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THE PLAGUE COURT MURDERS


CHAPTER I

Old Merrivale, that astute and garrulous lump who sits with his feet on the desk at the War Office, has been growling again for somebody to write the story of the Plague Court murders; chiefly, it is believed, to glorify himself. He does not have so much glory nowadays. His department had ceased to be called the Counter-Espionage Service; it has become merely the M.I.D., and its work is somewhat less dangerous than taking photographs of the Nelson Monument.

I have pointed out to him that neither of us has any connection with the police, and that, since I left his service some years ago, I have not even his excuse. Besides, our friend Masters—now Chief Inspector of the Criminal Investigation Department—might not like it. I was, therefore, inveigled into playing a cold poker-hand to determine whether I should write it, or somebody else. I forget who the other person was to be, but it was not Sir Henry Merrivale.

My own connection with the case began on the night of September 6, 1930: the rainy night when Dean Halliday walked into the smoking-room of the Noughts-and-Crosses Club and made his startling statements. And one fact must be emphasized. Had it not been for the streak of morbidity that ran through his whole family—as witness James—or possibly for Dean’s fits of hard drinking during the years he was in Canada, he would never have reached a dangerous state of nerves. You saw him at the club, wiry and vital in his movements, with his sandy mustache, his young-old face and reddish hair, his heavy forehead above sardonic eyes. Yet you invariably felt there was a shadow there—some snag out of the past. Once, in one of those casual shifting discussions, somebody was haranguing us about the newest scientific terms for madness; and Halliday said suddenly, blasting the talk with the personal, “You never know, do you? My brother James, now—” Then he laughed.

I had known him for some time before we became at all friendly. We used to fall into casual conversation in the smoking-room at the club. What I knew of Halliday—for we never talked of personal matters—was fired at me by my sister, who happened to be well acquainted with Lady Benning, Halliday’s aunt.

He was, it appeared, the younger son of a tea-importer who had got so rich that he could refuse a title, and say that his firm was too old for that sort of thing. The old man, Dean’s father, had side-whiskers and a turkeycock nose. He was sour enough to his associates, but fairly indulgent toward his sons. The real head of the family, however, was Lady Benning, his sister.

Dean went through a number of phases. Before the war, as an undergraduate, he was one of the customary down-from-Cambridge bloods. Then the war came along. Like a number of others, the drawler suddenly became an amazingly good soldier. He left the army with a D.S.O. and a lot of shrapnel inside, and then started raising hell in earnest. There was trouble; a dubious nymph sued for breach of promise; family portraits wriggled with horror; and, with that happy British optimism which decides that bad ways always change if they are practiced somewhere else. Dean was packed off to Canada.

Meantime, his brother had inherited Halliday and Son at the death of the old man. Brother James was Lady Benning’s favorite and darling; James was this, James was that, James was a model of soft-spoken rectitude and precision. …The truth of the matter lay in the fact that James was a decayed little prig. He used to go on ostensible business-trips and lie speechlessly fuddled in bawdy houses for two-week periods, then slip back quietly to Lancaster Gate, with his hair brushed straight again, complaining resignedly of his health. I knew him slightly—a smiling man always in a mild sweat, who couldn’t sit still in a chair. All this mightn’t have hurt him, if it hadn’t been for what he called his conscience. His conscience got him, presently. He went home one night and shot himself.

Lady Benning was distracted. She had never liked Dean—I think it probable that, in some obscure way, she held him responsible for James’s death—but now it was necessary to recall him as head of the family from his nine year exile.

He had sobered down, but he still had enough of the old humorous devil to make him good (sometimes dangerous) company. He had seen men and places. He had acquired a tolerant droop of the eyelid. Also, there was about him a cetrtain fresh vitality and frankness which must have disturbed the somnolent air round Lancaster Gate. You liked his grin. He was very fond of beer, detective stories, and poker. Anyhow, things seemed to be going well for the returned prodigal; but I think he was lonely.

Then something happened. It was more than unexpected, because I had heard from my sister, a short time before, that he was “understood” to be engaged to be married. After mentioning the girl’s name as Marion Latimer, my sister had enlivened the afternoon with a rapid and Tarzan-like inspection of her family tree. When the branches were all tested, my sister had smiled grimly over her folded hands, looked in a sinister fashion at the canary, and said she hoped it would turn out all right.

But something had happened. Halliday was one of those people who carry their own atmospheres about with them. We felt it at the club, though he spoke to us as usual. Nobody said anything; Halliday would glance at us sharply, and try to be the jolly good fellow; and afterwards he would look confused. There was something wrong with his laugh. He used it too often, and spilled cards on the table when he shuffled sometimes, because he had not been looking at them. This went on for a week or two, not very pleasantly. Then, after a time, he stopped coming altogether.

One night I was sitting in the smoking-room after dinner. I had just ordered coffee, and I was in one of those thick sloughs of boredom where every face looks vapid; where you wonder why the whole rushing, solemn routine of a city doesn’t get sick of its own nonsense and stop. It was a wet night, and the big, brown-leather smoking-room was deserted. I was sitting idly near the fire making nothing of a newspaper, when Dean Halliday walked in.

I sat up a little—there was something in the way he walked. He hesitated, looked around, and stopped again. He said, “Hullo, Blake,” and sat down some distance away.

The silence was doubly uncomfortable. What he thought was in the air, was all about, was as palpable as the fire at which he was staring. He wanted to ask me something, and couldn’t. I noticed that his shoes and the edges of his trousers were muddy, as though he had been walking far; he seemed unconscious of the damp-extinguished cigarette between his fingers. There was no humor now in the low chin, the high forehead, the high-muscled jaws.

I crackled my newspaper. Remembering it afterwards, I think it was then my eye caught a small headline towards the foot of the first page: “STRANGE THEFT AT–” but I did not read it at the time, or notice any more.

Halliday inflated his chest. Quite suddenly he looked up.

