet in fretting and worrying. He asked continually and fruitlessly for news of Margaret, and the fact that all three of the men assured him that they had made every possible inquiry without success did not tend to ease his mind. Even Gordon could make no suggestion.

I never heard of such a thing before, he admitted. Quite invariably every member of a captured party has been brought here and left to make the best of it, but I assure you she is not in any of our caves – it couldnt be kept quiet. Every newcomer is a centre of interest.

Thats so, Smith agreed. If it hadnt been that you got treated so rough, we couldnt have kept them off questioning you. Nobodys got her hid away; thats certain.

You dont think they – killed her?

No, why should they? Smith spoke heartily; the other two said nothing.

Mark was without any means of telling how long he had lain ill. Night and day were not recognizable divisions in the caves; and with them went all other measures of time. One fed when hungry, slept when tired. Time flowed smoothly by in one long monotony. Days, months, years even, passed unrecorded save when a new arrival like himself reminded the prisoners that there was still an outside world where dates were kept. Each one was eagerly questioned for the current year and month, estimates were made of the length of time since capture, and then forgotten until another news-bearer should arrive. The blue-white globes were never darkened, and their continual light had come to be accepted by the majority without wonder or interest.

Gordon admitted that his curiosity had led him to break one which he filched from a little-used corner soon after his arrival. It had required a great deal of pounding with a heavy stone:

Just curiosity, but it didnt get me anywhere. There was a splash of some kind of liquid on the floor. It shone for a while and then evaporated. The outside was pretty much like glass, only far tougher.

But doesnt that show that they had a pretty high development at one time, even if they havent got it now? Mark suggested.

Gordon was inclined to think that it didnt mean a great deal. There was no doubt that the pygmies were on the downward grade now, but it didnt seem likely that their level of civilization could ever have been high. They had shown immense determination in constructing their labyrinths, enlarging and altering, until it was difficult to tell how much was natural and how much artificial, but in the matter of the light:

It may have been just a fluke – one of those discoveries which are made and then forgotten. Think of Heros steam engine at Alexandria, everybody forgot that for two thousand years. And those perpetual motion wheels which obviously werent perpetual motion, but certainly worked somehow – they managed to get forgotten, unexplained. It happens again and again. Anyhow, theres nothing miraculous about these lamps. They wear out in time. Youll see some perceptibly duller than others.

All the same, Ill bet theyd astonish our physicists, said Mark.

He became aware that he thought mostly as if he were a visitor to this place, a tourist; it was still impossible to realize that he might never come out, and he dreaded the moment when that realization should be driven home. Perhaps it never would. Smith, after six years of it, was at bottom still unconvinced that he would die in this warren.

It was in such moods that he would revert to useless, frightening speculation upon Margarets fate until increasingly frequent periods of restless irritation decided Gordon that even though incompletely recovered, he must be taken out of himself. He led him, still bandaged of head and weak in body, to the big cave which he had glimpsed before. He stared silently at the scene for some minutes.

In addition to the figures which crossed between the various tunnel mouths, there were some sixty or seventy persons in the place. They stood or sat for the most part in groups, conversing in a desultory, uninterested fashion. An air of listlessness seemed to hang over them all, a lethargy which suggested that nothing need be done until tomorrow – and here there was no tomorrow. Their eyes, utterly lacking in spirit, looked as if they scarcely saw. The discouragement in their bearing was their most common possession; beyond that, variation was infinite.

Arabs predominated slightly, but whites of all types were numerous. A number of Negroes was scattered here and there, and even a few Indians could be seen, but there were some whom he could fit into no known category.

What on earth is he? he asked Gordon, pointing to one of these.

The man he indicated was as tall as himself and wore a minimum of clothing upon his grey body.

Oh, hes a native.

A native? I thought they were all small – you called them pygmies.

I dont mean a pygmy. By a native we mean one who was born here, in the prison caves.

Good God, you dont mean to say –?

Of course I do. Theres quite a fair sprinkling of women down here, as you see. And you cant stop men and women being men and women, even in caves.

But to bear a child here –

I know. It seems pretty rough on the kid to us, but they dont think of it that way. The kids an unavoidable accident from their point of view. Besides, the natives quite rightly say, why should they be condemned to perpetual chastity? – arent things bad enough for them anyhow?

You mean that a native may have native parents?

Thats it. By the look of that one, I should say he has.

Mark watched the man out of sight. He felt shocked. A man who had never seen sun or stars; never heard waves breaking or trees rustling; never seen a bird, never – oh, it was endless. And Gordon made the statement so calmly.

Had he forgotten what the outside world was like? Had he stifled his memories all these seven years? It seemed more likely that a man would dwell upon them until he remembered the surface as a paradise. What was it Smith had said the other day – no, there were no days here – what was it he had said a little while ago? He had been more abstracted than Mark had previously known him. There had been a dreamy longing in his manner of speaking.

Bored! My God, to think that I could ever have been bored up there. Why, right now I could look at one flower for a week, and still find it marvellous. I used to reckon old man Wordsworth was kind of soft; I guess I was out there. Daffodils! Just think of em; a bank of em, blowin in the wind!

To him the world had become a flower garden, and the sky was for ever breaking into sunset. Sentimental? Of course it was sentimental, but it seemed a more natural state than the insensitiveness Gordon displayed. He was talking now about the natives coldly, dispassionately, as though they were museum exhibits:

Its one of the drawbacks man suffers for his adaptability. Many another kind of creature shut up like this would die, pine away from sheer discouragement, but not man. Given time, these natives would evolve into a race perfectly adapted for this environment. He paused, and glanced at Mark. You think that that man we saw a moment ago suffers a sense of loss. You imagine him deprived of his birthright – well, perhaps he is, perhaps we all are, but does he know it? Do we know it? What are these rights of man? That man never knew the open air, and he doesnt want to. He cant understand anything but life in caves. How should he?

But he must know. He must have heard from you and the rest of them here.

Of course he has, but it doesnt touch him. Doubtless your parents told you plenty about Heaven – how beautiful it was, and all the rest of it, but how does that strike you now? Pretty thin, pretty much of a fairy-tale? Well, thats the way he feels when he hears of the world outside – a pleasant, rather childish fancy with little or no real significance. He hears about sky and fields and clouds and mountains just like you heard about harps and angels and streets paved with gold – and he takes about the same amount of notice.

Mark frowned. He saw what Gordon was intending: the philosophy of what youve never had, you never miss. But that, to his mind, was a shallow view. Carried to a logical extreme it would mean that man was a static creation, whereas he was the most dynamic. Indubitably man could, and did, miss what he had never had; the whole history of invention was a record of his attempts to overcome recognized deficiencies. He had never flown, but he missed the power of flight; the aeroplane was evolved. He lacked the ability to live for days on end in the water; the ship was built. His own unaided voice could only carry a short distance; intricate systems of communication were brought into being. It was nonsense. One could be aware of a restraint from within it. But the arguments bounced off Gordon. Marks instances, he claimed, were superficial.

For the most part they are imitative and cumbrous. Look at the complications needed to broadcast a message, and compare it with the simplicity by which a flock of migratory birds knows of its meeting-place, and the time of its flight.

But the very fact that we can broadcast shows that we have recognized our limitation.

Does it? I doubt it. I should say that we recognized it as a limitation of the system we have evolved, not of ourselves. We put up an inferior substitute called telegraph and radio, and forget our limitations – but they are still there. How many men, do you suppose, realize the limitations of using words to convey our meanings? They may find that there are inconvenient misunderstandings, and blame language, but how many admit that the words are just a substitute for the thing they really lack – mental communication? Precious few. My point is that they do not realize the lack of direct mental communication, because theyve never had it. They look on spoken or written language as a natural method of expression, whereas it is really a mechanical process more complicated than radio.

Yes, but you cant get over the fact that they have evolved a process to fulfil a need. And if that isnt a sign of recognizing limitation, what is?

In some degree, but it is not fully recognized. There is a kind of mental myopia. Look at what happened. First there was the very arduous invention of the spoken language. Then it was seen that this only had a limited use – it could travel no great distance in either space or time – so there grew up a written language. This failed to reach enough persons in a short time; printing became necessary. In an effort to decrease the time-lag still further, electric communications followed. And all this process had to be gone through (and will be further elaborated) because the limitation was not clearly perceived in the beginning. The thing we really lacked was direct mental communication.

But thats impossible. Mark was growing irritated.

Gordons serious face relaxed into a sudden grin.

Splendid. In effect, thats the power weve never had, and because weve never had it, you think we never will – practically what youve never had, you never miss. Why should it be any more impossible than the vast array of substitutes weve managed to produce? Further, let me point out that your word impossible doesnt mean impossible at all – it merely means that the thing hasnt happened yet.

Mark let the argument drop. He felt that it contained a sufficient number of weak links for him to split later. At present he was more interested in the sights about him. He required more information on the natives.

We dont see a lot of them, Gordon admitted. They get sick of us and our continual surface reminiscences, and tend to keep to themselves.

They dont even want to know about surface life?

Not much. Apart from their scarcely believing the tales, they find that they have no bearing whatever on their life down here, and dont help them at all. A lot of the prisoners go half crazy after a few years, and live in a permanent state of melancholia which both puzzles and frightens the natives. Theyre happier on the whole when theyre not mixing with us. Just as well.

And they dont want to escape?

Not a bit. And it would be a poor day for most of them if they did – more than likely theyd have agoraphobia pretty badly if they couldnt look up and see rock all round them.

By now they had reached the far end of the cavern. Its occupants, for the most part, paid little more attention to Mark than a stare as he passed. His surprise that they did not come flocking round to ask questions grew less when he remembered that Smith, Gordon and Mahmud must have circulated all his news of any interest. Turning and looking back on the listless crowd, he asked:

Is this all they do? Just hang about?

A few of the melancholics, but most of them take an occasional turn in the fungus caves. Does them good to work, cheers them up a bit – trouble is that not enough works needed, so for the most part they just sit and brood, or sleep. About the only excitement they get is a fight now and then over one of the women.

But cant they be put on to making something?

What? Oh, you mean furniture or stuff like that. I should think they could, but you see theres no wood. Some of them do a bit of carving in stone. Ill show you.

He led the way into a tunnel ten feet or so in height. After fifty yards of it he paused at a side turning and called:

Zickle!

A tall, well-built Negro came out of the smaller passage. He grinned at them both in a friendly fashion.

Hullo, Zickle! Ive brought Mr Sunnet to have a look at your work. The Negro grinned even more broadly, and beckoned them in. Zickle was brought up at a mission school, Gordon explained. Hence his choice of a name, but the training seems to have been a bit superficial, as youll see.

They entered a rock chamber of about the same size as Marks sick-room. But the walls of it, instead of being painted, were elaborately carved. Mark at first sight felt bewildered. Zickle continued to grin.

Here is the pièce de resistance, Gordon said, turning to the left-hand wall. What do you make of that?

Mark examined it carefully. In the centre was an oddly conventionalized figure of a man, hanging upon an undoubted cross. But it was not the plain cross of tradition; curious symbolism and alien conceptions had been carved into it until it bore more resemblance to a totem pole. Above the head of the crucified man leered a face of most horrifying hideousness.

The Negro saw Mark recoil as he looked at it.

Him scare devils, he explained.

It ought to scare anything, agreed Gordon cheerfully. Come closer, Mark, and have a look at the detail.

He obeyed, and began to examine the workmanship with a manifest admiration which delighted Zickle. He turned back to stare at the tall, black figure.

You did all this? He waved a comprehensive hand.

Yes, sir. I done him all.

Mark turned back. The Negro might have few words to express himself, but the carving came from the brain of a man of unlimited ideas. He began to feel a little awed. The ingenuity with which Christianity and paganism had been welded together – he felt that a study of the work might give a new conception of both. Nor was the technique itself a mere following of tradition. There was a single mode of thought running through the whole bas-relief, but it was the product of an experimenting mind, unafraid to attempt effects which sometimes failed, but more often succeeded brilliantly.

Its genius, Mark said.

Youre right, Gordon agreed. Ive seen a lot of African sculpture, wood and stone, but nothing to touch this. It is genius – and the world will never see it …

How long did it take to do all this?

Dont know. Zickle hasnt the slightest idea how long he has been in here. All I can tell you is that it was about a quarter done seven years ago, and has been complete for the last three. He carves most of the time when he isnt doing other work. Reckons it keeps him sane. Gordon stared for a moment at the horrific head above the cross. I should say hes right – it must be better to get ideas like that out of the system.

The Negro had been busy in another corner of the room. Presently he returned holding out a cup of polished stone to each of them. As they took them he pointed to some low stools carved carefully from stone, though in a fashion intended for wood. Gordon sat down and drank half his cupful at a gulp. Mark attempted the same, but the coarseness of the spirit set him coughing.

My God, what is it? he managed, at last.

Stuff made from some of the fungi – its an acquired taste.

So I should think. Mark took a more careful sip.

Again he let his eyes wander over the carved walls, noticing and renoticing details. Below the cross, and separated from it by a broad horizontal band, he observed a panel which he had hitherto overlooked. It represented a number of squat, recognizable figures worked into a design among giant fungi.

The white pygmies? he inquired.

Or demons – theyre all the same to Zickle. Hes convinced that this place is Hell.

Zickles face momentarily lost its grin, and he nodded.

This very bad place – Hell. Plenty devils. Me plenty sins.

Praps youre right; you know more about your own sins than I do.

A voice came from the outside passage.

Zickle there?

The Negro and Gordon looked at one another for a moment; Gordon nodded, and Zickle called back. A man, a stranger to Mark, came slouching into the cave, followed by two companions. Like Smith, he wore the dilapidated remnants of a French uniform, but there was little other resemblance. He was sallow skinned, with hair and beard as unkempt as the others, but black. He nodded condescendingly to Gordon and turned to Zickle. The black faced him with an unamiable expression.

Got a drink for me too? The voice was harsh, and the words, though they came easily enough, were heavily accented.

Zickle hesitated. There was a murderous glare in his eyes. Gordon put his hand restrainingly on the black arm, and murmured something inaudible. The Negro nodded sullenly, and went in search of a cup with a bad grace. The newcomer laughed.

Great little peacemaker, arent you, Gordon?

He took a good draught, wiped his lips on the back of his hand and looked at Mark with more contempt than curiosity.

So this is the latest? And came in a plane, of all things.

Gordon turned pointedly to Mark.

This is Miguel Salvades. One would not like to say why he joined the Foreign Legion, but it might be guessed.

Miguel laughed unpleasantly.

I joined it because I killed a man at home – and Im not above killing another. He looked meaningly at the Negro. You can remember that … Whats his name? he added, turning back to Gordon.

My name is Mark Sunnet, said Mark, angrily resentful at his third-party treatment. But Miguel continued to address himself to Gordon.

Showing him the ropes?

Yes.

Guess you find it interesting. Whatve you seen?

The last question was directed at Mark with a goodwill in such contrast with the mans earlier uncouthness that he was taken by surprise.

Not much yet – only the big cave near here.

And this chamber of horrors. Well, youve got plenty more to see, hasnt he, Gordon?

Yes. Gordon was not encouraging.

The fungus caves and the water caves?

Yes.

And other things?

Yes.

Miguel turned back to Mark. Yes, theres a lot of this for you to see yet. A lot more than you and most of us think. Theres a lot Ive not seen, but Im going to. He looked at Gordon as he spoke the last phrase, but the older mans face remained expressionless. Miguel grinned sardonically and tossed off the remains of his spirit.

Come on, boys, he said to his companions who had remained silently in the background. Lets go.

He lounged out of the doorway, whistling. Mark and Gordon followed a few minutes later.

What was all that about? Mark asked curiously, as they recrossed the large cave.

Gordon chose to be evasive. Oh, you never can tell with Miguel. He likes his drink – probably thinks weve got a stock of it hidden away somewhere. Dont bother about him.

Mark, unsatisfied, but perceiving his inquiry to be unwelcome, changed the subject.

From what youve said, I gather that this place falls into two classes – the prisoners, and the natives who dont mix with them?

And the pygmies. Dont forget them.

What! In this part?

A few dozens of them. I suppose theyre criminals of some kind. Very few of us know anything about them. Youll have to ask Mahmud if you want to know more. Only he and Miguel and a few others have troubled to learn their language.

Three main divisions, then. Prisoners like ourselves, natives born here, and pygmy criminals. Thats it?

Yes, except that there are subdivisions among the prisoners – but youll find that out soon enough.

They continued their way back to the painted cave in silence. Mark was reflecting on what he had seen and heard. This world below the world was proving more complicated than he had expected, and, to judge from Miguels behaviour, there was more activity than there would appear to be. His reverie was broken by a flood of excited speech which greeted their arrival at the doorway.

Say, come in for an earful, called Smiths voice above the rest. Mahmuds been getting the low-down.
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THE CAVE HELD, in addition to Smith and Mahmud, four strangers. Mark noticed that they turned to look at him with an interest which rather surprised him. The scrutiny, however, was brief, for they looked back expectantly to Mahmud. Smith spoke, forestalling the Arab:

It ought to be easier for you guys to get this if you hear Marks yarn first. Mark, give it em from the time you fell in, till you moored your Sun Bird.

Mark obediently retold of the whirlpool, the fall, the drifting through caves and passages, and the final landing in the lighted cave.

Thanks, Smith said at the end. Now, Mahmud, its your turn.

Mahmud, it appeared, had been over to have a talk with the pygmy prisoners. It was one of his habits to do this at fairly frequent intervals. He had mastered their language without any great difficulty, and could now speak it fluently. For several reasons, not very clearly perceived even by themselves, he and Smith felt that an understanding with the outcasts might possibly be of some advantage. In any case, it could do no harm to have knowledge of the happenings in the pygmies own caves. On this occasion he had gone with an idea of finding out what Miguel was doing, for the latters increasing intimacy with the little men had been causing some speculation. When he had arrived there, it was to find a state of excitement which had immediately diverted his interest.

There had been a recent addition to the band of pygmy criminals, and he had brought disturbing news with him. They had all been aware, though without a definite source of information, that things were not all well in the main caves, but now for the first time those in the prison caves got direct news.

Its the water, Mahmud explained excitedly. The New Sea is breaking through – though of course they dont know it is the New Sea.

Well, we learned that from Mark, Gordon observed.

Yes, but that was only one break – it has come through in many. There have been several big falls like that, and a lot of smaller ones, too. Sometimes the bed of the New Sea gives way, but more often it comes in through the airshafts. That is not so bad; the water comes first in a trickle, and the shaft can usually be stopped before it gets serious. But in the big falls it is serious. So far they have managed to stop them by breaking the tunnels, but a lot of water has got in.

Mark recalled the resounding crash in the tunnel through which he and Margaret had been swept to the lighted cave. So it was the pygmies who had caused that tunnel to collapse … Mahmud was going on:

Theyre scared. It is one thing to block tunnels, but another to get rid of the water. Pumps could do it, but of course they have no pumps. In some places they have been able to make holes and drain it away to the lowest levels where it doesnt matter much, but that means that theres no room to get rid of the next lot. Besides, its salt – its got into some of the reservoir caves already, and joined the fresh-water streams. If the sea were to stay at its present level, they might win through all right, but the water is still rising outside, and there may be fresh breaks at any moment. Theyre very frightened.

Hey, steady there. How do they know the seas still rising? None of them has ever showed his nose up there, Smith interrupted.

Because it keeps on coming in through more of those ventilating cracks as it reaches them.

What else are they doing?

Nothing much, from what I could hear. After all, what can they do? There seems to have been some talk of clearing off northward; there are caves at a higher level there, but theyve been neglected so long that the fungus beds are no good. They might be able to replant them, but theyre doubtful how long it will be before they yield.

So what it comes to, said Smith reflectively, is a choice between staying here to drown, and going north to starve – unless of course they take to the open. And they wont do that, he added, looking questioningly at Gordon.

The latter shook his head. No, they wont do that, he agreed.

Why not? asked Mark. Surely its the reasonable thing to do?

Reason doesnt count much. Reason suggests that it is foolish to live on the side of a volcano, yet people continue to do it. These pygmies have been here too long, theyve adapted too far. For one thing, the light outside would blind them right away. But the point is, whatever they do were sure to be left behind. Pleasant outlook.

Smith nodded. It only wants the water to break in here, and wed drown like rats. Theres just that one way for it to get out, and thats a hundred feet up – most of the caves arent as high as that. Maybe we could swim until our heads hit the roof, then – goodbye –

All the men in the room were silent for a while. Mark, looking along the row of faces, saw that most of them had their eyes on the American. When at last one of the strangers said:

What shall we do? it was as though he spoke for all. A tacit admission of Smiths leadership. There might be sense in some of Gordons theories, and, Mark learned later, much worth in many of his plans; Mahmud they knew to be subtle, excellent for intelligence work. But when action was needed, decisions were to be made, they looked to Smith. And he sat thinking …

Gordon watched him in the manner of one who could make a suggestion if called upon, but would not do so gratuitously. The stranger who had been the last to speak broke the silence again:

If we double the work? he suggested. It cant be far now – He broke off suddenly and darted a suspicious glance at Mark. Smith looked up.

Youre too free with your trap, Braddon. Keep it shut closer. He turned to look at Mark thoughtfully.

Thats all right, Gordon broke in. Hell be with us all right. Hes not one of Miguels sort.

He wouldnt be here now if I thought he was, Smith replied, but weve got to be careful all the same. He addressed Mark directly. What we say goes no farther, not an inch – get that? Its not only Miguel were up against; hes obvious, but some of his pals aint. Keep this under your hat or – well, you wont have any place to wear a hat.

Weve just seen Miguel, Gordon broke in again.

Where?

Zickles place.

And what was he after?

Gordon shrugged. Just prowling around to see what he could pick up – the only thing he got was a drink.

Well, lets hope he goes there again. Zickle might hand him some news.

What do you mean?

Miguels after something, and if we want a false trail laid, Zickle will do it. He hates Miguel like hell, but hes taking his time. I wouldnt like to be in Miguels shoes when that nigger gets going.

I didnt know that, said the man who had been addressed as Braddon, in an aggrieved voice. Whats it all about?

Smith admitted to being not quite clear on the point himself. There had been something about the woman whom Zickle had lived with – Miguels being mixed up in it left it pretty easy to guess the rest. Anyway, it was a more than ordinary hate.

Miguels going to get no change out of Zickle, he added.

But hes damned suspicious – he knows theres something in the air.

Well, dont we all?

No, I dont mean about the floods – you can bet he knows that all right. I mean about us.

Oh? Smith turned to Mahmud. You heard anything about this?

Mahmud was vague. Miguel, he admitted, had become much thicker with certain of the pygmy prisoners lately. There was more than mere curiosity behind the way he had taken to continual questioning.

Try to get a line on it. Its up to you to find out what his game is. He must have some reason for nosing round the way he does – and thats reason enough for our keeping extra quiet. Weve got to be careful.

Sure, one of the others agreed impatiently, but what are we going to do?

Push on all work with the upward tunnel – hard as we can. What do you think about Greeks Tunnel, Gordon?

Gordon seemed to have thought the matter over already, and had his answer pat.

Drop it.

Smith considered. The upward tunnel climbed at a steep angle; it was hard to believe that its end could be far off the surface now. For an unknown number of years men had toiled at that tunnel. Nobody now living in the prison caves could remember when it had been started, and only a chosen few knew of its existence. A group of men determined not to perish easily in these catacombs had begun to hew their way out. Slowly, for their tools were miserable and inadequate, they had driven a passage up on as steep a slant as they could use. Progress had proved even slower than they had expected, and the way longer than they had thought; but they had been men of active brains and bodies. They continued their tunnel because they had begun it, and because it had given them hope and occupation. Without work they would have sunk to the level of most of the prisoners, minds and bodies would have deteriorated together to leave a hopeless apathy if not insanity. And so, through unnumbered years, the tunnel had gone on. As it had grown in length, so they had grown in age. They were no longer the strong young men of the caves. They became middle-aged, elderly, shorter in the breath, weaker in the arm.

But others had come along to replace them. Men of various races filtering into the caves through a score of unknown entrances, some enraged, some fatalistic, most of them destined to sink into lassitude, but always here and there a few whose strength of mind, whose will to live, drove them into activity. From these the planners of the tunnel had selected their successors: shown them the passage which would one day lead to sunlight and freedom, taught them how to work the rock and bade them get on with it. And the younger men had taken the worn-down chisels, and gone to work. Like the old men, they started to carve a road to liberty, and, again like the old men, they went on working to preserve sanity. Hopes became all but forlorn. Their tunnel was now several hours journey in length. They worked steadily, but the fire had gone. The light of expectation had dimmed from their eyes. Yet there was the sure knowledge that some day must come a hollow ringing in the rock, then a chisel point would break through to let in a gleam of daylight. And they plodded on.

They, too, grew old and were replaced by younger men. The authors of the tunnel would not now live to see daylight again; many were already dead, and those who were left, sunk in senility. But their work still lived; others toiled on with a faith which could be dimmed but not snuffed. The workers had chosen their successors well. Backsliders had been few. They had held themselves for the most part aloof from the discouraged, lest they might be contaminated. The rest knew, as of course they must, that the workers were active upon some plan, but they were not interested. If men liked to work when there was no call to perform any task more serious than an occasional spell in the fungus caves, it was their own foolishness. Moreover, the workers took good care to discourage such sporadic outbursts of curiosity as did occur.

With a few individualists such as Miguel, a problem was presented. They were unstable or unsocial characters. The workers knew that they could not be depended upon for regular work, yet they managed to keep their minds free of the sluggish acquiescence which engulfed the rest. They were misfits and, as such, undesirables; they were ignored as far as possible.

Among the workers themselves things had not always proceeded with complete smoothness. Twice there had arisen major differences of opinion. Some years before Smiths arrival, a man named Jameson had caused a split in the party by announcing his conviction that the present methods were, if not useless, at least far too laborious. Why not, he asked, drive a horizontal tunnel? It would be bound before long to connect with one of the pygmy caves, and then they could fight their way out. There were enough of them to overcome a whole army of dwarfs.

He was permitted, after some dissension, to start his horizontal tunnel, but after fifty yards had encountered an underground river which rendered farther progress out of the question – his suggestion of trying again elsewhere met with no support.

Still another passage had been begun by a Greek whose name no one remembered. From an unknown source he had obtained information that another series of caverns was situated below the prison system at no great depth. He, like Jameson, was convinced that once in the main caverns they would have little difficulty in fighting their way to the surface. His downward passage had been extended by his followers to a depth of over two hundred feet without result, but was still regarded by some as having possibility of ultimate success. It was against this Greeks Tunnel, as it was called, that Gordon had unhesitatingly advised.

Why? Smith asked.

For one thing I havent much faith in it, but the real reason is that its noisy. If we go on working there, and Miguels spying round in earnest, hell find it sooner or later.

Does it matter much? After all, the up passage is the main thing. I was thinking that if we can get it through, it might act as a kind of drain in case we do get flooded.

Theres something in that, Gordon admitted. But Ive got a feeling that its better not to let Miguel know anything – he must have a pretty good reason for wanting to learn.

Well, thats simple enough, suggested one of the others. Why not just bump him off?

Its not so easy. Hes got pals. Besides, you cant tell how the rest would take it – or the natives. Two can play at bumping off. We dont want our hands full with a vendetta just when weve decided to push the work on. No, the best thing is to work like hell on the up passage; therell be no noise from that. We must be nearly through by now.

The men looked unimpressed by the last hope. Mark, watching their faces, wondered how often they and others before them had heard those same words – we must be nearly through. Perhaps they had begun to doubt that the phrase could ever be true. Nevertheless, they accepted the suggestion of intensified work enthusiastically. It was as though a limit, however indefinite, had been set. They were to work against time until they won or the floods came. It was a change from the weary monotony in which time counted for nothing. Smith rose to his feet.

Come on, well tell the rest, he said.

Mark, forgotten, watched them leave. Gordon turned back and thrust his head in through the doorway.

You go to sleep for a while, he directed. Ill show you round a bit more tomorrow. And if Miguel shows up here – though I dont suppose he will – not a word about the tunnels.

He disappeared again, and there was a sound of quick steps as he hurried to catch up the others. Mark stretched out thankfully on his couch. He felt exhausted, and the activity had started the throbbing in his head again. He was not yet as strong as he had thought, it seemed. He began to drift sleepward with a better serenity, due partly to weariness, but more to wakened hopes of escape.

It had been good to hear Gordons slip of the tongue. His tomorrow had given a sense of hopeful future to this place of unending today.
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WHERE NOW? MARK asked, as he and Gordon emerged once again into the large cavern.

About time you saw the fungus caves – youll have to put in your spell of work there later. Gordon spoke in an unnecessarily loud voice which caused the members of several conversing groups to turn and look in their direction. One of the women pointed at Mark and laughed. Her voice held a jeering note which recalled a sudden memory of himself as a new boy at school being shown round by his housemaster. The words with which she followed the laugh were in a language unknown to him, but he could feel their implication. He had heard the same tones in the voices of practical men who condemned impractical idealists. It put him into the class of the self-righteous.

Yet there was nothing of self-righteousness about those of the workers party he had met so far. They worked because they needed an outlet, and to keep sane, just as the Negro, Zickle, worked at his carving. Such superiority as they undoubtedly did maintain was incidental rather than intentional; the merely static condition of avoiding the mental rot which set in in the minds of the unoccupied. The attitude of the latter showed that they were not entirely unaware of their own deterioration though they had not considered it worth checking. Life in the caves offered the minimum of joys, why forgo them? The women particularly quailed at the thought of dying with the knowledge that they had never lived. It was more easy and more comprehensible to live within an established order than to attempt to change it. What, he wondered, would Margaret have done had she been condemned to this place? Would she tend to accept the customs of the majority as these women did, or would she fight …?

He tried once more to suppress the figure of her which was constantly slipping into his mind. Bad enough for her influence to be rising continually from his subconscious, but far worse when she slit the diaphragm between his selves and invaded his active thoughts. He endeavoured again to thrust her back by taking an active interest in his surroundings.

The way led this time past the turning to Zickles cave and through a larger tunnel. Mark noticed that the prison caves like the rest were a mixture of nature and craft. The interconnecting passages had been enlarged often from mere cracks to eight- or ten-foot tunnels, according to their importance. Awkward or dangerous corners were smoothed and trimmed. Before the roof lights were fixed, a clearance had been made of those massive slabs which in natural caverns hang aloft, ready, to all appearance, to crash upon the heads of the venturesome. Cracks in the ground had been filled up or bridged over. Stalactites had been ground away in order that their spikes might no longer hang like Damoclean swords. Fallen rocks, conical stalagmites and all the litter which must once have rendered these places fantastic and awe-inspiring were gone. The floors had been made as level as possible, the walls regularized and disorderly nature tamed to a prison-like severity.

Gordon indicated various side openings as they passed. This, he said, led to a series of caves given over to the natives, another to the pygmy prisoners warren.

Mark gave up trying to memorize their route. He was aware of a constant succession of caves, passages and side turnings, all as full of character for his guide as the streets of a town, but to a newcomer monotonously indistinguishable from one another. The men and women whom they met glanced at them with little interest and passed on with unhurried steps. He noticed that a number of them were bearing sections of the great fungi upon their backs.

Gordon stopped in a cavern slightly larger than the average, and waved his hand towards the end wall in the manner of a showman.

Theres a problem for you, he said.

Mark advanced to examine more closely a line of figures graven in low relief.

The Egyptian gods? he asked.

Some of them, but others too. Look here. He began pointing them out. Heres Hathor, with the cows head – and this chap I think is Set, though the heads a bit different, shorter in the muzzle than usual – and, see, this must be meant for Ra; the hawks head, all right, but theyve missed out the suns disc. And look at his sceptre, its got a globe instead of a dogs head on it … Mahmud says that the globe is symbolic of these. He pointed up to the glowing lights. If so, it means that the carving was done after these people renounced the upper world and the sunlight. Ra was the creator, the giver of all things – without that light there could be no life down here. And whats this? This was a female figure upon which was mounted a fish in place of a head. Presumably a fertility goddess of some kind. There was a goddess Hamhit, but she had a fish on top of her head, not instead of it. And heres another chap with a serpents head – now, if it were a uraeus … But its a plain, ordinary snakes head. Next to him is Bast, sistrum and all …

Bast? said Mark suddenly.

Of course, look at the cats head. The Greeks called her Bubastis later, and mixed her up; they made her preside over a lot of things she was never intended to. The Egyptians saw her as a gentle, warming influence; she was tied up somehow with Ra, but …

But Mark was not listening. Bast – that damned cat. Could there be any connection? He remembered that Margaret had been holding the cat when they were attacked.

The pygmies did these? he asked, breaking in.

Gordon, knocked out of his vocal stride, looked puzzled. Mark repeated:

Did the pygmies do these carvings?

Pretty certainly. Long ago, I should think, before these were used as prison caves. Why?

Do they still worship these gods?

I think so – or some very like them, according to Mahmud. Why?

Mark ignored the second question as he had the first. The possibility of the cats presence making any difference had never struck him until now. There had been no reason why it should before he had seen that cat-headed figure. Might not the fact that she was carrying it account for Margarets non-appearance in the prison caves? He put the question to Gordon, who looked thoughtful.

I wonder. It might be so. Of course, he added, its not absolutely certain that the pygmies carved these. There must have been Egyptians down here at some time – pure law of averages – but the carvings are sufficiently different in detail to convince me that they didnt do them. Ra, in particular, would never have been allowed to lack his disc of the sun. If prisoners had made them, they would have tended to exaggerate the sun; it would have been the most potent symbol of the lot. So I think on the strength of that we are justified in assuming that the pygmies did do them. Moreover, Mahmud has talked about a kind of animal worship. Animals are so rare that when one does get in, it becomes deified automatically.

Then it is possible that Bast – our cat, I mean – is being worshipped?

Possibly, yes, but I wouldnt build on it. We dont really know much about them.

Nevertheless, Mark did allow, even encouraged, his mind to build upon the unsteady foundation. If it were true that the ancient worship of Bast persisted here and that the cat remained her sacred symbol, what would Margarets position be? Would she not be revered as a messenger of the goddess, divinely appointed to convey a token? Treated with honour, perhaps declared a demigoddess? The misgivings which had closed about him grew tenuous and began to drift away. This, without any doubt, must be the explanation of her absence from the prison caves …

Gordon watched him, and, seeing his face clear, knew the line his thoughts were taking. There was little to be gained from pulling down such a castle in the air, though for his own part he remained unconvinced of the girls safety. It seemed every bit as likely that she might have been condemned as impious for handling a sacred object – and the crime of impiety usually involves penalties of the more unpleasant kinds. Still, that probability need not be broached. Mark was not yet fully recovered from his illness. The sense of hope would be a better medicine than any they could provide, so Gordon went on talking about the pygmies.

They must have been much more numerous in the old days. Theyre dwindling now, like all the primitive races, and the whole system of caves is far larger than they need. I have thought that those carvings were probably made when the population was dense, before they were able to abandon this system for use as a prison, but I may be wrong. They could have been made by pygmy prisoners in some effort at atonement. Theres no telling. The only certainty is that the figures are like, and yet unlike their Egyptian counterparts.

Mark came down to earth.

But its odd that they should have adopted and kept the Egyptian gods.

If they did.

But, surely –

I mean how do you know that the Egyptians did not adopt their gods, or that the two sets did not spring from some common source. This pygmy race is old, I fancy – older than you have any conception. The ancient Egyptians are moderns compared with our pygmies.

How do you make that out? The system of caves, of course, must have taken centuries to perfect, but still to say that they are older than the Egyptians …?

Gordon shrugged. Ill give you my reasoning sometime, but it is a long explanation. We must get on now.

He led from the cave of the carvings into a gently descending tunnel, and before long Mark became aware that the silence about them was no longer complete. There grew at first a mere agitation of murmurous echoes, indefinite and hard to place, but a new sound, different from the confused shuffle of occasional feet and voices. It grew clearer as they proceeded, clarifying gradually from one composite disturbance until the splash of trickling water became audible against the background of its gurgling passage.

They paused at the spot where a small stream gushed from a crack in the wall. Gordon picked up a stone bowl and held it under the flow. He drank thankfully.

Its a blessing the salt hasnt got into our water yet, he said relievedly. Thatd be worse than drowning.

He went on morbidly to elaborate the horrors which would attend lack of fresh water, but even the picture he drew of the prisoners driven crazy by thirst failed to subdue the elation which had risen in Mark.

By this time he had contrived out of a few straws of suggestion to build a raft of remarkable buoyancy. A feeling of hope had come flooding in to change every mental process. His spirits had stirred out of lethargy. It was as if weakness and worry had created a rust in him; now that rust was all washed away, and there was fresh oil on the bearings. He felt that his body would be able to break out of this prison even as his mind had. Gordon was astonished at the transformation. He looked almost a stranger, and one who walked with a springy step rare among the cave dwellers. He was silently astonished at the control the mental was showing over the physical.

A faint, familiar odour and a dampness became noticeable, and Mark knew that they must be nearing the fungus caves. There were five of them, interconnected, Gordon had told him, of which the combined acreage had easily supplied their needs until lately, but with the increase of population, both by new arrivals and births, the margin had been narrowed. All the conditions of life in this underground world, it seemed, were hastening concurrently to crisis.

Gordon stopped suddenly, and held up his hand. Mark could hear nothing but the faint murmur of the stream as it flowed beside them.

Someone running, Gordon said.

He grasped Marks arm, and drew him back against the wall, puzzled and silent. Mark had not been long enough in the caves to realize that something unusual must be afoot. For a man to run here was all but unknown. Why should he? In this place time could neither be lost nor gained: it did not exist. Now he began to distinguish the sound of footsteps which would soon overtake them. Both watched the last corner expectantly. The sound grew louder.

Only one, said Gordon. He bent down to pick up a piece of rock, settling it firmly in his hand.

A form clad in flowing, grey tatters rounded the corner. It came on until it caught sight of them, flattened against the wall. It stopped abruptly. Gordon dropped his stone, and stepped out.

Mahmud! he called in surprise.

The Arab approached, somewhat out of breath.

What is it? Gordon asked, joining him. The three walked on together.

Miguel, explained Mahmud excitedly. Ive been talking to the pygmies; I found some of them who hate him, and I got it from them.

Well, what was it? Gordon was impatient.

Miguels trying to find out where the tunnel is.

We knew that – what else could he have been trying to find out?

But theres more than that. Hes got several of his friends and most of the pygmy prisoners behind him, and theyve been bargaining with the pygmies outside. Miguel offered to show them our tunnel in exchange for his freedom, but they didnt like that, so he compromised. He would show them the tunnel if they would take him out of the prison system and give him the run of the ordinary caves.

That wouldnt do him much good.

He and his friends think it would – theyve probably got an idea of his getting out somehow, and bringing help. Anyhow, the bargains been made.

Gordon stared. It has?

It has.

So thats what hes been up to, is it? Hes a fool if he thinks theyll ever give him a chance of getting right outside.

But hes got some scheme – you can be sure of that.

Does he know yet where the passage is?

No, but –

With an incentive like that it wont take him long to find out, eh?

The Arab nodded.

Then hell have to be dealt with, Gordon went on.

You mean, kill him? Mark asked.

I do – hes a rat.

But his friends – wont they take up the bargain?

We can treat all traitors alike.

And how far will that get you? As I see it, the real damage is done already – the pygmies know that the tunnel exists. It was only really safe while it remained unknown to them. The cats out of the bag now, and I dont see that killing Miguels going to do much good.

If hes not found the tunnel yet, it might. Hes a long way the brightest of that gang. Itd set them back and give us more time. If he has found it, he must be got rid of at once before he can tell anyone else.

You wont be sure he hasnt told.

Sure enough. Miguels kind keeps everything up its sleeve as long as it safely can. Hed be scared of the rest letting him down if he told them anything until the last moment.

Gordon was still talking as they came to the first of the fungus caves, and Mark found himself almost as surprised as he had been when he saw the giant mushrooms in the outer caves. His memory had reduced their size, and despite his expectations, he was taken aback. He would have liked to linger and examine the fantastic picture they made, but his companions were in too great a hurry. Gordon led round to the right, keeping to the strip of open space, between the growths and the wall, where walking was easy. At no great distance they encountered a passage only a few yards long, and passed through it into another cave. Here, the scene was more open for much of the fungus had been cut away to be carried to the living caves where it would be rendered more easily edible by mashing or other processes. They crossed the loam, littered with chips and stubs of felled fungi, to plunge into the still standing growths beyond. The going became slower and more awkward. Gordon warned Mark to step over the twining ground tendrils, and if possible to avoid bruising them. Not, he admitted, that there was any great need for care as yet, but it would be better not to leave a trail.

It was in the third fungus cave that he became really wary. He led a complicated path among the trunks and marrow-like objects, zigzagging and doubling continually. Mark did his best to imitate the skill which both he and the Arab showed in passing without trace, but he felt that he was making a poor job of it. He was responsible for a number of broken stalks and crushed tendrils; however, they were scattered, and it seemed unlikely that anyone could follow so tortuous a trail from so few clues. He realized at last why Gordon had used loud tones to announce that they were going to the fungus caves. They were an obvious sight for a newcomer, but somewhere hidden away among them was the beginning of the upward tunnel.

He was relieved when he could see, between the mushroom heads, the grey stone wall only a few yards ahead. A minute or two more, and they stood on the fringe of the vegetation.

The sound of a sudden scuffle caused them all three to turn sharply. Mark had a glimpse of a man who ran from the wall and disappeared between the trunks to their right. Mahmud, too, saw him. Before the full significance came home to the others, he was in swift, silent pursuit, with the rags of his burnous streaming behind him. Mark opened his mouth, but Gordon raised his hand. The two stood listening.

Mahmud vanished among the stalks by the track which the other had left. For some moments there was nothing to be heard but the thudding of feet, mingled with the muffled snapping of stalks and tentacles. The fugitive was blundering blindly ahead, trampling the lower fungi underfoot, and turning aside only for the thicker trunks. The slender stalks which he swept from his way broke, not with sharp crack of branches, but dully, like rotten wood. The watchers could follow his trail by the way in which more than one tall, umbrella-like head shook and leaned to subside slowly into the lower growths. A cloud of white spores broke suddenly into the air; they could hear Mahmud splutter and cough as he came to them. A minute later followed a choked cry, a tremendous agitation and threshing amid the trembling stalks. Mahmud and the fugitive had come to grips.

Come on, Gordon said, starting towards the sound.

Look, called Mark, but the other did not hear. He was already away. Mark alone had seen another figure break from the hiding of a mushroom trunk, and speed away up the clear space beside the wall. He gave chase.

The second fugitive was wiser than the first. He had no intention of tangling himself in stalks; he was depending on speed and a start of thirty yards to carry him safely to an opening.

Mark pounded along. He was in poor form for violent exercise, and saw that he was barely holding his own. The man ahead glanced over his shoulder, and then put on a spurt. Mark tried desperately to increase his own speed, but his feet felt clumsy and heavy. He scarcely knew why this man must be caught, but the attitude of the others had shown it to be vital. The man had begun to slacken – such violent exercise was not encouraged by life in the caves. But his own rate, too, was falling off, and his heart thumping painfully; he tried desperately to force his lagging feet.

A pale, fat tentacle defeated him. It had grown out more adventurously than the rest. Marks descending boot crushed it into a slippery mess, and he pitched head first into the loam.

He sat up at once, brushing the dirt from his eyes, but the fugitive had gone, and he himself was too winded to continue. He remained where he was for some minutes recovering, before he rose to walk back to the others.

He found them in a trampled arena. Mahmud lay on the ground, breathing heavily. Across the other side, Gordon was bending over a still form with a queerly twisted head. As Mark approached, he straightened up.

Damn, he muttered, we might have learned something. What did you want to kill him for?

His neck or mine, panted the Arab.

There was another, Mark said, sitting down wearily.

The devil there was. Where is he?

Mark explained.

Damnation. You couldnt tell who he was?

Id never seen him before.

Wish Id seen him – blast it! Sure to have been one of Miguels lot – this chap is. That means that weve got to get busy. Come on, Mahmud.

The Arab rose unsteadily, still breathing hard.

Come on, Gordon repeated to Mark.

They followed him back to the fringe of the plantation. Gordon, without hesitation, went up to the wall and inserted all his fingers in an irregular crack. He leaned back, and slightly to the right, with all his weight. A rocky slab before him followed, pivoting slowly. He hustled the two through the space behind it and laid hold of the edge to drag it back into place.

Mark found himself in a chamber which contained nine or ten men. Among them he recognized one of the party who had visited Smith, and also the Negro, Zickle; the rest were strangers. A small globe in the roof shone dimly, but enough to show in the opposite wall the beginning of a narrow passage leading upward at a severe angle. Gordon wasted no time.

Miguels on to us, he said.

The Negro bared his teeth unpleasantly, otherwise the response was disappointing.

Well, what about it? asked one of the men. He cant do much, and we can croak him if he gets rough.

Not so simple, said Gordon. Go on, Mahmud; tell them about it.

Mahmud gave once more his report of Miguels pact with the pygmies.

Some of the faces in the group began to look serious; others, including that of the one who had suggested croaking Miguel, remained unimpressed. From the latters next remark, it became obvious that he had not grasped the situation.

There arent so many pygmy prisoners. They cant give us much trouble.

Mahmud explained afresh:

Its not only the prisoners – hes made a pact with the pygmies in the outer caves.

How? They never come in here.

I dont know how the pact was made – I only know that it was. If he helps them to stop our tunnelling, he gets the run of the outer caves. Dont you see?

But how are they going to stop us. They never come –

Damn it, man, Gordon broke in. Use your brains. I know weve never seen the pygmies in here except as prisoners – but they can invade us any time they like. Were not strong – a hundred and fifty at most. Theyll have Miguel and his lot, most of the pgymy prisoners and the natives with them. The rest of the prisoners we cant be sure about. They may join up for the sake of a bit of excitement, but I think most of them will be neutral. Anyhow, wed better be ready for them. Wheres Smith?

The other tilted his head towards the back of the cave.

Up the tunnel.

At the end?

No. He hasnt been gone long.

Well, somebody go and fetch him – tell him its urgent.

One of the younger men scrambled to his feet and made for the entrance. Gordon looked over the group again.

You, Zickle, get all our men you can find, and tell them to come here quick. As the Negro rose, he added, And look out for Miguel – he might try an ambush.

Sure, said Zickle. He seemed not unpleased by the prospect.

The stone door swung back after him, and the rest of the men faced Gordon expectantly. He started to speak, and then shook his head.

No, better wait for Smith. This is more in his line.
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DURING THE ENFORCED wait a change crept over the group. Some of that lethargy which, despite all their efforts, had touched every one of them in greater or less degree, sloughed away. Time began to mean something. Even those who were sceptical of the real seriousness of Gordons warning became more alert. Whether the danger were actual or not, here was an occurrence to create a moment of interest in the monotony. Apathy was broken by a fidgeting and shuffling which told of increasing tension. A few discussed the situation as far as they knew it. Their eyes brightened. The flaccidity of planless dreaming which had dulled each face disappeared as expressions became active. Mark marvelled at the change much as a short time ago Gordon had marvelled at a similar change in him.

He let his gaze roam round the stone chamber. It was a bare place, furnished only with benches and seats of hewn rock, and a few bowls containing water or fungus spirit. In one corner lay a few makeshift chisels, hammers and other tools, among which he recognized long, thin French bayonets ground down by use. He wondered idly how the heavier tools had been acquired; iron and steel must be precious and rare in the caves. The accumulation of years, he supposed, collected from incoming prisoners. A problem occurred to him: how was the rubbish and detritus disposed of? Of the many tons of rock gouged out year after year, there was no sign, yet enough must have been removed to form a small mountain. He put the question to Gordon, who explained:

Every now and then we come across fissures and faults into which the rubbish can be tipped. Some of them are narrow and not very deep, so that they are quickly filled up; others seem practically bottomless, and have to be bridged. We get across and continue the tunnel, sending the rubbish back to be dropped down the cleft behind until we strike another fault, then the same thing happens again.

But in the beginning? When they made this place, for instance?

Gordon shrugged.

I suppose they had to carry it all away until the first fissure was struck. It must have been heavy work for the poor devils. Im glad –

A sudden scraping of the stone door interrupted him. He jumped up and seized a jagged piece of stone. The rest followed his example, standing with arms drawn back, ready to let fly. The door continued to turn ponderously upon its stone hinges. A streak of light from the fungus cavern appeared. The arms of the waiting men grew tense. A tousled, bearded head appeared; its owner grinned broadly at the sight of them.

OK. You can can your phoney pineapples, he remarked cryptically. Its me and the boys.

The threatening arms were lowered, and the held breaths released. The door swung wide enough to admit a mans body. The speaker entered, followed by ten or more companions of assorted races and nationalities.

Whats the big idea? he demanded. That crazy nigger Zickles talkin like the Day of Judgments comin. He gone nuts?

No, hes all right. We sent him. Its Miguel thats the trouble –

Trouble? What, that lousy wop? Gees, you aint gotta get a whole bunch o guys jest to beat him up. Hes yeller; his whole gangs yeller. Whats he been pullin, anyway?

Gordon began to explain once more. Before he was halfway through, Smith came clattering out of the tunnel, demanding information. Mahmud was required to tell his tale for the third time.

Smith looked serious, and listened in silence. He frowned when Gordon completed the report by telling of the spies in the fungus caves.

Youre right, he admitted. Weve got to get busy. Mahmuds yarn mightnt have meant a lot by itself, nor might a couple of guys snoopin around here. But the two together … Well, it just means things are moving. He turned to the latest comer. Is Zickle getting the rest, Ed?

Ed looked doubtful, and scratched his beard.

I guess hes doin his best, but mostly theyre razzin him. Me and the boys thought there might be somethin to it, so we came around.

Well, you and some of the boys better get right back and tell em to stop razzin that nigger, or itll be the last razzin theyll do. Get me? Bring em here damn quick, and no maybe.

OK, I getcha.

The massive Ed and four of his followers went out, leaving the door open behind them. Smith resumed:

Now, weve got to hustle. If Mahmuds right, the pygmiesll start to move just as soon as Miguel hands them the low-down on this tunnel. The time weve got depends on how long itll take them to get the news round and mobilize themselves. What weve got to do is to hold them off, and keep on working the tunnel. Weve done a hell of a lot of work, and Im damned if were going to let it go for nothing now. It cant be much farther to the top – we might be through any time now. The point is, wherell we hold them?

After discussion, the obvious course of blocking the main passages had to be abandoned, albeit reluctantly. There were, as Smith pointed out, too many side turnings for safety. The sprawling network of ways would, in spite of the greatest care, leave opportunities for flanking movements and rear attacks. There was, moreover, the possibility that the pygmies might dig downward from caves existing above, and outmanoeuvre the defenders in that way.

The safer course, although more onerous, would be to fight the battle nearer home. The fungus cave in which the tunnel entrance was situated could be reached only by three openings at the farther end, and it was Smiths plan to build a rampart across the narrowest part of the cavern. This, he pointed out, would secure for themselves about two-thirds of the place, and therefore an ample supply of food for some time. The rampart itself would be built from the growths on the other third, thereby denuding that part of cover for the attackers.

With the plan decided, he began to assign duties:

Mahmud and two others to take the three tunnels and act as scouts. One man to go up and fetch all those who can be spared from the tunnelling – but dont let the work slack off. The rest to build the rampart.

Mark was given a sharp-edged rock flake and instructed to fell giant fungi at the far end of the cave. Despite the unhandiness of such a tool, he found that he made good progress at first. The serrations cut saw-like into the soft fibre and pulp more easily than he had expected, and it was possible to topple the mushrooms over when one had cut little more than halfway through the stem. The great heads were wrenched loose from most as they fell; those which still adhered were worked off by leverage. Each white trunk was seized by two other men and rolled away, while Mark went on to the next.

But the work quickly became tedious; it was not long before his right arm began to ache with the effort of wielding the cutting stone. The men to either side of him were making better progress. Their muscles were in harder condition from their work in the tunnel; moreover, they were not recently off a sick bed; nevertheless, he continued with a desperate determination while the ache spread from his arm across his shoulders. He must, he thought, have laid low over twenty thick trunks before an interruption occurred.

A sudden hubbub down the narrow end of the cave caused all the men to pause in their hacking. Their hands changed the grip on their stones. They stared at the barrier of stems before them, ready to hurl the sharp flakes at the first pygmy form which should show. Somebody ahead, perhaps one of the scouts, anticipated them. There was the clatter of a stone against a rock wall. It was followed by the bellow of a familiar voice.

Blast your eyes. Its me and the boys.

The burly Ed came crashing his elephantine way among the stalks. He seemed to be rejoicing that it was no longer necessary for him to move traillessly. Smith called from behind, where he was superintending work on the barricade.

Got em all, Ed?

OK, the whole bunch. What do we do now?

Mark thrust his cutting stone towards one of Eds followers.

You get on with it, he suggested. Im all in for the present.

He walked back a little, and sat down to rest where he could watch the progress of barricade building. In places the wall was already several feet high, and difficulties in raising the fat, pulpy logs were increasing. For the first time he saw how handicapping a lack of wood may be. With poles for use as levers the trunks could have been handled easily. With planks they could have made a ramp up which to roll them. If the cutting flakes could have been set in hafts they would have been ten times more efficient. Even neolithic man, he thought bitterly, was better equipped with tools than they were, and as for weapons … With wood they could have made spears, and, with the right kinds of wood, bows and arrows. There could have been clubs, both plain and headed with stone. But without wood they were practically weaponless – bits of rock and fists …

The arrival of Ed and his reinforcements had given a great spurt to the work. The majority of the hundred and fifty which Smith had called workers were now employed at clearing, rolling the trunks and building the wall. The task promised to be shorter than Mark had expected. Smith had chosen the position well. The floor-plan of the cave was shaped roughly to a figure eight, of which the lower half was twice the size of the upper. At the waist the opposite walls approached within fifty yards of one another, and it was across this comparatively narrow space that he was erecting his defences. If they could succeed in clearing all the ground on the lesser side before the attack arrived, the pygmies would have the unpleasant task of crossing it without cover.

A short rest was enough to revive Mark considerably. He had not been exhausted, but suffering from the rebellion of muscles lately unused and now put to a sudden strain. He rose and walked towards the barricade. Smith saw him from his supervising position on the top, and beckoned him up.

Come and give these fellows a hand, he directed.

On the defenders side of the wall he found a group, including Gordon, industriously working with coarse cord. The cord itself had been made by plaiting narrow strips of the tougher fungus skins, and then shrinking them either by natural drying, or by careful smoking above a slow fire. He watched them carefully for a while. A conveniently shaped stone was selected, and a number of lengths of cord tied round it. The depending ends of the cords were gathered together and bound tightly for a distance of twelve or fourteen inches from the stone head. Another tight binding was then superimposed upon this. The result was a short club with a handle which, though by no means rigid, was not too flexible for use. The finished weapon, save for the bulging stone head, appeared not unlike one of those hanks in which clothes line is sold. Mark picked one up, and swung it experimentally. The balance was poor, and the pliability made the stroke awkward. Nevertheless it could be nasty for close fighting, far nastier than a mere fist, or a stone held in the hand. He dropped it back among the dozen or so already completed, and sat down to do his share.

The barrier was all but complete. A white wall of stacked mushroom logs, twelve feet high, stretched from side to side of the cave with only one break of a couple of yards. The top of the wall was sloped down on the inner side to give cover for the defenders. The outer part had been faced with a buttress of the circular mushroom heads, ranged in rows like huge shields. Seen from the now almost bare end of the cave it resembled an immense testudo, or the carapace of a fabulously armoured beast. Smith strode through the remaining gap and turned to survey the work with satisfaction. It was doubtful whether the mushroom heads would long stay in position, but they certainly ought to defeat the first charge. It would be impossible even to attempt to climb the wall until those smoothly curving plaques had been removed.

Through the gap poured a continuous double stream of men, entering with burdens, and emerging empty handed to fetch more. Such fungi as were not required for actual building material were being hurried within, partly for use as food, and partly in pursuance of the plan to clear the ground. Only the lowest trailing growths were left; they would be useless for purposes of concealment, and might serve the secondary purpose of slowing up the attackers.

Smith waited anxiously while the last marrow-like object and the last giant puff-balls were carefully trundled away. The men had worked willingly and fast. It was so long since he had thought in terms of time that he was at a loss to estimate the number of hours which had passed since he had heard Mahmuds story, but it could scarcely be more than five, nor less than four. There was no telling when the pygmies would show up. Mentally he went through the steps which would be necessary.

Miguel, if indeed it was he who had been in the cave, must first get back to the pygmy prisoners; then word would be passed on to the outside pygmies via the guards at the only exit from the prison caves. There must be mobilization – or were they already waiting? Then descent into this system, and finally the march throughout its length … For the hundredth time he gave up the attempt to calculate how long all this would take. There were too many variables for the answer to be of the slightest use. The only certain thing was that they might arrive at any moment now …

He recalled Mahmud and the other scouts from the passages, and gave orders for the gap to be closed. A row of guards was posted, each with a supply of throwing stones, along the wall top. The more exhausted of the builders lay down to snatch some sleep, a few of the fresher were sent up to relieve the workers in the tunnel. Whatever happened, the tunnelling must continue. Ultimately, it was their only hope. The food they had could be made to last a long time, but it was more than doubtful whether they would be able to grow fresh at anything like the rate of consumption. A hundred and fifty men at work would get through a staggering amount of pulped mushrooms. The tunnel must be finished before the food gave out …

Such men as were not under orders nor tired out joined the group of weapon makers. Production was not only speeded up, but varied. The bulky Ed, having contrived for himself a kind of mace worthy of Goliath, turned his attention to primitive ballistics and produced a kind of bolas consisting of two stones linked by a double-plaited cord. Mark had some doubts whether this early ancestor of chain shot would prove of any worth in battle, but Ed had none. He gleefully practised whirling it round his head and letting fly with a fair accuracy. The supply of weapons was not complete when a shortage of cord became critical. Slow fires were started, and the manufacture of more begun. As this was a skilled job, Mark found himself without occupation. He sought a comfortable spot, and lay down, watching the rest.

It was hard to believe that the industrious men about him were the same who had been so apathetic a few hours ago. Strange how easily the zest for life could be diminished or revived. Those other prisoners back in the living caves were completely demoralized, and these had been little better. The need for action had worked in them like some miraculous tonic. They were laughing again, chatting as they plaited the cords. The weight of depression had been lifted, and the true men released.

