« BEFORE THE IRON DOOR WAS MME. KOLUCHY HERSELF.”
(See page 136.)
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VIII.-THE MYSTERY OF THE STRONG ROOM.

ATE in the autumn of that
3 same year Mme. Koluchy was
once more back in town.
There was a warrant out for
the arrest of Lockhart, who
had evidently fled the country ;
but Madame, still secure in her own in-
vincible cunning, was at large. The firm
conviction that she was even now preparing
a mine for our destruction was the reverse of
comforting, and Dufrayer and I spent many
gloomy moments as we thought over the
possibilities of our future.

On a certain evening towards the latter
end of October I went to dine with my
friend. I found him busy arranging his
table, which was tastefully decorated, and
laid for three.

 An unexpected guest is coming to dine,”
he said, as I entered the room. “1I must
speak to you alone before he arrives.  Come
into the smoking-room ; he may be here at
any moment.”

I followed Dufrayer, who closed the door
behind us.

“I must tell you everything and quickly,
he began, “and I must also ask you to be
guided by me. I have consulted with Tyler,
and he says it is our best course.”

“Well?” I interrupted.

“The name of the man who is coming
here to-night is Maurice Carlton,” continued
Dufrayer. “ His mother was a Greek, but
on the father’s side he comes of a good old
English stock. He inherited a place in
Norfolk, Cor Castle, from his father; but
the late owner lost heavily on the turf]
and in consequence the present man has
endeavoured to retrieve his fortunes as
a diamond merchant. I met him some
years ago in Athens. He has been wonder-
fully successful, and is now, I believe—
or, at least, so he says—one of the richest
men in Europe. He called upon me with

regard to some legal business, and in the
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course of conversation referred incidentally
to Mme. Koluchy., I drew him out, and
found that ke knew a good deal about her,
but what their actual relations are I cannot
say. I was very careful not to commit
myself, and after consideration "decided to
ask him to dine here to-night in order that
we both might see him together. I have
thought over everything carefully, and am
quite sure our only course now is not to
mention anything we know about Madame.
We may only give ourselves away in doing so.
By keeping quiet we shall have a far better
chance of seeing what she is up to. You
agree with me, don’t you?”

“Surely, we ought to acquaint Carlton
with her true character ?” 1 replied.

Dufrayer shrugged his shoulders
patiently.

“No,” he said, “ we have played that game
too often, and you know what the result has
been. Believe me, we shall serve both his
interests and ours best by remaining quiet.
Carlton is living now at his own place, but
comes up to London constantly. About two
years ago he married a young English lady,
who was herself the widow of an Italian.
I believe they have a son, but am not quite
sure. He seems an uncommonly nice
fellow himself, and 1 should say his wife was
fortunate in her husband ; but, there, I hear
his ring—let us go into the next room.”

We did so, and the next moment Carlton
appeared. Dufrayer introduced him to me,
and soon afterwards we went into the dining-
room. Carlton was a handsome man, built
on a somewhat massive scale. His face was
of the Greek type, but his physique that of
an Englishman. He had dark eyes, some-
what long and narrow, and apt, except when
aroused, to wear a sleepy expression. Tt
needed but a glance to show that in his
blood was a mixture of the fiery East, with
the nonchalance and suppression of all feel-
ing which characterize Jobn Bull,  As T.

im-
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‘THE NEXT MOMENT CARLTON APPEARED.”

watched him, without appearing to do so, I
came to the conclusion that I had seldom
seen more perfect self-possession, or stronger
indications of suppressed power.

As the meal proceeded, conversation grew
brisk and brilliant. Carlton talked well, and,
led on by Dufrayer, gave a short #ésumé of
his life since they had last met.

“Yes,” he said, I am uncommonly lucky,
and have done pretty well on the whole.
Diamond dealing, as perhaps you know, is
one of the most risky things that any man
can take up, but my early training gave me a
sound knowledge of the business, and I think
1 know what I am about. There is no trade
to which the art of swindling has been more
applied than to mine ; but, there, I have had
luck, immense luck, such as does not come
to more than one man in a hundred.”

“1 suppose you have had some pretty ex-
citing moments,” I remarked.

“No, curiously enough,” he replied: “I
have personally never had any very exciting
times. Big deals, of course, are often anxious
moments, but beyond the natural anxiety to
carry a large thing through, my career has
been fairly simple.  Some of my acquaint-
ances, however, have not been so lucky, and
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one in particular is just going through a rare
experience.”

“Indeed,” T answered ; “are you at liberty
to tell us what it is?”

He glanced from one of us to the other.

[ think so,” he said. “ Perhaps you have
already heard of the great Rocheville dia-
mond ?”

“ No,” I remarked ; “ tell us about it, if you
will.”

Dinner being over, he leant back in -his
chair and helped himself to a cigar.

“Tt is curious how few people know about
this diamond,” he said, ‘“although it is one of
the most beautiful stones in the world.  For
actual weight, of course, many of the well-
known stones can beat it. It weighs exactly
eighty-two carats, and is an egg-shaped stone
with a big indented hollow at the smaller end ;
but for lustre and brilliance 1 have never
seen its equal. It has had a curious history.
For centuries it was in the possession of an
Indian Maharajah—it was bought from him
by an American millionaire, and passed
through my hands some ten years ago. I
would have given anything to have kept i,
but my finances were not so prosperous as
they are now, and I had to let it go. A
Russian baron bought it and took it to Naples,
where it was stolen. This diamond was lost
to the world till a couple of months ago, when
it turned up in this country.”

When Carlton mentioned Naples, the happy
hunting-ground of the Brotherhood, Dufrayer
glanced at me.

“But there is a fatality about its owner-
ship,” he continued ; “it has again dis-
appeared.”

“How?” I cried.

“T wish I could tell you,” he answered.
“ The circumstances of its loss are as
follows : A month ago my wife and I
were staying with an old friend, a relation
of my mother’s, a merchant named Michael
Roden, of Roden Freres, Cornhill, the great
dealers. Roden said he had a surprise for
me, and he showed me the Rocheville
diamond. He told me that he had bought
it from a Cingalese dealer in London, and
for a comparatively small price.”

