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Chapter 1

FACED WITH REALITY

On that particular November evening, Viner, a young gentleman of
means and leisure, who lived in a comfortable old house in Markendale

Square, Bayswater, in company with his maiden aunt Miss Bethia Pen-
kridge, had spent his after-dinner hours in afashion which had becomea
habit. Miss Penkridge, a model housekeeper and an essentially worthy

woman, whose whole day was given to supervising somebody or
something, had an insatiable appetite for fiction, and loved nothing so
much asthat her nephew should read a novel to her after the two glasses
of port which sheallowed herself every night had beenthoughtfully con-
sumed and he and she had adjourned from the dining-room to the
hearthrug in the library. Her tastes, however, in Viner's opinion were
somewhat, if not decidedly, limited. Brought up in her youth on Miss
Braddon, Wilkie Collins and Mrs. Henry Wood, Miss Penkridge had be-
come a confirmed slave to the sensational. She had no taste for the psy-
chological, and nothing but scorn for the erotic. What she loved was a
story which began with crime and ended with a detectionNa story
which kept you wondering who did it, how it was done, and when the
doing was going to be laid bare to the light of day. Nothing pleased her
better than to go to bed with a brain titivated with the mysteries of the
last three chapters; nothing gave her such infinite delight as to find,

when the final pageswere turned, that all her own theories were wrong,

and that the real criminal was somebody quite other than the person she
had fancied. For a novelist who was so little master of his trade asto let
you seewhen and how things were going, Miss Penkridge had little but

good-natured pity; for one who led you by all sorts of devious tracks to a
startling and surprising sensation she cherished a whole-souled love; but

for the creator of a plot who could keep his secretalive and burning to
his last few sentencesshefelt the deepestthing that she could give to any
human beingNrespect. Such a master was entered permanently on her
mental library list.



At precisely ten o'clock that evening Viner read the last page of a novel
which had proved to be exactly suited to his aunt's tastes.A dead silence
fell on the room, broken only by the crackling of the logs in the grate.
Miss Penkridge dropped her knitting on her silk-gowned knees and
stared at the leaping flames; her nephew, with an odd glance at her, rose
from his easy-chair, picked up a pipe and beganto fill it from a tobacco-
jar on the mantelpiece. The clock had ticked several times before Miss
Penkridge spoke.

"Well!" she said, with the accompanying sigh which denotes complete
content. "So he did it! Now, | should never have thought it! The last per-
son of the whole lot! CleverNvery clever! Richard, you'll get all the
books that that man has written!"

Viner lighted his pipe, thrust his hands in the pockets of his trousers
and leaned back against the mantelpiece.

"My dear aunt!" he said half-teasingly, half-seriously. "You're worse
than a drug-taker. Whatever makes a highly-respectable, shrewd old
lady like you cherish such an insensate fancy for this sort of stuff?"

"Stuff?" demanded Miss Penkridge, who had resumed her knitting.
"Pooh! It's not stuffNit's life! Real lifeNin the form of fiction!"

Viner shook his head, pityingly. He never read fiction for his own
amusement; his tastes in reading lay elsewhere, in solid directions.
Moreover, in those directions he was a good deal of a student, and he
knew more of his own library than of the world outside it. So he shook
his head again.

“Life!" he said. "You don't mean to say that you think those
things"Nhe pointed a half-scornful finger to a pile of novels which had
come in from Mudie's that dayN"really represent life?"

"What else?" demanded Miss Penkridge.

"OhNI don't know," replied Viner vaguely. "Fancy, | suppose, and
imagination, and all that sort of thingNinvention, you know, and so on.
ButNlife! Do you really think such things happen in real life, as those
we've been reading about?"

"l don't think anything about it," retorted Miss Penkridge sturdily. "I'm
sure of it. | never had a novel yet, nor heard one read to me, that was half
as strong as it might have been!"

"Queer thing, one never hears or seesof thesethings, then!" exclaimed
Viner. "I never have!Nand I've been on this planet thirty years."

“That sort of thing hasn't come your way, Richard,” remarked Miss
Penkridge sententiously. "And you don't read the popular Sunday news-
papers. | do! They're full of crime of all sorts. So'sthe world. And asto



mysteriesNwell, I've known of two or three in my time that were much
more extraordinary than any I've ever read of in novels. | should think
so!”

