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THE FATE OF THE
HARA DIAMOND

CHAPTER IX

AT "THE GOLDEN GRIFFIN."

Captain Edmund Ducie was one of the first to emerge from
the wreck. He crept out of the broken window of the crushed-
up carriage, and shook himself as a dog might have done. "Once
more a narrow squeak for life," he said, half aloud. "If I had been
worth ten thousand a-year, I should infallibly have been smashed.
Not being worth ten brass farthings, here I am. What has become
of my little Russian, I wonder?"

No groan or cry emanated from that portion of the broken
carriage out of which Captain Ducie had just crept. Could it be



possible that Platzoff was killed?

With considerable difficulty Ducie managed to wrench open
the smashed door. Then he called the Russian by name; but there
was no answer. He could discern nothing inside save a confused
heap of rugs and minor articles of luggage. Under these, enough
in themselves to smother him, Platzoff must be lying. One by one
these articles were fished out of the carriage, and thrown aside
by Ducie. Last of all he came to Platzoff, lying in a heap, white
and insensible, as one already dead.

Putting forth all his great strength, Ducie lifted the senseless
body out of the carriage as carefully and tenderly as though it
were that of a new-born child. He then saw that the Russian was
bleeding from an ugly jagged wound at the back of his head.
There was no trace of any other outward hurt. A faint pulsation
of the heart told that he was still alive.

On looking round, Ducie saw that there was a large country
tavern only a few hundred yards from the scene of the accident.
Towards this house, which announced itself to the world under
the title of "The Golden Griffin," he now hastened with long
measured strides, carrying the still insensible Russian in his
arms. In all, some half-dozen carriages had come over the
embankment. The shrieks and cries of the wounded passengers
were something appalling. Already the passengers in the fore part
of the train, who had escaped unhurt, together with the officials
and a few villagers who happened to be on the spot, were doing
their best to rescue these unfortunates from the terrible wreckage



in which they were entangled.

Captain Ducie was the first man from the accident to cross the
threshold of "The Golden Griffin." He demanded to be shown
the best spare room in the house. On the bed in this room
he laid the body of the still insensible Platzoff. His next act
was to despatch a mounted messenger for the nearest doctor.
Then, having secured the services of a brisk, steady-nerved
chambermaid, he proceeded to dress the wound as well as
the means at his command would allow of—washing it, and
cutting away the hair, and, by means of some ice, which he
was fortunate enough to procure, succeeding in all but stopping
the bleeding, which, to a man so frail of body, so reduced in
strength as Platzoff, would soon have been fatal. A teaspoonful of
brandy administered at brief intervals did its part as a restorative,
and some minutes before the doctor's arrival Ducie had the
satisfaction of seeing his patient's eyes open, and of hearing him
murmur faintly a few soft guttural words in some language which
the Captain judged to be his native Russ.

Platzoff had quite recovered his senses by the time the doctor
arrived, but was still too feeble to do more than whisper a few
unconnected words. There were many claimants this forenoon
on the doctor's attention, and the services required by Platzoff at
his hands had to be performed as expeditiously as possible.

"You must make up your mind to be a guest of "The Golden
Griffin' for at least a week to come," he said, as he took up
his hat preparatory to going. "With quiet, and care, and a strict



adherence to my instructions, I daresay that by the end of that
time you will be sufficiently recovered to leave here for your
own home. Humanly speaking, sir, you owe your life to this
gentleman," indicating Ducie. "But for his skill and promptitude
you would have been a dead man before I reached you."

Platzoff's thin white hand was extended feebly. Ducie took
it in his sinewy palms and pressed it gently. "You have this day
done for me what I can never forget," whispered the Russian,
brokenly. Then he closed his eyes, and seemed to sink off into
a sleep of exhaustion.

Leaving strict injunctions with the chambermaid not to
quit the room till he should come back, Captain Ducie went
downstairs with the intention of revisiting the scene of the
disaster. He called in at the bar to obtain his favourite
"thimbleful" of cognac, and there he found a very agreeable
landlady, with whom he got into conversation respecting
the accident. Some five minutes had passed thus when the
chambermaid came up to him. "If you please, sir, the foreign
gentleman has woke up, and is anxiously asking to see you."

With a shrug of the shoulders and a slight lowering of his black
eyebrows, Captain Ducie went back upstairs. Platzoff's eager
eyes fixed him as he entered the room. Ducie sat down close by
the bed and said in a kindly tone: "What is it? What can I do for
you? Command me in any way."

"My servant—where is he? And—and my despatch box.
Valuable papers. Try to find it."



Ducie nodded and left the room. The inquiries he made soon
elicited the fact that Platzoff's servant had been even more
severely injured than his master, and was at that moment lying,
more dead than alive, in a little room upstairs. Slowly and
musingly, with hands in pocket, Captain Ducie then took his way
towards the scene of the accident. "It may suit my book very well
to make friends with this Russian," he thought as he went along.
"He is no doubt very rich; and I am very poor. In us the two
extremes meet and form the perfect whole. He might serve my
purposes in more ways than one, and it is just as likely that his
purposes might be served by me: for a man like that must have
purposes that want serving. Nous verrons. Meanwhile, I am his
obedient servant to command."

Captain Ducie, hunting about among the débris of the train,
was not long in finding the fragments of M. Platzoftf's despatch
box. Its contents were scattered about. Ducie spent ten minutes
in gathering together the various letters and documents which it
had contained. Then, with the broken box under his arm and the
papers in his hands, he went back to the Russian.

He showed the papers one by one to Platzoff, who was
strangely eager in the matter. When Ducie held up the last of
them, Platzoff groaned and shut his eyes. "They are all there as
far as I can judge," he murmured, "except the most important
one of all—a paper covered with figures, of no use to anyone
but myself. Oh, dear Captain Ducie! do please go once more and
try to find the one that is still missing. If I only knew that it was



burnt, or torn into fragments, I should not mind so much. But
if it were to fall into the hands of a scoundrel skilful enough to
master the secret which it contains, then I—"

He stopped with a scared look on his face, as though he had
unwittingly said more than he had intended.

