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            CHAPTER I
      

         

         
            …also ask your wife where she was on Saturday, the 23rd, when she was supposed to be in the country. I can tell you that she was dining tête-à-tête with a young guards officer at his flat.
      

            Yours sincerely,

A Candid Friend.
      

         

         LORD WIDDICOMBE put down the letter with a contemptuous smile. For a second he was inclined to tear it up and throw the written venom into the fire. Of this, however, he thought better, and rang the bell for his valet.

          
      

         "Frank, will you ask her ladyship to be so good as to come to me?"

         In a few minutes came Lady Widdicombe, slight and pretty. She was twenty years younger than her lord, but there was no happier pair in the land.

         "My dear," said the earl, with a twinkle in his grey eyes, "somebody has been trying to break up our happy home."

         He passed the letter to her and watched the anger kindle in her face as she read.

         "What a beast!" she gasped. "The 23rd; why, I dined with Ronnie that night, of course!"

         "A young guards officer! My stepson!"

         Lord Widdicombe chuckled and patted her cheek.

         "You're a wicked woman," he said solemnly, "and I've found you out. But who the devil is the writer?"

         Lady Widdicombe shook her head.

         "It's wicked, abominable," she said vehemently; "of course, it does no mischief where you and I are concerned, but think what it means when that kind of letter goes into a household where suspicion already exists? And by the way, Willie, the burglar has been busy again—Mrs. Crewe-Sanders has lost a most valuable diamond plaque."

         His lordship raised his eyebrows.

         "Another plaque? That is about the fourth that has been taken in a month—I admire that burglar's consistency; by heavens, he is a gentleman and a scholar compared with A Candid Friend. Don't tell Diana, she'll be fearfully worried."

         His wife was silent. She stared through the long french windows across the rain-soaked park, and it was clear that the dismal prospect was not the cause of her absorption.

         "I wonder why Diana so dislikes Barbara May?" she asked thoughtfully."

         His lordship grinned.

         "It is such a joy to find Diana holding strong views on any subject," he said, "that I'll forgive even her dislike of Barbara May. But don't tell her about the letter—I'm sending it up to Scotland Yard. By the way, talking of Scotland Yard, I have asked Jack Danton to come down for the cricket week. It's rum, a fellow like that being in the police."

         But Lady Widdicombe was thinking of something else as she drifted out of the library.

         She found Diana Wold sitting in the little drawing-room overlooking the rosary—a soddened rosary that bore no resemblance to the lovely pleasuance which the summer would bring—and Diana, looking ethereal in white, had a volume of poetry open on her knees.

         She raised her violet blue eyes as her cousin entered, and put down the book.

         Diana's beauty was the fragile beauty of delicate china, her quick smile was appealing and just a little sad.

         She rose and kissed the other on the cheek, and gave the impression by a certain timidity that she was a little scared of her self-possessed relative.

         "Why do you dislike Barbara?" asked Elsie Widdicombe with that directness which was her most disconcerting quality.

         The girl laughed, and when Diana laughed she was very beautiful.

         "You are so queer, Elsie," she said. "Do I dislike Barbara. at all? Perhaps…no, I think I just don't like her. She is a charming girl, but somehow we do not harmonize…we swear at each other like purple and pink. I am the pink. She hates poetry and I adore it. She loves hunting and golf; I like motoring and tennis. I am constitutionally lazy and she is amazonically robust and energetic. Why this interrogation—has Willie been rhapsodizing over Barbara?"

         Lady Widdicombe seated herself in the big settee.

         "I was just thinking—I saw you had a letter from Mrs. Crewe-Sanders this morning—I had one too. Did she tell you—"

         Diana nodded and there was a twinkle in her fine eyes.

         "Now I know why you mention Barbara—she was staying with the Crewe-Sanders."

         Lady Widdicombe protested, a little feebly.

         "Barbara was staying with them," the girl went on teasingly, "and she was staying with the Colebrooks when Mrs. Carter lost her plaque, and she was a guest of the Fairholms when Lady Fairholm lost her plaque."

         "Diana!"

         "Oh yes, I know. But it is true, isn't it? And isn't this true also," the smile left the girl's face and she spoke slowly, "that all those beastly anonymous letters from 'A Candid Friend' are addressed to people who are known to Barbara May?"