Viner dropped into his easy-chair and stretched his legs.

"Such asNwhat?" he asked.

"Well," answered Miss Penkridge, regarding her knitting with apprais-
ing eyes, "there was a casethat excited great interest when your poor
mother and | were mere girls. It was in our townNyoung Quainton, the
banker. He was about your age, married to a very pretty girl, and they'd
a fine baby. He was immensely rich, a strong healthy young fellow, fond
of life, popular, without acarein the world, so far asany one knew. One
morning, after breakfasting with his wife, he walked away from his
house, on the outskirts of the townNonly a very small town, mind
youNto go to the bank, asusual. He never reached the bankNin fact, he
was never seen again, never heard of again. He'd only half a mile to
walk, along a fairly frequented road, butNcomplete, absolute, final dis-
appearance! AndNnever cleared up!"

"Odd!" agreed Viner. "Very odd, indeed. WellNany more?"

"Plenty!" said Miss Penkridge, with a click of her needles. "There was
the caseof poor young Lady MarshflowerNas sweet a young thing as
man could wish to see! Your mother and | saw her marriedNshe was a
Ravenstone,and only nineteen. Shemarried Sir Thomas Marshflower, a
man of forty. They'd only just come home from the honeymoon when
itNhappened. One morning Sir Thomas rode into the market-town to
preside at the petty sessionsNhe hadn't been long gone when a fine,
distinguished-looking man called, and asked to see Lady Marshflower.
He was shown into the morning-roomNshe went to him. Five minutes
later a shot was heard. The servants rushed inNto find their young mis-
tress shot through the heart, dead. But the murderer? Disappeared as
completely as last year's snow! That was never solved, never!"

"Do you mean to tell me the man was never caught?" exclaimed Viner.

"l tell you that not only was the man never caught, but that although
Sir Thomas spent a fortune and nearly lost his sensesin trying to find out
who he was, what he wanted and what he had to do with Lady Marsh-
flower, he never discovered one single fact!" affirmed Miss Penkridge.
“There!"

“That's queerer than the other," observed Viner. "A veritable mystery!"

"Veritable mysteries!" said Miss Penkridge, with a sniff. "The world's
full of 'em! How many murders go undetectedNhow many burglaries
are never tracedNhow many forgeries are done and never found out?



Piles of 'emNas the police could tell you. And talking about forgeries,
what about old Barrett, who was the great man at Pumpney, when your
mother and | were girls there? That was a fine caseof crime going on for
years and years and years, undetectedNaye, and not even suspected!"

"What was it?" asked Viner, who had begun by being amused and was
now becoming interested. "Who was Barrett?"

“If you'd known Pumpney when we lived there," replied Miss Pen-
kridge, "you wouldn't have had to ask twice who Mr. Samuel Barrett
was. He was everybody. He was everythingNexcept honest. But nobody
knew thatNuntil it was too late. He was a solicitor by profession, but
that was a mere nothingNin comparison. He was chief spirit in the place.
| don't know how many times he wasn't mayor of Pumpney. He held all
sorts of offices. He was a big man at the parish churchNvicar's warden,
and all that. And he was trustee for half the moneyed people in the
townNeverybody wanted Samuel Barrett, for trustee or executor; he was
such a solid, respectable, square-toed man, the personification of integ-
rity. And he died, suddenly, and then it was found that he'd led a double
life, and had an establishment here in London, and was a gambler and a
speculator, and Heaven knows what, and all the money that had beenin-
trusted to him was nowhere, and he'd systematically forged, and cooked
accounts, and embezzled corporation moneyNand he'd no doubt have
gone on doing it for many a year longer if he hadn't had a stroke of apo-
plexy. And that wasn't in a novel!™ concluded Miss Penkridge tri-
umphantly. "NovelsNImprobabilityNpooh! Judged by what some
people can tell of life, the novel that's improbable hasn't yet been
written!"

"Well!" remarked Viner after a pause, "l dare say you're right, Aunt
Bethia. Only, you see,| haven't come acrossthe things in life that you
read about in novels."

