The Sorceress of the Strand.

By L. T. MEADE AND ROBERT EUSTACE.

IV.-THE TALK

) HERE is such a thmg as being
-Q’ haunted. by an idea or by a

4 personality. About this time
Vandeleur and I began to
5l ‘have - nightmares with regard
to Madame Sara. She visited
us in our dreams, and in our waking dreams
she was also our companion. - We suspected
her unseen influence on all occasions. We
dreaded to see her visible presence in the
street, in the Park, at the play—in short,
wherever we went. This sort of thing was
bad for both of us. It began to get on our
nerves. . It takes a great deal to get on the
iron nerves of a man like Vandeleur ; never-
theless, T began to think that they were
seriously shaken when I received, on a
certain afternoon in late October, the follow-
ing note : —

“My Dear Drucg,—There are fresh
developments in the grand hunt. Come and
dine with me to-morrow evening to meet
Professor Piozzi. New problems are on
foot.”

The grand hunt could, of course, only
mean one thing. What was upnow? What
in the name of fortune had Professor Piozzi,
the greatest and youngest scientist of the
day, to do with Madame Sara? But the
chance of meeting him was a strong induce-
ment to accept Vandeleur’s invitation. He
was our greatest experimental chemist.  Six
months ago his name had been on everyone’s
lips as the discoverer of a new artificial
lighting agent which, if commercially feasible,
would take the place of all other means
hitherto used.

Professor Piozzi was not yet thirty years
of age. He was an Italian by birth, but
spoke English as well as though it were his
native tongue.

At the appointed hour T found Vandeleur
standing by his hearth. A table in a distant
recess was laid for dinner. He greeted . me
with a gleam of pleasure in his eyes.

“What is the new problem?” I asked.
“It goes without saying that it has to do
_with Madame Sara.”

“I amn glad you were able to come before
Piozzi put in an appearance,” was Vandeleur’s
grave answer.

He paused for an mstant and then he
burst out with vehemence :—

“] owe Sara a debt of gratitude.

Hunt-
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ing her as a recreatlon is as good as huntmg

a man-eating tiger. I am getting at her now

by watching the movements of her victim.”

“Who is the victim? ” I interrupted.

- “No less a person than Professor Piozzi.”
“Impossible,” I answered. ‘
“Fact, all the same,” he replied. “The

Professor, notwithstanding his genius, is in

many ways credulous, unsuspicious, and

easily imposed upon.”

“ Nevertheless, I fail to understand,” 1
said.

‘“ Have you ever heard of the subtle power
of love?”

As Vandeleur spoke he stared hard at me,
then burst into an uneasy laugh.

“The Professor is in love,” he said.
“Madame’s last move is truly prompted by
genius. She has taken to exploiting one of
the most extraordinary-looking girls who have
electrified society for many a day. It isn’t
her mere beauty that draws everyone to
Donna Marta ; it is her peculiarity. She
has all the ways of an unconscious syren,
for never was anyone less self-conscious or
more apparently indifferent to admiration.”

“T have not heard of her,” I said.

“Then you have allowed the talk of the
town to shp past you, Druce,” was Vande-
leur’s answer. ‘““Donna Marta is the talk of
the town. No one knows where she has
sprung from ; no one can confidently asscrt
that this country or the other has had the
honour of her nationality. She belongs to
Madame Sara ; she accompanies her wherever
she goes, and Professor Piozzi is the victim.”

‘“ Are you sure ?” I asked.

“Certain. He follows them about like a
shadow. Madame is keeping more or less
in the background for the present. Donna
Marta is the lure. We shall next hear of
an engagement between our young friend
and this girl, whose antecedents no one
knows anything about. Madame has an
object, of course. She means mischief.”

It was my custom never to interrupt
Vandeleur when he was explaining one of
his theories, so I sat back in my chair and
allowed him to proceed without comment on
my part.

“ At the present moment,” he continued,
“1 happen to know that the Professor has
run to earth another of his amazing dis-
coveries in the carbon compounds. Nc cne
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“ 1 do not follow you,” replied the Professor,
knitting his brows. ‘ Madame is the reverse
of dangerous; she would help a fellow at a
pinch. She is as good as she is beautiful.”

Vandeleur made no reply. 1 was about
to speak, but I saw by his manner that he
would rather turn the conversation.