“What is its actual value?? interrupted
Dufrayer.

“ Roughly, I should think about fifteen
thousand pounds, but I believe Roden
secured it for ten. Well, poor chap, he has
now lost both the stone and his money. My
firm belief is that what he bought was an
imitation, though how a man of his experi-
ence could have done such a thing is past
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knowledge. This is exactly what happened.
Mrs, Carlton and 1, as I have said, weve
staying down at his place in Staffordshire,
and he had the diamond with him. At my
wife’s request, for she possesses a most intel-
ligent interest in precious stones, he took us
down to his strong room, and showed it to us,
He meant to have it set for his own wife,
who is a very beautiful woman. The next
morning he took the diamond up to town,
and Mrs. Carlton and I returned to Cor
Castle. I got a wire from Roden that same
afternoon, begging me to come up at once.
I found him in a state of despair. He
showed me the stone, to all appearance
identically the same as the one we had
looked at on the previous evening, and
declared that it had just been proved to be
an imitation. He said it was the most
skilful imitation he had ever seen. We put
it to every known test, and there was no
doubt whatever that it was not a diamond.
The specific gravity test was final on this
point. The problem now is: Did he buy the
real diamond which has since been stolen or
an imitation? He swears that the Roche-
ville diamond was in his bands, that he
tested it carefully at the time; he also says
that since it came into his possession it was
absolutely impossible for anyone to steal it,
and yet that the theft has been committed
there is very little doubt. At least one thing
is clear, the stone which he now possesses is
not a diamond at all.”

“ Has anything been discovered since?”
I asked.

* Nothing,” replied Carlton, rising as he
spoke, ‘““and never will be, I expect.  Of one
thing there is little doubt. The shape and
peculiar appearance of the Rocheville diamond
are a matter of history to all diamond dealers,
and the maker of the imitation must have had
the stone in his possession for some consider-
able time. The facsimile is absolutely and
incredibly perfect.”

“Is it possible,” said Dufrayer, suddenly,
“that the strong room in Roden’s house could
have been tampered with?”

“You would scarcely say so if you knew
the peculiar make of that special strong room,”
replied Carlton. “I think I can trust you
and your friend with a somewhat important
secret. ‘T'wo strong rooms have been built,

- one for me at Cor Castle, and one for my
friend Roden at his place. in Staffordshire.
These rooms are constructed on such a
peculiar plan, that the moment any key
is inserted in the lock electric bells
are set ringing within, These bells are
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connected in each case with the bed-
room of the respective owners. Thus you
will see for yourselves that no one could
tamper with the lock without immediately
giving such an alarm as would make any
theft impossible. My friend Roden and I
invented these special safes, and got them
carried out on plans of our own. We both
believe that our most valuable stones are
safer in our own houses than in our places
of business in town. But, stay, gentlemen,
you shall see for yourselves. Why should
you not both come down to my place for a
few days’ shooting? 1 shall then have
the greatest possible pleasure in showing
you my strong room. You may be inter-
ested, too, in seeing some of my collection—
I flatter myself, a unique one. The weather
is perfect just now for shooting, and I have
plenty of pheasants, also room enough and
to spare.  We are a big, cheerful party, and
the lioness of the season is with us, Mme.
Koluchy.”

As he said the last words both Dufrayer
and I could not refrain from starting.
Luckily it was not noticed--my heart beat
fast.

“Tt is very kind of you,” I said. “I shall
be charmed to come.”

Dufrayer glanced at me, caught my eye,
and said, quietly :—

“Yes, I think I can get away. I will come,
with pleasure.”

“That is right. T will expect you both next
Monday, and will send to Durbrook Station
to meet you, by any train you like to name.”

We promised to let him know at what
time we should be likely to arrive, and soon
alterwards he left us. When he did so we
drew our chairs near the fire.

“Well, we are in for it now,” said Dufrayer.
“TFace to face at last—what a novel experience
it will be! Who would believe that we were
living in the dreary nineteenth century? But,
of course, she may nct stay when she hears
we are coming.”

“1 expect she will,” I answered ; “she has
no fear. Halloa! who can this be now?”
1 added, as the electric bell of the front door
suddenly rang.

“ Perhaps it is Carlton back again,” said
Dufrayer ; “I am not expecting anyone.”

The next moment the door was opened,
and our principal agent, Mr. Tyler himself,
walked in.

“Good evening, gentlemen,” he said. “1I
must apologize for this intrusion, but import-
ant news has just reached me, and the very
last you would expect to hear.” He chuckled
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as he spoke. “Mme. Koluchy’s house in
Welbeck Street was broken into a month
ago. I am told that the place was regularly
sacked. She was away in her yacht at the
time, after the attempt on your life, Mr
Head ; and it is supposed that the place was
unguarded. Whatever the reason, she has
never reported the burglary, and Ford at
Scotland Yard has only just got wind of it
He suspects that it was done by the same
gang that broke into the jeweller’s in
Piccadilly some months ago. It is a very
curious case.”

“Do you think it is one
of her own gang that has
rounded on her?” 1 asked.

“ Hardly,” he replied ;
“1 do not believe any of
them would dare to. No,
it is an outside job, but
Ford is watching the matter
for the official force.”

“Mr. Dufrayer and 1
happen to know where
Madame Koluchy is at the
present moment,” I said.

I then gave Tyler a brief
#ésumé  of our interview
with Carlton, and told him
that it was our intention to
meet Madame face to face
early in the following week.

“What a splendid piece
of luck !” he cried, rub-
bing his hands with ill-
suppressed excitement.
“With your acumen, Mr.
Head, you will be certain
to find out something, and
we shall have her at last
I only wish the chance were
mine.”

“Well, have yourself in
readiness,” said Dufrayer;
“we may have to telegraph
to you at a moment’s
notice. Be sure we shall
not leave a stone unturned
to get Madame to commit
herself. For my part,” he
added, “although it seems
scarcely credible, I strongly suspect that she
is at the bottom of the diamond mystery.”

It was late in the afternoon on the follow-
ing Monday, and almost dark, when we
arrived at Cor Castle. Carlton himself met
us at the nearest railway station, and drove
us to the house, which was a fine old pile,
with a castellated roof and a large Elizabethan

| g .
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wing. The place had been extensively
altered and restored, and was replete with
every modern comfort.