"You may yet," replied Miss Penkridge. "But when anybody saysto me
of a novel that it's impossible and far-fetched and so on, I'm always in-
clined to remind him of the old adage. For you can take it from me,
Richard, that truth is stranger than fiction, and that life's full of queer
things. Only, as you say, we don't all come across the strange things."

The silvery chime of the clock on the mantelpiece caused Miss Pen-
kridge, at this point, to bring her work and her words to a summary con-
clusion. Hurrying her knitting into the hand-bag which she carried at her
belt, she rose, kissed her nephew and departed bedward; while Viner,
after refilling his pipe, proceeded to carry out another nightly proceed-
ing which had become a habit. Every night, throughout the year, he



always went for a walk before going to bed. And now, getting into an
overcoat and pulling a soft cap over his head, he let himself out of the
house, and crossing the square, turned down a side-street and marched
slowly in the direction of the Bayswater Road.

November though it was the night was fine and clear, and there was a
half-moon in the heavens;also there was rather more than a suspicion of
frost in the air, and the stars, accordingly, wore a more brilliant appear-
ance. To one who loved night strolling, asViner did, this was indeed an
ideal night for the time of year; and on this occasion, therefore, he went
further than usual going along Bayswater Road as far as Notting Hill
Gate, and thence returning through the various streets and terraces
which lay between Pembridge Gardens and Markendale Square. And
while he strolled along, smoking his pipe, watching the twinkling lights
of passing vehicles and enjoying the touch of frost, he was thinking, in a
half-cynical, half-amused way, of his Aunt Bethia's taste for the sensa-
tional fiction and of her evidently sincere conviction that there were
much stranger things in real life than could be found between the covers
of any novel.

"Those were certainly two very odd instanceswhich she gave me," he
mused, "those of the prosperous banker and the pretty bride. In the first,
how on earth did the man contrive to get away unobserved from a town
in which, presumably, every soul knew him? Why did he go? Did he go?
Is his body lying at the bottom of some hole by some roadside? Was he
murdered in broad daylight on a public road? Did he lose his reason or
his memory, and wander away and away? | think, as my aunt sagely re-
marked, that nobody is ever going to find anything about that affair!
Then my Lady MarshflowerNthere's a fine mystery! Who was the man?
What did she know about him? Where had they met? Had they ever
met? Why did he shoot her? How on earth did he contrive to disappear
without leaving some trace? HowN"

At this point Viner's musings and questionings were suddenly and
rudely interrupted. Unconsciously he had walked back closeto his own
Square, but on the opposite side to that by which he had left it, ap-
proaching it by one of the numerous long terraceswhich run out of the
main road in the Westbourne Grove districtNwhen his musings were
rudely interrupted. Between this terrace and Markendale Square was a
narrow passage,little frequented save by residents, or by such folk famil-
lar enough with the neighbourhood to know that it afforded a shortcut.
Viner was about to turn into this passage,a dark affair set between high
walls, when a young man darted hurriedly out of it, half collided with



him, uttered a hasty word of apology, ran acrossthe road and disap-
peared round the nearest corner. But just there stood a street-lamp, and
in its glare Viner caught sight of the hurrying young man's face. And
when the retreating footsteps had grown faint, Viner still stood staring in
the direction in which they had gone.

"That's strange!" he muttered. "I've seenthat chap somewhereNI know
him. Now, who is he? And what made him in such a deuce of a hurry?"

It was very quiet at that point. There seemedto be nobody about. Be-
hind him, far down the long, wide terrace, he heard slow, measured
stepsNthat, of course, was a policeman on his beat. But beyond the sub-
dued murmur of the traffic in the Bayswater Road in one direction and
in Bishop's Road, Viner heard nothing but those measured steps. And
after listening to them for a minute, he turned into the passageout of
which the young man had just rushed so unceremoniously.

