The Sorceress of the Strand.

By L. T. MEADE AND ROBERT EuUsTACE.
VI.-.THE TEETH OF THE WOLF.

COUNT on your accept-
ing,” said Vandeleur.

“But why?” 1 asked,
 with some impatience. “I
have never heard anything
favourable with regard to
Mrs. Bensasan. Her cruelties to her
animals are well known. Granted that she
is the best tamer of wild animals in Europe,
I would rather not know her.”

“That has nothing to do with the case in
point,” replied Vandeleur. “ Mrs. Bensasan
and Madame Sara are working one of
Madame’s worst plots. I have not the least
doubt on the subjegt. It is my business to
solve this mystery, and I want your aid.”

“ Of course, if you put it in that way I can
refuse no longer,” was- my response. * But
what do you mean ?” '

“Simply this.” As Vandeleur spoke he
leant back in his chair and drew a long puff
from his meerschaum. “I am acting in the
interests of Gerald Hiliers. You have, of
course, heard of the missing girl ?”

*“Your enigmas become more and more
puzzling,” I replied. “I know but little of
Gerald Hiliers. And who is the girl ?”

“1 have rather a pretty story to entertain
you with. This is the state of things, as
nearly as I can narrate it. Mrs. Bensasan,
the owner of Bensasan’s MenagerieS, is in
some ways the talk of London. She has
dared to do what hardly any other woman
has done before her. She runs her shows
herself, being always present at important
exhibitions. Her lion-taming exploits were
remarkable enough to arouse general atten-
tion in Paris last year, but now in London
she is going on an altered tack. She is
devoting herself to the taming of even wilder
and more difficult animals to manage—I
mean wolves.”

“ But what about the girl and your friend
Hiliers ?”

“T will explain.

But first let me tell you
about Mrs. Bensasan. I must describe
her before I go any farther. She is built
on a very large scale, being six feet in
height. She has strong features, prominent
eyes, and a ringing, harsh voice. der
mouth is remarkably large and wide. 1
understand that Madame Sara has supplied
her with a perfect set of false teeth,
so well made that they defy detection,

but altogether she is disagreeable to look
at, although the very essence of strength.
Now, this woman is a widow and has one
only child of the name of Laura, a girl about
nineteen years of age, who is in all respects
as unlike the mother as daughter could be,
for she is slight, fair, and gentle-looking, with
a particularly attractive face. Miss Laura has
had the bad taste, according to Mrs. Ben-
sasan, to fall in love with Hiliers, whereas
the mother wants her for a very different
bridegroom. I have known Hiliers for years,
and his father is a friend of mine. He is a
nice, gentlemanly fellow, with good com-
mercial prospects. Now, although it is
more than probable that Hiliers will be a
rich man, Mrs. Bensasan does not wish for
the match. She wants Laura to marry a
horrible, misshapen little man—a dwarf of
the name of Rigby. So far as I can ascer-
tain Rigby is half Jew, half Greek, and he
has evidently known Mrs. Bensasan for many
years. He lives in expensive lodgings near
Cavendish Square, drives a mail phaeton, and
has all the externals that belong to a rich
man. His face is as repulsive as his body is
misshapen. The girl cannot stand him, and
what the mother sees in him is the most
difficult part of the problem which I have
got to solve. It may be a case of blackmail.
If so, I must prove it. There is not the
slightest doubt that this extremely strong and
disagreeable woman fears Rigby, although
she professes to be a great friend of his.

“In addition, Madame Sara is Mrs.
Bensasan’s friend. She spends a great
deal of her time at Cray Lodge, the
pretty little place near Guildford where the
Bensasans live. These two women are evi-
dently hand in glove, and both have resolved
to give the poor girl to Joseph Rigby; as
things are at present Gerald Hiliers stands
a poor chance of winning his bride.”

“You say the girl is missing ? ”

“Yes. About a month ago Gerald wrote
to Mrs. Bensasan asking her for Laura’s
hand. He had quite a civil letter in reply,
stating that the matter required consideration,
and that just at present she would rather he
did not pay his addresses to her daughter.
Nevertheless, he received an invitation, a few
days later, to stay at Cray Lodge.

