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CHAPTER 1
MR. SEPTIMUS SALTER pressed the bell on his table for the third time and uttered a soft growl.

He was a stout, elderly man, and with his big red face and white side-whiskers, looked more like a prosperous farmer than a successful lawyer. The cut of his clothes was queerly out of date, the high white collar and the black satin cravat that bulged above a flowered waistcoat were of the fashion of 1850, in which year Mr. Salter was a little ahead of his time so far as fashions were concerned. But the years had caught him up and passed him, and although there was not a more up-to-date solicitor in London, he remained faithful to the style in which he had made a reputation as a buck.

He pressed the bell again, this time impatiently.

Confound the fellow! he muttered, and rising to his feet, he stalked into the little room where his secretary was usually to be found.

He had expected to find the apartment empty, but it was not. A chair had been drawn sideways up to the big ink-stained table, and kneeling on this, his elbows on the table, his face between his hands, was a young man who was absorbed in the perusal of a document, one of the many which littered the table.

Steele! said Mr. Salter sharply, and the reader looked up with a start and sprang to his feet.

He was taller than the average and broad of shoulder, though he gave an impression of litheness. His tanned face spoke eloquently of days spent out of doors, the straight nose, the firm mouth, and the strong chin were all part of the characteristic soldier face moulded by four years of war into a semblance of hardness.

Now he was a little confused, more like the guilty school-boy than the V.C. who had tackled eight enemy aeroplanes, and had come back to his aerodrome with a dozen bullets in his body.

Really, Steele, said Mr. Salter reproachfully, you are too bad. I have rung the bell three times for you.

Im awfully sorry, sir, said Jim Steele, and that disarming smile of his went straight to the old mans heart.

What are you doing here? growled Mr. Salter, looking at the papers on the desk, and then with a tut of impatience, Arent you tired of going over the Danton case?

No, sir, Im not, said Steele quietly. I have a feeling that Lady Mary Danton can be found, and I think if she is found there will be a very satisfactory explanation for her disappearance, and one which will rather disconcert -  He stopped, fearful of committing an indiscretion.

Mr. Salter looked at him keenly and helped himself to a pinch of snuff.

You dont like Mr. Groat? he asked, and Jim laughed.

Well, sir, its not for me to like him or dislike him, he replied. Personally, Ive no use for that kind of person. The only excuse a man of thirty can produce for not having been in the war, is that he was dead at the time.

He had a weak heart, suggested Mr. Salter, but without any great conviction.

I think he had, said Jim with a little twist of his lips. We used to call it a poor heart in the army. It made men go sick on the eve of a battle, and drove them into dug-outs when they should have been advancing across the open with their comrades.

Mr. Salter looked down at the papers.

Put them away, Steele, he said quietly. Youre not going to get any satisfaction out of the search for a woman who - why, she must have disappeared when you were a child of five.

I wish, sir -  began Steele, and hesitated. Of course, its really no business of mine, he smiled, and Ive no right to ask you, but Id like to hear more details of that disappearance if you can spare me the time - and if you feel inclined. Ive never had the courage to question you before. What is the real story of her disappearance?

Mr. Salter frowned, and then the frown was gradually replaced by a smile.

I think, Steele, youre the worst secretary I ever had, he said in despair. And if I werent your godfather and morally bound to help you, I should write you a polite little note saying your services were not required after the end of this week.

Jim Steele laughed.

I have expected that ever since Ive been here, he said.

There was a twinkle in the old lawyers eyes. He was secretly fond of Jim Steele; fonder than the boy could have imagined. But it was not only friendship and a sense of duty that held Jim down in his job. The young man was useful, and, despite his seeming inability to hear bells when he was wrapped up in his favourite study, most reliable.

Shut that door, he said gruffly, and when the other had obeyed, Im telling this story to you, and he pointed a warning finger at Jim Steele, not because I want to satisfy your curiosity, but because I hope that Im going to kill all interest in the Danton mystery as you call it for evermore! Lady Mary Danton was the only daughter of the Earl of Plimstock - a title which is now extinct. She married, when she was quite a young girl, Jonathan Danton, a millionaire shipowner, and the marriage was not a success. Jonathan was a hard, sour man, and a sick man, too. You talk about Digby Groat having a bad heart, well, Jonathan had a real bad one. I think his ill-health was partly responsible for his harsh treatment of his wife. At any rate, the baby that was born to them, a girl, did not seem to bring them together - in fact, they grew farther apart. Danton had to go to America on business. Before he left, he came to this office and, sitting at that very table, he signed a will, one of the most extraordinary wills that I have ever had engrossed. He left the whole of his fortune to his daughter Dorothy, who was then three or four months old. In the event of her death, he provided that the money should go to his sister, Mrs. Groat, but not until twenty years after the date of the childs death. In the meantime Mrs. Groat was entitled to enjoy the income from the estate.

Why did he do that? asked Jim, puzzled.