“Look here, Blake” he said in a sort of rush. “I regard you as a pretty level-headed fellow. …”

“Why don’t you tell me about it?” I suggested.

“Ah,” he said, and sat back in his chair; and looked at me steadily. “If you won’t think I’m a jabbering ass. Or an old woman. Or—” As I shook my head he interposed: “Wait Blake. Wait a bit. Before I tell you about it, let me ask you whether you’re willing to give me a hand in what you’ll probably call an idiotic business. I want you to …”

“Go on.”

“To spend the night in a haunted house,” said Halliday.

“What’s idiotic about that?” I asked, trying to conceal the fact that my boredom had begun to disappear; I felt an anticipatory pleasure, and my companion seemed to notice it.

He laughed a little, now. “Right. I say, this is better than I’d hoped for!—I didn’t want you to think I was crazy, that’s all. You see, I’m not interested in the blasted business; or I wasn’t. They may return, or they may not. I don’t know. All I do know is that, if matters keep on in the present way, then—I’m not exaggerating—two lives are going to be ruined.”

He was very quiet now, staring at the fire, speaking in an absent voice.

“Six months ago, you see, the whole thing would have seemed wildly absurd. I knew Aunt Anne was going to a medium—or mediums. I knew she had persuaded Marion to go along with her. Well, damn it—I couldn’t see any harm in that.” He shifted. “I suppose I thought of it, if I thought about it at all, as a fad like bagatelle or jigsaw puzzles. I certainly supposed that Marion at least would keep her sense of humor. …” He looked up. “I’m forgetting something. Tell me, Blake. Do you believe?”

I said I would always be prepared to accept satisfactory evidence, but that I had never come on it as yet.

“I wonder,” he mused. “ ‘Satisfactory evidence.’ Ha. What the devil is it anyhow?” His short brown hair had tumbled partly across his forehead; his eyes were full of a hot baffled anger; and muscles tightened down his jaws. “I think the man’s a charlatan. Well and good. But I went myself to a God-forsaken house—alone—nobody else there-nobody knew I was going. …

“Listen, Blake. I could tell you the whole story, if you insist on knowing. I don’t want you to walk in blindfold. But I’d rather you didn’t ask anything. I want you to go with me, tonight, to a certain house in London; to tell me whether you see or hear anything; and, if you do, whether you can explain it on natural grounds. There’ll be no difficulty about getting into the house. It belongs to our family, as a matter of fact. …Will you go?”

“Yes. You expect a trick, then?”

Halliday shook his head. “I don’t know. But I can’t tell you how grateful I’d be. I don’t suppose you’ve had any experience in these matters? Old empty house—things. … Good God, if I only knew more people! If we could get somebody to go with us who knew all about fake. … What are you laughing at?”

“You need a good stiff drink. I wasn’t laughing. I was only thinking that I knew our man, provided you don’t object—”

“Object?”

“To a Detective-Inspector from Scotland Yard.”

Halliday stiffened. “Don’t talk rot. Above every-thing else, I don’t want the police in on this. Forget it, I tell you! Marion would never forgive me.”

“Oh, not in an official capacity, you understand. Masters makes rather a hobby of this.” I smiled again, thinking of Masters the unruffled, Masters the ghost-breaker; the big, stout, urbane man who was as pleasant as a card-sharper and as cynical as Houdini. During the spiritualistic craze that took England after the war, he was a detective-sergeant whose chief business was the exposing of bogus mediums. Since then his interest had increased (apologetically) into a hobby. In the workshop of his little house at Hampstead, surrounded by his approving children, he tinkered with ingenious devices of parlor magic; and was altogether highly pleased with himself.

I explained all this to Halliday. First he brooded, ruffling the hair at his temples. Then he turned a flushed, grim, rather eager face.

“By Jove, Blake, if you can get him—! You understand we’re not investigating mediums now: we’re only going to a supposedly haunted house. …”

“Who says it’s haunted?”

There was a pause. You could hear tangled motor-horns shrilling and squawking outside the windows.

“I do,” he said quietly. “Can you get in touch with this detective-fellow at once?”

“I’ll ’phone him.” I got up, stuffing the newspaper into my pocket. “I shall have to tell him something of where we’re going, you know.”

“Tell him anything. Tell him—stop a bit! If he knows anything about London ghosts,” said Halliday grimly, “just tell him ‘the house in Plague Court.’ That’ll fetch him.”

The house in Plague Court! As I went out to the lobby and the telephone, some dubious memory stirred, but I could not place it.

Masters’ slow, deep voice was a pleasant sanity over the telephone.

“Ah!” said he. “Ah sir? And how are you? Haven’t seen you in a dog’s age. Well, and is anything on your mind?”

“A good deal,” I told him, after the amentities. “I want you to go ghost-hunting. Tonight, if you can manage it.”

“Hum!” remarked the unsurprised Masters, as though I had asked him to go to the theater. “You’ve hit my weakness, you know. Now, if I can manage it. … What’s it all about, then? Where are we to go?”

“I’ve been instructed to tell you ‘the house in Plague Court.’ Whatever that means.”

“Plague Court! Have you got anything?” Masters inquired, rather sharply. He sounded startingly professional now. “Has it anything to do with that business at the London Museum?”

“I don’t know what the devil you’re talking about, Masters. What’s the London Museum got to do with it? All I know is that a friend of mine wants me to investigate a haunted house, tonight, if possible, and bring an experienced ghostlayer along. If you’ll come here as soon as you can, I’ll tell you all I know. But ‘London Museum’—”

Another hesitation, while Masters clucked his tongue. “Have you seen today’s paper, then? No? Well, have a look at it. Find the account of the London Museum business, and see what you make of it. We thought that ‘lean man with his back turned’ might have been somebody’s imagination. But maybe it wasn’t. … Yes, I’ll catch the tube—you’re at the ‘Noughts-and-Crosses,’ you say?—right! I’ll meet you there in an hour. I don’t like this business, Mr. Blake. I don’t like it at all. Good-by.”