“He arrived there, was treated with
marked kindngss, and allowed to see Laura
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He was a beautiful creature, with long, very
thick grey hair, a bushy tail,
which at first sight looked gentle as that of
a Newfoundland dog. But when he saw
Mrs. Bensasan a rapid change came over
him. He crouched in one corner, his teeth
were bared, he growled audibly, and shivered
in every limb. ~Mrs. Bensasan stood a foot

away, holding her loaded whip slightly raised.

She said something to the animal. He
crouched as though to spring. ~In another
instant the whip descended ‘smartly on his
loins. The blood flowed freely from the poor
beast’s back. A fierce and terrible expres-
sion broke from the woman’s lips, and raising
the whip once again she lashed the animal
several times unmercifully. I could not
contain myself. I sprang forward to the
doors of the cage.

“Don’t be so cruel,” I said ;
tion is too horrible.”

She turned at once at the sound of my
voice. I noticed that her face was deadly
whlte and covered with perspiration.

“ Don't interfere,” she said, in a low tone
of fierce anger.

Then, fixing her eyes on Taganrog, she
raised the whip once more with a menacing
attitude and pointed to the kennel. The
wolf gave her a cowed look from his blood-
shot eyes and slunk in, growling as he
disappeared.

Going up to the kennel she shot the bolt
~and made it fast. Then, returning the whip
to its place, she opened the iron gates, passed
through, locked them, and faced me.

“When you came so near you were in
danger,” she said. “You did a mad thing.
Taganrog was in the mood to spring at any-
one. He fears me, but he would have torn
you savagely even through the bars. In his
moments of fear and passion, to tear anyone
limb from limb would be his delight. You
were foolhardy and in danger.”

We were walking slowly back to the house,
and had gone about twenty yards, when a
cry, clear, full, and piercing, rang on the air.
It was so terrible and so absolutely un-
expected that I stood still and faced Mrs.
Bensasan.

“That is the cry of a woman,” I said.
“ What is wrong?”

She smiled, and stood still as though she
were listening. The cry was not repeated,
but the next instant the howl of many
wolves in evident hunger broke on the
stillness.

“What was that other cry ?” I asked.

“One of the wolves, perhaps,”

“ this exhibi-

she

and a face
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answered, “ or ”—she shrugged her shoulders
—*“the ghost may really exist.”

“ What ghost? Please speak Mrs. Ben-
sasan.’

- Again she shrugged her shoulders.

“There is a story extant in these parts, to
which, of course, I give no credence,” she
replied ; “but the country folks say that the
old vaults under the kennels are haunted.
Those vaults are useless now and out of
repair, but they say that a madman once
lived in Cray Lodge. He kept foxhounds,
and his wife died under mysterious circum-
stances. The Story is that he shut her into
the cellars and starved her. I do not know
any particulars—the whole thing happened
years ago—but the country folks will tell you,
if you question them, that now and then her
cry comes out on the midnight or evening
air. I am rather pleased with the story than
otherwise, for it keeps people off the vicinity
of my wolves. You know, of course, why I
asked you and Mr. Vandeleur here? Not
only for the pleasure of your company, but in
order that your éxceedingly clever friend may
discover if there are any people in the neigh-
bourhood who would dare to tamper with my
special pets. ' It would be easy to throw
them poisoned meat through the iron bars of
their enclosures. A woman in my profession
is surrounded by enemies. Ah'! how excited
my wolves are to-night! Listen to Taganrog ;
he is expressing his feelings.”

A prolonged howl, full of misery, rent the
airr. We both returned in silence to the
house.

“You will find the hall warm and com-
fortable, Mr. Druce. Ah! there is Madame
Sara sitting by the fire ; she is always good
company. Go and talk to her. You need
not begin to prepare for dinner for over an
hour.”

She left me and I went into the hall.
Madame Sara was seated near the fire. The
firelight fell on the red gold of her beautiful
hair and lit up the soft complexion.

I sat down beside her.

“Will you answer a question?” I said,
suddenly. “Where is Miss Bensasan?”

“That secret belongs to her mother.”

“ But you know—I am certain you know.”

“The secret belongs to Mrs. Bensasan,”
was Madame’s reply.

She sat still, gazing into the flames that
licked the great logs on the hearth. I watched
her. She was as great an enigma to me as ever.
Suddenly she spoke in a reflective voice.

“You are, of course, aware that Mr.
Hiliers is the son of a very wealthy man?”
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Vandeleur then, with long strides, disap-
peared up the avenue. I wondered what he
was doing and what was the matter. I
wanted his confidence, but did not care to
press for it.