"Pray don't trouble yourself with any explanations just now,"
said Ducie. "You want the paper: that is enough. I will go and
have a thorough hunt for it."

Back went Ducie to the broken carriages and began to search
more carefully than before. "What can be the nature of the great
secret, I wonder, that is hidden between the Sibylline leaves [ am
in search of? If what Platzoff's words implied be true, he who
learns it is master of the situation. Would that it were known to
me!"

Slowly and carefully, inside and out of the carriage in which he
and Platzoff had travelled, Captain Ducie conducted his search.
One by one he again turned over the wraps and different articles
of personal luggage belonging to both of them, which had not
yet been removed. The first object that rewarded his search was
a splendid diamond pin which he remembered having seen in
Platzoff's scarf. Ducie picked it up and looked cautiously around.
No one was regarding him. "Of the first water and worth a
hundred guineas at the very least," he muttered. Then he put it
in his waistcoat pocket and went on with his search.

A minute or two later, hidden away under one of the cushions
of the carriage, he found what he was looking for: a folded sheet



of thick blue paper covered with a complicated array of figures
—that and nothing more.

Captain Ducie regarded the recovered treasure with a strange
mixture of feelings. His hands trembled slightly; his heart was
beating more quickly than usual; his eyes seemed to see and yet
not to see the paper in his hands. As one mazed and in deep
doubt he stood.

His reverie was broken by the approach of some of the railway
officials. The cloud vanished from before his eyes, and he was
his cool, imperturbable self in a moment. Heading the long array
of figures on the parchment were a few lines of ordinary writing,
written, however, not in English, but Italian. These few lines
Ducie now proceeded to read over more attentively than he had
done at the first glance. He was sufficiently master of Italian to be
able to translate them without much difficulty. Translated they
ran as under:—

"Bon Repos,
"Windermere.

"Carlo mio,—In the Amsterdam edition of 1698 of The
Confessions of Parthenio the Mystic occur the passages given
below. To your serious consideration, O friend of my heart,
I recommend these words. To read them much patience is
required. But they are freighted with wisdom, as you will
discover long before you reach the end of them, and have
a deep significance for that great cause to which the souls
of both of us are knit by bonds which in this life can never



be severed. When you read these lines, the hand that writes
them will be cold in the grave. But Nature allows nothing
to be lost, and somewhere in the wide universe the better
part of me (the mystic Ego) will still exist; and if there be
any truth in the doctrine of the affinity of souls, then shall
you and I meet again elsewhere. Till that time shall come
—Adieu!

"Thine,

"Paul Platzoff."

Having carefully read these lines twice over, Captain Ducie
refolded the paper, put it away in an inner pocket, and buttoned
his coat over it. Then he took his way, deep in thought, back to
"The Golden Griffin."

The Russian's eager eyes asked him: "What success?" before
he could say a word.

"I am sorry to say that I have not been able to find the
paper," said Captain Ducie in slow, deliberate tones. "I have
found something else—your diamond pin, which you appear to
have lost out of your scarf."

Platzoff gazed at him with a sort of blank despair on his
saffron face, but a low moan was his only reply. Then he turned
his face to the wall and shut his eyes.

Captain Ducie was a patient man, and he waited without
speaking for a full hour. At the end of that time Platzoff turned,
and held out a feeble hand.

"Forgive me, my friend—if you will allow me to call you so,"
he said. "I must seem horribly ungrateful after all the trouble I



have put you to, but I do not feel so. The loss of my MS. affected
me so deeply for a little while that I could think of nothing else.
I shall get over it by degrees."

"If T remember rightly," remarked Ducie, "you said that the
lost MS. was merely a complicated array of figures. Of what
possible value can it be to anyone who may chance to find it?"

"Of no value whatever," answered Platzoff, "unless they who
find it should also be skilful enough to discover the key by which
alone it can be read; for, as I may now tell you, there is a hidden
meaning in the figures. The finders may or may not make that
discovery, but how am I to ascertain what is the fact either one
way or the other? For want of such knowledge my sense of
security will be gone. I would almost prefer to know for certain
that the MS. had been read than be left in utter doubt on the point.
In the one case I should know what I had to contend against, and
could take proper precautionary measures; in the other, I am left
to do battle with a shadow that may or may not be able to work
me harm."

"Would possession of the information that is contained in the
MS. enable anyone to work you harm?"

"It would to this extent, that it would put them in possession of
a cherished secret, which—But why talk of these things? What is
done cannot be undone. I can only prepare myself for the worst."

"One moment," said Ducie. "I think that after the thorough
search made by me the chances are twenty to one against the MS.
ever being found. But granting that it does turn up, the finder



of it will probably be some ignorant navvie or incurious official,
without either inclination or ability to master the secret of the
cipher."

Ten days later M. Platzoff was sufficiently recovered to set
out for Bon Repos. At his earnest request Ducie had put off his
own journey to stay with him. At another time the ex-Captain
might not have cared to spend ten days at a forlorn country tavern,
even with a rich Russian; but as he often told himself he had "his
book to make," and he probably looked upon this as a necessary
part of the process. Before they parted, it was arranged that as
soon as Ducie should return from Scotland he should go and
spend a month at Bon Repos. Then the two shook hands, and
each went his own way. As one day passed after another without
bringing any tidings of the lost MS., Platzoff's anxiety respecting
it seemed to lessen, and by the time he left "The Golden Griffin"
he had apparently ceased to trouble his mind any further in the
matter.