My pennies clinked in the telephone, and were gone.


CHAPTER II

An hour afterwards, when the porter came in to tell us that Masters was waiting in the Visitors’ Room, Halliday and I were still talking over that notice we had missed in the morning paper. It was one of a series of feature articles headed: “Today’s Strange Story—No. 12.”

STRANGE THEFT AT LONDON MUSEUM

Weapon Missing from “Condemned Cell”

Who Was the “Lean Man with His Back Turned”?

At the London Museum, Lancaster House, Stable Yard, St. James’s, there occurred yesterday afternoon one of those thefts of relics sometimes committed by souvenir-hunters; but in this case the circumstances were unusual, puzzling, and the cause of some apprehension.

A history of blood and villainy surrounds many of the exhibits in the basement of this famous museum, where are displayed Thorp’s Models of Old London.

In one large room, used mostly for the display of prison relics, is a life-size model of a condemned cell at old Newgate Prison, made of the bars and timbers from the original cell. On the wall-unticketed—hung what is described as a crudely fashioned steel dagger about eight inches long, with a clumsy hilt and a bone handle on which were cut the letters L.P. It disappeared yesterday afternoon between 3 and 4 o’clock. Nobody knows the thief.

Your correspondent visited the place, and confesses he received a start at the realism of the condemned cell. The whole room is grim enough—low and duskily lighted. There is the original grated door of Newgate, ponderous in rusty bolts, salvaged in 1903. There are manacles, leg-irons, huge, corroded keys and locks, cages, torture-instruments. Occupying one wall, in neat frames, are bills and popular broadsides of old executions from several centuries—all bordered in black, printed in smeary type, with a grisly woodcut showing the butchery, and the pious conclusion, “God Save the King.”

The condemned cell, built into one corner, is not for children. I say nothing of a real “prison smell’ which seems to cling to it; of the real terror and despair conveyed by this rotting hole. But I want to congratulate the artist who made that shrunken-faced wax effigy in its rags of clothes, which seems to start up off the bed as you look inside.

Still, it is all one to ex-Sgt. Parker, who has served as attendant here for eleven years. And this is what he says:

“It was about three o’clock in the afternoon. Yesterday was a ‘free day’ and there were lots of children. I could hear a party of them going through the next rooms, making a good deal of noise.

“I was sitting near the window, some distance away from the cell, looking at a newspaper. It was a dull day, foggy, and the light bad. So far as I thought, there was nobody else in that room.”

Then Sergeant Parker had what he can only describe as a “queer feeling.” He looked up. And, though he had thought there was nobody else in the room:

“There was a gentleman standing at the door of the cell over there, with his back to me, looking in.

“I can’t describe him, except that he was very lean, and had darkish clothes on. He seemed to be moving his head slowly, and sort of jerkily, as though he wanted to take a good look at the cell but had trouble with his neck. I wondered how he had got there without my hearing and supposed he had come through the other door. I went back to my paper again. But I kept getting that queer feeling; so, to satisfy myself, just before all the children came in, I went over and looked into the cell.

“First I couldn’t tell what was wrong, and then it struck me: that knife, hanging up over the effigy, was missing. Of course, the man was gone, and I knew he had got it, and I reported it.”

Sir Richard Meade-Browne, curator of the museum, commented later:

“I trust you will broadcast, through the columns of your newspaper, an appeal for public cooperation to stop this vandalism of valuable relics.”

The dagger, Sir Richard stated, was listed as the gift of J.G. Halliday, Esq., and was dug up in 1904 on the grounds of a property belonging to him. It is conjectured to have been the property of one Louis Playge, Common Hangman of the Borough of Tyburn in the years 1663-65. Being of doubtful authenticity, however, it was never exhibited as such.

No trace of the thief has been found. Detective-Sergeant McDonnell, of Vine Street, is in charge.

 

Now all this was, if you will, a journalist’s stunt; a penny-a-liner’s way of making copy on a dull day. I read it first standing in the lobby of the club, after I had telephoned to Masters, and then I wondered whether I ought to show it to Halliday.

But I put it into his hands when I returned to the smoking-room, and watched his face while he read it.

“Steady!” I said. For the freckles began to start out against his changing face as he read it; then he got up uncertainly, looked at me for a moment, and threw the paper into the fire.

“Oh, that’s all right,” he said. “You needn’t worry. This only relieves my mind. After all—this is human, isn’t it? I was worrying about something else. This man Darworth, this medium, is behind it; and the plan, whatever it is, is at least human. The suggestion in that blasted article is absurd. What’s the man trying to say?—that Louis Playge came back after his own knife?”

“Masters is coming,” I said. “Don’t you think it would be better if you told us something about it?”

He shut his jaws hard. “No. You made a promise, and I’ll hold you to it. I won’t tell you—yet. When we start out for the infernal place, I’ll stop by at my flat and get you something which will explain a good deal; but I don’t want you to see it now … Tell me something. They say that a soul on the lower plane, a malevolent one, is always watchful and always cunning. That this one mass of dead evil is always waiting for the opportunity to take possession of a living body, and change the weak brain for its own, just as it infests a house. Do you think, then, that the clot could take possession …?”

He hesitated. I can still see him standing in the firelight, a curious deprecating smile on his face, but a fierce stare in his red-brown eyes.

“You’re talking rot now,” I said sharply. “And you’ve confused your facts. Take possession! Of what?”

“Of me,” said Halliday quietly.

I said what he needed was not a ghost-breaker, but a nerve-specialist. Then I dragged him off to the bar and saw that he swallowed a couple of whiskies. He was submissive; he even achieved a sort of satirical jollity. When we returned to the newspaper article, as we did again and again, he seemed again his old, lazy, amused self.