Carlton led us straight into the centre hall,
calling out in a cheerful tone to his wife as
he did so. 2

A slender, very fair and girlish-looking
figure approached. She held out her band,
gave us each a hearty greeting, and invited
us to come into the“centre of a circle of
young people who were gathered round a
huge, old-fashioned hearth, on which logs of

R

“SHE GAVE US EACH A HEARTY GREETING.”

wood blazed and crackled cheerily. Mrs.
Carlton introduced us to one or two of the
principal guests, and then resumed her place
at a table on which a silver tea-service was
placed. It needed but a brief glance to
show us that amongst the party was Mme.
Koluchy. She was standing near her hostess,
and just as my eye caught hers she bent and
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said a word in her ear. Mrs. Carlton coloured
almost painfully, looked from her to me, and
then once more rising from her seat came
forward one or two steps.

“ Mr. Head,” she said, “may I introduce
you to my great friend, Mme. Koluchy?
By the way, she tells me that you are old
acquaintances.”

“Very old acquaintances, am I not
right 2” said Mme. Koluchy, in her clear,
perfectly well-bred voice. She bowed to me
and then held out her hand. T ignored the
proffered hand and bowed coldly. She
smiled in return.

“Come and sit near me, Mr. Head,” she
said ; “it is a pleasure to meet you again ;
you have treated me very badly of late.
You have never come once to see me.”

“Did you expect me to come ?” I replied,
" guietly. There was something in my tone
which caused the blood to mount to her
face. She raised her eyes, gave me a bold,
full glance of open defiance, and then said,
in a soft voice, which scarcely rose above a
whisper :—

“No, you are too English.”

Then she turned to our hostess, who was
seated not a yard away.

“VYou forget your duties, Leonora.
Head 1s waiting for his tea.”

“Oh, I beg a thousand pardons,” said Mrs.
Carlton. “I did not know I had forgotten
you, Mr. Head.” She gave me a cup at once,
but as she did so, her hand shook so much
that the small, gold-mounted and jewelled
spoon rattled in the saucer.

**You are tired, Nora,” said Mme. Koluchy ;
“may I not relieve you of your duties?”

“No, no, I am all right,” was the reply,
uttered almost pettishly. “ Do not take any
notice just now, I beg of you.”

Madame turned to me.

“Come and talk to me,” she said, in the
imperious tone of a Sovereign addressing a
subject. She walked to the nearest window,
and I followed her.

“Yes,” she said, at once, “you are too
English to play your part well. Cannot you
recognise the common courtesies of warfare ?
Are you not sensible to the gallant attentions
of the duellist? You are too crude. If our
great interests clash, there is every reason why
we should be doubly polite when we do
meet.”

“You are right, Madame, in speaking of
us as duellists,” T whispered back, “and the
duel is not over yet.”

“No, it is not,” she answered.

“I have the pertinacity of my country-

Mr.
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men,” I continued. “Itis hard to rouse us,
but when we are roused, it is a fight to grim
death.”

She said nothing further. At that moment
a young man of the party approached. She
called out to him in a playful tone to
approach her side, and 1 withdreyw.

At dinner that night Madame’s brilliancy
came into full play. There was no subject
on which she could not talk—she was at once
fantastic, irresponsible, and witty. Without
the slightest difficulty she led the conversation,
turning it into any channel she chose. Our
host hung upon her words as if fascinated ;
indeed, I do not think there was a man of the
party who had eyes or ears for anyone else.

I had gone down to dinner with Mrs.
Carlton, and in the intervals of watch-
ing Mme. Koluchy I could not help
observing her. She belonged to the fair-
haired and Saxon type, and when very
young must have been extremely pretty
—she was pretty still, but not to the close
observer. Her face was too thin and too
anxious, the colour in her cheeks was almost
fixed ; her hair, too, showed signs of receding
from the temples, although the fashionable
arrangement of the present day prevented
this being specially noticed.

While she talked to me I could not help
observing that her attention wandered, that
her eyes on more than one occasion met
those of Madame, and that when this
encounter took place the younger woman
trembled quite perceptibly. It was easy to
draw my own conclusions. The usual thing
had happened. Madame was not spending
her time at Cor Castle for nothing — our
hostess was in her power. Carlton himself
evidently knew nothing of this. With such
an alliance, mischief of the usual intangible
nature was brewing. Could Dufrayer and I
stop it? Beyond doubt there was more going
on than met the eye.

As these thoughts flashed through my
brain, 1 held myself in readiness, every
nerve tense and taut. To play my part as
an Englishman should I must have, above
all things, self-possession. So 1 threw mysell
into the conversation. I answered Madame
back in her own coin, and presently, in an
argument which she conducted with rare
brilliance, we had the conversation to our-
selves. But all the time, as I talked and
argued, and differed from the brilliant Italian,
my glance was on Mrs. Carlion. I noticed
that a growing restlessness had seized her, that
she was listening to us with feverish and
intense eagerness, and that her eyes began to
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wear a hunted expression. She ceased to
play her part as hostess, and looked from me
to Mme. Koluchy as one under a spell.

Just before we retired for the night Mrs.
Carlton came up and took a seat near me
in the drawing-room. Madame was not in
the room, having gone with Dufrayer, Carlton,
and several other members of the party to

the billiard -room. Mrs. Carlton looked
eagerly and nervously round her. Her
manner was decidedly embarrassed. She

made one or two short remarks, ending them
abruptly, as if she wished to say something
else, but did not dare. I resolved to help
her.

“ Have you known Mme. Koluchy long?”
I asked.

“For a short time, a year or two,” she
replied.  “Have you, Mr. Head ?”

“For more than ten years,” I answered.
I stooped a little lower and let my voice
drop in her ear.

“Mme. Koluchy is my greatest enemy,”
T said.

# Oh, good heavens ! 7 she eried. She half
started to her feet, then controlled herself
and sat down again,

YOMME, KOLUCHY 15 MY GREATEST ENEMY,”
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¢ She is also my greatest enemy, she is my
direst foe—she is a devil, not a woman,”
said the poor lady, bringing out her words
with the most tense and passionate force.
“(Oh,may I, may I speak to you and alone?”