Once more we chatted on less exciting
topics, and it was not until the servants had
withdrawn that Vandeleur proceeded to
unfold the real business of the evening.

‘“ So you are going to astonish us all next
week, Professor, at the Royal Institution? Is
it true that you, and you alone, possess the
key of the discourse that you are to give us?”

“ Quite true,” he replied, with a smile.
“1 cannot help having the dramatic instincts
of my race. 1 love an artistic effect, and 1
think I can guarantee you English chemists
a little thrill on Saturday week. My paper
was ready a month ago, and since finishing
it I have been having a pleasant time. Unutl
a month ago your l.ondon was more or less
a closed book to me. Now, Madame Sara
and her young companion, Donna Marta,
have been taking me round. I have enjoyed
myself, not a doubt of it.”

He leant back in his chair and smiled.

“ That woman does plan things in a most
delightful manner,” . he continued, * and
whether she entertains in her own wonder-
ful reception-rooms at the back of her shop
in the Strand, or whether I meet her at the
houses of mutual friends, or at the play, or
the opera, she is always bright, vivacious,
charming. Donna Marta, of course, adds her
share to the delights. Yes, it is all happi-
ness,” continued the young Professor, rubbing
his hands together in a boyish manner. “You
English,” he added, fixing his bright blue
eves on Vandeleur's saturnine face, ‘“are so
dull, so—1I might add—riste.  And yet,” he
added, quickly, *you have your charm. Ohb,
undoubtedly yes. Your sincerity is so
marvellous, so—I ought to add—refreshing.
One can rely on it. But Madame has also
the sincere air, and yet to her are given the
brightness and vivacity which come from
living under bluer skies than yours.” :

The Professor's face was flushed; he
looked from Vandeleur to me with eagerness.
Vandeleur drew his chair a trifle closer.
Then, without warning, as though he could
not help himself, he sprang to his feet.

“ Professor Piozzi,” he said, *“you have
given our nation, perhaps unwittingly, a rare
and valuable tribute. You have just spoken
of our sincerity. I trust that we are sincere,
and I trust also that, so long as England
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remains England, an Englishman’s word will
be his bond. The best inheritance an
Englishman can receive from his forefathers
is ‘the power on all occasions to speak the
truth. You are my guest to-night. 1 have
the greatest respect for you; I admire your
genius as I never thought to admire the
genius of any man. It is most painful to me
to have to say a word that may seem discour-
teous to you, an honoured guest, but my heri-
tage as an Englishman forces me to speak the
truth. You know what 1 am—an official
criminal agent of the police. 1 will be quite
candid with you. My invitation to you to-
night was not purely the disinterested one
of enjoying the honour of your company,
but also to give you a warning with regard to
Madame Sara and the young girl who accom-
panies her into society. They are both
dangerous. I speak with knowledge. It is
true that the girl herself is in all probability
only the tool; but the woman ! Pro-
fessor, I bave met that woman before ; so
has my friend Druce. Our acquaintance
with her has not been agreeable. May I
proceed ?” .

The Professor’s face had now turned
almost crimson ; his blue eyes were starting
from his head ; he kept clenching and un-
clenching his right hand as though he could
scarcely contain himself. Vandeleur’s words,.
however, seemed to force him into an attitude
of attention. He listecned as though mes-
merized.

My friend then proceeded to give a vivid
sketch of some of the episodes which had
fallen to our share in the life of Madame
Sara. He spoke slowly, with great emphasis
and precision. He stated his case as though
he were addressing a jury in a court of
justice, scoring point after point with brevity
and brilliance. When at last he ceased to
speak the Professor was silent for half a
minute, then he rose with a jerk to his feet.
He was trembling, and his eyes flashed fire.

“ Mr. Vandeleur,” he said, ‘“we are ac-
quaintances of only a year’s standing; in
that time we have had some pleasant inter-
views. Your business is not an attractive
one, even when confined to its official pre-
cincts ; but to introduce it into private affairs
is not to be tolerated. You exceed the
limits of propriety in dictating to me as to
the choice of the list of my friends. Please
understand that from that list I erase your
name.”