Still, it was a relief to see Masters. We found Masters standing in the Visitors’ Room: large and rather portly, with his bland shrewd face, his sedate dark overcoat, and his bowler held against his breast as though he were watching a flag-procession go by. His grizzled hair was brushed carefully to hide the bald spot, his jaw looked heavier and his expression older since I had last seen him—but his eyes were young. Masters suggests the Force, though only slightly: something in the clump of his walk, the way his eyes go sharply from face to face, but there is none of the peering sourness we associate with Public Protectors. I could see that Halliday immediately unbent and felt at ease before his practical solidity.

“Ah, sir,” he said to Halliday, after the introductions; “and you’re the one who wants a ghost laid?” This time he spoke as though he had been asked to install a radio. He smiled. “Mr. Blake’ll tell you I’m interested. Always have been. Now, about this house in Plague Court.”

“You know all about it, I see,” said Halliday.

“We-ell,” said Masters, putting his head on one side, “I know a little. Let me see. It came into possession of your family a hundred-odd years ago. Your grandfather lived there until the eighteen-seventies; then he moved out, quite suddenly, and refused to go back … And it’s been a white elephant ever since, which none of your people have ever been able to let or sell. Taxes, sir, taxes! Bad.” Masters’ mood seemed to change—smoothly, but with a compelling persuasion. “Now, Mr. Halliday, come! You’re good enough to say I can give you a little help. So I know you won’t mind returning the favor. Strictly unofficially, of course. Eh?”

“Depends. But I think I can promise that much.”

“Just so, just so. I take it you’ve seen the paper today?”

“Ah!” murmered Halliday, grinning. “The return of Louis Playge; is that what you mean?”

Inspector Masters returned the smile, blandly. He lowered his voice. “Well, as man to man, now, can you think of anybody—anybody you know, perhaps—any real flesh-and-blood person—who might be interested in lifting that dagger? That’s my question, Mr. Halliday. Eh?”

“It’s an idea,” Halliday admitted. Perching himself on the edge of a table, he seemed to debate something in his mind. Then he looked at Masters with shrewd inspiration. “First off, I’ll give you a counter-question, Inspector. Do you know one Roger Darworth?”

Not a muscle moved in the other’s face, but he seemed pleased.

“Possibly you know him, Mr. Halliday?”

“Yes. But not so well as my aunt, Lady Benning. Or Miss Marion Latimer, my fiancée, or her brother, or old Featherton. Quite a circle. Personally, I am definitely anti-Darworth. But what can I do? You can’t argue; they only smile on you gently and say you don’t understand.” He lit a cigarette and twitched out the match; his face looked sardonic and ugly. “I was only wondering whether Scotland Yard happened to know something of him? Or that red-headed kid of his?”

Those two exchanged a glance, and spoke without uttering a word. In words Masters only answered, carefully: “We know nothing whatever against Mr. Darworth. Nothing whatever. I have met him; a very amiable gentleman. Very amiable, nothing ostentatious. Nothing claptrap, if you know what I mean …”

“I know what you mean,” agreed Halliday. “In fact, during her more ecstatic moments, Aunt Anne describes the old charlatan as ‘saint-like.’ ”

“Just so,” said Masters, nodding. “Tell me, though. Hum! Excusing delicate questions and all, should you describe either of the ladies as at all … hurrum?”

“Gullible?” Halliday interpreted the strange noise Masters had produced from some obscure depth in his throat. “Good Lord, no! Quite the contrary. Aunt Anne is one of those little old ladies who look soft, and actually are honey and steel-wire. And Marion–well, she is Marion, you see.”

“Exactly so,” agreed Masters, nodding again.

Big Ben was striking the half hour as the porter got us a taxi, and Halliday told the man to drive to an address in Park Lane; he said he wanted to get something from his flat. It was chilly, and still raining. The black streets were adazzle with split reflections of lights.

Presently we pulled up outside one of those new, white-stone, green-and-nickel apartment houses (which look somehow like modernistic book-cases) sprouting up amid the sedateness of Park Lane. I got out and paced up and down under the brightly lit canopy while Halliday hurried inside. The rain was blowing over out of the dark Park; and—I don’t know how to describe it—faces looked unreal. I was tormented by that sharp, bald image that had been described in the newspaper: a lean man with his back turned, peering into the model of the condemned cell, and moving his head slowly. It seemed all the more horrible because the attendant had referred to him as a “gentleman.” When Halliday tapped my shoulder from behind, I almost jumped. He was carrying a flat package wrapped in brown paper and tied with twine, which he put into my hands.

“Don’t open it now. It’s some facts or fancies concerning one Louis Playge,’ he said. He was buttoned up in the thin waterproof he affected in all weathers, with his hat pulled over one eye. Also, he was smiling. He gave me a powerful flashlight, Masters being already provided with one; and, when he climbed into the cab beside me, I could feel the pressure of what I thought was another in his side-pocket. I was wrong: it was a revolver.

It is not difficult to talk lightly of horrors when you are in the West End, but I give you my word I was uneasy when we got out among the scattered lights. The tires were singing drowsily on wet streets; and I felt that I had to talk.

“You won’t tell me,” I said, “anything about Louis Playge. But I imagine it wouldn’t be difficult to reconstruct his story, from the account in the newspaper.”

Masters only grunted, and Halliday prompted: “Well?”

“The conventional one,” I said. “Louis was the hangman, and dreaded as such. The knife, let’s say, was the one he used for cutting down his—guests … How’s that for a beginning?”

Halliday answered, flatly: “As it happens, you’re wrong on both points. I wish it were as simple and conventional as that. What is terror, anyway? What is the thing that you come on all of a sudden, as though you’d opened a door; that turns you tipsy-cold in the stomach and makes you want to run blind some-where, anywhere, to escape the touch of it?—but you can’t because you’re limp as pulp, and—”

“Come!” Masters said gruffly, out of his corner. “You talk as though you’d seen something.”

“I have.”

“Ah! Just so. And what was it doing, Mr. Halliday?”