Marks head dropped lower. The chatter and laughter became a murmurously pleasant confusion. His eyelids drooped wearily, and he slid from half sleep into true sleep.
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HE AWOKE AND sat up simultaneously, with a sudden, severe pain in the shin.

What the hell –? he began, putting a hand to the injured part.

The man who had tripped over him was struggling to his feet again. He spoke wheezily, for he was part winded:

Theyre coming. Get to it.

The sense of being hardly done by vanished. Mark jumped up, snatched the corded club which lay beside him and ran for the wall. Scrambling up the protruding trunk ends, he flung himself flat on the top.

Only then did he come fully awake and realize that no battle was in progress. He raised his head cautiously to peer over the edge. The cleared space was as empty as were the cave mouths behind it. He began to grow indignant at being thus stampeded to no purpose, but a glance about served to reassure him. There was a bustling activity among the defenders; the wall was being manned in a businesslike way. He turned to the next man:

Where are they?

His neighbour did not understand. He shook a dark complexioned, Italian-looking head, and muttered an unintelligibility. The man beyond him spoke up.

Theyre coming, all right. They were so long on the way that Smith got worried. He sent out Mahmud to see what was up, and they nearly got him. Hes just back.

Many of them? Mark inquired.

Cant tell. He just saw the leaders coming along the passage, and ran for it.

The hubbub of the defenders was quieting. Smiths voice still rose occasionally in sharp orders, but by now most of the men were at their stations. With the passing of the first flurry of excitement an expectant tenseness grew. Word came down the line. No one was to act till Smith gave the word. It went the length and the last whispering echoes of repeating voices died away into a silence broken only by deep-drawn breaths. All ears were strained to catch the first faint sounds of approach.

Marks attention wandered. It came to him in a flash that by joining the workers he had cut himself farther off from Margaret than ever. He had managed on the slenderest evidence to convince himself that she was still alive and prisoner in the outer caves. Until now he had been merely one of the inhabitants of the prison caves, but by joining Smith he had put himself into a prison within a prison. Suppose he had joined Miguels band? He might have got the run of the outer caves, and some chance of finding her. But wasnt it possible that the pygmies were double-crossing Miguel? It seemed more than likely. After all, once they had destroyed the weak spot which the tunnel made in the prison system, why should they trouble themselves about Miguel any longer?

It became clear that not only the fate of all of them, but of Margaret as well, depended upon the success of the tunnel. If they could only hold out until the surface was reached, it would mean the end of the pygmies. Once they were in touch with civilization there would be no difficulty in collecting an expedition to rescue the remaining prisoners and to round up the whole unsuspected nation of troglodytes. Perhaps he had taken the wiser course after all. Rescue for Margaret could only come from the outside. Even if he had the luck to get into the outer cave system and to find her, what then? They could scarcely hope to make the upper world unassisted.

And what were they doing to Margaret? Why were they keeping her there? Theyd never kept anyone before. It must be that damned cat – why else?

A stir ran through the line of men on the wall. Were they coming at last? Mark strained to hear. Yes, the whisper of a shuffle. The frouing of naked feet on the stone floor. Thoughts of Margaret vanished. His hand, like those of the men to left and right of him, went out to grasp a throwing stone. He kept his eyes to the crack between the trunks forming the topmost rampart; it gave him a view of the main opening and one of the subsidiaries. Simultaneously, white, monkey-like forms became visible in both.

One of the reasons for delay became apparent. The intention had been to trap them in this cave. The two companies (and probably a third, out of his sight) had been timed to arrive together. There was to be no dodging out through one hole while the pygmies came in by another. The complexion of the affair became slightly altered. The move showed that the pygmy programme comprised not only destruction of the tunnel, but the punishment of those who had made it.

But now it was the pygmies own turn to be surprised. He saw them halt and gesticulate in amazement towards the barrier. Those behind thrust forward, crowding the leaders into the cavern. A chatter of high-pitched voices became audible.

It came to Mark with surprise that this was only his second meeting with the little people. He had heard so much of them, and thought of them so frequently, that he had come to think of them as a familiar sight, though he had seen none since his original encounter in the outer caverns. The odd feeling that he had seen the type before struck him again. He had meant to tell Gordon of this half recognition, but it had slipped his memory.

Evidently the pygmy plans, whatever they might be, suffered a severe upset at the sight of the wall. The medley of consultation became louder. A tall figure came pushing through the crowd, and emerged from the main entrance. Mark recognized him for a European, and grinned at his expression of consternation. A quantity of animated explanation ensued, followed by a council of war.

Still Smith made no move. Mark wondered. A volley of sharp stones flung into the mob might have done considerable damage, although the range was long.

The pygmies came to a decision at last, and made the first of their mistakes. Possibly they believed that only a few men held the wall, but their tactics were crudely incautious. They consisted merely in stringing out to the full breadth of the cavern, and making a headlong charge. Smith let them cover fully half the distance before he gave a shout.

The defenders rose to their feet, and a volley of stones crashed into the foremost rank of runners. A number fell or stumbled. Those behind, unable to stop, pitched headlong over the fallen. Before they could rise a second volley descended on them – sharp-edged stones which seldom killed, but could cut and wound painfully. The line of attack was broken in several places by tangled heaps of dwarfs struggling to recover their feet, but the attack itself did not waver. The uninjured came charging on where the way was clear, with undiminished speed. The hail of stones was now continuous, but in spite of it many won through to the foot of the wall. There for the most part they stopped, dismayed, only a few attempted the futility of climbing. The rest stood at a loss, marks for the stone-throwers. Their only weapons were stone knives, and they bore no shields for protection. Their bewilderment was pathetic; the brave assault had become a tragic farce. Those who could did the only possible thing; they turned and scuttled back the way they had come.

Eds voice rang out in a Gargantuan bellow of laughter. This fight, after all their preparation, had turned out to be nothing but a huge joke. The whole army of the pygmies routed by a few showers of stones; the improvised clubs had not even been put to the test. Others joined in his laughter; it became a great, roaring gust sweeping backwards and forwards through the echoing cavern. Of the pygmies only a few lay still, the rest were limping alone or in mutually assisting couples back to the passage mouths whence the rolling rumble of laughter followed them.

Mark could not join in the laughter. It was too cruel, too contemptuous of the little men. He was as relieved as the rest to find that the fight was no fight, but he saw what the others seemed to miss. These pygmies, these sorrowful-eyed little men, were fighting to preserve their race. They knew, as well as he knew, that once the outside world should learn of their existence, the end would not be long in coming. They were primitives, as Gordon had said. Their only hope of continued existence was to remain segregated. Time and time again it had been shown that the primitive cannot co-exist with the modern. Not only is there decimation by disease, but there seems to grow within them a lethal discouragement. They cannot adapt. The capacity for mutation has been outgrown. They are fitted for no other world nor society but their own, and the unfit may not survive.

They had much of that complacency which primitive races frequently display, but their energy was not entirely sapped; they could still fight for existence, though they might not change. They had not admitted, or had not allowed themselves to admit, that their hopes were forlorn, their doom certain. If they could prevent the success of the tunnel, they must still contend with the water. They might block break after break as it occurred, but sooner or later it would get them. The New Sea would come pouring in through the airshafts to submerge their whole cave world as it had already flooded the lower levels. In the end they must be driven into the open, or trapped to drown down here.

Mark became unpleasantly reminded that he also was trapped. There were times when he could scarcely believe that the tunnel through the hundreds of feet of rock would ever be finished. It was an all but impossible task for men as ill equipped as they. Smith said any time now, but for how long – he asked himself again – had the prisoners been saying any time now? And how could they tell? Who among them had any idea of their depth? The phrase was no more than an empty expression of hope, an article of faith to ward off apathy.

He found he had been gazing without sight upon one of the prone figures. It had not stirred; it never would stir. One side of its head had been broken in by a stone. Perhaps he had flung that stone … He remembered Margarets words:

So horribly suddenly … A minute ago they were running … Oh, Mark, what have you done …?

Why had he? He hadnt wanted to kill that little man. Hed never seen him before. Hed only wanted to stop him and his fellows – not to break them. That was how it always was – wasteful, senseless smashing of men … His eyes wandered from the abandon of one sprawling form to the futility of another. There were ten altogether. Ed would think that funnier still – a battle with only ten casualties. Well, let him laugh. It was funny in a way: this human race which slaughtered members of itself. No one seemed to see it that way, even though they used a proverb about cutting ones nose to spite ones face. Queer lot we are, he murmured to himself.

He shifted his gaze back to the passage-mouths. Most of the retreat had poured into the right-hand opening. He recalled that it was the one through which he had entered with Gordon, the link between this and the other fungus cave.

The defenders held to their posts, waiting for the next move. It was not likely that the pygmies would give up after one reverse. There was evidently a consultation in progress, for an occasional sound of high-pitched chatter floated in to them.

Smith decided that there was no immediate danger. The pygmy preparations might take some time. He detailed a party to relieve the tunnellers, and gave permission for the cord smokers to descend and continue their work. The rest sprawled at ease upon the wall top, some falling asleep, others talking. Ed sat down cross-legged and began to improve his mace by a further binding of cord which he had somehow acquired; he accompanied the task by a sotte voce cowboy song of startling obscenity. Gordon came wandering along the rampart, and sat down by Mark.

Silly, isnt it? he said, glancing at the bodies on the loam.

Mark nodded. Damn silly. I suppose its the way were made. Ten of the little chaps dead – and none of us a penny the worse or the better. Has Smith any idea of the next move? he added.

No. Gordon shook his head. Its a case of wait and see.

They chatted for some time in a desultory manner before Mark bethought him of the question he had meant to put.

I cant get it out of my mind that Ive seen people like these before. Its absurd, of course, because they cant have been photographed, but the type isnt altogether strange. What is it theyre like?

Oh, youve noticed it, too, have you? Theyre pygmies.

No, I mean what race are they? I know they are pygmy-sized.

They are pygmies – not a doubt of it. Theres not only the size, but the shape of the head, odd proportions of their spindly limbs and that curiously sad, solemn look characteristic of them. Theyre not so mournful really, its a way pygmy faces have.

Mark had a sudden memory of a travel film. Pygmies, diminutive against the exploring party, looking at the camera with large, bewildered eyes; every face, male or female, adult or child, stamped with the same die of permanent melancholy. That was it, of course; the half memory of that film had been lurking just out of reach. Queer that it had not occurred to him before: the selfsame expression – or was it lack of expression? – had stared from the faces of these troglodytes, but until Gordon had told him he could not place it. He had used the word pygmy as he might have said dwarf, with no understanding of its significance. Yet it was not so odd that he should have missed the connection – these cave dwellers were a pale, dirty white.

But pygmies are black, he objected.

The surface ones, but why should they be black down here? No sun; no need of pigmentation. These chaps were probably black enough when they came in. Itd work out through the generations. Look what one generation has done for the prisoners children, the natives: no sign of ruddy complexion there.

But hang it, there arent any pygmies for hundreds of miles to the south of here.

Not now, but there were once – Ive got a theory about these chaps and how they got here, if its of any interest to you.

Mark encouraged him to go on talking. If nothing more, it served to relieve the monotony of waiting for an attack which might never come.

The most troublesome thing is, Gordon began, that ever since I knew of their existence, Ive not been able to verify any of my facts. If we do get out of this, Im going to dig myself into the BM reading-room, and make certain either one way or the other. However, heres their history roughly, as I think it must be.

You know that thousands of years ago the whole continent of Europe was far warmer than it is now? That has been proved in lots of ways from fossils and remains. Among other things, traces of elephants have been found near Cromer, where there was once a forest. Elephants, mind you, not mammoths. The mammoths didnt mind climates below zero, but the elephants have always required warmth. Furthermore, they have found the remains of the same species of elephant in Dorset, in a buried trench over twelve feet deep. Now nature doesnt dig trenches through layers of chalk and flint to catch elephants; but theres a creature that does, and thats man. That elephant died a hell of a long time ago because man was there to kill him.

England was not yet an island. The present North Sea was a plain, connecting it with the continent. Subtropical fauna ranged and thrived there, but even then there were our ancestors to harry it into traps and slay it by other cunning. It is a common fault to put the appearance of man at too late a date. After all, we had to evolve, like the other species. There is still a tendency (it may be a lingering respect for Genesis) to picture man appearing suddenly and fully formed, to the great consternation of all the other denizens of the world. He did not. He climbed as slowly and painfully as the rest. Perhaps those men who hunted elephants across North Europe did not look much like us, but even at that remote date, they were a long jump ahead of the animals they slew.

Nor were the men all of one type. They, like the other creatures, had adapted to different climates. Until they had evolved clothes, discovered fire and other means of protection from extreme heat and cold, they were as subject to natural conditions as the animals themselves. Each race must have lived in its own zone with very little trespassing either to north or south.

But in the course of time, the zones shifted. The earths axis tilted; the sub-tropical flora began to perish. Each summer there was a little more ice round the poles, and each winter saw the Arctic Circle pushed a little farther south. It was slow – a matter of a few inches at a time – but it was relentless. The ice crept down, driving everything before it. The winters grew harder and longer; the animals went south, and the hunters followed. North Europe became temperate, then cold. Still the ice pursued, and the men from the north were driven down upon the inhabitants of the torrid lands in the south.

The races did not mix. The original inhabitants were a smaller, weaker species than the invaders, and unable to resist the successive waves of humanity rolling in from the north; they were, in fact, the ancestors of the pygmies. The northerners were a hardier, more adaptable race for whom life had been less easy than it was for the others; there could be no question which was the better fitted to survive. There was a natural limit to the number which the land could support, and it became clear that if anyone was going to perish through starvation, it would not be the newcomers. The pygmies took their chance of survival and began to migrate southward in their turn. They took to the great forests, and hid themselves in jungle depths so inhospitable and unattractive that no race has ever yet troubled to dislodge them.

It was one of the great changes of the world. The ice caps, creeping closer from north and south, compressed all life into the equatorial belt. Not only were the pygmies driven south, but other, similar races in other parts of the world were forced from the open, fertile country to seek refuges where they might survive. About that time the Andamanese must have reached their islands, the Sakai have found Sumatra, the Semangs, Borneo, and the New Guinea Pygmies have hidden themselves in their impenetrable country. And there they have all remained, for though the ice receded, the invaders did not. Their progeny spread to cover the north once again, but there was no racial withdrawal from the southern lands. That is what I meant when I said that these were real pygmies.

That this was once all pygmy country, and these have survived?

Exactly. They were driven into inhospitable regions; they took to living in caves. They found that this district was riddled with them, and they went deeper. Though, mind you, none of this happened suddenly; it was an instinctive move for self-preservation going on for generation after generation as conditions grew worse; there can have been little of conscious flight about it. While some made for the jungles they have never left, others reverted to cave dwelling, withdrawing more and more, spending less and less of their time on the surface, hiding from a world in which they could not compete, until at last there came generations who knew the outside only from hearsay as a place of discouragement and terror. So the elders died and the last link was snapped; communication with the surface ceased. They dug themselves deep into the earth. They joined cavern with cavern to form a subterranean country. They learned how to grow the giant fungi for food, and retained the secret of manufacturing their luminous fluid. In the end the life of the outer world became no more than a tradition kept alive by the occasional arrival of wanderers such as ourselves. The dominant races pursued their appointed course on the surface: the memory of the pygmies grew fainter until, at last, it was entirely rubbed away, and they were forgotten, lost.

There was silence for a time after Gordon stopped speaking. Mark considered the theory. Fantastic, of course, but then, so was the pygmies presence, and there must be some explanation of it. There could be no doubt that the caverns had been inhabited for a very long time. The fact that no tradition survived above indicated an immense period of utter isolation.

When do you think all this happened? he asked.

Gordon shrugged his shoulders. Hard to say. Somewhere in the Lower Paleolithic, I should guess – towards the end of it, about the Acheulean.

No, said Mark. Tell me in English. How many years?

Gordon considered for a moment. Perhaps a hundred thousand years.

A – what? Mark blinked.

Yes, I mean it. The trouble with people like you is that you have such a poor idea of the antiquity of man. I tell you that the pygmies represent one of the oldest living races, and youre staggered by a hundred thousand years. Its a mere flea-bite in natural development. Why, Piltdown Man probably lived three times as long ago as that. The effect of all this Genesis business is to make people believe that nothing ever happened before about 2000 BC. I assure you it did, and it had been happening for a long time.

Just to cheer you up, Ill admit that there are two bad snags Ive struck. One is those Egyptian gods, and the other is these lights. He glanced up at the roof. Theyve really got me beat – in spite of what I said before – and the containers are more puzzling than the fluid inside them. I dont see how these people, virtually a stone-age race, found out how to make em – nor what theyre made of, for that matter. In fact, theyre the weakest spot in the whole theory, blast them. If it wasnt for the lights, they could never have –

He stopped suddenly. Mark, looking up, saw that a few white figures had reappeared in the passage mouths. A shout from Smith called everyone to the top of the barrier. A score or so of pygmies emerged, and strung out into a line close to the back wall. Each was carrying something which it was impossible to determine at their distance.

Since there was no longer anything to be gained by surprise, the defenders had no reason to lie low. A volley of stones hurtled towards the dwarfs. The majority fell short, and those which did not were so spent that they could easily be dodged.

No good, grumbled the man beyond Gordon. Better wait till they come on a bit.

But the pygmies were in no hurry. Each was doing something with the instrument he carried.

Whats their little game? added the speaker.

A moment later he knew. The pygmies swung their right arms, and a flight of sharp stones whistled through the air. One took him full in the face, toppling him backwards off the wall. Mark, Gordon and the rest dropped hurriedly to full length behind the parapet.

Slings. Damn it, why didnt we think of them? Gordon muttered.

Mark put his eye to his former spyhole. The slings were putting up a barrage which whistled low over his head. Something issuing from the right-hand tunnel caused him to give a whistle of surprise. Gordon risked his head above the edge to see what had caused it; he kept it there until a stone thudded against a trunk unpleasantly close.

Ingenious devils, he said, ducking again.

The round head of a mushroom, looking like a huge, unpainted archery target, slowly emerged into their caves. Once in the open, it moved sideways to make room for another following behind it, and slightly forward to allow the slingers to throw over it from their back wall position. The second mushroom head drew out and ranged itself alongside the first. Another followed, and another until a long rank was formed.

The fungi had been felled with particular care not to sever the heads. The trunk was carried by several men, while the round top made an excellent shield for them. When the first rank of portable defences was complete, a second was begun. Not until three such lines had been formed did the advance start. Then they moved forward slowly and deliberately, keeping their formation while the slingmen, acting as artillery, kept up a ceaseless shower of sharp stones.

Theyve got the right idea, said Gordon, with detached admiration. Pygmy tanks now in action.

The opposition to the advance was slight as yet, being confined to a few experimental stones pitched uselessly against the mushroom heads. As the front rank passed the halfway stage, Ed rose to his feet and hurled a stone with all his force. It struck one of the white circles with an audible thud, and embedded itself in the pulpy mass. There was no other result. Ed dropped back with a grunt of disgust. Several others risked the slingmen, and imitated him with as little success; those stones which did not bounce off stayed to stud the white circles with dark flecks. The advance never hesitated.

Smith sent word down the line for clubs to be got ready. It looked like hand-to-hand fighting, for the pygmies would be able to advance under cover to the foot of the wall. So far the defenders had no apprehension of real trouble; their attitude was still an appreciation of the little mens ingenuity. After all, what could the attackers do? Merely attempt to scale the wall; it would be easy enough to push them off.

The advancing ranks increased the angle of the mushroom heads until, when they reached the wall, they were upright, forming a roof upon which missiles rained down. Only three had failed to make the journey, having stopped when their carriers were struck by lucky rather than skilful shots.

Against the wall they stopped. The defenders were unable to see what was taking place, but it was guessed that the facing of mushroom heads was either having footholds cut in it, or being pulled down to expose the more easily climbable trunk ends. A sudden diversion occurred. Mark heard one of their men shout, and saw him pointing to the passages. More figures were entering. They were pallid, like the rest, but taller, and better built.

Good Lord, theyve got the natives with em, Gordon murmured.

The slingmen were still in action, so that the natives covered the first few yards at a crouching run, keeping their heads below the line of fire. As they drew nearer they straightened up and increased their pace. An intensified fire from the slingers still kept the defenders behind their parapet. The leading natives rushed across the ground, and climbed upon the rear rank of mushroom heads. It became clear that the pygmies intentions had been not only to provide shields for themselves, but to make a platform upon which the natives could be brought more nearly to the height of the defenders.

The slingers stopped as the natives climbed and ran on. The defenders rose, hurling a shower of stones. The natives were in great majority, but at severe disadvantage. It was difficult to move fast over the uneven platform, and they were fully exposed at short range. Their only arms were stone knives. Nevertheless, they came on. Before long they were battling with the men at the wall. Marks stone club rose and fell with the rest. He struck without anger, coolly and shrewdly. He did not seem able to develop a fighting rage against these men. He aimed at the shoulders, content to numb the arms; he had still a feeling that this was a kind of mock battle, part of a great misunderstanding.

They were fighting now all along the line, and most of the men were not using his half-hearted tactics. They fought to kill or maim. Mark supposed that his freshness made the difference; had he been here for years like many of them, he would have known how they felt. Along in the middle of the line he could see Smith hammering away with a short club in each hand, while Ed made flailing sweeps with his mace.

The momentary lull passed as a fresh rush of natives came on. One dodged within Marks guard, tearing a ragged scrape on his upper arm. It was nothing much; he scarcely felt it, but it served to change his outlook. He began to lay about him in real earnest. Another man caught hold of his club, and tried to wrench it away. Marks left fist came up with all his strength to the right of the others jaw. The man reeled away, and the next comer felt the full weight of the club. The fury of the attack began to slacken; the natives were losing heart or growing less rash. Mark lowered his arm and stood panting, only to square up swiftly as another white figure came charging at him. He swung up his club, but at the same moment the support beneath his left foot fell away, and he tripped. His club was knocked from his hand, and the native bounded over the parapet almost upon him. He fended off a vicious swipe of the stone knife, and caught the mans right wrist. For some seconds the two rolled this way and that in attempts to get the upper hand, then the native suddenly went limp. Mark looked up to see Gordon bending over them.

Thanks! he said.

He was lying in a shallow depression between two of the white trunks. A depression which he was quite certain had not been there a few minutes ago. One trunk must suddenly have subsided, and in doing so, upset him. But why?

He crawled to a spot where he could look over the back of the wall, and found himself gazing into a pygmy face. Without hesitation he crashed a fist into it, and sent the owner tumbling backwards. There were others down there. But how had they got past the wall? He looked along and saw one in the act of emerging from a hole. The pygmies must have withdrawn logs from several places in the wall, under cover of their platform. In some spots those above were so jammed as to leave a way right through, whereas in others, such as that directly below him, the logs above had fallen down to close the hole. He caught up his fallen club, and sprang down with a shout. Only about a dozen of the pygmies were through so far, and when four or five other men joined him, they were soon accounted for. It became necessary, however, to set a guard on the holes to prevent more getting through.

Just as well I fell when I did, Mark thought. A few more minutes, and theyd have been in in dozens.

He stood watching a hole in the middle of the wall. He was glad of the rest, for he had nothing to do now but keep an eye on it, and bring down his club on anything that came out of it.

Hey? called a voice above him.

He looked up to see Eds tousled, full-bearded head.

Get me one of those puff-balls, will you? A ripe one, buddy, and handle with care.

What about this? Mark pointed to the hole.

Thats OK. Ill watch it.

Mark obediently sought one of the largest puff-balls and trundled it gingerly up to the wall.

Can you lift it? Ed inquired.

Mark could, with some difficulty, for it was a cumbersome object. Ed reached down as far as possible, and between them they managed to get it intact to the top of the wall. There Ed sat down and began carefully to cut long incisions with a sharp stone. Mark stood below with attention divided between Eds operations and his guardianship of the hole. He was puzzled, for there was fighting still going on along the wall, and it was unlike Ed not to be in the thick of it.

Whats it for? he asked.

Ed chuckled. Come up and see.

Mark climbed back to the wall top and sat down. A head was at once thrust experimentally out of the hole below. Mark dropped a stone on it, and it was withdrawn.

Ed continued to make incisions radiating like meridians from the poles of the puff-ball. None of the cuts was deep enough to split the skin, but the whole was weakened almost to bursting-point. The fighting had now become half-hearted, compared with the first attack. Probably its object had been to keep the defenders employed while the pygmies climbed through their holes in the wall. Now that the rear attack had not come, the natives were flagging.

Ed examined his puff-ball, and grinned with satisfaction. He picked it up, raising it with both hands above his head. For a moment he poised, then he swayed forward, heaving with all his weight. The ball lobbed into the crowd of attackers. Two natives went down beneath it as it burst. A cloud of white spores broke out like a flurry of snow. The men close to it were blotted from sight. A sound of coughing and spluttering arose from within the drifting mist. As it spread, growing more tenuous, the figures of natives became visible, bent double in paroxysms of coughing, while with each breath they took, they drew more of the irritating feathery spores into their lungs. The cloud of white dust spread wider, afflicting more of the attackers. They lost all capability of fighting. Their eyes streamed so that they could barely see; they staggered to and fro, sneeezing, gasping, wheezing like the worst asthmatics. Ed gave a bellow of delighted laughter.

Hey, gimme your jacket, and fetch another, he directed.

He began to swing the coat before him, fanning the drifting spores away from the wall.

Within a few minutes there was a haze of spores all along the line, and the defenders had abandoned their clubs in favour of ragged improvised fans. The natives were hopelessly demoralized. They could do little more than stagger, so exhausted were they with their efforts to cough up the fungus dust. The pygmies, below their testudo of mushroom heads, were in little better plight, for they had begun to breathe the spores which filtered through from above. Those who were not deafened by the sound of their own and others coughing must have ground their teeth with anger as the familiar roar of laughter rose once more from the defenders. There was nothing to be done. They were too hopelessly disorganized for further action. As best they could they crawled free of their mushroom shields and made their way, an orderless, anomalous crowd of choking, sneezing miserables, back to the passage mouths. Gusts of laughter from the wall harried them on.

Ed, in a state of uproarious childish delight at the success of his gas attack, flung jibes after the rout. Zickle had broken into some heathen chant of victory. Even Mark found himself laughing at the farcical climax of this second attack.

The last gasping pygmy fled from the sound of jubilation, but the hilarity continued. It took Smith a long time to impress on his followers that it was necessary to repair their defences.
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MARK LOOKED UP at Smith.

It must be several days since that second attack. Do you really think theyll come on again?

Sure thing, Smith nodded emphatically. Why elsed I have gotten the wall mended? He looked across at Gordon, who agreed.

Theyre sure to try to get us one way or another. They cant afford to let us escape at any cost in casualties.

But its so long since that puff-ball business. They may have given up.

Not they. I reckon theyre putting their heads together and thinking up a new dodge. Smith paused. What gets me is the ingenuity of em last time, he continued. Another few minutes and thered have been hundreds of em through the wall. Didnt guess the little guys had it in them to think up a stunt like that.

They havent, said Gordon. Ill bet anything you like that Miguel or one of his crowd put them up to it; whats more, its ten to one that whoever did it is putting them up to another one now. Dont forget, this means a lot to them – just as much as it does to us. They are out to nail us, and as a matter of fact, if they do give Miguel the run of the outer caves, he stands a better chance of getting out than we do.

Well, in that case, said Mark thoughtfully, what are we here for?

The others stared at him.

I mean if we surrender and Miguel gets out, he wont keep quiet about this place. Therell be an expedition down here – just as there will be if we get out – so if hes got a better chance, why not let him go willingly?

Youre forgetting something.

I dont see –

Youre forgetting that Miguel made a bargain with the pygmies. I dont know what pygmy morals on a point like that are, but why should they keep it? Hes got no way of making them keep it that I can see. Suppose theyre just using him? They must know what his little game is, sure enough, but they wont let him play it.

Besides, Gordon broke in, if they can beat a hundred and fifty of us, theyll ask themselves why they should kowtow to Miguel and his lot – and theyll find theres no reason why they should. The thing I dont understand is his falling for their promises. Its not like his kind to do a deal without guarantees.

The three were silent for a time. It was Mark again who spoke first.

I should have thought, he said, that it would have been a good move from their point of view to put those lights out. He looked up at the blue-white globes, shimmering unharmed in the rocky roof. The confusion would just about put paid to our defence: theyd be almost certain to break through somewhere.

Several reasons, Gordon explained. For one thing theyre not easy to break. They may look like glass, but theyre tough. And, for another, these pygmies are more scared of the dark than any kid. Its just about the worst kind of bogey to them. Maybe you didnt realize it, but theyve spent all their lives under these lamps, and thats tied up with the third reason. Itd be sacrilege to bust them. Their lives depend on them, and they all but worship them. At Marks look of inquiry he amplified: Theyre symbols of Ra – you remember, he was holding one in that carving. If they break one, they are insulting him. If they break several, he is so angry that he sends darkness to plague them. According to Mahmud, they are so used to light that they cant think of darkness as being just an absence of it, but they fear it as a concrete something by which Ra manifests displeasure. Its for that reason more than any other that theyre so scared of it. And even thats not a new idea – I seem to remember something about a plague of darkness over Egypt, and the Egyptians didnt like that, much though they knew what night meant. For these little devils it must be terrifying – like being struck blind.

Mark was scarcely convinced. Destruction of the lights seemed such an obvious way to create utter confusion. The globes might be tough, but the pygmies slung stones travelled forcefully … They were not unbreakable; he remembered Gordons own story of one smashed experimentally. Such a superstition as Gordon suggested seemed a slender screen between themselves and chaos. He said as much. Gordon shook his head.

Its the safest defence we could have. Theres no better guarantee than a good, well-grounded superstition. The decisions of the Hague Court or a Geneva conference are flimsy compared with it. You read a bit of anthropology one day – itll surprise you. People can bind fetters round themselves that they can never break – though they may be beyond reason and safety. His voice grew quieter and less emphatic as he ruminated: Superstition and suggestion through superstition are greatly neglected powers nowadays. I dont mean that there arent plenty of superstitious conventions and taboos about; there are, but theyre formless and ill-controlled, and very often conflicting. Theres a great influence over men and women just wasted and running to seed today. Instead of using it, the leaders have dropped it. The only way they attempt to control people now is by mass suggestion at a late age. That works, but its inefficient; it has to be boosted continually. You can easily work up a nation to war pitch, but it takes continuous energetic propaganda to keep it there. If you allow them to think for themselves, theyll slack off, and it becomes progressively more difficult to keep up your propaganda so that they shant think for themselves sooner or later. Whats more, mass suggestion always begets a certain amount of counter mass suggestion – pure cussedness to begin with, as likely as not, but it goes on growing because of the defaulters who join it when they find theyve been hoaxed by the original suggestion. Damned silly way of going on. Reminds me of those advertisements about increasing your height – it can be done, but the right time to do it is while youre young. In the same way, suggestion will work on an adult, but if you want to make a good job of it youve got to start on the infant. The church has the right idea. It got in as soon as it decently could with a baptism service. When they followed that up with a proper course of training, theyd got the poor little blighter just where they wanted him. He couldnt think for himself. He thought he could, mind you; he often thought he was doing no end of a fine think, but that didnt matter; he was only playing a kind of game with the rules already set in his mind. In practice, he was only crawling around in a mental pen.

That was the way with most of the old religions, and a lot of them lasted a long time. They bust up mostly because they used their power wrongly, not because it weakened. Some of them didnt give enough crawling room; they drew the walls of the pen closer and closer until something was bound to give. Others let the walls fall into disrepair so that the people inside could look out and see that the country round about wasnt so bad after all. And then they lost their great power – all the western nations have lost it, but a good superstitious upbringing still holds the primitives.

That was a sign that the power of superstition was ending, Mark interrupted. The people were turning to reason instead.

Reason, my foot. They wont be ready for reason for thousands of years – if they last that long. My God, just look at the world, man. Reason!

But its true. The religions are dying – in the west, anyhow. I know people make a vulgar noise about them, but thats because theyre not convinced – if they were, thered be no reason for the noise.

Rot. The religions arent dying. Just because you give a thing a different name it doesnt change it. You can have a religion without an anthropomorphic figure-head, just as you can have a state without a king. Democracy, Socialism, Communism, theyre all religions.

Mark objected. No, theyre political theories.

Well, when did you ever find a religion that wasnt somehow bound up with a political theory? I tell you they are just as much religions as Christianity, Mohammedanism or Buddhism. They are a superstition. What else but a superstition could produce the fantastic idea that all men are equal? Reason certainly could not. What but superstition could set people forming laws on a Lowest Common Denominator basis, and forcing brilliant intellects to abide by them? Is it a home of reason which devotes so much of its energy and wealth to preserving its unfit that its fit are neglected and become unfit themselves? And these, mind you, are recent developments among people whom you say are turning to reason. Reason! Oh, my God!

Gordon got up and stumped away. Smith grinned at Mark.

Great guy on the spielin, aint he? Only trouble is that he doesnt know what he wants any more than the rest of us. Still, its been handy havin him around; gets the boys talkin and arguin so that they forget emselves for a bit. He got up. Im goin over to have a look at Ed and his bunch. Comin?

They made a detour and came upon the group from the rear. Certain parts of the cave had become unhealthy since Eds artillery school had started. Slings are instruments requiring a nicety of operation only to be attained by practice, wherefore the danger area in front of the tyros was of considerable width. In a mushroom head, leaned against the wall for target duty, two stones had lodged. Ed turned his usual cheerful countenance.

Made it – once, he declared proudly.

Out of how many? Smith asked.

Oh, lay off that. This aint a Tommy gun – you gotta get to know it.

Whose is the other?

Zickles. That niggers gonna do big things.

Zickle gave a show of white teeth.

Yes, me gottim, he agreed.

The two stood watching the practice for a while. The speed and force of the missiles was formidable, though the aim remained erratic. Ed, undiscouraged, pointed out that when the attack should come there would be a lot of targets, not just one.

As they wandered on, leaving him to it, Mark inquired as to progress on the tunnel. Smith answered him with the usual any time now.

Do you know whats above? Mark jerked his thumb at the roof.

Not for sure. Whatre you gettin at?

Just this – suppose its a hill or a mountain?

Well?

Well, you may have got up beyond normal surface-level already, and be boring your way through the heart of a mountain.

Its possible – but it aint likely. You see, theres a hell of a lot more flat than mountains round here. Its thousands to one against our being under any sizeable mountain, and I guess weve got to take the risk anyway.

You couldnt send out some side tunnels experimentally?

Smith shook his head.

Not now. Itd be a waste of time. If it hadnt come to a showdown, it mightve been worth trying. But with this on our hands, the best we can do is to keep straight on and up.

The two strolled on, talking until they were interrupted by a hail from the wall. Smith hurried over.

What is it?

Something going on in the right-hand tunnel, said the lookout. Thereve been one or two of them dodging about in there.

Both Smith and Mark stared, but they could make out little. There was certainly movement, though it was impossible to make out what was taking place.

Better call the men up, Smith decided. There may be another charge.

Within two minutes the parapet was lined with staring faces whose owners speculated audibly, but it was half an hour before a definite move took place.

Near the middle of the wall Ed had chosen to station himself and his artillery. The rest gave them a wide berth, and eyed them with misgiving; it had been noticed that stones had a habit of flying out of slings before the release was intended.

At last, when the majority had decided that the alarm must be false, a few small, white figures issued from the right-hand cave mouth. Ed waited until they had formed a line, then he and his men let fly. Most of the stones clattered harmlessly; only one figure subsided. It sat on the ground, hugging a damaged knee. The rest swung their slings and replied with a volley. The men on the wall watched the missiles come arching towards them. They were bigger than the stones used before, and flung on a higher trajectory. They looked like a flight of snowballs. Only when they landed did it become clear that they were not stones at all.

One struck the parapet just in front of Mark. It burst into a cloud of spores. He began to cough and choke as they entered his lungs. The more he gasped for breath, the more floating spores he breathed. His eyes streamed until he could scarcely see. He had a glimpse of another volley of white balls, bursting in another smother of spores.

The whole line of men was gasping and choking in the dusty air. The flakes swirled around them like a mist, blotting everything from view. Throats and chests began to ache with coughing; each fresh paroxysm seemed to rack more painfully.

They had been out-manoeuvred. The pygmies, or their advisers, had welcomed Eds fungus idea, but they had realized too that they could not hope in the face of a bombardment to roll the puff-balls up to the wall. The problem had been solved by extracting the spores from ripe balls, and stitching them into smaller skins suitable for slinging. But to what purpose?

The wall with its defenders had now disappeared into an artificial blizzard, but the flights of spore-bombs continued to fall with accuracy wherever the cloud was thinning. The pygmies and natives could not hope to make an attack now. Once they should reach the spore area they would be in as bad a plight as the rest. It could only be that the present barrage was intended not just to disable, but to act as a screen. What might be afoot at the end of the cave, the spluttering, choking defenders could only guess.

At last, after what seemed an interminable period, the spore-bombs ceased to fall. The white swirl began to settle and thin, or drift away. The paroxysms of choking grew less frequent and less agonizing. Eyelids could be opened without reclosing immediately in self-defence. The red-rimmed eyes, still streaming, could peer painfully in an effort to see what had taken place behind the screen, but their vision was dimly blurred. It was noses which gave the clue – a faint smell of burning.

A whistling flight of stones made them duck again. Mark put his recovering eyes to the spyhole, and the pygmy operations ceased to be a mystery.

In a line across the end of the cave lay five huge piles of vegetable rubbish, and from each was ascending a column of heavy, yellow smoke. For a few feet it poured straight up, then it bent over, broadening fanwise as the draught from the tunnels behind began to carry it farther into the big cavern. The rising curls, progressively attenuated, mingled as they climbed, losing individuality in a grey-yellow haze. Already an obscuring tide was flowing across the uneven roof. Those lamps it had engulfed showed wanly; their brilliance sicklied to a gloomy dimness. Mark watched it lap about others, flowing first to either side before it thickened to submerge them, increasing the gloom step by step.

With the decreasing light, the cave seemed to change character. It was no longer the familiar, workaday place they all knew. Nooks and corners, becoming shrouded, took on an ill aspect. Fears were born in the hidden crevices and came stealing out to attack the mens minds, the agents provocateurs of panic.

A group on the far right swarmed over the parapet and dropped to the loam. They started racing for the fires, oblivious of the flying stones which slashed at them. The slingmen changed their tactics and sent spore bombs which burst in their path. The running men staggered and reeled, they doubled up, and the sound of their rasping coughs came back to those still on the wall. The stones whistled among them again, felling a number and driving the rest into an impotent fury as they floundered with a temporary blindness.

Mark glanced round at Smith in mute inquiry. The other shook his head.

No good. Thats just what they want – to get us in the open. Once they do that its all up.

Smith was right; it was the position, not the numbers of the defenders, which had baffled the attack. Doubtless they would be able to give a good account of themselves with their clubs, but though the pygmies were small, their numbers, added to those of the natives, were not. To take to the open meant certain defeat sooner or later. Mark became gloomy. This smoke business had not been foreseen. The slight draught which played through the crevices would not be enough to keep the air breathable. The time would not be long in coming when the only alternatives would be to make a dash or to suffer asphyxiation. Either meant the end of their plan. The pygmies would probably prefer the latter; it would give them less trouble.

The smoke was now a thick blanket over the whole roof. In the semi-darkness the men looked questioningly at their leader. Smith failed them – he could see no way out, and their eyes, roving farther along the wall, sought the burly Ed. He, too, was without a suggestion, and for the first time in Marks experience of him, looked dejected.

No, you aint got this thing right, he said to those who urged a charge. Maybe youll get five minutes fun skull cracking, but that aint gonna help us any if you get your own skulls cracked after. What we gotta do is figure out some new line. And, he added after an interval, it seems to me as there aint none … Gees, dont I wish Id never pulled that puff-ball stuff.

The smoky stratum deepened; the cave grew more fearful in murky penumbra. The yellow columns above the five fires intensified, appearing almost as writhing solids. It was a mere matter of time till the pall above should creep down to drive them from the wall. Beyond the fires, to windward of the choking smoke, the slingers stood waiting; behind them, others filled the passages impassably. Sheer clogging of numbers alone would defeat an attempt to rush.

The defenders, too, waited. They could do nothing else. The fate of the first party to go over the top had proved a potent lesson. They could no longer look to Smith or any other as leader. That fatalism which they had thrown off at the need for action came seeping back, tinged now with resentful desperation. The tunnel upon which so many of them had worked for years would never be used now. The phrase, any time now had even less meaning than before. The last ray of their hope was narrowed by a closing iris of smoke until it became that ultimate pinpoint of light without which they could not live. It was that last, feeble glimmer which set one and then another pair of eyes roving towards the shadowed wall in unadmitted faith that a figure might yet emerge crying: Were through. But no such figure showed. The wall and the tunnel they had hewn through it receded into a blacker and blacker distance …

If only there were something we could do, Gordon was muttering. To be smoked out like a lot of rats …

There came a sudden noise, reverberating, booming in the shadows behind them. A hundred pairs of eyes switched like one towards it, boring the impenetrable. A sudden cry from the Negro, Zickle – Water! Then other voices, on rising, panicky notes – Water! … Water! …

Long minutes of chaos, kaleidoscopic. Shouts. Men gasping, cursing, dropping from the wall. Beyond, shrill pygmy voices rising in alarm. A last, disregarded volley from the slingers. Screams from the passage mouths. Fighting to escape, trampling one another, jammed in the tunnels? A hand on Marks arm, rigid as a clamp. Gordons voice, calm and firm among the hubbub. Whats he saying?

Wait. Youll be trampled.

Wait! With the water gushing in to drown them all?

A wrench which failed to shake the clamp loose. Smiths voice:

Plenty of time – plenty of time. Wait.

First panic ebbing. Fighting for control. Behind it all, the rush of the water. Tons of it, spewing into the cave, reaching out to swamp and choke. Partial victory. Its a big cave – take a lot of water to fill it. Screams and shouts from the passages. Fighting, tearing one another to bits like animals – mad with fright. Gordon talking calmly to Smith:

Let em get clear; the tunnels narrow, it cant pass much water. Plenty of time.

What tunnel? Things began to get clearer. Their tunnel, of course. It was through. Must have come up under the New Sea. Never thought of that possibility. The tunnel which was to lead to freedom … Mark began to laugh with an odd giggle.

Gordon shook him violently.

Stop it.

Mark tried, but could not. It was irresistibly funny – the tunnel which was to lead to freedom …

Something hard and angular hit his jaw.

Shut up – do you hear?

The shaking went on. He stopped laughing. Queer, it hadnt been very funny after all. The shaking ceased.

Sorry, he said. Smith grunted, rubbing his knuckles.

Ed came ambling along the wall with several others trailing after him.

Crazy bunch o saps, he observed, nodding in the direction of the passages. Can you beat it? He spat disgustedly over the parapet. They listened for a moment to the sounds of strife mingling with the rush of the water.

Gees, and I thought some of those guys got brains – if they have, theyre on vacation right now.

Some of emll get out, said Smith.

Sure theyll get out – an for what? To be chased by the water. You know darned well there aint no way for it to get outa this place. Theyll go right up to the big first cave by the entrance – and then what? Jest wait right there until the water ups and catches em. Aint that a hell of a fine way to die?

They turned and looked over the ground behind the wall. The water was visible now; its edge had advanced to within a few feet of them and was crawling rapidly forward, stirring the loam to mud.

Well, itll soon put out those Goddam fires, Ed murmured philosophically.

Look there. Gordon pointed to the white circle of a puff-ball, just visible in the gloom. It was swaying and bobbing erratically on the flood.

Well, what about it?

Its floating. These trunks will float, too. A couple of them lashed together would make a good raft for three or four men.

But wed only go up there. Mark looked up at the smoke curtain over the roof.

No. We can float them out through the passages as the water rises. Float them right out to the first cave, and then –

He stopped suddenly as Eds huge hand smote him on the back.

Atta boy! Youve said it. Gimme some cord, somebody; Im gonna get busy.

The binding of several stone clubs was speedily untwisted. Within a few minutes all the men were lashing the thick, white trunks into pairs. The water rose and trickled through the wall as they worked. The five fires went out in bursts of steam and fierce sizzlings. The first completed raft was thrust over the parapet, and fell with a splash. Its two builders climbed after it. Another splash followed, and another, until all the rafts bobbed in the muddy water. Ed looked up at the last pair.

Cm on, you guys. Time to go places. Snap into it.

They swarmed down into knee-deep water, and waded forward, pushing their rafts towards the passages. Behind them still sounded the roar of gushing water; around the walls it lapped slowly higher …


PART THREE
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MARGARET WOKE, AND her first sight was a rock roof. It was seven feet above her, but it seemed to press down. Those tons of stone could be suspended safely, she hoped, above her body, but there was no support to lift them clear of her spirit. All that weight rested full upon it, striving to crush her stubborn resistance. This was always the worst moment of her day. All defences were at their weakest, reserves at their ebb. She liked to keep her eyes closed when she woke, gathering strength before opening them.

How many times had she lain awake, but voluntarily blind, hoping futilely that it was a dream? She did not know. At first she had tried to keep some count of time, but she had missed once – or was it twice? She made two strokes on the wall, and then changed her mind and rubbed one out. Later she missed again. The record became a muddle. Anyhow, what was the good of it? Even if her sleeping periods did roughly correspond to nights in the world above, there was little to be gained from knowing how many days, weeks, months slipped away. It did not help. Indeed, it made things worse. Without dates one could imagine the world as one had last seen it. Dates meant change outside, and it was somehow bitter to think of a world which went on changing, of seasons coming and going, flowers blooming and dying while one lay here inmured, dead to it all.

Yes, dead to it – only death must be more peaceful. Why did she not kill herself? On every waking she asked the same question. Sometimes she had resolved to do it, but then, with the fuller return of consciousness, she had absolved herself. Time for that later; after all, there were still possibilities … When she had grown older, when her skin had lost its softness, and her hair become grey – when, in fact, there would be nothing to return to in the outside world; then she would do it.

She put up a hand and dragged a lock of hair forward over her face. Holding it out at full length, she could, by squinting uncomfortably, focus upon it. Presently she smoothed it back into place. Careful inspection had failed to reveal a single strand of grey among the dark red. There were stories of people whose hair had gone grey in a night – in view of the condition of her own, she was inclined to consider them fables; if they were not, she ought, she felt, to be snow-white by this time. Perhaps at the sides …?

An awkward business, this, and not a mirror to be had.

She sat up. A bundle of muddy-yellow fur in another corner uncurled, yawned widely and stretched itself. It sat back on its haunches, blinking at her.

Good morning, Bast.

The cat yawned again and, dropping its eyes, began the morning toilet.

Yes, she agreed. Bath time.

She rose from the heap of fungus strips which did duty for a bed, and walked towards the entrance. It was necessary to stoop as she passed into the corridor; the place had been hewn by pygmies for the use of pygmies.

Outside, she greeted her guards. Her first resentment of them had long since passed off. What was the use? They no longer worried her; she had even begun to feel half sorry for them. At bottom they were nothing but simple, unmalicious little folk who had been cheated of life.

The usual procession formed up. First, two white dwarfs whose only garment was strictly utilitarian, consisting of a string about the waist for the purpose of supporting a stone knife. Then herself in that white suit which had been so smart, and was now so much the worse for wear. Finally, two more pygmies carrying slings and a pouch each of stones to supplement their knives. In this formation the five marched to the half-flooded cave which did duty as a swimming bath.

An air of ceremony had gathered about Margarets ablutions. The operation designed purely for practical ends had succeeded in becoming a popular spectacle. Numbers of impressed spectators, apparently with nothing to do, attended it as in other circumstances they might have attended the changing of the guard.

She seldom thought without a smile of the agitation which had accompanied her first swim. She had been in the water before her guards had realized her intention. The terrible howl of lamentation which greeted her reappearance on the surface could not be attributed entirely to disinterested anxiety for her safety. What penalties were visited on guards who allowed a semi-sacred person to elude them either by suicide or escape she never inquired, but probably they were painful. She had turned her head to look up at them, whereat the howls had languished, to be replaced by expressions of wonder. An excited gabble arose as she struck out, and when she swam back to the ledge, it was to land at the feet of a group astonished into awe and servility.

At that time she had been unable either to speak or to understand their language, but it needed no words to show that she had risen in their estimation. Her divinity, first suspected owing to her association with Bast, was now an established fact. She felt the difference in their regard, and resolved that the advantage should not be allowed to lapse. She pursued it by making her daily swim a custom.

On this morning – the habit of dividing her time into manageable sections persisted in the face of their inaccuracy – the ceremony was performed as usual. A crowd of a hundred or so persons who associated large quantities of water only with inundation and death was assembled on her diving-ledge, ready to admire and marvel.

The false modesty which had bothered her at first no longer troubled her as she slid off her clothes. Neither men nor women of the pygmies wore clothes in the ordinary course of things, and she knew now that they regarded hers not as a concealment, but as a badge of office. Her unclothed body they regarded with completely detached admiration. It looked, one of them had told her, as if there were light in it, white, but an utterly different white from the dead pallor of their own skins. For herself, she dreaded the time which must come when this translucence should thicken from lack of sunlight and air to an opaque chalkiness.

She stood for a moment, a slim figure poised on the brink, while the watchers held an awed silence. Then up and out. Her arms spread in the grace of a perfect swallow. She cut the water twenty feet below with the merest spurting of a splash.

For a time she entertained them, laughing up at faces which could not banish all traces of apprehension. She turned and twisted as she would, flashing her white limbs in the dark water. She let herself sink and swam twenty yards under water, baffling them agreeably as to her direction. An excited ovation greeted her reappearance – she had performed a near-miracle. At length she headed with a long, reaching crawl for the landing-place.

An elderly pygmy, whose face contrived to appear wrinkled while giving an impression of being tightly stretched across his skull, joined her on the march back to her cave. He was distinguished by wearing a garment. Not an elegant garment, for it was roughly woven from narrow strips of fungus skin, and fashioned into a very brief tunic, but it served to set him apart from his fellows. Margaret greeted him as Garm – to the end she was never quite certain whether this was a name or a title, but it did what was needed. He responded by asking after her health perfunctorily, and after that of Bast with greater concern. She answered briefly, knowing that he would talk no more until her cave was reached and the guards were out of hearing.

With Garm alone of the pygmies was she able to hold conversations. Once she had learned enough of the language to make herself clear, she had determined to learn more of the people, but from most her questions met only rebuffs. Occasionally they called forth angry replies; more usually, they were disregarded in such a manner as to show that the inquiries were in bad taste if not indelicate. They made allowances for her infringements of their lesser taboos – after all, was she not privileged as the attendant of a goddess? – but became surly when she overreached certain mysteriously placed bounds of decency. Their displeasure was not infrequent. Safe passage along the catwalk of ones own racial code must be achieved through long experience; it is harder still to climb from it to another, and when that other is as involved as a maze and is entirely supported by incomprehensible misconceptions, a foot is bound to slip through the fabric from time to time. Margaret did her best to step warily after the first gross blunders, but it was not easy.

Garm was different from the rest. It is the stupid who become more bigoted with age, and Garm was not stupid. In his world he was a wise man who saw many inconsistencies in his peoples beliefs. His complacency had been early upset by theories which snapped from rotten roots, and he had begun to keep a watch for flaws upon which he nurtured a growing tolerance. Impious unorthodoxies appeared in his mind, clinging like lichens to its barrenness, finding nourishment scarce, yet surviving. Many youthful precepts and implanted conceptions had withered down to the stalks; only a hardy few now showed good foliage; fewer still were entirely untouched by the blight of inquiry.

All his life he had hidden his doubts, partly from fear, more from policy. Why should he show them? Either they would upset the established order of things, or else, and more likely, he would suffer punishment. Neither would be of the slightest use. Probably he would meet the usual fate of heretics, and he would have accomplished nothing but death for the sake of a very little knowledge.

He wanted to know more. The desire to learn had been the heaviest fetter on his tongue, and he was glad now that he had held his peace. The odds and ends of information he had gained from this woman prisoner were in parts wise, trivial or absurd. A few fitted into his jigsaw of beliefs, many were useless. But they were all interesting and new – perhaps he was the only man of his race to show interest in the new; he had never met another.

Conversation between the two was not easy. It was not enough that he had taught her his language. There were so many things in her life which were not in his, many words which whole sentences of his language failed to explain, so that he had perforce to learn something of hers. They talked now, and wallowed through swamps of misunderstanding in a mixture of the two.

Back in the cave, Margarets first concern was with Bast. As long as the cat lived she was safe. Should it die, she did not know what might happen. Had she been sure that such an event would ensure her banishment to the prison caves, Basts career would have been short. But the pygmies held a belief in survival after death; a belief which they inconveniently extended to include animals. It was quite on the cards that she might be despatched to attend the cat on its journey through the shades. Cautious inquiry of Garm, who still retained views on the divinity of cats, did nothing to dispel this notion. After all, he pointed out, a sacred cat could scarcely be left to shift for itself, and who could be better suited to attend it than those who had looked after it in life? It might resent having strangers thrust upon it and be displeased with those who had sent them. A wise man tried to please even the whims of a goddess. Granting feline immortality, it all sounded uncomfortably logical. To Margaret, doubting any kind of immortality save that vicariously achieved through offspring, it was doubly vexing.

She examined the cat and made certain that it would take some time to chew through the present cord. Never again should Bast escape if she could help it; there had been more than enough trouble last time. Assured of its safety, she brought a small bowl from the corner. Bast looked at the contents, sniffed with that reserve common to cats, and began to eat with no reserve whatever.

There had been some preliminary dietetic difficulties. Bast had firmly refused fungus food in any form. Margaret, in a series of pictures which had excited general admiration, had succeeded in making the fact clear to the pygmy mind. This got them only a little farther, since it seemed that food and fungi were synonymous. Milk? But one could not draw a picture of milk. She tried her hand at a cow. It was not a success. Not only was it a bad picture of the square-animal-with-a-leg-at-each-corner variety, but it rested very heavily upon a religious corn. Only later, when she saw carvings of Hathor, did she realize that she had been on dangerous ground.

She thought again. What did cats eat? Of course, fish. This time enormous discussion was provoked. According to Garms subsequent explanation, a question of precedence had arisen. Was it legitimate to feed the symbol of Bast upon the symbols of Hamhit? This embraced the practical question of which goddess had the more powerful means of advertising her displeasure – for one of them must be displeased, since either cat or fish must die. The puzzle was at length solved by the suggestion that there were many fish to be had, but only one cat. Hamhit might not grudge (or not miss) a few.

They had brought them. Unpleasant monstrosities caught in the subterranean rivers, and unlike any Margaret had ever seen. White and eyeless, born of a million generations blind in the darkness. One eel-like creature among them found particular favour with Bast.

Reassured by the cats appetite, she could now turn to her own food. She had grown used to the monotonous diet, and was able to eat the mess of chopped fungi with much the same indifference as she would have taken bread at home. Garm sat down near her, dipped a stone cup into a bowl of spirit and sipped from it. The bowl was there for his particular benefit. Margaret had tried the stuff once only; she classified it several stages below that inferior vodka which is made from bread. Garm evidently enjoyed it; he took several sips before settling down to resume yesterdays broken conversation. His particular interest at the moment centred on the treatment of animals. Though his experience of them was limited to a few cats, dogs, rats and other small creatures which had somehow found their ways below, he knew of others from pictures and carvings.

Preliminary misunderstandings had been lessened by now. Margaret had succeeded in dispelling the idea that a cow consisted of a bovine head mounted upon a female human torso. The old man found this revolutionary, but not incredible; he had already been troubled by the difference between a live dog and the classical figure of Anubis.

You do not worship animals? he asked.

No, Margaret said. At least, not in our country, she amended.

And the gods are not angry?

I dont think so. You see, ours are different gods.

Garm considered the point. The idea of gods unassociated with animals was difficult, but he managed it.

Then, since you are not afraid of the gods and the animals must eat much food, why do you not kill all those animals you do not wish to eat?

We make them work for us.

But you talked of special metal creatures you had made to work for you – far stronger than men or animals.

Yes, but for some things it is cheaper to employ animals than machines.

Garm looked wonderingly at Bast.

And what do cats do for you?

They catch mice.

What are mice?

Margaret groaned privately and started to explain. That was always the trouble with these conversations. There were so few points of contact that everything was continually being interrupted by the most trivial explanations. Moreover, she was tired of the status of animals, and wanted to change the subject. But that was not Garms way; he got his teeth into a topic, and worried at it. Soon he succeeded in finding out, to his great satisfaction, that there was a class of animals, known as pets, which did no work, and, furthermore, that a society for protecting the rights of animals was upheld chiefly by the supporters of these parasites. He seemed to regard this as the beginning of a return to grace.

It shows, he said, that they are beginning again to worship animals.

It doesnt – it shows sublimation, Margaret objected.

Sublimation took some explaining, but he got it at last. Instead of resenting the idea, he welcomed it, and plunged forthwith into a number of incomprehensible statements about the relationship of religion with sublimation, from which he emerged with the idea of increasing animal worship somehow strengthened.

They keep animals, pets, you call them, for no obvious reason. That means that they must find something in the animals which they cannot find elsewhere. That is the divine spirit. Knowing of this divine spirit, they band together into a noble society to preach it, so that others may recognize it.

No. You dont understand. Theres nothing divine about it – in fact, they say that animals have no souls.

Garm looked momentarily shocked by the heresy.

But they live.

Of course, but our people say that only human beings have souls.

Why?

Margaret was forced to admit that she did not know why. Garm became triumphant.

It means that your people are beginning to regain faith. Soon they will admit that animals have souls. In their hearts they must know it already. If they did not, is it likely they would spend so much time and wealth upon animals?

Quite likely, Margaret thought.

No, you do not understand. I mean, if they thought animals to be soulless, they would obviously spend for the good of men whom they know to have souls. It would be waste to do otherwise.

You say your world is in difficulties. It is not surprising, for you have spurned the gods. But now that their servants are once more being recognized, the gods will smile again upon you.

Oh, said Margaret.

The idea of world redemption through the RSPCA was novel, even if it inspired little faith.

Garm, with the status of animals settled to his satisfaction, became approachable on other subjects. She inquired for news.

Have there been any more breaks?

No, he told her. No more breaks, but two airshafts had had to be stopped when the water came trickling in.

