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A CRISIS ON A LINER

By C. MANVILLE FENN

Author of

“Crimson Crijme,'"
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NYTHING for me?!”
It was growing late, and the

porter of the so-called Night-

Hawk Club started up into

wakefulness and stared com-
fusedly at the speaker.
_ *T maid, anything for me?" was the
query, repeated angrily.
. “Beg pardon, mir; yes, sir’ And a
letter was taken from the rack and
handed to the addressee, who scowled
a3 he snatched it, turned awsay, and tak-
ing a few steps acrosa the lall, uttered
& low “Hah!" as he recognised the
handwriting. i
- Pausing beneath a lamp, he hastily
fore open the envelope and hesitated
for a few moments, before unfolding
the enclosure with trembling fingers,
when he uttered an ejaculation of tri-
umph a3 he caught aight of a chequa
for a heavy sum. -

Thea,” glancing at the hastily written
note within, he grasped three words
only—“the last time"—before quickly
thrusting note and cheque back into the
envelope, placing them in his breast
pocket, and re-huttoning his coat with a
low chuckle of satisfaction.

“Laat time, eh!” he muttered.
ways is."

He croused the hall and entered the
empty coffee-room, where a sleepy waiter
started up.

“What, are you zll asleep?:
poda and B, quickly.”

The startled waiter hurried off, and
the fresh arrival laughed softiy to him-
seli, and began to hum an air from the
last new comic opera. - co

“Np, not the last time, dear boy,” he
said, ‘quietly, with a little laugh. *You
have the wrong man to deal with.—FEh#”
ke added, turning sharply, for the waiter
had come behind him silently, and was
holding out a tray bearing the sparkling
draught. *0h, yes, thanks.”

He took the glasa, drained it, set it
‘down upon the table, and walked jaunt-
ily out into the street. nodded to the
driver of the firat cab that he met,
and as hé threw himself hack in the
seat he picked up the broken melody
that he had begun humming, and lay
back with lalf closed eyes, till the cab
was checked at the entrance to one of
the West (entral Inns and the Judas
waa thrown open.

“Drive in,-sir!”

*No; that will do.”

The member of the clul sprang out,
pased under the grim-looking archway,
passed under the grim-looking archway,
ing a soul, and tlien atopped short be.
neath a lnmp which badly iluminated
a doorway whose sidés displeyed o couple
of coluinha of numea of the oécupants.

A sudden thought had eccurred to him
Wwhich made lim begin to breathe hard
as ho tore the letier from his breast;
and his hands trembled agnin as he
glanced sharply round, Lo find that he
was quite alone, and quite in silence
save for the distant rumble of a vchicla
passing the entrance of the Inm,

“Not melling me, is ha?’ muttered
the mian, aa he opened the envelope and
pnatched out its contents; and his fingera
trombled more than ever as Lo separated
the long parily printed, partly wrilten
slip with its atamped end, from the note.
paper. And just then the naked flame
of the lamp over the door hegan to turn
from Qingy yellow to a sickly blue as if

“Al

Here,

it were going out.

“What the—"” he began; and as if
startled by the adjuration the lamp
flashed up again se that he could see
plainly the figures “£200.”

“Buspicioua foal!* muttered the man, as
he hastily replaced the cheque and note
in the envelope, thrust it into his breast,
nervously buttoned his coat again and
gave a sharp slap to the outside of Lis
pocket, “He daren’t," he muttered tri-
umphantly. “I've got him faat; and he
knowsa it too.”

"He turned to enter the dim doorway,
and took a couple of steps towards the
flight of ill-lit stairs, a ‘gas lamp from
high up showing him doorways to right
and left; and as he laid his hand upon
the iron balustrade and raised one foot
to plant it vpon the firat step, it seewed
as if a sudden chill had been ecommuni-
cated to his heart from the icy iron, for
he winced, started- back, and hurried
through the entrance on to the prvement,
to lock sharply to right and left; and
ther breathing hard, he snatched off hia
hat and let the chill night air play
through the thin hairs of his partially
bald head. .