“Nothing. It was just standing at the window, looking in at me … But you were talking about Louis Playge, Blake. He wasn’t a hangman. He didn’t have the courage to be—although I believe he did seize their legs sometimes, at the hangman’s command, when they’d been twirling too long on the rope. He was a sort of hangman’s toady; and held the—the instruments when there was a drawing-and-quartering case; and washed up the refuse afterwards.”

My throat felt a little dry. Halliday turned to me.

“You were wrong about the dagger. It wasn’t exactly a dagger, you see; at least, it wasn’t used for that purpose until the last. Louis invented it for the hangman’s labors. The newspaper account didn’t describe the blade: the blade is round, about the thickness of a lead pencil, and coming to a sharp point. In short, like an awl. Well, can you imagine what he used it for?”

“No.”

The cab slowed down and stopped, and Halliday laughed. Pushing back the glass slide, the driver said: “ ’Ere’s the corner o’ Newgate Street, guv’nor. Now what?”

We paid him off and stood for a moment or two looking about us. The buildings all looked lofty and distorted, as they do in dreams. Far behind us there was a hazy glow from Holborn Viaduct; we could hear only a thin piping of night-traffic, and the lonely noise of the rain. Leading the way, Halliday struck up Giltspur Street. Almost before I was aware we had left the street, I found myself going down a narrow and sticky passage between brick walls.

They call it “claustrophobia,” or some such fancy name; but a man likes to be pressed down into a narrow space only when he is sure what he is shut up with. Sometimes you imagine you hear somebody talking, which is what happened then. Halliday stopped short in that high tunnel—he was ahead, I followed him, and Masters came last—and we all stopped, in our own echoes.

Then Halliday switched on his electric torch, and we moved on. The beam found only the dingy walls, the puddles in the pavement, one of which gave a sudden plop as a stray raindrop struck it from the overhanging eaves. Ahead I could see an elaborate iron gate standing wide open. We all moved softly; I don’t know why. Possibly because there seemed such an absolute hush in the desolation of the house before us. Something seemed to be impelling us to move faster; to get inside those high brick walls; something drawing us on and playing with us. The house—or what I could see of it—was made of heavy, whitish blocks of stone, now blackened with the weather. It had almost a senile appearance, as of a brain gone, but its heavy cornices were carven with horrible gayety in Cupids and roses and grapes: a wreath on the head of an idiot. Some of its windows were shuttered, some patched with boards.

At the rear, the wall rose and broadened round a vast back court. It was a desolation of mud, into which refuse had been thrown. Far at the rear of the yard, the moonlight showed a detached structure: a small, oblong house of heavy stone, like a dilapidated smokehouse. The little windows were heavily grated; it stood out among the ruins of the yard, and there was a crooked tree growing near it.

Following Halliday, we went to a weedy brick path to the carven porch over the front door. The door itself was more than ten feet high, and had a corroded knocker still hanging drunkenly from one bolt. Our guide’s light played over the door; it winked back the damp, the swellings in the oak, the cuts where people had hacked their initials in the senility and ruin of Plague Court …

“The door is open,” said Halliday.

Inside, somebody screamed.

We met many horrors in this mad business, but none, I think, that took us so off-balance. It was a real voice, a human voice; yet it was as though the old house itself had screamed, like a doddering hag, at Halliday’s touch. Masters, breathing hard, started to lunge past me. But it was Halliday who flung the door open.

In the big musty hall inside, light was coming out of a door to the left. I could see Halliday’s face in that light; damp and set, and absolutely steady, as he stared into that room. He did not raise his voice.

“What the devil is going on here?” he demanded.


CHAPTER III

What any of us expected to see, I do not know. Something diabolic; possibly the lean man with his face turned. But that was not to occur just yet.

Masters and I came round on either side of Halliday, so that we must have seemed absurdly like a guard. We saw a large, rather lofty room; a ruin of past splendor, that smelt like a cellar. Its wall-paneling had been ripped away, exposing the stone; above it rotted what might once have been white satin, sagging in black peelings, and puffy with spiders’-webs. The mantelpiece alone remained: stained and chipped, a thin height of stone scroll-work. In the vast fireplace burnt a very small and smoky fire. Strung along the hood of the mantelpiece were half-a-dozen candles burning in tall brass holders. They flickered in the damp, showing above the mantelpiece, decaying fragments of wallpaper that had once been purple and gold.

There were two occupants of the room—both women. It added a sort of witchlike eeriness to the place. One of them sat near the fire, half risen out of the chair. The other, a young woman in her middle twenties, had turned round sharply to look at us; her hand was on the sill of one of the tall shuttered windows towards the front.

Halliday said: “Good God! Marion—”

And then she spoke in a strained voice, very clear and pleasant, but only a note removed from hysteria. She said:

“So it’s—it is you, Dean? I mean, it’s really you?”

It struck me as a strange way of wording an obvious question, if that was what she really meant to imply. It meant something else to Halliday.

“Of course it is,” he said, in a sort of bark. “What did you expect? I’m still—me. I’m not Louis Playge. Not just yet.”

He stepped into the room, and we followed him. Now, it was a curious thing, but the moment we crossed that threshold, I felt the lightening of a pressing, crowding, almost suffocating, feeling which was present in the air of the entrance-hall. We all went in quickly, and looked at the girl.

Marion Latimer stayed motionless, a tense figure in the candlelight; and the shadow seemed to tremble at her feet. She had that thin, classic, rather cold type of beauty which makes face and body seem almost angular. Her hair was set in dark-gold waves close to the somewhat long head; her eyes were dark blue, glazed now with a preoccupied and somehow disturbing quality; the nose short, the mouth sensitive and determined. … She stood there crookedly, almost as though she were lame. One hand was thrust deep into the pocket of the brown tweed coat wrapped about her thin body; as she watched us, the other hand left the window-sill and pulled the collar close round her neck. They were fine, thin, wiry hands.

“Yes. Yes, of course …” she muttered. She essayed a smile. She raised a hand to brush her forehead, and then caught her coat close again. “I—I thought I heard a noise in the yard. So I looked out through the shutter. There was a light on your face, just for a second. Absurd of me. But how did you come to be—how …?”