Shortly before lunch, as I was walking on
the borders of the pine wood, I was amazed to
see Madame Sara drive up in a dog-cart. She
saw me, pulled in the mare which she was
driving herself, flung the reins to the groom,
and alighted with her usual agility.

“Ah!” she called out, “I am glad to see
you. You wonder where I have been.”

I made no reply.

“ Conlfess to your curiosity,” she continued.

“’I'nis is an extraordinary day, and my
nerves are in a strange state. Much—every-
thing—hangs on the issues of to-night. Mr.
Druce, I want to confide in you.”

“Don't!” I could not help exclaiming.

“You must listen. This is what has
happened. When friends fall out--ah! you
know the old proverb—well, friends have
fallen out, for Mrs. Bensasan and I have
quarrelled ; oh, my friend, suck a quarrel!
A point was to be solved. Julia Bensasan
wished the solution to take one form, while
I was just as resolved that it should take
another. She is a powerful woman, both
physically and mentally, but she is destitute
of tact. She has no reserve of genius in her
nature. Now, I ” —she drew herself up—
“] am Madame Sara, known to the world
for very remarkable abilities. In this conflict
I shall win.’

“ Explain, will you?” I sald

‘““Ah ! you are curious atlast. Mr. Druce,
it is a very remarkable fact that you and your
friend should have been fighting so hard
against me for so many months, and in the
end be altogether on my side.”

“What do you mean?”

“ Need you ask ?” she replied.  ¢“ Are not
your wishes and mine identical? We want
to make a girl happy. We have resolved to
give her to the man who loves her and whom
she loves. Need I say any more ?”

“ Madame Sara,” I said, *“you do nothing
without a price. Have you a chance of
receiving the dlamond?”

“I have a passion,” she said, slowly, ¢ for
things unique, strange, and priceless. I go
far to seek them, still farther to obtain them.
Neither life nor death stands in my. way.
Yes, the stone is mine.’

* Impossible ! ”

“Ttis true. I went to town this morning.
I saw old Mr. Hiliers. He gave me the
diamond. I keep it on a condition.”
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I was speechless from amazement. She
looked at me, then said, slowly :—

“I find the lost girl and give her to
Gerald Hiliers.”

“ But why has his father changed his mind ?
Gerald told me only yesterday how callous
he was with regard to the whole matter.”

“Ah ! be is callous no longer. He and I
have both a desire, I for unique treasures
and he for unlimited wealth. The love of
gold is his passion. I have informed him
with regard to some things in connection
with , Mrs.. Bensasan. She is one of the
richest women in England ; Laura is her only
child and heiress. I-have done something
else for him.”

“ What is that?” _

“Imparted to him a secret by which he
can in a measure recover his lost youth. To
offer a man both youth and riches presents a
temptation impossible for the ordinary man
to resist. Mr. Hiliers is quite ordinary ; he
struggled, but in the end succumbed. 1
knew he would.” -

Her eyes sparkled.

“Will you tell me one thing?” I said.
“ Why does Mrs. Bensasan want her daughter
to marry Joseph Rigby? Is he so rich and
so desirable ?”

She came a step nearer.

“Your friend, Mr. Vandeleur, is on the
track of that secret,” she said. *“ I could tell
him now, but I delay just for a time. As
you know so much you may as well know
this.- Rigby is greater and more powerful
than the richest man or the most beautiful or
the greatest on earth. He holds a secret—it
is connected with Mrs. Bensasan. laura is
the price of his silence. Ah! have I been
overheard ?”

She sprang away from me.
rustle in the bushes near by. I rushed up to
them and tore them asunder. No one was
to be seen. But Madame Sara’s face had
changed. It was full of a curious, most
ghastly fear.

“[ have been imprudent,” she said, in a
low voice, “and for the first time in my life.
Is it possible that success has turned my
brain ?”

. She did not wait to give me another

There was a

-glance, but hurried to the house.

We dined early that night, as Mrs.
Bensasan’s exhibition was to take place at
eight o'clock. ‘The dinner was gay; the
conversation  bright ; repartee and wit
sparkled like champagne. On the face of
Mrs. Bensasan, however, there was a fierce,
cruel look, which was so dominant that, with
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290 THE STRAND
lying on the floor of the cage. Long quivers
passed over her frame. She was evidently in
mortal agony. We all rushed forward, burst
open the door of the cage, and entered.

