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CHAPTER I
“‘LO, Bobby. Got everything you want?”

Bobby Trayne looked up with a start. Although every sense had been on the alert from the moment he had entered the room, the question had caught his attention wandering. He nodded vaguely to the small table, set close beside his solitary chair.

“Smokes, drinks of all patterns–all that the soul of a journalist covets, except–”

“Well?” Gerald Preston, private secretary to Sir Rupert Haffervale, spoke almost impatiently. He glanced nervously towards the dark, grim-visaged man seated at the far end of the long dining table. “Anything I can get you?”

“No one better!” Bobby spoke very quickly. “To make the surroundings perfect I want just one thing–Why am I here?”

“You don’t know?” Almost involuntarily the man glanced again at his employer.

“I don’t.” Very deliberately Bobby squirted from the siphon half a glass of soda water and sipped it slowly “I know I was telephoned by the office to come in this morning. When I arrived I found Alan Reeves, the respected chief of staff, of the Daily Mirror, already at his desk. That alone was a suspicious circumstance.”

“How?” Although Preston spoke eagerly he still stared up the room to where his employer sat.

“Merely that to get Alan Reeves out of bed before mid-day is, or should be, recorded as one of the seven wonders of the world. Yet he was there, bright and worried, at nine-fifteen, Ack Emma.”

“Well?” Some signal, imperceptible to the onlooker, must have passed between Sir Rupert and his secretary, for the latter turned and pulled a chair close to Bobby’s side, sitting with his back half-turned to the group at the other end of the long room.

“Well?” Bobby echoed the word with exasperating slowness.

“You were telling me what took place between yourself and Mr. Reeves.” Rupert Preston lifted one of the decanters and poured a liberal allowance of whisky into a glass.

“Very little took place.” A wide, boyish grin came on the newspaperman’s lips. “Alan Reeves instructed me to go down into the street at ten-thirty. There I should find a private car, driven by a chauffeur in Sir Rupert Haffervale’s livery. I was to enter that car–and not ask questions.”

“Yet you are asking them?” Preston shrugged his narrow shoulders.

“I took the prohibition to apply to the chauffeur.”

For some moments there was silence. Once Preston half-turned and glanced up the room, but Bobby sat silent, and almost motionless. His keen brain was probing possibilities. He knew he was being used as a pawn in some secret game. But, what was that game? The experience was original and not altogether to his liking.

“Newspapermen are sent out by their employers on all kinds of assignments.” Preston spoke slowly. “To report–or discover.”

Bobby lifted a cigarette from the open box on the table and lit it.

“I am not to write a line on what I see, hear–or discover.”

“Is that unusual?”

“For me.” There was no conceit in the journalist’s tones. “I believe any Australian newspaper is anxious to publish anything I write.”

Again a long silence. Suddenly Gerald Preston raised his glass to his lips and gulped the contents at a draught.

“Sir Rupert encourages that?” Bobby drawled the words, lazily.

“What?”

“His secretary drinking raw whisky by the half-glass.” The newspaper man tensed, “Come, Gerald, what’s the story.”

“You talk like a policeman.” A slight frown puckered the light brows.

“Seems like I’m doing policeman’s duty.” Bobby lowered his voice, speaking rapidly. “Listen! I get in the car, quite a luxurious affair, and it drives away. We go through Bondi and out into the open country. A couple of miles and the road curves in towards Barrabarra Bay. I’m deposited, gently, on the doorstep of one of the oldest houses in the State–a house dating back to the first days of the Colony of New South Wales.”

“One of Sir Rupert Haffervale’s residences.” Preston smiled.

“I beg your pardon?”

“You’re picking points.” The secretary spoke angrily. “Nominally the house belongs to Sir Rupert. Of course if you want to be absolutely exact–”

“The House belongs to Sir Rupert’s niece, Miss Myrtle Haffervale. I am only guessing but I believe that Miss Haffervale comes of age today.”

Gerald Preston nodded, shortly. The frown on his face had deepened.

“And I am asked to witness the handing over of the young lady’s fortune.” Bobby’s tone was bland.

“Not exactly.” The secretary laughed, irritatedly. “You are correct in assuming that Miss Haffervale comes of age today, and gains control of the income of her fortune. But the principal–”

“Remains under the control of her trustees until–”

“Until she marries or attains the age of thirty.” Preston supplied the information reluctantly. “You understand, Bobby, this is not for publication. Sir Haffervale will give the Mirror what it is to publish.”

“While the Mirror‘s star man sits and drinks his–or Miss Haffervale’s–whisky–The ethics of journalism are fully served!”

“Sir Rupert controls the Mirror,” The secretary answered quickly.