“What the devil's the matter with
me?” he muttered. “Was it that 8. and
B.? Hallo! Pusa! Gaoing out?” he said,
half laughingly: but the mirth sounded
forced, as he atooped to pat a great black
cat which had followed him out of the
doorway and now rubbed itself against
hia leg.  “Tchah!™ he nuttered. L
want tone. Not myseli.  I'll have a
bit of advice.” And pulling himself {o-
gether with a jerk, his footsteps went
‘pat, pat,” on the stone entry a3 he
walked straight to the foot of the ataira,
slowly and thoughtfuliy, followed by the
cat, which seated itaelf in the firat door-
way and sat watehing. the nervous man
as he tried to walk firmly, but with trem-
bling knees, and stopped short on ihe
firat landing where he hegan to fumble
for his handkerchief, and made a pro-
tence of wiping his eyes.

“Bile," he muttered—*liver. I muat be

more ¢areful,”
- Thrusting hack hia handkerchief, he
turned to ascend the second {ilight of
stairs, when the lamp ahove, which lit
two doorways to right and left of the lat
floor, played the same prank as that be-
low, the flame sinking and changing from
a dull yellow.in to blue and afiecting the
man 30 that he began to breathe lurd
again for a few minutes, during whieh he
half turned to descend.

“What the devil—" he mutéered.
“Buh! {iet to bed;” and tearing open
his coat once more he thrust lis fingers
into lig vest pocket and smatched out a
Jatch key. Now hurrying up the next
flight of steps, with hia footsteps echoing
atrangely from the Lare walls, he reached
the landing, passed the durk dvorway to
hia left and crossed to the one to the
right, and as the gas flame began to
descend agnin, lhe leaned forward, key
in hand, and was in the act of thrusting
it into the lock when it appeared as if
the jet quite expired, and he missed the
keyhole conscquent upon the darkneas
which auddenly rermed to Dblot out
everything, making him start so violent-
ly that the little ateel key eacaped from
his fingera and fell jingling upon the
atone floor.

A fuint cry escaped hin lips as he made
a movement to etoop and pick up the

fallen key, and then dropped face down-
ward with a groan following upon one
dull heavy, sickening ¢rash which had
come out of the darkness; and then
there was nothing bul a sharp rustling
sound aa in the deep shadow of the door-
way 8 quick busy movement wrs going
on, and the naked gas jet burned of a
more deep blue, till, after a quick rust-
ling as of paper, light bLegan to illumine
the landing, not given by the gas buf
from some crumpled up paper ignited
from the hissing and Aubtering jet, which
now gave forth a peeuliar  whistling
wail

Darkness again, the simefl of burning
paper, & few sparks playing about in
tinder; then a fragment that was only
half burned wos snatched from the flpor,
and beld to the gas jet, with ihe result
that shadowy fingers and a dimly seen
face were illumincd for a few seconds,
before the silence was broken by another
deep groan.

Then for o moment there was & hur-
ried movement on the landing, & sound of
gomething heavy being dragged ever the
stone flags, and then being allowed to Iall
with o dull sonnd upon the flnor. Then
fthud, thod, thud three heavy blowas.
Rilence, and as the gas jet began to rize
slowly with a feeble wail and turn from
pallid blue into sickly yellow, a dark and
muflled figure slowly and steadily de-
seended the stairs, thrusting semething
into its breast, passed ralmly out be-
nenlh tho dismal lamp at the entrance,
erossed the square, showed wp plainly
for a moment by the porter’s lodge, and
turned a way to the right, puuse for a
moment or two in a doorway to strike &
match. Then a cigar was lit, and As tne
dark actor in lhe scene walked quietly
away, & hansom was hailed, and the act
was at an end.

something  horrible ué welcome, to
the evening papers. The conlents bitls
made the most of it; the streets rnng
with it—The Mysterious Murder in Lhe
Bilent Inn. Where were the police? Was
this Lo be the last addiion to the long
roll of undiscovered crimes? Was Lhere
{10 be no end to theae tragedica in which
even a geetleman returning from his clul
at night, who, as the inquest showed and
witnesses proved, had Leen driven to the
entrance of the Inn, was siruck duwn at
the door of his silent chamber, in the
full glow of Liz health and strength, by
some deadly enemy? This was not Ven-
ice, wilh bravoes lwrking at street cor-
nery, stiletto-nrmed, rendy to perpetrate
some private vengeance.  For it was nn
encmy that had duoe this thing. Was no
life to be safe, when sich a crime could
he committed in the very centee of husy
Londont Where were the police?