         Lady Widdicombe rose.

         "Really, Diana, I never dreamt that you could be so uncharitable! They are our friends, too. I don't think you know what you are saying; you are suggesting that Barbara is not only a thief but a—"

         "I know," Diana nodded sadly, "it is a rotten suggestion, but we are faced with the irresistible logic of facts."

         Lady Widdicombe snorted.

         "Facts! Preposterous!… blackening a girl's character… an innocent girl… now I know that you hate her!"

         Diana shook her golden head, and again her eyes lit with amusement.

         "Really, I don't; and really I'm not doing anything more hateful than exercising my latent qualities of detection."

         She jumped up suddenly, put her arm about her cousin's waist and kissed her.

         "Forgive me, Elsie," she wheedled, "I'm a pig and Barbara only bores me."

         But Lady Widdicombe required a great deal of mollification.

         For this was the sting in Diana's suspicions, that she herself had been struck by the same remarkable coincidence.

      
   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER II
      

         

         AUXILIARY Inspector Jack Danton turned into the office of the Second Commissioner perfectly certain in his own mind as to the reason his chief had re-called him urgently from Paris.

         On the way up from Dover he had read all the newspaper accounts of the latest adventure of the mysterious jewel thief, with whose activities the local police were, apparently, quite unable to cope.

         It was a job after Jack's own heart. He was one of the new police: the type that had found its way to Scotland Yard from the commissioned ranks of the Army, and although he had already to his credit a wholly meritorious capture of warehouse thieves, the real big case had not as yet come along. And here it was!

         The story of the last jewel theft was an exact replica of all the earlier robberies. Mrs. Crewe-Sanders had a house-party. The jewel (a diamond plaque with a centre composed of three triangular emeralds) had been stolen on the night before the majority of the house party had dispersed.

         That was the story he expected to hear repeated when he walked into his chief's office.

         "Sit down, Danton," nodded the chief, "I want you rather badly."

         Jack smiled.

         "I think I know why, sir," he said. "That last theft seems to have been a particularly daring one."

         He saw the chief frown, and wondered.

         "What are you talking about?" asked the Commissioner, and it was Jack Danton's turn to be puzzled."

         "I am referring to the Crewe-Sanders jewel robbery in Shropshire," he said.

         "Oh, that!" The Commissioner shrugged his shoulders. "It is the 'Candid Friend' I am looking for rather than the burglar, and, anyway, the local police have not asked for our assistance."

         Jack laughed.

         "I am all at sea, sir; I don't even know who the Candid Friend is!"

         The chief consulted some papers on the desk before him.

         "The Candid Friend," he said slowly, "is an anonymous letter writer who has been directing his or her attention to some of the best people in society. The result of this scoundrel's activities has been disastrous. Whoever the writer is, he or she knows some of the grisly secrets which certain society people hide within their breasts, and which, I suppose, they firmly believed would never be dragged into the light of day. Honestly, I think the writer is a woman. The letters are in a woman's handwriting, disguised, but undoubtedly feminine. Here is one."

         He passed a letter across the table, and Jack read it with a little grimace of disgust.

         "That is rather poisonous," he said. "To whom was it addressed?"

         "It was sent to the Earl of Widdicombe and it deals, as you see, with the Countess of Widdicombe and a supposed indiscretion. Happily, Lord Widdicombe is an intelligent, well-balanced man, with absolute faith in Lady Widdicombe, to whom the letter has been shown, and who has sent it to us. I want you to go down into Shropshire; you will have the entrée to the best houses—and probably you would have it without my assistance. You know the county?"

         "Very well indeed, sir," said Jack with a half-smile. "As a matter of fact, the Widdicombes are old friends of mine, and I have already been asked down."

         Now that the disappointment of what he had considered to be the more exciting task had passed away, Jack looked forward with considerable interest to a stay in his beloved Shropshire.

         He took the available data into his office, and spent the morning comparing the various handwritings in the letters which the Commissioner had collected. Then he put them down and sat for some time thinking.

         "Shropshire," he mused.