There was just one lamp in that passageNan old-fashioned affair,
fixed against the wall, halfway down. It threw but little light on its sur-
roundings. Those surroundings were ordinary enough. The passageit-
self was about thirty yards in length. It was inclosed on each-sideby old
brick walls, so old that the brick had grown black with age and smoke.
These walls were some fifteen feet in height; here and there they were
pierced by doorsNthe doors of the yards at the rear of the big houseson
either side. The doors were set flush with the wallsNViner, who often
walked through that passage at night, and who had something of a
whimsical fancy, had thought more than once that after nightfall the
doors looked asif they had never beenopened, never shut. There was an
air of queer, cloistral or prisonlike security in their very look. They were
all shut now, as he paced down the passage,as lonely a place at that
hour asyou could find in all London. It was queer, he reflected, that he
scarcely ever remembered meeting anybody in that passage.

And then he suddenly paused, pulling himself up with a strange con-
sciousnessthat at last he was to meet something. Beneaththe feeble light
of the one lamp Viner saw a man. Not a man walking, or standing still,
or leaning against the wall, but lying full length acrossthe flagged pave-
ment, motionlessNso motionless that at the end of the first moment of
surprise, Viner felt sure that he was in the presenceof death. And then
he stole nearer, listening, and looked down, and drawing his match-box
from his pocket added the flash of a match to the poor rays from above.
Then he saw white linen, and a bloodstain slowly spreading over its
glossy surface.



Chapter 2

NUMBER SEVEN IN THE SQUARE

Before the sputter of the match had died out, Viner had recognized the
man who lay dead at his feet. He was a man about whom he had re-
cently felt some curiosity, a man who, a few weeks before, had come to
live in a house close to his own, in company with an elderly lady and a
pretty girl; Viner and Miss Penkridge had often seen all three in and
about Markendale Square,and had wondered who they were. The man
looked asif he had seenthings in lifeNa big, burly, bearded man of ap-
parently sixty years of age, hard, bronzed; something about him sugges-
ted sun and wind asthey are met with in the far-off places. Usually he
was seenin loose, comfortable, semi-nautical suits of blue serge; there
was a roll in his walk that suggested the sea.But here, as he lay before
Viner, he was in evening dress, with a light overcoat thrown over it; the
overcoat was unbuttoned and the shirt-front exposed. And on it that
sickening crimson stain widened and widened as Viner watched.

Here, without doubt, was murder, and Viner's thoughts immediately
turned to two thingsNone the hurrying young man whose face he
thought he had remembered in some vague fashion; the other the fact
that a policeman was slowly pacing up the terrace close by. He turned
and ran swiftly up the still deserted passage.And there was the police-
man, twenty yards away, coming along with the leisureliness of one who
knows that he has a certain areato patrol. He pulled himself to an atti-
tude of watchful attention asViner ran up to him; then suddenly recog-
nizing Viner as a well-known inhabitant of the Square, touched the rim
of his helmet.

"l say!" said Viner in the hushed voice of one who imparts strange and
confidential tidings. "There's a man lying dead in the passage round
here. And without doubt murdered! There's blood all over his shirt-
front."

The policeman stood stock still for the fraction of a second. Then he
pulled out his whistle and blew loudly and insistently. Before the shrill



call had died away, he was striding towards the passage,with Viner at
his side.

“Did you find him, Mr. Viner?" he asked.

"| found him," asserted Viner. "Just nowNhalfway down the passage!"

"Sure he's dead, sir?"

"DeadNyes! And murdered, too! AndN"

He was about to mention the hurrying young man, but they had just
then arrived at the mouth of the passage,and the policeman once more
drew out his whistle and blew more insistently than before.

“There's my sergeantand inspector not far off," he remarked. "Some of
‘em'll be on the spot in a minute or two. Now then, sir."

He marched down the passageto the dead man, glanced at the lamp,
and turning on his own lantern, directed its light on the body.

"God bless me!" he muttered. "Mr. Ashton!"

"You know him?" said Viner.

"Gent that cameto live at number sevenin your square a while back,
Mr. Viner," answered the policeman. "Australian or New Zealander, |
fancy. He's gone right enough, sir! AndNknifed! You didn't seeanybody
about, sir?"

"Yes,"replied Viner, "that's just it. As | turned into the passage,l met a
young fellow running out of it in a great hurryNhe ran into me, and
then, shot off acrossthe road, Westbourne Grove way. Then | camealong
and foundNthis!"

The policeman bent lower and suddenly put a knowing finger on cer-
tain of the dead man's pockets.