Some influence was about the woman: an emotional repression, a straining after the immaterial, a baffled and baffling quality that sometimes makes spinsters and sometimes hellions. It was a quality of vividness, of the eyes or the body or the square line of the jaw. She disturbed you; that is the only word I can think of.

“But you shouldn’t have come here,” she said. “It is dangerous—tonight.”

A voice from the fireside spoke softly, without emotion.

“Yes. It is dangerous.”

We turned. … She was smiling, the little old lady who sat near the dull and smoky fire. She was very modish. Bond Street had coiffed her elaborate white hair; there was a black velvet band round her throat, where the flesh had begun to darken and sag. But the small face, which suggested wax flowers, was unwrinkled except round the eyes, and it was highly painted. The eyes were gentle—and hard. Though she smiled at us, her foot was tapping the floor slowly. She had obviously been shaken at our entrance; her jeweled hands, lying limp along the arms of the chair, were twisting and upturning as though to begin a gesture; and she was trying to control her breathing. You have read, doubtless, of people who are supposed to resemble eighteenth-century French marquises by Watteau. Lady Anne Benning looked like a thoroughly modern, sharp-witted old lady got up to resemble one. Besides, her nose was too large.

Again she spoke softly, without emotion.

“Why have you come here, Dean? And who are these men with you?”

The voice was thin. It seemed to explore and probe, despite its professional sweetness, and I almost shuddered. Her black eyes never left his face, and she retained that mechanical smile. There was a sickliness about her.

Halliday straightened up. He made an effort.

“I don’t know whether you are aware of it,” he said, “but this is my house.” (She had put him on the defensive, as, I imagined, she always had. At his remark she only smiled, dreamily.) “I hardly think, Aunt Anne, that I need your permission to come here. These gentlemen are my friends.”

“Present us.”

He did so, first to Lady Benning and then to Miss Latimer. It was a mad business, those formal introductions in the damp-smelling vault of a room, among the candleflames and the spiders. Both of them—the cold, lovely girl standing against the mantelpiece, the reptilian pseudo-marquise nodding against her red silk cloak—were hostile. We were intruders in more senses than one. About them both was a kind of exaltation, which some might call self-hypnosis; a repressed and waiting eagerness, as at some tremendous spiritual experience they had once undergone and hoped to undergo again. I stole a sideways glance at Masters, but his face was as bland as ever. Lady Benning opened her eyes.

“Dear, dear,” she murmered to me, “of course you are Agatha Blake’s brother. Dear Agatha. And her canaries.” Her voice changed. “The other gentleman I fear I have not the pleasure of recognizing. … Now, dear boy, perhaps you will tell me why you are here?”

“Why?” repeated Halliday. His voice cracked. He struggled with a baffled anger, and put out his hand towards Marion Latimer. “Why? Look at you—look at both of you! I can’t stand this fog. I’m a normal, sane human being, and you ask me what I want here and why I’m trying to stop this nonsense! I’ll tell you why we came. We came to investigate your blasted haunted house. We came here to get hold of your blasted turnip-ghost and smash it in little bits for good and all; and, by God—!”

The voice echoed and rang blatantly, and we all knew it. Marion Latimer’s face was white. Everything was very quiet again.

“Don’t challenge them, Dean,” she said. “Oh, my dear, don’t challenge them.”

But the little old lady only twitched up her fingers again, from palms flat on the chair-arm, and half shut her eyes, and nodded.

“Do you mean that something impelled you to come here, dear boy?”

“I mean that I came here because I damned well chose.”

“And you want to exorcise this thing, dear boy?”

“If you want to call it that,” he said grimly; “yes. Look here, don’t tell me—don’t tell me that’s why you’re all here?”

“We love you, dear boy.”

There was a silence, while the fire sputtered in small blue flames, and the rain ran soft-footed through the house; splashing and echoing in its mysterious places. Lady Benning went on in a voice of ineffable sweetness:

“You need not be afraid here, dear boy. They cannot come into this room, But elsewhere, what then? They can take possession. They took possession of your brother James. That was why he shot himself.”

Halliday spoke in nothing more than a low, calm, serious voice. He said: “Aunt Anne, are you trying to drive me mad?”

“We are trying to save you, dear boy.”

“Thanks,” said Halliday. “That’s jolly good of you.”

His hoarse tones had struck the wrong note again. He looked round at stony faces.

“I loved James,” said Lady Benning, and her face was suddenly pitted with wrinkles. “He was strong, but he could not stand them. So they will come for you, because you are James’s brother and you are alive. James told me so, and he cannot … you see, it is to give him peace. Not you. James. And until this thing is exorcised, not you nor James will sleep.

“You came here tonight. Perhaps it is best. There is safety in the circle. But this is the anniversary, and there is danger. Mr. Darworth is resting now. At midnight he will go alone to the little stone house in the yard, and before daylight he will have cleansed it. Not even the boy Joseph will go with him. Joseph has great powers, but they are receptive. He has not the knowledge to exorcise. We shall wait here. Perhaps we shall form a circle, although that may only hinder him. That is all, I think.”

Halliday glanced at his fiancée.

“You two,” he said harshly, “came here alone with Darworth?”

She smiled faintly. His presence seemed to comfort her, though she was a little afraid of him. She came close, and took his arm.

“Dear old boy,” she said—and it was the first human tone of voice we had heard in that literally damned house—”you are rather a tonic, you know. When I hear you talking like that, in just that particular way, it seems to change everything. If we’re not afraid, there’s nothing to fear. …”

“But this medium—”

She shook his arm. “Dean, a thousand times, I’ve told you Mr. Darworth is not a medium! He is a psychic, yes. But he concerns himself with causes rather than effects.” She turned to Masters and me. Marion Latimer looked tired, but she was making an effort to be light and easy in an almost teasing fashion. “I suppose you know something about it, if Dean doesn’t. Tell him the difference between a medium and a psychical researcher. Like Joseph and Mr. Darworth.”