CHAPTER X

THE STOLEN MANUSCRIPT

Captain Edmund Ducie came of a good family. His people
were people of mark among the landed gentry of their county,
and were well-to-do even for their position. Although only a
fourth son, his allowance had been a very handsome one, both
while at Cambridge and afterwards during the early years of his
life in the army. When of age, he had come into the very nice
little fortune, for a fourth son, of nine thousand pounds; and it
was known that there would be "something handsome" for him
at his father's death. He had a more than ordinary share of good
looks; his mind was tolerably cultivated, and afterwards enlarged
by travel and service in various parts of the world; in manners
and address he was a finished gentleman of the modern school.
Yet all these advantages of nature and fortune were in a great
measure nullified and rendered of no avail by reason of one fatal
defect, of one black speck at the core. In a word, Captain Ducie
was a born gambler.

He had gambled when a child in the nursery, or had tried to
gamble, for cakes and toys. He had gambled when at school for
coppers, pocket-knives, and marbles. He had gambled when at
the University, and had felt the claws of the Children of Usury.



He gambled away his nine thousand pounds, or such remainder
of it as had not been forestalled, when he came of age. Later on,
when in the army, and on home allowance again, for his father
would not let him starve, he had kept on gambling; so that when,
some five years later, his father died, and he dropped in for the
"something handsome," two-thirds of it had to be paid down on
the nail to make a free man of him again. On the remaining one-
third he contrived to keep afloat for a couple of years longer;
then, after a season of heavy losses, came the final crash, and
Captain Ducie found himself under the necessity of selling his
commission, and of retiring into private life.

From this date Captain Ducie was compelled to live by
"bleeding" his friends and connections. He was a great favourite
among them, and they rallied gallantly to his rescue. But Ducie
still gambled; and the best of friends, and the most indulgent of
relatives, grew tired after a time of seeing their cherished gold
pieces slip heedlessly through the fingers of the man whom it was
intended that they should substantially help, and be lost in the foul
atmosphere of a gaming-house. One by one, friend and relative
dropped away from the doomed man, till none were left. Little
by little the tide of fortune ebbed away from his feet, leaving
him stranded high and dry on the cruel shore of impecuniosity,
hemmed in by a thousand debts, with the gaunt wolf of beggary
staring him in the face.

There was one point about Captain Ducie's gambling that
redounded to his credit. No one ever suspected him of cheating.



His "run of luck" was so uniformly bad, despite a brief fickle
gleam of fortune now and again, which seemed sent only to
lure him on to deeper destruction; it was so well known that he
had spent two fortunes and alienated all his friends through his
passion for the green cloth, that it would have been the height
of absurdity to even suspect him of roguery. Indeed, "Ducie's
luck" was a proverbial phrase at the whist-tables of his club. He
was not a "turf" man, and had no knowledge of horses beyond
that legitimate knowledge which every soldier ought to have. His
money had all been lost either at cards or roulette. He was one
of the most imperturbable of gamblers. Whatever the varying
chances of the game might be, no man ever saw him either elated
or depressed: he fought with his vizor down.

No man could be more aware of his one besetting weakness,
nor of his inability to conquer it, than was Captain Ducie.
When he could no longer muster five pounds to gamble with, he
would gamble with five shillings. There was a public-house in
Southwark to which, poorly dressed, he sometimes went when
his funds were low. Here, unknown to the police, a little quiet
gambling for small stakes went on from night to night. But
however small might be the amount involved, there was the
passion, the excitement, the gambling contagion, precisely as at
Homburg or Baden; and these it was that made the very salt of
Captain Ducie's life.

About six months before we made his acquaintance he had
been compelled to leave his pleasant suite of apartments in New



Bond Street, and had, since that time, been the tenant of a shabby
bed-room in a shabby little out-of-the-way street. When in town
he took his meals at his club, and to that address all letters and
papers for him were sent. But of late even the purlieus of his club
had become dangerous ground. Round the palatial portal duns
seemed to hover and flit mysteriously, so that the task of reaching
the secure haven of the smoking-room was one of danger and
difficulty; while the return voyage to the shabby little bed-room
in the shabby little street could be accomplished in safety only
by frequent tacking and much skilful pilotage, to avoid running
foul of various rocks and quicksands by the way.

But now, after a six weeks' absence in Scotland, Captain Ducie
felt that for a day or two at least he was tolerably safe. He felt
like an old fox venturing into the open after the noise of the
hunt has died away in the distance, who knows that for a little
while he is safe from molestation. How delightful town looked,
he thought, after the dull life he had been leading at Stapleton.
He had managed to screw another fifty pounds out of Barnstake,
and this very evening, the first of his return, he would go to Tom
Dawson's rooms and there refresh himself with a little quiet faro
or chicken-hazard: very quiet it must of necessity be, unless he
saw that it was going to turn out one of his lucky evenings, in
which case he would try to "put up" the table and finish with
a fortunate coup. But there was one little task that he had set
himself to do before going out for the evening, and he proceeded
to consider it over while discussing his cup of strong green tea



and his strip of dry toast.

To aid him in considering the matter he brought out of an
mner pocket the stolen manuscript of M. Platzoff.

While in Scotland, when shut up in his own room of a night,
he had often exhumed the MS., and had set himself seriously to
the task of deciphering it, only to acknowledge at the end of a
terrible half-hour that he was ignominiously beaten. Whereupon
he would console himself by saying that such a task was "not in
his line," that his brains were not of that pettifogging order which
would allow of his sitting down with the patience requisite to
master the secret of the figures. To-night, for the twentieth time,
he brought out the MS. He again read the prefatory note carefully
over, although he could almost have said it by heart, and once
more his puzzled eyes ran over the complicated array of figures,
till at last, with an impatient "Pish!" he flung the MS. to the other
side of the table, and poured out for himself another cup of tea.