So the New Sea was still rising. Margaret wondered how long the great pipes at Qabés would continue to pour out their millions of gallons. There had been no bad break for some little time, but it was an ever-present possibility. The weight of water was slowly and relentlessly finding out the weak spots, and driving through. So far they had beaten it by blocking the passages, but one by one the air inlets were being covered. How many of those hundreds of small fissures, which were the caves natural ventilating system, could they spare before the air would thicken unbreathably? Each time that she heard that there was one less, it seemed to her that the caves became a little more stuffy. It looked like being a question which would deal the final blow, suffocation, or drowning?

The configuration of the caves puzzled her more than a little. One day she had managed to evade her guards, and had made her way back to the cavern where she and Mark had landed. She had stood at the top of the ramp and looked down on the Sun Bird still lying where Mark had moored her – how long ago? But the water no longer rushed through the cavern. The break had been blocked. Only a current so slight as scarcely to trouble the surface flowed across from the tunnel down which they had swept, to an opening on the opposite side. The cavern lake was now so smooth that reflection rivalled original.

Gazing down on the hull of the maimed Sun Bird, Margaret was tempted. It would be so easy just to run down the ramp, to jump aboard and cast off. Surely it would be better to drift away into that other tunnel and take ones chance than to continue this existence among the pygmies. Probably she would fail, but what did that mean? Just to die a little earlier, to perish in the attempt rather than to wait here and drown. And she might have the luck to get free – to save this subterranean place and its people – and Mark. She imagined herself fighting officials, working night and day, pulling strings until at last the Qabés pumps should cease to turn. An expedition would be sent down to free Mark and the other inhabitants of the prison system.

For a long time she looked, but though her fancy soared, her body did not move. She was afraid, but that was not the whole cause of her hesitation – she was no more afraid to go than to stay. Another feeling held her back. A sensation that she might help here, that someone – Mark? – might need her, and she would have deserted. It would be all but impossible for her to escape alone, and by trying she might in some way wreck the chances of others. It was not very clear; but it was very compelling. With a sigh, she had turned away from the sight of the Sun Bird, and gone back to search for her distracted guards.

There had, she knew, been other breaks since the one which had engulfed Mark and herself, and yet there was the Sun Bird floating at practically the same level as before. It was puzzling. She decided to ask Garm about it, without revealing her reasons. At that time they had talked with difficulty, but as far as she could understand he had replied:

The caves are on many levels. Often they are like a series of deep holes connected by passages. Only in those where the floors of the caverns to be connected are of even, or almost even depth, do the passages enter and leave at ground level. Often it has been more convenient to cut an entrance part way up a wall, and make a ledge sloping to the ground. Thus the actual tunnelling can be made shorter. Sometimes there have been fissures, and at others formations of harder rock to be avoided. There is no regularity. Therefore, it follows that although some of the breaks have sent water pouring down to the lowest levels, others have entered these well-like caves, and we have been able to stop them before they could reach the side passages and overflow. It is lucky that there are less of us than there were, for already all the lowest caverns are flooded deeply.

With this she had to be satisfied, though it left much unexplained. Why, for instance, was there a slight current through the Sun Birds cave? Was it making its way to the pygmies lower levels? If so, why hadnt they stopped it? The only other possibility seemed to be that the water was flowing beyond the pygmy system, that the incoming water had joined the course of a subterranean river already flowing through the cave. In the end she had sighed and given it up – one had to give up so many problems in this incomprehensible place.

It was a relief to know that there had been no more breaks lately. Each time she had heard of one her heart raced painfully, until she was sure that the prison caves had not been threatened. At first she had been angry with herself for her own anxiety – it rose, involuntary and unwanted. She had not yet forgiven Mark for the slaughter of the pygmies. It had been the sudden intrusion of violence which had shocked her even more than the violence itself. For a long time she had been unable to picture Mark without seeing those pathetically childlike bodies sprawling before him. Had she been able to reach the Sun Bird again before her first wrathful resentment had cooled, there would have been no hesitation to deter her.

Familiarity with the idea had now damped down the sense of shock. Insensibly she had begun to adopt something of the pygmy attitude. The thing had happened. Lives had been lost; it was unfortunate, but it could not be helped. There was no demanding the blood of the slayer, no suggestion that he might have behaved differently. The pygmies seemed to attach less importance than did her own people to the act of dying. Or did they? Wasnt it rather that her people attached an exaggerated importance to the more sensational and spectacular forms of death? At home, more indignation and publicity was expended upon one murder (justified or not) than upon a hundred fatal road accidents. But death was just as final. Obviously then, it was the manner which counted, not the act; if it were not so, there would be no difference between hanging by the law and hanging by private individuals, whereas everybody knows that the law may do many things which the private individual may not. Yes, it was the manner which stirred peoples emotions. If you were to shoot a man because he was a public danger, everybody would be enraged, but if you killed an excellent citizen through negligent driving, nobody minded very much. It was all very confusing … Anyhow, the emergent fact was that the pygmies did not draw these nice distinctions; they seemed to put all deceases under the heading of death from misadventure. Death, after all, was as natural as birth; all that had been done was to accelerate its advance. Everyone was condemned to death by being born, you couldnt change that.

As time went on the picture of the slain pygmies began to have less significance. They were no longer the shocking evidence of an unsuspected streak of brutality in Marks nature … At least, the idea of a streak of brutality was no longer shocking. In fact, there were things in favour of a streak (a narrow streak, of course) of brutality …

Garm broke in upon an interesting line of thought. The baffling time sense which the pygmies had evolved came into play as though an alarm clock had gone off in his mind.

We must go now, he interrupted.

Margaret had long ceased to be surprised by this bump of temporality. She rose, and crossed to Bast, gathering her up as she loosed the cord. Garm gulped down the dregs of his cupful of spirit, and led the way to the outer passage.
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THE WORSHIP OF Bast centred in one of the larger caverns. Immense labour had gone to make this place a fit dwelling for a goddess. The usual pygmy custom of smoothing only the most dangerous corners and cutting away the more obtrusive projections could not give a sufficiently polished effect for a divine sanctuary. The inconveniences of rough adaptation might be good enough for themselves, but they were inadequate for a goddess. In pursuance of the axiom that good housing is more necessary for a bodiless spirit than for ones own flesh and blood, they had done their best. They had smoothed the rock walls almost to regularity before covering them with carvings in low relief. Broad bands of pictorial representation, alternating with narrower bands of purely conventional pattern, now encircled the whole hall from floor almost to roof.

Margaret suspected that the broader bands contained a history, but, if so, it must have been designed for the edification of greatly gifted readers. Frequently the stiffness and angularity of the figures made them no more informative than the geometrical patterns above and below. Isolated groups in which battles – between slingers and stone-throwers – were taking place could be identified as could certain processions which might consist either of victors or vanquished; but the interdependence, if any, of these events was elusive.

Nor was Garm able to give any suggestions. The incidents, whatever they might be, were long forgotten, and the links between them entirely invisible. To him, and to all his race, the carvings were merely decoration. The knowledge of history had followed history itself into nullity. He knew only that they must have been made by his own people, since every figure was of pygmy cast. To this Margarets observation added that the eyes were set full face in profiles, after the Egyptian manner, and that the few colours used were applied sparingly, though with skilful effect. The main result of her inspection was to confirm her opinion that the race was now in an advanced stage of degeneracy.

At the far end of the cave stood a huge statue of the goddess Bast, a concrete testimony of alien influence. The ponderous figure sat upon a throne. Straight-backed and dominant, she stared down the cave; great fists, set square upon the knees, held, one a sistrum, and the other, a shield. Further, to enhance its majesty, the sixty-foot sculpture had been mounted upon a dais of stone ten feet high. From the centre of the front panel a narrow flight of steps projected, leading up to an altar set between the gigantic feet.

Margaret never failed to be a little awed. Perhaps in the open, staring across Egyptian sands between the two immensities of desert and sky, the figure would have been unimpressive, but here, where confinement exaggerated, it all but overwhelmed. Only the face relieved its severity.

The sculptor, having flanked his work with twenty-foot images of cats, had been content that the goddess herself should show her humanity. Had he chosen to crown her with such a head as her two attendants wore, the effect would have been fearsome – as it was, he had given her a face in which wise benignity and peace went far to mitigate the sense of impotence which her size induced. To look up at it was to feel partially reassured. Its graven smoothness showed no trace of pygmy features. Margaret liked to think of it as the work of some captive more fortunate than herself, fortunate in that his faith had transcended his captivity. There were angles from which one could read into the stone face and the wide, calm eyes, compassion and, perhaps, a wistfulness as though something of the artists exiled longing had survived in the stone.

As they entered, the crowd parted, leaving a straight, clear path between them and the steps. Garm fell back, allowing Margaret to take the lead. She paused for a moment, gazing up at the towering figure of Bast, then, keeping her eyes fixed upon the statues face, she started forward with a slow dignity.

This was always the most trying part of the ceremony. The fact that she was, to pygmy eyes, clad in a robe of honour entirely failed to give her self-confidence. In her mind her grimy suit became even more grimy than in reality. At such a moment she longed for a skirt. There was grace and rhythm about a garment which hung; one could move in it. In breeches one seemed either strutting or striding; dignity was very hardly attained.

Pygmy heads to right and left bowed as she passed, offering homage not to her, but to the cat in her arms. Bast, with the detached superiority of cats, remained indifferent. She continued to purr loudly and contentedly.

The cave was more crowded than usual. Moreover, Margaret had the feeling that the crowd was expectant, not excited nor anxious, yet in a state where its members were stirred by one thought at the same time. This, in the stagnation of the caves, was sufficiently rare to be remarkable. She had known such simultaneity of emotion only a few times since her capture; on each occasion it had been traceable to the common danger from the water. But this time the reason did not serve; Garm had denied that there were any more breaks. Something else, of which she knew nothing, must be afoot. She was irritated by the sense that she was being kept out of things. Garm had let her down; after all, there was little enough to occupy ones interest in this place. A censorship would be intolerable …

At the head of the steps she halted, and set the cat down on the altar block. Her further duties as acolyte included only the fastening of the cord and a perfunctory bow of homage. Then she retired, leaving the stage to Garm.

From behind the idols foot it was possible to look out past the curve of the great ankle bone, over the congregation. There was no doubt that it was far bigger than usual. Hundreds of silent pygmies – men, women and children – stood motionless, listening to Garms high-pitched intoning. For the most part their eyes followed the movements of the cat as it paced uneasily back and forth upon the block. The expressions of solemn awe which the creature produced had amused Margaret at first, but that had passed now. To all races the very rare is a matter either for awe or mirth. The very fact that life not unlike their own could take so different a shape must be impressive to those who rarely, if ever, had seen an animal. There would be something magical about it – was there not always something magical about life? Was not her calm acceptance of it the result of being so much in contact with varied living forms? Familiarity with the miracle of existence had made it seem no miracle. To these people, knowing none of its forms save in themselves, their fungi crops and their fish, a simple cat became something occult. If one of the great stone cats beside the statue had come to life, and bounded from the block, they would have marvelled but little more. Margaret would have been far more startled than they. The cat in their eyes was a carving come to life; no wonder they were awed, no wonder they worshipped this goddess, Bast, who could breathe life, Pygmalion-like, into her symbols.

She turned her attention from the crowd to Garm. His speech was part prayer, and the prayer, like most prayers, part flattery. It was addressed to the cat as mediator between themselves and the goddess. The language, as in many primitive tongues, made great play with tonal variation, and the animals restlessness was due mostly to the shrill sing-song aimed at it. Margarets knowledge was sufficient to give her the general drift.

The goddess was implored to aid them. Surely they had deserved well by her? Had they not treated her symbol with all honour, risking even the displeasure of Hamhit for her sake? If anything which might have been done had been left undone, it was not by design, but through the ignorance of their inferior, contemptible minds. Of all the gods, Bast was the greatest, none in the whole celestial hierarchy could compare with her. Nor was the symbol of any other god so graceful, so detached, so calmly contemptuous of mere humanity. With the Ibis of Thoth they had held no truck (nor, indeed, with Thoth himself, for it ill became men to aspire to the wisdom of gods). The jackal of Anubis might await them among the shades, but Anubis was of little help in this life …

A disparagement of all the gods in glorification of Bast ensued. All, that is, with the notable exception of Ra. It was hoped, perhaps, that Bast might overlook this omission. Not even to curry her favour could the risk of sudden darkness be taken.

The prayer went on. A few pertinent remarks on the continued decline in the birth-rate were dropped in – our fathers were multitudinous as the spores of a thousand mushrooms; they filled our caves from the lowest levels to the highest. We are but a remnant, shrunk and shrivelled, like a fungus in a dry place – but still the main purpose of the speech remained hidden.

Margaret grew restive. Already the ceremony had lasted longer than usual. The cat tired of its prowling, and curled up comfortably in the middle of the altar. Garms voice went on:

– And now we implore that the blessing of Bast be given to our work. Though there may be destruction, yet it is ultimately to save, not to destroy, that we hope. Inasmuch as we have obeyed commands, that we have not wasted life by taking it wantonly, that we have imprisoned rather than slain, we ask help. Shall it ever be said that Bast has allowed ruin to be the consequence of obedience? We have faith that Bast will never forsake her people. Her justice, her mercy, her understanding, her ways inscrutable – these we honour. Will she not lend us now her wisdom, her wit, her power irresistible?

Garm bowed low. The congregation knelt, and bent its faces to the floor. The old mans voice still muttered the sing-song prayer for blessings. His manner was less devout than that of the rest. One felt that he approached the goddess with a full knowledge of her obligations towards her people. There was an unmistakable air of weve done the right thing by you; now its up to you not to let us down. The conception of a bargain was blatant, almost put into words, though there was no threat of reprisals in case of Basts default.

Margaret made one interesting discovery. She had wondered why the pygmies with their light regard of death troubled to imprison their captives. It now appeared as obedience to the goddesss direct wish. There was no humanitarian feeling behind it – merely blind observance of a religious rule. Had they been cramped for space, the law might have lapsed; as it was they were put to no trouble, since the captives were made self-supporting. She and Mark and all the prisoners probably had to thank the long-dead Egyptian missionaries who had set up the temple for cunningly including a law for their own preservation in the articles of faith.

But still she had no clue to the reason for this special service. For all Garms lack of humility, he showed far more supplication than was usual in his formal prayers.

She let her eyes rove over the hundreds of bowed, naked backs. Row upon row of them, white beneath the many globes, dull dry white; not one body with a healthy, gleaming skin. Her gaze reached the backmost row. Suddenly she stiffened, and leaned forward round the stone foot, staring fixedly. Her mouth opened, but she caught back the rising exclamation in time.

Beside the entrance stood a giant – at least, so he appeared to her first startled glance. She had grown so used to pygmy standards that it was hard to recognize him as a normal man. Her heart hammered with a sudden excitement, painfully so that she pressed a hand below her left breast. But it was not Mark. A sudden rush of dizziness, compound of shock and disappointment, left her leaning weakly against the stone. She forced her eyes back to the distant figure, and strained to distinguish the details. Absurd that she could ever have thought that it was Mark. This man was dark and bearded. His clothes, even, were unlike Marks; he seemed to be wearing the rags of a uniform …

What could he be doing here? Why hadnt the pygmies captured him? It was impossible that anyone could have penetrated as far as this unseen … Or had he escaped? No, that was obviously absurd. But wasnt his very presence here absurd? Garm had said that except for herself all the captives were in the prison caves – and once they were in, they stayed in. What, then –?

She gave it up, and stood watching him. He lounged against the wall, seemed to be watching with a kind of tolerant boredom. Evidently he stood in no fear of the pygmies. But why not?

Garms prayer was ending. He was calling upon the concourse to proclaim the magnificence of Bast. The responses of their thin voices swept through the cavern like the rustle of a high wind.

Bast, the benign. Bast, the merciful. Bast, the omniscient.

The cat, disturbed, resumed its prowling. It mewed plaintively. Garm paused with both hands upraised; he knew something of the value of dramatic effect. In all the huge temple cave there was no sound but the thin crying of the cat.

The pygmies had gone, and Garm with them. Of all the hundreds who had filled the place only Margarets four guards remained. But the stranger, the man at the far end, had not gone. He had stood close to the wall while the crowd passed out. They saw him, but they did not give him a second glance. Not until the last of them had been swallowed up in the tunnel did he rouse himself into an indolent saunter towards the statue. Margaret waited, watching his unhurried approach with a sense of misgiving. She had no premonition, merely a feeling that something was amiss. The mans casual air was unreasonably out of place in its surroundings.

He looked an unattractive specimen, but so, she reminded herself, would any man just free of the prison caves. The rags of his uniform dangled and flapped about him as he walked. The buttonless jacket fell open to show a hard muscled, though none too clean, chest and stomach. Beneath a tangle of black hair, dark eyes set in a sallow face were fixed on her own. The expression of his mouth was invisible behind a ragged scrub of beard and moustache.

His head tilted back as he looked up to the calm stone face far above. She saw a flash of white teeth as he smiled derisively. He began to mount the stairs without hesitation. Margaret shot a glance at her four guards. They were watching the man with the barest curiosity, certainly without animosity. He approached her where she stood beside the altar. For a moment his gaze was transferred to the cat. He put out a hand, and stroked it gently behind the ear. The expressions of the guards became respectful; it was evident that the man was on good terms with the goddess. The cat purred, and rubbed itself against his hand. Looking back to Margaret, he said:

Youve got a soft job, eh? The English was easy enough, but it was spoken with a strong Latin accent.

He looked her up and down in a fashion she did not like. It had the effect of making her feel far more naked than she had been when swimming to impress the pygmies. She tried to shake off the feeling of uneasiness he induced. It was ridiculous that she should feel like this towards the first man of her own kind she had seen for – how long? – well, a very long time.

Who are you? she asked.

Miguel Salvades. And you are Miss Lawn?

How did you know?

Miguel shrugged his shoulders.

There is little news in the prison caves – when there is any, everybody knows it. When it is that a beautiful lady is imprisoned here instead of with the rest of us, everybody is very interested.

Then you have seen Mark? Tell me, how is he?

He is well now. He was very bad for a long time. They thought he would die.

Margaret, too, had thought he would die. How those pygmies had hammered and beaten him! She had flung herself on them, trying to help, until others came and dragged her away. Her last sight of him had been of a battered and bleeding figure sprawling helpless on the ground. Only the repeated assurances of Garm had later convinced her that he had indeed survived that mauling.

Thereve been no ill effects? Nothing broken?

He didnt look bad when I last saw him. Still weak, of course.

Not until she had satisfied anxiety for Mark, did Margaret revert to the problem of this mans presence.

How is it you are not a prisoner? she asked.

But I am. Ive been in here more than four years.

No, I mean why are you here? How did you get out of the prison caves?

They let me out – they dont think I can do any harm.

Only you?

Yes, only me.

Margaret frowned. Was he being deliberately evasive, or merely stupid? He didnt look stupid. She tried again.

But why should they let you out? I thought they kept all prisoners in there always.

Except you? Yes, that is so. But I was able to do them a good turn. We made a bargain. They were to let me have the run of these caves if I did what they wanted.

And what was that?

Oh, just to give them some information.

He uttered the last answer with an air of finality which discouraged further questions. Margaret found it irritating. Still, it was his own business. It was puzzling to know what information could have been important enough to support such a bargain. Such knowledge as she herself had tried from time to time to impart to the little people had never been welcomed with any enthusiasm. In any case, he had not gained a great deal. For herself, she would prefer to be in the prison caves with people of her own kind. She told him so.

But I am not going to stay here. Im going to escape.

How?

He shrugged. I must look round – explore first. There are ways in – there must be ways out.

She contemplated him, wondering how he proposed to escape. So far as she could see, it would be scarcely easier from here than from the prison caves. Openings there were, airshafts and cracks, hundreds of them, but the pygmies would be watching him just as they watched her. They might be a backward, simple race, but they were not fools. They must know why he had bargained for the freedom of the outer caves.

Garm told me, she said, that no one has ever got away.

I know, thats what they say, but … who is Garm?

The old man who was praying just now. He told me what happened to the last man who tried.

Well?

He started to climb an airshaft. They let him get a little way up, and then built a fire underneath – a big fire. The smoke and the heat were too much for him. He let go in the end, and came tumbling down. He landed in the fire, and they didnt bother to pull him out.

I see. They got rid of him, but no one could accuse them of actually killing him. Very nice.

He appeared little perturbed by the prospect.

Then you dont intend to try one of the airshafts?

I must look round, he repeated. As I see it, there is no great hurry; a few days more or less doesnt count much on top of four years. It wants thinking out carefully. I must get out first time – there wont be a second chance. He looked up and caught Margarets doubting expression. Little ray of sunshine, arent you?

What do you mean?

Well, all youve done up till now is to tell me how its never been done, and cant be done. Anybodyd think you were in with these little devils.

Im sorry, but – You see, I thought of nothing but escape at first; then I found out it was hopeless. Its a bit difficult to get optimistic again suddenly. Its not even as if you had a plan …

Maybe I have. I did manage to plan my way clear of the prison caves.

But youre just as much in prison now.

He chose to ignore her last remark.

You didnt try to make a break for it?

Margaret shook her head. I thought of it once, but something held me back.

How do you mean? Miguel looked puzzled.

Just a feeling that if I did it, Id be doing the wrong thing. An idea that I wouldnt get through, perhaps, and if I failed, I should have spoilt the possibility for anyone else.

I dont quite get you.

You heard how we got in?

He nodded. In part of a wrecked plane, wasnt it?

Yes, and its still there where we left it. Theres a current running through the cave, but I dont know where it goes. I thought that if I went downstream for a bit I might get beyond the pygmy caves, and find a way out somewhere where they couldnt follow me. I know it all sounds rather vague – it wasnt really much of a plan, just an idea.

You think this river would carry you beyond the inhabited caves?

It might. It must go somewhere.

Miguel did not answer at once; he seemed sunk in thought.

Its only really necessary for one person to get out, she went on. Once this place is known about theyll send an expedition, and rescue us all. If you or I – She looked at him, hesitating. After all, why not? Fear that she would be physically too weak to make good her escape had been the real deterrent. Miguel was far from weak. His was the hard, wiry type which could survive hardships. Why shouldnt he take a risk in the Sun Bird? He received the suggestion none too kindly.

Youd rather I took the risk than you?

No, its not that – I told you I dont think I could manage it.

Miguels attitude remained unenthusiastic. But in his eyes there was a gleam which Margaret missed.

Dont you see? she continued. Its the very chance you want. The pygmies dont know the Sun Birds there. Theyd be puzzled right from the beginning. While they were looking for you in the airshafts, youd be floating off miles away. You must take it – its your one chance – our one chance.

But Miguel continued to look dubious.

How do I know Ill be able to find a way out?

You dont, but isnt it worth the risk? Oh, please, please try it – were all depending on you, all those people down in the prison caves. If only you can do it, youll save not only yourself, but all of us.

But how can I find this Sun Bird? Where is it?

I cant describe the way to it, but I can show you.

Miguel was looking half convinced. He glanced doubtfully at the guards.

Well have to get rid of them.

I can dodge them – I did it before in one of the fungus caves.

When can we go? Miguel spoke suddenly in a sharper tone. Now?

Margaret hesitated. Why not now? They could take a circuitous route, give the guards the slip on the way.

Yes, she decided.

She picked up the cat, and turned towards the steps. At the top of the flight she halted suddenly. Garm had returned with several followers. Hastily she turned back to caution Miguel.

Be careful with Garm, he knows some English. She made a quick decision. Its no good now. We couldnt shake them all off. Some other time.

She turned to face the old man. He did not look pleased at the sight of Miguel, but he said nothing. Margaret wondered if he guessed that they had been talking of escape. Probably he did; it was the most likely topic.

She descended to meet him. His greeting was a shade curter than usual. The final glance he gave to Miguel was anything but friendly. Miguel grinned. As they passed away from him down the long temple, his grin grew broader.

He seemed oddly cheerful for one whose chance of escape had been delayed …
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THE ARRANGEMENT OF a meeting in a place where opportunities are few, and time has no meaning, is not easy. As far as Margaret could discover, only four things in the caves proceeded with reliable regularity: her own sleeping periods, the worship of Bast, the ripening of the fungi, and the duration of the period of gestation. Since the last two were useless for the purpose of time fixing, and the first was a law to itself, phased with complete independence of externals, it became necessary to plan the meeting with reference to Bast. And even there difficulties arose. Ever since Garms demand for the goddesss assistance, the smooth running of pygmy life had been disturbed. An air of activity and purpose, wholly foreign, was pervading the caves. Attentions to Bast were more frequent, more flattering and a little briefer.

It was four days – judged in terms of her own sleeping – before she and Miguel met again. Had it been only one, or even two days the course of events might have been very different. As it happened, Miguel found himself facing a woman who looked at him with a new and discouraging expression.

Margaret had been talking with Garm. Two unusual happenings in quick succession – the special prayer to Bast, and the unhindered wandering of Miguel – had roused in her a curiosity which must be satisfied. Garm had explained. The new light in which he placed Miguel was not flattering. It threw shadows of other doubts. Had Miguel really been so unwilling to use the Sun Bird for escape? Had he been disarming suspicion by letting the suggestion come from her?

Perhaps she was misjudging him in that. If he had come openly and said that he wanted the Sun Bird, would she have refused it? She did not think so. Then why had he not done that? She tried to put herself in his place, but failed. It was scarcely surprising, for Miguels was one of those minds which instinctively distrusts the obvious, preferring to hide even the simplest actions under an indirect method.

At this second meeting he noticed the look on her face with misgiving. She had found out something, then. But how much? Better let her tell him. Most likely he would put his foot in it if he spoke first.

So you got here by giving away your friends? she began. Miguels face maintained an irritating blankness.

You told the pygmies about their tunnel, didnt you?

Who said that?

I asked Garm why you were allowed here, and he told me.

You believe that little monkey?

I do.

Miguel gave a snort of contempt.

What other lies did he tell you?

Margaret disregarded the question; she stared at him coldly.

If that was not your side of the bargain, what was?

So youre open to believe what every little swine of a pygmy tells you, eh?

What did you do? she repeated. Miguels eyes fell.

Yes, I told them, he admitted at last.

That was a pretty low-down trick to play on your friends.

They were no friends of mine; they were working on their own.

But for your good. If they had made the tunnel, it would have meant your freedom as well as theirs.

If theyd made their tunnel, he laughed. As if theyd ever make their damned tunnel. Why, do you know how long they had been working on it? Years, and others for years before that. Theyd never have got it through, the fools. Sweating their guts out over a job which would never be any good to anyone.

So you felt justified in throwing away all those years of work by telling the pygmies?

Well, who wouldnt for a chance?

Margaret looked at him with contempt.

A chance. You chuck away all their work to get here without even a plan of getting any farther. Just hoping for a bit of luck.

Youre wrong there. I did have a plan.

Yes, to get hold of the Sun Bird. Why couldnt you tell me that right out?

Miguel looked momentarily disconcerted.

You wouldnt have agreed.

Yes, I should, but Im doubtful now.

You –? Miguel frowned.

Whatll you do if you get out? Youve let your friends down once … I very much doubt whether its worth risking.

Margaret was speaking rhetorically. She had no intention of withdrawing the offer of the Sun Bird but she had begun to dislike Miguel heartily. He, however, took the threat seriously; it frightened him.

What do you mean? Ive got to have it. Do you think Im going to rot in this lousy hole on account of you? The sooner you lead me to it, the better itll be for you.

He glared at her in sudden panic. It was in her power to upset all his plans, to keep him imprisoned here for the rest of his life. It would have been wiser to strike a more submissive note, but his alarm had taken him by surprise.

The counterpart of his frown appeared on Margarets face. She was unafraid of him, and of his scowls, but she was surprised by the peremptory tone. It was wrong in the circumstances, the kind of outburst one expected from a cornered man, not from one going on a mission of rescue. Nor was she aware of all his misgivings. For one thing, he was not as easy about the pygmies as he pretended. Once they had closed the tunnel, they might take it into their heads to send him back to the prison caves. That would not be pleasant. His own friends whom he had left directing the pygmy forces would not welcome him for throwing away his chance, nor would the revenges of Smith, Ed and the rest be gentle. Miguel was gifted with an uncomfortably good imagination concerning nastinesses. Then, too, there was the possibility of a pygmy defeat. Suppose the prisoners broke out! Suppose Zickle or one of the others came hunting him through the tunnels! The idea made him sweat. He must have the Sun Bird, and get clean away from all of them. He continued to glare savagely at the girl – he was more used to the positions of the sexes reversed. She said calmly:

And when you get out? He looked blank. She continued: What are you going to do then? Where are you going to lay information?

Miguels reply was vague and unsatisfactory. It sounded lame in his own ears. He ought to have thought up some convincing details. Damn the woman! Margaret allowed him to stumble through.

So youd never thought of it, she said cuttingly as he finished. Perhaps you never intended to think of it? It seems to me youre just out to save your own miserable skin – you dont care if the rest of us die here.

Since this was precisely Miguels attitude, his protests, though vigorous, were unconvincing. He became more angry; partly with Margaret; partly with himself. He ought to have settled the whole thing last time – in fact, he had considered it settled. Never for a moment had he thought that she might get the whole yarn out of Garm. But for all that, he was irritatingly aware that he might have saved himself had he handled this second talk better.

Of course, she was right – he hoped the rest would rot here. Miguel had never yearned for publicity. If he were to succeed in convincing the authorities of the existence of the pygmies (not an easy matter in itself), he would be in the glare of a veritable floodlight of publicity. Various persons who had been industriously seeking him for years would immediately find him – with fatal consequences. In the all too likely event of his story being disbelieved, he would be sent to the penal battalion as a deserter from the Legion. He had had enough of the Legion proper; the idea of the penal battalion made him feel sick. Hed heard some stories … No, either way it was a poor lookout. All he wanted to do was to re-emerge into the world in the least obtrusive fashion possible.

Margaret was convinced by now that he intended to do nothing to help them. He could see by her face that she believed no word of his protestations. Her mouth was set in an obstinate line. She knew that once he got the Sun Bird they would hear no more of him. Miguel saw that he had gone too far; he allowed his anger to die down, and changed his tactics.

You dont believe me, he accused bitterly.

Not a word, Margaret agreed.

He was desperate; there was still a chance.

Why dont you come, too? he began.

Margarets first impulse was to disregard the suggestion, but as he continued, she began to wonder. He explained his own difficulties honestly and truthfully. His attitude became for the first time comprehensible. Without any doubt contact with the authorities would put him between the devil and the deep sea.

But for you, it is different, he pointed out. You can raise hell with the English and the French, and get everyone out.

The idea tempted. The more she thought of it, the better it seemed. When (and if) they got out, Miguel could disappear, and leave her to make the report. The difficulties which had daunted her before would be diminished by the presence of a companion, and even if she failed, she would at least have tried. The real objection was Miguel himself. He was so slimy. He twisted and turned when there was no need. Why couldnt he have told her before that he was afraid of the authorities? It seemed impossible to trust him an inch. There was no doubt that he had betrayed his companions in the prison caves, and equally little doubt that he would betray anyone else, should he think it to his advantage.

With the temptation came a weighty sense of responsibility. Unless something were done soon, it would be too late. No one could tell when there might be a break which would flood the whole system. On the other hand, if Miguel was up to some new trick, it might ruin the last hope. He was still urging, but she scarcely heard him. She had no intention of being driven to a hurried decision. She must think it out.

The procrastination sent Miguel almost frenzied. He cursed, argued and threatened, but Margaret remained adamant; she must have time.

She walked out with her four guards, leaving him trembling in a fury of exasperation.
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LITTLE OF MARGARETS next night was spent in sleep. Mostly she lay restless, turning the problem round and round to examine each facet. Her mind felt weighted down with liability; it could move only sluggishly instead of jumping.

The Sun Bird she had now come to regard as the essential fulcrum of escape; to waste it would be to lose everything. Had the escaper been anyone but Miguel, she would not have hesitated to go with him – or even to let him go alone. But that did not help. Miguel was Miguel, and no amount of wishing would change him. Why, out of all the hundreds of men in the prison caves, must it be Miguel who had escaped? The answer was obvious. If it had not been Miguel, it would have been someone like him. The essence of his ability to get so far lay in that very fact. Only someone utterly unprincipled and ruthless could have made that bargain with the pygmies.

And if he had been ruthless once, why not again? He was already angry with her. Why should he keep his part of the bargain when there was nothing to hold him to it? It would be only too easy for him once they had started to push her overboard and let her drown.

Margaret turned uneasily. Yes, that would be childs play. Just the sort of satisfactorily complete ending to the affair which would please a mind like Miguels. She could see just how he would look at it: This woman might tell the authorities of him either by accident, or by citing him as a witness to the truth of her story. Why take chances? Settle her out of hand, and stop any possibility of trouble.

And then …? Not only would she have lost her life, but the Sun Bird would be gone too …

Wasnt there some way of getting a hold on Miguel to force him to keep the bargain?

Money? A good round sum to be paid over when she should reach safety … But she had very little money. Mark had plenty, she knew, but that was not much good. For one thing, he might not fulfil a promise made by her to Miguel, and, for another, the chances of his rescue alive were problematical. So much so that they could scarcely be expected to restrain Miguel if he thought himself in jeopardy. No, money would not serve. What would?

Her thoughts swept round in overlapping circles. They multiplied; their pattern grew more intricate, more mazy, but they led nowhere. Not in a single place did the line of argument shoot off to form a plan. She grew wearied of the infinite revolutions, and dragged herself back to the single fixed point of the pattern. It all hinged on one question.

Was she, or was she not justified in risking the Sun Bird with such a man as Miguel?

Put like that, the answer was obvious. She was not.

And on that decision she went to sleep.

She told Garm about Miguel the next day. It was not an agreeable task. Her betrayal of him seemed from some points of view to drag her down to his own level. But she made herself do it. If the safety of the Sun Bird was as important as she had assumed, it must be assured at all costs. Miguel might succeed in finding it without her help; he might be searching for it even now. And he must be stopped. Suppressing any reference to the Sun Bird, she set herself to blacken, if possible, Miguels character.

Garm listened willingly. His original dislike of Miguel, founded not on the others underhand methods so much as on pure prejudice, made him a good subject. He was not vastly surprised to hear of the projected escape; that was only to be expected, and not very worrying – in fact the sooner it occurred, the sooner this Miguel business would be settled. When he was told, however, that it was proposed that Margaret should accompany the flight, his indignation rose. To attempt ones own freedom was natural, but to suggest such a course to the hand-maiden of a goddess was vile.

And that was not all. With rising anger he listened to a well-coloured account of Miguels attentions and intentions towards her. By the end of it Margaret had succeeded in rousing him to a remarkable state of fury. Garm himself set little prize on celibacy, but he was convinced that the goddess insisted upon virginity in her chief attendant. But there was worse to follow. It appeared that this scum, this filth, this Miguel had profaned holiness, had committed such coarse sacrilege as revolted the mind, had outraged the spirit of the goddess at her very shrine, had, in fact, spat in the cats eye.

Garm swept from the cave in a passion, leaving Margaret a little stunned by her success. That afterthought had done more than all the rest. She looked across at Bast, who blinked solemnly back at her.

Its lucky you cant let me down, she told her. Thats certainly finished Miguel, and you seemed rather fond of him. Scratched your ears nicely, didnt he?

She was suddenly struck by a spasm of remorse. Had she pitched it too strong? Even though she hated him, she had no wish for his death upon her conscience. Garm had looked too angry to stop at mere detention, but she hoped he would. After all, Miguel had wanted freedom no less than the rest. His weapons had been base, but he had no others. One should not blame him too much …

Resolutely she put the subject away. She had considered it her duty, and whatever happened now was outside her control.

She took one of the white, eyeless fish from a bowl and began to cut it up with a sharp stone for Bast. The cat still seemed to thrive; that was a blessing. She put the fragments into a smaller bowl, and pushed it across the floor. It was odd the extent to which events had depended upon that bundle of fur.

But for it, she would have been in the prison caves. It was because she was here and able to show him the way to the Sun Bird that Miguel had made his bargain – for she was sure now that he had intended from the beginning to get hold of it. Because of that bargain a war was now going on in the prison caves. Her thoughts drifted to Mark. Would he be strong enough yet to fight? What sort of fighting could it be? No firearms, no swords even. A hand-to-hand tussle, she supposed. The pygmies had been greatly thinned by the numbers drafted away. Since the special prayers to Bast, which she now recognized as the send-off of the expeditionary force, the attenders at the temple meetings had been mostly women.

And the prisoners had beaten off the first attack. Garm had told her that with mingled sorrow and surprise. His pride of race had been hurt. On the purely practical grounds of size it was only to be expected that one of the prisoners should be a match for two pygmies, but when a mere hundred and fifty or so were able to defy well over a thousand pygmies, he felt humiliated. He understood it to be due to guile.

We, he explained, are honest fighters. We fight with pride in our skill and our strength, but these prisoners … He shook his head. They do not know how to fight. They work with cunning and hidden subtleties, instead of fighting like men with sling and knife. It degrades warfare …

Of course – he became magnanimous – they can scarcely be blamed. They have not our standards. Coming, as they do, from a world which has forsaken the gods so that devils may stalk in spurious honour, it is not surprising that they have learned meannesses of spirit, unworthy stratagems which we despise.

We have a saying, Margaret told him, apologetically, that alls fair in war.

Garm looked shocked.

Truly you have some remarkable sayings – I think this is the worst you have told me yet. Is there no honour in your wars?

Very little. Though you would find many people to agree with you, that the more subtle and drastic weapons should be abolished.

They know they are dishonourable, then? There is some hope for you.

No, thats not quite right. You see, they dont think of war in terms of honour, any more.

Then why do they want them abolished?

They think they are too dangerous.

They are cowards?

No.

But they must either be cowards or men of honour.

Theyre men of sense, up to a point.

But have you no men who think of the glory of war?

Oh yes; but theyre mostly very young – too young to have had any experience of it. They are the ones who talk about all being fair in war.

Garm appeared confused.

Do you mean that the men who will use all guile, every cunning means to destroy their enemies, are the same who believe in the honour of war?

They are about the only ones, Margaret agreed.

But that is absurd. How can it be honourable to fight with tricks? Skill, yes, but tricks, no.

But what you call tricks, they call skill, she attempted patiently.

No, said Garm, not even such a race as yours could sink as low as to confuse tricks with skill. It is that you are a woman, and do not understand these things. The female mind –

Margaret hastily headed him back to the subject of the war. She had heard Garm on the female mind before.

But what are your men going to do? Will they retire?

Retire? Garm looked horrified.

But if your attacks can be repulsed?

They have repulsed us once. We shall change our plan.

Trick them?

Certainly not. We shall merely adopt other methods. We never trick. When we fight an enemy who knows nothing of honour, we adapt – temporarily, of course – our methods to his. We do not approve, but self-defence demands it.

There seems to be something familiar about that, said Margaret.

The conversation had revealed an unexpected side of pygmy activities. Garms when we fight had surprised her inasmuch as there appeared to be no one for them to fight. She inquired:

When did you last fight?

But Garm could not tell. There had been no fighting in his own time. Nevertheless, tradition spoke of expeditions from time to time against the prisoners, and more than one civil war between the devotees of rival gods. In any case, he insisted, these wars had always been fought in an honourable way. It was because this particular fracas was being conducted in such an undignified manner that it had been necessary (against their better standards) to call in all available help.

The natives had been willing to co-operate since the caves were as much home to them as they were to the pygmies. And certain of Miguels friends had joined them – though whether this was done on the principle of backing the winners, or as a result of bribery, she was unable to discover – they were supplying the guile which the high-minded pygmies naturally lacked. Garms attitude towards them was a mixture of admiration of their ingenuity with contempt for their standards. There was no word for serpent in the pygmy tongue; if there had been, he would undoubtedly have used it to describe the renegades.

Margarets final deduction was that the besieged prisoners were holding their own, and likely to do so for some time to come. As long as the fighting went on Miguel was certain of the freedom of the outer caves, and at liberty to search for the Sun Bird. The more she considered it, the more glad she was to have put a spoke in his wheel.

But the apprehension of Miguel did not proceed smoothly. In answer to her worried questions, Margarets guards could tell her nothing more than that the order had gone out for his capture. She was forced to wait until Garms next visit. When he came, it was with a gloomy face.

No. Miguel had not been caught yet. He had disappeared. Hidden himself in the disused galleries and caves where it would be difficult to find him. No one living knew the geography of those parts, though once upon a time, when the pygmies had been as numerous as the spores in a thousand puff-balls – Margaret listened patiently again to a repetition of past glories. She became uncomfortably aware that she had not been justified in dismissing Miguel from her mind.

But surely, she interrupted, they will be able to hunt him down soon.

Of course. Garm spoke with a confidence which his earlier remarks scarcely vindicated. Though he might believe his people to be mistaken on some points, and misinformed on others, yet his pride in them was immense. The idea of the pygmies failing to do anything they chose to take up was completely foreign to him. Even their inability to deal with the gradual flooding had shaken his faith only slightly – deep down, he was sure that they would come through this peril as they had come through others. As to this matter of one escaped prisoner, it was unthinkable that he could evade them for long. The real cause for worry was lest the goddess should be angered by delay in the blasphemers punishment. An expedition must be sent to search the disused caverns, and he had not at present many men to spare.

Does he know you want him? Margaret asked.

Garm nodded. It is unfortunate. We found the bodies of two of the men who were sent to find him. Their slings and knives had gone.

Youre sure he killed them?

Who else?

Then he must know.

Margarets misgivings grew. The thought of the unscrupulous Miguel further goaded by desperation increased her uneasiness almost to fear. For the first time she was thankful for the continual presence of her four guards. Miguel could have little doubt who had started the hunt. It would not be pleasant to meet him alone.

It was foolish, Garm was saying. The men should have worked in fours, not in pairs. We have lost time now that he is warned. He glanced across at Bast, curled up into a rythmically expanding and contracting ball. She is well? he asked anxiously.

Quite well.

Garm was relieved. It was lucky that there had been no manifestations of the goddesss displeasure as yet. But the matter must not be allowed to slide. An uneasy thought struck him – there had been a second defeat in the prison caves; the tactic of advancing behind mushroom heads had been out-manoeuvred; was it not possible that Bast was showing her resentment in this way?

The more he considered it, the more likely it appeared. He wondered why he had not thought of it before. Nothing but divine opposition could have wrecked so subtle a move as that second attack. How could he have been so foolish as to think that she would fail to act? What goddess worth her salt would remain passive while her symbol was made a target for expectoration? The sooner atonement was made, the better for everyone. Miguel must be found without delay. In his sharpened urgency, the old man left the cave almost at a run.

Margaret was left with a shadow on her spirit. She pictured Miguel prowling through passages and caverns, hunting for the Sun Bird. Or would he be keeping to the disused parts to evade pursuit? Would even a man of Miguels type wait to be ferreted out as he must be, sooner or later? It was more to be expected that desperation would make him reckless. However, that had its better aspect. The odds against his finding the Sun Bird before he fell in with search parties of pygmies were immense.

Gradually Margaret worked herself into an easier frame of mind. She saw in their true proportions the obstacles she had managed to raise between a single, unassisted man and his desire. If he should succeed, it would be by the merest fluke. She had done her best.

She yawned wearily. How long, she wondered, since she had slept? It felt like bedtime again, anyhow. She loosened her clothes and lay down, looking up at the glowing light. How many years did it take to adapt oneself to this nightless existence? Without day and night as measures, one never seemed fully awake or asleep, but spinning out a monotonous existence somewhere in between the two. Now, to Bast it didnt matter a bit; provided she was fed frequently, she seemed prepared to doze the rest of the time. Margaret wished, not for the first time, that she were like that …

Her eyes were still enviously on the cat when the lids slipped over them …
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MARGARET WAS AWAKENED by a half-heard sound from the corridor outside. Nothing very unusual in that. Her inability to fit her nights into the pygmy time-scheme had led more than once to Garms having to wake her for the temple ceremonies. When and where the pygmies slept she did not know, but she suspected that it was in short spells of two or three hours at frequent intervals.

She lay for some moments without moving, her eyes on the entrance; but the old man did not appear. She called out in the pygmy language:

What do you want?

There was no answer. She raised herself on one elbow.

Guards?

Still no answer. Only a faint sound of movement in the passage. Margaret got up and crossed to look out. Something must be wrong; the guards had never before failed to answer her. The six-foot passage between her cell and the main corridor was empty. But at the end, protruding beyond the left-hand corner, was a naked foot with toes pointing up into the air. She could see all the lower part of the leg as far as the knee, lying motionless. She spoke again, but still there was no reply. Queer, why didnt one of the other guards speak? They wouldnt all be asleep. She stepped forward, keeping her eyes on the foot. She put her head round the corner, and stared down at a body on the floor. It was one of her guards, and he was very dead. His head was savagely battered, a lot of blood and other things had spilt on the floor. Margaret opened her mouth, but before the cry could come, a pressure, rigid as steel, fastened on her throat.

Both her hands flew up, wrenching and scratching at the sinewy fingers which were strangling her. Her nails filled with skin from them, but they did not loosen; her fingers could find no hold to prise them apart. She lowered her right arm, and sent back the elbow in a vicious jab. It met something yielding and brought forth a sudden grunt; the grip was cruelly increased till her head felt as if it would burst from the pressure of pounding blood. She felt herself whirled round, and forced back to her cell.

On her bed of fungus skin strips she was thrust face down. Only then did the terrible grip on her throat relax. She could not cry out nor struggle; she could do nothing but draw a deep breath into lungs which ached for the lack of it. The respite was brief; a weight – a knee, she guessed – was thrust on the back of her neck, crushing her face among the fibres so that again she could scarcely breathe. Hands groped for her arms, found them, and tied the wrists tightly together with a coarse cord which cut deep. There was a fumbling, followed by a ripping sound as the back of her silk shirt was torn away. Then she was twisted over, and the silk bound tightly over her gasping mouth.

Miguel rose to his feet, and looked down at her. He raised a bleeding hand, and licked clean the scratches her nails had left.

Wild little bitch! he said venomously. Now its my turn. Thought youd finished with me, didnt you? Told the little devils a whole pack of lies about me. Ill make you eat em. Ill make you sorry you ever lived to tell em – you dirty little double-crosser.

A faint sound came from the far corner. Miguel spun round to face Bast in the performance of her usual awakening yawn. She looked up at him and mewed.

Told them Id spat in its eye, did you? Well, see what I really do.

He jumped towards it and seized it by the tail. It gave one screech, which was cut short as its head met the wall. Miguel dropped the body and turned back to glare at Margaret.

And as for whats going to happen to you … well, youll see.

Margaret looked towards the entrance. Where were the other guards? Surely they must come? Miguel saw her look, and laughed.

No hope there, so you might as well give up. I got all four of em. Showed myself up the passage so that two of them chased after me; when Id finished with them, I came back and tackled the other two. Theyre easy; silly little runts with brains to fit –

He stopped suddenly, and tiptoed down the passage. Margaret strained her ears, but could hear nothing. Miguel slipped back, and stood flat to the wall, beside the entrance. Outside came an abrupt, high-pitched exclamation. Garms voice. He must have found the dead guard. Margaret tried to shout a warning; all she achieved was a muffled grunt. It served the opposite of its purpose. Garm came hurrying in. She saw his eyes widen at the sight of her, then Miguels fist took him on the chin. The blow lifted him clean off his feet, and his head hit the ground a sickening smash.

Easy, murmured Miguel. Dead easy.

He crossed back to Margaret, and produced another length of cord to bind her ankles. Despite his contempt for the pygmies, he had decided that it was time to be going. He picked her up and slung her over one shoulder. After a cautious glance up and down the outside passage, he set off in a direction which would, she knew, take them to the disused caverns.

Her eyes opened to meet his. He was sitting a few feet away from her, devouring a slab of mushroom with large, greedy bites.

Oh, so youve come round, have you? he said.

She must have fainted as she hung head downwards over his shoulder. She had no recollection of reaching this place. That it was one of the smaller disused caves was obvious to the first glance. For one thing, the liquid in the globes had dulled to a glimmer, for another, it lacked the cleanliness of the inhabited caves. There was the glisten of slime upon the walls, and the floor was littered with accumulated debris and scummy puddles. There was an odour of dampness and the things which grow in stagnant water. She became aware of her surroundings without thought, the whole conscious surface of her mind was taken up with the hurting of her arms. Both hands were numbed to insensibility, but where the tight cord cut into her wrists began an ache which diffused upwards and about her shoulders in a dull throbbing.

The gag had been removed, but her mouth was strained and stiff, moreover it was parched and dry so that her tongue felt hard and useless. When she tried to speak, her voice was little more than a croak. Miguel hesitated a moment, and then decided to push over a bowl of water. By leaning over she could just bring her lips to it.

My arms, she said, theyre hurting so.

And why not? If the pygmies had caught me after your lies, Id have got more than hurt arms.

Nevertheless, he crossed to her and untied the cords. She brought her arms slowly and painfully forward; returning circulation in her hands was a new agony. Miguel was taking no chances. He waited just long enough for the first numbness to wear off before he rebound her wrists, in front of her this time, and more loosely, though not less securely. Then he went back and resumed his meal.

Now, we can talk, he said. And I dont care if you yell – they wont find you here.

Margaret, glancing round the ten-yard-square cave, could easily believe him. The pygmies had no maps of their caves; they knew them only from familiarity, and when they were no longer needed, they were forgotten. The present pygmy generation would be as lost in these parts as she herself. She did not respond. Miguel went on:

Thought youd done with me, didnt you? And so you damn nearly had. A couple of the little devils almost got me, but I croaked one, and then beat up the other to see what it was all about. Yes, you spun em a good yarn – that bit about the cat put paid to my chances – almost. But, by God, youre going to be sorry for it.

He paused, and looked at her. Margaret did her best to stare steadily back. He must not know what a horrible feeling of empty weakness his last vicious threat had caused. He dropped his gaze at last, and grunted.

Going to be stubborn, eh? Itll be better for you if youre not.

Still Margaret made no reply. She fought against a rising fear. What did Miguel intend? The very deliberateness of his tone frightened her as much as the threats themselves.

Now, first, are you going to tell me where this Sun Bird is?

Margaret shook her head.

No.

He shrugged his shoulders. I thought youd say that. Im giving you a chance you dont deserve. Tell me, and therell be no more trouble.

She gave no reply.

A pity, he said. Youve got nice hands.

He put aside his piece of mushroom, and, very deliberately, picked up a flaky lump of rock. With a stone held in his other hand he began to tap it gently and carefully. He went on talking as he worked.

Do you know whats happening to your friend and his lot down in the prison caves?

Theyre holding out.

They were holding out, but it wont be long now before the pygmies get them. Theyre being smoked out. How long will they be able to stay in a cave where they cant see and cant breathe? Theyve got them by this time, I should guess. He knocked off a fragment of stone, and laid it carefully on the floor. Its too late now, he persisted, youll never be able to help them. Why cant you be a sensible woman? Tell me where the Sun Bird is, and well get away together – youll save a lot of people.

No, said Margaret.

Her heart became heavy. Was Miguel really telling the truth this time? Perhaps, but even so, there might be a chance. After all, the prisoners had beaten off two attacks. She tabulated the alternatives. If it were not true, the position remained as before. If it were, might she not just as well sacrifice the Sun Bird? No, there were the other prisoners to be freed. She had got things in the wrong proportion. The handful of fighting men had come to have so much more importance than the hundreds of neutral prisoners, but the latter existed, many women and children among them, so Garm had said. She couldnt sacrifice them all to save herself from Miguel.

He continued to tap methodically. There was now a neat row of little stone flakes on the floor in front of him. She gazed at him, apprehensively wondering what he intended. What was it he had said? That she had nice hands? Well, that was true, but …?

You see, he was saying conversationally, there is no time limit – you will have to tell me sooner or later.

He laid down his stone and looked at the flakes before him. There were ten of them; little splinters of rock, quite narrow, and no more than an inch and a half long. She wondered …?

He picked up one and approached her.

Come on, now – where is the Sun Bird?

No, she said.

Thats your last chance you damned little mule.

He caught her bound hands in one sinewy fist. With the other he inserted the sharp point of the stone sliver beneath her finger-nail. Then with a quick thrust of his thumb, drove it in.

A streak of vivid pain tore Margarets arm. She shrieked with the agony of it.

Will you tell me now?

Sobbing she shook her head. She could not speak.

Very well.

He reached for another slender splinter of stone.

Youve got guts.

Miguel addressed the quivering, sobbing form on the floor with a kind of reluctant admiration.

Margaret did not hear him. She was struggling in a sea of red agony, clinging fast to one straw of determination – she must not tell – must not tell …

Miguel sat down and looked at her moodily. He felt more than a little sick. Why couldnt the fool have told him at first? He didnt want to do this. He had hated her for her betrayal, but that had passed. Hed called her a mule, but, by God, a mule wouldnt have been as stubborn as all that. He had half a mind … No, that would be a fool thing to do. When he had gone so far … Anyhow he would try once more. He picked up a stone knife he had filched from one of the dead pygmies, and went back.

Margaret looked up at him standing over her. He was talking. From blurred eyes she could see his mouth moving. She must try to hear what he was saying. The words seemed to come from far away, but she caught their meaning – he was telling her what he proposed to do next. She listened, and her body twitched almost as though it could feel the stone knife. But he talked on, going into details, horrible, sickening. She cried out:

No, O God, dont do that.

Then tell me where the Sun Bird is.

She shook her head. I wont.

All right then …

The stone splinter began to descend. Margarets eyes could not leave it. Why, oh why …? All she had to do was to agree. In another second it would touch, then it would tear, then, O God … It touched …

She screamed: Ill tell … Ill tell …

She twisted aside, sobbing with anguish of spirit. The utter abasement of defeat swept her into a misery beyond any she had known. But if – No, she would have survived one ordeal only to face another – perhaps a worse. Sooner or later she would have broken … But the weakness of prostration was bitter beyond bearing.

Miguel turned away, glad that she could not see his face. He wiped the sweat from his forehead, and flung the stone splinter into a corner. He felt sicker than ever. He could never have done it, he knew that, but the threat had worked, thank God …

He went back to the girl and loosed the cords from her wrists and ankles. From a corner he fetched the clothes he had torn from her, and laid them over her. The tatters of her silk shirt he folded into a pillow for her head. When that was done, he crossed the cave and sat down, leaning his back against the wall, listening to the sound of a sobbing so wretched that it seemed interminable.

A revolution was in progress in Miguels mind. All his anger and hate of her had waned. He could feel nothing but pity for her, and for the things he had had to do. In fact, it was hard to believe that he had done them. It was as though events had conspired, and used him as the tool to hand. The will to live, he supposed Gordon would have called it, the will which was stronger than the form it inhabited. A gust of remorse drove through him. Yet his cunning did not altogether desert him. She must not be allowed to see his regret. She might become stubborn once more; then she would have defeated him indeed. He could not repeat those brutalities …

It was a long time before the abandoned weeping slackened, but, at last, there came into it a more normal note. The first wildness of defeat passed into a calmer hopelessness. Miguel brought a bowl of water, and held it while she drank. She raised her tear-stained face, and fixed her brimming eyes on his own. The expression she saw there surprised her. Through her sobs she murmured:

Oh, Miguel, why have you hurt me so frightfully?

Miguel frowned that his remorse should have been visible to her first glance.

I had to know, he answered curtly.

And youd do it again?

If necessary.

She looked hard at him.

I dont believe you would.

Youre going back on it? Because if you are –

She shuddered. No – no. Ill tell you. Youve beaten me – broken me. Ill tell you. She lay back, weeping from sheer weakness, not bothering to hide her face.

Miguel watched the tears. He could not stand this sort of thing much longer.

Tell me where it is, and Ill go.

I cant.

You cant? He raised his hand. If you –

No. I mean, I can show you the way, but I cant describe it.

Miguel thought. He should have realized that a description of the way would be impossible. She was right, he must be shown.

All right, well go.

And I am coming on the Sun Bird.

He paused at that. But –

It doesnt matter much if you kill me or not now. Ive done all the harm I can – and there might be a chance.

There would be climbing, Miguel reflected. Alone, he might make it, but if he were encumbered with her, it would be more than doubtful. However, that could wait until the Sun Bird was found – it would be easy enough to leave her.

Put on your clothes, he said.

Margaret wept again.

I cant. My hands –

He was forced to do it for her. He completed the task by tying the strip of silk over her mouth once more.

Not taking any risks, he explained. Weve got to go through pygmy tunnels. Now, march.

She took two tottering steps. It was plain he would have to carry her. This time she was not slung across his shoulder, but held in his arms.

Miguel halted at the crux of two, well-lighted passages.

Which way? he asked, in an undertone.

Margaret nodded her head to the right. Miguel looked down at her in anger.

So thats the game, is it? I happen to know that that way leads to Basts temple. How many times have you played that trick, you damned little snake? Ive a good mind to go back with you to the disused caves.

Margarets eyes widened with terror and pleading. She shook her head violently, and then nodded in the forward direction.

All right. Miguel strode on. But if you lead me into a trap, God help you – no one else will.

They emerged into the fungus cave where she and Mark had first encountered the pygmies. There was not much farther to go now. Margaret resigned herself to helplessness. The luck had run all Miguels way. They had not encountered a single pygmy to give the alarm, and her pathetically futile plan to lead him into trouble had been detected at its inception. At the back of her mind she knew that he had no intention of taking her with him. Why should he embarrass himself with her? As to what he would do with her, she wondered very little – it did not seem to matter much now.

Miguel started to cross the cave by a beaten path through the fungi. After a few steps he thought better of it, and retraced his way to the wall. Not only would one side thus be safe from attack, but an ambush springing from the fungi must give him a few seconds grace as they crossed the intervening open space. He was becoming uncomfortably suspicious that something unusual was afoot. They had come thus far with never a sign of a pygmy. What could they be up to now? He believed he would have been easier if one or two had put in an appearance. Then he would at least have had the active satisfaction of a fight, and a knowledge of what he was up against, whereas he was feeling distinctly nervous. It had gone too easily …

Part-way round the wall, he stopped dead. From somewhere in the big cave had come the murmur of a voice. He looked round, listening and trying to place it. It was not easy, for the rock walls flung echo at echo, and both at original. He could tell no more than that it was in the cave, and growing louder. But, with a shock, he noticed that it was deep and full – no pygmy had ever spoken in such a voice as that. Without hesitation, he made for the great growths. In a well-hidden spot he laid Margaret down, and stood over her, straining his ears.

The sound came nearer. An eerie rumble of speech, still confused into unintelligibility by the echoes. At last, he caught a phrase:

– And Im dead certain Im right this time.