Vandeleur went on his knees cad bent
over the prostrate woman.

“1 die,” she said; “I have only a few
minutes to live. Listen!”

She tried to press her hand to her side; a
great spurt of blood poured from her lips.

“1 am shot through the lungs,” she said.
“Hers was the surest aim in the world.
You may know all now. Madame Sara and
I arranged this exhibition, and you, Mr.
Vandeleur, were to be the victim. Madame
got you both down here on purpose. It was
she who thought the thing out; we did not
believe we could manage the death of you
both, but one at least seemed certain. Your
methods were more deadly than those of Mr.
Druce, therefore you were appointed to be
the victim. But when the wicked quarrel—
ah! you see for yourselves the result. You
shall know all now.

“ Joseph Rigby—yes, he is there, but it
doesn’t matter ; he knew a story about me.
Madame also knew, but he had the evidence
and she had not. He could hang me--it hap-
pened years ago—1I poisoned my husband.”

“1 know,” said Vandeleur. “I found the
particulars yesterday, in the books at West-
minster. I meant to speak to you to-morrow
—Dbut no matter.”

“Bah !” she said, “nothing matters now.
I hated that feeble man. I poisoned him
with arsenic.  Rigby knew, and from that
day he blackmailed me heavily. Six months
ago he set his heart on securing my pretty,
gentle Laura—Laura with her money was
to be his price. 1 did not dare to give
her to another. I was determined that
she should marry him; I would make her
submit. One night Madame and I took her
away in a cab. This was to blind the neigh-
bours. | Towards morning we brought her
back and put her into the cellars below
the kennels. When you, Mr. Vandeleur,
examined them, you knew nothing of a small
dungeon below the second cellar.  Laura was
put there. She is gagged in the dungeon
now. You will find the spot by a jagged
cross scratched over the stone above. She
is uninjured. She inherits my moncy. When
I die Rigby will be powerless.  You can give
her to the other man.”

Vandeleur placed his hand under her
shoulders and slightly raised her head.

“ Madame shot me through the lungs,”
she continued. ¢ My lifec is only a matter
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of minutes. I go to my death unabsolved
and unafraid. Madame, at least, is dead.
She was cleverer than 1 and more subtle.
Ah'! there never was a brain like hers. She
arranged to help me; Rigby should obtain
Laura, and you, Mr. Vandeleur, should die.
All was going well, but avarice got the better
of her. For the sake of a stone, a bauble,
she gave me up, and I could not brook that.
I resolved that the means which were meant
to compass your death should compass hers.
Revenge became the strongest motive of my
life. My intention was, had all succeeded,
to lay the blame on Taganrog. It would
have been natural, would it not, to suppose
that the wolf- But look !”

Her eyes sought the floor, and Vandeleur,
bending down, picked up two great sets of
steel teeth, fashioned somewhat after the
teeth of a wolf.  They jangled horribly as he
shook them in his hand. The dying eyes
gleamed.

“She made them,” whispered the ex-
hausted voice. “She made them for me to
use in order to take you by surprise, to spring
on you and tear your throat out. An excuse
was to be made which was to bring you first
on the scene to-night. The keepers were to
be dismissed beforehand. All the world
would suppose that it was an accident and
that the wolf had destroyed you. She and
I would have known better. 1 guessed her
treachery and followed her to-day, and heard
what she said to Mr. Druce. Instantly I
changed my tactics. Yow should live, but
sHE should die! 1 sent for her first on
purpose. She must have scented my change
of front, for she had her revolver. The
wolf killed her-—1 had no need to use those

hideous teeth; but before she died she
raised that toy instrument and inflicted
my death wound. It was I who shot the
wolf ——”

Her voice faded away into silence. The
dimness of death covered her awful, too
bright eyes. A minute or two later she

breathed her last.

We rescued Laura Bensasan from her
terrible prison. We took from that den a
distracted and nearly mad girl. We brought
her back to the house, and did all that
ingenuity and kindness could suggest for her
benefit. But one look at Hilicers was better
for ber than all our sympathy. She flew to
him. He took her in his arms. He loved
her and she loved him. There was no
longer any bar to their happiness and future
union.