“Sir Rupert controls–but Miss Haffervale holds!” The newspaper-man laughed gently. “If the Registrar General is correctly informed the late Matthew Haffervale owned three shares in the newspaper to Sir Rupert’s one.”

“Sir Rupert is managing director of the Company.”

“By the grace of Matthew Haffervale–and his will.” Bobby paused. “So you, see nothing strange in the Mirror‘s star reporter being called in from his just and due rest to attend the handling over to Miss Haffervale of the income from her fortune–while instructed not to write a line on the subject for publication?

“Then let me continue my theories.” The journalist was enjoying himself. “On arrival at Madlands–by the way the name of the house quite fits my story–I was welcomed by Sir Rupert and his niece. I was escorted to the grand old dining-room and given a seat opposite the long windows opening on to the balcony. My chair was placed so that, while I commanded the windows and balcony, I had one of the doors close to my hand and the other wall well within sight. I was instructed not to let anyone in at the door, and to raise an alarm if I saw anyone, or anything suspicious on the balcony. And you wonder when I say I have fallen to a John’s job.”

“Sir Rupert might not have cared to call the police.”

“So he uses a man to whom the Mirror pays two thousand a year, when he could have obtained the eyes of a second-year cadet! Rather expensive, isn’t that?”

“Sir Rupert may have reasons.”

“To explain them, let me continue.” Bobby spoke imperturbably. “I should have said Sir Rupert, himself, brought me to this seat before he left me; he placed in my hands, this:”

With a quick motion Bobby produced a small but serviceable automatic, and dropped it on the table, yet keeping his hand in close proximity to it.

“Just the handing over of a wealthy young lady’s income!” the journalist jeered. “It can’t be otherwise or–” he glanced significantly at the group at the end of the long table.

“You know them?”

Preston shifted his chair so that he could watch up the room towards his employer.

“Certainly. Sir Rupert is seated at the head of the table. On his right is Miss Myrtle Haffervale. Next to her is an empty seat–occupied by you, until you took pity on my loneliness and came to interest and instruct me. Next to that chair sits Adam Ibbotson, controlling, I believe, not only newspaper but tobacco interests. On Sir Rupert’s left is Mark Parsons, senior partner in Parsons, Parsons, Myers and Parsons, solicitors to Sir Rupert Haffervale, the late Matthew Haffervale, Miss Myrtle Haffervale, and the Daily Mirror Newspaper Publishing Company, Limited. Next to him is Fred Frazer, Mr. Parsons’ managing clerk–really he knows more about the family and the newspaper than his chief, but of course has not the standing to guide so important a gathering of notabilities. Next to Mr. Frazer is Godfrey Mackenzie, chain store controller, and nearest us is Lord Carriday. I believe his holdings form quite a kingdom in the north lands of Australia. What they are in South America no one but himself and his personal accountant has yet fathomed.”

“You seem to have it all, pal.”

Again Gerald flashed a quick glance up the table–as if asking for instruction or aid. “What of it? It seems you are making a mountain out of a molehill.”

“Nothing! Just nothing, Gerald, dear!” Bobby rose to his feet, and stretched himself. “I see our friends have finished. So my newest and most novel assignment is drawing to a close. Never again will I accuse the new South Wales Police Department of incompetence, if much of their duty approximates this they must sleep serene lives. A word with Sir Rupert and–”

“What?” Preston jumped from his chair, involuntarily following the journalist’s lead. He glanced quickly towards the group at the end of the long table.

Sir Rupert had risen to his feet and, standing with his knuckles resting on the table-top, was addressing the girl, half-humorously, half-formally. As he concluded his little speech with a bow, the girl, smilingly, pushed back her chair and made to rise.

A sudden shout from the newspaperman drew all eyes to him. With a sweep of his arm he thrust Preston from his path, throwing him onto the small table, which collapsed under the sudden burden. In a couple of bounds he was at the girl’s side, kneeling beside her chair and holding her down with an iron grip.

“Look out, Sir Rupert, jump!”

The sudden cry brought the other men to their feet.

For the space in which a man could count five, Sir Rupert stood at the head of the table, a strange look of wonder on his face. Slowly he leaned forward, bowing until his forehead rested on the polished surface of the table. A shudder shook his frame and he collapsed, a mass of quivering flesh and clothes.

“Hands up, everyone.”

Bobby had caught up the girl and backed into the corner beside the windows. “Hands up, I say. The man who moves, I’ll shoot.”


CHAPTER II
FOR a long minute there was silence in the room. Bobby hooked a chair towards him and pushed it into the corner. He placed the girl in the chair and turned again to face the men around the table.

Mark Parsons was on his feet, bending over Sir Rupert’s motionless body. The journalist watched him sombrely. As the lawyer straightened himself the automatic swung to cover him.

“Sir Rupert–” Mark Parsons hesitated.