Miguel could not recognize the distorted voice. The answer made him jump violently.

Sure, buddy, but you were just as dead certain the other three times, and they were flops.

Smiths voice. How, in hells name, had he got here?

You wait a bit. I know this is the place.

A muffled cry came from the girl. She had no doubt of Marks voice. Miguel pounced on her, thrusting one hand fiercely over her mouth, and holding the other clenched in a threatening fist, close to her face.

What was that?

Didnt you hear something? Sounded like a voice.

One of them durned pygmies, I guess – let em be, unless they ask for trouble, and theyve had a bellyfull of that by now. Now, just where is this tunnel of yours? If this aint the right cave, Im through. Im gonna climb one of the blisterin airshafts.

And probably find the water pouring in on you when you get halfway up, Mark said scathingly. I tell you, from where we left the Sun Bird, the river runs north, and that means under the mountains. It may be a longer climb when we find a hole, but at least there wont be the water above us.

Sure. But how do we know were gonna find a hole? Seems to me –

But Miguel waited to hear no more. He had recognized Smiths voice and Eds; he knew now that the other must be Marks. How many more there might be in the party he didnt know, and didnt care. The important thing was that they were searching for the Sun Bird, and he must get there before they did. He was tempted to leave Margaret where she was, and trust to luck for the rest of the way, but the risk was too big. Instead, he picked her up again, putting her across his shoulders in a less impeding firemans lift, and set off among the fungi.

Miguel had a good sense of direction, and he needed it. Progress between the thick trunks, and over ground littered with twining tendrils was difficult and seemed snail-like, but he managed, at length, to intersect with the middle pathway. Once there, the going became easier, save for the heaviness of the loam underfoot. He hurried on, panting from his own efforts and the weight of the girl. The possibilities of ambush were forgotten; he had only one ambition – to reach the far end of the cave before Smith and his lot. They were not hurrying, and they were taking the longer route by the wall. If he could only get into the opposite tunnel without being seen …

Years of lethargy in the prison caves were not good training for this kind of thing. His lungs laboured painfully; he developed an agonizing stitch in his side; sweat trickled down his forehead into his eyes, from his temples into his beard. His breathing seemed loud enough to be heard all over the great cavern. At last, when he had all but despaired of keeping up his speed any longer, the end of the path came into sight.

Behind the last great mushroom trunk, he paused to reconnoitre. The others were not in view, but he could hear their voices not far away. There was the open space to be crossed before he could be safe in the tunnel. If only he could risk leaving the girl … but it might mean missing the way at the very last. He gathered himself for the effort, and then burst from the growths, sprinting like a hare for the tunnel mouth …

And he made it. No shout followed him. His bare feet had been silent in the soft loam. He had been so sure of detection that for a moment he failed to realize his luck; then exhilaration poured fresh life into him. Hed beat em yet. When they got to the cave, it would be just in time to see him drifting away in their precious Sun Bird. Hed have the laugh of them in the end. He set off along the passage in a long, swinging stride.

Margaret, slung like an inanimate bundle across his shoulders, wept miserably. She had thought she could weep no more, but a compound of pain, weariness and disappointment forced out tears of utter wretchedness …

They had been so near; just one word would have done it – if only Miguel had not gagged her. Now the chance was gone. Miguel would take the Sun Bird, and leave them all here. Mark, if he ever found her, would despise her for a coward …

Which way? Miguel demanded.

She hesitated. He made a threatening move towards her hands. She nodded forward, and he went on. That was the end. There were no more turnings, and she had told the truth when she might have misled him. But if she had … O God, hadnt she been hurt enough already?

One more effort. She must make one last attempt. She raised her free hand to the gag. The touch of the soft silk felt like knives in her injured fingers. But she must do it. She clenched her teeth so that her jaw ached. The bleeding fingers fumbled at the silk …
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THIS, SAID MARK, pointing to the tunnel mouth, is it.

The rest of the party was not impressed. Smith yawned elaborately. The burly Ed grunted. Even Zickle would appear to have lost faith. Gordon was alone in that he did not look sceptical – but neither did he look enthusiastic.

Mark walked forward and examined the walls just within the entrance. He pointed with excitement to a scar on the stone.

It is, he cried. Look here. The others came round him.

Isnt that a bullet mark? he demanded.

Smith peered closely.

Youve said it, he admitted. But what of it?

Dont you see? This is where the fight was – one of my bullets did that.

The attitude of the others underwent a slight change, so slight that it was hard to rate it higher than a faint diminution of disbelief.

Well, Ill believe it when I see your Sun Bird, said Smith, expressing a good average of the general feeling. The Lord knows how long weve been looking for it, but it feels to me like a week, and Im beginning to think it just dont exist no more.

Come on, Mark said, leading the way up the tunnel, how muchll you bet?

Nothin, buddy. I never steal toys from kids.

Its lucky for you – He broke off.

Somewhere ahead a voice was shouting. The words were indistinguishable, and broke off abruptly. A moment later came a piercing scream.

What the hell –?

Pygmy, said Ed briefly.

Pygmy, my foot. That was a woman. Cm on.

Smith charged ahead; the rest followed in a bunch. They rounded the corner and came to the crossways.

Which? Smith called back over his shoulder.

Straight on, panted Mark.

A long stretch of straight, another corner, and then they found her, a bundle of torn dishevelment, whimpering pitifully. She raised her tear-stained face as they came.

Margaret, cried Mark.

Smith stopped short beside her.

Great God, look at her hands!

Miguel. Stop him. Hell get the Sun Bird, she moaned.

Smith charged on, leaving her to be attended by Mark, but this time he was not the leader. Zickle had sped ahead; there was an old score to be settled between him and Miguel. He was a better runner than Smith, and drew off rapidly. Ed pounded up alongside Smith, and the two began to slack off.

Let Zickle have his fun, he puffed. And if he dont settle him, well be right there to finish it. He drew his improvised club from his belt.

On ahead, Zickle had rounded the last corner. There was nothing now between him and the opening into the flooded cave – nor was there any sign of Miguel. He left the passage, and came out on the top of the ramp.

At the foot of it lay a craft like a huge, silver eggshell; a ragged figure was fumbling desperately at the line which moored it. With a shout, the Negro turned and charged down the slope.

Miguel gave a startled glance, and leapt aboard. He staggered a moment on the slippery roof, and then bent down, trying to loosen the mooring line from that end. It was stubborn. Zickle sped on, taking a flying leap at the Sun Bird. Miguel straightened to meet him. As the Negros feet touched the roof, Miguels fist met his jaw. It was a good punch, but it could not check the impetus of the leap. Zickles head went back, but his feet slipped forward, knocking Miguels legs from beneath him, and the two rolled on the curving roof together.

Miguel took his chance for a hold while the other was still dazed. Zickle rallied in time to break it before it could be well established, and tried for one of his own. Miguel brought his knee into action. Simultaneously, he got his fingers on the others nostrils, and the mill was well in action. If there was a nasty trick which Miguel did not know, it was not his fault; if, in Zickles native village, the rules of wrestling were unknown, who should blame him?

Smith and Ed reached the top of the ramp, and stood looking down on the two squirming figures – it was an inelegant sight.

Hell, hes a filthy scrapper, said Smith.

Well, Zickle aint no pansy, neither. Just you watch the boy.

The Negro had fixed a scissor hold, crushing Miguel like a vice. The great black thighs were tensed hard as stone. They could hear Miguel gasp with the pressure as he tried to keep groping black hands from his eyes. He made a desperate attempt to break the scissor, and failed. The black seized his advantage, and his hands were on the others face. Miguel screamed, twisting wildly. The interlocked bodies slipped, hung a moment, and then slithered down the curved hull into the water.

For some seconds little could be seen but a seething and splashing. When they again became visible, the hold had been broken, and both were threshing wildly in attempts to find a grip. With Miguels hand on the Negros throat, they sank again. For long seconds there was no sign, then a single head reappeared. Miguels.

Well, Ill be –

But even as Smith spoke, Zickles woolly head bobbed into view behind the other. Black arms reached forward; black fingers clenched deep, like talons, into Miguels neck, and the two sank once more.

The watchers stood intent for a long time.

A few bubbles troubled the surface …
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MARGARET REGAINED CONSCIOUSNESS in a leisurely manner. She seemed to drift from sleep into the comatose, and thence into an awareness of her surroundings. Thus it was with no shock of surprise that she found herself in the cabin of the Sun Bird.

Nevertheless, the full implication did not come home for some minutes. When it did, it was in a flood of thanksgiving which completely swept away the earlier misery of her defeat. It had been worth it – worth all the agony. The victory was hers after all. Had she given in only half an hour earlier, Miguel would have won. He would have got through the caves unmolested, and now be floating down the subterranean river. No other tonic could have acted with the power of that realization – the sense of triumph flowed in like a surge of new strength.

But it was not physical strength. Her muscles remained heavy and slack; it was an exertion to lift one arm. When she did raise it, she found that the hand was wrapped in a thick bundle of bandages. She tried the other hand, and found that it had been similarly treated. Feeling utterly helpless, she called out in a voice which surprised her by its weakness. There was a scraping on the roof; presently Mark swung himself in through the open door. He bent over her.

Better, darling?

She smiled up at him, and tilted her head farther back. He kissed her lips.

Ever so much. Whats happened?

Never mind about that now. Just lie quiet. Ill get you some food.

I couldnt eat it, but Id like a drink.

What sort? Tea?

Tea? Did you say tea?

Mark laughed. Yes, tea. Were almost civilized again. You can have tea or cocoa, but theres no brandy left.

Tea, Margaret chose firmly. You know, she added, I never really thought Id ever drink tea again.

Soon youll be able to have all the tea in the world – were going to get out of this. Mark started up a small electric stove, and rummaged in a cupboard for the tea caddy as he talked. Just as soon as the others come back were going to cast off and slide away down the river.

The others? she said. Who are they?

Theres Smith, who is tough, but has brains as well. Hes American. Theres Ed, who is tougher and more American. And Gordon, who is English, in spite of his name. Hes an archaeologist. Just the three of em. There were more.

I heard that there were over a hundred of you.

Oh yes. What I meant was that our party was bigger. We had Zickle, the nigger, and Mahmud, who was some kind of Arab.

What happened to them?

Mark hesitated.

You ought to rest, you know.

Nonsense, Mark. Ive been asleep for Heaven knows how long. I want to know whats happened. I dont understand it at all. You and the rest are supposed to be in the prison caves – not only in them, but besieged there – instead, youre wandering about here. And all the way with Miguel I didnt see a single pygmy. Tell me all about it while I drink the tea.

Mark gave an account of the pygmy attacks, and their defeat.

But didnt they try to smoke you out? Miguel said something –

Yes, that was their last move. Theyd have brought it off, too, if the water hadnt come in.

Where from?

From the tunnel our people had been making. They must have got through just in time.

What happened to them?

I dont know.

But werent they washed down?

We didnt see them. I expect they got jammed in there, poor devils.

What happened when the water came into your cave?

Luckily it couldnt come at a great rate, the tunnel was too small for that, so we had plenty of time to get ready.

He went on to tell of the building of rafts from mushroom trunks. Margaret interrupted again:

But what had happened to the pygmies?

Oh, theyd gone. One look at the water was enough for them – and we werent far behind them. It wasnt very difficult to get along. The water really rose quite slowly – particularly when it had to flood the larger caves. What worried me most was that I couldnt remember whether it was a gradual rise all the way to the prison caves entrance. If so, we should be all right, but if there was a dip, or more than one dip on the way, wed probably get trapped. But I neednt have worried, for there were no dips worth troubling about. The other worry was lest the pygmies might trap us. You know what they do when theres a break – knock in the passage at a strategic point, and sacrifice all the part thats beyond it. If they did that and we were on the wrong side of the fall, it would be all up.

Luckily they didnt. We just kept on pushing the rafts ahead and making better time than the water. Once or twice we even had to wait until the water rose enough to float the front raft before we could get along. It was as simple as could be. We never got a glimpse of a pygmy or a native or anyone else the whole way. In fact, it was too good to last. The balloon went up when we reached the last big cave.

Of course youve never seen that particular cave. Its one of the biggest in the whole place, I should think. At one end is the passage through which we came, and at the other is the only connection between that system and this. And its a narrow connection, too. Quite a small passage, and before you can get at it, youve got to reach a ledge a hundred feet up the bare wall. Well, I hadnt thought a great deal on what we should do when we got there. Id got a rough idea that wed just sit on our rafts while the water rose and floated them up to the ledge, and I hadnt reckoned at all with what else we might find.

We came in to discover one of the nastiest shemozzles Ive ever seen in full swing. Every living soul in the prison caves had rushed there at the first alarm; the pygmies, the prisoners themselves and the natives, too, and the whole lot had arrived at just about the same time. On the ledge was a crowd of pygmies dangling ropes to haul their pals up, but everybody else wanted those ropes, too. Some of the prisoners were trying to climb up, and the little devils at the top were jerking to shake them off. The pygmies down below were hardly having a look in. Everybody else was dead sure that if anybody was going to be saved, it wouldnt be pygmies, and the little chaps were coming in for a rough time. But those up on top were just as sure that they werent going to save prisoners while pygmies were left to drown. They succeeded in dislodging most of the climbers so that they fell on those below. If they couldnt get rid of them that way, they just cut the ropes and let em drop. Everyone that dropped from fifty or sixty feet laid out four or five of the scrappers below. So far as I could see, not a single prisoner had reached the top yet, and it didnt look as if any would.

Already the water was ankle-deep at the base of the wall, and everyone there was pretty nearly mad with fright. I dont blame them – its not a nice lookout when you know the waters going to rise and trap you. And swimming – which only a few of the prisoners and none of the pygmies knew – wouldnt help them. Those who could swim might have a little longer to wait for the end, that was all. As it was, the whole lot had lost their heads, and were hitting out wildly in a blind panic. And in the middle of it all we came out of the passage, shoving our rafts.

It was a minute or two before anybody noticed us, but when they did – well, it beats description. They just forgot about their own scrapping, and came for us. We didnt stand a chance. There were only a few of us, and hundreds of them, wild with fright. There were fists and stones and a few knives, and the women raked with hands like claws. Theyd have had our eyes out in a couple of minutes. Smith yelled to us to get back. Most of us did, but a few stuck to their rafts and tried to defend them – I dont know what happened to them. We saw them go down in the rush, and that was all.

Then, of course, another scrap started. There wasnt a tenth the number of rafts necessary to carry them all, and they started in to settle who was going to be saved, and who was going to drown. It was a nastier fight than I ever want to see again. The water down our end of the cave was waist-deep now and the prime tactic of the day seemed to be to thrust an opponent under and stand on him or her while one clutched firmly to the raft with one hand and defended the position with the other. The screeching and shouting in most of the languages of Africa and Europe was ear-splitting. We stood back with Smith and watched.

What his plan was, I dont know. I thought at the time that he intended to let the rest put one another out of action before he charged in to recover some, at least, of the rafts. Even two would be enough for our particular party, for a couple of mushroom trunks would support a considerable number provided that they were content to cling to the sides instead of climbing on top. Possibly that was his idea; anyhow, we stood and watched with our backs to the tunnel through which we had just come. I was beginning to wonder whether it wasnt about time to take a hand when I got a nudge in the back. I looked round to find a big mushroom trunk which had drifted gently out of the tunnel on the rising stream.

We neednt have made those rafts at all. The way we had come was simply full of floating logs and puff-balls. Whether they were the scattered remains of our rampart, or of fungi newly broken off by the water, I dont know, but, wherever they came from, there were plenty of them. The fighting round the rafts stopped almost at once, and there was a rush at the flotsam. Soon, there was more than enough rubbish drifting in to support the lot of us.

Our small group got hold of three trunks, and by the time we had managed to get a couple of ropes round them and scramble on top, the water was up to our armpits.

Up the other end of the cave, the pygmies on the ledge were working furiously to save such of their pals as were still standing. Little white figures went swinging and bumping up the perpendicular face to the top. Then the ropes were untied, and thrown down for another load. They were working mighty quickly against time, but time looked like winning. Already, even at that shallower end, the water was waist-high on the pygmies, and there were still scores of them to be hauled up. Most of them were scared stiff or practically screaming with fright and hitting at the water as if they could push it away. Poor little devils – most of them had never seen more water than there is in a drinking bowl or a small stream, until the breaks started.

We began to paddle over with our hands, taking as much floating rubbish with us as we could. After all, you cant sit by and watch even pygmies drown like that; you forget youve been fighting them an hour or two before.

Then it was just a matter of waiting while the water rose and gradually lifted the lot of us towards the ledge. The pygmies up above craned over and looked at us, and held long discussions. It was pretty clear what they were talking about. If they were to close the tunnel leading to the outer caves, they would not only seal the break, but finish with us as well: on the other hand, all the pygmies (and there were plenty of them) floating about with us would have to be sacrificed. They were faced with the nasty point of whether it was worth it. Eventually, they decided it was not. Not so much, I think, from humanitarianism as from a fatalistic sense of defeat. I dont think they had much feeling of gratitude towards us for saving their pals – though that may be an injustice; but the idea that the pygmy world is doomed, and that they can do nothing to save it, has been growing of late, and, with it, the notion that whatever they do doesnt matter a great deal.

Anyhow, whatever the reason, they waited until we were about halfway up, and began shouting down to those with us; then they went away. Mahmud explained that the suggestion was that we should all get out together, and that the pygmies with us should stay and close the passage behind them in order to confine the water to the prison system.

And, to cut it short, thats what happened. We gave them a hand; the minute the tunnel was closed, they scampered off, and Mahmud with them. Weve scarcely seen one of them since. I think theyve gone north to the highest levels. Mahmud didnt think much of the Sun Bird idea, and held that the safest course was to keep with them. The rest of the prisoners scattered in groups, looking for ways out. We stuck together, trying to find the old Sun Bird; it seemed the best bet.

And when youd found her? Margaret asked.

The others were going downstream to find a way out.

Not you?

There was still something in the caves that I wanted more than my liberty – I was going to look for it.

She smiled up at him.

Darling.

After the interlude, she said, with a frown:

But Miguel – what happened to him?

He gave Smiths account of the fight. She shuddered.

Pool Miguel.

What? Mark exclaimed, looking down at the bandages on her hands. After that?

He was weak. He almost cried as he did it. Perhaps in different circumstances …

Mark stared speechlessly.

I dont understand, he managed at last.

Never mind, dear, I didnt expect it. Tell me whats happened to the others. Didnt you say there were three of them?

Theyve gone to cut up some mushrooms – theres not much food aboard for five. They ought to be back soon.

Mounted upon the Sun Birds instrument board was an electric clock. With the discovery that it was still going, the passage of time became suddenly more important. The recent mental habits became superseded by the old outlook. The clock stood for change and progress, its moving hands were a constant reminder of time wasted, things to be done and, more uncomfortably, things that now never could be done. Margaret stared at it with fascination and dislike. There had been points in favour of the timeless existence once one got used to it. To see the hands sliding irrevocably over the numbers, brushing them into the past, depressed her. There was much to be said for a permanent today which had no finished, inflexible yesterdays …

The hands had covered an hour before a hail called Mark from the cabin. She heard him shout an answering greeting, and felt the Sun Bird manoeuvred until her door was against the ramp. Mark came back with two tattered men, bearded like himself. Their large size crowded the little cabin.

Smith and Ed, he introduced. Wheres Gordon?

Comin along right behind us, said Smith.

He inquired how Margaret was feeling now, and made uncomplimentary references to Miguel.

Say, Im almost sorry Zickle got him. Id have liked to show him where he got off, myself.

Itll soon be all right, she assured him. It might have been worse. She thought with a shudder of the thin stone knife.

Smith looked down at her and shrugged his shoulders.

That must be the Christian spirit they used to tell me about at school. By God, if a guy had done tricks like that to me – He left the sentence unfinished, and turned to Mark. Wed best get the stuff aboard – no good wastin time.

The other two went outside and started to hand in slabs of mushroom head, which Smith stowed carefully in the stern.

Gordon came down the slope just as they were finishing. He held one hand behind his back; the other was empty. Beside him stalked a rusty-looking cat.

Whereve you been? Mark demanded. We were beginning to think youd got yourself into trouble – and, anyhow, you were supposed to be fetching mushrooms. Where are they?

Gordon shook his head.

I forgot them, he admitted. But look what I did get.

He brought the hand from behind his back and held out a shining globe, somewhat smaller than those which glowed in the cavern roof. The others came round him.

It took some time to get it off, he explained.

The cat left his side, and prowled towards the door of the Sun Bird. It disappeared within.

But whats the idea? Smith asked. Weve got electric light, and the batteries are not down yet, not by a long way.

Gordon regarded him pityingly.

You poor mutt, he said, slipping for once into the alien tongue. Dont you see what weve got? Cold light, man. No waste by heat, no power supply necessary, depreciation scarcely noticeable. Itll mean millions for all of us. Why, theres nothing we couldnt get for it, once weve analysed the stuff inside. Cold light; its been the dream of the world, like – like the universal solvent – and weve got it.

Smith grunted.

Maybe youre right, but we aint out of this yet. Come on. Stow it aboard. Weve got enough mushrooms, anyway.

They crammed into the little cabin. A gingery bundle of fur had curled itself up on Margarets lap.

Look, she said. Basts come back. Where did you find her?

Bast? Oh, that cat. I dont know. It came sniffing around while I was getting the lamp. When I came back, it came too.

I thought she was dead, poor thing.

You cant kill em, said Smith. African cats are made that way. Now, stow that light some place, Gordon, and well get goin.

He climbed to the roof, while Ed stepped on to the ramp, and loosed the moorings.

OK?

OK.

Ed gave a mighty heave, and scrambled aboard.

The Sun Bird slid out upon the cavern lake. Towards the middle she swung a little in the gentle current. She turned, drifting slowly towards the black hole in the wall. The beam of the searchlight sprang ahead. The sides of the passage closed upon her. The blue-white lamps of the cavern fell behind.
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LIGHT AHEAD. SMITHS voice came echoing back to the rest.

Almost too good to be true. So many hours of climbing through natural tunnels, narrow clefts, booming caves and up all but impossible chimneys had wearied them almost to hopelessness. Had it not been for the doggedness of the two Americans they would have given up long ago, and stayed to die in some corner of the labyrinth. It was chiefly Eds amazing strength which had brought them so far, for it was he who, by bracing back against one side, and hands and feet against the other, had managed to scale the perpendicular chimneys, and throw down a rope to the rest.

How long it was since they had left the Sun Bird rocking on the underground river, and started the climb, none of them knew. Two or three days, perhaps, but it had seemed a short lifetime. There had been disappointments, dead-ends, retracing of steps and fresh starts. They had been confronted with cracks too narrow for passage, walls too smooth to be climbed, caves from which the only outlet was a split in the roof. Margaret, still weak at the start, had soon become exhausted. Mark had helped her until his strength gave out and Ed came to the rescue. The calm patience of the two Americans amazed them. Again and again they turned back from dead-ends without bitterness or the futility of anger, and sought another route. If they felt any despondency, not a trace of it was allowed to show, and their confidence buoyed up the rest.

Except when Ed performed his prodigies of climbing, Smith was in the lead. The Sun Birds searchlight was hung against his chest, and a battery mounted on his back; next came Ed, carrying Margaret, then Gordon, adding to the illumination with his globe, while Mark, with another lamp and a smaller battery, brought up the rear. Each had started with a pack of food in the form of mushroom slabs, but these had now dwindled to a quarter of their original size, and what remained was dry and leathery.

Smiths call put fresh life into them all. Mark forgot that his feet, on which the boots were coming to pieces, were swollen with great blisters, and hurried on till he was close behind Gordon.

Daylight? he called.

Sure, sunlight, shouted Smith.

They emerged from a crevice on to a narrow ledge. The sun was about to set behind a line of rugged mountains. It was some time before anyone spoke.

Gees, said Ed, at last, as he lowered Margaret, aint that just glorious? There aint no sweller sight in the whole of Gods world – an I reckoned I wasnt never gonna see it no more. Yeh, weve sure been missing somethin down there.

Mark crossed to Margaret. He put his arm round her.

You mustnt cry, darling. Its all over now.

I know, she managed. Thats why Im crying. Its so lovely and Im so glad. Oh, Mark … She lifted her bandaged hands and put her arms about his neck.

Gordon laid his light globe down carefully and turned to observe the sunset with the air of one witnessing an interesting, and slightly unusual phenomenon.

Well, what do we do now? he asked in a practical tone as the last arc sank from view.

Sleep, Smith told him promptly.

Youve said it, Ed agreed.

What we got to do is get goin as soon as maybe, Smith observed through a mouthful of shrivelled and unappetizing mushroom. There aint no tellin when the next breakll come, nor how big its goin to be. If we aim to get the rest out, weve got to move right now. Heres my idea. He turned to Gordon. You speak a bit of Arabic, dont you? Gordon nodded. Well, you and Mark get along to the nearest village, find out where we are and get hold of something to ride – dont matter what, camels, horses, mules – and get some of those Arab duds, burnouses, or whatever they call em, for Ed an me. We three wait here for you, and then we all cut off together for civilization. Hows that?

Gordon demurred.

Why dont you go? Youre both about twice our size, and size tells with Arabs.

Two good reasons. One is that we only know about two words of the lingo, but you know it well, and Marks got money which is a good substitute for lingo any place. And the other is these duds. He indicated the shreds of his uniform. Wed run into a goumier like as not, and thatd be that.

Whats a goumier? Margaret asked.

Kinda native cop they run to in these parts. He gets twenty-five francs if he brings in a Legion deserter, dead or alive – and a dead mans less trouble.

But you arent deserters.

No, but whos goin to believe that till they know about the pygmies? Its no fun bein found innocent if youve been bumped off first. Whats more, it seems to me were goin to save a hell of a lot of trouble and argument if we desert right now. What say? He looked questioningly at Ed.

Suits me.

And after that? Mark asked.

We make for some place where we can get white mans pants. Then, when were all swell and classy, we spill the beans about the pygmies – and, believe me, well have to do a mighty lot of persuading.

But weve got proof, Gordon pointed to his globe.

An well need it. Well, what about my proposition? You guys willin?

Yes, Mark agreed, but where are we going to find a village?

Smith looked down from the ledge into the rocky valley. He pointed to a small, muddy stream which meandered along the dusty bottom.

See that? Im willin to bet its someones water supply. They like it that way round here. Just you follow downstream, and youll find a village pretty soon.

Right you are. So long, and look after Margaret.

And look after the lamp, added Gordon. Dont let that damned cat get anywhere near it.

The three left on the ledge watched them climb down and turn to the north.

They wont be in danger? Youre sure? Margaret asked Ed.

Betcha life, he replied with an assurance which sounded more nearly absolute than he expected.

A week later a party which had come into Algiers the previous day by the line from Jelfa sat round a café table. They attracted a certain amount of unwelcome interest by their curious appearance. For one thing, they were accompanied by a desert cat of unattractive, even repulsive, aspect; for another, the girls hands were heavily wrapped in bandages, but most remarkable was the complexion of one of her three male companions. The forehead and the upper part of his face was badly sunburned to a vivid, angry red, while the rest was of a startling white, as though a beard might recently have been removed. He addressed the other two, who wore beards neatly trimmed and pointed.

I wish to Heaven Id had the sense to keep on my beard. I feel like a circus clown.

Margaret laughed.

Never mind, dear, I like you better without it – and your face will soon even up.

Smith knocked back his fourth brandy that morning with great appreciation.

Thats what I call a white mans drink. He ordered another, and looked up the street.

Where the hells Gordon? You ought to be gettin along.

Hes gone to get a case for that precious globe of his – he said it might take him half an hour or so.

Well, hes late already. Smith paused, and a worried frown came over his face. Youre sure youve got this right? he said. You three go and lay the information, but you dont say anything about Ed an me. Were the absolute last shot in the locker. If you cant convince em any other way at all, you can bring us into it, an well try.

I dont see what they could do even if they found out who you are, said Margaret. After all, the term of service in the Legion is only five years, and thats up long ago.

If they chalked us up as deserters it aint over, you betcha sweet life, Ed replied. Not by a million miles. And theyre just crazy over deserters.

There he is, said Mark suddenly.

Gordon was hurrying along the crowded footpath towards them. He looked hot, moreover, his face suffered from the same varie-colouring as afflicted Marks. In one hand he clutched a clumsy, cubical leather box, and in the other, a newspaper which he waved at them.

Whats the rush? Smith inquired, as he came up to the table. Seein youre a half-hour late right now, why bother?

Look at this, Gordon panted, throwing the paper on to the table, and dropping into a chair.

Good God! Mark had caught sight of a headline. The four craned over to read:

MYSTERY OF THE NEW SEA

and underneath, a lesser caption:

LEVEL SINKS 24 CMS IN ONE NIGHT

Whats that? said Ed.

Bout nine or ten inches, muttered Mark, reading ahead.

The New Sea, which has on several occasions failed to show the expected rate of progress, sprang a new surprise on the experts last night. The engineers in charge of the work were hurriedly summoned from their beds soon after retiring for the night. Upon arrival at the observation station they quickly discovered that the level of the New Sea was dropping rapidly. It was amazing, said M. Radier, who is in command of the Qabés works, when interviewed by our correspondent. We have never experienced anything like it before. The level continued to show its usual rise until ten oclock, and then began to fall. The men left in charge became alarmed, and summoned us to the scene. We at once verified their observations with the gravest concern. The fall continued throughout the night although all the pumps are at work as usual. This morning it had dropped by 23.832 centimetres, at which figure it remains. It is a very serious thing for us, meaning as it does a loss of many weeks of work. Asked if he could offer any reason, M. Radier replied: No. It is inexplicable. At the suggestion that the same thing might happen again, he shrugged his shoulders. It is impossible to say until we know more, he declared.

Another responsible official, M. Pont, when interviewed, replied: The fall must have been caused by a sudden subsidence of the sea bottom. Asked if this was usual, he said: No, but it does not surprise me. The earth is as full of holes as a sponge. Our interviewer then suggested that so great a volume of water might cause danger, should it reach the internal fires. M. Pont smiled as he replied: You need have no fear of that; if it had reached the internal fires, I should not be talking to you now.

There was a great deal more, chiefly repetitive. The four read it through, and looked up at one another. Smith took a drink of brandy, and lit a cigarette with care.

Poor devils, he said. I guess thats that.

Mark nodded. Ten inches of water over that vast area represented an unthinkable number of gallons. Yes, it was the end. The big break had come. There would be no rescues from the pygmy caves now.

I wonder if any of them got out? Margaret said.

A few, Gordon thought; probably quite a number of the prisoners had been lucky enough to climb shafts here and there, but the pygmies, no …

Well, said Ed, and there was a note of relief in his voice. That lets us out. Theres no good spinnin the yarn now, and I dont mind tellin you folks that Im gonna be a lot easier in the mind when Im out of French territory.

Me, too, Smith agreed, but where are we goin?

London, of course, said Gordon. Do you mean to tell me that youve forgotten that you are to be members of the board of the Cold Light Company Limited?

Margaret looked round the group.

Yes, London, she agreed. But theres something much more important than the Cold Light Company. Youre going to attend a wedding.

Smith tossed down the last of his brandy.

Free drinks? he inquired.

Oceans of them.

He rose, and dragged Ed with him.

Good news, sister. Lead us to London.


Foul Play Suspected (1935)
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First published at the end of October 1935, this novel is set in the modern-day. Phyllida Shiffer arrives back in England after the death of her husband and heads to the South Downs — Wyndham had attended the Bedales School in Petersfield, Hampshire, so he knew the area very well. There she discovers that her father, Professor Woodridge, is nowhere to be found; he left town four months ago, having dismissed the staff and telling them he was leaving for a prolonged holiday. With her cousin and a former admirer she tries to find out what has happened to him and they discover that he has vanished. Then a murder is committed and Inspector Jordan arrives on the scene to find the murderer…

Critical reviews of the time are few and far between for this novel. One noted that The ingredients of the plot have been used before, but the manner of their presentation has novelty. The vanishing tricks of Professor Woodridge and his immediate entourage are deft conjuring and Ferris Draymond makes a good picture, sitting as it were in the middle of his web and spinning sticky ends. Perhaps this lack of a critical audience goes some way to explaining why the two further novels featuring Detective Inspector Jordon, Murder Means Murder and Death upon Death, remain unpublished to this day.

With hindsight twenty-first century reviewers called the book a good example of a Golden Age mystery, praising it for the asides regarding arms manufacturers and the threat of war.
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The first edition
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Chapter I. Phyllida Comes Home
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A LARGE CAR, much battered and repainted in the course of a long and useful life, valiantly set about grinding its way up the slope of the South Downs. The driver eyed the road ahead with misgiving and listened uneasily to his stertorous engine. The old hack was still good enough for running round on the level, but she was getting past mountaineering; it was quite certain that she would never make the top.

His passenger picked up the speaking-tube and a sudden blast of air took him in the ear. He frowned; years of experience had not yet inured him to this method of opening communication; nevertheless, he leaned obediently closer to the diminutive trumpet.

Straight on through the village, and its the next turning to the right — about half a mile beyond the church, said a voice.

He nodded thankfully. They ought to be able to get that far.

Phyllida Shiffer hung up the tube and leaned back against the worn leather of the lumpy cushions. Her fingers fiddled unconsciously and impatiently with the leather strap of her handbag. The sense of apprehension which had been growing fast in the last few days had become acute, and now that the driver needed no further directions, it rushed to fill her mind.

For all the three years and a few weeks which had passed since she last saw this countryside she had longed to see it again, and now that it was all about her, she could scarcely notice it. Her thoughts would dwell only on her urgent desire to know what had been happening at home.

A week ago she had not felt like that. Her anxiety had not sharpened to its present keenness and, moreover, she had been uplifted by a sense of merciful escape from a fate which might have held her for life. She had been more interested in the effect on herself of her homecoming than in what she would find. She had pictured three years stripping and clothing the downland country in placid, uneventful rotation while she was away in India. Only so many months, really — thirty-nine of them, to be exact — but what a deceptive way to measure time; mechanical, mere circuits of the moon, and not accurate at that, suitable for machines, but not for human beings. To her that period was either a lifetime or a nights bad dream, as her mood alternated. One moment she was a woman whose life had been spoiled, who could never recapture a simple vanished faith in men and motives; another, she was Phyllida Woodridge again, and Phyllida Shiffers existence no more than an unpleasant fantasy. That was the mood she hoped to hold: Phyllida Woodridge taking up life again where she had left it. But at that, anxiety flooded in again. What had been happening in this interval? Would it really be possible to settle down again as if Ronald Shiffer had never existed? Above all, why had her father not written for so long?

The long gap in their correspondence was not unique. Professor Woodridge, at best an erratic and indifferent letter-writer, was apt when engaged upon work of particular interest to forget the outer world altogether; or it might be better put that time slipped away without his cognizance, so that were the question put to him, When did you last write to your daughter? he would reply, Oh, a week ago, omitting several intervening months with perfect good faith. Phyllida, therefore, had at first taken the cessation of letters as the result of preoccupation. Not until a cable announcing her intention of returning home failed to extract a reply had she felt any anxiety. When a second cable, sent on the assumption that the first had miscarried, remained similarly unacknowledged, her misgivings increased. Surely no father, however absentminded, could have neglected both through sheer forgetfulness. Several radiograms from the boat had proved no more fruitful than had even the final announcement of her time of arrival at Newhaven from Dieppe. Yet, until the last she had hoped to find him waiting for her on the quay.

She had waited there awhile, unhappily forlorn, trying to deceive herself that any moment would see him arrive, breathless and repentantly affectionate; but it had been a flimsy pretense. Before long, she and her possessions had been in this hired car, traveling through Sussex toward West Heading.

She reproached herself with not having radioed long ago to Mr. Drawford, his solicitor, or her Aunt Malvina, or her Cousin Derek, but she had been held back by her fathers dislike of interference. Moreover, had his silence been due to illness, one of the three would have let her know long before this. There was just a possibility that he might have gone away, have taken one of his periodical trips to Germany; but even so, her messages should have been forwarded.

The car chugged its way up the village street of West Heading and started on the steeper slope of the Downs. Phyllida leaned forward, ready to check the driver if he should miss the turning. But it was unnecessary. Only too thankful to be rid of the hill, he steered into the drive without hesitation. The car swept forward with a new energy, its wheels plowing through a mush of lately fallen leaves. For fifty yards or so it traveled through a dankly odorous tunnel roofed with leaves yet to fall until it emerged on the wider sweep before the house. With a crunching of pebbles it drew up at the front door.

The driver allowed himself a few moments disapproving contemplation of the scene before turning to her. The garden wore a tousled, unkempt appearance; nature, free for a while, had plunged with abandon into slovenly habits, seemingly intent upon wiping out all signs of earlier gentility. Already ambitious growths had trespassed well beyond their beds. Weedy pioneers had set up vigorous colonies in the gravel. A green, greasy film had spread itself over the front steps.

The driver was a man of intuition.

Dont look like there was anyone ere, miss. Youre sure this is the right place? he said, looking up dubiously at the house itself.

The Grange, even when cared for, was an unattractive mansion; deserted, its windows dirty and the blinds behind them drawn down, it became repellent. Among neighbors in the more polite suburbs of a manufacturing town it might have escaped comment, but set solitary in the country it demanded notice. It had an air of seeming oppressed by its own misplacement, and forever stared gloomily beneath supercilious gables across the pleasant countryside. The well-intentioned efforts of its builders to cheer it up by ornamental ridge tiles, wavy-edged barge-boards and an ingenious, crossword-like patterning of blue bricks among the red had been utterly wasted. It remained determinedly melancholy.

Gorn away. Thats what it is, was the chauffeurs considered opinion.

Phyllida nodded. The sight of the drawn blinds had given her a sudden pang of alarm. Certainly the house bore every sign of desertion, but she had to be sure. She jumped from the car and ran up the steps to press the bell-push. Far back in the house she could hear the bell itself clatter with an aggressive resonance, echoing so emptily that she scarcely hoped for any result. The front door was firmly bolted, and she turned back to the driver.

Wait here a minute. The back may be open.

But it was not. She looked up at the blank windows with a puzzled frown, and then walked slowly back along the neglected path.

Looks as ow it might ave been shut up for quite a bit, them windows is that dirty, the driver greeted her, discouragingly, on her return to the drive.

She picked her way across a flower-bed beneath one of the windows. The blind had not been pulled quite to the bottom, and through the chink she was able dimly to make out the dust-sheeted shapes of furniture. Some of her alarm gave way to puzzlement. Evidently the house had been shut up with a view to a long absence. But why had she heard nothing of it? Her gaze traveled involuntarily toward the new laboratory wing added by her Cousin Derek. It was impossible to imagine her father parted for long from his work, yet the house would not be closed so thoroughly for a few weeks absence. Moreover, the driver was right, it had not been a recent departure. A movement behind her attracted her attention. He was wondering what to do next. Of course, she must decide that now. Her plans had extended no farther than an intention to get home. She must find out what had happened.

Well put my luggage in one of the outhouses, she said. It ought to be safe there.

But the outhouses, like the main buildings, proved to be locked.

Then well have to open one of them. The garage will be the handiest.

The driver demurred. The situation was outside his experience. Opening a garage on strange premises seemed to him uncomfortably close to housebreaking — besides, how was he to know that the young lady had any right to be here, let alone to be forcing an entrance? Phyllida grew irritable; his stupid over-conscientiousness, coming on top of her other troubles, began to exasperate her.

But whats wrong with my opening an empty garage and putting my things in there? she demanded. It isnt as though I were going to take anything out — though I should have a perfect right to if I wanted.

Maybe, but how do I know its empty? he objected. How do you, for the matter of that?

Phyllida repressed an urgent desire to shake him.

Now, look here. Ive told you that Professor Woodridge, who lives here, is my father. Of course I can open the garage if I want to.

Ah! But e aint living ere, by the look of it, the man objected, not without reason. Besides, it dont say Woodridge on yer bags; it says Shiffer.

Of course it does. Thats my married name.

Ah! repeated the driver, noncommittally.

Phyllida considered silently for a moment.

Look here, she began again. Anyone down in the village will tell you who I am. If we put the luggage in the garage, then you can drive me down there and get me identified. Come along now. We can go to the policeman if you like, she added, seeing that he still hesitated.

The man scratched his head. He still considered it fishy and he didnt like it, but the last suggestion disposed of any objections he could think of at the moment.

All right, miss — er — mum, he consented grudgingly.

The tool-box yielded a serviceable-looking tire lever, but his first attack with it did no more than to remove a part of the weather board which guarded the joint of the two doors. He looked at the splintered wood gloomily. Almost visibly his mind registered the phrase, Damage to property.

Oh, go on! Phyllida said impatiently.

In the ensuing period of activity his knuckles were barked and the tire lever seriously bent, but, at last, the lock tore free of its bolts and clattered on the concrete floor inside. The driver swung open the door and poked in an inquisitive head.

You said as it was empty, he remarked, as he withdrew and turned an accusing look on her.

Well, isnt it?

It aint. Car in there, all covered up.

Phyllida was surprised; she had taken for granted that wherever he had gone, her father would have taken the car.

Well, anyhow, its open now, so lets put the things in, she suggested briskly.

The man obeyed almost without taking his eyes off her. He seemed to fear that she might vanish and leave him unsupported in this ambiguous situation. He was relieved to find that when the two large trunks and a pile of miscellaneous cases had been stacked neatly in a corner she was ready to re-enter his car without protest.

The policemans cottage is on the left as you go into the village, she told him with a slight smile. We had better go there first and clear your conscience.

But it transpired that Constable Green was away from home.

 Ad to go and give evidence about that Alf Rose what theyve caught poachin again— e always makes a ole day of it, his wife explained, after greeting Phyllida.

Oh, I see. In that case, Mrs. Green, perhaps youd be kind enough to tell this young man who I am. I think hes got an idea that Im an adventuress who wants to burgle the Grange.

Mrs. Green gave the driver a look of cold disapproval which caused him to shift uncomfortably.

 Ave you been annoying this young lady? she began aggressively.

Wot, me? No, I only said—

But the policemans wife swept his words aside. In a short time he was regretting that he had ever required this identification and feeling that his very suspicion of Phyllida was verging upon a misdemeanor. Her conclusion left him in a state of humble apology.

 — but you see ow it was, miss? he explained.

Yes, of course. Actually, you were quite right to be careful. Now how much do I owe you? Phyllida asked.

As he drove away, she turned back to the policemans wife. Her expression was serious and worried.

Mrs. Green, how long has my father been away? When I was up at the house just now I found it all shut up — and it looked as if it had been empty a long time.

There now, and do you mean to say that e never let you know? But isnt that just like him? E always was a forgetful one, was Mr. Woodridge. Time and again Ive said to Mr. Green,  Arry, Ive said, theres Mr. Woodridges car outside the post-office again; you better go up to the Grange and tell im. And when e got there, ed find that Mr. Woodridge ad just walked ome and forgotten all about the car. Terrible absentminded, e is, beggin your pardon.

Phyllida repressed Mrs. Greens tendency to rattle on by firmly repeating her question, and the lady knitted her brows in memorial effort.

Let me see now, when was it that e went? Somewhere about the time Lucy Drake was avin er second. Thatd be the middle of June, like. I couldnt say as to the exact day. You see, e never told anyone as e was going — and I avent eard as anyone saw im acksherly go, as you might say. But I do know it was just about then.

The middle of June? Phyllida stared at her. But thats nearly four months ago. Youre sure it was then?

Yes, Miss Phyllida. I remember Mrs. Church couldnt go and clean up at the Grange just then on account of Lucy aving er trouble, and when it was all over the Grange was shut up and Mr. Woodridge gone away. Yes, gettin on for four months, Lucys second is now: time do fly, miss — I should say, mum.

And youve heard nothing of him since then?

Not a word. Mrs. Green shook her head emphatically.

And you really cant tell me for sure which day he left?

No, Miss Phyllida, that I cant — not for sure.

But surely somebody knows. Mrs. Church, for instance, he must have told her.

Mrs. Green looked doubtful. In view of Mrs. Churchs well-known incapacity for keeping any piece of information, however trivial, to herself, she considered it very unlikely. Nevertheless, decided Phyllida, Mrs. Church must be interviewed.

But the charwoman proved quite unable to give any more details. One day was much like another to her, it seemed, with the exception of Sundays and paydays. But reference to that local fixed date, Lucys trouble, enabled her to agree with Mrs. Green that it was about the middle of June. It had been while she was looking after Lucy that she had received an envelope containing her wages to date and a note to say that her services would not be required for some time as Mr. Woodridge was about to take a prolonged holiday.

It was Mr. Tiller brought it down, she added.  Im and that wife of is ave been up there since the Robertses left.

Phyllida nodded absently. She remembered hearing from her father of changes in his domestic staff some eighteen months ago.

And you havent seen him since? she asked.

 Avent seen none of them, Mrs. Church declared.

There seemed no more to be learned from the charwoman, and Phyllida felt that it was due only to the coincidence of Lucys reproductive activities that this minimum was ascertainable. She gave orders that certain of the rooms in the Grange should be made habitable by the following night, paid Mrs. Church a small sum in advance and set out for the post-office as a possible further source of information.

As she entered the small shop and encountered its assortment of musty odors, dominated as ever by the scent of paraffin, a round, red face wearing a walrus mustache popped up and framed itself between rows of hanging brushes and jars of sticky-looking sweets.

Well, if it isnt Miss Phyllida? remarked its owner in a hearty voice.

Good afternoon, Mr. Greaves, she answered, and began her inquiries hopefully. But a very few questions were enough to reveal that he could give little more help than the policemans wife or the charwoman. He agreed that Mr. Woodridge must have left about the middle of June, but he was equally unable to fix the exact day.

But what about his letters? she asked. Surely he must have left an address for forwarding them?

No. He didnt leave an address. The shopkeeper looked at her doubtfully. Strictly speaking, I oughtnt to tell you, but I did get a letter later on, asking me to forward any letters — near the end of June, that would be.

May I see it? she asked.

Well, I dont see as theres any harm in your knowing—

He reached a cardboard file from under the counter and began to search it industriously. At length he smoothed it open with the palm of a large hand and reversed it so that she might read.

Thats it, miss, and thats all I know about it.

At the top of the sheet Phyllida read a typewritten address—112a Tolley St., Paddington, N.W., and the date, 28th June. Two more lines of type instructed Mr. Greaves to forward all letters to the above address until further notice, and then followed the signature, Henry Woodridge.

I see, Phyllida nodded. And there has been nothing further since then?

Not a word, miss. Ive just sent everything along there as he said.

She thanked him and left the shop. She walked back up the village street, returning the greetings of the inhabitants with an absentminded smile. Nevertheless, their welcomes did something to lighten the depression which the sight of the empty Grange had induced. She was pleased that most of them addressed her as Miss or Miss Phyllida. Three years ago, from her newly-married status, she would not have cared for it — now, she was glad: it helped to deaden the memory of the time in between.

Once clear of the village, and toiling back up the hill, she was able to give her whole mind to the immediate problem. Evidently there was nothing more to be learned in West Heading. The next step seemed to be to follow the only clue to Tolley St., Paddington.

Back in the garage she pulled aside the sheet which covered the car. To her relief she found that the tank had been left undrained and the engine could be started with little trouble. With a small, shiny traveling case of necessities beside her and the rest of her luggage left to the care of providence in the unlocked garage, she drove back through the village and took the London road.


Chapter II. First Inquiries
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BARRY LONG STARED at a page before him and muttered malevolently. Without consciousness he lit a cigarette and inhaled. He ran his hands through a clump of wirily perverse hair and scratched the scalp beneath. In fact, he displayed his usual symptoms of thwarted literary composition.

Blast it, he growled resentfully. What the devil was wrong with it? In the firm tones of one determined to rout vacillation, he began to read aloud:

Joyclad Underwear

The trim daintiness of Joyclad is created essentially for the modern woman who demands fashion with comfort. The idea of shapeless undies repels her. She insists on warmth, but no less does she demand fashions line….

The figure in the easy-chair beside the fire stirred restively.

Rot! it said. She does not insist on warmth, nor does she demand comfort.

Well, according to the Joyclad people, she ought to, Barry responded. Besides, my job is to please the manufacturers, not the buyers — dont be so thickheaded.

He continued to read:

She knows that to be Joyclad is to have both. Joyclad caresses the body…

He stopped abruptly. Thoughtfully he picked up his pen, scratched out the word body and substituted figure. A silly slip: axiomatically advertisement readers did not possess anything as earthy as a body. And caresses…a bit daring, suggestive…might get away with it in the classy papers, but…He sought among the scatter of papers and found a penciled list:



	
caress


	
enfold





	
cherish


	
enshrine





	
clasp


	
embrace





	
cleave to 


	
fondle





	
cling to 


	
hug





	
cuddle


	
nestle to






No. An interval of profound reflection determined that it would have to be caresses. A pity. Enshrines the body — er — figure would have been pretty good and original, but…

And what about trim daintiness? Mightnt dainty trimness read better?

He sighed. The copy showed signs, as copy will, of running to irreducible lengths. Nothing about health yet, and the Joyclad people were hot on health. And the awful phrase which they complacently called a slogan: To be Joyclad is a Joy (probably the inspired adage of a directors daughter), that must be brought in somewhere. And there would be trouble with the layout people, as usual. How they hated Underwear in the heading — it took up too much room and threw out the balance; furthermore, it sounded frowsty. But the Joyclad people were dead-set on it. It might be cut to undies in the copy, but there must be dignity in the heading. Yes, by some inconceivable mental process the directors had found that the word underwear was dignified. Now, where was he? Oh, yes…

Joyclad caresses the figure; knowledge of its chic soothes the mind. Perfect poise…

For Gods sake! protested the voice from the chair. Have you got to recite that drivel?

Barry remained unperturbed.

All right, youll be rid of me soon. Got to go out. I say, how about enraptures instead of soothes?

Derek Jameson, present occupant of the fireside chair, sat up.

Look here, he began coldly, this stuff may be bread and butter to you, but its damn near prussic acid to me. Why cant you go and get yourself a decent, moral, respectable job — or at least hide your present one under a bushel?

Barry raised a pained face.

My dear chap, Advertising is an Honorable Profession — oil on the wheels of commerce, and all that.

Well, you might at least keep your oil-cans in the workshop.

Youre wrong. Barry shook a reproachful head. We must always be studying the psychology of appeal — in the street, in the home. You, Derek, represent the home. You are a potential customer….

I do not want my figure caressed, and you are not enrapturing my mind.

But if there were a woman here…

But there isnt, so try a shirt advertisement. That couldnt be quite as fatuous.

Fatuous! Barrys brow clouded momentarily, but he soon rallied. He looked at the other thoughtfully. Well, talking about shirts, I can see you havent changed to Soapydol.

Now, look here…

But a prolonged ringing of the flats front doorbell cut Derek short. He rose.

Thatll be one of your pals re-discovering that free Beer is Best, he suggested as he left the room.

Barry picked up his pen and held it in pensive hesitation over the word soothes. A pleasant voice at the door interrupted him by saying:

Hullo, Barry.

He jumped up, staring. The blood rose in a fierce flush to his face and then drained away, leaving it paler than usual. An immense time seemed to pass before he spoke. When he did say her name, it was in an unsteady voice.

Phyl!

He recovered himself sufficiently to study her face intently, looking for changes in it, and he found them. No marks, no lines, nothing definable, but an indivisible factor which had somehow given it maturity and greater understanding. She was smiling slightly, a trifle nervously, perhaps. Her eyes rested on him in a friendly fashion — yes, he looked more deeply into them, just friendly, holding nothing of the look which he had last seen in them. They held his own steadily and calmly unkindled; their level gaze seemed a statement of policy, of intentions — or, should it be, of no intentions? Quite suddenly the tension which had held him relaxed. Normality came flowing back. He knew that a problem which, despite its seclusion in the far recesses of his mind, had been gnawing away, maggot-like, was scotched. The question which he had so rigorously repressed as never to have examined its detailed structure suddenly ceased to be. He smiled back into Phyllidas eyes and took her outstretched hand.

Derek came strolling back into the room with the air of one who has allowed a decent interval to elapse.

Well, well, well! A bolt from the blue, he said.

May I suggest an angel from the blue as a more tactful expression? Barry offered.

Derek shrugged.

Gallant — if a little hackneyed. I say, Phyl, isnt there some old saw about cousins may kiss?

She laughed and kissed him lightly on the cheek.

A rather distant cousin, he commented, regretfully.

He helped her off with her hat and coat and dropped them on the divan while Barry dragged the largest and most comfortable armchair nearer to the fire.

Thank you, Barry.

She sat down on its forward edge, holding her hands out to the flames, a slight figure against the cavernous leathern depths of the chair. For some moments none of the three spoke. An awkward sense of restraint suddenly invaded the room. They watched her as she gazed into the fire, noticing afresh her profile and the way her short, dark red hair fell in a rippled curtain half across her cheek as she leaned forward; seeing in her shadowed eyes quick darting reflections of the flames. It occurred to Barry, looking at the slender form in its close green dress, that, after all, dainty trimness and trim daintiness meant much the same thing.

But for one thing the hands of the clock might have been spun back through the circles of three years — but for one thing: a plain platinum ring which caught the firelight in dull gleams; a narrow thread of metal, but heavy with significance. Yes, an evening in the old days — but for the ring.

Phyllida turned her head. Without meeting their eyes her gaze roamed round the room. They saw her take in the ranks of books, linger on the ever-fresh beauty of the two Van Gogh prints, sweep past the desk with its untidy litter of underwear rhapsodies, pause a thoughtful moment on the divan and return to the fire. Still their eyes did not meet.

The same cozy old room — I always liked it.

There was an odd, uncertain quality in her voice. But there is one difference. She was looking at the mantelpiece.

Yes. We put it away, Phyl. At least, I put it away. It — it— Barry lapsed into awkward silence.

She nodded slowly, with a faraway look in her eyes. He had an impulse to fetch her photograph from the drawer where it was hidden, but he resisted it. Instead, he fell to wondering why she had arrived thus, suddenly and unannounced. She should have been in India with that husband of hers.

Derek took it upon himself to stir up a rapidly clotting situation.

Now, Phyl, tell us all about it. Firstly, what the dickens do you mean by bursting in on us like this? Its not fair; no band, no flags, not even a postcard. And you know we would gladly have fatted a calf. How are you? Hows Ronald? Hows everything?

Ronald? She looked at him curiously. Oh, of course, you couldnt have heard. Ronald is dead, Derek.

They both looked at her stupidly.

Dead? Derek repeated.

More than two months ago. Her voice was calm, unemotional.

Barry abruptly realized what was due.

My dear, Im so sorry…. You see, we didnt know.

She had been looking into the fire again, but now she turned and faced him.

Thats not honest, Barry. You detested him. Remember, you once told me what you thought of him.

Please, Phyl…. I ought never to have said those things. I — I just lost control of myself and they all came out. Its been hell remembering it ever since.

She shook her head slowly.

They were true, Barry.

He made no reply to that. He knew he had told her the truth — the very unpleasant truth. Not nice to remember. Pouring it all out on the mans intended wife…. A kind of cold-blooded brutality…. He had wanted to hurt her just then.

Yes, they were true, she repeated. I found it out later — too late. I thought at the time — oh, well, I told you what I thought. But just then I didnt care what happened. Even if I had believed you, it would have made no difference….

She broke off, changing the subject swiftly. With a rush of contrition she returned to the problem which had been haunting her all day.

I cabled to Daddy, of course. I thought he would tell you.

Not a word, Derek assured her. Hes in one of his silent spells again. Havent heard from or of him for months.

Nor has anyone else, Derek. Hes disappeared, vanished.

Her cousin caught her tone and looked at her anxiously.

What do you mean, Phyl? Is there something wrong?

There seems to be something very much wrong. Nobody has seen a sign of him since the middle of June. I hoped you might be able to tell me something about him. Youve heard nothing at all?

Not a thing since I saw him last. That must have been, let me see, nearly the end of April. You mean that he left the Grange in June?

Apparently. And thats about all Ive been able to find out.

But I dont understand, Phyl. People dont disappear suddenly and completely like that — not people like Uncle Henry. Do you mean he just walked out of the house and hasnt been heard of since?

No. The house is all shut up and — look here, Id better tell you it all from the beginning.

Barry broke in.

Tell it all to him, Phyl, and he can hand it on to me. Im afraid Ill have to go out for a bit.

Oh, Barry. Must you?

Cant help it. Got to address a lot of youths on Truth in Advertising — God help me — the things due for nine oclock, and Ill be late as it is.

Oh, put it off, damn it. Leave the lads with pure minds for a bit longer, said Derek.

Wish I could, but its one of a series — the whole thing will be thrown out if I cut it. By the way, any luck today, Derek?

Not an ounce…. Nobody wants architects any longer; they all employ engineers and jobbing builders, blast them.

Thats tough. Im sorry. Look here, Ill be back in an hour and a half.

I shall have to go before that, Phyllida said. Ive got to drive all the way home.

Barry paused in the act of struggling with his coat.

Rot. You cant go all the way down there tonight. We can put you up here — cant we, Derek? Whole spare bedroom.

No, really, I—

Nonsense. Look here, I simply must go now. You shove a little sense into her, Derek. Absolute foolery. Hold her by force if necessary.

He grabbed his hat and shot out of the door. They heard him go bounding down the stairs in a series of thunderous leaps.

Derek gave Phyllida a cigarette and took one himself. When they were both lighted, he went on:

Now, Phyl, what is all this? Tell me about it.

Its simply this. Daddys gone, vanished, and absolutely no one can tell me where hes gone. He may be anywhere. Ill tell you exactly as much as I know. After Ronald died I sent him a cable telling him about it, and saying that I should be sailing for home as soon as I could get everything settled….

He listened patiently while she gave in detail an account of her unacknowledged messages and her subsequent discoveries at West Heading.

After that, she went on, the best thing to do seemed to be to follow up the only clue I had. Tolley Street turned out to be an awful place in the slums near Paddington station, and number 112a was one of those shops which sell cigarettes and racing papers and have a lot of nasty-looking magazines in the window. I didnt like the look of it at all, but I went in. There was a horrible fat creature behind the counter who looked at me queerly when I asked if she knew anything of Daddy.

 We dont give no addresses, even if we ad them, she told me, and she pointed to a card which said, Letters may be addressed here. She added that some folks wants to do a bit of business private-like.

 But I must find out where Professor Woodridge is — hes my father, I said to her.