“If your confidence relates to Mme.
Koluchy, I shall be only too glad to hear
what you have got to say,” I replied.

“They are coming back—I hear them,”
she said. “T will find an opportunity to-
morrow. She must not know that I am
taking you into my confidence.”

She left me, to talk eagerly, with flushed
cheeks, and eyes bright with ill-suppressed
terror, to a merry girl who had just come
in from the billiard-room.

The party soon afterwards broke up for
the night, and I had no opportunity of saying
a word to Dufrayer, who slept in a wing at
the other end of the house.

The next morning after breakfast Carlton
took Dufrayer and myself down to see his
strong room. The ingenuity and cleverness
of the arrangement by which the electric
bells were sounded the moment the key was
put into the lock struck me with amazement.
The safe was of the strongest pattern ; the
levers and bolts, as well as the
arrangement of the lock, making
it practically impregnable.

“ Roden’s safe resembles
mine in every particular,” said
Carlton, as he turned the key
in the lock and readjusted the
different bolts in their respec-
tive places. “ You can see for
yourselves that no one could
rob such a safe without detec-
tion.”

“Tt would certainly be black
magic if he did,” was my
response.

“We have arranged for a
shooting party this morning,”
continued Carlton ; “let us
forget diamonds and their
attendant anxieties, and enjoy
ourselves out of doors. ‘The
birds are plentiful, and T trust
we shall have a good time.”

He took us upstairs, and we
started a few moments later on
our expedition.

It was arranged that the
ladies should meet us for lunch
at one of the keepers’ cottages.
We spent a thoroughly pleasant
morning, the sport was good,
and I had seldom enjoyed
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myself better. The thought of Mme.
Koluchy, however, intruded itself upon my
memory from time to time ; what, too, was
the matter with Mrs. Carlton? It needed
but to glance at Carlton to see that he was
not in her secret. In the open air, and
acting the part of host, which he did to
perfection, I had seldom seen a more genial
fellow.

When we sat down to lunch I could not
help owning to a sense of relief when I per-
ceived that Mme. Koluchy had not joined
us.

Mrs. Carlton was waiting for us in the
keeper’s cottage, and several other ladies
were with her. She came up to my side
immediately.

“May I walk with you after
lunch, Mr. Head ?” she said. “1
have often gone out with the guns
before now, and I don’t believe
you will find me in the way.”

“I shall be delighted to have
your company,” I replied.

“ Madame is ill,” continued Mrs.
Carlton, dropping her voice a trifle ;
“she had a severe headache, and
was obliged to go to her room.
This is my opportunity,” she
added, “and I mean to seize it.”

I noticed that she played with
her food, and soon announcing
that T had had quite enough, I
rose. Mrs. Carlton and I did not
wait for the rest of the party, but
walked quickly away together.
Soon the shooting was resumed,
and we could hear the sound of
the beaters, and also an occasional
shot fired ahead of us.

At first my companion was very
silent.  She walked quickly, and
seemed anxious to detach hersell
altogether from the shooting party.
Her agitation was very marked,
but I saw that she was afraid to
come to the point. Again I re-
solved to help her.

“You are mn trouble,” 1 said;
“and Mme. Koluchy has caused
it. Now, tell me everything. Be
assured that if T can help you I
will.  Be also assured of my
sympathy. T know Mme. Koluchy.
Before now I have been enabled to get her
victims out of her clutches.”

“ Have you,indeed ? ¥ she answered. She
looked at me with a momentary sparkle of

hope in her eyes ; then it died out,
Yol. xvi.—17
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“But in my case that is impossible,” she
continued. “ Still, I will confide in you; I
will tell you everything. To know that some-
one else shares my terrible secret will be an
untold relief.”

She paused for a moment, then continued,
speaking quickly :—

“I am in the most awful trouble. Life
has become almost unbearable to me. My
trouble is of such a nature that my husband
is the very last person in the world to whom
I can confide it.”

1 waited in silence.

“You doubtless wonder at my last words,”
she continued, “but you will see what I
mean when I tell you the truth. Of course,

1AM IN THE MOST AWFUL TROUBLE.”

you will regard what I say as an absolute
secret ? 7
“T will not reveal a word you are going to
tell me without your permission,” I answered.
“Thank you ; that is all that T need. This
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is my early history. You must know it in
order to understand what follows. When I
was very young, not more than seventeen, I
was married to an Italian of the name of
Count Porcelli. My people were poor, and
he was supposed to be rich. He was con-
sidered a good match. He was a handsome
man, but many years my senior. Almost
immediately after the marriage my mother
died, and T had no near relations or friends
in England. The Count took me to Naples,
and I was not long there before I made some
terrible discoveries. My husband was a
leading member of a political secret society,
whose name I never heard. I need not
enter into particulars of that awful time.
Suffice it to say that he subjected me to
almost every cruelty.

“1In the autumn of 1893, while we were in
Rome, Count Porcelli was stabbed one night in
the Forum. He had parted from me in a fury
at some trifling act of disobedience to his in-
tolerable wishes, and I never saw him again,
eitheralive or dead. His death was an immense
relief to me. I returned home, and two
years afterwards, in 18g5. I married Mr.
Carlton, and everything was bright and
happy. A year after the marriage we had a
little son. I have not shown you my boy,
for he is away from home at present. He
is the heir to my husband’s extensive estates,
and is a beautiful child. My husband
was, and is, devotedly attached to me—
indeed, he is the soul of honour, chivalry,
and kindness. I began to forget those
fearful days in Naples and Rome ; but, Mr.
Head, a year ago everything changed. I
went to see that fiend in buman guise, Mme.
Koluchy. You know she poses as a doctor.
It was the fashion to consult her. I was
suffering from a trifling malady, and my
husband begged me to go to her. I went,
and we quickly discovered that we both
possessed ties, awful ties, to the dismal past.
Mme. Koluchy knew my first husband,
Count Porcelli, well, She told me that he
was alive and in England, and that my
marriage to Mr. Carlton was void.