He bowed stiffly, and walking across the
room took up his hat and coat and slammed
the door behind him.
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One of my most cotstant conipanions on
these occasions' is a man of - the name of
Samuel Pollak; the senior partner’in the firm
of Pollak -and Harman, patent agents,
Bishopsgate Street. Pollak is oneé of those
breezy, good-natured ‘individuals who make
a pleasant impression wherever they go. He
is stout of build and somewhat rubicund of
face, an excellent man of business and a
firm friend. I bave liked him for years, and
am always glad when -he occupies the same
table with me at lunch.

On the Friday following Vandeleur's
dinner Pollak and I met as usual. I noticed
on his entrance into the lunch-room a
particularly merry and pleased expression on
his face. He sat down and ordered a quart
of the most expensive brand of champagne.
He insisted on my joining him in a bumper
of the frothy wine, and after drinking his
health I could not help exclaiming :—

“You seem pretty jolly this morning,
Pollak. A successful flutter in Khakis ? ”

“ Ha, ha, ha !” was the answer. ‘‘Better
than a flutter, my boy. Certainties nowa-
days are what [ am thinking of, and I have
just bagged one, and a fat one.”

“ Capital. Tell me all about it,” I
answered. “ What is the yarn, Pollak?”

He gave me a somewhat vague smile, which
seemed to me to mingle a sort of contempt
with amusement, and said, impressively :—

“ A roaring commission, the biggest that
has been in the market for the last ten years.
Patent rights for every country on earth, and
a hundred shares allotted gratis when the
thing is floated. I tell you, Druce,” he
added, 1aising his voice, ““if it comes off I
retire with as near fifteen thousand a year as
I want.”

“You were born under a lucky star, there’s
no doubt of that,” I answered, somewhat
sharply, for Pollak’s manner had never im-
pressed me less favourably than it did this
morning. He was evidently almost beside
himself with excitement.

“1 congratulate you, of course,” I said,
after a moment. “Ask me to the house-
warming of your castle in Scotland, whenever
that event comes off. But can’t you give me
a hint with regard to this magnificent affair?
I am, as you know, a struggling pauper, and
should like to have my share of the pickings
if there are any at your disposal to give
away.”

“My lips are sealed,” he answered at once.
“] am sorry, for there is no one I should
like better to help. But I think I am justi-
fied in telling you this—the City will hum
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when the news is-out.- It-is immense, it is
colossal, it is paralyzing.”

“You excite my curiosity to a remarkable
extent,” I could not help saying. * Curiosity
has a great deal to do with my trade, as you
know.”

He finished his glass of champagne and
set it down. His eyes, as he fixed them on
me, were full of laughter. I almost won-
dered whether he was amusing -himself at
my expense; but no, his next words were
sane enough.

“There is another little matter I can
inform you about, Druce, without breaking
any confidence. 1 happen to know that
the fortunate patentee is a friend of yours.”

“A friend of mine?” I exclaimed. “ An
acquaintance, perhaps. 1 haven’t three
friends in the world.” :
. “A great friend—an admirer, too,” he
went on.

“An admirer!” I repeated, staring across
at him. “ A devoted admirer! Who is he?
Come, out with it, Pollak ; don’t keep me on
tenter-hooks.”

“Think over your list of admirers,” he
cried, tantalizingly.

“1 will hazard a guess, then ; but he isn’t
an admirer. Vandeleur,” I said.

“Ha, ha!” he roared. “ Better and
better. She admires him, too, I believe.”

“She!”

A strange thought seized me. 1 felt the
high spirits which Pollak had infected me
with depart as in a flash. I knew that in
spite of every effort my face had altered
in expression. Pollak gazed at me and said,
in a tone of triumph :—

‘“] see that you guess. The cat is out of
the bag.”

He chuckled.

*“Isn’t it superb?” he added.

“Madame Sara!” 1 ejaculated, when I
could find words.

He burst into a fresh roar of delight.

“There’s no harm in your knowing that
much,” he said. “But what’s up? You
look queer.”

The change in my demeanour must have
astonished him. I sat almost motionless,
staring into his face.

“ Nothing,” I answered, speaking as quietly
as 1 could. “The admiration you have
remarked upon is reciprocal. I am glad that
she has done so well.”