She seemed to think that was very funny and began to laugh. It was nasty, because she shook all over like a sloppy blancmange.

 Thats good, that is, she said, but she didnt explain why. Anyow, she added,  e asnt been ere for is letters for more than a couple of months now. And she showed me a bundle of letters with some telegrams among them.

Well, that really finished it. And as nobody had called for the letters, it explained why I had had no answers, but it didnt tell me any more about what had happened to Daddy. So then I went to Aunt Malvinas in Kensington.

And she knows nothing about him? Derek broke in.

Nothing. But then, I had hardly expected that she would. You know how they avoid one another as a rule and always quarrel whenever they do meet. She wasnt very pleased to see me, and only politely puzzled over Daddy, as though she expected him to be unaccountable, anyway. However, she couldnt very well turn me out, so I spent the night there.

She went on to recount the events of the current day. The first had been a visit to Mr. Drawford, the family solicitor, known to her since infancy as Uncle Miles.

But it wasnt any good, she went on. Hes just as puzzled about it all as I am. He saw him last in March, and heard from him in June, but none of his letters since then have been answered. He hadnt even heard that the house was shut up.

Then he hasnt tried to let it?

Not through Uncle Miles, certainly. Not at all, I think. There were no boards up.

But isnt it rather odd that old Drawford didnt make some inquiries when his letters werent answered?

Not really. You see, there was nothing of vital importance. He says he did think once or twice of going down there, but you know what Daddys like when he gets wrapped up in a piece of work — just hopeless, besides being very rude to people who interrupt him. So Uncle Miles decided that he was probably deep in something and had better be left alone. And we can hardly blame him for that. The only thing he could suggest at the moment was that we should go and see if Daddys bank knew anything. So we did.

The manager, Mr. Fisk, was awfully nice and sympathetic about it, but actually he couldnt help a bit. He hadnt heard from him since June, either, And the last letter he had had was to say that he was shutting up the Grange for a time and he would like the bank to store his silver. A few days later a box arrived and they sent off the receipt for it. Since then theyve heard nothing at all.

But hasnt he drawn any checks? Derek asked.

No, that makes it all the queerer. I asked about that because I thought it might at least give us some idea of what district he was in, but it wasnt any good.

Then theres nothing to show whether hes in England or abroad, even?

No. He may be anywhere.

That makes it much odder still — his not wanting any money, I mean. Unless, of course, hes lost his memory or something like that.

But why should he? Phyllida demanded.

He might. I mean to say, people do, you know.

And shut up their houses and store their silver? Dont be an idiot, Derek.

Derek considered for a moment in silence.

What about the other people there — servants and things?

There was a man Tiller and his wife who looked after the housekeeping, and Daddys assistant, Mr. Straker. I dont know any of them. Uncle Miles is going to try and get hold of them, but nobody seems to know which day they left or where they went to.

Oh, Ive met them when Ive been down there. The Tillers seemed quite a decent couple — efficient and all that. Strakers a bit of a queer bird, frightfully earnest about his work — in fact, all work and no play. Made him a bit one-sided, but hes a good sort, all the same. Tremendous admiration for Uncle Henry. Queer that he should have gone too.

He frowned in a puzzled fashion and returned to the pecuniary aspect of the problem. Surely, wherever he was, Professor Woodridge must have had some need of money in four months.

He didnt cash a big check just before he went?

No. Nothing big. In fact, for years he doesnt seem to have drawn a check to Self for much more than ten pounds at a time.

Derek temporarily relinquished that angle.

And what after that?

Well, Uncle Miles asked the manager a lot of questions, but we didnt get any farther, so he took me out to lunch — Uncle Miles, not the manager — and we made a list of all the people who were likely to know anything about it. There was Daddys old friend, Sir Seymour Franks, who lives somewhere in St. Johns Wood. And Dr. Fessler, a funny old German he stays with when he goes to Berlin, and who stays with us when he comes over here. And one or two others. After lunch we sent a telegram to Dr. Fessler and rang up Sir Seymour. He was annoyed with Daddy and rather short with me at first. It seems that they had been in the middle of a correspondence about something biochemical which I didnt understand at all, and just as they were reaching a decisive stage (as old Sir Seymour put it), it had all stopped and he hadnt heard a word since. He said some very blunt things about Daddys manners, but even when we explained that something must be wrong, he couldnt tell us any more.

And the Berlin man?

No. He wasnt any good. We got an answer about tea-time. He hasnt seen him since last year. Before that wed been on the telephone to every likely person — except you and Barry, who were out all the time — and simply nobody knows anything at all. It frightens me, Derek. How can somebody vanish utterly and completely, like that?


Chapter III. Another Disappearance
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BARRY RETURNED TO the Gordon Square flat soon after half-past ten to find it with a single occupant. Derek, sunk almost out of sight into the chair which Phyllida had occupied, was staring thoughtfully into the dwindling fire. He roused himself from contemplation and stretched out his hand for a conveniently placed tankard.

Hullo! How did it go? Tell the little boys a lot of pretty lies? he inquired.

I lectured, Barry replied severely, upon Truth in Advertising.

Quite. You know its high time that phrase was amended — I suggest The Place of Truth in Advertising.

Barry looked round the room.

Wheres Phyl?

Gone. Dashed off. I did my best to persuade, but no.

But hang it all—

I know. I know. Short of applying force, as suggested, I did all I could, but go she would. Filial instinct in full command, and all that. She thinks there might be some news waiting for her down there.

Damned silly. Barry dropped into another chair. After a short pause:

Queer about the man Shiffer, he said.

How queer? Best thing that could have happened.

Quite, but it so seldom does happen to the out-and-out bad eggs. And he was one all right.

Derek lit a cigarette and returned to his contemplation of the fire.

Yes, he was, he agreed. Now hes gone, we are back in the status quo. And if you go and mess it up again, Barry, Ill never forgive you.

That, Barry said to himself, is where you are wrong. No status is ever quite quo. Aloud he said nothing. Derek went on:

If youd just stuck around quietly, shed have broken off that engagement. But when you flew off the handle, abused the man left and right and accused him of pretty well every known crime, you just drove her to him. No woman likes to be told that shes backed a loser and, in effect, that she has neither sense nor taste — particularly when shes none too sure about it herself. There was one obviously wrong road to take and you had to go charging up it like a stampeding buffalo.

But the man was a swine.

I know he was — we all knew it. And she probably would have found it out in time, too, if you hadnt put yourself in wrong and twisted everything up. Phyls my cousin, Im damned fond of her and I want to see her happy. Youve got a second chance now — though its more than you deserve. For Gods sake, dont go and mess it up again.

For some seconds indignation and a slightly bitter amusement struggled inside Barry, but he contented himself with saying:

Youre quite wrong.

Not if you play your cards right. But dont go slanging her friends again. All women are convinced that they can tell swine from heroes on sight, and an average of seventy-five percent errors doesnt shake them a bit.

Dear me, said Barry thoughtfully. You know, theres a suggestion of the second-hand about that. Youve not been taking a correspondence course on How to Manage Women, by any chance? Never mind, as I said before, youre quite off the rails. Did you ever hear a little yarn about motes and beams and things?

I dont see—

Oh, well. Have another beer and think it over.

He crossed to the cupboard, returning with two bottles and another tankard. Derek refilled his own and raised it.

Luck, he said.

 — and tact, Barry added, with a fleeting grin.

He half-emptied his tankard at a draft, set it down and lit a cigarette. His flutter of irritation at Dereks presumption in dressing him down had subsided, and he was left with a sensation of slight amusement. Besides, Derek had been right to a point. There was no doubt that his blackguarding of Ronald Shiffer had helped to drive Phyllida into his arms. Where he was hopelessly at sea was in his idea that with Ronald out of the way, Barry himself and Phyl would have made a match of it. Not that he had not been blindly in love with her in those days, and with the memory of her ever since, but he had been sufficiently blind to miss the real direction of her attractions. Seeing her again he had found in a flash that he was no longer in love with her, simultaneously he had been smitten with a sudden understanding of her. He was aware of a curiously paternal, head-patting attitude toward her. The type of his affection had changed rather than diminished — perhaps increased, now that she had lost the power to disturb and hurt him. Curious that a thing like that could happen in a moment — or had it been happening subconsciously for some time; unsuspected until her appearance had toppled over his usual mental scenery? Difficult to tell. Certainly until this evening he had thought himself still in love with her; equally certainly Derek still thought so — would continue to think so. Dereks mind was like that. An idea once grafted into it required a devil of a lot of removal, not to be achieved in a day. Time for that later. He broke the silence:

I say, what is all this about your uncle?

Derek looked up, emerging with apparent difficulty from a maze of private thoughts.

Its odd, he said, very odd. He gave a résumé of Phyllidas inquiries and discoveries. Cant think what the old boy can be playing at, he concluded. Not like him at all. Mind you, its easy enough to understand his doing odd things out of sheer absentmindedness — hes like that — but there doesnt seem to be much absence of mind about this. Now, if it were some other old buffers I know; my late un-respected employer, for instance, Id say that hed gone off for a spree with a piece.

Spree with a piece?

Sure. Quaint, old-fashioned term meaning razzle with a bit, or whoopee with a skoit. But as far as Uncle Henry is concerned, thats a washout. For one thing, he only gets bored with sprees, and, for another, hes never shown the faintest symptom of an interest in pieces.

The tougher they are, the sloppier they melt. You never know—

But I do know. None of that kind of melting about him, nor guile, either. One of these great brains, and all that. Downright and appallingly straightforward. Whenever he can be dragged down from the heights to talk about ordinary life, he always says just what he thinks — pretty disastrous as a rule. Thats one of the reasons why Aunt Malvina stopped asking him to parties; if he did turn up, he was usually far too biological. Embarrassed the entire assembly, and then couldnt see why. No, the razzle idea is altogether out.

Barry nodded. All right. Though further, and to my mind, more convincing: pieces must cost money and he doesnt seem to have any.

Quite. In fact, to judge from experience — my late employers experience, that is, and it was considerable — theyre hellish expensive. He liked talking about it: he used to say to me, My boy, avoid women if you can. If you cant, get married; its cheaper. Though I cant say he seemed to pay much attention to his own advice.

For a short while both lay back in their chairs, pleasantly employed in calculating the probable details of the necessary outlay. Dereks voice dragged Barry back from the invention of a touchingly glamorous episode.

And this accommodation address business! Why on earth should he want to do a thing like that?

Well, that certainly looks like a deliberate attempt to hide himself, Barry said.

Derek tossed an end into the fire and lit another cigarette.

Lets try to look at it logically. Now, when a man shuts up his house, dust-sheets his furniture and stores his silver, it means that he intends to be away for some time; with the place so thoroughly closed, it could scarcely mean anything else. Now then, question one: why does a man go away for several months at least? Weve ruled out Paris with pieces (and anyway, that would be a shorter jaunt). We can be quite certain that he hasnt bought another house. Obviously, he isnt staying with relations, or there would be no mystery — besides, beyond Phyl and myself, theres only Aunt Malvina, and theyre spitting at one another on sight, lately. He isnt the kind of man to commit a crime which makes disappearance necessary (further objection: he would scarcely delay to close up his house if he had). Phyls inquiries pretty well show that he hasnt gone to bury himself in research in Germany. Add to all this his disdain of correspondence, his lack of money — and the answers a lemon.

Both were silent awhile.

Isnt it possible, Barry suggested at last, that he did mean to write and say where he was, but was somehow prevented?

I wonder? Yes, I see what you mean. He might have shut up the house, intending to let old Drawford know all about it, and then—

 — Have lost his memory? So many people do since the wireless.

No. I tried the loss of memory one on Phyl.

She didnt cotton?

She told me not to be an idiot.

Oh.

But an accident — thats feasible. He shuts the place, gets mixed up with a bus or something and cant be identified. When he comes to, he cant remember who he is. That might fit.

Barry dissented slightly.

Bit filmish, isnt it? Besides, it doesnt explain why he shut it up to begin with.

True, but we may find that out tomorrow.

Tomorrow?

Well, Phyl suggested our going down there and looking through his papers on the chance of a clue, so I said we would.

Barry frowned. Thats all right for you, but Im not one of the great unemployed.

Tomorrows Saturday. You get half the day anyhow. Ring em up and tell em you cant come in the morning. Important family business, and all that.

But—

My dear chap, whats the good of being a trained advertiser if you cant put across a simple lie like that?

Look here, Derek. Advertising is—

Derek raised a hand for peace.

I know. Ive heard it all.

Oh, well, perhaps I could phone them that copy. All the same, I dont—

Good. Thats that, then. Derek drained his tankard and yawned. Time for the chief nourisher in lifes feast, I think.

What?

Thats Shakespeare — a man of ideas. You probably only think of sleep in terms of night starvation.



— 

At Liphook Derek managed to shed the gloom which, as usual, had wrapped him ever since they had left London. From Hammersmith to Guildford he had held forth uninterruptedly upon the eczema of speculative building marring the fair face of England — with notes and special reference to those builders who had dispensed with the services of architects. The prospect as they climbed the road to Hindhead had begun to dissolve his disaffection, the run down the other side had further raised his spirits, and now that they were heading south, leaving the hustle of the Portsmouth Road behind, he had returned to normal.

The village of West Heading lies at the very foot of the Downs. And though from any elevated spot in it — say the church tower — it is almost possible to throw a stone into either Sussex or Hampshire, yet it belongs to neither. It is exactly here that a narrow tongue of Winshire runs up to separate the two larger counties. Geographical error in this matter is not taken kindly by the natives; they will correct you firmly. They are Winshire men, and proud of it. You will receive the impression that you have done that which is not done. Upon proper apology you will find that they are good fellows who drink good beer.

A representative gathering was so engaged before the Hand in Hand when Barrys car rattled by and began its stertorous climb of the hill. Their heads turned as one and they gazed musingly at its back.

Goings on at the Grange, observed an ancient.

The rest nodded.

It be queer as she dont know where Mr. Woodridge be, he continued. My daughter says as Miss Phyllida was fair mazed when she came back and found e were gone away.

They nodded again, save for one purist.

She be Missus now, not Miss, he objected.

Dont make no difference, the ancient growled, without covert intention. Dont so appen as youll be goin by the Grange in a bit, Alfred? he asked, guilelessly, of one of the younger men.

Likely I shall.

There be goings on there, all right, the ancient repeated dreamily.

Barrys car panted its way up the hill and turned into the neglected drive. Clumps of bushes among the trees cut off their view of the house, and it was not until they reached the wider sweep of gravel that they became aware of the presence of another visitor.

A handsome black saloon car, not yet entirely bereft of its showroom shimmer, stood before the front door. Beyond it, a darkly-clad figure could be seen standing in an attitude of some dejection upon the top step. The squeal of Barrys brakes as he came to rest was a painful sound and one impossible to ignore. The visitor turned a pained and disapproving face, but at the sight of them his expression changed. He waved a welcoming hand and trotted down the steps toward them. His build was slightly stout, with a length of torso intended for a six-foot frame. Nature, however, in one of her less balanced moments, had given him an overall height of only five feet six, with the unhappy result that he appeared either to waddle or to trot, or even, upon occasions of extreme dignity, to strut. As a consolation, perhaps, she had endowed him with a slightly tanned face, friendly and pleasant-featured. In his eyes was a kindly expression, and at their corners small wrinkles suggested that they could, and frequently did, twinkle. His only facial adornment was a mustache, gray and trimmed, like his hair, to a nice balance between political exuberance and military restraint. He nodded to them both and held out his hand to Derek.

Ah! Glad youve come, my boy.

Derek shook the hand.

You know Barry Long, of course?

Yes, indeed. Mr. Long and I have met several times.

A moment later he turned back to address Derek again.

Phyllida gave me to understand that she had seen you yesterday evening, so I suppose you know all about this extraordinary business?

Most of it, I think. But she forgot to tell me that we should see you here this morning.

That was settled later. She rang me up last night after she had left you, and told me of the arrangement. When I heard that she proposed to go through her fathers papers I suggested that it might be as well if I were present — just a formality, you understand. In case of later controversy the fact that a solicitor had been present would tell.

Derek nodded agreeably in spite of his inability to see what kind of controversy was in the least likely to arise.

And youve just arrived? he asked.

Ten minutes ago, but no one has deigned to answer the door yet. It seems a little odd. I understood her to say that a Mrs. Church from the village was going to look after her, but there seems to be nobody here at all. I suppose she did come back last night?

She certainly intended to. We did our best to persuade her to stay in London, but she was set on coming down here.

Derek crossed the drive and ran up the steps. He kept his finger on the bell-push while he pounded the knocker. The ringing and the hammering resounded through the house, but they roused no other response than echoes. After a while he descended the steps and joined the others. All three regarded the unimposing elevation thoughtfully.

Dereks gaze wandered momentarily to the laboratory wing which he had added. The sight of it irritated him, as always. Not that the work wasnt good in itself, but because this appalling house killed it; it would kill anything. He returned to contemplation of the front. Drifts of dead leaves silting up against the walls, weeds impertinently flourishing among the gravel, untended plants sprawling rankly, all assisted in the depressing effect of the whole. Every window save for a pair on the ground floor and a pair immediately above them was blinded behind dirty glass, and even the two unobscured pairs looked out with a discouraging starkness.

She must be here, murmured the solicitor uneasily.

Somebodys been here, anyhow, Barry said. She told us that all the blinds were down — they would be, of course.

Lets have a look at the garage, Derek suggested.

He led the way to the left of the house and pulled open the unfastened doors. The place was empty save for a few battered cans and worn-out tires.

Strange, said the solicitor. She must have gone away again this morning, but it isnt like her to be inconsiderate.

And whats become of the heavy luggage? She left that here. She can hardly have carried the trunks indoors by herself, Barry put in.

Derek was making a close inspection of the tracks on the gravel.

Well, she certainly came back last night — in fact, it looks as if she had been in and out a number of times by the amount of tracks here.

Perhaps she found she hadnt enough food to give us all lunch. She may have run over to Paulsacre for something.

Mr. Drawford brightened slightly at the suggestion.

Yes, very probably, Mr. Long. Thats a good idea.

In that case she may have left the back door open, Derek said, again leading the way.

But the immobility of the back door was such as to suggest that not only was it locked, but also bolted top and bottom. Derek began to feel genuinely worried. As the solicitor had said, it was unlike Phyllida to be inconsiderate of her visitors. She had known approximately the time of their arrival. Had it been necessary to fetch supplies, she would surely have left a note of explanation in case she should be delayed. Barry, too, upon further reflection seemed to become dissatisfied with his solution of the matter. He tested the window beside the back door and found it no less firmly fastened.

Mr. Drawford, watching him, nodded.

Yes, he said. I think that in the circumstances we might consider ourselves justified in forcing an entrance.

Together, they made a circuit of the entire house and laboratory wing, testing every window without success.

Theres only one thing for it, Derek said, as they came back to the front drive. Well have to smash a pane.

He took a rug from Barrys car and with it pushed in the glass close to the catch of one of the front windows; a moment later he had raised the sash and was over the sill.

Ill open the front door for you, he called back.

They heard him clatter from the bare boards of the room on to the tiles of the hall; after an interval a muffled voice emerged from the letter box.

Theres no key, damn it. Youll have to come in through the window, too.



— 

Mr. Drawford stood among the shapeless mounds of dust-sheeted furniture. He was breathing a little heavily from an unaccustomed form of exertion. It was a long time, he reflected, since he had last clambered into a house over the window-sill.

And what do we do now? he inquired.

Search the premises, Derek directed.

They began a tour of the ground floor. Empty houses can in themselves be eerie; even in daylight dust-sheets covering the unknown appear suggestive, and when, in addition, there is a suspicion that something not quite straightforward has taken, or is taking, place, uneasiness is unattractively amplified.

Im hanged if I can understand why Phyl was so keen on getting back to this, Barry observed as they peered into one room after another, each full of dim, amorphous shapes. I can think of plenty of places where I would sooner spend the night. Spooky, isnt it?

Only two of the ground-floor rooms showed signs of recent occupation: the front sitting-room and the kitchen. In the former the carpet had been rolled out and the furniture uncovered. A gate-leg table set near the fireplace still held the remains of a meal; close to it stood a chair, carelessly pushed back as though the diner had risen hurriedly. Derek inspected a congealed mass on the plate.

Bacon and eggs. Might mean either breakfast or a snack after the drive. But I doubt if breakfast could contrive to look so horrible so soon.

The kitchen showed a grate half full of cold ashes.

That settles it. It was supper— He broke off as he caught sight of an oil-stove, and crossed the room to examine it carefully. No, this hasnt been used for months — it was supper, all right.

They looked at one another. Mr. Drawford spoke for all three.

I am beginning to dislike this very much. Why should she go off when she had only just started her meal?

I suppose there isnt a gas ring or a stove? Barry inquired, hopefully. I mean, she couldnt have made breakfast on that perhaps…?

No. No gas. And no electric cooker, although they do make their own light.

Isnt it time we looked upstairs? suggested the solicitor, moving toward the door.

The bed in the one habitable bedroom had been made up ready for its occupant, but the sheets still awaited her, smooth and uncreased. A pair of blue silk pajamas carelessly tossed upon the dark eiderdown made two vivid dabs of color. A brush, a comb, a bottle or two and a pot of cream adorned the dressing-table. A shiny black blouse case from which a silken something half overflowed stood on an occasional table against the wall. Derek lifted the lid and let it drop again; only immediate necessities had been unpacked. The rest of the room, save for the fireplace where a half-burned lump of coal stood upon a little ash, told them nothing. Derek sat down on the side of the bed, lit a cigarette and looked up at the others.

Well, what do you make of it?

I dont like it, Mr. Drawford repeated. What can have happened?

Lets see what we do know. Now, after she left the flat, she telephoned to you. What time was that?

The solicitor considered doubtfully, then his face cleared.

Almost exactly half-past nine. I was just waiting for the wireless news and I missed the weather-forecast in answering her call.

Right. We will assume she made it from a public call-box—

Why? Barry objected.

Because she didnt make it from the flat. Obviously the idea occurred to her just as she had started. Its ten to one she got out of the car, made the call and then drove straight on. Now, she could scarcely have taken less than two hours and ten minutes to get down here, and (washing out for the moment the possibility of a breakdown) she isnt likely to have taken more than two hours and a half. That puts her arrival here at somewhere between a quarter to and five past midnight. Hows that?

Both the others nodded.

Then she puts the car away — say three or four minutes. Comes indoors and up to this room, chucks out her pajamas, lays out the things on the dressing-table, runs a comb through her hair, lights the fire — ten minutes or so, do you think? Then shes feeling a bit cold and peckish. The fire in the kitchen is still alight, she cooks herself bacon and eggs, makes herself some tea and carries the lot off to the sitting-room where the table is already laid.

Why? Barry inquired again. I mean, how do you know the table was already laid?

Derek regarded him sadly.

Because, he said, patiently, if it hadnt been that the bread and butter and implements were laid out there, she would have eaten more or less out of the frying pan, or, anyhow, in the kitchen where it would have been less trouble. Well, that might take her a quarter of an hour or a bit longer — it rather depends on the condition of the fire and how handy the things were. She has now been home something just over half an hour, so that somewhere between a quarter-past twelve and five-and-twenty to one she gets up from a meal she has scarcely touched, and flies off into the unknown. Why?

Telephone message, offered Barry promptly.

Derek shook his head. No go. Instruments gone. Why go on paying half a crown a week for keeping it in an empty house?

A personal message. Perhaps something from Henry Woodridge? asked the solicitor.

Exactly. Theres not much else that would be likely to take her out so suddenly at that time of night. Someone must have brought news of him.

But wouldnt she have left us a note? Barry looked dubious.

In the excitement of the moment?

You may be right. But he sounded far from convinced by Dereks reasoning. What about asking in the village? They might know something there.

The solicitor rose from his seat on the slender-legged dressing stool.

A good idea, Mr. Long. It certainly doesnt look as if we are likely to learn much more here. Yes, wed better go down there at once.

The usual delay in starting Barrys car allowed the saloon to get away well ahead of them, but a very short distance outside the gates they caught it up again. It stood stationary in the middle of the road, interestedly surrounded by a small body of local men. As Barry drew up behind, a policeman detached himself from the party and advanced heavily.

Now, what —? he began.

Oh, hullo, Green. What seems to be the trouble? Derek inquired.

The policemans face lost much of its official severity.

Oh, its you, Mr. Jameson! Didnt know as you was in this.

Whats the matter? Derek repeated.

Well, sir, its like this. Alfred ere — he indicated an undistinguished member of the group about the saloon— Alfred appened to be passing the Grange, and e seen people gettin in by one of the winders—

I see — though happened to be passing is good, said Derek, thinking of the quantity of greenery which shielded the house upon its three approachable sides.

Thats as may be, sir. But very rightly e comes and tells me about it. Us, knowing as the ouse was shut up—

Just what we want to talk to you about, Green. In fact we were coming to see you. If we can continue in your office, Im sure Mr. Drawford will give you a lift.

Well, yes, sir. It would be quieter there.

The small crowd, visibly disappointed that it was not to be called on to assist at the arrest of dangerous criminals, was waved back with an authoritative air and the policeman climbed ponderously into the leading car.



— 

The three seated themselves in a small room, half office, half parlor, and Constable Green addressed himself to Derek.

Now, sir, Id be much obliged if you would tell me what it is all about.

Derek began by introducing his companions. He went on:

The trouble is, Green, that we hardly know ourselves. You see, Mrs. Shiffer asked all of us to come down here today, and now were here, we find shes not. Do you know where we can find her?

I dont, sir. Constable Green shook his head. She went up to London the day before yesterday.

Yes. She came to see us. But she was to come back last night — in fact, she came back. Her things are there now, but she didnt sleep there. And the car is gone.

Thats queer, sir. He paused, fingering a ginger mustache thoughtfully before he added: Strikes me theres been too many queer things goin on at the Grange lately.

Queer things?

Well, perhaps not queer, so much as one thing after another.

Such as?

Green thought for a moment.

Well, first of all there was the burglary.

Burglary! I never heard anything about that?

Yes, about four months ago, when Mr. Woodridge was still at ome. The ouse was broke into one night — leastways, not the ouse itself, but the labbertery.

Was it? What did they take?

Nothing, sir. That is, Mr. Woodridge couldnt find that nothing was missing. Queer, it was, especially as there was some of that there platinum there — very valuable stuff that is, Im told — and they never touched it. Mustve been several of em on the job, too, judging by the marks.

And then?

Well, the next thing was Mr. Woodridges goin away so sudden. Never told nobody e was goin, and nobody never sawr im go. First thing we knew about it, the ouse was all shut up like it is now, and ed gorn.

And the servants?

Tiller and is missus, theyd gorn too. And Mr. Straker oo was living there. Then there was nothing until the day before yesterday when Miss Phyllida — Mrs. Shiffer, I should say — came in and asked my missus where er father was. Well, she didnt know, and she knew as I didnt know, and nobody else ere didnt know. Fair amazed, we were, to think of im going off like that and tellin er nothing about it. Anyway, she told Mrs. Church to get some of the rooms ready for er last night.

And she came back right enough.

And now shes gone again. Thats what I meant by things being queer.

Do you think we could see Mrs. Church?

The charwoman was speedily fetched from her cottage a few doors away, but her story did little to clear up the matter. She had gone up to the Grange and carried out her instructions. Set a sitting-room and a bedroom to rights, lit fires in both rooms and the kitchen, run the electric-light engine for a bit, laid the table, brushed up a bit here and there and then gone home. Derek interrupted to ask if she had used the back door.

No, the front, sir.

And the key?

Left it on a ook in the garage, ready for Miss Phyllida when she came back.

No. I mean, where did you get the key?

Borrowed a box of old keys from Mr. Wicker, the blacksmith. Them old-fashioned locks aint per-tickler what key you uses, s long as its about the right size.

This morning she had returned about half-past seven to find the garage still empty, but the key gone from the hook. Barry slipped in a question about the trunks. No, they hadnt been there this morning, the woman admitted, though they had been when she had hung up the key yesterday. She had just thought that they had been taken inside — though it did strike her as strange that the car was not there, but she had not given any great thought to that at the time. She had knocked and rung at the front door, but at last, finding there was no answer, she had gone away again.

And all that, Derek summed up, when the charwoman had been dismissed, leaves us just about where we were before. You didnt happen to hear a car pass here somewhere between a quarter-past twelve and a quarter to one, Green?

I was asleep, sir, but Ill ask my wife — she may ave heard one. He rose and disappeared toward the kitchen.

Well, so far your detection seems to have been all right — apart from the matter of the bedroom fire, said the solicitor, seeking to relieve the silence.

Have you considered the possibility of an accident to my uncle? Derek asked, and went on to put forward the theory which he and Barry had talked over the previous evening.

It had occurred to me, Mr. Drawford admitted, but I was unwilling to distress Phyllida, perhaps quite unnecessarily, by mentioning it. After all, one would scarcely be justified yet in suggesting fears that he may be dead.

You think he is?

No. I see no real reason to suspect that. A great many persons may be missing though undeceased. I meant merely that the possibility had crossed my mind, just as it crossed yours, so I put my clerk, Micken, on to finding out whether any of the unidentified persons who had lost their lives within a week or two of his disappearance could have been him. I am happy to say that the descriptions were all utterly unlike him.

And so far as you know, he hadnt been mentally — er — he hadnt been showing any signs of overwork? Suppose he had had a breakdown — people like him do sometimes.

The solicitor shook his head.

Straker would have let me know of such a thing at once.

Straker! Yes, I keep on forgetting that hes missing too. Mightnt it be wise to advertise for him and see what he may be able to tell us? Anyhow, he reverted to the earlier question, we might try to get hold of his doctor….

He broke off as the constable returned triumphantly.

She did, he announced. A bit earlier than the time you said, she eard a car goin up the ill, and then a bit later, another, and then, later still, two cars came down close together.

Two?

Yes, sir.

Might be a coincidence.

 Ardly likely, sir. Id say they was together. Nobody much uses this road by night — it only runs on to a farm or two — as you know.

A short time later the group broke up. There was little to be gained by further discussion. Leaving the policeman with instructions to pass on at once any information of Professor Woodridge or his daughter, the three adjourned in the direction of the Hand in Hand and a stiff drink.

It will be all right, the solicitor attempted to reassure them with an optimism he was far from feeling. Quite likely we shall soon get news with some simple explanation we have overlooked.

You think so? Dereks expression brightened for a moment. Then he shook his head. No, I see you dont really. Hang it all, people dont disappear like that for no reason….


Chapter IV. Phyllida Is More Mystified
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THE SOUND OF a rapping on the door percolated slowly into Phyllidas deep sleep. Still less than half awake she called:

Come in.

Not until she saw by the dim light filtering past the drawn blinds the entry of a large, unfamiliar figure preceded by a tray did her memory suddenly revive. She sat up abruptly. A half-alarmed exclamation escaped her, and then as the full realization of her position came back to her, she relaxed and, leaning back upon her pillows, watched in silence. The bulky manservant advanced sedately to place the tray on the bedside table. Then, seeming not to give her so much as a glance, he moved with dignity to the windows and occupied himself for some little time in raising the blinds and adjusting them carefully to an even height. On the point of leaving he paused and spoke for the first time.

There is nothing further you require, madam?

The question itself was a mockery, but there was none in the voice which asked it. His manner was entirely formal. Phyllida shook her head. He bowed. As he closed the door behind him, she heard the key turn in the lock.

She turned to the tray, suddenly aware that she was extremely hungry. It was now, she found from the small clock beside her, half-past eleven. She had eaten nothing since dinner the previous night, and had indulged in a great deal of activity. She took the glass grapefruit cup, and while she dug at its contents with the spoon, began to review her present situation and the events which had led to it with more calmness than she had been able to achieve during the night.

Half-past eleven on Saturday morning…. That meant that Derek and Barry and Uncle Miles (by which name she had thought of Mr. Drawford for as long as she could remember) would soon be arriving at the Grange — to discover that she was no longer there. What, she wondered, would they do? What, in fact, could they do? Was there any possible chance of their finding out what had happened and following her here? It seemed most uncomfortably unlikely. She herself had no idea where she was; what clues could they possibly find? Unhappily she searched her memory for any indication which might have been left at the Grange, and reluctantly she was forced to the conclusion that there would be none.

Her thoughts left the probable reactions of the three men and returned to a bewildered review of the events of the night. They seemed to take on a dreamlike quality, unreasonably detached from ordinary life — from all life, as she knew it. Pervading everything was a sense of confusion and irrationality. There must, she supposed, be some kind of link to connect the things which had been happening to her with normal, everyday existence, but what was it? What were these people doing? It was difficult to believe that she had not dreamed herself into one of those film comedies where everyone was completely mad. But it was not a dream. The bed in which she lay was large, solid and comfortably real. There had been nothing in the least ethereal about the massive butler, and the breakfast he had brought was both appetizing and satisfying. She went back over last nights happenings, looking for a purpose.

The deductions which Derek was to make would lie close to the truth — to begin with.

Phyllida had indeed, in response to a sudden impulse, stopped her car by a telephone kiosk in order to inform Mr. Drawford of her plans, and it had been with a comforting feeling that his participation would put the affair on a proper footing that she had continued her drive. Nevertheless, even the sense of having done the right thing proved a poor armor against the prospect of an empty — a suspiciously empty — house by night, and sharp misgivings found chinks widened by chilliness and growing appetite.

Her first reaction when the Grange loomed before her, slightly blacker than the night itself, was to regret her refusal of the spare room in Dereks flat. Her second, an impulse to return to the village and knock up Mr. Hawkins of the Hand in Hand. He and his wife were old friends of hers; they would be pleased to see her even though it was almost midnight. Her hand was on the gear lever to slip it into reverse when she changed her mind again. It was in a mood of stubborn refusal to be frightened away from her own home that she drove into the garage.

The trunks still stood where her reluctant driver had placed them. Evidence of Mrs. Churchs activities was present in the shape of a key hanging from a rusty hook. She reached for it somewhat reassured; a part, at least, of the house had been made ready for her. Once she had safely reached her own room, she would be able to shut out the rest until morning.

Discovery that the lights were in working order gave her further encouragement; she blessed Mrs. Church for having had the sense to run the engine awhile. The bright electric lamps had the effect of making the place, if not homely, at least less mysterious; it was mostly due to their influence that she amended her original plan of going to bed hungry. Investigation of the big sitting-room — the drawing-room when her mother had been alive — revealed a table ready laid, and bacon and eggs had been put handy for her in the kitchen. She felt that the food, in addition to filling a void, might instill a degree of fortitude — the lights had not entirely succeeded in dispelling a sense of eeriness. Her meal was quickly cooked, and then, just as she had sat down to eat it, came the sound of a car on the drive. A few moments later followed the ringing of the bell, and the din of the knocker clattering frighteningly in the empty hall.

Phyllida hesitated. The Grange had got on her nerves more than she would admit. For a second she had thought of staying where she was; sitting tight and pretending that the house was still empty — then she realized that the caller — whoever he might be — must have seen the chinks of light…. She jumped violently as the knocker began to pound again. Then, filled with the idea that it might mean news of her father, she had jumped up and run to the door.

A man wearing a light raincoat and carrying a rug over his arm faced her on the step. He smiled pleasantly.

Please excuse me for troubling you at this hour, he apologized, but I am looking for a Mrs. Shiffer. Perhaps—

Phyllida opened the door wide.

I am Mrs. Shiffer, she began. Is it about —?

But he had given her no time to finish. In a flash he had snatched the rug from his arm and flung it over her head. Before she realized that it was happening, his arms were round her, pinning her own to her sides. She heard him call out. Other hands slipped a cord on her ankles and tied them tightly together. A second was wound about her waist, holding the rug firmly in place, and then the arms about her relaxed. Two pairs of hands picked her up and carried her down the steps.

Phyllida paused in the act of munching toast spread with excellent marmalade. It was difficult to remember in detail just what had happened after that. Perhaps if she had been less surprised, her memory would have been clearer. She could recall that she had been hustled into the backseat of a car, and that one of the men had followed to make sure that she did not get rid of the stifling rug. There had been a lot of talking by several voices; sounds of feet hurrying to and fro and a fuss which sounded like an argument, though she had been unable to distinguish any of the words. Then the sound of a heavy door slamming — the front door, she guessed, for its thud was followed by a sharp rap as if the knocker were dropping back; the noise of another car starting up; finally, a lurch as two more men got aboard the car she was in. They slammed the doors behind them and the engine started.

On the ride her several surreptitious efforts to remove the rug had been forcibly discouraged by the man who sat beside her. He must, it seemed, have kept his eyes fixed upon her the whole time. As a result of the fifth or sixth attempt he had grown impatient and bound her wrists with something which felt like a pocket handkerchief. After that, nothing could be done, and she had been forced to resign herself — insofar as the word might be applied to one who was in a state of semi-suffocation from close wrapping and surging indignation — to her helplessness.

Of the journey itself she could remember little but her own discomfort. Her judgment of the passing of time was entirely upset: it was impossible to tell whether one or several hours passed. She knew only that while the air beneath the rug grew hotter and stuffier, she herself became uncomfortably colder. And with increasing chilliness her first furious anger underwent a change. It was not diminished, but alloyed with determination and some apprehension; it set into a mold of bitter resentment. In this new mood she tried to catch any sounds which might suggest the route, but such as penetrated the enveloping rug were for the most part mechanical noises from the car itself, and the knowledge that they were now making a long climb and now rushing down hill could give no certainty to her speculations. Only when they slowed down considerably and began to take frequent corners was she sure that they had entered a town of considerable size. Then, finally, had come a slow, deliberate bump, and hands grasping her again as the car came to a stop.

A few moments later she stood in the large hall of an unfamiliar house, unbound, and free at last of the stifling rug. She started to look about her, but the two men with her were in a hurry. One of them crossed the hall and held open a door; the other urged her forward.

Her first impression of the room she entered was its glitter of plated metal. Chairs of several types, but all with skeletons of convoluted tubes, vaguely suggesting bicycles which had lost their wheels, were disposed about a carpet resembling a diagrammatic explanation of the atomic theory. Here and there stood occasional tables, also metal framed, but topped with plate glass. The two men directed her toward the largest piece of furniture in the room; a desk with a surface of black glass. Behind it sat a darkly handsome individual of late middle age. One of her escort dragged forward a chair for her and looked questioningly at the man beyond the desk. He nodded.

You can go, he told them.

As they left he turned to fix Phyllida with an unremitting stare. She knew without being told that he expected her to break into hysterical accusations, to make violent threats. More than that, she felt that he hoped that such would be her reaction. The unwavering examination was intended to have a disquieting effect, to frighten her, and in that way dispose of her first defenses. Undoubtedly, had she been given less time to prepare herself, had the drive been shorter, she would have obliged him involuntarily, but enough time had elapsed since the assault at the Grange to give her an attitude of cool, controlled animosity. She determined to disappoint him.

Was it necessary to suffocate me? she inquired.

For a fleeting moment he looked surprised, a little thrown out; then his expression changed as he shifted his mental stance.

You must excuse their lack of consideration for your comfort on the grounds of over-anxiety for your safety, he said, seriously.

There was a further short pause. He seemed uncertain how to proceed. At last, in the tone of one going through a formal, unnecessary preamble, he asked:

You are Mrs. Shiffer?

I am, Phyllida said shortly. There seemed to be little use in withholding the fact.

The daughter of Professor Woodridge?

It is true — though I dont know what business it is of yours.

The man behind the desk continued calmly.

Do you know anything of your fathers work since he left the University?

Phyllida frowned. She wished she could see what he was getting at. However, since the answer was almost entirely negative, nothing could be lost by replying.

Hardly anything. For one thing, I have practically no knowledge of either chemistry or biology, and, for another, I have been away from home for the last three years. In any case, I cannot see what business it is of yours, Mr….?

He chose to ignore her request for his name.

It is very much our business, Mrs. Shiffer. We have good reasons for believing that Professor Woodridge made some very interesting discoveries in the course of the last year. Unfortunately his present whereabouts is a complete mystery. His house is — or was, until your return — closed, and we have been unable to get into touch with him. It is, however, extremely important that we learn the results of some of his experiments. It is possible that you will be able to help us.

Phyllida all but let fly. The cool cheek of the man took her breath, and it was only by a severe effort that she managed to keep control of her tongue. When she did answer, it was in a hard, sharp tone.

My replies to that are, firstly, that my father is not an inventor of patent medicines: he is a scientist and when he has proved his results, he publishes them. Secondly, that if he does withhold a result, it means that he is dissatisfied with it and does not wish others to know of it. In any case, I have no authority to speak of his work and, lastly, do you think that in the circumstances I should be likely to give you the slightest help — even if I could?

He looked at her steadily for some seconds. When he replied, it was in answer to her last question.

I think that if you can, Mrs. Shiffer, you probably will.

Phyllida shrugged her shoulders.

As I cannot, the question does not arise, she told him.

Her voice was steadier than her feelings. There had been an unpleasant suggestion of threat behind his last words. He nodded slowly.

I see that I must be blunt. I am afraid that you do not quite appreciate the situation.

I assure you I do — and I know that abduction involves heavy penalties.

If the abductee is found and able to lay information, he agreed. But what if she is not? You are in my house. Your friends do not know where you are, and they have no means of finding out. I think if you face the position squarely you will agree that it would be as well to answer my questions at once — it may save so much unpleasantness.

I have told you that I know nothing of my fathers work, Phyllida repeated.

The man behind the desk sighed with a suspicion of theatricality.

I see that you are determined to make things difficult for yourself, Mrs. Shiffer.

I think they will be still more difficult for you, she said. I have made appointments to meet friends today, including my solicitor. When they find that I am missing, there will be inquiries. Her words were braver than her hopes. She did not see what possible means there could be of tracing her, but it was a gallant determination to put the best face on things and to keep fright at bay.

Your solicitor? He referred to a piece of paper on the desk. Ah, yes, Mr. Miles Drawford of Bedford Row. I wonder… He thought in silence for some minutes, seeming entirely to forget Phyllidas presence, though his eyes were still on her. When he did speak again, it was to impress upon her that there was no chance of her rescue.

We have taken the precaution to bring your car away. That will not deceive them for long, of course, but it will help to delay the alarm, and then — if you will excuse a hackneyed phrase — the scent will be cold.

He paused again, looking down at his desk, playing absentmindedly with a small plated paperweight in the shape of a sphinx. At last he seemed to come to a decision. When he looked up his face was harder and his voice harsher.

Look here, theres been enough of this nonsense. We want — we intend to have — some information of extreme importance to us — much too important to allow any squeamishness to stand in our way, you understand? I have good reason for believing that you can give us this information, and I mean to have it — at any cost. His brows lowered as he looked at her. From lids narrowed beneath the frown his dark eyes stared into hers, measuring her strength. Why not tell me at once?

Because I do not know? Isnt that reason enough?

She attempted to answer in the same calm tones she had used before, but even to her own ears it sounded scarcely successful. His change of manner, the coldness of the gaze drilling into her, produced a wavering in her mind, the vanguard of panic. A frightening sensation of unsupported emptiness swept her. How far he understood her mood it was impossible to tell. He went on:

Your life, Mrs. Shiffer, probably has some value for you. For me it has none.

The tone of voice was so calmly level, the statement made so cold-bloodedly, that panic rushed all her defenses. She lost her head, knowing only that she must do something, however futile. She jumped forward and, snatching the plated sphinx from the desk, flung it full in the mans face.

It glanced from his forehead and crashed through the lower pane of the window. Her hands were on the telephone when the door burst open, and the two men who had escorted her dashed in. One wrenched the instrument from her while the other, standing behind her, grasped both her arms above the elbows. The man at the desk pulled a handkerchief from his pocket to wipe his forehead. He looked thoughtfully at the little stain upon it, and then glanced up at her.

First blood to you, Mrs. Shiffer. But not last, unless, of course, you change your mind.

Phyllida said nothing. She had reached a point where the choice lay between silence and crazy tears. The man nodded. We shall see, he said.

The two men led her across the hall and up several flights of stairs, stopping before a cream-painted door. One of them released her arm to take a key from his pocket and open it while the other urged her on. The door closed sharply behind her and the lock clicked across. Phyllida put out a hand in the darkness, groping for a switch beside the door. She found it, and a moment later was surveying a large, airy bedroom. The room was dominated by the bed itself — a big, comfortable-looking, inviting bed. A clock on the small table beside it showed her that it was almost five a.m. Twenty-one and a half hours since she had last got out of bed in her aunts Kensington house. And this bed looked tempting and restful…. Well, why not? What else was there to do? Anyhow, she would feel the better for some sleep.

She was hardly able to remember getting herself to bed. She must have fallen asleep at once.

Still feeling only partly awake, she sipped her coffee. Alice, she reflected, must have felt a quite similar bemusement in Wonderland. The apparition of a butler who brought one an excellent breakfast and asked, There is nothing further you require, madam? was not a sensible corollary to last nights happenings. Far more logical would have been an entire absence of food — an attempt to starve her into telling them what they wanted. A sudden hope sprang up — they must have realized that she could tell them nothing…. But the hope withered almost as it sprouted. The man behind the black glass desk had been convinced that she did know — nothing could have occurred in this short time to change his mind. He had threatened…Abruptly the meal lost its flavor. An insidious notion which would not be expelled suggested that something even less pleasant than starvation might be in store. She recalled the pair of hard, callous eyes which had bored into her own and a mouth set into firm, relentless determination.

She pushed the tray away. She did not so much give herself up to thought, as strive to prevent the invasion of her mind by successions of unpleasant pictures.

She was not very successful. Fight as she would to direct her reflections upon more welcome or, at least, less frightening subjects, the trend of her own mind defied her. Unpleasant forebodings, kept in check for a few moments, rallied and returned to shoulder out her conscious choices of thought, to substitute themselves in increasingly gruesome forms. Nothing would help but action of some kind within the limits her captors allowed.

She got up, dressed herself, and began an aimless wandering of the room. The furnishings were modern and good. Bed, wardrobe, dressing-table, chairs, a small chest of drawers and a few other pieces were all designed in admirable proportions and carried out in a variety of unfamiliar woods. They showed taste and restraint and their modernism had nothing in common with the outré furnishing of the study downstairs. The lighting was by two windows, both on the front of the house. With more curiosity than hope she raised the sash of one and prospected. The ground was a discouraging distance below. A drop from the first floor she might have risked, but they were taking no chances; to drop from this, the second floor, was out of the question. And the walls were smooth, without even a drainpipe to serve as a precarious ladder. The large front garden was screened from the road by a wall and a tall evergreen hedge; beyond it she could see an empty house with To Let notices in the windows. On the lawn, close beneath her, a small woolly dog was tethered by a chain to a peg. It was evidently his nature to take an inquiring interest in everything about him, but, prevented at present by the chain from making close investigations, he had to be content with uttering short, interrogative barks. He directed a volley of these at Phyllidas head protruding from the window.

A sound in the room behind her caused her to turn. A man whom she did not recall seeing on the previous evening had entered and was relocking the door. He looked across at her and the open window beyond, and shook his head.

No, Mrs. Shiffer. It is a long way down.

Id decided that for myself, she said.

She had a better view of him as he advanced toward the light and laid several books upon a table. A tall man of twenty-nine or thirty, with a pleasant, intelligent face. Less good-looking, she reflected, than her questioner of the night before, but more wholesome. He was dressed in a gray suit, irreproachable save for a bulge in the right-hand jacket pocket. The blemish was removed when he withdrew a box of cigarettes and extended it to her. She hesitated a moment, and then took them. A dignified or melodramatic refusal would have been at variance with the attitude she had decided to adopt — moreover, she felt the need of a cigarette. She opened the box, took out one for herself, and offered it to him. Both smoked for the first few puffs in silence, indulging in mutual covert study. At last:

I have been sent to ask you if you have changed your mind, he said.

I can only repeat what I said last night; that I know nothing about it, and if I did I should not tell you. By now, she added, my friends will have arrived at West Heading and have informed the police of my disappearance.

He remained unmoved by the information and continued to talk calmly, asking questions in a smooth, even kindly voice. Phyllida began to feel that he had some sympathy with her predicament. She answered many of the questions which she would have ignored had they come from the other man. After all, it did not seem to matter — she had nothing to hide. At last he finished. He lit a fresh cigarette and gazed at her through the smoke with an expression she failed to understand.

I see that you know nothing about it. He is a fool — I told him you wouldnt.

Im glad someone believes me. Does he refer to your friend downstairs?

My dear Mrs. Shiffer, ones business associates are not necessarily ones friends. I hope you dont think that I approve of his methods?

Why not? Arent you aiding and abetting?

We wanted certain information. He was certain that you could supply it; I was doubtful, more than doubtful. I could have made certain in a little time by my own methods, but he was in a hurry, and it is he, not I, who gives orders. He believes in what he calls direct action — so many people who cannot be bothered to think things out believe in direct action, dont you think? His handling of this affair is a sample. You will believe me when I say that I shall always despise myself for having been in any way connected with it?

There was a solemnity in the question which set a panicky apprehension rising again in Phyllidas mind. There had been an uncomfortable emphasis on the word always.

But hell let me go now, wont he? Now that you are convinced that I can tell him nothing about it?

The man hesitated. He seemed to be finding the reply difficult.

You knew nothing, but now you no longer know nothing. You see, because of his stupid, melodramatic methods, you now know two things. One, that he wants your fathers secret, and, two, that this is his house — which means that you can discover his identity. He cant afford to let you go now.

Phyllida was weakening. She began to slip out of her chosen part. The panicky feeling increased as she asked:

But if I promise not to tell? If you took me away in a car as I was brought? I dont even know where I am now. There was a rug over my head all the way here.

He shook his head.

Now you are lying, Mrs. Shiffer. You saw the empty house opposite; you saw the agents name and his address. That has given you a good enough clue.

I couldnt read it — its too far away, she cried desperately.

No. Thats not true. Honest people like you make bad liars.

Phyllida changed her line.

But what will he do? He cant keep me here always.

The man frowned. His eyes did not meet hers as he spoke.

No. He will not want you here. You will have to disappear.

Phyllida, still half detached from reality, found herself asking in a queerly objective way:

Do you mean hell kill me? It seemed absurd as she said it for her to speak in this calm voice. The truth was that she could not realize it — he couldnt really mean that. But the man downstairs had threatened…

Kill you? Oh no, I dont mean that, but — well, young women are frequently disappearing, you know where they go to.

She stared at him with widening eyes.

Not…?

The man nodded. He was looking out of the window when he spoke again.

It might even be better to try that… he said, slowly.


Chapter V. Desperate Remedy
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PHYLLIDA WAS GIVEN ample time to review her situation. Whatever plans might be made for her future, there was no sign of any attempt to put them into immediate operation. Such arrangements, she supposed, must by their natures be delicately complicated. It had not been until the departure of man Number 2 — as she had mentally classified the gray-suited visitor — that she had been able to restore any degree of order and clarity to her mind. When she did succeed, it was only to plunge herself into a blacker hopelessness as the implications became plainer.

By kidnapping her (an action clearly disapproved by Number 2 on several grounds) Number 1 had encumbered, not to say endangered, himself uselessly, and she must be got rid of. It was not impossible that the real object of Number 2s visit had been to tempt her to try an escape by the window, but she considered it unlikely. In spite of the company he kept, she found herself inclined to believe him. Moreover, it would hardly be less awkward for them to have a suicidal captive, than to kill her themselves. At that point her thoughts turned back into familiarly disturbing channels. Suppose Number 1 still refused to believe in her ignorance? Would he try force to make her speak? She was entirely at his mercy….

The more she considered it, the more frightening the aspect. The affair took on a hard reality at last. Until then, although she had been kidnapped, carried off and threatened, it seemed to her that she had been treating the whole thing objectively. It had been too fantastic to be a part of real life. She had had a dream-like sense that such things could not indeed be happening — as though it were all part of a queerly distorted play. Then, with a rough jar, it swept over her that it was serious — the horrible thing was actually happening to her. A man had just seriously suggested that she should kill herself….

It shocked her. The idea of death made her feel more vitally alive than ever before. Being alive abruptly ceased to be a state taken for granted; it became a force in itself, active and driving. It was difficult to explain to herself what she had actually felt in that moment. The nearest she had come to such an emotion before had been after a smash which had wrecked her car, leaving her miraculously uninjured. She had wanted to shout and sing with the sheer thrill of finding herself still alive. It had been an amazingly beautiful world at that moment.

And so it was now.

She crossed to the window and looked out into the wintry sunshine. No, she was damned if she would go that way. If the worst came to the worst, there was always that, but this was too soon to give in.

Not bravado, but a harsh, bitter stubbornness was behind her thoughts, goading her with a sense of outrage. For a man, she guessed, it would have been different; he could not have been upset by the same sense of shock which shifted all her standards. She had been snatched from the human, civilized world and told that she must disappear — shown that she was a saleable commodity; that she had a trade value, and as a result she found herself more frightened than she had been in the whole of her life. Frightened not so much by the concrete dangers — the prospect of being shipped to South America was too remote for that as yet — but by finding that she herself did not count in the scheme. Her body could be sold like any other piece of furniture; what went on inside her, what she thought about it, would trouble no one. She, that part of her which made her Phyllida and nobody else, was reduced in the scheme of things to complete and utter unimportance. Possibly it would have shocked her less to know that he intended to silence her by killing her. She had never known before the full meaning of the word indignity. She paused in her thoughts; they had been running away with her, piling on the agony, but not without cause. Somehow her whole conception of the order of things was altered. She had thought that marriage to Ronald had taught her a lot. Life had been wretched enough with him, but she had still been herself, not utterly abased; she had never been regarded as a piece of indifferent livestock….

It was a long time before she was able to concentrate upon immediate practicalities, and still longer before the nebulous idea of escape could be contracted into even the most rarefied form of plan. The primary certainty was that if an escape were to be made at all, it must be made at the first attempt. Failure would assuredly entail fettering or some similar form of restraint. But into the details of its accomplishment, her mind steadily refused to be driven.

By evening she had reached a stage contiguous with hopelessness. Nothing but her own action could help her. Long ago Derek, Barry and Uncle Miles must have discovered her absence, but it would be impossible for them even to make a guess at her plight; there was no chance whatever of outside help. She alone could help herself, and only that if a plan would offer. Her sole consolation for the present was that the quantity of books brought by Number 2 indicated no intention of her immediate removal.

In the evening she retired to bed, not to sleep, but to lie there in the dark creating and destroying impossible schemes. In desperation she tried to call to mind all the thrillers she had ever read — and to wish that she had read them more carefully. But thrillers had been thrillers, and there had been no reason to expect that they would suddenly overlap real life. Then, too, they all seemed to have dealt with special cases rather than the incarceration of an ordinary person in an ordinary room. She began a mental tabulation of answers to the question, How did the heroine escape from the locked room?:

1. She is rescued by the hero. — No good at all in the present case.

2. She vamps the jailer. — But the butler who had brought her her meals appeared unvampable, a peripatetic ice-box. And man Number 2 had not paid a second visit.

3. She stands behind the opening door and hits whoever enters with something heavy. — Not practicable for several reasons, the best being that the door was set in the corner and opened back against the wall.

4. She throws a faint and escapes while the jailer fetches brandy. — A bit obvious; besides, any jailer of sense would shout for someone else to fetch the brandy.

5. She ties her bedclothes into a rope and climbs down from the window. — Yes, but not if a yapping dog is tethered below to give the alarm.

6. She flings pepper into the jailers face. — Quite, but after that —?

7. She suddenly produces a weapon concealed in her garter. — Certainly, if she has one.

There were plenty more. With a little effort it was surprising how many one could remember in rough outline, but not one of them seemed quite as workable as it had in the books. And then, at last, the idea came. An old one, a simple one — with a slight variation. Phyllida sighed thankfully and turned over on her side.
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Next day it became clear that Phyllidas spirit was broken. During Saturday she had put up a brave show which secretly impressed the butler, but he entered on Sunday morning to find a figure of weeping dejection huddled in the bed. When he returned to remove the tray, she pleaded with him so brokenly that even his schooled exterior showed a flicker of distress at her misery. Nor, it seemed, did the passing of the day increase her self-control. The man she had called Number 2 looked in once during the morning, but his visit was brief, and his manner as he left was one of barely concealed disgust at her collapse.

She had decided not to try anything before night. There was a risk that she might be removed during the day, but it was a risk which must be taken; daylight set all the odds against her. Not until shortly after dark, therefore, did she begin the business of tying sheets and blankets together by their corners to form a rope.

The number of times she had read of this operation was beyond her counting; it was, in fact, the old-established method of leaving upper windows. Nevertheless, as she regarded her handiwork, she was relieved to think that her life did not depend on its security. However, it would serve.

The corner of the last sheet was firmly knotted to the leg of the bed, and the business of paying out the rope began. Its lowering was an occupation requiring extreme care lest the dog below should become alarmed; to her relief it was carried through without raising so much as a single yap. Then she turned her attention to the bed. As quietly as possible she moved it across the room until its foot was against the wall below the sash, taking care that the way to the window itself was not blocked. After that there was little to do but wait. She squeezed herself close to the wardrobe on the side hidden from the doorway, and hoped that the butler would bring her dinner before long.

But he was later than he had been the previous evening. She had overlooked the fact that this was Sunday. She was forced to stay in her hiding-place, watching the luminous hands of the clock crawl round the dial in so dilatory a fashion that several times she thought it had stopped. They showed just after nine oclock when there came a rattle of the key in the lock, followed by a tap on the panel. She shrank back in her corner as the door opened. A moment later the lights flashed on. An exclamation broke from the butler as he caught sight of the bed skewed out of place. He set down the tray with a sharp jangle and ran, as she had hoped, to the window.

In a flash she was out of her corner, running across the room. He stood with his head and shoulders out of the window, looking down the improvised rope. She flung herself at him with all her strength, and her shoulder took him in the middle of his broad black back.

His feet slipped on the polished boards of the surround. He gave a cry, clawing wildly at the sill to save himself, but it was too late. He toppled headfirst out and vanished into the darkness. Only by clutching at the bed foot did Phyllida save herself from following him.

A heavy thud came from below; the small dog began barking in a frenzied fury; voices shouted at one another somewhere in the lower rooms. A second later Phyllida was out of the bedroom and running for the back of the house. As she turned the corner of the passage she heard a babble of voices in the hall and a pounding of feet on the front stairs.