“You may imagine my agony. If this
were indeed true, what was to become of my
child, and what would Mr. Carlton’s feelings
be? The shock was so tremendous that I
became ill, and was almost delirious for a
week. During that time Madame herself
insisted on nursing me. She was outwardly
kind, and told me that my sorrow was hers,
and that she certainly would not betray me.
But she said that Count Porcelli had heard
of my marriage, and would not keep my
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secret if I did not make it worth his while.
From that moment the most awful black-
mailing began. From time to time I had to
part with large sums of money. Mr. Carlton
is so rich and generous that he would give
me anything without question. This state of
things has gone on for a year. I have kept
the awful danger at bay at the point of the
sword.”

“ But how can you tell that Count Porcelli
is alive?” I asked. ¢ Remember that there
are few more unscrupulous people than
Mme. Koluchy. How do you know that
this may not be a fabrication on her part-in
order to wring money from you ?”

“T have not seen Count Porcelli,” replied
my companion ; “ but all the same, the proof
is incontestible, for Madame has brought me
letters from him. He promises to leave me
in peace if I will provide him with money ;
but at the same time he assures me that he
will declare himself at any moment if I fail
to listen to his demands.”

“ Nevertheless, my impression is,” I
replied, “that Count Porcelli is not in
existence, and that Madame is playing a
risky game ; but you have more to tell ? ”

“T have. You have by no means heard
the worst yet. My present difficulty is one
to scare the stoutest heart. A month ago
Madame came to our house in town, and
sitting down opposite to me, made a
most terrible proposal.  She took a jewel-
case from her pocket, and, touching a spring,
revealed within the largest diamond that I
had ever seen.  She laid it in my hand—it
was egg-shaped, and had an indentation at
one end. While I was gazing at it, and
admiring it, she suddenly told me that it
was only an imitation. I stared at her in
amazement.

“¢Now, listen attentively,” she said. *‘All
your future depends on whether you have
brains, wit, and tact for a great emergency.
The stone you hold in your hand is an
imitation, a perfect one. 1 had it made
from my knowledge of the original. - It
would take in the greatest expert in the
diamond market who did not apply tests to it.
Thereal stone is at the house of Monsieur
Roden. You and your husband, I happen
to know, are going to stay at the Rodens’
place in the country to-morrow. The real
stone, the great Rocheville diamond, was
stolen from my house in Welbeck Street six
weeks ago. It was purchased by Monsieur
Réden from a Cingalese employed by the
gang who stole it, at a very large figure, but
also at only a third of its real value. For
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reasons which I need not explain, I was
unable to expose the burglary, and in con-
sequence it was easy to get rid of the stone
fora large sum—but those who think: that I
will tamely submit to such a gigantic loss
little know me. I am determined that the
stone shall oncemore come into my possession,
either by fair means or foul. Now, you are
the only person who can help me, for you
will be unsuspected, and can work where I
should not have a chance. Itis to be your
task to substitute the imitation for the real
stone.’

“fHow can I?’ I asked.

¢ Hasily, if you will follow my guidance.
When you are at the Rodens’, you must lead
the conversation to the subject of diamonds,
or rather you must get your husband to do
so, for he would be even
less suspected than you.
He will ask Monsieur
Roden to show you both
his strong room where his
valuable jewels are kept.
You must make an excuse
to be in the room a
moment by yourself. You
must substitute the real
for the unreal as quickly,
as deftly as if you were
possessed of legerdemain.
Take your opportunity to
do this as best you can—
all T ask of you is to
succeed —otherwise’— her
eyes blazed into mine —
they were brighter than
diamonds themselves.

“¢Otherwise ?’ I re-
peated, faintly.

¢ Count Porcelli is close
at hand — he shall claim
his wife. Think of Mr.
Carlton’s feelings, think of
your son’s doom.” She
paused, raising her brows
with a gesture peculiarly
her own. ‘I need not
say anything further,’” she
added.

“ Well, Mr. Head, I
struggled against her awful proposal. At
first I refused to have anything to do with
it, but she piled on the agony, showing me
only too plainly what my position would be
did T not accede to her wishes. She traded
on my weakness; on my passionate love for
the child and for his father. Yes, in the end
I yielded to her,

“The next day we went to the Rddens’.
Despair rendered me cunning ; I introduced
the subject of the jewels to my husband, and
begged of him to ask Monsieur Réden to
show us his safe and its contents. Monsieur
Roden was only too glad to do so. It is one
of his fads, and that fad is also shared by my
husband, to keep his most valuable stones in
a safe peculiarly constructed in the vaults of
his own house. My husband has a similar
strong room.  We went into the vaults, and
Monsicur Roden allowed me to take the
Rocheville diamond in my bhand for a
moment. When I had it in my possession

I stepped backward, made a clumsy move-
ment by intention, knocked against a chair,
slipped, and the diamond fell from my fingers.
[ saw it flash and roll away.

Quicker almost

O RODEN ALLOWED ME TO TAKE THE ROCHEVILLE DIAMOND IN My HanD.”

than thought I put my foot on it, and before
anyone could detect me had substituted the
imitation for the real. The real stone was in
my pocket and the imitation in Monsieur
Roden’s case, without anyone being in the
least the wiser.

“With the great Rocheville diamond feel-
ing heavier than lead in my pocket, I went
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away the next morning with my husband. I
had valuable jewels of my own, and have a
jewel-case of unique pattern. It is kept in
the strong room at the Castle. 1 obtained
the key of the strong room from my husband,
went down to the wvaults, and under the
pretence of putting some diamonds and
sapphires away, locked up the Rocheville
diamond in my own private jewel-case. It
is impossible to steal it from there, owing to
the peculiar construction of the lock of the
case, which starts electric bells ringing the
moment the key is put inside. Now listen,
Mr. Head. Madame knows all about the
strong room, for she has wormed its secrets
from me. She knows that with all her clever-
ness she cannot pick that lock. She has, there-
fore, told me that unless I give her the Roche-
ville diamond to-night she will expose me.
She declares that no entreaties will turn her
from her purpose. She is like adamant, she
has no heart at all. Her sweetness and
graciousness, her pretended sympathy, are
all on the surface. It is useless appealing to
anything in her but her avarice. Fear!—
she does not know the meaning of the word.
Oh, what am I todo? 1 will not let her
have the diamond, but how mad I was ever
to yield to her.”