Masters shifted heavily from one foot to the other. He was impassive, he did not even look pleased, standing there turning his bowler round in his hands; but I, who knew him well, could detect a curious ring in the slow, patient, reflective tones.

“Why, yes, miss,” he said. “I think I can tell you from my certain knowledge that I have never known Mr. Darworth to lend himself to—demonstrations. Of himself, that is.”

“You know Mr. Darworth?” she asked quickly.

“Ah! No, miss. Not exactly, that is. But I don’t want to interrupt; you were saying—eh?”

She looked at Masters again, rather puzzled. I was uneasy; the words “police officer” were to me as patent as though he had worn a placard, and I wondered if she had spotted him. Her cool, quick eyes searched his face; but she dismissed whatever notion she had.

“But I was telling you, Dean. We’re certainly not alone here with Mr. Darworth and Joseph. Not that we should have minded. …” (Now what was this? Halliday had muttered something and jerked his head; while she was trying to look him out of countenance with a thin, bright imperiousness.) “Not that we should have minded,” she repeated, straightening her shoulders, “but, as a matter of fact, Ted and the major are here too.”

“Eh? Your brother,” he said, “and old Featherton? Oh, my Lord!”

“Ted—believes. Be careful, my dear.”

“Because you do. Oh, I don’t doubt it. I went through the same phase at Cambridge, at his age. The soundest beefeater isn’t immune. Mystical—incense-swinging—love and glory of God wrapping you round. I believe they get it worse at Oxford.” He stopped. “But where the devil are they, then? Not out daring the emanations?”

“As a matter of fact, they’re out in the little stone house. Lighting a fire for Mr. Darworth when he goes to watch.” She attempted to speak lightly. “Ted made this fire. It’s not very good, is it? Oh, my dear, what is the matter with you?”

He had begun to pace to and fro, so that the candle flames swung with his passage. Now he said: “Good! That reminds me; you gentlemen will want to see over the house, and that little fountainhead of iniquity out in the yard. …”

“You’re not going out there?”

The sandy eyebrows went up. “Certainly, Marion. I was out there last night.”

“He will be a fool,” Lady Benning said gently and sweetly, with closed eyes. “But we will protect him in spite of himself. Let him go. Mr. Darworth, dear Mr. Darworth, can protect him.”

“Come along, Blake,” said Halliday, and nodded curtly.

The girl made as if to stop him, with an uncertain gesture. I could hear a curious scraping, ticking sound; it was the rings on Lady Benning’s fingers brushing the arm of the chair, but it sounded horribly like rats in a wall. The small dainty face was turned dreamily towards Halliday—and I saw how much she hated him.

“Don’t disturb Mr. Darworth,” she said. “It is nearly time.”

Halliday got out his flashlight and we followed him into the hall. There was a tall creaky door, which he scraped shut by putting his finger into the empty knobhole. Then we stood in the damp, heavy darkness, and there were three electric torches switched on now. Halliday flashed his light first into my face and then into Masters’.

“ ‘Aroint ye, witch,’ ” he said, as mockingly as he could. “Well? What do you think, now, about what I’ve been through for the last six months?”

Blinking in the light, Masters put on his hat again. He picked his words with care. “Why, Mr. Halliday, if you’ll take us somewhere else—where we couldn’t be overheard—why, maybe I can tell you. A little, at least. I’m even more grateful at being brought here, now.”

I saw him smile as the light moved away. From what we could see of it, the hall was even more desolate than the room behind. Its floor was of stone flags, over which patterned wood had been at one time laid; but this was long carried away, like the paneling. It remained a bleak, square vault, with a heavy staircase at the far end, and three tall doors on either side. A rat scuttled across the light; we could hear the scrape of its feet as it vanished near the staircase. Masters went along ahead, his light probing. Halliday and I followed as quietly as we could; Halliday whispered to me, “Can you feel it again?” and I nodded. I knew what he meant. It had gathered round again, tightening and closing. If you have ever done any swimming underwater, and stayed down too long, and been suddenly terrorized that you will never get to the surface again, you will understand a very similar sensation.

“Don’t,” said Halliday, “don’t let’s get separated.” For Masters was some distance ahead, prowling near the staircase. It was with a sense of shock that we saw him stop beside the paneling that enclosed its side; stop dead, and stare down. The light before him silhouetted his prim bowler hat and his big shoulders. Stooping, he went down on one knee. We heard him grunt.

There were some darkish stains on the flagstones near the side of the stair. The little space thereabouts was clean of dust. Masters reached out and touched the panel. It was a little door to a low closet under the steps; as Masters pushed it, there was a wild stirring and rushing of rats inside. A few of the creatures darted out—one of them over Masters’ foot—but he did not move from his kneeling position. I could see the reflection on the high gloss of one shoe as he poked the flashlight into the foul little space beyond.

He stared; the damp, musty air turned suffocating in my lungs; then he. spoke, gruffly.

“It’s all right, sir,” said Masters. “All right. It ain’t nice, though. It’s only a cat.”

“Yes, sir. A cat. It’s got its throat cut.”

Halliday jerked back. I leaned over Masters’ shoulder and turned my light inside. Somebody or something had thrust it in there to be out of sight. It had not been dead long, and lay on its back, so I could see that the neck had been slit through. It was a black cat, stiffened out with agony; now turning shrunken and wiry and dusty, and the half-open eyes looked like shoe-buttons. There were things moving about it.

“I’m beginning to think, Mr. Blake,” said Masters, rubbing his chin, “that maybe there’s a kind of devil in this house after all.”

With a stolid disgust he pulled the door shut again, and got up.

“But,” said Halliday, “who would–?” He peered over his shoulder.

“Ah! That’s it. Who would? And why? Would you call it a piece of deliberate cruelty, now, or was there a reason? Eh, Mr. Blake?”

“I was thinking,” I said, “of the enigmatic Mr. Darworth. You were going to tell us something about him, you know. By the way, where is he?”

