wras wnother one in the stulty that miight «
be weeful. He opened the door, snapped
o the light and siood transfixed with
amazeniont st the hxvoc he saw in front
of him .

The first thing that claimed his at-
tention was the safe with the wide-open
‘door, He went aovoss _to it, putting
his feet at every slep amongst the litter
from the drawers, which lay in heaps
all over the room. One glance revealed
that his cash-Box as well as hia most
intportant papers were gone. Ha en-
dered the other roonms and mas con-
fronted with the same terrible confusion
and muddie: his wife's jewel-case had
disappestred 28 well an many valuable
hoiricoms, this he could see at & glanes
=—doubtless a eareful scrutiny would re-
weal & total loss of thousanda of pounds.

Ble atrode towards the bell for the pur :

pode of calling the butler up, but on
second thowghts he decided to wait and
cousider which was the best course to
Pollow. At all coats his wife must not
know without due preparation; ‘the
alodk—conaidering ber present state of
health—would have most disastrous
effects. No, he would wait e little before
miaking the wffair known, an hour or

two would make little differsnce and -

In the meantime lLis wife would be home
from the opera with the other ladies,
and he could tell her quietly, thus saving
& nervouy shoek.

Closing the doora again he descended
the etairs, and before going eut, told
the butlor that in case Mrs Dasset hap-

pened to come home before he returned, *

eho was to be kept in either the drawing.
totm or the dining-room until he arrived
and he would explain. Aiso 1o cne was
to go upstaira,

He fumped inko hix carriage and drove
back to Lady Ramsome’s to await his
wife's homecoming and incidentally to
tell his friends what had happened.

» L] - - -

The two cracksmen—weighted with their .

haul—had but a very short distance to
go.
mansion which had received their atten-
tions, were a number of fairly large
houscs whose backs almost adjoined the
end of Greville Basset’s gavden; and to
the back-door of one of thpse the two
men directed their sieps after climbing
& couple of low walle,

A few minutes afterwards they were
reated in a well lighted and comfortable
Toom, and immediately bogan to examine
their plunder. )

It was wndoubtedly a big night for
Ehent, as the long array of valunbles,
which the tall man was placing on the
table, testified; to say nothing of what
the cash box would reveal when the cun-
ning fingers of the other had solved the
trick of the lock.

Carefully and patiently he worked
away, now throwing aside the wire key
e was vsing and sc'ecting another. Megi
while tha face of the man designated by
his companion as *Gent” was screwed
into a perplexed frown ns he handled
tha warious cosily trinkets and orna-
menta. The expression was one in which
ftha keen glunce of the connoisseur was
blended wish a certain troulled leok <f
recognition aa if the things he held were
partially familizr to him; and once, when
lie held up a curious goeld-mounted agate
scent-bottle, he seemed powerless to re-
tmove his eyes {rom it, but gazed with
an earnest, farVway expreesion for eo
long & time, that the other man tooked
up from his task curiously. :

“¥Why, Gent, what’s the matter, what's
tome over youl Something wrong!™ seid

e,
“I'll sawear T've secn this somewhere”
replied the other slowly, “I believe the
mater’—he pulied up suddenly renlising
that be was about to go farther in the
matter of confidence than he intended,
A loock of keen interest sparkled in
the keen, ferret eyes of the otler, as if
he expecied the “Cent” to draw aside
et Iagt the veil that hung over his past.
Croppy Owen—king of skeleton-keys
und expert safe-breaker wae fully aware
thit his companion came of & good family
and hed bad & university education; in-
deed it was the origin of the prefr
*Gent,” which Croppy had himself be-

atowed upou him when ithey firet met,

The name had stuck te hm and “Gent
Swith' he had remained ever sinee,
Among other quelities, Croppy pos-
sassed great inquisitivemcds and would
have given a lot to have kuown the
true slory of his companion. Of course
e had Lis theory—that he Was & waster
or ne'er-do-well from some Ilmportant
family, whe was banished from home—
heir to w title pechaps. However no quea-
Sions were ever asked or evem Liuted ady

fome hundred yards away from the -

ike prent yuelities whick woundl ‘Croppy -

to him with the adnivetion wnd sffection
of & dug 4e his mester, wers the boltd
achenring and wonderful knowledge he
showed. Amather farter was the extrm-
ordinar) ambroken luck which scemed to
follow him mbout. - -

A somewhist awkward sllenee Tell be- -

tween them for & ‘woment, and €then
Croppy bent his head over hin fask apain,

A minute Juter a sharp click announced
the fact that the loek had piven way to
the maaterty mitentions of the -expert.