"I must send it to Bexell," he said to himself. "If anyone can
make it out, he can. And yet I don't like making another man as
wise as myself in such a matter. However, there is no help for it
in the present case. If I keep the MS. by me till doomsday I shall
never succeed in making out the meaning of those confounded
figures."

When he had finished his tea he took out his writing desk and
wrote as under:

"My Dear Bexell,—I have only just got back from
Scotland after an absence of six weeks. I have brought with



me a severe catarrh, a new plaid, a case of Mountain Dew,
and a MS. written in cipher. The first and second of these
articles I retain for my own use. Of the third I send you half-
a-dozen bottles by way of sample: a judicious imbibition of
the contents will be found to be a sovereign remedy for the
Pip and other kindred disorders that owe their origin to a
melancholy frame of mind. The fourth article on my list I
send you bodily. It has been lent to me by a friend of mine
who states that he found it in his muniment chest among a
lot of old title deeds, leases, etc., the first time he waded
through them after coming into possession of his property.
Neither he nor any friend to whom he has shown it can make
out its meaning, and I must confess to being myself one of
the puzzled. My friend is very anxious to have it deciphered,
as he thinks it may in some way relate to his property, or
to some secret bit of family history with which it would be
advisable that he should become acquainted. Anyhow, he
gave it to me to bring to town, with a request that I should
seek out someone clever in such things, and try to get it
interpreted for him. Now I know of no one except yourself
who is at all expert in such matters. You, I remember, used
to take a delight that to me was inexplicable in deciphering
those strange advertisements which now and again appear
in the newspapers. Let me therefore ask of you to bring your
old skill to bear in the present case, and if you can make me
anything like a presentable translation to send back to my
friend the laird, you will greatly oblige

"Your friend,

"E. Ducie."



The MS. consisted of three or four sheets of deed-paper
fastened together at one corner with silk. The prefatory note
was on the first sheet. This first sheet Ducie cut away with his
penknife and locked up in his desk. The remaining sheets he sent
to his friend Bexell, together with the note which he had written.

Three days later Mr. Bexell returned the sheets with his reply.
In order properly to understand this reply it will be necessary to
offer to the reader's notice a specimen of the MS. The conclusion
arrived at by Mr. Bexell, and the mode by which he reached them,
will then be more clearly comprehensible.

The following is a counterpart of the first few lines of the MS.:
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The following is Mr. Bexell's reply to his friend Captain
Ducie:

"My Dear Ducie,—W:ith this note you will receive back
your confounded MS., but without a translation. I have spent
a good deal of time and labour in trying to decipher it, and
the conclusions at which I have arrived may be briefly laid
before you.

1. Each group of three sets of figures represents a word.

2. Each group of two sets of figures—those with a line
above and a line below—represents a letter only.

3. Those letters put together from the point where the
double line begins to the point where it ceases, make up a
word.

4. In the composition of this cryptogram a book has been
used as the basis on which to work.

5. In every group of three sets of figures the first set
represents the page of the book; the second, the number of
the line on that page, probably counting from the top; the
third the position in ordinary rotation of the word on that
line. Thus you have the number of the page, the number of
the line, and the number of the word.

6. In the case of the interlined groups of two sets of
figures, the first set represents the number of the page; the
second set the number of the line, probably counting from
the top, of which line the required letter will prove to be
the initial one.

7. The words thus spelled out by the interlined groups of
double figures are, in all probability, proper names, or other



uncommon words not to be found in their entirety in the
book on which the cryptogram is based, and consequently
requiring to be worked out letter by letter.

8. The book in question is not a dictionary, nor any other
work the words of which come in alphabetical rotation. It
is probably some ordinary book, which the writer of the
cryptogram and the person for whom it is written have
agreed upon beforehand to make use of as a key. I have no
means of judging whether the book in question is an English
or a foreign one, but by it alone, whatever it may be, can the
cryptogram be read.

"Now, my dear Ducie, it would be wearisome for
me to describe, and equally wearisome for you to read,
the processes of reasoning by means of which the above
deductions have been arrived at. But in order to satisfy you
that my assumptions are not entirely fanciful or destitute of
sober sense, I will describe to you, as briefly as may be, the
process by means of which I have come to the conclusion
that the book used as the basis of the cryptogram was not
a dictionary or other work in which the words come in
alphabetical rotation; and such a conclusion is very easy of
proof.

"In a document so lengthy as the MS. of your friend the
Scotch laird there must of necessity be many repetitions
of what may be called 'indispensable words'—words one
or more of which are used in the composition of almost
every long sentence. I allude to such words as a, an, and,
as, of, by, the, their, them, these, they, you, I, it, etc. The
first thing to do was to analyse the MS. and classify the



different groups of figures for the purpose of ascertaining
the number of repetitions of any one group. My analysis
showed me that these repetitions were surprisingly few.
Forty groups were repeated twice, fifteen three times, and
nine groups four times. Now, according to my calculation,
the MS. contains one thousand two hundred and eighty-
three words. Out of those one thousand two hundred and
eighty-three words there must have been more than the
number of repetitions shown by my analysis, and not of
one only, but of several of what I have called 'indispensable
words.' Had a dictionary been made use of by the writer
of the MS. all such repetitions would have been referred
to one particular page, and to one particular line of that
page: that is to say, in every case where a word repeated
itself in the MS. the same group of numbers would in every
case have been its valeur. As the repetitions were so few I
could only conclude that some book of an ordinary kind had
been made use of, and that the writer of the cryptogram had
been sufficiently ingenious not to repeat his numbers very
frequently in the case of 'indispensable words,' but had in
the majority of cases given a fresh group of numbers at each
repetition of such a word. I might, perhaps, go further and
say that in the majority of cases where a group of figures
is repeated such group refers to some word less frequently
used than any of those specified above, and that one group
was obliged to do duty on two or more occasions, simply
because the writer was unable to find the word more than
once in the book on which his cryptogram was based.
"Having once arrived at the conclusion that some book



had been used as the basis of the cryptogram, my next
supposition that each group of three sets of numbers showed
the page of the book, the number of the line from the
top, and the position of the required word in that line,
seemed at once borne out by an analysis of the figures
themselves. Thus, taking the first set of figures in each
group, I found that in no case did they run to a higher
number than 500, which would seem to indicate that the
basis-book was limited to that number of pages. The second
set of figures ran to no higher number than 60, which would
seem to limit the lines on each page to that number. The
third set of figures in no case yielded a higher number than
12, which numerals, according to my theory, would indicate
the maximum number of words in each line. Thus you have
at once (if such information is of any use to you) a sort of
a key to the size of the required volume.