“She is particularly pleased,” continued
Pollak, “on account of her young protégée,
the lovely Donna Marta. The young lady
in question is. to make a very good match—
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“There was no accident in this matter,” he

said, with emphasis. * It was design. Deadly,
too. You would not have been alive now if
I had not come to you in the nick of time.
It is our duty, Professor, to go carefully into
every circumstance in order to insure you
against a further attempt on your life.”

“But I do no one harm,” he answered,
irritably.  “ Who could wish to take my life
from me? It is impossible. You are
labouring under a wrong impression.”

“We will let the motive rest for the
present,” replied Vandeleur. *“That the
attempt was made is certain. Our present
object is to discover how the poison got into
the milk. That is the question that must
be answered, and before Druce and I leave
this room. Who supplies you with milk,
Professor Piozzi ?”

Piozzi replied by a languid motion towards
the bell.

“ My man will tell you,” he said. “1 know
nothing about the matter.”

The servant was summoned, and his infor-
mation was brief and to the point. The
Professor’s milk was served by the same
milkman who supplied all the other members
of the mansion.

“Itis brought early in the morning, sir,”
said the man, “and left outside the door of
each flat. 'The housekeeper opens the house
door for the purpose. [ take it in myself
the first thing on nising.” :

“ And the can remains outside your door
with the house door open until you take it
in?” said Vandeleur.

“ Yes, sir, of course.”

“Thank you,” said Vandeleur.
will do.”

The man left the room.

“You see, Professor,” remarked my friend,
after the door had closed upon the servant,
‘“how simple the matter is. Anyone could
drop poison into the milk—that is, of course,
what somebody did. These modern arrange-
ments don’t take crime into account when
the criminal means business.”

The Professor lay still, evidently thinking
deeply. I noticed then, for the first time,
that a look of age had crept over his face.
It improved him, giving stability and power
to features too juvenile for the mass of know
ledge which that keen brain contained. His
eyes were full of trouble; it was evident
that his meditations were the reverse of
satisfactory.

“T am the last man to pretend not to see
when a self-evident fact stares me in the face,”
he said, at last. “There has been an attempt

“That

made to poison me. But by whom? Can
you tell me that, Mr. Vandeleur ?”

“1 could give a very shrewd guess,” replied
Vandeleur ; “but were 1 to name my sus-
picions you would be offended.”

“ Forgive me for my exhibition of rage the
other night,” he answered, quite humbly.
“ Speak your mind—I shall respect you what-
ever you say.”

“ In my mind’s eye,” said Vandeleur, slowly,
“] see a woman who has before attempted
the life of those whom she was pleased to call
her friends.”

The Professor started to his feet. Not-
withstanding his vehement assertion that he
would not give way to his emotions, he was
trembling all over.

“You cannot mean Madame Sara—you
will change your mind —I have something to
confide. Between now and last Wednesday
I have been affianced to Donna Marta. Yes,
we are to marry, and soon. Madame is
beside herself with bliss, and Donna Marta
herself- Ah, I have no words to speak
what my feelings are with regard to her.
Madame of all people would be the last to
murder me,” he added, wildly, “for she loves
Donna Marta.”

“] am deeply sorry, Professor, notwith-
standing your words and the very important
statement you have just made with regard to
the young lady who lives with Madame Sara,
to have to adhere to my opinion that there
1s a very deep-laid plot on foot, and that it
menaces your life. 1 stll believe that
Madame, notwithstanding your word, is head
and centre of that plot. Take my statement
for what it is worth. Itis, I can assure you,
the only thing that I can say. And now I
must ask you a few questions, and you must
have patience with me, great patience, while
you reply to them. I beg of you to tell me
the truth absolutely and frankly.”

“ I will,” answered the young man. “You
move me strangely. I cannot help believing
in you, although I bate myse!f for allowing
even one suspicious thought to fall on her.”

Vandeleur rose.

“Tell me, Mr. Piozzi,” he said, quietly,
“have you ever communicated to Madame
Sara the nature of your chemical discoveries?”

“ Never.”

‘“ Has she ever been here ? ”

“Oh, yes, many times. Last week she
and Donna Marta were both here. 1 had
a little reception for them. We enjoyed
ourselves ; she was delightful.”

“You have several rooms in
have you not, I’rofessor?”

this flat,
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diately answered. At last Piozzi had come
to the end of his narrative.