Private vengeance! Yes., The charved
fragments of paper, renttered about the
landing, wore eloquent testimony to the
aceurncy of thai iden. But whe waa the
deadly enemy of the quiet occupant of
the lonely chambers in the Inn?

He bad been strock dvown from behind
the doctor said, evidenlly by some blunt
inatrument, most probably by what is
known az a life preserver; the blow had
evidently stunned the vietim, nnd the
" post-mortem ™ evidencr waa in favour
of ithe hody laving heen afterwards
turned over, and ihifee more fenrfnt blows
given upon tho temples,

The papers said that careful research

had proved that this was a geatlemnn
who led 2 quiet, unoffending life, und that
it was suppoacd timt he had at one time
Leen conneeted with the law; but In
spite of cnrelul investigation on the part
of the deiectives, his life imd been o
blameless that it could not be connected
with anything that could have given rime
to ihe caiastrophe.

Hut some people knew more than the
police, and these people were of a kind
who wonld be classified as shady,

The deceazed Mr. Edpar Brydges, wihe
was evidently not ashamed of his name,
for it was painted iz black letters on
each side of the doorstep at No. OF in
the Inm, and alse repeated upon the door
of his chambers was looked upon by the
autiorities of the place as an excellent
tenaat and waa known te live comforg-
ably and well, But he might have had
a large holding in Consuls ur some other
gilt-edged sccurity for aught anybody in
an ovdinary way kneew,

it was sufficfent for the world that he
had an invome, and that he paid his way.
e, perhaps two, of Lis intimates conud
have told tales. aboul somelbing that
wonzld have bren classed as blackmasl; Lug
it was pot Lheiry busiaess, und il was' u
subject which, for reasons of theiv own,
iy did not care to treat. So afler »
few weeks the excitement began to die
vul, literally fading awey in the blue
and novelty of the next " cwuse celeb
The police aude ny discovery, aml quicl,
ultra-sensitive Jobn Mildred, a man ol
wezlth, who lal been led Lo do some-
thing in his carly hot-blooiled youth of
which he was heartity ashamed amld whicl
had been Lhe curse of bis stherwise ha
JLEEY , stayed on in Londen, weight
erushed by remorvse. Finadly, bowever,
he went away to try aml foeiget, afler
waiting for what he felt Lo be inevitable

" —the arrest for thatl which he had done

when driven Lo nuulness by the Llack-
mailingg seoundrel who had roined has Iis
with the threat to publish the ol siory
of shame if price were notl paid,

1t had comdened him to a lile of ecb-
Bbacy, to the sense of feeling ihat sconer
or later the world wmuost know; wnd now,
Lo destroy one hannting Jdemon he had
ercated anolher. anml in his Jespair he
had mitde up lis wind Lo g0 asywhere <o
Tong w4 it was away from Euglowd, nway
From where e waa koown, until 1he fatal
time

enme,

But stitl in {be streeta be found that
no one ooked at lan more than at any
other pasaser-by, .

The prople at the shipping ollice wel-
comed hint palitely, aml in due time the
puard ol Eosdon foamd hitn / cormer aentb
in the Liveepoul express, while on the

Nis ways, 1o be an invr
in the pure nir of the Veldt, was partien-
Tarly sattentive, and arrangal al onee
thiné he shionld have'm weat fur o table
in a quict corner,

S0 far no one knew, nnd in the ecalin
and repose of a pleasant possage some-
thing like penca came over his trombled
wpiril, and with it r certain feeling thnt
it would be hetter Tor him thul the dia-
coverey shoulil not he nnde wntil he wae
at his journey's cnd,

There werp many pleasant prople on
lenrd the L'ape-bound vreeael, and mors
aml more the freling of repose Iullcd the
haunting horror of his life,