“Yes.” Bobby paused, then continued quickly. “Only wounded! Good! Gerald, telephone for the doctor! At the same time you might ring up the police. No, not Bondi. Get on to Headquarters and ask for Inspector Williams. I know he’s there this morn–Where are you going?”

“To the telephone,” the secretary answered, sullenly. “There is not one in this room.”

“Then I’m afraid I cannot use your services.”

For the moment Bobby was puzzled. He glanced towards the solicitor who still remained on his feet.

“May I trouble you to touch the bell, Mr. Parsons. A servant can do all I require.”

“What do you mean?”

Mark Parsons turned irritatedly on the journalist.

“Sir Rupert is–”

“Only wounded–I believe a slight wound.” The newspaperman interrupted quickly. His voice dropped and became pregnant with meaning. “Nothing can be done–immediately–for him.”

“Nothing.” Mr. Parsons spoke after a long pause. “But–”

“Mr. Preston will help you move Sir Rupert to the couch.”

Again Bobby interrupted the lawyer. “Then he will return to the seat he occupied when he entertained me. You, gentlemen–”

“What’s the meaning of this?” Adam Ibbotson sprang to his feet, his ruddy face blazing with passion. “Who the hell are you and what are you giving orders for. If anything’s happened to Sir Rupert then Mr. Parsons, as his solicitor–”

“Mr. Parsons abdicates in my favour.” A slight grin broke the stern lines of the newspaper’s man’s mouth. “For the time I am in control. If you question my authority ask this.” The automatic swung in an arc to cover the financier.

Ibbotson made as if to speak, then slumped angrily into his chair.

“What do you intend to do?” Godfrey Mackenzie turned a thin, ascetic face towards the corner where the journalist stood before the girl. “You say Sir Rupert is only wounded–and you are the only armed man in the room.”

“So far as we know at present,” Bobby nodded.

“I suggest that Miss Haffervale be allowed to go to her room,” Lord Carriday interposed.

“Sorry to negative that!” The journalist spoke quickly. “Sir Rupert, for a reason of his own, brought me here this morning–a kind of super-policeman, so far as I gather. I propose to remain the policeman until the official men arrive. Ah!”

A slight, discreet knock at the door and a servant entered. He started back with low cry at the sight of Sir Rupert stretched on the couch, the solicitor and secretary bending over him.

“Thomas, Charles–whatever your name is,” Bobby spoke imperatively. “Listen to me. Go to the telephone and ring up the nearest doctor. Ask him to come here with all speed; then get on to Police Headquarters, Phillip Street, City, and ask for Inspector Williams. Tell him I–Bobby Trayne–want him at Madlands, as quickly as possible. Understand? He’s to put the Blue Bird at her top and get here. Now, get to it!”

“The local police station should be informed.” The solicitor spoke over his shoulder.

“Inspector Williams can do that.”

“Then you propose we should remain here until a policeman comes out from the city,” Lord Carriday drawled, ironically.

“Just that!” There was a tang of decision in the newspaperman’s voice. The Englishman, with his drawling speech irritated him greatly. “And Sir Rupert is to be unattended until the Inspector arrives.”

“You’re taking a lot on yourself, young man.” Adam Ibbotson sneered. “I’ll have a word to say to your employers.”

“A doctor will be here within a few minutes.”

Without releasing his grasp on his gun Bobby pulled a case from his pocket and took out a cigarette. Using only one hand he struck a match and drew the smoke into his lungs with very apparent satisfaction.

“And I suppose the doctor will not be allowed to leave the room once he enters,” Ibbotson spoke with heavy sarcasm.

“Correct.”

“That’s the sack for one cocky youngster.” The financier slumped into his chair. “What the devil Haffervale–”

“I’ll tell you.” Bobby hesitated and glanced back at the girl, “Sorry to keep you there, Miss Haffervale, but its a case of necessity. In that corner you’re safe. Out in the room–”

“Safe? With an armed maniac standing before her.” The Englishman sprang to his feet and turned to the other men around the table. “Are five strong men to be intimidated by–by–”

“They’re intimidated by this.” The gun lined straight against the peer. “Adam Ibbotson may talk but he knows me, Carriday. And I may not be the only man armed in this room.”

“What do you mean?”

“Sir Rupert was shot. The gun that fired the bullet was covered with a silencer.” Bobby spoke slowly. “And–the doors were shut and the windows closed and barred.”

“You seem to know all about it.” The Englishman turned from his chair and strode across the room. “Shoot if you dare. I don’t intend to be held up by any servant.”

“I shall shoot–and shoot to disable–if you approach this corner of the room or go near doors or windows.” Bobby spoke earnestly. “You say I seem to know all about it. Perhaps I know more than when I entered this room, half an hour ago.”

“You’re insinuating?”
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