"I think I have now written enough, my dear Ducie, to
afford you some idea of the method by means of which my
conclusions have been arrived at. If you wish for further
details I will supply them—>but by word of mouth, an it be all
the same to your honour; for this child detests letter-writing,
and has taken a vow that if he reach the end of his present
pen-and-ink venture in safety, he will never in time to come
devote more than two pages of cream note to even the most
exacting of friends: the sequitur of which is, that if you want
to know more than is here set down you must give the writer
a call, when you shall be talked to to your heart's content.
"Your exhausted friend,

"Geo. Bexell."”



Captain Ducie had too great a respect for the knowledge
of his friend Bexell in matters like the one under review to
dream for one moment of testing the validity of any of his
conclusions. He accepted the whole of them as final. Having got
the conclusions themselves, he cared nothing as to the processes
by which they had been deduced: the details interested him not
at all. Consequently he kept out of the way of his friend, being
in truth considerably disgusted to find that, so far as he was
himself concerned, the affair had ended in a fiasco. He could not
look upon it in any other light. It was utterly out of the range
of probability that he should ever succeed in ascertaining on
what particular book the cryptogram was based, and no other
knowledge was now of the slightest avail. He was half inclined
to send back the MS. anonymously to Platzoff, as being of no
further use to himself; but he was restrained by the thought that
there was just a faint chance that the much-desired volume might
turn up during his forthcoming visit to Bon Repos—that even at
the eleventh hour the key might be found.

He was terribly chagrined to think that the act of genteel
petty larceny, by which he had lowered himself more in his own
eyes than he would have cared to acknowledge, had been so
absolutely barren of results. That portion of his moral anatomy
which he would have called his conscience pricked him shrewdly
now and again, but such pricks had their origin in the fact of his
knavery having been unsuccessful. Had his wrong-doing won for
him such a prize as he had fondly hoped to gain by its means,



Conscience would have let her rusted spear hang unheeded on
the wall, and beyond giving utterance now and then to a faint
whisper in the dead of night, would have troubled him not at all.

It was some time in the middle of the night, about a week after
Bexell had sent him back the papers, that he awoke suddenly
and completely, and there before him, as clearly as though it had
been written in letters of fire on the black wall, he saw the title
of the wished-for book. It was the book mentioned by Platzoff
in his prefatory note: The Confessions of Parthenio the Mystic.
The knowledge had come to him like a revelation. How stupid
he must have been never to have thought of it before! That night
he slept no more.

Next morning he went to one of the most famous bookdealers
in the metropolis. The book inquired for by Ducie was not known
to the man. But that did not say that there was no such work
in existence. Through his agents at home and abroad inquiry
should be made, and the result communicated to Captain Ducie.
Therewith the latter was obliged to content himself. Three days
later came a pressing note of invitation from Platzoff.



CHAPTER XI

BON REPOS

On a certain fine morning towards the end of May, Captain
Ducie took train at Euston Square, and late the same afternoon
was set down at Windermere. A fly conveyed himself and his
portmanteau to the edge of the lake. Singling out one from the
tiny fleet of pleasure boats always to be found at the Bowness
landing-stage, Captain Ducie seated himself in the stern and
lighted his cigar. The boatman's sinewy arms soon pulled him
out into the middle of the lake, when the head of the little craft
was set for Bon Repos.

The sun was dipping to the western hills. In his wake he had
left a rack of torn and fiery cloud, as though he had rent his
garments in wrath and cast them from him. Soft, grey mists and
purple shadows were beginning to strike upward from the vales,
but on the great shoulders of Fairfield, and on the scarred fronts
of other giants further away, the sunshine lingered lovingly. It
was like the hand of Childhood caressing the rugged brows of
Age.

With that glorious panorama which crowns the head of the
lake before his eyes, with the rhythmic beat of the oars and the
soft pulsing of the water in his ears, with the blue smoke-rings of



his cigar rising like visible aspirations through the evening air, an
unwonted peace, a soft brooding quietude, began to settle down
upon the Captain's world-worn spirit; and through the stillness
came a faint whisper, like his mother's voice speaking from the
far-off years of childhood, recalling to his memory things once
known, but too long forgotten; lessons too long despised, but
with a vital truth underlying them which he seemed never to
have realised till now. Suddenly the boat's keel grazed the shingly
strand, and there before him, half shrouded in the shadows of
evening, was Bon Repos.

A genuine north-country house, strong, rugged and homely-
looking, despite its Gallic cognomen. It was built of the rough
grey stone of the district, and roofed with large blue slates.
It stood at the head of a small lawn that sloped gently up
from the lake. Immediately behind the house a precipitous hill,
covered with a thick growth of underwood and young trees,
swept upward to a considerable height. A narrow, winding lane,
the only carriage approach to the house, wound round the base of
this hill, and joined the high road a quarter of a mile away. The
house was only two stories high, but was large enough to have
accommodated a numerous and well-to-do family. The windows
were all set in a framework of plain stone, but on the lower
floor some of them had been modernised, the small, square,
bluish panes having given place to polished plate glass, of which
two panes only were needed for each window. But this was an
innovation that had not spread far. The lawn was bordered with a



tasteful diversity of shrubs and flowers, while here and there the
tender fingers of some climbing plant seemed trying to smoothe
away a wrinkle in the rugged front of the old house.