         And Barbara May came from Shropshire. The thought of her made him glance at the clock and rise hurriedly. There was a chance—the dimmest chance—that she was riding in the Row that morning. That chance had taken him a dozen times to watch the riders, and eleven times he had been disappointed; he would probably be disappointed again, he thought, but nevertheless, he would take the chance.

         A taxi dropped him at Hyde Park Corner, and he strolled along the crowded path, his eyes searching the equestrians. Suddenly his heart gave a little leap. Near the rail, and talking to a man whom he recognized as a Member of Parliament, was the girl he sought. She sat astride a big black horse, a beautiful, virile figure.

         "Why, Mr. Danton," she said, bending down to give him her gloved hand; "I thought you were in Paris."

         "I thought I was too, yesterday morning," he said good- humouredly, "but my—er—people wired me to come back."

         He had had many talks with Barbara May; in fact they had first met at Lady Widdicombe's house in town, but not once had he confided to her the nature of his profession. She for her part, evinced very little curiosity.

         He knew that she was the daughter of a Foreign Office official, and that she herself had worked within that stately mansion during the war. This, and the fact that she was very poor, and that Lady Widdicombe was looking for a desirable match, were the only facts that he knew about her, save this: that every time he met her he grew more and more impatient for their next meeting.

         "You swore you would come riding with me," said Barbara May accusingly, "and now you have lost your opportunity, Mr. Danton; I am leaving town to-morrow."

         She saw the look of dismay on his face and laughed.

         "I am going down into Shropshire," she said; "the Widdicombes are having their 'week.' Are you coming?"

         He heaved a deep sigh of relief. For once duty and pleasure went hand in hand.

         "Yes, curiously enough I am leaving for the Widdicombe's place to-morrow evening—we shall have that ride yet!"

         She nodded.

         "Have you been in town all the time?"

         For a second she hesitated.

         "No. I have been staying at Morply Castle with Mrs. Crewe- Sanders."

         He stared at her for a second.

         "The lady who lost the jewellery?"

         It seemed to him that a queer look came into the girl's eyes, and that her colour deepened.

         "Yes," she said shortly; and then, with a curt nod, turned her horse's head and rode away, leaving him staring after her.

         Had he said anything to annoy her? That was the last thing in the world he desired. He had never known her so touchy before. So she had been at Morply Castle when the plaque was stolen. It was a thousand pities, he thought regretfully, that he had not been put on that job; he would have been frantically interested in hearing the story of the crime from the girl.

         Danton went back to Scotland Yard with an uncomfortable feeling, though he failed to analyse the cause of his discomfort. Usually any such vague irritation can be traced to a cause, but Jack was wholly incapable of finding a reason for his present perturbation.

         He was in the midst of his work that afternoon when there came a diversion. The telephone rang and the Chief Commissioner's voice hailed him.

         "Whilst you are at the Widdicombe's—keep an eye open for the Plaque Fiend. I have an idea he will pay you a visit."

         He heard the Commissioner laugh as he hung up the receiver, and wondered why.

      
   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER III
      

         

         JACK went home to his flat that afternoon and arranged to leave the following morning for Shropshire. In the evening he dined alone, returning home by the longest route, for he needed the exercise before he went to bed. His way took him down Piccadilly, on the park side of that thoroughfare, and his mind was completely occupied with Barbara May. The girl exercised an influence upon him which at once annoyed and amused him. He was not a particularly susceptible character; he was puzzled to discover what quality there was in her which other girls did not possess, which had so completely centred all his interests to one woman.

         Nearing Constitution Hill he passed a large limousine which was drawn up by the kerb. He merely glanced at it, but in that one glimpse he saw something that made him check in his walk. The light from the street standard threw a ray into the dark interior of the car, and by that light he recognized Barbara May. There was no mistaking her; he would have known her amongst a million.

         She was talking to somebody, earnestly, seriously; and who that somebody was Jack could not see.

         He continued his walk; apparently she had not noticed him. A queer little sense of restriction crept into his heart at the natural conclusion he drew. Barbara May had a love affair and liked somebody well enough to meet them in this clandestine fashion. And yet--Barbara May was poor--the car was a luxurious one.

         He waited fifty yards farther along the road, standing in the shadow of the railings. It was hateful of him to spy on her, but he was very human and wished to know who was the man to whom Barbara granted such privileges.