"Robbed!" he said. "No watch there, anyway, and nothing where you'd
expect to find his purse. Robbery and murderNmurder for the sake of
robberyNthat's what it is, Mr. Viner! Westbourne Grove way, you say
this fellow went? And five minutes' start!"

“Is it any good getting a doctor?" asked Viner.

"A thousand doctors'll do him no good," replied the policeman grimly.
"ButNthere's Dr. Cortelyon somewhere about hereNnumber seven in
the terrace. One of these back doors is his. We might call him."

He turned the light of his lantern on the line of doors in the right-hand
wall, and finding the number he wanted, pulled the bell. As its tinkle
sounded somewhere up the yard behind, he thrust his whistle into
Viner's hand.

"Mr. Viner," he said, "go up to the end of the passageand blow on that
as loud asyou can, three times. I'll stand by here till you come back. If
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you don't hear or seeany of our people coming from either direction,
blow again."

Viner heard steps coming down the yard behind the door as he
walked away. And he heard more steps, hurrying steps, as he reached
the end of the passage.He turned it to find an inspector and a sergeant
approaching from one part of the terrace, a constable from another.

"You're wanted down here," said Viner asthey all converged on him.
"There's beenmurder! One of your men's thereNhe gave me this whistle
to summon further help. This way!"

The police followed him in silence down the passage.Another figure
had come on the scene.Bending over the body and closely scrutinizing it
in the light of the policeman's lantern was a man whom Viner knew well
enough by sightNa tall, handsome man, whose olive-tinted complexion,
large lustrous eyesand Vandyke beard gave him the appearanceof a for-
eigner. Yet though he had often seenhim, Viner did not know his name;
the police-inspector, however, evidently knew it well enough.

"What is it, Dr. Cortelyon?" he asked as he pushed himself to the front.
"Is the man dead?"

Dr. Cortelyon drew himself up from his stooping position to his full
heightNa striking figure in his dress jacket and immaculate linen. He
glanced round at the expectant faces.

"“The man's been murdered!" he said in calm, professional accents.
"He's been stabbed clean through the heart. Dead? Yes, for several
minutes."

"Who found him here?" demanded the inspector.

“I found him,” answered Viner. He gave a hurried account of the
whole circumstances as he knew them, the police watching him keenly.
"l should know the man again if | saw him," he concluded. "I saw his face
clearly enough as he passed me."

The inspector bent down and hastily felt the dead man's pockets.

"Nothing at all here," he said as he straightened himself. "No watch or
chain or purse or anything. Looks like robbery aswell as murder. Does
anybody know him?"

"I know who this gentlemen is, sir," answered the policeman to whom
Viner had first gone. "He's a Mr. Ashton, who cameto live not so long
since at number sevenin Markendale Square, close by Mr. Viner there.
I've heard that he came from the Colonies."

"Do you know him," asked the inspector, turning to Viner.

"Only by sight,” answered Viner. "I've seen him often, but | didn't
know his name. | believe he has a wife and daughterN"
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“No sir," interrupted the policeman. "He was a single gentleman. The
young lady at number sevenis his ward, and the older lady looked after
herNsort of a companion.”

The Inspector looked round. Other policemen, attracted by the whistle,
were coming into the passage at each end, and he turned to his sergeant.

"Put a man at the top and another at the bottom of this passage,"he
said. "Keep everybody out. Sendfor the divisional surgeon. Dr. Cortely-
on, will you seehim when he comesalong? | want him to seethe body
before its removal. Now, then, about these ladiesNthey'll have to be
told." He turned to Viner. "I understand you live close by them?" he
asked. "Perhaps you'll go there with me?"

Viner nodded; and the inspector, after giving a few more words of in-
struction to the sergeant, motioned him to follow; together they went
down the passage into Markendale Square.

"Been resident here long, Mr. Viner?" asked the Inspector as they
emerged. "l noticed that some of my men knew you. I've only recently
come into this part myself."

"Fifteen years," answered Viner.

"Do you know anything of this dead man?"

"NothingNnot so much as your constable knows."

"Policemen pick things up. These ladies, now? It's a most unpleasant
thing to have to go and break news like this. You know nothing about
them, sir?"

"Not even as much as your man knew. I've seenthem oftenNwith
him, the dead man. There's an elderly lady and a younger one, a mere
girl. | took them for his wife and daughter. But you heard what your
man said."