Her immediate fear was that she might be unable to find the back stairs, or that having found them, she would encounter other investigators of the alarm in the act of climbing them. But her luck held. To judge from the sounds of shouts and running feet, she had succeeded in attracting everyone to the front of the house. She discovered and tore headlong down two flights of back stairs. At the bottom of the second she was faced with a choice of three doors. The baize-covered one on the right she judged to lead to the main part of the house. That on the left was ajar, giving a glimpse of the kitchen. The one before was paneled in the upper half with obscured glass; it looked as if it should lead out of doors. It did. In a rush she was through it, across a small yard, through another door and running down the back garden.

From the front of the house proceeded a medley of raised voices with an obbligato of continuous yapping. The sounds spurred her into running as she had never run before. But the garden ended in a brick wall too high for her to climb. Desperately she swerved, making for the side, and there she had better luck. Only a flimsy fence separated her from the next-door garden. She scrambled over it and landed in a clump of bushes. Beyond them was a tennis lawn, and on the farther side of it, more bushes.

After that, followed a nightmare of running and scrambling. She lost count of the number of gardens she must have crossed before she was forced to stop and rest. So far the noise of her own progress had made it impossible for her to listen for sounds of pursuit, but now, crouching among shielding laurel bushes, she strained her ears. Comfortingly far away the small woolly dog was still yapping, that was all.

She wondered what had happened to the butler. Had the unfortunate man broken his neck? Not at all unlikely, falling from such a height. But what else could she have done? She might have run out of the door while he was looking out of the window, but he would have heard her and have given the alarm at once. By his fall he had attracted everyone to the front. Because he would certainly be in no condition to answer their questions, she had hoped that they would think for at least a few necessary minutes that she had gone down the rope, and that he, in attempting to follow her, had slipped. It had been essential for everyone to be at the front while she escaped by the back. At the time she had been frightened enough not to mind whether she killed one or all of them…. She began to feel the reaction as she crouched and recovered her breath. It was quite impossible for her to control the trembling of her limbs.

Some minutes passed before she forced herself to go on. Before her a lawn led up to a large house, dotted here and there with lighted windows. She approached it with caution, avoiding the pools of light, and made her way beside it to the front garden. There she hesitated again. Would she be safe even in the road? Men who had kidnapped her like that would not easily be put off. She decided to lie low a little longer.

When at last she took courage to leave the shadows, it was to emerge upon a road entirely deserted. Thankfully she started along it, half running. Her luck had held.

Within a hundred yards her road debouched at right angles into another. She hesitated again on the corner, wondering which side to take. To the right it stretched away, empty; some little distance to the left a knot of men stood beneath a lamp-post. As the light fell on the face of one, she caught her breath. She drew back, but too late; the man whom she had faced on the steps of the Grange had caught sight of her. She turned and fled blindly down the road to the right.


Chapter VI. A Reappearance
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THE BEST MONDAY breakfast is apt to be an overcast business: this Mondays was an orgy of gloom. Derek surveyed the food before him with an absent intensity sufficient to wither the goodness out of all it touched. Barry stood it for a while in silence. At length, he suggested:

Look here, pull yourself together, old boy. Going off your food isnt going to do anyone any good.

Dereks reply to the truism was not couched in words: it was close to a snarl.

Have some bacon and eggs. Theyre good, Barry mumbled, from a full mouth.

Derek helped himself vaguely and stared at them lying on his plate as if in doubt as to their proper function.

But, damn it all, he muttered for the thousandth time since Saturday, what can have happened to her? She may have crashed, been assaulted by bandits — anything.

No, you can wash out the crash at least, Barry said, shaking his head. Old Drawford had the number of the car circulated. We should have heard if it had been seen.

That only makes it worse. We havent a clue of any kind.

Barry looked at him curiously. Seldom, indeed, in all the years he had known him had Derek allowed anything to get on top of him. He had cultivated an air of detachment in the face of surprises, good and bad, with such success that it came as a shock to see it broken down. Had he ever visualized such a situation as this he would have predicted that he himself would have been unable to hide his distraction, while Derek would be the one to maintain a calm front. Somehow, their usual roles had reversed themselves.

Shell soon turn up all right, he said.

Dont be a fool. Do you think Im an idiot who needs humoring? Derek snapped. A moment later he seemed ashamed of his tone. Sorry. This damned business has got me down, he said, and relapsed into a silence which remained unbroken until Barry was on the point of leaving. He paused at the door.

I say, Derek, if you do get any news, youll let me know at once?

Of course. The moment I hear anything.

The door banged. Derek lit a cigarette and slumped moodily into an armchair. There was the devil of a lot to be said for having a job on a day like this if only to take ones mind off things: Barry was lucky — though his job did lie in one of the more immoral callings. Queer how he was taking it — how did he manage it? If he had been in Barrys position hed have been off his head with worry. When he had lost Phyl to Ronald three years ago he had been nearly demented, and yet now, when she had come back only to disappear again, he could control himself as though…Oh, who could predict, anyhow?

He began to wonder how he would occupy the day. The problem of Phyl had been debated ad nauseam all Sunday — he must somehow stop himself stewing over it all today as well. He dragged himself out of his chair. A bath seemed a good beginning. The moment he was fully immersed the telephone bell rang. In two seconds he was back in the sitting-room, dripping and clad only in a towel. Damn the thing, of course it was in the bedroom — these plug-in telephones were always somewhere else. He streaked back along the passage.

Hullo? Yes?

Miles Drawfords voice answered him.

Is that you, Derek?

Yes, is it news about either of them?

Phyllidas been found. The police have got her.

Thank God for that. But what do you mean, got her?

I dont know. Ive just had a message to say that she is being brought up at Golders Green police-court this morning.

Good Lord! But why? Do you mean…?

Yes. Assaulting the police or something of the kind. I couldnt make head or tail of it over the telephone. Anyhow, she seems to want me there. Can you meet me at the court?

Of course. What time?

As near ten as you can manage.

Derek glanced at the clock. It showed almost half-past nine.

Right you are, but I may be a bit late.

He replaced the receiver and waited a moment before lifting it to dial Barrys office number.

I want to speak to Mr. Long.

An adenoidal voice announced that Mr. Long had not yet arrived. Derek looked at the clock again and swore.

Hullo. Well, look here, can you take a message for him? — Good. Listen. Will you tell him the moment he arrives that Mrs. Shiffer — no, not Fisher, Shiffer — S-H-I-F-F-E-R, got it? — What? — Yes, I know its a funny name. Now, get this straight. Mrs. Shiffer has been found and Mr. Jameson — J-A-M-E-S-O-N — will phone through the details as soon as he knows them. Got that? Just read it back, will you?

He listened.

No, no, no! Good God, man, dont tell him that. Its found, not drowned. F-O-U-N-D, found. — Yes, thats right, and be sure to let him have it the moment he comes in. Its very important.

He dropped the receiver back on its hook and dived for the wardrobe.
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Police-constable Pennywise was giving evidence. He was one of those large and placidly genial men who give the impression of being in loco parentis to the whole fussy world which circulates about them. His nickname of Foolish was the result of a very obvious derivation, and its general use in Q Division was traditional rather than derogatory. He understood it and did not resent it; if he had in his official capacity a fault, it might be that he was sometimes a shade too tolerant; the troubles which certain classes of society contrived for themselves could distress him to the point of making allowances, but he was not foolish. Moreover, he had the distinction, rare in policemen, of sustaining the full dignity of the law minus a helmet. His manner even toward the Bench was slightly protective.

On Sunday, the fifteenth of October, I was on duty in Gaydon Road. At approximately ten-fifteen p.m. I saw the lady come round the comer from Knights Road. She looked first up one way and then the other, as if she couldnt make up er mind which to go. Then she sees me and comes running.

Just a moment, Constable. You say she saw you, and came running. Are we to understand that she required your assistance?

I thought so at the time, sir. Looking distraught, she was, sir, very distraught.

Ah, distraught. Thank you. And then?

Well, I started walking toward er. And before Id got more than a few yards, a lot of people comes running out of Knights Road.

A lot, Constable?

Well, three, sir. Men, sir.

Yes?

Then she looked back over er shoulder and began to run faster. I got the impression—

P.C. Pennywise hesitated. There are courts which allow impressions and others which frown upon them.

You received the impression that she was running away from these men?

Yes, sir.

Continue, Constable.

Well, sir, she came on until she was about half a dozen yards away, then she stopped and picked up something from the road and threw it at me.

She did not say anything?

Not a word, sir.

And she threw something at you?

Yes, sir.

And what was it she threw?

Something lying in the road, sir.

Quite, but what we want to know is what was this something which was lying in the road?

Er — manure, sir. Horse manure.

A titter in court was swiftly withered by official frowns. Phyllida gazed intently at the floor.

Oh, I see. And after that?

I took er by the arm, sir, and started talking to er very severe. Then the three men what ad been following er came up and began apologizing. They gave me to understand that she wasnt responsible for er actions and had given them the slip — er — heluded them. They were very sorry such a thing shouldve appened and they would take good care it didnt appen — happen again. Then they asked me ow much it was going to cost me to get my coat cleaned. I wasnt sure what to make of it — the lady didnt seem very friendly with them, though they were pleasant spoken enough.

Quite, Constable. But what we want to hear is what you did — er — make of it?

The lady erself decided that, sir. While we was talking close by Messrs. Goldfisch and Richstein, the tobacconists, she offed with er shoe and did in the window. That settled it, sir. I ad to take er along to the station then. The men became habusive, but I told them theyd have to come along and settle it with the sergeant. At that they grumbled a bit and then went off.

Leaving the prisoner with you?

Yes, sir.

It struck you as odd that they did not accompany you?

Very odd, sir.

After a number of questions which failed to shed any further light on the matter, Constable Pennywise was instructed to stand down.

The prisoner herself, when questioned, was found to have raised reticence to the status of an art. In the Benchs private opinion her recollection was fogged more by circumstances than intent, and, in consequence, there were magisterial views and foibles to be aired. He assumed an attitude of admonishment.

Young lady, he began severely. I do not know what you had been doing immediately prior to this disgraceful incident, but it was obviously something of which you are not proud. Had it not been that the medical evidence has expressly stated that no traces of alcoholic influence were observable when you were brought to the police-station, I should have suspected as the cause of your surprising behavior one of those all too frequent cocktail parties which have become such potent instruments for degrading the youth of the nation. These pernicious gatherings, where young men and women congregate upon terms of loose familiarity, are one of the crying scandals of the age. They utterly destroy that sense of modesty which makes our gently nurtured ladies aware that theirs is the finest type in the world: they are, in a word, un-English. I repeat that, but for the medical evidence, I should have been driven to the suspicion that you had been attending one of these disgraceful orgies. As it is, I am forced to the conclusion that you were concerned in some other form of amusement which may or may not have been harmless, but of which you see fit to be ashamed.

From the constables evidence, I deduce that you wished to rid yourself of the friends with whom you had been spending the evening, while they were so loath to let you go as to misrepresent your mental condition. In my view, you are well rid of such, but you have chosen an expensive method of severing your friendship. You will have to pay for the damage you have done, and I trust it will serve as a warning….
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The three congregated outside the court.

Well, it might have been worse, said Derek. The price of Goldfisch and Richsteins window and two recognizances of five pounds, but mind you keep the peace henceforth. What on earth were you up to?

Phyllida, hatless (the object lent her to place upon her head in court had been duly reclaimed) and wearing a dress which was far from presentable, shook her head.

Give me some lunch. Im starving. Then Ill tell you all about it.

An explanation of how you came to be heaping such indignities on the law in the middle of the night should make good hearing, Mr. Drawford said, but as far as I am concerned, I am afraid it will have to be postponed.

Phyllida looked disappointed.

Oh, Uncle Miles, I thought you would be interested enough.

My dear, youve nearly succeeded in driving three men crazy with worry over the weekend. That should be enough guarantee of interest.

Is it really so frightfully important?

It is, and Ill pay you the compliment of admitting that only you and your misdeeds could have got me away this morning. The office was broken into over the weekend — its like a pigsty.

Burglars? What did they take?

We dont know yet. Itll probably take us days to get it all straight and find out whats missing. Allbright and Micken are at it now, and I must help them; so the story will have to wait.

He hailed a taxi as they reached the street. They watched it disappear.

Dash the old boy. So worked up he even forgets to offer us a lift. Look here, Ill phone Barry and get him to meet us for lunch. Wont be a minute.

He turned suddenly and collided with a burly figure in blue, apologizing hastily and dashing on. Phyllida smiled at the policeman; he grinned back at her.

Im sorry, Mr. Pennywise, but there really wasnt anything else to throw.

Might ave been worse, miss — mum. Sorry I ad to take you up, but dutys duty, you know.

Of course it is; besides, I wanted you to take me up.

Constable Pennywise shook his head.

I dont know what its all about, mum, but I ope itll be all right.

I hope so, too. Phyllida nodded. Perhaps when Ive found out what its all about myself, Ill tell you. By the way, Mr. Pennywise, how much does it cost to get a tunic cleaned?
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 — And they saw me and I turned and ran away as hard as I could — luckily it wasnt far to the main road. You heard the rest from the policeman.

Phyllida ground out another cigarette-end. Gray ash dribbled from the overfull tray on to the tablecloth. A waiter hovered suggestively closer. He received a curt demand for more coffee. She sipped at that which had cooled in her cup.

Thats a most amazing story, Derek said, but why didnt you tell it to the policeman or to the magistrate?

She drew another cigarette from the packet on the table and tapped it thoughtfully.

Really because I was so afraid that if I did, they might think I actually was mad. Those men almost convinced the policeman, as it was. If I hadnt broken the window, I believe hed have let them take me back.

But in court?

On my own unsupported word, without a scrap of evidence? Dont be silly, Derek, I should have got myself into an awful mess. After a pause, she added, Do you know what really shocks me most about the whole thing? Its that it is so easy — so frightfully easy. I wonder how many girls are snatched up just like that and dont have the chance to escape?

Barry broke in:

Do you know the address of this house?

She shook her head.

No, but I could easily find it again. Its in one of the turnings off Knights Road which runs into Gaydon Road.

Anything distinctive about it?

Lots. The house itself has been fairly recently painted cream on the front, and the window frames are a kind of bluey-green. Theres a wall and a hedge which almost hide it from the road, and the gates in the wall are the same bluey-green. And, of course, theres the empty house right opposite. But whats the good?

Well, I think you ought to tell the police, Barry looked questioningly at Derek, who frowned.

Yes — probably they ought to know. Derek sounded a shade doubtful.

Of course they ought. Damn it, we dont want to withhold information about white-slavers, do we?

Thats not quite the point. They themselves obviously arent white-slavers; that part of it was only subsidiary — their method of ridding themselves of the embarrassment of Phyls presence; the alternative, to be quite brutal, to knocking her on the head. At least, thats how it strikes me. He looked questioningly at the girl, and she nodded.

Yes, that was how it struck me.

And their real purpose was to get hold of this information. Why? Thats what I want to know.

He poured himself some fresh coffee.

Yes. Why? Phyllida echoed, As far as I remember, Daddy always used to keep his notes in the lab, where they would naturally be handiest when he wanted them.

In that case, Derek suggested, either these particular notes were so very important that he hid them somewhere safe, or else they saw them and didnt recognize them.

I dont quite follow that. Barry looked puzzled.

Dont you remember, the village bobby told us of a burglary at the Grange shortly before Uncle Henry left?

You think that they were after the notes, then?

Of course I do. Theres just a possibility of its being a coincidence, but, after all, it was a queer kind of burglary. Nothing was taken, as far as we know. It looks pretty fishy to me.

But theres a third possibility, Phyllida interrupted. I mean that the notes are imaginary — that these people have got hold of some wrong idea altogether. Its so unlike Daddy to be secretive about his work — hes just a straightforward research worker. Suppose they are after some notes which may not really exist at all?

A bit thin. They sound like a pretty efficient crowd to me, Derek thought.

Barry broke in:

Look here, we can go into all this later. I think Phyl ought to rest and try to sleep a bit after all shes been through. Shes looking dead-tired.

Derek ceased to draw patterns on the tablecloth with a fork and looked up at her.

Yes, Im sorry. At the risk of being considered as uncomplimentary as Barry, I endorse that. Bed for you, Phyl. Come along.

It was too true for Phyllida to protest. They pushed back their chairs. The waiters gloom of an hours standing was replaced by a scenic smile as he hurried forward to assist.


Chapter VII. Little Progress
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MILES DRAWFORD RECLINED in a posture which he considered less becoming than comfortable. He had never entirely succeeded in disabusing his mind of the idea that armchairs such as Dereks, with their long, low seats, were, in some undefined way, indecent, but he could not deny their restful qualities. Indeed, had it not been for the voice proceeding from the similar, though slightly smaller, chair on the other side of the fireplace, he could have slept. But the voice did not permit. It went steadily on telling its astonishing tale, so that he all but forgot the weariness induced by the hours which he and his partner and his clerk had spent in putting their office to rights. He lay back, watching the play of the firelight on the ceiling, noticing unaware, how the molding of the cornice now jumped into clarity and now receded into shadow. And all the time Phyllidas voice continued to tell a story which had no relation to his own experience of life. From anyone else the tale would have strained his credulity; he would have made reservations; but Phyllida, well, he knew her — had known her since she was a small bundle in her mothers arms. At least, he had thought he knew her, though he was at present learning of a more resourceful Phyllida than he had known before. He heard her through almost without an interruption, which, considering his legal mind, was one of her minor triumphs. At last she stopped, leaving him with a great deal to say, and nowhere to begin.

When we left the police-court, I dont think youd quite given up the idea that I was drunk and disorderly, had you, Uncle Miles? she added.

He sat up a little in order to shake his head emphatically.

My dear, after the fright wed all had I was so glad to find you unharmed that I wouldnt have minded if you had been found drunk and incapable, but I did not think that. For one thing, its not like you. And, for another, the police definitely said that there was no suggestion of alcoholic excess; and theyve a pretty fair experience, you know. But I must admit that, like the magistrate, I was convinced that something very odd had occurred. However, I never suspected anything like this.

You think I ought to have told them all about it?

No. I should say that in the circumstances you took the wiser course. Unsupported allegations, you know. Excitement in court. Evening papers making the most of it. People you know only slightly saying to one another: It sounds a queer kind of story to me — I wonder what really happened? And then going on to suppose this and that. It would have been most unpleasant for you. But that does not mean that the police ought not to know. Of course, it is really for you to decide, but I think that out of — well, call it public duty, if you like, you ought to tell them.

Phyllida frowned slightly. Obviously the idea did not appeal to her.

But they wont be able to do anything. Those men will just deny it.

True. They may not be able to do anything directly, but information of that kind is useful. Its a case of little drops of water, little grains of sand. They go on quietly and patiently building up and fitting together. You may be quite sure, for instance, that after they have heard your story they will find out whether anything else is known against the men and who they really are. Quite likely something will come of that.

All right then, Uncle Miles. If you feel I ought to, Ill go round to the police-station in the morning, but only on condition that you come with me.

I think we can do better than that. In a practice like mine one doesnt often come up against criminal matters, but it has happened once or twice that I have met one of the Scotland Yard men — a Detective-Inspector Jordan. I fancy that if you tell him, hell know what to do about it. You see, for all we know, it may be just the link they are waiting for.

I dont see how —? Phyllida began, doubtfully.

Nor do I. But it will surprise me if it doesnt fit in somewhere. There was an organization behind their methods which suggests practice. Besides, you remember the threat of the man you call Number 2? If it was not said just to frighten you, it presupposes wide collections. Such a transaction would need a lot of handling; one would have to know where to go and how to set about it.

Yes, I see that now. I didnt quite realize it before. When shall we go, Uncle Miles? Tomorrow morning?

The afternoon would suit me better, if you dont mind. Ive still a great deal to get straight at the office.

Of course. Just when you like.

Miles Drawford looked across at her. The light of the fire softened the lines of her face. Only when the flames leaped momentarily higher was it possible to see the details of worry upon it. There had been little sign of that this morning; she had still been sustained by excitement then. Now that activity no longer kept worry at bay, the reaction had set in.

And his own mind was far from easy. Not only was the mystery of Henry Woodridges disappearance intensified, but there was this matter of the injured butler. From her tone as she related the incident he could tell that it was getting on her nerves. Even though the circumstance had demanded it, it could scarcely be a pleasant recollection. He was, he had gathered, a heavy man, and he had fallen from the second floor…. It might be only a broken leg or arm, but it might equally well be a broken neck…. It was hard to see how trouble might come of it for Phyllida, but it was safer to be prepared. For this reason, as much as for any other, he wanted her to tell the police. He looked at her again, wondering whether to raise the point. He decided that no useful purpose could be served by that at present — better try to get some information on the mans condition first.

A key rattling in the front door interrupted his thoughts. Derek and Barry entered together.

Were sorry were late, Derek announced. Not only because we have been without your delightful company, but also because were damned hungry. How now, fair coz? I hope you took a glass of Vitaltine and ensured restful sleep. Wonderful stuff, Vitaltine, as Barry will tell you — transatlantic flyers take it to keep them awake; stay-at-homes take it to send them to sleep.

Phyllida looked up. Her introspective gloom vanished.

How many times, Derek, have I told you that I will not be referred to as fair coz? Its a revolting phrase. I loathe it.

So much for the Bard. I take it he was wrong, too, in supposing that sleep would knit the ravelld sleeve, or perchance you dreamed, was that the rub?

On the contrary, I slept very well. Probably I should be sleeping now but for the telephone.

Oh. Who?

Old Sir Seymour ringing up to know if there was any news of Daddy yet. He was awfully sweet about it and apologized for being so grumpy the other day.

Nice old boy, Sir Seymour. Rang up yesterday, too. To hear him and Uncle Henry debating some higher scientific point which no one else can understand at all, youd think theyd nothing in common but mutual contempt. When you really get down to it, you find that they are as attached to one another as two old chaps can be.

If you dont mind, put in the solicitor, a little less of this old chap business. Seymour Franks is only a year or two senior to me.

Phyllida intervened.

Whats the matter with you, Barry? she asked.

He was wearing a despondent expression, and had not spoken since he entered the room. Derek answered for him.

Hes had a sad disappointment, poor lad. Went out looking for a fight and only found a raspberry. Hell be better after food. So shall I. So will you. Put on your things, and ho! for Charlotte Street.



.....

Miles Drawford swept unenthusiastic eyes across Gustaves. He was a solicitor, his office was in Bedford Row, his house in Four Horses Lane, Hampstead. Upon the exceedingly rare occasion when he found himself in Soho, it was at one of the southern restaurants which boasts a commissionaire: one of the places which has got on, runs a table dhôte dinner and has built up a reputation known even as far away as Hendon. This northern Soho he knew not at all, and was prepared to like but little more.

You must not, admonished Dereks voice in his ear. You must not sniff at the way we poor live — have a look at the menu first. Mr. Drawford looked. It cheered him slightly. Derek produced a wine list. That was even better reading; parts of it were almost literature. Gustave himself bustled up to the table and began a high-speed recitation of comestibles. The effect was confusing.

Dont mind him, Derek advised. Its his great parlor trick. We all admire it, but nobody listens.

They ordered. Gustave produced an excellent sherry. Mr. Drawford sat back and began to take fresh stock of the place. The small restaurant was blue with more smoke than appeared compatible with the power to breathe. From the surrounding tables arose fountains of chatter and still more smoke. Vehement arguments were in full swing at several tables or between groups at different tables. He compared it with some of the more polite restaurants he knew, not entirely to the latters advantage. This might be a trifle too noisy and boisterous, but it was preferable to a number of the haunts of self-conscious solemnity, and at least there was no need of second-rate music to cover patrons conversational poverty.

Thats Grost, over there. Derek indicated a big man who wore a dark beard. Mr. Drawford observed him. The man was laying down principles in a booming voice which accorded with his frame.

And who is Grost?

Derek looked a little shocked.

Dont you ever read New Politics? He writes articles for them in favor of dictatorship.

Hm. That doesnt sound very new. Does he want a dictator for England?

He certainly does. The only trouble is that he cant decide who it should be.

The solicitor looked again at the vociferous Grost.

He looks like a man with convictions, he admitted.

Oh, he is — only they change so often. A year ago they were Communistic convictions — now all his red comrades regard him as a backslider, while he thinks they are back numbers.

Derek went on to point out several notable Bloomsbury dwellers, and to enlarge upon their peculiarities. Of a few the solicitor had heard; the fame of the majority was purely local. Phyllida and Barry began to interest themselves in a conversation of their own.

Thank God, Barry contrived to yell confidentially above the surrounding babel, that youre back safely with us. Phyl, my dear, weve been more scared this weekend than you will ever know. If it had gone on any longer, I think old Derek would have gone potty.

Gone what? Phyllida demanded, as Grosts booming carried away the last word.

Potty, shouted Barry.

The bearded Grost, who had just delivered himself of a triumphant climax, turned to glare. There was a light of misunderstanding in his eye.

Hed have gone mad, Barry amplified, hastily.

Grost changed his mind and turned back to his party with a shrug. Barry went on:

It was that awful feeling of helplessness — being sure that you were in some kind of trouble and not being able to do a thing about it.

Phyllida looked at him curiously.

You or Derek?

Both of us.

He seems cheerful enough now.

Yes, now. Hes the normal Derek again now — just as if it had never happened — to look at. But over the weekend — well, it was a side of him that Ive never seen before. He felt — we both felt that we had let you down. You had just come back, wed barely seen you again, and then the very first time you wanted some help, we couldnt give it. We…

He caught Dereks eye on him with an expression he did not quite understand, and stopped on the word.

What? said Phyllida.

Oh, what does it matter now? Barry raised his voice again to compete with the surrounding chatter. Youre safe and youre back. Its over now, thank God. Nevertheless, a frown inconsistent with such sentiments made its appearance. All the same, if I ever meet that swine Draymond again, Ill push his bloody face in.

He spoke with ferocity and determination. The last half of his sentence unhappily coincided with one of those unanimous pauses in conversation which are apt to fall upon a room full of people. Somebody chuckled audibly. Grosts head went back to emit a booming laugh. Barry, coloring, glared at the amused faces about him. He seemed to be on the point of taking out his wrath on any convenient person.

Whats all this? Whose bloody face? inquired Derek.

Who is Draymond? Phyllida asked, with the evident intention of calming him.

Derek frowned. Barry, what did I tell you? The woman, my cousin, the female escapologist, kept us waiting all through lunch for her story, now she can wait all through dinner for ours.

What is it? What have you two been doing? Phyllida demanded. If its anything to do with me, I think I ought to know at once.

Derek groaned.

There now. See what youve done, blast you, Barry. She wont be happy till she gets it, and I shall have to eat and talk at the same time — which means that both operations will be conducted indifferently.

What is it? Phyllida repeated, unrelenting.

Oh, all right, Ill tell you. And if I get indigestion, itll be your fault — however, no doubt Barry can get me some Minsoda tablets, The Sentries of the Stomach, at trade price. He reflected a moment.

We will call it The Case of the Bland Householder or All at Golders is not Green. He helped himself despondently from one of the dishes of hors-dœuvres. You know, I shant enjoy this stuff half as much as I ought to, and Im devoted to raw cabbage.

Go on, Phyllida insisted.

Now, where was I? Oh, yes, that was the title. Well, after wed left you, Barry was all of a sweat. Nothing would satisfy him but that we go sleuthing. I dont know what his firm thinks about it. He wasnt there on Saturday; I gather that he did no work this morning, and he played truant this afternoon. Probably, quite a serious number of persons has failed to have its taste corrupted and various firms will go bankrupt as a direct result.

I must admit that I wasnt over-keen. My own view of sleuthing is the conservative one, that it should be done mentally, preferably while wearing a dressing-gown, and at a respectful distance from the sleuthed. Barrys idea of a bit of subtle detective work is to open the conversation with some sort of pleasantry such as: Ha, ha, you swine! We meet at last. He has no patience with that school of thought which works, deeply cunning, until the final coup.

I was damned angry, Barry put in.

Youre telling me? Anyhow, its no proper frame of mind for a detective. My great fear, he explained to the others, was that he might find a pistol and try to shoot people up. He might, at that moment, have been described as righteous revenge incarnate.

Barry snorted. Look here, if you cant tell this properly, let me.

All right. All right. Just getting the atmosphere of the thing; the noble spirit in which we started, and all that. I admit frankly that my own attitude was less heroic. In fact, it was that of one who was going to see the show, and possibly clear up the bits afterward.

Anyhow, off we went to Golders Beastly Green, where we found Knights Road without any difficulty. He turned to the solicitor. Youve never seen Knights Road? You ought to, its such a thoroughly nice place — though funny things do seem to go on inside some of the houses. We started examining all the side roads for The House with the Bluey-Green Gates. It was dreadful. Every house had what I believe is called character. There was a sort of horrid fascination about them which put me in a kind of stupor, so that it was Barry who actually found the bluey-green gates, and clutched me by the arm. There was no doubt that it was the right place, for there were the optimistic To Let bills in the windows of the unspeakable house opposite. Barry was all for direct, frontal methods, but there I struck. I admit that, as things turned out, they would have been just as productive as the course we took, but it seemed a pity not to get right inside the house now that we had come so far. We had a bit of an argument before he could be dragged away from the spot, but finally we went off in search of a directory.

  The Laurels, Catalan Road, Golders Green, is the residence of Ferris Draymond, Esquire. He…

Ferris Draymond? asked the solicitor, suddenly.

Yes. Do you know him?

Mr. Drawford shook his head.

No, but Ive heard of him in the City.

Any details?

Nothing I can call to mind — just a pretty well-known figure.

Well, after that we got his telephone number and found out that he had just come home. It was getting on, for six oclock by this time, and I thought that tomorrow might do for an interview. But Barry didnt. He was full of Vim and Vigger, so back we went to Catalan Road and presented one of my professional cards at The Laurels. I scribbled something about urgent business on the back, but I was doubtful if it would fetch him. So, apparently, was the man who opened the door. His tone was most discouraging when he said: I will see if Mr. Draymond is at home.

However, a couple of minutes later we were shown into his study. Phyl had already prepared us for something of the kind when she described it, but, with all deference, I dont think she did it justice. There were at least eight of those bent steel chairs which were intended for German tenements until the intelligent said: Why shouldnt we call them smart and sell em to poor goops at two pounds ten each instead of six bob? We looked at the black glass desk: it made me think of a snack bar. The carpet was a crime committed in the name of modernism. The whole room was neo this and neo that. Ive never encountered such determined neoism in my life. After the silver panels and the dark walls and the green tinge of the ceiling, I expected the man behind the desk to look like one of those dummies in Jaegers windows. It was quite a shock to find a normal-looking human being asking what he could do for us. Barry started like Winter Shell:

 You may explain, if you can, your treatment of Mrs. Shiffer, he said.

The mans eyebrows rose inches and then descended below normal.

 Im afraid I dont quite understand you, he said, stiffly. I gathered that you wished to see me on business, Mr.— — he looked at my card again— Mr. Jameson.

 I am Jameson, I said, and—

 And this gentleman? he interrupted.

 Mr. Long, a friend of Mrs. Shiffers. I am her cousin.

It was then that he adopted the air of the bland householder.

 Doubtless your business with me would be made clearer if the identity of the lady to whom reference has twice been made could be further explained. I am afraid that I do not recall anyone of that name.

 Your memory must be remarkably short, I said. I am referring to the lady who threw that paperweight — I pointed to the little sphinx on his desk— through your window early on Saturday morning.

 The lady you kidnapped and kept prisoner here, Barry added.

The man looked from one of us to the other. His air of bewilderment was well done.

 My dear sir, this is a most extraordinary accusation. I assure you that I am holding no lady prisoner here.

 Thats only because she was lucky enough to escape, said Barry.

The man turned to me with a puzzled expression.

 Am I to understand that your friend seriously thinks that I —?

 You are to understand, Mr. Draymond, I told him, with a feeling that this kind of thing might go on for hours, that we are both aware that you seized Mrs. Shiffer from her home on Friday night, and held her here by force until she made her escape on Sunday evening. We should like an explanation of your action.

He looked at me steadily; after a time he gave a slow smile and shook his head.

 No, Mr. Jameson, not a penny.

We both goggled at him.

 What do you mean? Barry asked.

 I mean that it wont work. Not a single penny are you two going to get out of me.

 If you think— I began.

 But I do. I certainly do. Consider a moment. If what you suggest had actually occurred, you would not be here interviewing me, you would be with the police, doing your duty as good citizens. Instead, you have come here to threaten, but threats dont work with me, Mr. Jameson; youve picked the wrong man to try and frighten.

 We shall certainly go straight to the police when we leave here, I told him.

That irritating smile of his grew broader.

 Bluff, Mr. Jameson. Useless, I assure you. I have not the pleasure of your cousins acquaintance, but I am sure she is well grounded in her story. Fortunately, however, all menservants — save for my butler, who is unlucky enough to be in hospital just now — will be able to testify that the whole story is a fabrication — not a very ingenious fabrication, I may add. I do not know offhand what penalties are inflicted on those who try to obtain money in this way, but I should imagine that the sentences are unpleasantly heavy. It is such an old trick, my dear Mr. Jameson — if that is, indeed, your name — the police are, as the Americans say, wise to it. You will have to get up earlier in future.

And there we stuck. Not only did he meet all our accusations with a flat denial, but he even went as far as to threaten calling in the police himself to give us in charge for demanding money with threats. We knew, of course, that that was bluff, but it didnt help. We argued and blustered for a bit. Barry ran verbally amok and told the man a few things about himself. But he just sat there at his ridiculous desk and smiled at us. He must have had a bell concealed somewhere, because two men came in to cut short as comprehensive a piece of vituperation as ever I did hear. Very firmly they gave us the gate, and that was completely that.

He laughed a little ruefully.

You ought to have seen us just then. Two chivalrous knights gallantly out to avenge the insults put upon a lady, reduced to standing on the pavement and wondering what to do next. Modern life is just a chain of anti-climaxes. Ive come to that conclusion a lot of times, but I keep on forgetting it in the intervals. In the end we decided that there was nothing to be done, so we came home.

There was a pause. Phyllida said:

It was sweet of you both to try. But what did you really mean to do?

Derek shook his head. Quite honestly, I dont know. I fancy Barry went with some idea of beating the man up, didnt you?

I dont think I knew, either, Barry admitted. I just felt wild at the way youd been treated, and I wanted to do something about it. It does seem a bit silly, I suppose, when one looks at it afterward.

Youre sure, Drawford put in, that it was the same man?

Barry stared. Derek chuckled.

Ha! the legal mind looking for loopholes. Im sorry to be prosaic, but Im afraid it was. Phyl told us that the man she called Number 1 was a dark, good-looking fellow. Ferris Draymond is undoubtedly that. Also, he is clean-shaven, parts his hair in the middle, has brown eyes, broad, surgeon-like hands and wears a platinum signet ring on the left little finger. Hows that?

Yes. That fits. I remember his eyes — a kind of rich brown.

I took particular note of them. Why do women always manage to remember the color of eyes? I could tell you, but I wont. Anyhow, taking into account a recent small bruise and scar on the forehead, I think we can consider identity established.

You mean that we assume that this man, Draymond, was responsible for the crime? Drawford said.

We do: we had already. Though if I were Phyl, I should kick at my adventure being sordidly described as the crime.

And yet, to me, it is quite incredible that a respectable City man should behave in such a fashion.

Why? Why is it more incredible in a City man than in anyone else?

Well — er — well, it just is, the solicitor said, lamely.

Prejudice, Drawford: Class bias. Just think of the respectable City men who embarrass small schoolgirls in suburban railway trains. Dark horses are bred in City stables, Drawford.

The solicitor paid no attention; he had known Derek long enough not to rise.

I must make some inquiries. There is undoubtedly more than we thought about this. I wonder if Henry— He trailed off into silence, pursuing his own private line of thought.

Whats this? Derek leaned forward. Do you think he might know more about this Uncle Henry business?

But the solicitor did not explain. His professional caution asserted itself, but his speculations had led him, apparently, on to interesting ground.

Suppose, Barry suggested to the other two, that that is the explanation of his disappearance. I mean, that Mr. Woodridge had certain information which he knew that Draymond wanted — and that he knew Draymond to be pretty unscrupulous. Might it not be his safest course to disappear and continue his work in peace?

It might, Derek said, but doubtfully.

You think thats what Daddys done? Phyllida asked.

Well, its plausible.

Only just, Derek qualified. I dont want to be a wet blanket, but if his only reason for leaving the Grange was to avoid Draymond, why vanish totally? Surely he could safely have told Phyl and Mr. Drawford where he was. This complete secrecy doesnt strike me as natural or necessary.

He glanced at Phyllida to see if she grasped the possible application of his last words, but she had taken up a line of her own.

For all we know, Draymond may really have got hold of Daddy. Dont you think he may have found him in spite of his shutting up the Grange and going away?

Certainly not.

You sound very definite, Barry objected.

Well, look at it, Derek said. It isnt a nice suggestion to make, but Im sure that if Draymond had got hold of Uncle Henry he would have had the information somehow. Friend Draymond isnt squeamish — at least, if we judge by his treatment and intended treatment of Phyl. It may be that all his threats were bluff, but Phyl doesnt seem to think so.

Im sure they werent — he wouldnt stick at anything, she endorsed.

Which seems to me to make it pretty certain that Draymond has not got him.

And leaves us just where we were before: asking, Where is he?  Barry said.

For a time there was silence at the table. The room had thinned, but bursts of laughter still came from other parties. Gustave came hustling up. It was, he felt, scarcely complimentary of his patrons to look so gravely thoughtful after the meal.

It is good, yes? with some concern.

Derek nodded. I have no doubt, Gustave, that it was good, but who can judge if he is forced to be a raconteur throughout dinner?

Ah! So! said Gustave, with tact.

They began to collect their belongings.

Can I drop you anywhere? Drawford suggested, as he helped Phyllida on with her coat. Her reply that she would be staying at the Gordon Square flat caused a slight shadow to cross his face. Derek laughed.

Come, come, Drawford. Dont forget the status of the married woman. Theres a different standard for her. Lord knows why. Perhaps she is supposed to be better qualified to avert any possible consequences.

Mr. Drawford looked pained. He demurred.

Your aunt— he began.

Nonsense, Drawford. Stand by your conventions. Dont you know that married women are less human than unmarried? You cant go back on your generations teaching like that.

The solicitor turned his appeal to Barry, who shook his head.

He cant help it. His mind works like a corkscrew. But, honestly, I think we shall all sleep the sounder for knowing that Phyl is where Draymond cant get her without braining us.

I suppose it is all right, nowadays, Mr. Drawford conceded, but in a voice which supposed the opposite. He turned to Phyllida.

Let me know at once if there is any news, my dear.

Of course. Good night, Uncle Miles.

They stood on the pavement and watched the black saloon depart northwards.

You know, said Derek, thoughtfully, I may be wrong, but I fancy the old boy could give us some ideas about all this — if only his legal caution would let up for a bit.

Phyllida nodded.

He does seem to be keeping something dark. Ill try to get it out of him when I see him tomorrow afternoon.


Chapter VIII. A Note for Phyllida
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THE ROOM LOOKED gray and cold. Phyllida pulled the clothes closer to exclude a chilly draft which was fingering her spine. Five minutes of semi-coma ensued. A small clock on the bedside table was ticking fussily, making a noise symbolic of irritated efficiency, as if it said: You ought to be doing this; you ought to be doing that. I am the great Ought.

She opened one eye to take in the great Oughts instructions, but for the moment its face was obscured. She extended an arm and removed the note propped up before it. By the simple process of showing hands at a quarter to eleven, it said: You ought to have been up two hours ago. She yawned in its face and unfolded the note:

Good morning. Barry has already dashed off to distort Truth into Advertising, and I am one of a thousand applicants for a tenth-rate job. Mrs. Roberts will bring you breakfast if you shout. There is one beautiful sight you will never see — yourself asleep.

Derek.

She smiled, dropped the note back on the table, stared at the foot of the bed for a few reflective moments, and then glanced out of the window. Something misty, too thin to be tasted and smelled, and therefore unclassifiable as fog, defiled the air. Not cheering; perhaps some food would lend a brighter prospect. She summoned breakfast in the manner suggested.

Mrs. Roberts maneuvered the tray and her own rotund person into the room with difficulty. She beamed upon Phyllida.

Good morning, miss — er — mum, I should say now. Its good to see you ere again. Quite like old times.

Thank you, Mrs. Roberts. Thats nice of you, but you better not let Mr. Drawford hear you say anything like that. He doesnt think I ought to be here even now.

Mrs. Roberts snorted.

Oh, im. Es an old fusty, thats what e is. A bit nasty minded, as you might say. Not that its is fault, mind you. Just comes of is being a lawyer and forever thinking of divorces and what not. They cant elp getting like that. Why, I aint never known a nicer pair of young gentlemen than Mr. Jameson and Mr. Long — and there aint much I dont know about them after doing for them for close on six years. Ow did you like them foreign parts, mum — not-as much as your ome, Ill be bound?

She rattled on. Phyllida contrived to slip in questions concerning Mr. Roberts permanently unsatisfactory health and his equally permanent and unsatisfactory search for employment. She managed, too, to remember the names and natures of most of the Roberts brood. The replies were voluble, detailed and discursive. Moreover, since Phyllidas married state had rendered her eligible for a kind of Freemasonry of Misfortune, there was much intimate information upon matters of health to be imparted. Half an hour was swept away in the torrent of recital before either realized it. It was checked at last by a sight of the clock. Lawks, was Mrs. Roberts reaction, there was the morning nearly done, and she had to get out for the shopping yet, if Phyllida would excuse her. She withdrew. A few moments later her behatted head was thrust into the room to give assurance that she would be back within the hour. Then the flat door slammed and she was gone.

Phyllida slipped out of bed and fetched the telephone from the sitting-room. Having plugged it in, she slid back into warm comfort and dialed Mr. Drawfords office number. No, she was told, Mr. Drawford was at the Law Courts; would she like to speak to his partner, Mr. Allbright? She decided that it would be a waste of time; if there had been any news, there would have been a message. When, she asked, would Mr. Drawford return? The voice at the other end regretted its inability to be definite, but, it thought, soon. She hung up and placed the instrument on the table.

Its time you got up, said the hands of the great Ought.

She yawned once more and reached for the large, rather scratchy male dressing-gown. It felt as if one were putting on a tent. Her feet were sliding into slippers like small canoes when there came a clatter from the doorbell.

Damn! Probably some poor devil wanting to demonstrate a vacuum cleaner or a water softener.

A fresh-faced young man, dressed in a neat dark gray suit, stood on the mat. He removed a gray felt hat to expose smooth fair hair, and smiled pleasantly.

Mrs. Shiffer?

Phyllida was surprised.

Yes? A little doubtfully.

I have a message for you.

From an inside pocket he extracted an envelope with her name on the front. She seized it with a sudden, sharp excitement. Tearing it open, she read the few lines written in a familiar, angular style.

My Dearest Phyllida,

I cannot say how sorry I am to have caused you such anxiety, but circumstances of which I can give no details here have forced me into a peculiar position. I am sending this by young Straker of whom I have told you before. If you will come with him, all this mystery will be explained to you by your loving

Father.

Phyllida looked up to meet the blue eyes of the young man watching her.

You are Mr. Straker?

I am.

Tell me, where is my father?

Do you mind if I come in? It might be wiser not to talk here on the stairs.

Of course. She led the way into the sitting-room and turned to him again.

Where is he?

I am afraid I am not at liberty to tell you that, Mrs. Shiffer. You must understand that Professor Woodridge has gone to a great deal of trouble to keep his present whereabouts a secret.

Even from me?

Particularly from you. He considers it much safer both for yourself and for us if you do not know where he is to be found.

Phyllida stared at the young man; an angry flush began to spread across her cheeks.

Do you mean to say that I —?

Please do not misunderstand me. We have heard that you have already suffered one unpleasant experience. Mr. Draymond, as you will have guessed, has few scruples where his interests are at stake. If he were to know that you could give him your fathers address, it would put you into danger.

But you are to take me to him?

Yes, but not to his present address — to a common meeting-place.

Phyllida frowned in bewilderment.

What is it all about? Its so confusing.

Im sure he will tell you as much as he wants you to know when you see him. He is waiting for us now, he added, pointedly.

Yes, of course. I must get some clothes on. Ill be back in a few minutes.

She crumpled the note into her dressing-gown pocket and ran back to the bedroom. She was half dressed when the telephone bell rang.

Yes? She lifted the receiver impatiently.

Is that you, my dear? The voice was deep and avuncular.

Who do you want? she demanded irritably.

I want Mrs. Shiffer. Arent you she?

Yes, but who are you?

Seymour Franks. The tone was slightly reproving. I want to know if there is any news yet of—

Yes. Yes, there is. Ive just had a note from him, and Im going to see him.

Has he been hurt?

I dont think so — there was nothing about it in the note.

Well, thats splendid. Where is he now? I should like to give him a piece of my mind for alarming us all.

I dont know where he is. You see, he just sent the note round by his assistant, Straker, telling me to go with him.

Straker? the voice repeated reflectively. Oh, yes, I remember. Lanky fellow, looks as if he didnt wash overmuch — good man at his job all the same, I believe. Well, thats the best news Ive—

Wait — wait a minute, Phyllida interrupted urgently. Lanky fellow, looks as if he didnt wash overmuch —? That didnt fit at all.

Quickly, this man Straker. Can you describe him?

But you said he was—

Never mind. What does he look like?

Oh, tall, you know. Slight stoop, wears glasses, gold-rimmed, I think.

What colored hair?

Just a sort of nondescript brown. Too long, trails on his collar. Good man all the same, so your father says.

And his face? Is it rather red?

Oh, dear me no. No, no one could call it red. Is there anything wrong, you sound—

No, its quite all right, thank you.

Phyllida hung up. She hesitated for a second, her finger on the dial. Then she lifted the receiver again and dialed 0. Speaking quietly and close up to the mouthpiece:

Police, quickly, she said.



.....

Had he heard the telephone? she wondered. Had he taken fright and gone already? She thrust her head out of the bedroom and called experimentally:

Hes sure to wait for us?

Yes, but we mustnt be long. The young mans voice sounded calmly unsuspicious.

All right, Ill only be a few minutes now.

She closed the door. He must have heard the bell ring. Perhaps he had thought it was in the next flat. There was a bolt on the door; she slid it to reinforce the lock and then retreated to sit on the bed and look at it apprehensively. It was not a very good door; it did not seem capable of withstanding much force — and he was a very muscular-looking young man. Suddenly she recalled that she was still only half dressed. How long, she wondered, would it be before the policeman could get here?

She finished dressing and began to walk the room, aimlessly fidgeting. Eight minutes since they had said that the man would be round at once: it felt like eight hours. There was a tap on the door: she jumped as violently as if it had been an explosion.

Arent you ready yet, Mrs. Shiffer? We shall be late.

Did he sound suspicious? She thought not. But there was a slight change in the quality of his voice — uneasiness, perhaps.

Ive torn my stocking. I shant be a moment.

Why couldnt that policeman hurry? One would have thought that after her message he would have come running. Only policemen never did run, did they? She must keep the man here. He must be arrested for them to get something out of him. So far this mystery had been all smooth — they hadnt been able to catch hold of anything. If the man should take fright and run away, they might never get any farther. He must be wondering at her delay. Once she let him smell a rat…

On an impulse she went to the door and slid the bolt back silently. She went out into the passage, still wearing the canoe-like bedroom slippers. The man appeared at the sitting-room door, an unmistakable expression of relief upon his face.

I cant find my shoes, she said.

Mrs. Roberts had cleaned them. They stood, unfortunately obvious, close to the front door.

Theyre here, observed the young man, with restraint. She felt that in other circumstances he would have delivered some scorching remarks upon her dilatoriness. His self-control was marked when she succeeded in breaking a lace.

Damn! she murmured, looking at it helplessly. I wonder if there is another pair anywhere?

Let me do it.

He took the shoe from her and joined the broken ends of the lace in a large, inelegant knot.

She looked at it. Oh, but I couldnt—

Come on, he snapped. Evidently the command sounded too abrupt even to his own ears: to soften it he added:

Its getting late.

Phyllida was bending down to tie the bow when a ponderous clamor on the door caused her to straighten in a flash. Her hand went to the knob. The young man lifted his arm, but she was too quick for him. She turned back the latch. Through the opening door a classic phrase rolled weightily:

Nah then! Wots all this?


Chapter IX. Misadventure of a Constable
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NUMBER 156, O Division, or, less impersonally, Police-constable Grayling, had covered the distance between the station and the flat with dispatch. The word is applied advisedly, for while he did not saunter, neither did he run. And there were three good reasons why he did not run. One, which Phyllida had recalled, that it is untraditional in the force; two, it might have left him without enough breath to meet an emergency as it should be met and, three, the sensation attendant upon such athleticism would have brought him to the door in company with a crowd of idle and troublesome persons bent on seeing the fun. Nevertheless, he flattered himself that he had made good speed, and much of the indignation he had felt at being dragged from a comfortable canteen and sent off to assist a woman who was probably culpable for whatever mess she had got herself into, had worn off by the time he was climbing the stairs. He paused before the ultimate door (It would be the top, he told himself; it always is), and verified the number. Then he made his resounding assault.

Force of habit drew the words of omen from him as the door opened. He had a glimpse of a gray-suited young man whose face was in the act of replacing irritation by astonishment. Then things happened too quickly for the dignity of the law. The young mans head went down and he shot through the open doorway like a firework.

Ugh, grunted Constable Grayling, as the head took him in the middle.

He staggered. Something astonishingly hard jolted him under the chin. He reeled. The landing seemed to tip up. His last awareness was a flash of sizzling white against a background of whirling black….

Phyllida emerged. A mountainous blue-clad body lay on the floor. A clatter of racing feet was receding down the stairs. She looked over the banisters. The only visible part of her late visitor was a hand slithering at astonishing speed down the stair-rail. She turned back, gazing with a stupid helplessness at the very inactive Constable Grayling. Hitherto, she had been one of the many who have never seen a policeman laid out; there was an improbability about the sight; so must the spectators have felt when Davids stone accounted for Goliath. Faced by fifteen and a half stone of inert embodiment of law, she was singularly shocked. Moreover, and more annoying, the fugitive had clattered out of earshot; however, there was a new sound of feet on the stairs. These were ascending.

Hi, she called, experimentally.

Hullo. Whats the matter? Dereks voice floated up.

Oh, good. Its you. Come here quickly.

Derek ran up the last two flights.

What is —? he was beginning, when he observed the unfortunate policeman. He stared.

What, again? Really, Phyl! What have you done to this one?

Dont be silly. Hes unconscious.

So I see. How did you do it?

I didnt, you idiot. A man did. Hes run away.

Dereks face cleared. Young chap; highly active?

Yes. Did you stop him?

My dear girl, why should I? Besides, he nearly bowled me over.

Phyllida looked upon the fallen.

Come on. We must do something, she insisted.

Between them they succeeded in getting P.C. Grayling on to the sitting-room divan. Phyllida fetched a basin of cold water while Derek sought the brandy. The man did not appear to be seriously injured. A large bump was swelling at the back of his head, but the skin was unbroken. After a few minutes ministrations with a damp cloth he stirred.

Here. Derek offered the glass. The brandy had swift effect. Constable Grayling put up his hand and felt the back of his head with tender care. He looked at Phyllida in rueful apology.

Sorry I let im get away, miss.

Never mind. It wasnt your fault — he was too quick, she assured him.

What —? Derek began once more, but again he was interrupted. The sound of a key in the lock told of Mrs. Roberts return. Through the open door of the sitting-room they could see her enter, a bulging string bag and a policemans helmet dangling from one hand.

I dont know— she started. Then she caught sight of the figure on the divan. Why, if it isnt Mr. Grayling!

It is, he agreed, mournfully. He had hoped that an account of this unfortunate incident would be for official ears only. Now that Mrs. Roberts knew, it would be all over the district by evening.

Well, I never did. Whatever ave you been doin to yerself?

He snorted indignantly and sat up. Red-hot daggers shot through his head and he groaned. Mrs. Roberts advanced and laid the helmet beside him.

You been and left it on the stairs, she said, with reproof.

Derek looked around. Will somebody, he repeated, kindly explain to me what the devil this is all about?

Phyllida went to her bedroom and fetched the crumpled note from the dressing-gown pocket. Derek read it.

Well? he asked, frowning. Why didnt you go?

Because, although it looks like Daddys writing, it cant be. Did the man whom you just met running downstairs look like Straker?

Not a bit.

Well, he said he was Straker. So when I found out that he wasnt like the real Straker at all, I guessed that it was another trap, and sent for the police.

The police groaned again. Its interests were still more personal than general.

And you dont know who this man was? He wasnt one of those you saw at Draymonds, for instance?

My dear Derek, do you think they would be such fools as to send a man I had seen before?

I suppose he did come from them.

Where else could he have come from?

Derek shook his head. If only they knew more about what was going on, and how many people were wanting what, he would feel much happier. He felt as if he were wandering in a fog full of mysterious figures which came into sight and disappeared, leaving him to guess whether there was any or no connection between them. Probably the man had been an agent of Draymond. If so, it meant that they still thought that she might know something of her fathers results; and that they had unlimited determination to learn them.

How did you find out that he wasnt Straker. Youve never seen him.

Phyllida explained Sir Seymours opportune telephone call. He thanked God for the luck of it. They would have been more careful of her a second time. It wouldnt have been Ferris Draymonds house this time, but somewhere safer and well hidden.

Constable Grayling, somewhat recovered, began to take a more active part. He produced a fat, shiny notebook, licked the stub of an unclean pencil and announced a thirst for particulars. He received only as much as Phyllida chose to give him, which was an account solely of the mornings events. He requested the note and, if possible, an authentic specimen of Professor Woodridges writing for comparison by experts. Phyllida handed it over, and Derek, after rummaging in his desk, produced an old letter from his uncle.

And you say you saw the man, sir? the constable added.

He nearly knocked me down on the doorstep.

And you could identify him, if need be?

I dont think so. Im afraid I didnt notice him well enough for that. You see, he bounded out of the house and jumped into a car outside. It all happened so quickly.

P.C. Graylings memory stirred. He, too, had seen a car outside. An elderly saloon. He had made a mental note of its number from force of habit. Now, what the deuce had it been? Blimey, what a headache to try to think with. He got it at last:

PRT 430, he announced, triumphantly.

But thats my car, Phyllida said, in astonishment.

Ah, then e stole your car to make is getaway.

He made a further note, moving his lips as he wrote with laborious care.

But it was stolen before, she objected.

Then what was it doing outside ere?

I dont know.

Constable Grayling looked puzzled. Phyllida began to explain and then changed her mind. It would mean telling the whole story of the kidnapping. There was no need to mix the local police up in that now that she had decided to go to Scotland Yard with Miles Drawford this afternoon.

I suppose they must have brought it back, she said, feebly.

Bit queer, that. Owever, its likely it was only took for a bit of a ride. And, anyway, it wont be the first car to be stolen twice. He continued his industrious writing.

Of course, it wasnt really my car, Phyllida added, as an afterthought.

The pencil paused. Its owner looked up suspiciously.

Well, first you say it is, and then you say it aint. Which is it?

I mean, its actually my fathers, but hes — hes away at present.

Oh, ah! said Constable Grayling, and demanded more details of the cars appearance.

They got rid of him at last, and at the same time went Mrs. Roberts, intent on seein after her husbands dinner. Phyllida and Derek were left alone.

A drink each, and then some lunch, he suggested. What time have you got to meet old Drawford?

Phyllida frowned. In the excitement of events she had forgotten her promise to ring up and fix the time of meeting.

Its getting late. Better ring him now, Derek advised. He fetched the telephone from her bedroom and plugged it into the sitting-room socket again.

I want to speak to Mr. Drawford. Its Mrs. Shiffer.

An expression of surprise came over her face as she listened. She replied incredulously:

But I — Are you sure?

She turned and stared at Derek.

Whats the matter? he asked.

They say he left the moment he got my note.

Well?

But I havent written him any note.


Chapter X. Enter Inspector Jordan

[image: img22.jpg]

FOR THE SECOND time in one day the police called at the Gordon Square flat. But while their first representative had appeared in full daylight, looking every inch (and Constable Grayling had many inches in both directions) a policeman, their second came less obtrusively and by night.

He did not wear a blue uniform, he was not bulky, nor did his boots clump the stairs with massive dignity. He looked, in fact, like many another, a man of indeterminate, but probably respectable occupation, and it was not out of character that his home should be situated in Putney. His dark suit was covered by a gray overcoat having better aim at warmth than at style, his gray felt hat was just a necessary head covering. However much he might have wished them to do so, his light black shoes could never have mimicked the tramp of the official boot.

His was a face which gave little clue to its owners potentialities. Just a face, pleasant enough, but not memorable. Only in the eyes was there distinction: they looked at one as though they really saw. Detective-Inspector Jordans face was a piece of carefully controlled, noncommittal scenery. His voice in ordinary conversation suited his face. It was quiet, pleasant, almost diffident, and most misleading. In its time it had lulled many wrongdoers into the belief that life was just a bed of pansies, then, to their unhappy confusion, it had grown hard, hectoring, incisive, coming from a face which had disconcertingly put on a mask of unrelenting officialdom.

He was as unlike Constable Grayling as a man in the same profession could well be, yet, had he known it, he was asking himself an identical question as he rang the doorbell: Why must ones objective invariably live on the top floor?

His reception, however, was more kindly than that of the unfortunate constable. A young man opened the door.

Mr. Jameson?

Hes inside. Youre Inspector Jordan? Come in, said Barry.

In the sitting-room he encountered three more persons. The thin, gray-haired, carefully dressed individual who would have been a safe bet as a lawyer at a hundred yards, he had met once before. He recognized him as Samuel Allbright, Drawfords partner. The solicitor introduced him to the others.

The girl whose dark red hair shot out little points of light as she turned her head was Mrs. Shiffer. Her eyes met his with a faithful trust which would take a deal of justification. Then a slight clouding of doubt crept into them. Was she disappointed by his harmless appearance, or was it the background of worry obtruding? A little of both, probably. Jordan was aware that he seldom inspired confidence at first sight.

The tall young man with untidy limbs in elderly flannel trousers, a blue shirt worn with a red tie and a tweed coat elbowed with leather, proved to be Derek Jameson. And the man in the dark blue suit who had admitted him was Barry Long.

Derek produced a box of cigarettes and pointed to an armchair.

Whisky or beer, Inspector? I warn you it looks like being a lengthy sitting.

Beer, Jordan decided, sinking into the chair.

Splendid. That means we shall have plenty of whisky for Mr. Allbright.