Yea, there was money there—a poodly
sprinkling of asvereigns in one compart-
ment, nng
in another,

The Gent’s eyes immediately songht
the box a#s the lid was lifted, but it was
not at the hard money that he looked,
A bundle of papers elwimwd his atten-
tion and these he took wmp with hands
that tremlied slightly—a mest unusual
thing with him.
elastic band which held them, and the
trembling became more pronounted as he
drew & long fat envelope from them and
read, in writing he knew very well—
“The last will and testament of Greville
Bagsset,” .

With a sharp intake of the breath, he
sank into his chair, but a moment after-
wards recovering his balance, he insert-
ed a pencil under the flap of the enve
lope and carefully working it round con-
trived to unfasten it without tearing,
while a1l the time the beadlike eyes of his
companion followed his movementa with
feverish excitement. .

For a couple of minutes a dead silence
reigned ip the room, and then with a
quick movement Gent Smith folded up
thé paper and proceeded to place it care-
fully back ints ita envelope.

“Croppy,” snid.he earnestly, when he
had effected his purpose, “we have doue
a few jobs topether, you amd I, haven’t
wei—jobs which have not only brought

us A decent sum at our bank, but Love

made us known as the kings of our pro-
fesaton.” . )

“Very right, Gent,” replied Croppy,
“perfeclly correct, and we'll de many
more of the same kind you may bef your
last *apenny on that.”

“We may do,” said Gent Smith slowly,
Sit's possible, but—""-

“‘May do' and ‘possible.’’ said Urop-
py looking up with startled eyes—“may
do! why you don’t surely mean that you
think of chucking the business now of
all timee when we know the Topes sa
well ¥

“We'll leave fhat phaze of the subject
for the present if you don't mind,” re-
plied the other, “the fact is that some-
‘thing lus happened—something very im-
portant and I want you to do me a
favour—s very great favour Croppy;
mind I'lt gee that yon are no loser by
the deal. ‘You may have noticed that I
wae rather worried all the time I was
looKing at the things; you see 1 Tel§
sure I had seen some of them before,
they brought back memories: now after
8 lock into that paper I find that these
people are very great friends of mine,
they are—well Fi] show the faith anl
trust 1 put in you and tell you what E
have hitherto kept a profound seeret
from evervone—the fact is, Croppy, 1

. bhave to-night robbed my vwn father and

mother. They must have moved inlo thia
house recently, althongh it -is sirange I
have not heard anything about it for I
try to keep myself mequainted ae far as
possible with their doings. o you sec,
Croppy, that this mustn’t go om, T'm
not wonderfully particular ae you knmow
but I draw the line at this, and so,”
continued he lowering his voice and
spesking delikarately, “I want D{Dﬂ to do
a hard thing—nething short of packing
up these things end toking them back, or
tiie shock will about kill my old mother.”

“Whew,” whistled Creppy Owen, “that
ia about the tallest order I've sver heard
of, Put ’em back? why it's unnatural;
who ever heard of-—well, guvnor, that
wins it .

“1 told you I’d see you were no loser,
dido't 1?7 Understand that I read
-enough in that paper to show me that
the old—my father had relented and
forgiven me. He has made me his heir
again so that I get his foriune when he
dies, and it also shows me that I havs
only to go back to him fo be received
and reinstuted into my former position,
when 1 will muke this right with you.
Come now, quick, let us got to work, I
know you're not guing o fail me.”

Croppy Owou hesitated as if uncertain
what to do, but hin look of perplexity
graduslly gave way and he sighed
gloomily.

“Well, Gent,’ you were right when yoq
rnid it was & ‘ard thing,” murmured he.
“it i ‘wri—ereol ‘ard. - Why, tieres w

& bunchy phead of erisp notes .

He twisted off the -

thousand pounde warth of stuff, we._gat..
it -mway, olwwn 40 slevwr an’ wow, *hen
we 'ave our 'ands round it we've got to
put it back. Well if you say so, Il do it,
youra Gent by name an’ I know youtt
ack .n'gent when the time comes, so here

8," s :

“Croppy, you're a pal,” pail fhe other
putiing his hand on his shoulder, “wnd
yow’ll never regret it.”*

Quickly they set to work; the thinga
were goon packed into the bhag again aud
the second jourmey dommencefl. - ’

On reaching the parden they Hound
‘everything as quiet as when they hall
left half an hour before, - o

Again the thick stair earpei held the
sooret of their footatepe and s moment
afterwards they fell to their extmordin.
ary task. It wos as Croppy eaid “unnat.
ural” but pevertheless they performed
it with as much dexterity as they had
displayed on the previous oceasion, The
cssh-box slid into its place in the safe,
and in & very whort time the lock yielded

to the pressure of the keys of the ex. -

pert, and the door was locked. . Mean-
while, Gent Smith had been replacing
the various ornaments with umerring ao-
curacy. Each dvawer received its acatter.
ed contents and took its proper place in
the bureau. Chairs -were replaced in
position, folds smoothed out of the car-
pet and with a amile of patisfaction he
E‘Emwd round the ¥oem. “One>
e [