“Steady—!” Masters struck in quietly, and raised his hand.

We could hear voices and the sound of footsteps coming through the house. They were palpably human voices; yet such was the trick of echoes in this stone labyrinth that they seemed to sheer off the wall and echo softly in your ear just behind you. First there was a gruff mumble in which we could catch scattered words:

“—don’t hold with the mumbo-jumbo … all the same … look a damned fool … something …”

“That’s it, that’s just it!” The other voice was lower, lighter, more excited. “Why do you feel like that? Look here, do I look like any namby-pamby æsthete who could be gulled and hypnotized by my own nerves? That’s ridicule you’re afraid of. Trust yourself! We’ve accepted modern psychology. …”

The steps were coming from beyond a low archway at the rear of the hall. I saw the light of a candle shielded in somebody’s hand; there was a glimpse of a whitewashed passage with a brick floor; then a figure stepped into the hall, and saw us. It jerked back, bumping into another figure. Across that space you could almost feel its shock and stiffening. I saw a mouth suddenly pulled back, and the teeth, over the candle it held. It muttered, “Oh, Christ. …” And Halliday threw back in a matter-of-fact tone, faintly edged with spite: “Don’t get the wind up, Ted. It’s only us.”

The other peered, straightening his candle. He was very young. Over the candle-flame hung first a careful Etonian tie, then an uncertain chin, the sproutings of a fair mustache, the faint outline of a square face. His coat and hat were sodden. He said, querulously:

“You ought to have better sense than to try to scare a fellow like that, Dean! I mean, hang it all, you can’t go crawling about the place, and—and—” We heard the whistle of his breath.

“Who the devil are these people?” rasped his companion, who had come out from behind him. We threw up our lights mechanically to see the new-comer; he cursed and winked, and we lowered them. Besides these two, there was a thin little red-headed figure behind them.

“Good evening, Major Featherton,” Halliday greeted. “As I say, you needn’t be alarmed. I seem to have the unenviable quality of making everybody I meet jump like a rabbit.” His voice kept rising. “Is it my face, or what? Nobody ever used to think it was so frightful as all that, but as soon as they begin talking to Darworth—”

“Confound you, sir, who says I’m alarmed?” said the other. “I like your infernal, blasted cheek. Who says I’m alarmed, sir? Furthermore, I will repeat to you, as I will repeat to everybody I meet, that I hope I am a fair-minded man, whose motives will not be misunderstood or made a subject for ridicule because I preserve—because, in short, I am here.” He coughed.

The voice in the gloom sounded like a disembodied letter to The Times. The paunchy figure tilted slightly backwards. From the brief glimpse I had had of him, of the map-veined cheeks and cadaverous eyes, I could fill out the bigness of an outworn buck and gallant of the eighties, tightened into his evening clothes like a corset. “I shall have rheumatism for this,” he protested, weakly and almost cajolingly. “Besides, Lady Benning asked my assistance, and what could a man of honor do?”

“Not at all,” said Halliday, without particular relevancy. He drew a deep breath. “Well, we’ve seen Lady Benning too. My friends and I are going to watch and wait for the ghost-laying with you. Now we’re going to have a look at the little house out there.”

“You can’t,” said Ted Latimer.

The boy looked fanatical. A smile twitched round his lips, as though he had lost control of the facial muscles. “You can’t, I tell you!” he repeated. “We’ve just put Mr. Darworth in there. He asked to go. He’s begun his vigil. Besides, you daren’t, even if you could. It’s too dangerous, now. They’ll be out. And it must be”—his thin, angular eager face, very much like his sister’s, bent over his wristwatch—“yes. Yes, it is five minutes past twelve.”

“Damn,” said Masters. It was unexpected, as though the word had been shaken out of him. He took a step forward, his footfall squeaking on the rotting boards towards the rear of the hall, where the floor had not been lifted from the flagstones. I remember thinking, with that dull focus of mind which fastens on trivial details at such moments, that the rest of the flooring had probably been fine hardwood. I remember Ted Latimer’s grimy hand, with its grease-covered knuckles, thrust far out of his sleeve. I remember that colorless figure of the red-headed youngster—in the background, vague by candlelight—toughing its hair, brushing its face, in inexplicable and rather horrible pantomime. …

It was to him that Ted Latimer turned. The candleflame swung, fluttering with thin noise. His motions abruptly stopped.

“We’d better go into the front room, hadn’t we?” Ted demanded. “In the front room, where it’s safe, and they can’t come. Hadn’t we?”

“Yes, I suppose so,” replied a colorless voice. “Anyway, that’s what I’m given to understand. I never see them, you know.”

So this was Joseph, saving the fantastic incongruity of names, whose dull freckled countenance appeared incurious. The candle fluttered round again, and the shadows took him.

“You see?” inquired Ted.

“Monstrous!” said Major Featherton suddenly, for no reason at all.

Halliday strode forward, with Masters after him. “Come along, Blake,’’ he said to me; “we’re going to have a look at that place.”

“They’re out now, I tell you!” cried Ted. “They won’t like it. They’re gathering, and they’re dangerous.”

Major Featherton said that as a gentleman and a sportsman he considered it his duty to go along and give us safe conduct. Stopping short, Halliday gave him a kind of satirical salute, and laughed. But Ted Latimer touched his arm, grimly, and the major allowed himself to be led towards the front of the hall. They were all moving now, the major with a rolling stateliness, Ted hurriedly, Joseph in obedient and unperturbed slowness. Our lights followed the footsteps of that little procession, and the high darkness pushed round us like water, and I turned towards that little whitewashed passage that led out to where the rain was splashing. …

“Look out, man!” said Masters, and dived to yank Halliday aside.

Something fell out of the darkness. I heard a crash; somebody’s flashlight jumped and vanished; and, while the vibrations beat and whirled round my ears, I saw Ted Latimer turn round with staring eyeballs, his candle held high.
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