I think that is easily understood, said Mr. Salter. He was providing against the childs death in its infancy, and he foresaw that the will might be contested by Lady Mary. As it was drawn up - I havent explained all the details - it could not be so contested for twenty years. However, it was not contested, he said quietly. Whilst Danton was in America, Lady Mary disappeared, and with her the baby. Nobody knew where she went to, but the baby and a strange nurse, who for some reason or other had care of the child, were traced to Margate. Possibly Lady Mary was there too, though we have no evidence of this. We do know that the nurse, who was the daughter of a fisherman and could handle a boat, took the child out on the sea one summer day and was overtaken by a fog. All the evidence shows that the little boat was run down by a liner, and its battered wreck was picked up at sea, and a week later the body of the nurse was recovered. We never knew what became of Lady Mary. Danton returned a day or two after the tragedy, and the news was broken to him by Mrs. Groat, his sister. It killed him.

And Lady Mary was never seen again?

Salter shook his head.

So you see, my boy, he rose, and dropped his hand on the others shoulder, even if by a miracle you could find Lady Mary, you could not in any way affect the position of Mrs. Groat, or her son. There is only one tiny actress in this drama who could ever have benefited by Jonathan Dantons will, and she, he lowered his voice until it was little more than a whisper, she is beyond recall - beyond recall!

There was a moment of silence.

I realize that, sir, said Jim Steele quietly, only - 

Only what?

I have a queer feeling that there is something wrong about the whole business, and I believe that if I gave my time to the task I could unveil this mystery.

Mr. Salter looked at his secretary sharply, but Jim Steele met his eyes without faltering.

You ought to be a detective, he said ironically.

I wish to heaven I was, was the unexpected reply. I offered my services to Scotland Yard two years ago when the Thirteen Gangs were holding up the banks with impunity.

Oh, you did, did you? said the lawyer sarcastically as he opened the door, and then suddenly he turned. Why did I ring for you? he asked. Oh, I remember! I want you to get out all those Danton leases of the Cumberland property.

Is Mrs. Groat selling? asked Steele.

She cant sell yet, said the lawyer, but on the thirtieth of May, providing a caveat is not entered, she takes control of the Danton millions.

Or her son does, said Jim significantly. He had followed his employer back to the big private office with its tiers of deed boxes, its worn furniture and threadbare carpet and general air of mustiness.

A detective, eh? snorted Mr. Salter as he sat down at his table. And what is your equipment for your new profession?

Jim smiled, but there was an unusual look in his face.

Faith, he said quietly.


Faith? What is faith to a detective? asked the startled Salter.

Faith is the substance of things hoped for; the evidence of things unseen. Jim quoted the passage almost solemnly, and for a long time Mr. Salter did not speak. Then he took up a slip of paper on which he had scribbled some notes, and passed it across to Jim.

See if you can detect these deeds, they are in the strong-room, he said, but in spite of his jesting words he was impressed.

Jim took up the slip, examined it, and was about to speak when there came a tap at the door and a clerk slipped into the room.

Will you see Mr. Digby Groat, sir? he asked.


CHAPTER 2
MR. SALTER glanced up with a humorous glint in his eye. Yes, he said with a nod, and then to Jim as he was about to make a hurried exit, you can wait, Steele. Mr. Groat wrote in his letter that he wanted to see the deeds, and you may have to conduct him to the strong-room.

Jim Steele said nothing.

Presently the clerk opened the door and a young man walked in.

Jim had seen him before and had liked him less every time he had met him. The oblong sallow face, with its short black moustache, the sleepy eyes, and rather large chin and prominent ears, he could have painted, if he were an artist, with his eyes shut. And yet Digby Groat was good-looking. Even Jim could not deny that. He was a credit to his valet. From the top of his pomaded head to his patent shoes he was an exquisite. His morning coat was of the most fashionable cut and fitted him perfectly. One could have used the silk hat he carried in his hand as a mirror, and as he came into the room exuding a delicate aroma of Quelques Fleurs, Jims nose curled. He hated men who scented themselves, however daintily the process was carried out.

Digby Groat looked from the lawyer to Steele with that languid, almost insolent look in his dark eyes, which the lawyer hated as much as his secretary.

Good morning, Salter, he said.

He took a silk handkerchief from his pocket and, dusting a chair, sat down uninvited, resting his lemon-gloved hands upon a gold-headed ebony cane.

You know Mr. Steele, my secretary, said Salter.

The other nodded his glossy head.

Oh, yes, hes a Victoria Cross person, isnt he? he asked wearily. I suppose you find it very dull here, Steele? A place like this would bore me to death.

I suppose it would, said Jim, but if youd had four years excitement of war, you would welcome this place as a calm haven of rest.

I suppose so, said the other shortly. He was not too well pleased by Jims reference to the fact that he had escaped the trials of war.

Now, Dr. Groat -  but the other stopped him with a gesture.

Please dont call me doctor, he said with a pained expression. The fact that I have been through the medical schools and have gained my degrees in surgery is one which I wish you would forget. I qualified for my own amusement, and if people get into the habit of thinking of me as a doctor, I shall be called up all hours of the night by all sorts of wretched patients.

It was news to Jim that this sallow dandy had graduated in medicines.