The solicitor smiled with a detached tolerance. He had found it the best way of treating such remarks. He said:

It is extremely good of you to come round here, Inspector. I, for one, feel guilty that we should be intruding upon your own time like this.

Not at all. I owe a debt of gratitude to Mr. Drawford. I was sorry not to be able to keep his appointment this afternoon, but I was called out of London. When I got back I was told that you had been ringing me up, and that you seemed very alarmed for Mr. Drawfords sake. He accepted a glass from Derek. Now, if you will tell me just what has happened? he suggested.

Mr. Allbright hesitated. It is a little difficult to know just where to begin, he admitted.

The beginning, then. Why not?

Well, to be honest — he glanced across at Derek— we have had a difference of opinion on that very point. Mr. Jameson refuses to regard Mr. Drawfords disappearance as an isolated incident. He insists on connecting it with various curious occurrences of the last few days — and weeks.

Quite right, Derek agreed, though I should call curious occurrences a little mild.

But there is no proof—

I know, but look here. When in a comparatively short space of time one disappearance, followed by one abduction, followed by one attempted abduction are, in turn, followed by another disappearance, and all these occur within a small circle of people, it seems reasonable to assume a link somewhere, doesnt it?

Perhaps, but I dont see—

None of us do. Thats why the inspectors here.

Wouldnt it be better, Jordan put in, if you started from what you consider the earliest possible point. Afterward we can sort it out and see which parts we may consider irrelevant.

The logical mind, agreed Derek. Mr. Allbright assented without enthusiasm. For the moment he was concerned only that his partner should be restored to Bedford Row with the least possible publicity. Connections with the lurid events to which Derek referred could do a steady, respectable firm no good. However, let it not be said that he was unwilling to give help where help was necessary….

You start, Phyl. Right from zero, Derek said.

Phyllida obeyed. She began from the moment of her first unacknowledged cable to her father. She gave an account of her arrival at the Grange and of her subsequent fruitless inquiries in London. Jordan listened patiently, occasionally watching her, but for the most part exploring the glowing caverns of the fire. His only movements were made to throw away a finished cigarette and to light a fresh one. She went on to her abduction on Friday night — or, more accurately, in the small hours of Saturday morning. Repeating it for the third time, it began to sound unlikely even in her own ears, but she forced herself to recall every possible detail. He smiled slightly at her account of her meeting with Constable Pennywise in Gaydon Road, but for that, not even his expression passed comment until he had done.

…And then when he began to march me off, the three men just melted away, she finished.

Youve seen none of them since? Youve no reason to think that they are watching you? he asked.

Ive not seen them, but they must have been watching me — at least, I suppose it was they; I dont see who else it could have been.

Tell me.

She gave an account of the mornings adventure and the narrowly avoided trap.

Have you still got that note?

She explained that the constable had taken it to the police station for examination. He nodded. She continued to the point where they learned that Mr. Drawford had left his office hurriedly in answer to a note purporting to be written by herself.

There was a pause when she had finished. Jordan broke the silence:

He would, of course, be familiar with your writing?

Oh, yes. Ive known him always, and I wrote him quite a lot of letters while I was away.

I see. He turned to the solicitor, who was still looking a little incredulous over the story which he had now heard in full detail for the first time. And did you see this note, Mr. Allbright?

I? No, I was out at the time.

Did anyone, apart, of course, from Mr. Drawford himself?

My clerk, Micken, who told me about it. He did not read it, you understand, but he handed him the envelope. He told me that he became very excited when he had read it, and put it in his pocket. He gave instructions that if Mr. Jameson or Mr. Long rang up they were to be informed that he was seeing Mrs. Shiffer and would communicate with them shortly. Then he left in a hurry.

Then it is not really certain that the note purported to come from Mrs. Shiffer herself?

I think so. Micken, who also knows Mrs. Shiffers writing, says that the address was written in a hand like hers — that semi-printing script which is taught so much nowadays — and that, taken in conjunction with the instructions seems to prove—

Yes, I see. And what time was this?

About twenty to twelve, according to Micken. He had just returned from the Courts, and the letter had been delivered by hand a few minutes earlier.

Jordan was silent for a few minutes. When he looked up he seemed to have shelved Mr. Drawfords plight for the moment; it was of Phyllida he asked:

Now, this place at Golders Green, could you find it again?

Derek cleared his throat.

May I join in the story?

About this house?

Derek nodded. You see, I asked Mrs. Shiffer the same question, and Mr. Long and I went there hand in hand and got thrown out for our trouble. The dwelling is The Laurels, Catalan Road, Golders Green: its occupant, a Mr. Ferris Draymond.

The inspector allowed a trace of surprise to show.

Ferris Draymond? Are you sure?

We are. Moreover, he was the gentleman who interviewed Mrs. Shiffer when she was taken there. Who and what is this Ferris?

But the inspector had no precise information to give on this point. Draymond, it appeared, was well known in the City.

Thats just what old Drawford said. I think I must go into the City one of these days and get well known for doing something that nobody knows anything about, Derek said, thoughtfully.

What happened? prompted the inspector.

Derek gave a detailed account of their abortive visit to The Laurels.

He didnt say which hospital the butler was in? Jordan asked.

No.

Hm. Well, if its true we ought to be able to find out easily enough. He produced a notebook. Would you mind describing the man again, Mrs. Shiffer, as fully as possible, please?

Allbright turned to Derek. Do you mean that the man you saw completely denied everything?

In toto, as you might say.

You didnt happen to look in the garage?

Good lord, no. Why should we?

I thought perhaps Mrs. Shiffers car might have been there. If it had been—

Derek sat up. I say, Phyl, you forgot to tell the inspector about that.

Whats this? Jordan inquired.

Why, her car, the one they took from the garage, was the one in which the man bolted from here this morning. It seems to make it pretty certain that he was one of the same lot.

But why should he bring that car? Phyllida objected. Of course, I should have suspected him at once if I had seen it.

Well, its an established practice nowadays to use pinched cars for dirty deeds. There must be quite a gang of people in with Draymond. It looks as if someone blundered somewhere, Derek suggested.

I think we can let that wait for the moment, the inspector broke in. What I would like to do now, if you dont mind, is to run through the chief points of what you have told me and get you to correct me when I make a slip.

The others nodded, save for Derek who got up and crossed to the cupboard. He returned and mutely dealt out bottles of beer.

The center of all this, the inspector began, seems to me to be the disappearance of Professor Woodridge. I dont think we are assuming too much if we say that all our strands must lead directly or indirectly to that. Now let us suppose first that to escape the attentions of certain persons he chose to vanish of his own free will. To support this we can cite the condition in which the house was left, but against it we have to put his failure to communicate with Mrs. Shiffer, Mr. Drawford, his bank manager or any other person known to us.

If, on the other hand, we suppose him to have been removed by force, we can support it by his failure to communicate, but against it we must quote the careful closing of his house and the storage of his valuables.

Which brings us to where we took off, commented Derek. And dont forget Straker and the two servants.

No, Im not forgetting them, but their absence tells us almost nothing. They may have accompanied him in the first case or been bribed to keep their mouths shut in the second — or they also may have been taken away by force. There are too many possibilities there for the present. But to return to Professor Woodridge. There is still the possibility of an accident following immediately upon a voluntary disappearance. Mr. Drawfords inquiries make it less likely, but it cannot be entirely overlooked.

Now, from the questions put to Mrs. Shiffer at Golders Green, it seems that his absence, voluntary or involuntary, was caused by certain discoveries he had made, or was suspected of having made.

Or was liable to make, Derek put in.

Yes, that also is a possibility, but the questions asked of Mrs. Shiffer rather suggest that whatever the discovery may be, it was already accomplished. Now, has any one of you any idea as to its probable nature?

They all shook their heads. He continued:

Then I would like you all to try to find out upon what lines he was working. You, Mrs. Shiffer, might start by approaching Sir Seymour Franks and the German gentleman—

Dr. Fessler?

Yes, and anyone else whom you think may be likely to help. A clue to its nature might give us a starting point. You see, everything seems to hang round it. First a mysterious burglary at the Grange when the entry was made by someone who obviously knew what he wanted. Then all the rest, not forgetting the burglary at your office, Mr. Allbright.

The solicitor looked astonished.

You dont mean to say —?

I do. It is too much in the picture to be regarded as entirely a coincidence. I understand it took you a long time to clear up the confusion. In fact, there was much more of a mess than would have been made by ordinary thieves after cash. I would be willing to bet that Professor Woodridges deed box was opened.

So were quite a number of others.

Quite, but might that not be to make their object less obvious? No, I think that Mr. Drawfords disappearance so soon afterward clinches the point. That and this mornings attempt on Mrs. Shiffer tell us one thing: whatever it is that they are after, it was not in your office.

As I see it, the position last night was this. They require some property belonging to Professor Woodridge — it may be a document, a model or something in a bottle, we cannot tell. They have not found it at the Grange, nor at your office. They cannot get the information they want from Professor Woodridge himself. Where then, are they to look next? What are the available sources of information? Mr. Drawford may know where it is, and they are not yet completely convinced that Mrs. Shiffer cannot help them. Therefore they decide to get hold of these two persons and question them. Luckily in Mrs. Shiffers case they failed.

You dont think, Barry put in, that the second attempt on Mrs. Shiffer may have been self-defense on their part?

I dont. They know quite well that her unsupported word is no danger to them. Moreover, they were aware from your visit yesterday that she had already told her story. No, quite clearly, despite the words of the man she calls Number 2, there is still an idea in their minds that she can help. And because of this I should like to impress on Mrs. Shiffer the need for caution. I should advise that she does not go out unaccompanied and arranges for someone to be within call at all times.

Oh, I shall be all right now that I am warned, Phyllida assured him. It was that I didnt expect it this morning.

The inspector looked at her seriously and shook his head.

Please dont take this lightly, Mrs. Shiffer. I appreciate that you showed great resource in your escape, but it does not do to underestimate ones opponents. There are so many tricks, old and new, which succeed again and again. These people are unscrupulous and not frightened of bold moves, so let me warn you for your own sake that it may be dangerous for you to go about alone — for a few days, at any rate.

Why the qualification? Derek asked.

Because of Mr. Drawford. If he has the information they want, and if they can force him to disclose it, we might be justified in relaxing our care of Mrs. Shiffer — until then we are not.

But he seemed as puzzled as we were.

It is part of a solicitors job to keep secrets, Jordan replied, his eyes on Mr. Allbright. It may well be that it was something less of a mystery to him than you thought.

But I cant believe that he would be so cruel as not to tell me if he knew that Daddy was all right, Phyllida protested.

No, I dont think he knew that. I was thinking rather of the cause of the whole thing.

Derek had foretold that it would be a long sitting, and the event bore him out. St. Pancras church clock had already struck two before the inspector rose to leave. He repeated his final instructions. They were to find out as much as possible about the Professors recent work. Phyllida must be escorted for her own protection. Derek nodded.

We obey. Now, one final beer.

They raised their glasses.

Heres destruction to our friends at The Laurels,  wished Barry.

Be they never so hardy, Derek agreed.

Barry grasped a bottle by the neck.

You make just one more like that— he threatened.


Chapter XI. Varied Inquiries
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A KNOCK ON his door caused Superintendent Warmbrook to pause in his dictation. He glanced at the clock which hung above one of the several photographs of police athletic groups which decorated the walls. He frowned. Finally he loudly ordered his visitor to come in.

Detective-Inspector Jordan entering, received only the barest nod. He stood patiently waiting while his chief finished his correspondence and dismissed the shorthand writer with instructions. The superintendent swung his chair so that his circular form became tangent to the flat-topped desk. He looked at Jordan and permitted his gaze to travel thence to the clock again. His expression was less genial than was his habit.

Half an hour, he remarked shortly.

Yes, sir.

What happened?

I overslept, sir.

The superintendent frowned.

Jordan, when will you learn wisdom? I dont recall that excuse being offered here before. It is usual — in this department, at any rate — to blame the state of the traffic. What was it? Brighton too much for you?

No, sir. I was up late last night. Id like to speak to you about it after Ive made this Brighton report.

All right. Go ahead. Chair. Now what did the Brighton people have to say about it?

Jordan sat down, and, with the assistance of a bundle of papers from his pocket, started in. By the end of his recital his superintendents face had cleared. He seemed to have forgotten the missing half hour, and nodded with satisfaction.

Smart work, Jordan. Nicely rounded off. Let me have the written report this evening.

Yes, sir.

And this other matter?

Yes, sir. Its a queer business. Not much to catch hold of, but I shouldnt be surprised if we found a fair amount behind it.

He gave a shortened but concise résumé of the stories he had heard at Dereks flat. The other heard him through without comment: to all appearance he might not have been listening. At the end he lifted his eyes slowly from contemplation of the desk.

This man, Draymond. Something in the City, you say?

Hes reached a higher stage, sir. Well known in the City.

Do you know anything about him?

Ive heard his name. Thats all.

The superintendent grunted, swiveled his chair slightly and reached for the telephone. He gave an extension number and requested any information about Ferris Draymond. After a short pause he turned back.

Nothing. These people who gave you the tale, you think theyre straight?

Yes, sir, sure of it.

Warmbrook thought silently for a moment.

But why didnt they come to us at once? Why wait until this solicitor fellow had disappeared too?

You know what people are, sir. Theyd no proof at all. Probably thought we should browbeat them and then laugh them out. The public has such queer ideas about us.

I dont need you to tell me that, Warmbrook put in, shortly.

But Drawford himself had persuaded the girl to let him bring her round here yesterday afternoon, Jordan went on. Then he disappeared, and that woke them up. They sent for me in a hurry and I went round as soon as I got back from Brighton.

Hm. Well, if its all true, theres certainly been some pretty high-handed work going on. What do you think is behind it?

No idea, sir. But it seems worth trying to find out.

Superintendent Warmbrook looked thoughtful for a while. He nodded.

All right, provided nothing urgent comes along. If you do make any headway get these people round here and well talk to em.

Jordan stood up. Thank you, sir. Ill get on with it right away if theres nothing else.

Right you are. Dont forget that report on the Brighton business.

Jordan hurried back to his own office. It looked like being a busy day.
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Whats the program? Where do we go first? asked Derek, across the breakfast table.

A shop, said Phyllida. Before we do anything else I must get some clothes.

But the great detective said—

Bother the great detective! Do you two realize that Ive got nothing at all but what I stand up in — except my pajamas, which are still down at the Grange. These are the same things in which I spent the whole of last weekend, and now its Wednesday. I havent even got a warm coat. I must get some things.

As an escort I look like having an interesting time, Derek observed.

If you think— Phyllida began.

No, I only hoped. You know, its you, Barry, who ought to be on this expedition. Youre an expert on female undies and things.

Now, look here— Barry began, indignantly.

You dont mean to say youre not?

Of course Im not. Dont be such a—

Oh, perfidy. Do you mean to sit there and tell me that after advising women what to wear for years you are not an expert at all? That youve been swindling them all the time?

Thats got nothing to do with advertising: theres no need for an advertising man to—

Derek lifted his hand.

Enough. We cant allow your shrinking modesty to lead you deeper into self-accusation. He turned back to Phyllida. Really he ought to go with you. He can tell you all about the comfort of Joyclad panties as though he never wore anything else, he has every virtue of Siltex stockings at his fingertips, he knows exactly what kinds of corsets do what, and why. Should you require cosmetics, he would be invaluable, he is up to the minute with the fashions in faces— use Token, the shineless cream, and Get your Man. You should read his series for the mothers and daughters on Preparing for a Beautiful Future. Poems, every one, bring tears to the eyes. As for shoes, he knows things about them that even Freud—

Will you shut up? Barry demanded. Breakfast is no time for broadsides of heavy humor.

Ah! If the mind is sluggish in the morn, take Brunos Health Crystals, perfectly tasteless on grapefruit—

If you dont shut up, I shall invade your profession and give a lecture on the Albert Memorial or Selfridges clock.

Derek shuddered. All right, I give in. Let us return to the program. When Barry has gone forth to uplift the taste of the people, you and I will saunter to a shop where—

Where you will be left on the mat, Phyllida told him.

Oh, no. Not—

Yes.

But our instructions. Suppose one of the mannequins should turn out to be Ferris in disguise?

Ill risk that. You stay on the mat.

Derek looked depressed.

For hours and hours, I suppose. I never could see why people want so many clothes. Now, my flannel bags—

I shouldnt say too much about them, if I were you, Phyllida advised.

Why not? Theyre—

If you ever have a son, said Barry, hell be born wearing flannel bags — old ones.

Bourgeois, both of you, very. Let us proceed. After this shopping, we look out old Sir Seymour and see if he can throw any light on the matter. What then?

What about Fessler? asked Barry.

Oh, yes, Id forgotten him. Wed better start the telegrams flying. No, wait a minute. Can he speak English, Phyl?

About as well as you.

Thats good enough. Lets get him on the phone. Advantages of modern science. Now, how the blazes are we to find out where hes likely to be? Its a quarter-past nine here and now, that means that in Berlin its a quarter-past eight. If he—

No. In Berlin its a quarter-past ten, said Barry.

What? Wait a minute.

Derek closed his eyes and drew mystic circles in the air with a forefinger.

Yes, thats it. A quarter-past ten. And hes an honest German — hell have been at work for hours. Where does he work?

I dont know, said Phyllida.

Well then we must ask somebody.

Barry rose and sought his bowler.

Good-bye. I hope to see you both this evening.

Hope?

If youre not both in jail for fooling with the telephone system and maddening the exchange girls. Au revoir, Phyl.

The flat door banged behind him. Barry shook his head.

Now that all is peaceful, we can get on with it. First, how the hell does one get hold of a Berlin Telephone Directory?

At length, with the helpful solicitude of several Post Office departments and after one false start, Dr. Fessler was run to earth. Derek handed over the instrument.

Now its up to you to get something out of him, he told her. He sat down to do a little rueful calculation:

1 call to Frau Fessler to ascertain Dr.s business number 12/-

1 call to Dr. Fessler 12/-

Extra for personal call 4/-

One minute extra 4/-

He paused awhile, listening. Thoughtfully he added to the list:

Another minute extra 4/-

and another 4/-

still another 4/-

Phyllida hung up as his pencil hovered preparatory to another entry.

Well?

Not much good, Im afraid.

He drew a line under the last four shillings, and added carefully.

Two pounds four. We ought to have left this part of it to Scotland Yard. Didnt he give any clue at all?

He said that the last thing he had heard definitely was that Daddy was trying to immunize rats from something or other I didnt quite catch, by grafting something into some glands.

Youre not very detailed, are you?

Well, it was all rather long and involved and, anyhow, Dr. Fessler said hed finished with that and published the results. So it didnt seem very important if it was finished with, did it?

No, perhaps not. Hadnt he any idea what Uncle Henry went on to after that?

None, he said. Im sure he would have told me if he could.

Derek scratched his head reflectively.

Hm, unless Draymond is a member of the Anti-Rat League and therefore annoyed at them being immunized from anything, we can wash that out — also two pounds four. Fessler knew that he had started on some new work?

My dear Derek, did you ever know Daddy take a holiday? Hes always up to his eyes in something.

True. Well, the next thing is to try Sir Seymour, I suppose.

After shopping.

Oh, yes. Id forgotten that.
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Inspector Jordan reached for the telephone.

Saint Pancras, 4095, he demanded. Hullo! Georgian Street Station? Detective-Inspector Jordan speaking from Scotland Yard. I understand one of your constables brought in a note for handwriting examination yesterday? Yes, Grayling. Assault in Gordon Square. Thats the man. Can you let me have the note and the verified specimen of writing round here? Yes, may be tied up with another case. Thank you.

He put down the receiver and grasped the house phone.

Nothing yet answering to the description of Drawford? — Yes, Drawford. Posted missing yesterday. — Not yet. Thanks. — No, hold on. I want you to try all the hospitals for a case brought in late Sunday night or early Monday morning. — No, dont know his name. Want to. Description? — About six feet, reddish face, blue eyes, whites a little bloodshot, hair very thin, gray. Eyebrows heavy and dark, nose high-bridged. Large paunch, probably flat feet. Occupation, butler. Extent and nature of injuries unknown, but thought to be severe. Fell from considerable height. Got that? He listened while the description was read back. Yes. Thats right. Accident occurred at a house in Catalan Road, Golders Green, about nine-thirty Sunday night. Dont know whether he was removed by private car or ambulance. Let me know as soon as you find him.

A moment later he was on to another department.

Stolen car. Morris. Dark blue saloon, PRT 430. Hold driver. Let me know. — All right. He waited for an impatient half-minute, then: What? Got it last night. Where? — Oh, the park in St. Jamess Square — that doesnt help us much. Thanks.

For a time he stared fixedly at the blank wall in front of him before he again picked up the outside phone.

Winshire Police Headquarters, please.

This time his conversation was longer. It was necessary to explain matters in some detail before he could make his requests. Even then the Winshire police remained dubious. There was, they protested, nothing in the least irregular in Professor Woodridges decision to close his house and go away for a while. Jordan admitted it.

By itself it would hardly be likely to arouse any suspicion — in fact, it wouldnt surprise me to learn that that was the intention — but in view of subsequent happenings it begins to look fishy enough to stand a bit of inquiry.

After further persuasion the Winshire authorities grudgingly admitted a slender cause for investigation. They asked what he wanted done.

For the present I only want you to get on the tracks of three people. The man Tiller and his wife, who looked after Woodridge — Ive no description, but youll be able to get that from the local constable — and a man called Straker, who seems to have been some kind of assistant in Woodridges work.

He added such particulars as he could and then rang off with the Winshire peoples promise that they would do their best.

Once more he took up the house phone. This time his instruction was brief.

Please send up Sergeant Breen.

Within a short time there was a tap on his door.

Come in. Sit down, Sergeant, directed Jordan to the man who entered. Ever heard of a Ferris Draymond?

No, sir.

Well, I want you to see what you can find out about him. Put a man on to watch his house at this address. Times of coming and going, number of persons resident, and all that.

Yes, sir.

But before he goes on duty he is to get hold of Constable Pennywise, Q Division, and get as good a description as he can of three men who tried to stop him arresting a girl in Gaydon Road on Sunday night. He is to let you know if any of the inhabitants or visitors to the house tally with these descriptions. Got that?

Yes, sir. Jordan waited while Sergeant Breen made notes in his book. When he had finished:

Now, take down this. He dictated a full description of Miles Drawford. It is possible — I dont say its likely, in fact I think it is most unlikely — but it is just possible that this man is being detained at that house, or that he may be brought there. Your man is to keep a strict look-out for him, and if he does see him, he is to communicate with me direct and at once.

Yes, sir. Any more, sir?

No. Thats all for the moment. Wait a minute, though. Yes, I want you to go to one hundred and twelve A, Tolley Street, Paddington, and collect all letters addressed to Henry Woodridge there. Theyll let you have them all right — that kind of place doesnt want any fuss. You might find out when he last called and get a description of him. And thats the lot, I think. Sure youve got it right? At the others nod, he added: And be sure to find out all you can about Draymond. The City people may be able to help you a bit.

Sergeant Breen left. Jordan drew a sheet of paper from a drawer and began to compose his report on yesterdays Brighton trip. He had covered half the page when the telephone bell rang.

Hullo! Yes, Jordan speaking. Whos that?

A voice informed him that it was Allbright of Drawford and Allbright.

Yes, Mr. Allbright?

Can you come round to my office at five-thirty this afternoon? I think I may be able to throw a little light on the matter.

Of Mr. Drawfords disappearance, you mean?

Yes, inter alia.

In where?

What?

I said: In where?

I know, but why?

Jordan checked an expletive.

It doesnt matter. Your office at five-thirty, then.

Please.

Jordan hung up, and scratched his head during a short period of unproductive thought. With a shrug of his shoulders he turned back to composition of the Brighton report.
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I was wrong about clothes, Derek admitted. You look so smart that I am almost impelled to buy a new pair of flannel trousers to keep you company.

All right. I dont mind waiting.

He shied. It was just a figure of speech — a tribute, he said, hurriedly. Lets get a bus and well have time to see the old boy before lunch.

Ring Road, in common with certain other roads in St. Johns Wood, preserves an air of tranquility and detachment. It is in London, but not of it: nor is it of Suburbia, emphatically not. The kind of mind which insists upon categorical classification might, without local disapproval, term it Superbia. Its houses shrink from the communism of the public road; withdrawn into unostentatious individualism behind gates and garden walls, they watch the world change.

A fatherly butler at Number 12 greeted Phyllida and Derek with impressive deference and conducted them to an apartment which could scarcely fail to be called the Morning Room.

He returned to announce that Sir Seymour would join them presently. To occupy the interval, he suggested sherry. Within a few minutes the host himself bustled into the room. Phyllida jumped up and stretched out both hands.

Good morning, my dear. He deposited a whiskery, avuncular kiss on her cheek. And there is Derek. You know, I never cease to think of him as a small boy in a sailor suit. Ridiculous, of course. How are you, Derek?

They shook hands. Sir Seymour turned back to Phyllida.

Is there any news of your father yet, my dear?

Nothing yet, Uncle Seymour.

Dear me, this really is a most extraordinary state of affairs. And now Miles has gone off, too, I understand. Pon my word, I dont know what to make of it. And what were you doing last weekend, young woman? When I rang up on Saturday, it seemed that you had vanished as well.

Phyllida gave him a condensed version of events. He heard her with an expression of growing astonishment.

But it is preposterous that such a thing can happen in this country; abroad or in America, yes, but in England — You have told the police, of course?

She explained the situation and gave him Jordans views as far as she knew them. You see, she added, he is not quite sure whether Daddys work is really at the bottom of it all, but it might give him a line to follow if we could find out what that work was.

The old man frowned. He shook his head.

I dont think I can help you much, my dear. You know how it is with your father when he is on a piece of research. An oyster. Nobody can get a word out of him until he has his results.

But you had been writing to one another?

Yes, indeed, but that correspondence was over questions arising out of the paper he read before the Royal Biochemical Society last April. You see, he stated that by a certain treatment of a pair of rats he had so affected the genes as to produce hermaphroditic offspring. This was less surprising to me than it may have been to some, but his statement that a regulated increase in the pituitary secretion exaggerated the female characteristics, while a diminution emphasized the male in this second generation, and, furthermore, his claim that if two such artificially stimulated individuals were to reach maturity and mate their offspring would be fixedly hermaphroditic so that quantitative variations in pituitary would equally effect both sets of sexual characteristics, is the sheerest nonsense. It is obvious, even to a child, that variations of quantity in the pituitary secretions, containing as they do the same hormone in both male and female, cannot possibly be the determining factor in the case of the first hermaphroditic generation. If they were (and, of course, this is in itself a supremely comic supposition), why should they fail to determine in the case of the second hermaphroditic generation?

There was a pause of some length.

Quite — er — quite, said Derek, noncommittally.

Of course, Sir Seymour admitted, it was quite a minor issue, but one did not expect such a slip from a man of Henrys attainments. I felt that the absurdity of the claim should be pointed out.

Derek seized on the opportunity.

Then this hermaph — , this experiment was not the main subject of the paper?

Oh, dear me, no. Quite a side-issue. It arose out of a series of experiments he had been making with a view to influencing the genes. A sound piece of work for the most part, but weakened, in my opinion, by this trivial nonsense about determination by pituitary. Why, every schoolboy knows—

Yes. Of course, Derek hastened to put in. Then you dont think, sir, that it can be the results of his work on genes that these people are after?

The old man stared.

No. Why should it be? He read his paper before the Society. Afterward, it was published in the ordinary way. I can get you a copy of it if you care for it.

I would very much like to have one, Derek told him, mendaciously. Then you can suggest no reason for these peoples activities?

Sir Seymour shook his head.

None at all. Perhaps Fessler—

No. We telephoned him this morning. He only said something about immunizing rats.

Oh, that was some time ago — I fancy it led him on to this gene business.

Some twenty minutes later Phyllida and Derek were walking down the drive. They reached the gate in silence, then:

Go on. Say it, she advised.

No, I wont. I like the old boy; but hermaphroditic rats — oh, hell!

On the way back they called in at the flat. A slip of paper had been propped up against the telephone. Derek picked it up and read a couple of penciled lines:

Mister Allbrite rung up at 12. Wants to know if you and Mrs. Shiffer can go to his office at 5.30. Will you please ring him. Mrs. Roberts.


Chapter XII. Mr. Allbright Assists
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MR. ALLBRIGHT FIDGETED with the pen on his desk. He picked it up, began to scribble senseless designs on his blotting-pad, put it down again and for the third time in five minutes pulled his watch from its pocket. Derek watched him with some amusement. Mr. Allbright was not ordinarily a fiddler with trifles; something quite unusual was needed to breach the wall of correct precision with which he habitually surrounded himself. His present state was in ill accord with the aspect of rigid reliability he liked to present.

Hm, he remarked, and returned his watch to its lair.

Is he late? Phyllida asked.

He has still two minutes, the solicitor admitted, with seeming reluctance.

Close on his words came a knock. Inspector Jordan was shown in. He was welcomed unenthusiastically and waved to a chair. If he was surprised to find the others present, he contrived not to show it. Mr. Allbright set the pitch of the meeting by turning upon each in turn a serious and penetrating gaze. He cleared his throat.

The step which I am about to take, he began, might be called by some unorthodox, but having given the matter my most earnest consideration in the light of the unusual circumstances, I have come to the conclusion that it is justifiable. There is no longer any doubt in my mind but that the mysterious absence of Professor Woodridge is in some way connected with the disappearance of my partner. It seems to me, therefore, to be my plain duty to make known to you certain facts. I have asked Mrs. Shiffer to be present as Mr. Woodridges nearest relative. Mr. Jameson because he is the only surviving male relative and is also intimately concerned. And you, Inspector, for reasons which will, I think, become obvious.

Having unburdened himself of his preamble, he cleared his throat again. He continued:

As you know, Professor Woodridge and my partner are very old friends. This has frequently resulted in Mr. Drawford having a more detailed knowledge of his affairs than a purely professional association might be expected to produce.

Derek suppressed a yawn. Mr. Allbrights method of address was heavily soporific. However, it would have to be endured patiently. Too much to expect him to come to the point at once. The voice lumbered on through several sentences. At last:

…so I think you will agree when you have read it that I am not betraying a trust when I read you a copy of a letter written by the professor to my partner.

He took up a pair of gold-rimmed pince-nez, adjusted them carefully, drew a file closer, opened it at a marked page, peered over the tops of his glasses to assure himself of his audiences attention, and, in his own time, began:

The letter is headed: The Grange, West Heading, Winshire, and is dated the fourteenth of June of this year. It runs:

 My dear Miles,

 I am enclosing with this letter a sealed envelope which I want you to take great care of. Please put it in the safest place you know and deliver it to me only when I make a personal application for it. You see that I have emphasized the word personal. In the event of my death occurring before I am able to collect it, you are to hand it over to the War Office for examination.

 To tell you the truth, I have more than a suspicion that I have let myself in for trouble by an ill-advised remark I chanced to make before the R.B.S. when I addressed them in April. By mentioning in passing that as an entirely accidental side-issue of my work, I had stumbled upon a gas (or, to be more accurate, a highly volatile liquid) allied to the Yellow Cross group, I seem to have aroused an undesirable degree of interest in some quarters. I see now, of course, that it was rash to make such a statement in semi-public, but at the time this did not strike me; I mentioned it only as an item by the way. However, it seems to have proved of more interest to some than did the main subject.

 Between that time and this I have already been approached by no less than three firms of large-scale chemical manufacturers. The first was Amalgamated Chemicals, Ltd. Their representative was pained and astonished by my reluctance to do business with them. He pointed out that theirs was the largest chemical manufacturing combine in the country and therefore the best fitted to handle my discovery. Furthermore, they would be able to pay me a higher royalty than any competitors. I told him truthfully that the gas needed research and development; at present the cost of manufacturing it in any great quantity would be exorbitant, moreover, modifications would be necessary for safe handling in bulk; in fact, that undeveloped as it was, it would be practically useless to them. I added that I was busy on other work at present. But he was not discouraged. Amalgamated Chemicals, he told me, had plenty of men competent to work out the details if I would supply the original formula. He was very persistent. He began to talk about my duty to my country, so I asked him whether his Company was under State control. He had to admit that it was not, though, of course, it had close connections with the Government. You know my views upon the private manufacture of war materials. I told him frankly that in my opinion anyone who wished to assist his country would not do so by selling secret weapons to private interests, and I finished by telling him that when I had had time to work out the details I should hand the results, not to his firm or to any other, but to the Government Research Laboratories.

 That was the first. Following it, came the next two largest firms in the country, United Chemical Engineers, Ltd., and Chemical Enterprises, Ltd. Neither of them made any reference to Amalgamated Chemicals, nor to one another, and their surprise on hearing that I had already been approached was ingenuous. I made a few inquiries. Amalgamated Chemicals does not control either of the others; oh, no, but there is a curiously family party appearance about the three boards of directors.

 Finally, A.C. sent another man to interview me. His manner was overbearing and his tone coercive: when he reached the point of plain threats, I lost my temper. We were both rather abusive at parting, but I thought that would be the end of the matter.

 Last night, my house — or, rather, the laboratory — was broken into. A curious burglary: nothing was taken — it may happen again….

 Therefore, I repeat, please take the utmost care of this envelope; give it up only to me, personally, and to no one else.

Mr. Allbright stopped reading. After removing his glasses and laying them on the desk with a nice precision, he looked up at the three faces before him.

The final paragraph in this letter does not concern us, he said. It has no bearing on the rest. But I think you will agree that the part I have read opens a possible avenue of investigation.

Inspector Jordan was the first to speak.

Mr. Allbright, did you know of this letter when we were talking last night?

The solicitor hesitated. His brows approached one another a little more closely.

Strictly speaking, yes, he admitted. That is to say, I remembered my partner once mentioning to me that there had been a letter concerning some important discovery. But until I could look it up in his private file and satisfy myself that it might have some bearing on the matter in hand, I hardly considered myself justified in mentioning it.

Jordan nodded. Mr. Allbright was right, of course. He suspected that he was one of those who are always right. First thing in the morning he had looked up the letter, made his decision and arranged for them to call. It was doubtful in the sketchy state of their knowledge whether the delay was of any importance….

Blame, if there were any, attached to the missing Drawford for not revealing his knowledge — though possibly he had intended to reveal it on his visit to the Yard…. No, blame was not the right word, Jordan decided, endeavoring to put himself in the solicitors place. Just as the circumstances of Woodridges absence had been insufficient to warrant a police investigation: so the letter was too indefinite for evidence. Seen in the light of recent events, he inclined to thinking it important. But had it been coupled only with Woodridges absence it might easily have been regarded only as evidence of his decision to avoid interference by going away for a while. On the whole, Jordan decided, it was probable that Drawford had intended to cap Phyllida Shiffers remarkable story by producing the letter. But why had Drawford himself disappeared…?

You said that you read from a copy? he asked.

Yes?

And where is the original?

The solicitor shrugged apologetically.

Unfortunately, we have been unable to find it. We have searched, but with all this disorganization… For once he left a sentence unfinished. We shall, of course, try again, he added.

When you say disorganization you refer, I take it, to the burglary?

Yes. And my partners absence following it so closely. There was scarcely time to put things straight again.

Then it is possible that the burglars may have removed the original letter?

Possibly, yes.

But you think it unlikely.

Not very likely. It was not an important document. If the people mentioned in it were concerned in the robbery it would tell them what they already knew, and an outsider would not have been interested at all.

The inspector was silent for a time. He saw now two possible motives for the kidnapping of Drawford: (a) to prevent him laying information before the police, or (b) to obtain information on the present whereabouts of the sealed envelope which had been enclosed with the letter.

Motive a was not strong in itself or they would have been more careful to ensure that no copy of the letter remained (moreover, they could not be certain that Drawford had not already informed his partner), from which it resolved naturally that b must be the motive and a an accidental side-issue. Jordan erected a kind of mental notice-board.

They want the formula — Drawford knows where it is.

Having fixed it firmly, he began to scout round about. He looked again at Allbright.

You have no idea where your partner put this envelope for safety?

No, said the solicitor, achieving the brevity of a monosyllabic reply for the second time in the interview.

In that case — Jordan spoke half to himself— we are probably justified in assuming that no one else knew.

But, the thought struck him, where did Woodridge stand? Suppose Drawford had told him where the formula had been deposited? If that were so, Woodridge might be hiding in safety, or he might be a stubborn captive. And, if it were not so, the situation would be much the same, save that he would be a useless prisoner. That left Jordan much where he had been before, save that he had not overmuch faith in the stubborn captive theory. From what they already knew, it was clear that these people were not fainthearted; a variety of ways could be found to make a silent prisoner either repeat his formula or disclose its hiding-place. The balance showed a slight tilt in favor of a voluntary disappearance. He said as much.

Derek spoke for the first time since he had greeted Jordans arrival.

Drawford told Phyllida that he had not seen my uncle since March, but that he had written him several letters in the meantime. Perhaps, if Mr. Allbright were to look through copies of those…?

Another file was brought, and the solicitor bent over it. For a time the only sound in the room was the crackling of the sheets as he turned them. At last:

Ah! he said.

What is it? Phyllida demanded.

Mr. Allbright chose this aggravating moment to polish his glasses. When that was accomplished:

A paragraph, he said, from a letter written to Professor Woodridge by my partner on June the sixteenth.

 You will be glad to hear that the sealed envelope you entrusted to me has been placed safely under lock and key. I shall, of course, obey your instructions to the letter, though I must admit that your insistence that only your personal application for it is to be recognized savors somewhat of the melodramatic.

He then goes on to speak of other matters.

Thank you, Derek nodded. I think that entitles us to assume that Drawford did not tell my uncle where the envelope had been placed safely.

Inspector Jordan amended his mental notice-board to read:

Drawford alone knows where it is.

Now, how much farther does Mr. Allbrights contribution really get us? Derek continued. We know, for one thing, that it is a sealed envelope, not a bottle of something, nor a model, that they are after.

Phyllida broke in. We dont know that; it only seems probable.

But surely —?

What I mean is that when they questioned me at Golders Green they said nothing about gas — they only spoke of notes and results. I think we ought to be quite sure we arent muddling up two different things. I mean, suppose these are not the people who want the gas — suppose they are after something else altogether.

Derek shook his head.

I grant you the bare possibility, Phyl, but its very thin, very thin indeed. I think well do better to go on the theory that it is the gas they want. After all, it would be too much of a coincidence—

I think, Jordan interrupted, that I can clinch that.

They turned to him expectantly.

I have put through a number of inquiries today in several directions, and one of my first reports concerned Ferris Draymond.

Well?

He seems to be well planted in a lot of things which do not concern us at the moment, but one of his more important and more interesting capacities is that of a director of Amalgamated Chemicals, Limited.


Chapter XIII. Misunderstanding and a Jolt
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THE THREE IN the Gordon Square flat began the evening with the feeling that the world was a slightly brighter place than it had been this time yesterday. Their very mild optimism was due in part to the fact that things had begun to link up a bit, as Derek expressed it, and in part to Gustaves cooking and his white chianti. Derek was relieved to find threads, apparently unattached, beginning to show their connections, They were slender, but a number of them knit. He had a vision of a great cobweb with Ferris Draymond, spiderly alert, in the middle. He liked his vision; the others seemed unimpressed.

Trite, said Barry, I thought you could do better than that.

If a simile is apt— Derek began, but Phyllida broke in impatiently,

Did you ring up Sir Seymour again?

I did.

And was Ferris Draymond at that R.B.S. meeting?

He was not. In fact, the old boy seems never to have heard of him — despite all this well-known-in-the-City business. However, he knows that a Dennis Draymond was there, and I found out from Jordan that Ferris has a son, Dennis. So there you are.

This Dennis is a member of the Biochemical Society?

Quite.

Barry frowned. But its absurd, you know. A director of a well-known firm like Amalgamated Chemicals to be mixed up in a thing like this. Its so unlikely.

Derek waved a showmans hand.

Behold Barry Long. The stuff our juries are made of. The question is, Is Mammon a Dirty Dog? No, says Juryman Barry, Mammon is wearing a silk hat, so he cant be a Dirty Dog; besides, hes Mammon. That, Phyl, is just what your word is worth. It is only through you that we know of Ferris Draymonds connection with it at all. And Barry, who has known you for years, doubts you. What will the man in the street —?

No, damn it all, thats not fair. I never said I doubted Phyls word.

My dear chap, you doubt whether he is implicated. Phyls word alone implicates him; therefore, you doubt Phyls word. Q.E.D.

I certainly do not. I only meant that there must be a mistake somewhere.

Derek regarded him solemnly for a moment.

Isnt lucre wonderful! Gold-plate a devil and you make a saint.

Barry stuck to it doggedly.

It just isnt reasonable that a man of his standing should be mixed up in a thing like this. Hes got money and hes got position. It wouldnt be worth his while.

And yet when we went to see him, knowing nothing about him, you were ready to paste him on the jaw.

Thats just the point — I didnt know his position then.

And what is position but power? There have, I admit, been a few eccentrics who confessed to having too much money, but I have never heard of the man who bewailed the possession of too much power.

But this kind of thing — kidnapping Phyl, for instance: its not worth the risk. Look at what he would stand to lose if it became known. There must be a misunderstanding.

The thing we dont know about that, is what he stands to gain if he gets the information he wants. Besides, youre wrong about his standing to lose — its known already to ourselves and to the police, and what can we do about it? Damn all. Furthermore, the world is full of chaps like you who will just refuse to believe it. Quite obviously it was intended that Phyl should vanish entirely, but even when he makes a slip like he did, we cant touch him.

Phyllida interposed to check the wrangle.

Did Sir Seymour say anything else?

Not much, said Derek. He has dug out a copy of Uncle Henrys paper, and he read me the bit about the gas. There wasnt much to it — just what the letter said: that he had discovered a corrosive volatile liquid allied to the Yellow Cross group, and how it was far more drastic than any of the successors of the old mustard gas.

They received this without comment. It was odd, Phyllida thought, that so much trouble could arise from a passing reference. Surely, much more information would be necessary before they would commit themselves to such violent action. Who could have given it? What kind of a man was her fathers assistant, Straker? Could he, she suggested aloud, have been in with Draymond?

Derek thought not. For one thing, he said, I know him fairly well, and I should be very surprised if he is that type. And for another, he came to the job with a genuine enthusiasm and admiration for Uncle Henry, and since then it has increased. Even when Uncle had a touch of temperament and became difficult they understood one another. No, Im as sure as one can be of anything that Straker would stick by him through thick and thin.

But he is missing…?

That tells us nothing. Old Drawford is missing, too, but we dont suspect him.

The inspectors heard nothing yet? put in Barry.

Not a thing. Hasnt had time. Until Allbright said his piece, there was nothing to catch hold of, and even now there are a lot of forks and cross-roads without any finger-posts at all — excuse the metaphors. Even yet we cant be sure whether Uncle Henry went voluntarily or involuntarily, though… He stopped abruptly. Phyllida took him up.

Though you think it was involuntarily?

Derek nodded. Wed as well face it now as later. In spite of Jordan, I never had much faith in the idea of Uncle Henry going into hiding. He watched Phyllida a little anxiously as he spoke. She did not meet his eyes. She had an unhappy frown on her forehead as she agreed.

Yes, Ive felt like that the last day or two. Just at first I tried to believe he might have hidden himself — it was such a shock to find him gone. But thats not really like him. He would have stayed there and defied them if he could. I think thats what he meant to do when he wrote that letter to Uncle Miles. Why should he go, once the formula was safely put away?

Her question left an awkward silence. To continue on the present lines would lead inevitably to the problem of whether or not Professor Woodridge was likely to be still alive. It was Barry who turned the conversation.

The servants; the inspectors heard nothing of them?

Hes not had much time, Derek repeated. After all, he only started this morning, and on the whole, I dont think hes done a bad days work. On Monday evening we knew no more than that Draymond was in it somewhere. Now, two evenings later, we know (a) what he was after, and (b) who had it. In addition, his expert has proved that the note to Phyl yesterday morning really was a forgery. He has restored Phyls car and he has discovered that Draymond is a director of Amalgamated Chemicals. To that we can add our contribution that young Draymond is a member of the R.B.S. It doesnt add up to a great deal, I grant you, but its not bad for one day. We do, at least, begin to know what it is all about.

Barry looked skeptical. He was not at all sure that they did begin to know what it was all about. If Amalgamated Chemicals were indeed behind it, what on earth were they up to? Still rankling was the notion of an insufficient cause for such gangsterish activity on the part of a prominent firm.

You see, what I mean is this, he explained earnestly. Here are we supposing that a great firm will use thugs with violence to secure its own ends, but well let the thugs and violence pass for the moment and consider the ends. Now, what are these ends?

The question was intended rhetorically, but Derek slipped in:

To manufacture this gas.

But your uncles letter said that he intended to perfect the gas. He must have meant that.

I gather that when he had time he intended to perfect it and hand it over to the War Office.

Well, there you are!

Derek looked bewildered.

There you may be, but Im not, he protested.

Dont you see? Why should they be expending all this effort to obtain what he is going to hand over, anyhow?

But he isnt; he expressly said he would not.

But, hang it all—

Wait a minute, theres a tangle here. We are assuming that Uncle Henry did intend later to hand it over to the War Office. All right; but Amalgamated Chemicals is not a part of the War Office.

Quite, but it makes things for the War Office.

Certainly, and that alters the whole thing.

I dont see—

Derek checked him.

Now, look here. Amalgamated Chemicals is a private firm. It makes chemicals just as other firms make motor-cars or toffee-apples; and when its made its chemicals, what does it do? Sells them, of course — wherever it can get a good price. Why should it be satisfied with selling only to the British War Office when all War Offices will be only too anxious to buy?

But are they allowed to export gas?

It doesnt matter two hoots to a firm like A.G. whether they are allowed to or not. They are allied with the Basic Products Corporation of America; they can manufacture there. They have large holdings in Dubrin-Pique in France, and Kranko in Jugo-Slavia manufactures under royalty from them. In Poland they can make and sell through a company which is under the thumb of Dubrin-Pique. Now do you see why my uncle did not sell to them?

You mean to say that they might sell to enemies as well as friends?

Derek regarded him thoughtfully.

My dear Barry, where were you educated? Did they never tell you that we English are the worlds greatest altruists? Such is our unbounded generosity that we supply anybody with anything. When the next war comes, my dear chap, you and I and such children as we may have accumulated by that time will probably be gassed by a bomb dropped from a British-built airplane. Possibly British capital will have made the bomb. There will be a slight, if transient, satisfaction in the knowledge that the weapons were well made. Everybody knows they are well made, that is why we do nearly a third of the worlds trade in exporting arms. Did you never see the slogan which David Low gave to the armament manufacturers— For King and Country — Any King, Any Country?

And Amalgamated Chemicals?

Are well in it. After all, gas is now a most important branch of armament. Ive no doubt that you could find their gases in a number of countries — though they havent yet equaled the barefaced audacity of Vickers in advertising tanks for sale in Germany, nor the nerve of the Bethlehem Steel Corporation in sending the man Shearer to cause trouble at the Disarmament Conference.

But the man who approached your uncle made a point of patriotism, Barry objected.

Naturally. His business depends on patriotism — everybodys patriotism. The more of the flag-wagging kind of patriotism there is, the better for him. I should have liked to hear Uncle Henry telling him what he thought of him. Derek smiled a little bitterly.

There was a silence in the room for some minutes. Phyllida said:

Then you really mean that Amalgamated Chemicals are out to stop the War Office getting it, so that they can exploit it themselves?

Exactly. It boils down to that. They can make it and sell it at a comfortable profit to this and other Governments, whereas if the State makes it itself, there is no profit for anyone.

Phyllida shuddered a little.

Its all horrible.

You must take the broad view, my dear, Derek advised. Take the big view. It makes all the difference, I assure you. Size lends nobility. A tradesman who sells a pistol to a child is a villain; a tradesman who sells whole arsenals to backward nations is a good businessman. One man who kills one man is a murderer; a million men who kill a million men are heroes. To bear false witness against a neighbor is immoral; to bear false witness against a neighboring nation is praiseworthy — if it leads to good sales. The maker of gas may weep over his one dead son; ten thousand dead sons of other people are a good days work. To—

Oh, shut up, Phyllida broke out surprisingly. How can you joke about it?

Derek, cut off in mid-speech, sat staring at her. She jumped to her feet and faced him, as though about to add something more. Instead, there was a queer sound in her throat. She turned suddenly and ran from the room. Derek turned a bewildered face to Barry.

Joking? Did she say joking?

Barry nodded without speaking.

Joking! God! He stared at the closed door in a puzzled fashion. Why…? I never thought she was one of those, he murmured half to himself.

One of what? asked Barry.

Ostriches.

What the hell are you talking about?

The ostrich. Interesting bird — traditionally hides its head in the sand. The question is, why should Phyl do that?

Barry snorted. Not much question about that. Phyls lost her father — he may be in considerable danger. And you take it for a suitable time to show off witticisms and wisecracks. If I had been in her place, I should certainly have walked out.

Derek frowned.

Not good enough. You might, but she wouldnt. And yet she has.

Barry snorted again. I never knew such a man for missing the obvious. Any girl in her circumstances has cause enough to fling off when you will go on talking facetious rot.

But Phyl is not any girl.

Oh, go to hell.

Barry got up and made for the door. Derek grinned as, with a final exclamation of impatience, he slammed the door behind him, but the grin vanished immediately. There were times when they irritated one another, but it was always Barry who retired….

Derek lit a cigarette and reached for the half-empty glass of beer beside him. Quite likely, Phyl would come back, he thought, gazing into the fire. She was in an edgy state — who wouldnt be, in the circumstances? — as likely to run from her own company as from his. His thoughts ran on unguided. He did not seem to understand her any longer. She was so different from his memory of her. That was to be expected, of course, in a way…. Didnt one always have to get to know again women who had married? Only a few remained the same. Many changed utterly, beyond recognition, almost. Hidden qualities were released, sides they had enhanced, allowed to deteriorate. Quite a large number seemed to feel that sweet surrender implied putrefaction of intellect…. Yes, he had known that when he should see her again there would be a change. It would need a slight mental readjustment on his part, adaptation to dominants which had been recessives, and all would be as before. But the thing had become so infernally complicated. So many stresses. Husband had been a rotter, the rotter had died, her father was missing…. He shook his head. Too many permutations; no one could tell offhand what kind of a character all that would build. She couldnt herself; one minute she was up, the next down. And what would marriage with Barry do for her? Good fellow, Barry, honest, if a little dull…. It occurred to him that they had scarcely seen anything of one another as yet. It should have been Barrys job, not his, to act as protective escort. But Barry had to attend his office. Still, if they were never to see one another alone…. Uneasily he wondered: ought he not to have pushed off somewhere this evening and left them to it? Faced by the straight question, he was in no doubt of the answer. What a fool! Why hadnt he thought of that before? Of course, neither of them had wanted him hanging around. No wonder they had got a bit peevish.

You poor B.F., why didnt you have the sense to clear out this evening? he asked himself. Oh, damn.

He threw his cigarette end into the fire and drained off the remains of his beer. Halfway down the passage he stopped to rap on Phyllidas door.

Whos that? asked her muffled voice.

Me.

Go away, Derek.

Nonsense. He opened the door and went in.

Phyllida was in bed. She had raised herself on one elbow and was looking at him from pink-edged eyes.

I said go away.

He closed the door, crossed the room and seated himself on the side of the bed.

Youve been crying, he began, rather badly.

Is that all you have to say? She stared at him savagely and then dropped her eyes. Her fingers began to twist a small, damp handkerchief into a hard cord.

No, I wanted to say that Im sorry I was such a fool. I didnt understand.

Her hands tightened on the twisted handkerchief. She leaned forward. The bed lamp behind her made a halo of the dark red hair. The pale green satin on her shoulders shone with a brilliant highlight. Her face was in shadow, its expression hidden from him. Her eyes were invisibly dark.

Derek, how could you not understand?

He scarcely noticed the tone of her voice. He had set himself to explain, and he meant to go through with it.

Barry told me. He—

Barry?

I didnt mean to be flippant, Phyl. Its my defense. If one didnt try to laugh, it would—

What are you talking about, Derek?

He stared. Her face was still in shadow; he could not see if her expression were as hard as her tone.

Why, about Uncle Henry — and about Barry. You ought to know that just because I seem to be flippant, it doesnt mean—

Phyllida leaned back. The light fell on her face. Its expression stopped him suddenly.

Whats the matter?

Nothing. Go on.

He went on, haltingly, with a feeling that she did not hear a word he was saying. At length her unresponsiveness pricked him.

Whats the matter with you, Phyl? Anyone would think you didnt care —?

Quite suddenly she began to laugh. A strident, unpleasant, overwrought laugh. He stood up and came closer.

Stop it.

The words had no effect. He gripped her arms and shook her violently.

Stop it. Do you hear?

She stopped as abruptly as she had begun. She pulled her arms from his grasp and buried her face in the pillow.

Phyl, what is it?

Her head shook. There emerged a muffled instruction to go away.

But, Phyl, I cant leave you like this.

She raised her face. He was horrified by its expression.

Go away. Get out, damn you. Cant you leave me alone?

Derek got out.



— 

Following an interval spent in useless hesitation outside her door, he drifted back to the sitting-room. Fate seemed to be having fun at his expense this evening. Why had it all gone wrong?— it being the atmosphere. He had, quite clearly, put his foot well into something. It was difficult to recall exactly what he had said, but evidently it had been the wrong thing — unless, of course, Barry was up the pole, which was not unlikely. However, whether Barry were right or not about the cause of it, there was certainly a wrongness somewhere. And then this hysterics business…. Phyl, of all people. You werent surprised by it in some girls, you definitely expected it in others, but Phyl….

Oh, well, hang it all, hed have it out tomorrow when everything and everyone would be calmer. Or wouldnt he? It might be wiser to forget it altogether. Oh, damn everything. Why did people have to be so complex about things, why couldnt they just —?

The sudden jangle of the telephone bell caused him to jump. It did not improve his temper. He snatched at the receiver.

Well?

Mr. Jameson?

Yes.

Mr. Derek Jameson?

Yes, of course. What do you want?

Sergeant Breen speaking, sir. Message from Detective-Inspector Jordan. He asked me to tell you that Mr. Drawfords body was found in the river this evening.


Chapter XIV. The Other End
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DETECTIVE-INSPECTOR JORDAN, HAVING shaved with complete absence of mind but entire precision, thrust his razor under the hot-water tap. Simultaneously he reached his decision. There was too little to go on at this end of the affair: that meant that he must have a look at the other. And it would be helpful to have on hand someone who knew the house. Accordingly he made for the telephone.

What on earth, inquired Dereks voice at the other end, did the police do before telephones were invented?

Good, said Jordan.

What do you mean — good? It isnt good at all, I was in bed.

I meant Im glad Ive caught you. Thought you might be out if I left it till I reached the Yard.

Youre dead right. A triumph of detection. After my modest egg I am going to an interview with a man who might know of a man who might have a job to offer.

Can you put it off?

Well, that depends. You see, if I put it off at all, it will be off altogether. Not, between ourselves, that it is very much on.

You got my message last night? Jordan asked.

Yes. Poor old Drawford. Im damned sorry. Any idea how it happened?

Ill tell you about that later. What I want to know at the moment is whether you can come down to West Heading with me later today?

Youre on to something?

Jordan hesitated.

I dont know, but Id like to have a look round the place, and I thought that you, knowing the house—

I see. What time?

Theres a train from Waterloo about half-past twelve.

Look here, suppose I borrow Barrys car…

It was decided that he should call for the inspector at New Scotland Yard about noon. It would give Jordan time to polish off some routine work and enable Derek to keep his appointment.

And what about Mrs. Shiffer? Derek added. Oughtnt she to come along, too — its her home. Besides, Im supposed to be escorting her everywhere.

Jordan demurred. Id rather she didnt, if you can arrange it. Cant Mr. Long take charge of her for today?

Ill see. Even if the whole retail trade of the country is slowed up, what does it matter to us? It might be managed. Till twelve oclock, then.

Jordan hung up the receiver and returned to his dressing. The previous nights discovery had come as a double shock. He was distressed in his private capacity, for though he had not known Miles Drawford intimately, he had formed a liking for him. His official self had been rudely surprised at the sudden intrusion of murder. His case had changed in a twinkling from an inquiry upon very little evidence into a series of dubious events, to an assignment of responsibility for a very definite corpse in the river.

And yet, he asked himself, should it have been a matter for great surprise? Mrs. Shiffer had made it plain enough that this man Draymond was not squeamish. He felt that he ought to have foreseen something of the kind — but he had not. Every disappearance did not lead to a corpse, thank heaven! Had he, indeed, not taken her story seriously enough? Unconsciously discounting some of its sensationalism? He had had no doubt of the facts. She was telling the truth, all right, but she was telling it for the third or fourth time. It was easy enough at that stage for drawn conclusions to overlap with facts. Why, some of the yarns hed heard since hed been in the Force! And the people who spun them quite honestly believing that they were telling the truth: that was the devil of it….

Phyllida and Derek would have been astonished to see how pastel-shaded their stories were in the inspectors mind. He was the outside observer. To him it was just another series of odd events; to them it was the series of odd events, vividly picked out from all normality. In fact, the finding of Drawfords body had probably shocked them less than it had him….

From the moment he had made the identification in the mortuary, the danger in which Professor Woodridge had stood — might still stand — became ominous. And that might apply to the assistant, Straker, also. Until then he had, as Derek guessed, half thought that Woodridge had taken himself off to avoid being pestered or for some other private purpose. After all, why not? The house had not been casually abandoned; on the contrary, it had been closed in quite a conventional way. For all he could tell, the professor might not wish for his daughters company; might purposely have refrained from telling her where he was. Inspector Jordan could imagine himself hiding from several women he had met — and they were all somebodys daughters. But, confronted with a corpse, his views changed. What if Woodridge were already dead, had died several weeks or months ago? What would have been the result?

Drawford would immediately have taken a hand. Among other things he would have carried out instructions that a certain sealed envelope be forwarded to the War Office. That would mean that Draymonds game was up. It followed that Draymonds purpose was suited best by Woodridges remaining alive. Once he was dead, the formula would pass out of reach. But would it? No, there was a loophole there. It would only pass out of reach when Woodridge was known to be dead….

On that, Jordan had come to a decision. He had instructed Sergeant Breen to inform Derek of Drawfords death, while he himself had hurried to put through a long call to the Winshire police. This morning had found him more than ever convinced that the solvent of the mystery was to be found at the Grange. If he were right, it would be better that Mrs. Shiffer should not be there….