         Presently the door of the limousine opened and the man stepped out; he was middle-aged and stout. Moreover, he was respectful, and from that tone in his voice Jack gathered that his first conclusion had been unjust.

         "Very good, miss," said the man, "I will let you know in the morning."

         Almost immediately the car moved off, and the man, raising his hat, stood for a moment before he turned and walked briskly in the direction where Jack was standing. He turned down Constitution Hill, crossing the road so that he followed the line of the wall which surrounded Buckingham Palace.

         Jack, without any particular idea as to what he was going to do, followed in his wake. He was wearing rubber-soled shoes which made little or no sound. Once the man glanced back uneasily as though he had some suspicion that he was being followed, but he held on his way. He was nearing the Victoria Memorial when the surprising thing happened. He put his hand in his pocket and pulled out a handkerchief; but he pulled out something else, and Jack heard it fall with a clatter on the gravel walk. He stooped and picked it up as the man turned with an exclamation. It was a square leather jewel case, and, in falling, the snap had unfastened, and as Jack handled it the lid flew open.

         Instantly the man turned.

         "That's mine!" he said roughly, and he would have snatched it away, but Jack was gazing in dumbfounded horror upon a great diamond cluster in the centre of which were three large emeralds. It was Mrs. Crewe-Sanders's missing jewel.

         He could not believe it possible, and yet--Barbara May was a thief and this man was the receiver!

         "Come on, I want my property."

         The stout man tried to snatch it from him but Jack was too quick for him.

         "You'll have to explain where you got this, my friend," he said.

         "I'll explain nothing," snapped the other. "If you don't hand it to me I shall call a policeman."

         "Then call me," said Jack, and he saw the stout man start.

         "I don't understand you."

         "I'm Inspector Danton of Scotland Yard," said Jack, "and I think there are a few explanations due from you. Will you walk with me to the nearest police station?"

         The fellow hesitated.

         "Certainly," he said after a while, and they walked side by side in silence.

         Jack's dilemma was a cruel one. The arrest of this man meant inevitably the exposure of the girl, and he only now realized how strong a hold she had upon his heart. But he had his duty to do; that came first and foremost in his mind. He set his teeth to the task; he must go through with it.

         In the Westminster Police Station the prisoner described himself as John Smith, refused to give any explanation as to how the property came into his possession, and stood silently in the steel pen whilst Jack and the sergeant discussed the recovered property.

         "There is no doubt about it at all, sir," said the sergeant, consulting a list. "This is the jewel the lady lost; you'll prefer a charge against him, I suppose?"

         "Yes," said Jack.

         He was sick at heart; he dare not even question his prisoner as to how the jewel came into his possession. He must have time to think 'matters out.

         "I am going to the Chief Commissioner at his club," he said. "Detain him until I return, and keep that piece of jewellery locked up."

         He walked to Pall Mall, and walked slowly. Some solution would come to him, perhaps--some way out for Barbara.

         His brain was a confusion of thought, and he was slowly ascending the steps of the New Carlton Club before he could put two consecutive thoughts together.

         To his surprise the Commissioner was waiting in the vestibule.

         "Come into the smoking room, Danton," he said slowly, and Jack obeyed, wondering how his chief had come to know of the impending visit.

         His first words explained.

         "I have had a 'phoned message from the Westminster Police Station about the arrest of Smith," he said. "After you left a friend of the man's arrived and explained to my satisfaction that the jewellery found on the man is his legitimate property. He is a jeweller and had been to show the plaque to a friend."

         Jack listened, incredulous, dumbfounded, but vastly relieved.

         "But it answered the description--" he began.

         The Police Commissioner interrupted him.

         "I know--it was an exact copy of the plaque which Streetley sold to Mrs. Crewe-Sanders. In fact, the man you arrested was one of Streetley's managers."

         Jack could say nothing.

         He was too grateful to know that his suspicions of Barbara May were unfounded to care about his own faux pas.

         "And by the way, Danton," the Chief Commissioner looked at his cigar thoughtfully, "that little joke of mine about keeping an eye open for the jewel thief at Lord Widdicombe's was--well, it was a joke. I've got the matter of the thief-in-the-night well in hand, and if you interfered you might spoil everything."