“That is it,” he said ; “the whole thing in
a nutshell.”

“Upon my word,” said Vandeleur, “it is
very ingenious and plausible, and may turn
out of immense benefit to the world ; but at
the present juncture I cannot see money in
it, and money is what Madame wants and
means to have. To be frank with you,
Professor, I see no earthly reason in her
wanting to patent what you have just told me.
But is there nothing else ? Are you certain ?”

“ Absolutely nothing,” was his response.

“ Well,” said Vandeleur, “ Tam puzzled. I
own it. I must think matters over.”

He was interrupted by a loud exclamation
from the young man.

“You are wrong after all, Mr. Vandeleur,”
he cried. *“ Madame means to. patent some-
thing else. Why should she not have a
great idea in her head quite apart from me
and mine? Ab, this relieves me—it makes
me happy. True, someone has tried to

murder me, but it is not Madame—it is not .

the lady whom Donna Marta loves.”

His eyes blazed with delight. He laughed
in feverish excitement.

After soothing him as best we could, and
trying to get a half-promise that he would
not see either Madame or the young lady
until we met again, we left him.

As we were walking from the house
Vandeleur turned to me and said : —

“I have been invited to a reception
to-night at the house of our mutual friends
the Lauderdales. I understand that both
Madame and the young lady are to be
present. Would you like to come with me?
I am allowed to bring a friend.”

I eagerly assented. We arranged when
and where to meet, and were about to part
when he suddenly exclaimed :—

“This is a difficult problem. I shall have
no rest until I have solved it. Piozzi’s dis-
covery is ingenious and clever, but at present
it is unworkable. I do not see daylight, but
no loophole is to be despised that may give
me what I want. Between now and our
meeting this evening I will try to have an
interview with Pollak. Give me his address.”

I did so, and we parted.

We met again at a late hour that evening
at the Lauderdales’ beautiful house in Port-
land Place. Wit and beauty were to be
found in the gay throng, also wisdom, and a
fair sprinkling of some of the most brilliant
brains in London. Men of note came face
to face with one in every direction ; but both

Vandeleur and I were seeking one face, and
one alone.

We found her at last, surrounded by a
throng of admirers. Madame was looking
her most brilliant and, I might add, her
youngest self. She was dressed in dazzling
white and silver, and whenever she moved
light seemed to be reflected at every point.
The brilliance of her golden hair was the
only distinct colour about her. By her side
stood Donna Marta, a tall, pale girl, almost
too slender for absolute beauty. Her grace,
however, was undeniable, and, although I
have seen more lovely faces, this one had a
singular power of attraction. When I looked
at her once I wanted to look again, and when
she slowly raised her luminous eyes and fixed
them on my face I owned to a thnll of
distinct gratification. I began to understand
the possibility of Piozzi’s giving himself up
absolutely to her charms.

Her presence here to-night, in conjunc-
tion with Madame Sara, produced an effect
which was as astonishing as it was rare.
Each acted as a perfect foil to the other,
each seemed to bring out the rare fascination
of her companion.

Donna Marta glanced at me again ; then
I saw her bend towards Madame Sara and
whisper something 1n her ear. A moment
later, to my amazement, the great lady and
the slender girl were by my side.

“ Mr. Druce, this is an unexpected plea-
sure. May I introduce you to my young
cousin, Donna Marta? Is your friend, Mr.
Vandeleur, also here to-night ?”

“He is; I will find him,” I replied.

I darted away, returning in a moment with
Vaundeleur. He and Madame moved a few
paces away and began to chat in pleasant
tones, just as though they were the best
friends in the world.

Meanwhile Donna Marta lingered near
me. I began to talk on indifferent subjects,
but she interrupted me abruptly.

“You are a friend of Professor Piozzi’s?”
she said, in a tentative voice. “Is he not
present to-night ?

“No,” I replied. Tt occurred to me that I
would test her. ‘The Professor cannot be
present, and I am sorry to have to give a
grave reason for his absence, for doubtless
Lady Lauderdale expected him to grace her
reception.”

“She did ; he was to be one of the lions,”
she replied, bending her stately head, with its
mass of blue-black hair.