I gazed at my companion for a few
moments without speaking. The full mean-
ing of her extraordinary story was at last
made abundantly plain. The theft which
had so completely puzzled Monsieur Roden
was explained at last. What Carlton’s feel-
ings would be when he knew the truth, it was
impossible to realize ; but know the truth he
must, and as soon as possible. I was more
than ever certain that Count Porcelli’s death
was a reality, and that Madame was black-
mailing the unfortunate young wife for her
own purposes. But although I believed that
such was assuredly the case, and that Mrs.
Carlton had no real cause to dread dishonour
to herself and her child, T had no means of
proving my own belief. The moment had
come to act, and to act promptly. Mrs.
Carlton was overcome by the most terrible
nervous fear, and had already got herself into
the gravest danger by her theft of the
diamond. She looked at me intently, and at
last said, in a whisper :—

“ Whatever you may think of me, speak.
I know you believe that I am one of the
most guilty wretches in existence, but you
can scarcely realize what my temptation has
been.”

“1 sympathize with you, of course,” T said
then ; *“but there is only one thing to be

THE STRAND MAGAZINE.

done. Now, may I speak quite plainly? I
believe that Count Porcelli is dead. Madame
is quite clever enough to forge letters which
you would believe to be dond-fide. Remember
that I know this woman well. She possesses
consummate genius, and never yet owned to
a scruple of any sort. It is only too plain
that she reaps an enormous advantage by
playing on your fears. You can never put
things right, therefore, until you confide in
your husband. Remember how enormous
the danger is to him. He will not leave a
stone unturned to come face to face with the
Count, Madame will have to show her
hand, and you will be saved. Will you take
my advice : will you go to him immediately ?”

“T dare not, I dare not.”

“Very well; you have another thing to
consider. Monsieur Réden is determined to
recover the stolen diamond. The cleverest
members of the detective force are working
day and night in his behalf. They are quite
clever enough to trace the theft to you. You
will be forced to open your jewel-case in
their presence-—just think of your feelings.
Yes, Mrs. Carlton, believe me I am right :
your husband must know all, the diamond
must be returned to its rightful owner
immediately.”

She wrung her hands in agony.

“T cannot tell my husband,” she replied.
“T will find out some other means of getting
rid of the diamond—even Madame had
better have it than this. Think of the wreck
of my complete life, think of the dishonour
to my child. Mr. Head, I know you are
kind, and I know your advice is really wise,
but I cannot act on it. Madame has faithfully
sworn to me that when she gets the Roche-
ville diamond she will leave the country for
ever, and that I shall never hear of her
again. Count Porcelli will accompany her.”

“ Do you believe this?” T asked.

“In this special case I am inclined to
believe her. I know that Madame has
grown very anxious of late, and I am sure
she feels that she is in extreme danger—she
has dropped hints to that effect. She must
have been sure that her position was a most
unstable one when she refused to communi-
cate the burglary in Welbeck Street to the
police. But, hark! I hear footsteps. Who
is coming ?”

Mrs. Carlton bent forward and peered
through the brushwood.

“T possess the most deadly fear of that
woman,” she continued ; “ even now she may
be watching us—that headache may have
been all a pretence. God knows what will
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become of me if she discovers that T have
confided in you. Don’t let it seem that we
have been talking about anything special.
Go on with your shooting. We are getting
too far away from the others.”

She had scarcely said the words before I
saw in the distance Mme. Koluchy approach-
ing. She was walking slowly, with that
graceful motion which in-
variably characterized her
steps. Her eyes were fixed
on the ground, her face
looked thoughtful.

“What are we to do?”
said Mrs. Carlton.

“You have nothing to do
at the present moment,” I
replied, “but to keep up
your courage. As to what
you are to do in the imme-
diate future, I must see
you again. What you have
told me requires immediate
action. 1 swear I will save
you and get you out of this
scrape at any cost.”

“Oh, how good you are,”
she answered ; “but do go
on with your shooting.
Madame can read anyone
through, and my face bears
signs of agitation.”

Just at that moment a
great cock pheasant came
beating through the boughs
overhead. 1 glanced at
Mrs. Carlton, noticed her
extreme pallor, and then
almost recklessly raised my
gun and fired. ‘This was
the first time I had used the
gun since luncheon. What
was the matter? I had an
instant, just one brief
instant, to realize that there
was something wrong—there
was a deafening roar — a
flash as if a thousand sparks came before
my eyes — 1 reeled and fell, and a great
darkness closed over me.

Out of an oblivion that might have been
eternity, a dawning sense of consciousness
came to me. 1 opened my eyes. The face
of Dufrayer was bending over me.

“Hush!” he said, “keep quict, Head.
Doctor,” he added, ‘“he has come to him-
self at last.”

A young man, with a bright, intelligent
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face, approached my side. “Ah! you feel
better?” he said. *That is right, but you
must keep quiet. Drink this.”

He raised a glass to my lips. 1 drank
thirstily. 1 noticed now that my left hand
and arm were in a splint, bandaged to my
side.

“WWhat can have happened?” I exclaimed.

Y1 RAISED MY GUN AND FIRED."

I had scarcely uttered the words before
memory came back to me in a flash.

“You have had a bad accident,” said
Dufrayer ; “your gun burst.”

“Burst 7 T cried.  ““ Impossible.”

“Tt is only too true; you have had a
marvellous escape of your life, and " your left
hand and arm are injured.”

“Dufrayer,” I said at once, and eagerly,
“T must sece you alone. Will you ask the
doctor to leave us?”

“T will be within call, Mr. Dufrayer,” said
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the medical man. He went into the ante-
room. I was feverish, and I knew it, but my
one effort was to keep full consciousness until
I had spoken to Dufrayer.

“I must get up at once,” I cried. “T feel
all right, only a little queer about the head,
but that is nothing. Is my hand much
damaged ?”

“ It is badly injured,” replied Dufrayer.

“ But how could the gun have burst,” T
continued.  “It was one of Riley’s make,
and worth seventy guineas.”