Captain Ducie walked up the gravelled pathway that led from
the lake to the house, the boatman with his portmanteau bringing
up the rear. Before he could touch either bell or knocker, the
door was noiselessly opened, and a coloured servant, in a suit of
plain black, greeted him with a respectful bow.

"Captain Ducie, sir, if I am not misinformed?"

"I am Captain Ducie."

"Sir, you are expected. Your rooms are ready. Dinner will be
served in half-an-hour from now. My master will meet you when
you come downstairs."

The portmanteau having been brought in, and the boatman
paid and dismissed, said the coloured servant: "I will show you to
your rooms, if you will allow me to do so. The man appointed to
wait upon you will follow with your luggage in a minute or two."

He led the way, and Ducie followed in silence.

The tired Captain gave a sigh of relief and gratitude, and
flung himself into an easy-chair as the door closed behind his
conductor. His two rooms were en suite, and while as replete with
comfort as the most thorough-going Englishman need desire, had
yet about them a touch of lightness and elegance that smacked
of a taste that had been educated on the Continent, and was
unfettered by insular prejudices.

"At Stapleton I had a loft that was hardly fit for a groom to



sleep in; here I have two rooms that a cardinal might feel proud
to occupy. Vive la Russie!"

M. Platzoff was waiting at the foot of the staircase when Ducie
went down. A cordial greeting passed between the two, and the
host at once led the way to the dining-room. Platzoff in his suit of
black and white cravat, with his cadaverous face, blue-black hair
and chin-tuft, and the elaborate curl on the top of his forehead,
looked, at the first glance, more like a ghastly undertaker's man
than the host of an English country house.

But a second glance would have shown you his embroidered
linen and the flashing gems on his fingers; and you could not
be long with him without being made aware that you were in
the company of a thorough man of the world—of one who had
travelled much and observed much; of one whose correspondents
kept him au courant with all the chief topics of the day. He knew,
and could tell you, the secret history of the last new opera; how
much had been paid for it, what it had cost to produce, and all
about the great green-room cabal against the new prima donna.
He knew what amount of originality could be safely claimed for
the last new drama that was taking the town by storm, and how
many times the same story had been hashed up before. He had
read the last French novel of any note, and could favour you with
a few personal reminiscences of its author not generally known.
As regarded political knowledge—if all his statements were to be
trusted—he was informed as to much that was going on behind
the great drop-scene. He knew how the wires were pulled that



moved the puppets who danced in public, especially those wires
which were pulled in Paris, Vienna and St. Petersburg. Before
Ducie had been six hours at Bon Repos he knew more about
political intrigues at home and abroad than he had ever dreamt
of in the whole course of his previous life.

The dining-room at Bon Repos was a long low-ceilinged
apartment, panelled with black oak, and fitted up in a rich and
sombre style that was yet very different from the dull, heavy
formality that obtains among three-fourths of the dining-rooms
in English country houses. Indeed, throughout the appointments
and fittings of Bon Repos there was a touch of something
Oriental grafted on to French taste, combined with a thorough
knowledge and appreciation of insular comfort. From the dining-
room windows a lovely stretch of the lake could be seen
glimmering in the starlight, and our two friends sat this evening
over their wine by the wide open sash, gazing out into the
delicious night. Behind them, in the room, two or three candles
were burning in silver sconces; but at the window they were
sitting in that sort of half light which seems exactly suited for
confidential talk. Captain Ducie took advantage of it after a time
to ask his host a question which he would perhaps have scarcely
cared to put by broad daylight.

"Have you heard any news of your lost manuscript?"

"None whatever," answered Platzoff. "Neither do I expect,
after this lapse of time, to hear anything further concerning it. It
has probably never been found, or if found, has (as you suggested



at "The Golden Griffin') fallen into the hands of someone too
ignorant, or too incurious, to master the secret of the cipher."

"It has been much in my thoughts since I saw you last," said
Ducie. "Was the MS. in your own writing, may I ask?"

"It was in my own writing," answered the Russian. "It was a
confidential communication intended for the eye of my dearest
friend, and for his eye only. It was unfinished when I lost it. I
had been staying a few days at one of your English spas when I
joined you in the train on the day of the accident. The MS., as far
as it went, had all been written before I left home; but I took it
with me in my despatch-box, together with other private papers,
although I knew that I could not add a single line to it while I
should be from home. I have wished a thousand times since that
I had left it behind me."

"I have heard of people to whom cryptography is a favourite
study," said the Captain; "people who pride themselves on their
ability to master the most difficult cipher ever invented. Let us
hope that your MS. has not fallen into the hands of one of these
clever individuals."

Platzoff shrugged his shoulders. "Let us hope so, indeed," he
said. "But I will not believe in any such untoward event. Too
long a time has elapsed since the loss for me not to have heard
something respecting the MS., had it been found by anyone who
knew how to make use of it. Besides, I would defy the most clever
reader of cryptography to master my MS. without—Ah, Bah!
where's the use of talking about it? Should not you like some



tobacco? Daylight's last tint has vanished, and there is a chill air
sweeping down from the hills."

As they left the window, Platzoff added: "One of the most
annoying features connected with my loss arises from the fact
that all my labour will have to be gone through again—and very
tedious work it is. I am now engaged on a second MS., which is,
as nearly as I can make it, a copy of the first one; and it is a task
which must be done by myself alone. To have even one confidant
would be to stultify the whole affair. Another glass of claret, and
then I will introduce you to my sanctum."