— 

Derek reached New Scotland Yard a little late and found Jordan already waiting.

Im sorry, he explained, the interview ran on a bit.

Any luck? the inspector asked, sympathetically.

None at all. Theyre going to let me know.

Hows Mrs. Shiffer this morning? Jordan asked, as they ran up Victoria Street. He was a very old friend of hers, wasnt he?

Derek shook his head.

I dont know — as a matter of fact Ive not told her yet. It was rather late when I got your message and, well, I havent seen her this morning.

Mr. Long is looking after her?

Yes. The profession is having to spare him for today. He hesitated for a moment, then: I say, Jordan, you wouldnt put her down as a hysterical subject, would you? he added.

The inspector glanced at him curiously.

From the little I have seen of Mrs. Shiffer, I should think she is very level-headed.

The same with me — until last night. She went right off the deep end — never thought such a thing of her. Im really very glad you rang up this morning, he added, with apparent inconsequence.

Oh? Jordan was noncommittal.

Yes. Gives them a chance.

The inspector seemed a little confused.

Gives who a chance? he asked.

Why, Phyllida — Mrs. Shiffer and Barry. Oh, of course, you dont know. You see, she and Barry were nearly engaged at one time — before she married Shiffer, but Barry, like a fool, made a mess of it. Now shes come back, and — well, you must have noticed?

Derek was engaged in avoiding a bus. He did not see Jordans expression.

I cant say I did, was all he heard.

Good Lord, and I thought you detectives noticed everything. Anyway, if Barry goes and messes it up again, Ill brain him and let you arrest me.

Thanks, it might help my promotion.

Derek returned to the subject of Phyllidas hysteria. It was evident that the unaccountable behavior had shaken him. It was not, he pointed out several times, in character for her to behave in such a fashion. Normally she was self-controlled and, as Jordan had said, level-headed.

Dont let it worry you, the inspector advised. She has had enough worry to account for it, hasnt she? Its probably the strain of the last few days. She gave in for a moment. Anyhow, people dont always behave in character, as you put it. Think what it would mean if they did. All the good would be impeccably good, and all the villains would never pause from villainy. Everyone would be able to spot a criminal on sight, and then where would my job be? No, thank heaven, most of us have the power of being one of two or three people at will. Havent you ever suffered from the funny man who cant do that, who must go on being funny all the time? I have.

Jordan was successful. Derek dashed off in full cry on the trail of the red herring.

No. You dont see what I mean. You said villainy. Villainy isnt a character; its a part of character sometimes dominant. If a murderer doesnt murder everybody he meets, it doesnt mean that he is acting out of character, it simply shows…

Kensington and Hammersmith fell behind. With the dual occupation of driving and arguing, Derek had no thought to spare this time for the desecration of the countryside, though his subconscious was strong enough to send him along the Kingston Road in preference to the bypass. The inspector sat back comfortably and waited for him to exhaust the subject. In the neighborhood of Ripley Derek became aware that he had conducted a considerable monologue.

Im sorry, he apologized. I think it must be the effect of living in Bloomsbury. Tell me, why this sudden decision to visit West Heading?

Jordan explained. The Winshire police, he said, were conducting investigations at the Grange. It was possible that they might have made some discoveries already. Derek darted a glance at him.

Youve made up your mind that my uncle is dead?

But Jordan refused to go as far as that yet, though his conclusions undoubtedly pointed that way.

Well, then, lets say you think that he has been killed and his body hidden in the Grange?

Its not impossible.

Derek considered in silence for a while.

You may be right — though I hope youre not. But I dont see how you get there.

Well, to begin with, you must understand that Mr. Drawford was murdered.

So I gathered.

Oh, did you?

Well, your message—

My message only said that his body had been found in the river. I did not suggest how it came to be there. He paused so lengthily that Derek began to feel uneasy.

I say, you dont think that I —?

Jordan, who had been ordering his thoughts, laughed.

No, you neednt get the wind up. Im not suspecting you of having a hand in it. For one thing, I have an exact record of your movements yesterday, and, for another, where is your motive? If you were after that formula you would, having Drawfords confidence, have gone to work in an entirely different way. And you would have stood to gain nothing by his death.

Who has? I cant see that killing him gets anyone any nearer to the formula.

We can come back to that later. Lets consider his death. Now, he was dead before his body was put into the river — several hours before, and from a blow on the back of the head.

Then might it not have been an accident, and this just a way of disposing of the body?

The inspector shook his head.

No, that is too unlikely. There were finger marks on his throat. Without committing myself too strongly, I should suggest that one man held him while another delivered the blow.

His words called up an unpleasant picture. Derek had a vision of the elderly solicitor getting red and then purple in the face, clawing at the hands which choked him, and a club rising ominously over his head. He tried to wipe the scene out.

But why the river? Surely, if he were dead already —?

For exactly the same reason that American gangsters take their victims for a ride. So that when the body is found it shall be at a good safe distance from the murderers. We have no means of telling where the murder was done, nor even where the body was put into the river. All we know is that they wanted it found.

Why?

Because Drawford was dressed in his own clothes and there was no attempt at disfiguration.

No, I meant why should they want it to be found? Youd think theyd do their best to keep it quiet.

Exactly. So it follows that it must be important to them that his body should be found, or they neednt have taken the risk.

But how could it be important?

Jordan shrugged his shoulders.

Candidly, I dont know at present. Thats one of the things we have got to find out. He showed signs of drifting off into thought.

All the same, I dont quite see why it sends us dashing off to West Heading, Derek prompted. Surely the position regarding my uncle is just the same as it was?

Not quite, Jordan corrected. Yesterday we knew we were up against persons who were guilty of illegal actions, that is all. Today we know that they are capable of a gruesome murder — not only do they commit it, but they publish the fact that it has been committed. That puts the whole thing on a different level. To put it quite plainly, if they dont mind murdering once, why should they mind murdering twice?

In other words we have been under-estimating them?

If you like to put it that way. Obviously Jordan himself did not like to put it that way. I should prefer to say that this gives us a measure of their determination. Before, we had no measure — none, that is, but Mrs. Shiffers experience, and it was impossible for her or for us to tell how much of that was bluff. You must admit that it was melodramatic enough to have been a bluff.

Yesterday you thought they were bluffing Mrs. Shiffer — today you think they meant it, Derek said, accusingly.

Jordan admitted as much.

But that makes no difference, he said. I was no less keen to get them yesterday. Bluff or not, they were guilty of several offenses, and, bluff or not, I had no more to go on.

It makes this much difference, Derek pointed out, if you had believed that they were in earnest we should have been making this journey yesterday instead of today.

Possibly. Do you mind if I point out that you, yourself, are now attaching more weight than you did to Mrs. Shiffers experience?

Derek was forced in fairness to admit that this was true. Since he had heard of Drawfords death he had been wondering how he had managed to take Phyllidas adventure so lightly.

As I said before, Jordan went on. Murder alters the aspect. Hunting plain lawbreakers you may be able to take your time, but hunting murderers you must hurry. One murder has a trick of leading to another. Everything quickens up.

Implying that they may have murdered my uncle and may be after someone else too?

Quite. Now, if they did murder your uncle, or even if he met with a fatal accident last June, it would be essential for them to hush it up, to hide the body and to allay all suspicion. Suppose that a man suddenly disappears, takes none of his possessions, leaves his house wide open and has told no one that he intends going away. Pretty soon somebody will get suspicious, and we are called in. There will be an investigation and, if the circumstances are sufficient, leave may be given to presume death. In fact, applying it to this case, everything gained by hiding the body would be lost. Therefore it would pay the criminals to give an air of normality to the proceedings from the beginning. The house is shut up in the conventional way as though the owner might have gone for a long holiday. It may be thought a little odd in its suddenness, but people do odd things sometimes; it will not seem odd enough to raise suspicions for some time. Quite certainly there will be nothing like enough grounds for leave to be given to presume death. Every ordinary citizen is at perfect liberty to vanish if he wants to — provided it is not for an unlawful purpose.

Then you suggest that the shutting of the Grange is just a blind?

If it is not, then there is no mystery about your uncle which need concern the police.

A pretty risky game to play.

But safe enough for a few weeks. They were fortunate in their victim, remember. He had few relations. He ticked them off on his fingers. His sister, Mrs. Tragg, whom he avoided and who avoided him. Yourself, whom he saw very seldom. Mrs. Shiffer, well out of the way in India. They could count with perfect safety on a few weeks before any alarm would be raised. They could not, however, foresee Mrs. Shiffers return. Had she not come back when she did, they might have had several more weeks undisturbed. It was a mistake to leave those letters uncollected. If they had read her cables they might have prevented her from reaching home at all.

I see, Derek said, thoughtfully. And you think they only wanted a few weeks?

It would have needed a more elaborate scheme to last longer. For instance, they seem to have made no plans to lull suspicions once they were started. They concentrated on not arousing them for a while. Luckily, as they had no idea of Mrs. Shiffers return before she actually got here, she was able to spread the alarm before they were on to her. That made them speed up. First they went to Drawfords office and then, not finding what they wanted there, they went for Drawford himself.

Derek drove in silence for a time. When he spoke again they had left the Portsmouth Road and come within a few miles of West Heading.

Yes, that seems to work out all right, but I must say I dont quite get the implication of the last part. You are really suggesting that Drawford was kidnapped for the sake of the information, arent you? — Jordan nodded.— I thought so, but how does that fit in with your idea that we were intended to find the body? I mean, it seems so much more reasonable to do it all quietly.

Nevertheless, Im sticking to it, Jordan maintained. I still think that unless there was a purpose we should not have found that body — at least, not in a recognizable condition. After all, it stands to sense that if you commit a murder you try not to leave clues — these people have a first-class chance of wiping out a primary clue, the mans identity, and they dont attempt to take it. I ask myself why.



— 

A policeman held up the car at the end of the Grange drive. Jordan gave his name, the man saluted and waved them on. Three cars already stood on the gravel before the house. Derek drew up behind them and looked round with some surprise. The scene was different from that which had oppressed him on his last visit. The Grange had become a center of activity. Several small groups of men were to be seen about the front garden, congregated mostly in the vicinity of flower beds. The front door of the house stood wide open and many of the windows showed raised blinds. As Jordan stepped out of the car a man in uniform emerged from the hall and descended the front steps. He introduced himself.

Detective-Inspector Jordan? I am Inspector Ruman, Winshire police. They shook hands. Jordan presented Derek.

Mr. Woodridges nephew? Yes, I think we have met before.

Derek looked surprised.

You have forgotten leaving a car for five hours in Paulsacre High Street? asked the inspector.

What a memory! That must be four years ago, said Derek.

A long memorys part of the stock-in-trade, the inspector replied, with a smile. He turned back to Jordan.

You want to look over the house, I understand?

Jordan nodded.

Youve found nothing yet?

Not yet.

The inspector was a large man whose breadth of shoulder gave a deceptive idea of his height. His manner was pleasantly free from exaggerated conceptions of his own importance, though an air of efficiency and moderated bustle seemed to hang about him. He spoke for the most part in short sentences, as if he distrusted conjunctions.

One or two more beds to dig. A few likely patches. If theres nothing there, look like having to dig the whole place. Its difficult. June, you know. He shook his head. Four monthsll cover a lot. Come in.

He led the way into the hall. Derek noticed that the floor was covered with dirt and that a number of the tiles were loose.

Had a few of em up. Havent gone back very well, explained the inspector.

They followed him into the front living-room. Save that the gate-leg table no longer bore the remains of Phyllidas interrupted meal, the place looked much as Derek had last seen it. Jordans gaze went to the bureau which stood against the wall between the windows.

Youve been through that, of course?

Inspector Ruman nodded.

Yes. So had someone else.

Forced it?

The inspector nodded again. After trying to pick it, he added.

And the rest of the house?

Every drawer, every cupboard picked or forced.

Hm. Jordan considered. I think perhaps wed better go over it again, Inspector, if you dont mind.

Ruman agreed. Not a bit. Dont think youre likely to find anything. If you arent wanting me, Ill see how theyre getting on outside.

He had spoken only the truth. None of the old bills, paid and unpaid, old letters, circulars, out-of-date invitations and general litter which had accumulated in the bureau could be considered to have even the slightest bearing on the professors absence. Jordan was not surprised. It would need a very slender chance for anything to have escaped the double search.

Where now? asked Derek, as they restored the last bundle to its pigeon-hole.

Jordan suggested the laboratory, and Derek led the way to the wing which he had himself designed. The wall shelves there upon which Professor Woodridge had been wont to keep his volumes of notes were empty. Jordan was not surprised.

First thing they would go for if they couldnt find the formula. The notes might give them a line to work on.

Apart from showing them that the search here had been even more thorough, the laboratory yielded no more information. As they had been told, every drawer and cupboard was open. Not a single sheet of paper, save for a blank scribbling pad, was to be found. They had not been taking any chances, Jordan reflected. Every observation that Woodridge had noted for years back had been seized for examination.

They left the laboratory and started on a systematic search of the house. The first floor, the second, the attics, the lofts were inspected by Jordan, followed by a bored Derek, who had begun to consider the whole expedition a waste of time. He was leaning out of an attic window, watching the countryside recede gradually into twilight when the sound of a hail traveled up from below. It was followed by a noise of running feet and an excited hubbub of voices on the drive. He craned farther out, but found the disturbance to be still beyond his line of vision.

What is it? Jordan inquired, behind him.

Dont know, but it sounds as though theyd found something.

Together they made for the door and clattered noisily down flights of uncarpeted stairs. As they reached the hall Inspector Ruman entered by the front door.

What is it? Jordan asked again.

A damn fool, snapped the inspector. He came across one bone; thought hed found a body, of course. Idiot! Remains of an old sheep. Been there a score of years by the look of it.



— 

Well, that settles it. Its not in the house. Jordan wiped his forehead and leaned his pick against the cellar wall. Derek dropped the shovel and sought his cigarette-case.

Yes, if its about here at all, it must be outside, he agreed, as he struck a match and held it for the other.

He glanced about him. The cellar looked as if it had suffered a bombardment. Who, he wondered vaguely, replaces the polices divots? Jordan was saying:

This was the last hope of finding it indoors — and not much of a hope, at that. It would have taken a genius at the job to have buried him here without leaving some trace. Whats the time?

Derek looked at his wristwatch.

Half-past eight.

I think we might knock off for the night. Cant do much now.

Derek agreed heartily. He found the Grange depressing, and with the departure of Inspector Ruman and his men soon after dark, more than its usual gloom had settled over it. Moreover, he was feeling uncomfortably hungry. Save for a sandwich spared to him by a kindly constable he had had nothing to eat since breakfast, and until now Jordan had shown no inclination to leave. He was bent on establishing to his own satisfaction that the body had not been hidden, inside the house, and he would not be moved until he had done so. Derek, faced with the alternatives of leaving him to it and lending a hand with the pick and shovel work in the cellar, had felt constrained to choose the latter.

Is there anywhere round here where we can sleep tonight? Jordan went on. Derek brightened.

The Hand in Hands not at all a bad pub, he suggested.

This was a better program than he had expected. The thought of driving back to London tonight had not been welcome. Old Hawkins at The Hand in Hand was capable of putting up a good meal with good beer even if he did only provide feather beds of the most engulfing type for his visitors to sleep in. He felt that Jordan should be congratulated.

Well, we dont want to have to come all the way down here again tomorrow, the inspector pointed out. If it isnt found then, it wont be found at all. Theyve finished half the garden already.

Finished is the word, Derek agreed, thinking of his last sight of the devastated areas.

Well, theyre bound to make pretty much of a mess, Jordan said, pulling on his coat. If it had only been a week or two since he disappeared it would have been easy enough to spot whether any of the ground had been disturbed, but as it is — well, as Ruman said, four months will cover a lot.

Barrys was the only car remaining on the drive. One of the two constables left on duty to protect the house and grounds unchained the gate and passed them out with a cheerful Good night, sir, to Jordan. Derek did not envy him his job. There could be many pleasanter ways of spending a night than in hanging about the Grange.



— 

Old Hawkins was pleased to see them. During the negotiations he kept his eyes fixed on Jordan as though he feared he might at any moment vanish into the empty air. In his view a Scotland Yard man was akin to the giants of legend, he had heard a great deal of such, but had hitherto had doubts of their actual existence. Yes, they could have rooms. Yes, he could provide dinner if they didnt mind waiting a bit. Yes, his beer was as good as of old — and God and the Chancellor of the Exchequer being willing, it always would be. They might even have baths while they were waiting — it being Thursday. Though the significance of the qualification escaped them, they welcomed the idea.

An hour later they had drawn chairs before the sitting-room fire and were feeling that sense of comfort which follows a much-needed meal. The continuous murmur of voices in the public bar, which was in the throes of a trade boom stimulated by local excitement, reached them faintly. The tendency of unauthorized persons to open their door, stare fixedly at Jordan and then retire with a mumbled apology had been checked by old Hawkins as soon as he discovered this new diversion. He had come in person to explain.

Theres been a rare lot o talk about the doins up at the Grange, and some of em do be so impatient like that there aint no holdin em. But Ill see as they dont disturb ee again. And, to judge by the results, he had discovered a method of holding them.

The inspector drew a pipe and pouch from his pocket. Derek lit a cigarette.

Do you honestly think theyll find anything tomorrow? he asked.

Jordan paused in the act of pressing tobacco into the bowl.

To be quite frank, he admitted, at length, Im doubtful.

You thought it would be in the house itself?

I did, but theres not a corner of it we havent searched.

He paused to light his pipe, puffing out great smoke clouds.

But that doesnt shake your idea that my uncle is dead, and not just being kept a prisoner? Derek put in.

No. He threw the match in the fire. Im sorry, but one might as well be honest in this. I could raise hopes, but they would be very false. If he were kept prisoner, it would be with hopes of making him disclose the formula. Well, we know theyve not got it, and if they could, theyd have had it out of him long before this. People who can treat Drawford as they did are not going to stop short at inflicting pain for a purpose. Thats only one of my reasons, and I think it is enough in itself. If your uncle died in June, he was far better off than if they kept him prisoner.

You mean they would have tortured him?

Exactly.

Derek moved uneasily in his chair.

But in these days — the twentieth century—

The twentieth century, said Jordan, looks like being the bloodiest century on record before it is finished — and Im not thinking of the war. The systems rotting. Its like a city of great buildings. Up in the turrets, on the roof gardens there is clean air in which thrives a clean culture of magnificent possibilities; down below is the accumulated filth and stench of centuries with the foundations rotting among it.

Derek was taken by surprise. He looked at him oddly. Jordan caught the look and smiled.

Speaking out of character for a policeman, eh? Mustnt use similes — plain, blunt, honest fellows with a two-foot field of vision. He chuckled, then his voice lost its note of amusement. But its true, nevertheless. You nicely comfortable people like to think of the bad old days, you pat yourselves on the back because there is more freedom, less cruelty, less meanness in high places than there was a couple of centuries ago. There isnt. But youre shut off from it all — you dont see it. We do. Its there, and its growing. Right under the noses of the really educated class — who, I grant you, aim at a high standard — there is a moral rot spreading like a slow disease. Dont ask me where it comes from, I dont know, but its there. A callousness, a careless, unnecessary cruelty, a return to Nature. The barriers which civilized, educated men have tried to raise against the raw, the savage and the cruel have never been consolidated, and now theyre giving way. You dont see quite so much of it in this country yet, but before the end of the century people in your circumstances will be brought face to face with it. Youll put up shutters on your houses; youll go in twos at night.

Derek fidgeted. Oh, come. You cant really mean that. Look at the advances, the refinements, the growth of knowledge, the sciences and all the rest of it. You cant really think that all that is going to be swamped by a few people who are suffering from what you call a moral rot.

I do think it. You can see the signs of it even in England. More frequent use of firearms, risky audacity of smash-and-grab men, increase in arson, increase in corruption, public admiration for defiance and violence. The papers spread it; the films spread it; its in the air. The type of education of our middle classes does nothing to check it. Those unemployed who havent had all the spirit taken out of them are becoming rebellious; the employed hang on to any sort of job at any wage with a determination which weakens the unions. The small man above them is willing to indulge in criminal or semi-criminal activities without a pang, so long as he keeps his head above water. The rot is in the middle classes — Im not sure that it isnt strongest there — young ruffians who want to scrap; bank clerks and shop assistants with inferiority complexes are running to put on black shirts; soon they will be bullying private citizens in the streets. Ive been told by a Regular Army colonel that his subalterns today are the most bloodthirsty youths he has ever commanded. They dont know what war is like any more than these blackshirts know what it feels like to be a citizen under a dictatorship, but that doesnt matter. What does matter is the spirit behind it all. The growing desire for violence; the utter carelessness for the rights of others. Well, theyll get their bellies full of violence soon….

He paused to relight his pipe.

But thats to come. What started me on this was speculation on your uncles fate. You jibbed when I suggested torture; it revolted your civilized mind. Why? You know as well as I do that if there is another war the chemical firms hope to make a great deal of money out of causing people to die agonizing deaths. Why be punctilious with regard to the agony of one old man who can, with persuasion, be made to reveal a very valuable secret?

But its different. In cold blood—

The whole thing is cold-blooded. Do you suppose the chemist making his gases works in a trembling fury? Or even that the High Command shakes with rage as it orders the bombing of a city? Its a business.

Derek was reminded of his own words on the previous night — size lends nobility. He had been thinking of the double standard of morals; the failure of personal standards to find a place in great affairs. Suppose that, as Jordan maintained, there was a moral decay; that instead of the citizens morals converting the nation, the national morals were conquering private life. That deceit, lies, the slaughter of ones opponents was about to become the normal thing. And why not? With the double standard in every mans mind, who could say for certain which would win? Why, in fact, should the potential slaughterers of thousands boggle at one? Derek shook his head. For the time being he was going to emulate that bird he so much despised, and put his head in the sand. He dragged the conversation back to the personal.

Then well assume that as they have not got the formula, my uncle must be dead.

I have been assuming that for some time, Jordan pointed out, patiently.

And that he died at the Grange. If we dont find the body there, weve precious little chance of finding it at all, as far as I can see. They may have taken it anywhere. Buried it in the garden of The Laurels, even.

Too risky if he were already dead. Jordan shook his head. Suppose the car which took the body were involved in an accident or broke down. Not only would it be pretty difficult to explain a corpse, but the whole plot would promptly go up the spout.

From the bar came the sound of old Hawkinss voice calling Time, gentlemen, please, the phrase repeated more often than usual, and in slightly louder tones. No harm in showing a gentleman from Scotland Yard that the law was carefully observed in West Heading. Presently he thrust his head into the room.

Any more for you, gentlemen? Just closing the bar.

Derek looked at Jordan, who shook his head.

Nothing more for me. Im going to bed in a few minutes.

Hawkins made to retreat, and then changed his mind. He came into the room, holding a pint silver tankard in one hand. Derek looked at it curiously.

Isnt that —?

Just what I wuz going to ask you, sir, said the old man, nodding.

Derek took the tankard from him and examined it more closely.

No doubt about that. Ive had many a pint out of it in my time. How on earth did it get here?

My boy Joe found un, sir. E was fishin up by Widderbrook a few days since, an e fetched un out. It seemed kind of familiar like, but I didnt know as Id seen un before. Then this evenin I minded youd told me of just such a piece. Thisd be it, sir?

Yes, this is it all right, said Derek. Jordan rose and approached.

Youve cleaned it, of course? he asked.

Aye — leastways, my daughter, she cleaned un.

Jordan took the tankard in his hand, examined it with interest, and stared into it thoughtfully.

Your son Joe could show us where he found it? he said, at length. Id like to have a look at the place tomorrow.

Yes, sir. Ed show you.

The inspector set the tankard down on the table.

As they climbed the stairs, Derek said:

Odd, the old boy remembering my telling him about that pot. Must be more than a year ago.

Very, Jordan agreed, absentmindedly.


Chapter XV. Constable Green Fishes

[image: img22.jpg]

COO! SAID YOUNG Joe Hawkins.

Constable Green disentangled an ornate teapot from the meshes of his net and added it to the pile of miscellaneous silverware beside him. Joe watched the net intently as it submerged again, keeping his eyes on the spot to catch the first glimpse of the next glittering find.

This was the real thing. A treasure hunt like those you found in books — and like those that people told you wouldnt find in real life. Only on two counts did it fail to afford him complete satisfaction. One was that everything was going off too quietly, no band of outraged pirates had put in an appearance to defend the ill-gotten hoard; the other, that Mr. Jordan (who was a real detective like youd read about in the Clue of the Crimson Cross and the Sign of the Sinister Six) had quite firmly forbidden you to bring along your particular friends, Harry Nobbs and Alfred Wickle, to see the fun. You couldnt enjoy things like this so well by yourself. However, it might have been worse: at least, you had been allowed to stay.

Coo! young Joe repeated, as a cigarette-box was dragged from the muddy water.

Detective-Inspector Jordan and Derek Jameson, sitting on the bank, watched with scarcely less interest. That they had not actually said Coo! was due merely to a difference in working vocabulary.

A large ladle followed the cigarette-box, and the net was thrust in once more. This time it did not make such an easy catch. The constable waded a little deeper and prodded about a bit.

Steady, Green. It shelves suddenly there, Derek reminded him.

P.C. Green looked up at them, doubtfully.

Something eavy ere, sir, he said. His eyes moved questioningly in the direction of young Joe.

Do you think it is —? Jordan left the question unfinished.

Might be, sir.

Young Joe saw the inspectors gaze fix upon him with an expression which was wont to appear in the eyes of those who considered his presence dispensable. Jordan opened his mouth, hesitated and then changed his mind. Joe was relieved; he was not to miss the climax after all.

His presence perplexed Jordan. One did not wish to expose the boy to gruesome sights, but once let him get back to the village and tell his tale, and half the population of the place would be here in five minutes. For the moment, until they found out the nature of the something eavy, he had better stay.

Try the hooks, he suggested.

At the third cast the constable succeeded in getting the iron hooks to grip. Whatever he had found, it was stubborn and heavy. The other two rose and laid hold of the rope. Young Joe, eyes bulging, came closer. He could not make up his mind whether he expected a chest containing pieces of eight (whatever they might be) or a box of jewels worth a kings ransom — or could it be the body of the pirate chief himself? It was pretty exciting, anyhow.

The bottom of the stream dropped here to form a hole ten feet or more in depth, and it was with exasperating slowness that the three succeeded in dragging their catch up the steep side. Twice it jammed and had to be lowered a little while the constable, wading as deeply as his thigh boots would allow, poked it free with the butt-end of the net-pole. At last it topped the brink and rolled over into the shallower water.

Well? asked Jordan.

The policeman prodded again.

 Ard, sir. Quite ard.

Lets get it a bit closer. Together he and Derek pulled on the rope once more.

It would be difficult to say which of the four was the most disappointed when a large, slimy log broke the surface.

Damn! said Derek.

Only phonetic script could do justice to Joes remark.

Jordan and the constable looked at it in voluble silence.

Well, said Jordan, at length, lets get it out of the way, anyhow.

You thought —? Derek inquired, when the log had been rolled aside and Constable Green was back in the water, industriously poking away with the pole. You thought it might have been —?

I did. Jordan glanced cautiously at young Joe, who appeared not to hear.

Nothing else big, sir, announced Green. He reversed his implement and plunged the netted end back into the water. A moment later he had retrieved a sugar castor. Jordan watched him add it to the jumbled collection of silver on the bank, and then rose suddenly to his feet.

Keep on with this, he directed. Ill get a man sent along to give you a hand. Come on, he added to Derek, its time we got back to London.

Young Joe watched them go.

Did they think as youd found a body? he inquired, hopefully.

Constable Green paused in the act of disentangling a salt-cellar.

Course not. What orrible ideas you kids do get old of, he said, severely. What would a body be doin in ere? Now, you keep quiet if you want to stay. See?

Wish it ad been a body, said young Joe, wistfully.


Chapter XVI. Mr. Fisk Breaks a Rule
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WE CLOSED, AN aggrieved clerk pointed out, at three-thirty.

Jordon pushed his card through the half-opened door. The young man read it, and his manner changed abruptly.

You want to see Mr. Fisk? he inquired, opening the door more widely.

If Mr. Fisk is the manager of this branch, I do.

Jordan, Derek and the man for whom they had called at Scotland Yard entered. The young man closed and fastened the door behind them.

If you will wait here a minute— he suggested.

A few seconds later they were shown into a private office. The manager, a thin, tall, neatly-dressed man, greeted them with an expression of intense inquiry, which did not altogether hide a touch of uneasiness. Even the scrupulously managed Haymarket Branch of the impeccable Metropolitan and Midland Bank, Limited, was not beyond an indefinite sense of apprehension at the intrusion of a card bearing the initials C.I.D. Behind his façade of interrogation Mr. Fisk was anxiously wondering which of his staff had been doing what and, more particularly, where.

You are the manager? asked Jordan.

Mr. Fisk nodded in a reflex manner.

I am, he admitted.

Jordan introduced his companions. Mr. Derek Jameson and Sergeant Jefferson. Mr. Jameson, he added, is the nephew of your client Professor Woodridge.

Mr. Fisk relaxed slightly. He began to see a gleam of light.

Ah — yes, he agreed, noncommittally.

I understand that last Friday — that is, a week ago today — Mrs. Shiffer called on you in company with her fathers solicitor, Mr. Drawford, to ask you if you could give her any information as to her fathers movements.

Yes, the manager agreed again.

And you were unable to help her?

That is so, said Mr. Fisk, striving to avoid monotony.

And still you have had no news of Mr. Woodridge since last June? persisted Jordan.

No, said Mr. Fisk. None, he added, making it completely clear.

And he has drawn no checks whatever since that time?

Not one.

There was a knock on the door. A clerks head appeared.

A Mr. Allbright, sir. Says he was to join Inspector Jordan here.

Mr. Fisk looked puzzled. Jordan explained:

The partner of the late Mr. Drawford. I thought it advisable—

Mr. Fisk nodded. Show him in. He turned to Jordan. The late Mr. Drawford? You dont mean to say —?

Mr. Drawfords body was found in the river on Wednesday night.

Mr. Fisk was shocked, both by the news and by the abrupt manner of its announcement.

Dear me! I had no idea. An accident?

He was murdered — rather brutally.

Good gracious! Mr. Fisk looked more shocked. His intention of asking what the world was coming to was forestalled by the entrance of Mr. Allbright. He rose and held out his hand as Jordan made the introduction.

The inspector has just told me the sad news. It is inexpressibly shocking.

The solicitor shook the hand and murmured some indistinct reply. He turned at once to Jordan.

What is all this about, Inspector? I must say it was very inconvenient — very. But you made such a point of my coming here at once, that I have come. May I ask?

In a moment, Mr. Allbright. I dont think that you will find I have wasted your time. He looked back to the bank manager. Would you mind telling us what was the last communication you had from Professor Woodridge?

Not at all. As I told Mr. Drawford, we received a letter from him requesting us to store his silver as he expected to be away from home for some months.

And you are doing that?

Yes, of course. The box arrived a day or two later; we sent off a receipt for it in the ordinary way, and that is the last we know.

You examined the box, Mr. Fisk?

The manager looked pained.

The bank knows nothing of the contents of packages left with it by customers for safe keeping, unless the customers themselves volunteer the information. Such contents can scarcely be said to be our business, he explained.

I see. There is no obligation to declare the contents?

Certainly not. We simply issue a receipt for the sealed package and keep it until the customer wants to remove it.

Then no doubt it will come as a surprise to you to learn that Professor Woodridges silver has today been dredged from a stream near his house?

Whats that? Mr. Allbright broke in. He leaned forward, gazing sharply at Jordan. Woodridges silver is not here?

That is so. At present it is in the keeping of the Winshire police.

Then what is in the box? the solicitor asked, still staring at Jordan.

Exactly, Jordan agreed. What is in the box?

Mr. Fisk caught the drift of matters. He began to look worried.

Unusual, he admitted. Most unusual.

The hiding of valuable silver at the bottom of a stream deserves to be called something stronger than unusual, Derek suggested.

Mr. Fisk glanced at him impatiently.

I was referring to our situation, not to that of the silver, he said coldly. Professor Woodridges statement appears to have been deliberately misleading. It is, of course, entirely his own affair if he wishes to keep the contents of his deposit a secret, but I repeat that it is not only unnecessary, but unusual for our customers so to misinform us.

And how do you know that? Derek asked, with a smile.

Mr. Fisk loftily ignored the remark. He addressed himself to the inspector:

You will understand that our receipt was for one sealed package. The fact that we believed it to contain silver is neither here nor there.

Jordan nodded. But in the circumstances you will not object to our seeing Mr. Woodridges last letter?

No. Mr. Fisks hesitation was only momentary. I think there could be no harm in that, he admitted, cautiously.

He pressed a bell on his desk and sent the answering clerk in search of a file. When it arrived, he carefully detached a single sheet of paper and handed it to Mr. Allbright. The solicitor read it slowly and thoroughly before passing it on to Derek. Derek, in his turn, skimmed through it. It contained, as the manager had said, merely a request that the bank should store his silver for an indefinite length of time. He handed it over to Jordan who, with scarcely a glance at it, passed it on to the last member of the party.

Sergeant Jefferson drew his chair closer to the desk. He laid the letter down and read it through carefully. Then, from an inside pocket, he produced another piece of paper which he unfolded and placed beside the first. From another pocket he drew a large magnifying glass and, leaning over the two documents, began to make minute comparisons. The expressions of astonishment on the faces of the manager and the solicitor brought a slight, quickly hidden smile to Jordans lips.

Sergeant Jefferson, he explained, is one of our authorities on handwriting.

You dont mean —? the manager began, but Jordan cut him short.

We shall know in a minute or two.

Sergeant Jefferson continued his studies, completely unperturbed by their concerted gaze. After three or four minutes he shook his head with decision and looked up at the inspector.

Fake, he observed, shortly.

Jordan looked round with gratification.

Puts a different complexion on matters? he said.

It does, indeed. Mr. Allbright nodded.

The manager looked more worried, but said nothing.

Now, Jordan continued, if Mr. Fisk will allow us to examine the box in question —?

But Mr. Fisk shook his head. That is quite impossible. It is against our rules, he said, in tones of surprising firmness.

Jordan looked at him thoughtfully. He knew the type. Mr. Fisk might show uncertainty in his independent actions, but backed by a rule, he knew where he was. Access to a deposit was allowed only to the depositor or to someone expressly authorized by him. That was that. Jordan sighed. It was going to be a troublesome business. He started it by producing his warrant card and that of the sergeant. They ought to dispel any doubts of identity. Mr. Fisk looked at them dully. To say that he was unimpressed would be inaccurate; he was impressed in spite of the fact that he had entertained no doubts of his visitors integrity, but the cards made not the slightest difference to his intentions. The rules said No. Nobody would be able to blame him if he kept to them. He meant not only to keep to them, but to cling to them.

Look here, said Jordan, on the evidence we have I can get an order tomorrow which will let me look at that box. That must be obvious to you. But I dont want to waste time — I dont want to wait until tomorrow. I want to see it now, and Im sure that Mr. Allbright will support me in this. The solicitor nodded. Owing to the death of his partner he is now Professor Woodridges legal representative, and I have asked him to come here on purpose that there shall be no delay, and — in case questions arise later — that he may be a witness to all that takes place.

Further, may I remind you that this is bound up with the death of Mr. Drawford. I am trying to find a murderer, you understand, a murderer, and my investigations must not be hindered. Mr. Allbright will tell you that willfully to obstruct the police in the course of their duties is a very serious offense — it becomes aggravated when that obstruction is tantamount to assisting a murderer to escape justice…. It would not sound to your credit in court if it should so happen that because of your refusal to use your discretion in this matter the murderer is enabled to carry out yet another crime before he is captured. I can imagine that the court might have some extremely unpleasant things to say concerning your unwillingness to assist the police….

Mr. Fisk began to feel uneasy. He hated having to make such decisions. Why could not the makers of the rules have framed one to meet an emergency like this? What was the good of rules, anyhow, if you had to decide when they must be kept and when they should be broken? No, he had never broken a rule of the bank yet, and he did not intend to start now. All the same, if the inspector was right, if a judge did have cause to make bitter comments at his expense, the bank would not be very pleased with that, either. It would back him up in public, of course; but what would the directors really think about it? Might they not consider that he had failed to handle an emergency competently? He knew quite well that emergencies exposed his weakest side; until now, save for one or two painfully remembered incidents, he had contrived to avoid them. Really, it was all very difficult, and the inspector fellow kept on going on and on…. Times when the strict letter of the law must be set aside in the public interest…. Yes, all very well for him, but it was he, Fisk, who had to do the setting aside. Still, there was something in it; sometimes it was possible to disobey with honor. There had been that chap Evans — and Nelson and the telescope business….

The rock upon which Mr. Fisk had taken his stand showed signs of cracking. Jordan, watching him, noticed symptoms of a little less certainty, and pressed home his advantage. The manager came at last to a point where he asked:

But what do you expect to find in this box? It may be of no assistance whatever.

It may not, Jordan agreed, but the circumstances are sufficiently serious for us to ask ourselves: If the silver did not go into the box, what did? and to require a quick answer.

Besides, Derek put in, your rule applies to deposits made by the customers of the bank. Sergeant Jefferson has just told us that the letter making the arrangement was not written by my uncle at all, so where does the rule come in?

But the manager preferred still to demur.

But you have told me that the only things missing are Professor Woodridges notes. I can quite understand that his work is extremely valuable, but I do not see the necessity for such precipitate action. Surely tomorrow…?

In the end, however, Jordans way prevailed. Mr. Fisk, still a little uncertain whether he was rising to an emergency or betraying a trust, agreed. He led them out of the office, and on the way through the bank co-opted two senior members of his staff — one because he held the second key necessary to open the strong-room, the other to give moral support. In the concreted passage outside the steel door of the strong-room he turned to Jordan.

If you will wait here a minute, Inspector, we will bring out the package.

The two combinations were set, the two keys turned. The heavy door moved slowly open and the three men disappeared within.

The package took the form of a wooden box reinforced by strips of iron; the whole, Derek thought, looking not unlike an enlarged specimen of the play-box of prep school days. It was heavy. The strength of all three was necessary to push and drag it into the corridor.

Mr. Fisk and his second-in-command carefully re-locked the strong-room door and pocketed their keys.

You have no key for the box? he asked, somewhat fatuously.

The lesser subordinate was dismissed with instructions to find Jevons and tell him to bring a case-opener.

The group waited impatiently round the box. Mr. Fisk fidgeted, flicking nervous glances at it from time to time as though he feared it might contain an infernal machine. Mr. Allbright took advantage of the pause to extract his glasses from their case and adjust them after careful polishing. Sergeant Jefferson saw fit to relieve the silence by trumpeting loudly into his handkerchief. A clatter of boots on the concrete stairs was followed by the entry of a burly individual in shirt-sleeves. He held a businesslike rod of steel in his right hand.

Ah, Jevons, said Mr. Fisk, we want you to open this.

The man grunted. He inserted the narrow, clawed end of his rod in the crack close above the lock, and bore upon it. There was a sound of splintering and wrenching. The whole group moved closer. Another cracking, a final sharp snap and the lock gave. He pushed up the lid. Murmurs of exasperation arose all round. A sheet of metal still hid the contents. Jevons examined it.

Another box. Iron one inside the wooden one, he said.

Derek was reminded of early fairy stories: in the iron box was a silver box; in the silver box, a gold box; in the gold box…

Well, go on, said the manager, irritably. Open it.

Jevons gave it further attention.

Have to get a blow-lamp. Its all sealed up.

Well, get it, and for heavens sake be quick. We dont want to be here all night, snapped Mr. Fisk.

The group relapsed once more into silence as he clumped away. Partly to relieve it, Jordan said:

It will be easier to get at if we pull it out of the wooden case. Can you give me a hand, Sergeant?

Jevons returned to find the metal box free of its covering. Everyone watched with deep attention as he started and warmed up his blow-lamp.

The lid of the inner box was a shallow affair with turned-down edges which overlapped the sides by no more than an inch and a half. There were no hinges. It had been fitted on after the manner of a biscuit-tin lid and the edges afterward sealed down for their entire length. When his lamp had attained enough heat Jevons proceeded to work systematically round them with small gouts of molten metal trickling away before the flame. Then, protecting his hands from the heated surface with pieces of rag, he laid hold of the lid and wrenched it aside.

A nauseating stench swept across the passage. Involuntarily the whole group gave way before it.

Good God! Jordan muttered, snatching for his handkerchief.

Derek, recovering from the shock of the first fetid wave, pressed forward. He had one glimpse of the contents of the iron box before he was violently and unpleasantly sick.


Chapter XVII. Warmbrook Makes Suggestions
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 — AND, of course, the body in that box was Professor Woodridges? said Superintendent Warmbrook.

Yes, sir. Mr. Jameson identified it as far as possible — when hed got over the first shock, Jordan told him.

Warmbrook nodded. Pretty nasty business, he said, sympathetically. I suppose it was — er —?

Yes, it was — very, Jordan assured him. Its been in the bank for just over four months.

Ingenious, said the superintendent. Most ingenious. Bit of a knock for the bank people.

Yes, sir. Im afraid that manager is in for some trouble — that letter ought to have been spotted for a forgery — even though it was a good one.

So, I understand, was the note intended to decoy Mrs. Shiffer. Theyve got hold of a good man with a pen. Any idea who it can be?

No, sir. I asked Sergeant Jefferson about that. He said at first that it reminded him of Bright Hughes style, but Brights up for seven years and only done three of em, so thats out. Now hes inclined to think its a new man altogether.

So theres no lead that way. Awkward. What line are you working on now, Jordan?

Jordan allowed his face to show some of the worry he was feeling.

Honestly, sir, I think Im stumped. We know plenty about it now, but we cant prove one thing against anyone.

Again the superintendent nodded sympathetically.

The same old cry, he agreed. Its a standing wonder to me that anybody ever does get put away in this country. If it werent for the knarks— He broke off. Well, lets see what we do know. He began to tick off the points on his fingers. That the solicitor, Drawford, was murdered. That Woodridges death was concealed (he may have been murdered too, but we cant be sure of that yet). That the assistant, Straker, is still missing — and the two servants. That two attempts have been made to get Mrs. Shiffer. That the moving spirit behind it all appears to be Ferris Draymond — and that we cant touch him.

And arent likely to touch him, Jordan put in, bitterly.

Not so fast. Some of his men might be persuaded to squeal.

But none of those who go to his house are known to us. Ive had men watching.

Hang it all, Jordan. The mans not a fool. He must know were watching. But some of the people who do visit him must be acting as go-betweens.

You suggest following one or two of the more regular ones?

The superintendent thought for a minute. You might do that, but I doubt whether it would be much good. Knowing the place to be watched, hell be bound to have warned his men that they may be followed. No, I doubt if that would get us far.

Well, what would, sir? Jordan said, a little desperately. Its the only lead weve got. The Paddington place was a washout. The description of the man who called once or twice for letters there was hopelessly vague — no good at all, except to tell us that it couldnt have been Woodridge himself. We must start from that house somehow.

And they know that we know about it, so you can bet your shirt theyre pretty careful. No, theyll be quite ready for us there. Weve just got to find another line.

Well, if you can think of one—

The superintendent stared fixedly at one of the much faded athletic groups. At last he said:

Doesnt it strike you, Jordan, that we are rather overlooking the main cause of all this? Were getting tangled up in the side-issues. Murder is serious enough, God knows, but in this case it is very much the means and, I should say, not at all the end.

You mean this formula —?

I do. Thats been the object all the time — and theyve not got it yet.

Unless Drawford was carrying it on him.

Superintendent Warmbrook snorted.

Jordan, there are times when I wonder how you come to be in the force at all. Would you, if you were given a highly important document to guard, go carrying it on you? Do show some sense.

The inspector shifted uneasily.

I was trying not to overlook a possibility, he explained.

Thats not a possibility — its a fantasy. Its about as probable as finding a bearer-check for a million. Besides, didnt you yourself tell me that you thought we were meant to find Drawfords body? What would be the point in that if they already had the formula?

What point is there in it at all? Jordan countered.

But I think you were right there. There must be a point somewhere.

Well? Jordan was still smarting under reproof for a remark he had regretted the moment it slipped out.

Its obvious enough that Draymond collared Drawford for the sake of information. Now, did he, or did he not, succeed? If he didnt, then were all square: neither of us knows where it is. But if he did, what then?

Just that he is a jump ahead of us, as usual, Jordan said bitterly.

But the superintendent smiled again.

I shouldnt let that worry you. Im prepared to bet that the formula is in the obvious place — Drawfords own bank.

Or a safe deposit.

Or a safe deposit, as you say. But I doubt that. Why should a man go to the expense of renting a safe in one of those places when he can use his own bank? Anyhow, it should be easy enough to find out if he has. Lets assume for the moment that it is in the bank. What can Draymond do? He wants to get it out, but he cant say to Drawford: Go and fetch it for me. He can force Drawford to write a letter to the bank authorizing the bearer to obtain it. But what will the bank think of that? Drawford has disappeared suspiciously. Are they going to hand over his property to a stranger merely on the strength of a note? They are not: theyre far more likely to hand the stranger over to us.

Is Draymond going to burgle the bank? He is not; and for a dozen good reasons; even one — the difficulty of tackling a banks strong-room — being enough to stop him. All right, he says to himself, if we cant get the formula out of there ourselves, we must get someone else to do it for us. Now do you see?

Jordan was not at all sure that he did.

Then perhaps you will ring up Mr. Allbright, Warmbrook suggested.

Jordan obeyed. He gave Mr. Allbrights private number, for the shock of the discovery in the bank had left the solicitor in no condition to return to his office.

And ask him, continued the superintendent, when he is thinking of fetching Mr. Drawfords effects from his bank.

A sudden light broke over Jordan. He began to see what his superior was getting at.

He says on Monday morning.

Good! Thats what I expected. Let me talk to him for a bit.

Jordan waited until the superintendent had finished and hung up.

I see, he said, thoughtfully. To get his things out of the bank, Drawfords body must be found. If not, they would have had to wait until he was presumed dead.

Quite. And among those things will be found an envelope to be forwarded to the War Office in case of Woodridges death. We know now that Woodridge certainly is dead — so what happens?

I dont know, admitted Jordan. But whatever it is, it happens on Monday.

The superintendents brows came down in a thoughtful frown.

Yes. Wed better think a little about Monday, he said.


Chapter XVIII. Derek Buys Flowers
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DEREK FINISHED HIS second glass of beer, waved a hand in vague farewell to Letty behind the bar, pushed open the saloon door of The Friend of All, and emerged via a narrow passage into Southampton Row. There, scowling at passersby, at the street itself, at things in general, he paused indecisively. The problem perplexing him was, in essence, simple. It amounted to his asking, Do I go home to a lunch which, this being Saturday, Mrs. Roberts is even now preparing, or do I honor a restaurant? But questions do not exist in such complete detachment: the tapes tied to alternatives are the stuff of problems.

Phyllida would be up and about…. Furthermore, Barry would be home by now. Should he not leave the coast clear? If he should join them, he reflected, he would be a gooseberry — and not only a plain, ordinary gooseberry, but the kind which had put its foot into it. He had not seen Phyllida since the inauspicious events of Wednesday evening. The last words he had heard her say were Get out, damn you. Cant you leave me alone? On the whole, not very encouraging.

And Barry had seemed a bit queer, too, last night. Not himself, as it were. And all because, after that nasty affair at the bank, he had rung up Barry and asked him to break the news to Phyl. Not a nice job, of course. No one could pretend it was a nice job, but he had been unnecessarily curt about it later on. After all, somebody had to tell her. And what with the row on Wednesday night and everything, he hadnt liked to go barging in himself…. Anyhow, it ought to have come better from Barry….

By the time he had put away the car and got home, she had gone early to bed and he hadnt liked to intrude — apart from other considerations he had been afraid that she might demand details — ugh! He had sent Mrs. Roberts in to her with a note. Barry, after a spell of uncommunicative gloom, had taken himself off to address his usual Friday evening class, this time upon the dubious subject of Advertising Morals. Derek, left to himself, had retired disconsolately to bed, and, in spite of the events of the day, to sleep.

First thing this morning there had been that fellow Jordan on the telephone again. The man seemed to have a passion for ringing up at the crack of dawn.

Glad Ive caught you, he had said, brightly.

Caught me! Derek echoed, in bitter sleepiness. What the deuce is it now?

But Jordan had been in a politer mood.

Hows Mrs. Shiffer this morning?

Sleeping, I hope. Like everyone else ought to be.

Oh. Well, look here, I want to make an arrangement for Monday. Can you and Mrs. Shiffer meet me at Scotland Yard at ten-thirty that morning? Its rather important.

To go on from there to the inquest?

No, thats fixed for Tuesday. Quite another matter.

All right. Be mysterious, if you like. Yes, I can come, and I expect Mrs. Shiffer will be able to. Ill let you know if she cant.

We should be very grateful if she can manage it.

Right you are.

That seemed to finish the conversation — at least, Derek had hoped so, but it appeared that Jordan had further news to impart. He was, in his listeners opinion, infernally chatty for such an hour.

About that butler, he began.

About what butler? Derek snapped.

The man from The Laurels, of course.

Oh, yes, Id forgotten him. What about him?

Weve found him. Hes in the Home Counties Hospital. Pretty badly smashed up, but they think hell mend all right.

Good. Phylll be glad about that. I fancy he was a bit on her conscience. Have you got anything out of him?

Cant see him yet, but hes told the hospital people it was an accident. Says he was loosening a jammed window and his feet slipped on the polished floor. It satisfied them and hes sticking to it. However, well have a go at him as soon as theyll let us.

I see. Anything else?

No — only dont forget ten-thirty on Monday.

All right.

On that he had hung up, written a note for Phyllida, giving Jordans message, and decided to get away before either she or Barry put in an appearance. Mrs. Roberts arrived as he was leaving, and with her assurance that she would look after Miss Phyllida like she was me own daughter, he had hurried down the stairs.

Standing now, with his gaze fixed unwaveringly upon an embarrassed seller of matches, he wondered at his behavior, trying to recapture his earlier attitude of mind. It was all so damn silly and, as far as he could see, about nothing at all. Undoubtedly something was wrong somewhere — quite apart from Uncle Henrys death — but this tramping about London all morning until one picked up the familiar moorings in The Friend of All, did not help to explain anything.

A fool, he said, suddenly. Thats what you are. The match-seller who had drawn wheedlingly closer, sheered off. Have it out. Thats the only thing. Have it out, Derek told himself.

As a prelude he stopped on the way home to buy a large bunch of flowers.



— 

Hullo, said Derek.

Barry grunted morosely from the depths of the best chair. Not a very encouraging start. However:

Wheres Phyl, he added.

Gone. Barry showed no increase of amiability.

Derek laid his flowers carefully on the table. He frowned.

What do you mean, gone?

Just what I say. You can ask Mrs. Roberts, if you dont believe me.

Barry was no fount of eloquence. Derek decided to take him at his word, and made his way to the kitchen.

Whats all this about Mrs. Shiffer? he demanded.

Mrs. Roberts looked up from the stove.

Shes gorn, sir. A Mrs. Tragg come and took er with er.

So that was it. Aunt Malvina had swooped. He inquired after further details. It would seem that Mrs. Tragg, a lady (if you liked to call her that) whom Mrs. Roberts had never seen before, had arrived at the flat full of disapproval and determination. Her remarks, Derek gathered, had been generally disparaging. A flat belonging to two young men was no place for a girl, even if she did happen to be a married woman now, and particularly when she had just learned of the death of her father. What was needed at such times was a womans care and sympathy (and me a-treatin of er like she was me own daughter, Mrs. Roberts complained aggrievedly). Aunt Malvina had no idea what things were coming to. It was a preposterous state of affairs. Phyllida must come with her at once to the purer purlieus of Kensington.

And Mrs. Shiffer didnt object? Derek asked.

No, sir. Mrs. Roberts shook her head. She didnt seem as she cared much one way or the other, poor thing. She just let er ave er own way and then they went off in the big car what was waiting outside. Real igh an mighty, that Mrs. Tragg was.

Derek nodded sympathetically. There was no putting off Aunt Malvina once her mind was made up. Undoubtedly there would come a day when she would bully her way past Saint Peter himself.

He wandered out of the kitchen, drifting back toward the sitting-room. The flat suddenly seemed very empty. He turned aside into her bedroom. The few possessions she had acquired during the last day or two had been stripped from it. They had been meager trifles, bought only to tide over, but their going had left the room bare, impersonal. She might never have been there….

Queer, that blank sensation one felt. Everything looking so abruptly faded. Hed felt like that once before. When was it? Yes, three years ago when the end of the boat train had dwindled down the line: when it had taken away Phyl and Ronald….

He left the room and wandered on along the passage. Barry appeared not to have moved. Derek dropped into the opposite chair. The bunch of flowers, forlorn on the table, caught his eye. He looked across at Barry.

I say, old man, you might take those along with you when you go. His air was not quite as casual as he could have wished.

When I go where? Barry said, harshly.

When you go to see Phyl. Arent you going to take her out in the car or something tomorrow? Take her mind off it, you know.

Im not going to see her tomorrow.

Derek stared. A worried frown slowly materialized.

I say, theres nothing wrong — between you two, I mean? You didnt mess it up again on Thursday, did you?

Barry looked at him for some time without speaking. At last:

You know, Derek, there are times when you are a complete fool, he said.

Undoubtedly, Derek agreed, without rancor. But what I want to know is whether youve been a fool again. I thought—

You thought! Barry jumped up and came closer. He stood beside Dereks chair, looking down. Well, suppose you think again. Or, better still, stop thinking and try feeling instead. You know so damn much about whats good for other people, dont you? Why not try looking after your own affairs for a change? Try seeing whats in front of your nose. Youve got some eyes — well, use them, blast you, and take the damn flowers yourself.

Derek stared up in bewilderment.

What the —? he began, but Barry had left, slamming the door behind him. He looked at it with an expression still frozen into clownish vacuity.

A glimmer of suspicion began to invade his mental blackout. It grew rapidly until it burst like a sudden star-shell into a white blaze of comprehension. He looked stupidly at the bunch of flowers. Unconsciously he put out a hand to take them up.


Chapter XIX. Miscarriage of a Plan
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A TAXI SET Phyllida and Derek down at the Embankment entrance to New Scotland Yard within five minutes of the appointed time. A uniformed constable inquired their business. A few minutes later, after traveling a series of shabby corridors and stairs, they were shown into Detective-Inspector Jordan’s office. He rose to greet them and to express condolences on Phyllida’s bereavement. A little later, he added:

“I’d like you to come along at once to Superintendent Warmbrook’s office. He will explain why we were so anxious for you to come here this morning.”

He led the way by more passages and ushered them into his superior’s room. Thomas Warmbrook was in a genial mood this morning; he beamed on them paternally.

“Please sit here, Mrs. Shiffer; and you, here, Mr. Jameson. Be careful of that chair, Inspector, it’s not quite itself.”

He sank once more into the round-backed desk chair which fitted his form so well. Like Jordan, he extended his sympathy concerning the shocking discovery of Professor Woodridge’s body.

Phyllida thanked him quietly. She looked a trifle pale, but she was quite calm. The first frenzy of grief had quickly spent itself — more quickly, Aunt Malvina had privately considered, than was becoming in a niece of hers. But their views were from different angles. Malvina Tragg, genuinely startled and very properly shocked by the news that her brother was dead, though she had cared for him so little in life. To Phyllida, most of the shock had come in the manner of the body’s discovery. Unconsciously she had allowed her slight hope that he might still be alive to dwindle away during the last week. Friday’s news had come as a confirmation of her fears rather than as a surprise. The conventional grief of her aunt (scarcely, she thought to herself, to be distinguished from hypocrisy) had had not a little to do with her determination to put on a brave front.

“I hope,” the superintendent was continuing, “that you will not think too hardly of us for bringing you round here at this time, but it is possible that you may be able to give us some help.”

“If I can do anything —?” Phyllida said.

Superintendent Warmbrook leaned back and interlocked his fingers across his bulging stomach.

“I will try to explain, Mrs. Shiffer. Please stop me if there is anything you do not understand.” He paused, searching for the best opening. “You are aware, of course, that the focus of the entire affair is this formula discovered by your father? And that the formula, in a sealed envelope, was entrusted to Mr. Drawford?” Phyllida nodded. “Good. Now we have reason to think that these men have not yet got that envelope, and that it is still safely held in the strong-room of Mr. Drawford’s bank.”

“But are you sure of that?” Derek put in.

“Not absolutely sure,” Warmbrook admitted. “But far enough convinced to make it a working hypothesis. We might have made certain on Saturday, but we preferred to wait until today. Now, if these men cannot get hold of the envelope, all the trouble they have taken will be so much waste. You see what I am getting at? They must make their attempt after it has left the bank, but before it is delivered at the War Office.”

“Yes, that’s clear enough,” Derek agreed, “but where does Mrs. Shiffer come in?”

“Mrs. Shiffer is the only one of us who has seen any of these men face to face and will know them again. (I expect Draymond himself, because obviously he cannot afford to appear in the active part of the proceedings.) It is not unlikely that some of those she saw at the house in Golders Green will be employed on the job of getting hold of the letter. We intend to keep our eyes on this envelope until it is safely delivered — not only to ensure its safety, but to use it as a bait. Mrs. Shiffer may be able to help us a great deal if there are any of these people hanging about. We shall be at a great advantage if our adversaries can be pointed out before they make their first move.”

“I’ll do all I can,” Phyllida assured him.

The superintendent glanced up at the clock.

“Almost eleven. Mr. Allbright is to be at the bank at twelve-thirty. If you don’t mind, I’d like you to get there about twelve — it might be better not to have a whole crowd of us arriving there at the same time. The inspector and I will be there about twenty-past.”

He scribbled a few words on the back of a card, and handed it to Derek.

“Here’s the address. Just give your names: the manager is expecting you.”

 

 — 

Once more Derek found himself being shown into a bank manager’s office, but Mr. Goosehen of the All Counties Bank, Holborn Circus Branch, did not in the least resemble Mr. Fisk of the Metropolitan and Midland. One might well have been puzzled to know how Mr. Fisk had attained his position, whereas it must always have been obvious that Mr. Goosehen’s personality and capability would inevitably lead to a managership sooner or later, and he had contrived that it should be sooner. He was, quite evidently, a busy man.
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