I had scarcely said the last words, before

a hideous thought flashed across me.
Dufrayer spoke instantly, answering my
surmise.

“1 have examined your gun carefully—
at least, what was left of it,” he said, “and
there is not the slightest doubt that the
explosion was not caused by an ordinary
cartridge. The stock and barrels are blown
to fragments. The marvel is that you were
not killed on the spot.”

“It is easy to guess who has done the

mischief,” T replied.
- f At least one fact is abundantly clear,”
said Dufrayer, ‘“your gun was tampered
with, probably during the luncheon interval.
I have been making inquiries, and believe
that one of the beaters knows something,
only T have not got him yet to confess.
I have also made a close examination of the
ground where you stood, and have picked up
a small piece of the brasswork of a cartridge.
Matters are so grave that I have wired to
Tyler and Ford, and they will both be here
in the morning. My impression is that we
shall soon have got sufficient evidence to
arrest Madame. It goes without saying that
this is her work. This is the second time
she has tried to get rid of you; and, happen
what may, the thing must be stopped. But
I must not worry you any further at present,
for the shock you have sustained has been
fearful.”

“Am T badly hurt ?” T asked.

“ Fortunately you are only cut a little
about the face, and your eyes have altogether
escaped. Dynamite always expends its force
downwards.”

¢ Are the other injuries grave? ”

Dufrayer hesitated, then he said, slowly :—

“You may as well know the truth. From
what the doctor tells me, I fear you will never
have the use of your left hand again.”

‘ Better that than the eyes,” I answered.
“Now, Dufrayer, I have just received some
important information from Mrs. Carlton.
It was told to me under a seal of the deepest
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secrecy, and even now I must not tell you
what she has confided to me without her
permission. Would it be possible to get her
to come to see me for a moment ?”

“T am sure she will come, and gladly.
She seems to be in a terrible state of nervous
prostration. You know, she was on the
scene when the accident happened. When
I appeared I found her in a half-fainting
condition, supported, of course, by Mme.
Koluchy, whom she seemed to shrink from
in the most unmistakable manner. Yes, I
will send her to you, but I do not think the

“ doctor will allow you to talk long.”

““Never mind about the doctor or anyone

else,” T replied ; ““let me see Mrs. Carlton—-

there is not an instant to lose.”

Dufrayer saw by my manner that I was
frightfully excited. He left the room at once,
and in a few moments Mrs. Carlton came in.
Even in the midst of my own pain I could
not but remark with consternation the look
of agony on her face. She was trembling so
excessively that she could scarcely stand.

“Will you do something for me ? ” I said,
in a whisper. I was getting rapidly weaker,
and even my powers of speech were failing
me.

“Anything in my power,”
“except #

“ But I want no exceptions,” I said. “I
have nearly lost my life. I am speaking to
you now almost with the solemnity of a
dying man. I want you to go straight to
your husband and tell him all.”

“No, no, no!” She turned away. Her
face was whiter than the white dress which
she was wearing.

“Then if you will not confide in him, tell
all that you have just told me to my friend
Dufrayer. He is a lawyer, well accustomed
to hearing stories of distress and horror. He
will advise you. Will you at least do that?”

“I cannot.” Her voice was hoarse with
emotion, then she said, in a whisper :—

“T am more terrified than ever, for I can-
not find the key of my jewel-case.”

“This makes matters still graver, although
I believe that even Mme. Koluchy cannot
tamper with the strong room. You will tell
your husband or Dufrayer—promise me that,
and I shall rest happy.”

“T cannot, Mr. Head ; and you, on your
part, have promised not to reveal my secret.”

“You put me in a most cruel dilemma,”
I replied.

Just then the doctor came into the room,
accompanied by Carlton.

“ Come, come,” said the medical man,

she said,
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tion. You look anything
but fit yourself, old man,”
he continued. “ You must
go to sleep now. What-
ever part Madame has
played in this tragedy, she
is keeping up appearances
with her usual aplomé.
There was not a more
brilliant member of the
dinner party to-night than
she. She has been
inquiring with apparent
sympathy for you, and
offered to come and see
you if that would mend
matters. Of course, 1 told
her that the doctor would
not allow any visitors.
Now you must take your
sleeping draught, and trust
for the best. I am follow-
ing up the clue of the
gun, and believe that it
only requires a little per-
suasion to get some really
important evidence from
one of the beaters; but

o

i | more of this to-morrow.
R You must sleep now,
Head, you must sleep.”
* GO STRAIGHT TO YOUR HUSBANMD AND TELL HIM ALL." The shock I had under-
gone, and the intense pain
“ Mr. Head, you are exciting yourself. Tam in my arm which began about this time to

afraid, Mrs. Carlton, I must ask you to leave
my patient.  Absolute quiet is essential.
Fortunately the injuries to the face are trivial,
but the shock to the system has been con-
siderable, and fever may set in unless quiet
is enforced.” .

“ Come, Nora,” said her husband ; “you
ought to rest yourself, my dear, for you look
very bad.”

As they were leaving the room I motioned
Dufrayer to my side.

“Go to Mrs. Carlton,” T said ; “she has
something to say of the utmost importance.
Tell her that you know she possesses a
secret, that 1 have not told you what it is,
but that I have implored of her to take you
into her confidence.”

“T will do so,” he replied.

Late that evening he came back to me.

«Well?” I cried, eagerly.

“Mrs. Carlton is too ill to be pressed any
further, Head; she has been obliged to go to
her room, and the doctor has been with her.
He prescribed a soothing draught. Her
husband is very much puzzled at her condi-

come on, told even upon my strong frame.
Dufrayer poured out a sleeping draught
which the doctor had sent round—I drank it
off, and soon afterwards he left me.