The coloured man who had opened the door for Captain
Ducie had been in and out of the dining-room several times. He
was evidently a favourite servant. Platzoff had addressed him as
Cleon, and Ducie had now a question or two to ask concerning
him.

Cleon was a mulatto, tall, agile and strong. Not bad-looking
by any means, but carrying with him unmistakable traces of
the negro blood in his veins. His hair was that of a genuine
African—crisp and black, and was one mass of short curls;
but except for a certain fulness of the lips his features were
of the ordinary Caucasian type. He wore no beard, but a thin,
straight line of black moustache. His complexion was yellow, but
a different yellow from that of his master—dusky, passionate,
lava-like; suggestive of fiery depths below. His eyes, too, glowed
with a smothered fire that seemed as if it might blaze out at
any moment, and there was in them an expression of snake-



like treachery that made Captain Ducie shudder involuntarily,
as though he had seen some loathsome reptile, the first time he
looked steadily into their half-veiled depths. One look into each
other's eyes was sufficient for both these men.

"Monsieur Cleon and I are born enemies, and he knows it as
well as I do," murmured Ducie to himself, after the first secret
signal of defiance had passed between the two. "Well, I never
was afraid of any man in my life, and I'm not going to begin by
being afraid of a valet." With that he shrugged his shoulders, and
turned his back contemptuously on the mulatto.

Cleon, in his suit of black and white tie, with his quiet,
stealthy movements and unobtrusive attentions, would have
been pronounced good style as a gentleman's gentleman in
the grandest of Belgravian mansions. Had he suddenly come
into a fortune, and gone into society where his antecedents
were unknown, five-sixths of his male associates would have
pronounced him "a deuced gentlemanly fellow." The remaining
one-sixth might have held a somewhat different opinion.

"That coloured fellow seems to be a great favourite with you,"
remarked Ducie, as Cleon left the room.

"And well he may be," answered Platzoff. "On two separate
occasions I owed my life to him. Once in South America, when
a couple of brigands had me at their mercy and were about to try
the temper of their knives on my throat. He potted them both
one after the other. On the second occasion he rescued me from
a tiger in the jungle, who was desirous of dining a la Russe. 1



have not made a favourite of Cleon without having my reasons
for so doing."

"He seems to me a shrewd fellow, and one who understands
his business."

"Cleon is not destitute of ability. When I settled at Bon Repos
I made him major-domo of my small establishment, but he still
retains his old position as my body-servant. I offered long ago
to release him; but he will not allow any third person to come
between himself and me, and I should not feel comfortable under
the attentions of anyone else."

Platzoff opened the door as he ceased speaking and led the
way to the smoking room.

As you lifted the curtain and went in, it was like passing at one
step from Europe to the East—from the banks of Windermere
to the shores of the Bosphorus. It was a circular apartment with a
low cushioned divan running completely round it, except where
broken by the two doorways, curtained with hangings of dark
brown. The floor was an arabesque of different-coloured tiles,
covered here and there with a tiny square of bright-hued Persian
carpet. The walls were panelled with stamped leather to the
height of six feet from the ground; above the panelling they were
painted of a delicate cream colour with here and there a maxim
or apophthegm from the Koran, in the Arabic character, picked
out in different colours. From the ceiling a silver lamp swung on
chains of silver. In the centre of the room was a marble table on
which were pipes and hookahs, cigars and tobaccos of various



kinds. Smaller tables were placed here and there close to the
divan for the convenience of smokers.

Platzoff having asked Ducie to excuse him for five minutes,
passed through the second doorway, and left the Captain to an
undisturbed survey of the room. He came back in a few minutes,
but so transformed in outward appearance that Ducie scarcely
knew him. He had left the room in the full evening costume of
an English gentleman: he came back in the turban and flowing
robes of a follower of the Prophet. But however comfortable his
Eastern habit might be, M. Platzoff lacked the quiet dignity and
grave repose of your genuine Turkish gentleman.

"I am going to smoke one of these hookahs; let me recommend
you to try another," said Platzoff as he squatted himself cross-
legged on the divan.

He touched a tiny gong, and Cleon entered.

"Select a hookah for Monsieur Ducie, and prepare it."

So Cleon, having chosen a pipe, tipped it with a new amber
mouthpiece, charged the bowl with fragrant Turkish tobacco,
handed the stem to Ducie, and then applied the light. The same
service was next performed for his master. Then he withdrew,
but only to reappear a minute or two later with coffee served up in
the Oriental fashion—black and strong, without sugar or cream.

"This is one of my little smoke-nights," said Platzoff as soon
as they were alone. "Last night was one of my big smoke-nights."

"You speak a language I do not understand."

"I call those occasions on which I smoke opium my big smoke-



nights."

"Can it be true that you are an opium smoker?" said Ducie.

"It can be and is quite true that [ am addicted to that so-called
pernicious habit. To me it is one of the few good things this world
has to offer. Opium is the key that unlocks the golden gates of
Dreamland. To its disciples alone is revealed the true secret of
subjective happiness. But we will talk more of this at some future
time."



CHAPTER XII

THE AMSTERDAM EDITION OF 1698

Captain Ducie soon fell into the quiet routine of life at Bon
Repos. It was not distasteful to him. To a younger man it might
have seemed to lack variety, to have impinged too closely on the
verge of dulness; but Captain Ducie had reached that time of
life when quiet pleasures please the most, and when much can
be forgiven the man who sets before you a dinner worth eating.
Not that Ducie had anything to forgive. Platzoff had contracted
a great liking for his guest, and his hospitality was of that cordial
quality which makes the object of it feel himself thoroughly at
home. Besides this, the Captain knew when he was well off,
and had no wish to exchange his present pleasant quarters, his
rambles across the hills, and his sailings on the lake, for his dingy
bed-room in town with the harassing, hunted down life of a man
upon whom a dozen writs are waiting to be served, and who can
never feel certain that his next day's dinner may not be eaten
behind the locks and bars of a prison.