“He is 1ll,” I continued, raising my own
eyes now and fixing them on her face.
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therefore determined that your lecture shall
not take place, nor your idea be given to the
world, until she has secured herself by patent
rights beyond dispute. I shall take care to
guard you, Professor, until you appear before
the Royal Society at eight o’clock to-night.
And I conclude, Mr. Pollak, that you, know-
ing at last the true facts of the case, will at
once cancel all negotiations with Madame
Sara. 1 presume, sir,” he added, bowing to
Piozzi, ‘‘ that you will like him to negotiate the
business in your name? A cursory inspection
of it must mean an enormous fortune for you,
for beyond doubt the chemical synthesis of
aliments would prove the solution of many
of the difficulties that now present them-
selves to the human race.”

The Professor sat quite silent for a minute
or two, then he rose and said, slowly : —

“I follow you, Mr. Vandeleur, and 1 see
that your deduction is the nght one as regards
the financial importance of my discovery.
How I did not see it sooner myself puzzles
me. As to Madame Sara, I would rather
not mention her name at present.”

Vandeleur made no reply to this, and a
moment later Pollak took his leave. I rose
also to go.

“Come back and dine with us, Druce,”
said Vandeleur. ‘¢ If Professor Piozzi declines
to talk of Madame Sara, neither will I
mention her name. We shall soon know the
best or the worst.” :

The rest of the day passed without adven-
ture. The dinner at Vandeleur’s turned out
somewhat dull. We were none of us in
good spirits, and, without owning it, we were
all anxiqus. As to the Professor, he scarcely
spoke a word and hardly touched his food.

About ten minutes to eight o’clock we
found ourselves at the Royal Institution.
Several leading scientists were there to
welcome the distinguished lecturer. 1
peeped from behind into the hall. It was
packed from front to back. The platform
was tastefully decorated with palms ; one of
peculiar grace and size drooped its finger-like
fronds over the table at which Piozzi was to
stand. As I saw it I heard as distinctly as
though the words were again being spoken :—

“Tell him whatever he does to keep in

the open. Tell him—from yourself.”
I had not done so. A mdmentary impulse
seized me. I would go to Piozzi and ask

him to have his table and chair moved to the
centre of the platform. Then I reflected
that such a proceeding would cause amaze-
ment, and that the Professor would probably
refuse to comply. Again I looked into the

hall, and now I gave a very visible start; for
in the front row, in brilliant evening dress,
sat Madame Sara and her young cousin.
Donna Marta’s face, usually so pale, was now
relicved by a crimson glow on each cheek.
This unusual colour brought out her beauty
to a dazzling degree. 1 noticed further that
her eyes had a filmy expression in them. I
remembered Vandeleur’s words. Beyond
doubt Madame had mesmerized her victim.
As to what it all meant, I will own that my
brain was in a whirl.

A few minutes passed, and then, amid a
thunder of applause, Piozzi, pale as ivory,
stepped on to the platform and walked
straight to the table over which hung the
graceful palm.

After a few words in which the young
Professor was introduced by the President of
the evening, the lecture about which so
much curiosity had been felt began. Van-
deleur and I stood side by side near one
of the entrance doors. From where we
stood we could sece Piozzi well. Vandeleur’s
face was rigid as steel.

A quarter of an hour passed, and sentence
by sentence, word by word, the young man
led up to his crucial point — his great
announcement.

“Look !” whispered Vandeleur, grasping
my wrist. * What in the world is the matter
with him?”

The Professor was still speaking, but his
words came in thick and indistinct sentences.
Suddenly he took hold of the table with both
hands and began to sway to and fro. The
next moment he ceased speaking, reeled,
made a lunge forward, and, with a loud crash,
fell senseless upon the floor. The scene of
consternation was indescribable. Vandeleur
and I both sprang forward. The unconscious
man was taken into one of the ante-rooms,
and by the immediate application of restora-
tives and .a great draught of fresh air, caused
by the open windows, he came gradually to
himself. But that he was still very ill was
evident ; his brain was confused ; he could
scarcely speak except in gasps. A doctor
who was present offered to sce him to his
house. We carried him to the first cab we
could find. I whispered in his ear that I
would call upon him later in the evening,
and then I returned to the hall.

Vandeleur was waiting for me.
grip on my arm.

“Come right up on to the platform,” he
said.

The excitement in his voice was only
exceeded by the look on his face.  Most

1 felt his
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