The other two rooms were visited and

after ten minutes silent but speedy work,

no treee of the recent fRisorder appeared

to their critieal eves,
“M's the rammiedt job Tve ever imder-

taken in my lfe,” said Croppy, “and V'Ll -

gee that it doesn’s oocur again, hut X
must adinit that we've done it alf right.”
They did not hang about longz as you

they heard a ring at the bell which was
immediately followed by a #tir in the
neighbourhood of the kitchen, They wera
outside in a flash and gained dhe laurel
bushes uncbserved. *‘Just in time, fhank
God,” said Gend 8mith which I think yom
will admit was rather a pions and signi-
fieant remark to fall from the lips of the
prinee of burglars.:
- - - - -

When Greville Bagset got back to Lady
Maurice Ransome’s, he found the men in
the billiard room and in 2 few moments
had related what had cceurred,

“Have you informed the police® asked
Colonel Thurston,

“Nb,” said Basset, “you see I did not
want to eause any alarm if it could be
avoided, and althonugh the matter must of
courss come oub, I thonght perimps we
counid soften it down befure my wife got
to know?™ ..

“But how about the servanta?” said
Hir Maurice, “they know I suppore?”

“Not a word. When 1 found what had
oceurred I just -came oub, closed the
doors, and teft werd with Yorke the but-
ler,:that nobody was to go upsiairs until
I came home.”

“Well, what do you say if we come
wlong home with you,” snid Barclay, “we
can pick up a policeman a8 ‘we go nud
can then do a great deal towards getting
the place straight before your wife eemea
home.
leisure.” -

This suggestion found favour at once
mnd in a few minutes the party of four
eet out, . .

They arrived without encountering s
policeman however, and before going fo
fetch one, decided 1o have a look at the
YoomBe,

It was their ring which had been heard
by Gent Smith and Croppy Owen as they
closed the back door after their second
wisit,

“I'm afraid it’s an awiul muddle,™ mid
Bassel ap he lead the way npstairs, *and
you had better wait until I switch on the
light or you’ll bark your shins over a
heap of rubbish omn the floor.”

They reached the landing and Basset
opened the door of the stuay,

“I think youll admit,” said he, *that
it’s properly clemned out,” and then—
snapping on the light—“what de yom
think of that?”

He stood aside with almost & Rourish
and looked inte their fascs, A moment
eitar lis e followed theirs, and le
wtood ns suddenly fromen stid. His
face wad » atudy; his jaw fell and his
mouth opened am wide ae his eves. IHe
hed clean forgotten his friends who stood
around him with curioue faces, “Wlat.
ever in the meaning™-—he begnn and then
utnpred as if powerless Lo form another

said

may guess; et amy moment they might #pot.

' be surprized, in fact just as they reached -
the passage at the hottom of ihe stairs, :

Then you can iell her at your .
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The others remuined Jagking at ki du
wHenes, dhelr pumisd Inom
wxpresaiom of wonderment, R

“This is the most inexplicable - pconre
Fvum I have ever heard of, said Bassct
deliberately at last, “Why not an houe
a8 the ok wias 2 dust heap, and the
floors glmost ¥née-deep with papers and
things. And the safe—here he -strode
across end fugged violently at the handle
~—well g.;i: beats all,” maid he.

“Try other yooms,™ said Colonsl
Thrrston, -

They opened them: everything was ia
order, the jewel-case Blood in its ap-
Bointed place in the bedroom and not’'s

air-pin littered the foor,

Greville Ranset w more and more
mystified ax each familiar sbject met his
gaze. Hia brows drew down over his
eyes In & heavy frown and when he got
back to the sindy he wiood for a couple
of minutes in front of the safo complates
Iy lost in thoupht, his worried expression
giving am iukling of the state of hia
nind. - .

‘The others, after looking at him begnn
to exchange pglances with each other,
their lips twitched and something mext
door i & wink agitated the eye of
Colone]l Thurston,

Young Harolay was the first to apeak
and the next moment he wished he hada't
dor‘n; £0. Lo -

“¥ou couldn’ possibly have imagined
it,” said he, . pﬂ . 7 .

“Imagined it be.be-hanged,” said Baa-
set violently, “I tell you I came inta
this room less than an hour age and it
wos ‘randacked: the safe was epen, my
cash-bax pone, mob & chair in ita place
and 1 buried my feet in the things frem
my drawers and the cloth from tha¢
table lay there.” He stamped his foot
fiereely on the floer &t the indicated
“And as for the other rooms, they
were like & rag shop, everything turned
upeide down and my wife's jewels gone.
Dé you think I’'m mad, man,” he finished
with almost a wail.

“My dear fellow, we all have our de-
lusions st times' said DBarcley, “if
stands to reason—"

“I tell you I saw it and went through
all the reoma: now is it likely I should
make it upt” - ‘-
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