         "I see, sir," said Jack, though in truth he saw nothing

      
   





CHAPTER IV



"SOCIETY," said the Countess of Widdicombe in her severest manner, "will more readily forgive a theft than a slander."

Diana laughed.

"Which shows how thoroughly immoral society is," she said lightly.

She sat swaying her fan, her eyes fixed upon the floor of the ballroom below, crowded with dancing couples.

Lady Widdicombe's dances during the cricket week attracted the whole county, and outside in the drive the waiting motor-cars reached from the lodge gates to the hospitable doors of High Felsham.

"Mrs. Crewe-Sanders tells me," said Diana, still watching the glittering throng below, "that nobody except a person acquainted with the ins and outs of Morply Castle could have got in."

"She was the chief sufferer," said Lady Widdicombe, and Diana laughed—and when Diana laughed, her delicate face was singularly beautiful.

"The poor dear woman so plasters herself with diamonds that the wonderful thing to me is that she has missed any at all!" she said. "The curious thing is that though there were a lot of other guests, and diamonds in galore, the thief took nobody's property but hers."

"I could forgive that," said Lady Widdicombe reverting to her pet topic, "but the 'Candid Friend' business is unpardonable. Any kind of anonymous letter-writer is contemptible, but an anonymous letter-writer who works wholesale, and who takes a wicked and malicious delight in breaking hearts and ruining lives—there is no punishment too severe for her."

"Why her?" asked Diana curiously.

"Because a man wouldn't do such a thing," said Lady Widdicombe.

Diana's fan waved slowly.

"I've known some men who would do most things," she mused, and turned her head to answer the greeting of the girl who came swinging along the gallery to where they were sitting.

"Hello, Barbara May," she said lazily. "Aren't you dancing?"

In her evening gown Barbara was good to look upon, for she was in the first flush and beauty of womanhood. Her laughing eyes fell upon Lady Diana.

"Aren't you afraid to wear your diamonds, Diana," she said, nodding to the plaque that sparkled on Diana's white dress.

"No, I don't think our burglar will come here."

"Do you want me, dear?" asked Lady Widdicombe.

"I wanted to tell you that I'd changed my room."

"Oh, that's good of you," said Lady Widdicombe gratefully. "You are sure you don't mind?"

"Not a bit," laughed the girl.

"One of Widdicombe's innumerable cousins has been taken ill," explained Lady Widdicombe, "and Barbara most kindly offered to change rooms with her."

Her eyes followed the girl admiringly as she swept down the gallery.

"By the way," she said. "Barbara told me that the mysterious 'Candid Friend' had written a perfectly horrible note about her to one of her relations."

"She seems to bear up very well," said Diana smiling.

"I think it is abominable," said Lady Widdicombe angrily; "abominable! The person who writes those kind of letters should be tarred and feathered."

In the spacious library, which had been turned into a smoke- room for the night, the Morply burglary and the activities of the "Candid Friend" were the principal topics of conversation. Lord Widdicombe, a tall, thin, dyspeptic man with a sense of humour which so few dyspeptics possess, had already held forth on the iniquity of the anonymous letter-writer.

Whoever was this devilish mischief-maker, he or she had already worked havoc in three homes, and the poison was working in a fourth under their very eyes. It was on the subject of the burglary that Lord Widdicombe was most entertaining, for, as usual, he found something in these crimes to remind him of his Indian experiences, and the Earl of Widdicombe on India was worth going a long way to hear.

"Diamonds?" he said. "Well, I suppose he takes diamonds because they're most marketable. When I was Governor of Bombay there was staged one of the most sensational diamond robberies which, had it succeeded, would have landed the British Government in a devil of a mess. You've heard of the Kali Diamond? I bet you haven't, though," he chuckled. "Well, it's a very famous stone, of no great size, and worth one to a few hundred pounds intrinsically. As a matter of fact, a million wouldn't buy it, because on one of the facets is engraved by some extraordinary native mechanic a whole verse from one of the sacred books. The microscopic character of the writing and the difficulty of the engraving you may imagine, and it is not wonderful that the natives believe that this inscription is of divine origin.
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