An hour or two passed ; at the end of that
time the draught began to take effect, drowsi-
ness stole over me, the pain grew less, and 1
fell into an uneasy sleep, broken with hideous
and grotesque dreams. From one of these I
awoke with a start, struck a match, and looked
at my watch. It was half-past three.
The house had of course long ago retired
to 7rest, and everything was intensely
stil. I could hear in the distance the
monotonous ticking of the great clock in the
hall, but no other sound reached my ears.
My feverish brain, however, was actively
working.  The phantasmagoria of my
dream seemed to take life and shape.
Fantastic forms seemed to hover round my
bed, and faces sinister with evil appeared
to me-—each one bore a likeness to Mme.
Koluchy., T became more and more
feverish, and now a deadly fear that even at
this moment something awful was happening

i &
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began to assail me. It rose to a conviction.
Madame, with her almost superhuman
knowledge, must guess that she was in
danger. Surely, she would not allow the
night to go by without acting?  Surely,
while we were supposed to sleep, she would
steal the Rocheville diamond, and escape ?

The horror of this thought was so over-
powering that I could stay still no longer. I
flung off the bed-clothes and sprang from the
bed. - A delirious excitement was consuming
me. Putting on my dressing-gown, I crept
out on to the landing, then I silently went
down the great staircase, crossed the hall,
and, turning to the left, went down another
passage to the door of the stone stairs lead-
ing to the vault in which was Carlton’s strong
room. I had no sooner reached this door
than my terrors and nervous fears became
certainties.

A gleam of light broke the darkness. 1
drew back into a recess in the stonework.
Yes, I was right. My terrors and convictions
of coming peril had not visited me without
cause, for standing before the iron door of
the strong room was Mme. Koluchy herself.
There was a lighted taper in her hand. My
bare feet had made no noise, and she was
unaware of my presence. What was she
doing? I waited in silence — my temples
were hot and throbbing with overmaster-
ing horror. I listened for the bells which
would give the alarm directly she inserted
the key in the iron door. She was doing
something to the safe—I could tell this by
the noise she was making—still no bells
rang,

The next instant the heavy door slipped
back on its hinges, and Madame entered.
The moment I saw this I could remain quiet
no longer. I sprang forward, striking my
wounded arm against something in the dark-
ness. She turned and saw me—I made a
frantic effort to seize her—then my brain
swam and every atom of strength left me. I
found myself falling upon something hard.
I had entered the strong room. For a
moment I lay on the floor half stuuned, then
I sprang to my feet, but I was too late. The
iron door closed upon me with a muffled clang.
Madame had by some miraculous means
opened the safe without a key, had taken the
diamond from Mrs. Carlton’s jewel - case
which stood open on a shelf, and had locked
me a prisoner within. Half delirious and
stunned, I had fallen an easy victim. 1
shouted loudly, but the closeness of my
prison muffled and stifled my voice.

How long T remained in captivity I cannot

tel. The pain in my arm, much increased
by my sudden fall on the hard floor, rendered
me, I believe, partly delirious—I was feeling
faint and chilled to the bone when the door
of the strong room at last was opened, and
Carlton and Dufrayer entered. I noticed
immediately that there was daylight outside ;
the night was over.

“We have been looking for you every-
where,” said Dufrayer. “What in the name
of fortune has happened ? How did you get
in here? ?

“In pursuit of Madame,” T replied. * But
where is she? For Heaven’s sake, tell me
quickly.”

“ Bolted, of ceurse,” answered Dufrayer, in
a gloomy voice ; “but tell us what this means,
Head.  You shall hear what we have to say
afterwards.”

I told my story in a few words.

“But how, in the name of all that’s
wonderful, did she manage to open the safe
without a key?” cried Carlton. “This is
black art with a vengeance.”

“You must have left the strong room
open,” I said.

“That I will swear I did not,” he replied.
“I locked the safe as usual, after showing it
to you and Dufrayer yesterday. Here is the
key.”

“ Let me see it,” [ said.

He handed it to me.
the light.

“ Look here,” 1
cried, with sudden
excitement, * this
cannot be your
original key — it
must have been
changed. You
think you locked
the safe with this
key. Carlton, you
have been tricked

I took it over to

SECTION OF BARREL OF

KEY, SHOWING RATCHET, THE KEY,

P
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by that arch-fiend. Did you ever before see
a key like this?”

I held the wards between my finger and
thumb, and turned the barrel from left to
right. The barrel revolved in the wards in
a ratchet concealed in the shoulder.

. “You could unlock the safe with this key,
but not lock it again,” I exclaimed. *See
here.”

I inserted the key in the keyhole as

I spoke. It instantly started the bells
ringing.

“The barrel turns, but the wards which
are buried in the keyhole do not turn with
it, and the resistance of the ratchet gives
exactly the impression as if you were locking
the safe.  Thus, yesterday morning, you
thought you locked the safe with this key,
but in reality you left it open. No one but
that woman could have conceived such a
scheme. In some way she must have sub-
stituted this for your

were traces of tears on her cheeks, and yet
her eyes, to my astonishment, betokened
both joy and relief. She beckoned me to
her side.

“Come out with me for a moment, Mr.
Head.”

When we got into the open air she turned
to me.

“ Dreadful as the loss of the diamond is,”
she exclaimed, “ there are few happier women
in England than I am at the present
moment. My maid brought me a letter
from Mme. Koluchy this morning, which has
assuaged my worst fears. In it she owns
that Count Porcelli has been long in his
grave, and that she only blackmailed me in
order to secure large sums of money.”

I was just about to reply to Mrs. Carlton
when Dufrayer hurried up.

“The detectives have arived, and we
want you at once,” he exclaimed.

I accompanied

key.” =

“Well, come to
your room now,
Head,” cried Du-
frayer, “or Madame
will have achieved
the darling wish of
her heart, and your
life will be the
forfeit.”

I accompanied
Carlton upstairs,
dressed, and pre-
sently joined the
rest of the house-
hold in one of the
sitting-rooms. The
utmost excitement
was apparent on
every face. = Mrs.
Carlton was stand-
ing near an open
window. There

—= him into Carlton’s
| study. Tyler and
| Ford were both
! present. They had
just been examining
| the strong room,
{  and had seen the
| false key. Their
excitement was un-
bounded.
“She has bolted,
[ but we will have
' her now,” cried
Ford. “We have
got the evidence we
want at last. It is
| true she has the
start of us by three
or four hours; but
| at last—yes, at last
-—we can loose
| the hounds in full
pursuit.”

*THERE ARE FEW HAPPIER WOMEN HAN L.”
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