I came to see those Lakeside leases, Salter, Groat went on. I have had an offer - I should say, my mother has had an offer - from a syndicate which is erecting an hotel upon her property. I understand there is some clause in the lease which prevents building operations of that character. If so, it was beastly thoughtless of old Danton to acquire such a property.

Mr. Danton did nothing either thoughtless or beastly thoughtless, said Salter quietly, and if you had mentioned it in your letter, I could have telephoned you the information and saved your calling. As it is, Steele will take you to the strong-room, and you can examine the leases at your leisure.

Groat looked at Jim sceptically.

Does he know anything about leases? he asked. And must I really descend into your infernal cellar and catch my death of cold? Cant the leases be brought up for me?

If you will go into Mr. Steeles room, I dare say he will bring them to you, said Salter, who did not like his client any more than Jim did. Moreover, he had a shrewd suspicion that the moment the Groats gained possession of the Danton fortune, they would find another lawyer to look after their affairs.

Jim took the keys and returned with an armful of deeds, to discover that Groat was no longer with his chief.

I sent him into your room, said Salter. Take the leases in and explain them to him. If theres anything you want to know, Ill come in.

Jim found the young man in his room. He was examining a book he had taken from a shelf.

What does dactylology mean? he asked, looking round as Jim came in. I see you have a book on the subject.

Finger-prints, said Jim Steele briefly. He hated the calm proprietorial attitude of the man, and, moreover, Mr. Groat was examining his own private library.

Finger-prints, eh? said Groat, replacing the book. Are you interested in finger-prints?

A little, said Jim. Here are the Lakeside leases, Mr. Groat. I made a sketchy examination of them in the strong-room and there seems to be no clause preventing the erection of the building you mention.

Groat took the document in his hand and turned it leaf by leaf.

No, he said at last, and then, putting down the document, so youre interested in finger-prints, eh? I didnt know old Salter did a criminal business.

He has very little common law practice, said Jim.

What are these? asked Groat.

By the side of Jims desk was a bookshelf filled with thick black exercise books.

Those are my private notes, said Jim, and the other looked round with a sneering smile.

What the devil have you got to make notes about, I wonder? he asked, and before Jim could stop him, he had taken one of the exercise books down.

If you dont mind, said Jim firmly, I would rather you left my private property alone.

Sorry, but I thought everything in old Salters office had to do with his clients.

Youre not the only client, said Jim. He was not one to lose his temper, but this insolent man was trying his patience sorely.

What is it all about? asked the languid Groat, as he turned one page.

Jim, standing at the other side of the table watching him, saw a touch of colour come into the mans yellow face. The black eyes hardened and his languid interest dropped away like a cloak.

What is this? he asked sharply. What the hell are you - 

He checked himself with a great effort and laughed, but the laugh was harsh and artificial.

Youre a wonderful fellow, Steele, he said with a return to his old air of insouciance. Fancy bothering your head about things of that sort.

He put the book back where he had found it, picked up another of the leases and appeared to be reading it intently, but Jim, watching him, saw that he was not reading, even though he turned page after page.

That is all right, he said at last, putting the lease down and taking up his top-hat. Some day perhaps you will come and dine with us, Steele. Ive had rather a stunning laboratory built at the back of our house in Grosvenor Square. Old Salter called me doctor! He chuckled quietly as though at a big joke. Well, if you come along, I will show you something that will at least justify the title.

The dark brown eyes were fixed steadily upon Jim as he stood in the doorway, one yellow-gloved hand on the handle.

And, by the way, Mr. Steele, he drawled, your studies are leading you into a danger zone for which even a second Victoria Cross could not adequately compensate you.

He closed the door carefully behind him, and Jim Steele frowned after him.

What the dickens does he mean? he asked, and then remembered the exercise book through which Groat had glanced, and which had had so strange an effect upon him. He took the book down from the shelf and turning to the first page, read: Some notes upon the Thirteen Gang.


CHAPTER 3
THAT afternoon Jim Steele went into Mr. Salters office. Im going to tea now, sir, he said.

Mr. Salter glanced up at the solemn-faced clock that ticked audibly on the opposite wall.

All right, he grumbled; but youre a very punctual tea-drinker, Steele. What are you blushing about - is it a girl?

No, sir, said Jim rather loudly. I sometimes meet a lady at tea, but - 

Off you go, said the old man gruffly. And give her my love.

Jim was grinning, but he was very red, too, when he went down the stairs into Marlborough Street. He hurried his pace because he was a little late, and breathed a sigh of relief as he turned into the quiet tea-shop to find that his table was as yet unoccupied.

As his tall, athletic figure strode through the room to the little recess overlooking Regent Street, which was reserved for privileged customers, many heads were turned, for Jim Steele was a splendid figure of British manhood, and the grey laughing eyes had played havoc in many a tender heart.

But he was one of those men whose very idealism forbade trifling. He had gone straight from a public school into the tragic theatre of conflict, and at an age when most young men were dancing attendance upon women, his soul was being seared by the red-hot irons of war.












































































Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!
Lesen Sie weiter in der vollst?ndigen Ausgabe!






OEBPS/images/EdgarWallaceBlueHand.jpg
EDGAR WALLACE

a
Z
<
T
28]
D
—
/M