Sometimes on horseback, sometimes on foot, sometimes
accompanied by his host, sometimes alone, Ducie explored the
lovely country round Bon Repos to his heart's content. Another
source of pleasure and healthful exercise he found in long solitary



pulls up and down the lake in a tiny skiff which had been set apart
for his service. In the evening came dinner and conversation with
his host, with perhaps a game or two of billiards to finish up the
day.

Captain Ducie found no scope for the exercise of his gambling
proclivities at Bon Repos. Platzoff never touched card or dice.
He could handle a cue tolerably well, but beyond a half-crown
game, Ducie giving him ten points out of fifty, he could never
be persuaded to venture. If the Captain, when he went down to
Bon Repos, had any expectation of replenishing his pockets by
means of faro and unlimited loo, he was wretchedly mistaken.
But whatever secret annoyance he might feel, he was too much a
man of the world to allow his host even to suspect its existence.

Of society in the ordinary meaning of that word there was
absolutely none at Bon Repos. None of the neighbouring families
by any chance ever called on Platzoff. By no chance did Platzoff
ever call on any of the neighbouring families.

"They are too good for me, too orthodox, too strait-laced,"
exclaimed the Russian one day in his quiet, jeering way. "Or it
may be that I am not good enough for them. Any way, we do
not coalesce. Rather are we like flint and steel, and eliminate
a spark whenever we come in contact. They look upon me as
a pagan, and hold me in horror. I look upon three-fourths of
them as Pharisees, and hold them in contempt. Good people
there are among them no doubt; people whom it would be a
pleasure to know, but I have neither time, health, nor inclination



for conventional English visiting—for your ponderous style of
hospitality. I am quite sure that my ideas of men and manners
would not coincide with those of the quiet country ladies and
gentlemen of these parts; while theirs would seem to me terribly
wearisome and jejune. Therefore, as I take it, we are better
apart.”

By and by Ducie discovered that his host was not so entirely
isolated from the world as at first sight he appeared to be.

Occasional society there was of a certain kind, intermittent,
coming and going like birds of passage. One, or sometimes two
visitors, of whose arrival Ducie had heard no previous mention,
would now and again put in an appearance at the dinner-table,
would pass one, or at the most two nights at Bon Repos, and
would then be seen no more, having gone as mysteriously as they
had come.

These visitors were always foreigners, now of one nationality,
now of another: and were always closeted privately with Platzoff
for several hours. In appearance some of them were strangely
shabby and unkempt, in a wild, un-English sort of fashion, while
others among them seemed like men to whom the good things
of this world were no strangers. But whatever their appearance,
they were all treated by Platzoff as honoured guests for whom
nothing at his command was too good.

As a matter of course, they were all introduced to Captain
Ducie, but none of their names had been heard by him before—
indeed, he had a dim suspicion, gathered, he could not have told



how, that the names by which they were made known to him were
in some cases fictitious ones, and appropriated for that occasion
only. But to the Captain that fact mattered nothing. They were
people whom he should never meet after leaving Bon Repos, or
if he did chance to meet them, whom he should never recognise.

One other noticeable feature there was about these birds of
passage. They were all men of considerable intelligence—men
who could talk tersely and well on almost any topic that might
chance to come uppermost at table, or during the after-dinner
smoke. Literature, art, science, travel—on any or all of these
subjects they had opinions to offer; but one subject there was that
seemed tabooed among them as by common consent: that subject
was politics. Captain Ducie saw and recognised the fact, but as
he himself was a man who cared nothing for politics of any kind,
and would have voted them a bore in general conversation, he
was by no means disposed to resent their extrusion from the table
talk at Bon Repos.

As to whom and what these strangers might be, no direct
information was vouchsafed by the Russian. Captain Ducie was
left in a great measure to draw his own conclusions. A certain
conversation which he had one day with his host seemed to throw
some light on the matter. Ducie had been asking Platzoff whether
he did not sometimes regret having secluded himself so entirely
from the world; whether he did not long sometimes to be in the
great centres of humanity, in London or Paris, where alone life's
full flavour can be tasted.



"Whenever Bon Repos becomes Mal Repos," answered
Platzoff—"whenever a longing such as you speak of comes over
me—and it does come sometimes—then I flee away for a few
weeks, to London oftener than anywhere else—certainly not to
Paris: that to me is forbidden ground. By-and-by I come back to
my nest among the hills, vowing there is no place like it in the
world's wide round. But even when I am here, I am not so shut
out from the world and its great interests as you seem to imagine.
I see History enacting itself before my eyes, and I cannot sit
by with averted face. I hear the grand chant of Liberty as the
beautiful goddess comes nearer and nearer and smites down one
Oppressor after another with her red right hand; and I cannot shut
my ears. [ have been an actor in the great drama of Revolution
ever since a lad of twelve. I saw my father borne off in chains
to Siberia, and heard my mother with her dying breath curse
the tyrant who had sent him there. Since that day Conspiracy
has been the very salt of my life. For it I have fought and bled;
for it I have suffered hunger, thirst, imprisonment, and dangers
unnumbered. Paris, Vienna, St. Petersburg, are all places that I
can never hope to see again. For me to set foot in any one of
the three would be to run the risk of almost certain detection,
and in my case detection would mean hopeless incarceration for
the poor remainder of my days. To the world at large I may
seem nothing but a simple country gentleman, living a dull life
in a spot remote from all stirring interests. But I may tell you,
sir (in strictest confidence, mind), that although I stand a little



aside from the noise and heat of the battle, I work for it with
heart and brain as busily, and to better purpose, let us hope, than
when I was a much younger man. I am still a conspirator, and a
conspirator I shall remain till Death taps me on the shoulder and
serves me with his last great writ of habeas corpus
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