"Well, whatever they are, they've got to be told. I'd be obliged if you'd
come with me. And thenNthat fellow you saw running away! You'll
have to give us as near a description of him as you can. What number
did my man say it wasNseven?"

Viner suddenly laid a hand on his companion's sleeve.A smart car, of
the sort let out on hire from the more pretentious automobile establish-
ments, had just come round the corner and was being pulled up at the
door of a house in whose porticoed front hung a brilliant lamp.

"That's number seven," said Viner. "AndNthose are the two ladies."

The Inspector stopped and watched. The door of the house opened,
letting a further flood of light on the broad step beneath the portico and
on the pavement beyond; the door of the car opened too, and a girl
stepped out, and for a secondor two stood in the full glare of the lamps.
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She was a slender, lissome young creature, gowned in white, and
muffled to the throat in an opera cloak out of which a fresh, girlish face,
bright in colour, sparkling of eye, crowned by a massof hair of the tint of
dead gold, showed clearly ere she rapidly crossed to the open door.
After her came an elderly, well-preserved woman in an elaborate even-
ing toilette, the personification of the precise and conventional chaperon.
The door closed; the car drove away; the Inspector turned to Viner with
a shake of his head.

"Justhome from the theatre!" he said. "AndNto hear this! Well, it's got
to be done, Mr. Viner, anyhow."

Viner, who had often observed the girl whom they had just seenwith
an interest for which he had never troubled to account, found himself
wishing that Miss Penkridge was there in his place. He did not know
what part he was to play, what he was to do or say; worse than that, he
did not know if the girl in whose presencehe would certainly find him-
self within a minute or two was very fond of the man whom he had just
found done to death. In that caseNbut here his musings were cut short
by the fact that the Inspector had touched the bell in the portico of num-
ber seven, and that the door had opened, to reveal a smart and
wondering parlour-maid, who glanced with surprise at the inspector's
uniform.

"Hush! This is Mr. Ashton's?" said the Inspector. "YesNwell, now,
what is the name of the ladyNthe elderly ladyNl saw comein just now?
Keep quiet, there's a good girl,Nthe factis, Mr. Ashton's had an accident,
and | want to see that lady."

"Mrs. Killenhall," answered the parlour-maid.

"And the young ladyNher name?" asked the Inspector.

"Miss Wickham."

The Inspector walked inside the house.

"Justask Mrs. Killenhall and Miss Wickham if they'll be good enough
to seelInspector Drillford for a few minutes,” he said. Then, as the girl
closed the door and turned away up the inner hall, he whispered to Vin-
er. "Better seeboth and be done with it. It's no use keeping bad news too
long; they may as well knowNboth."

The parlour-maid reappeared at the door of aroom along the hall; and
the two men, advancing in answer to her summons, entered what was
evidently the dining-room of the house. The two ladies had thrown off
their wraps; the younger one sat near a big, cheery fire, holding her
slender fingers to the blaze;the elder stood facing the door in evident ex-
pectancy. The room itself was luxuriously furnished in a somewhat old-
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fashioned, heavy style; everything about it betokened wealth and com-
fort. And that its owner was expected home every minute was made
evident to the two men by the fact that a spirit-case was set on the centre
table, with glassesand mineral waters and cigars; Viner remembered, as
his eyes encountered these things, that a half-burned cigar lay close to
the dead man's hand in that dark passage so close by.

"Mrs. Killenhall? Miss Wickham?" began Drillford, looking sharply
from one to the other. "Sorry to break in on you like this, ladies, but the
fact is, there has beenan accident to Mr. Ashton, and I'm obliged to come
and tell you about it."

Viner, who had remained a little in the background, was watching the
facesof the two to whom this initial breaking of news was made. And he
saw at once that there was going to be no scene. The girl by the fire
looked for an instant at the inspector with an expression of surprise, but
it was not the surprise of great personal concern. As for the elder wo-
man, after one quick glance from Drillford to Viner, whom she evidently
recognized, she showed absolute self-possession.

"A bad accident?" she asked.

Drillford again looked from the elder to the younger lady.

"You'll excuseme if | ask what relation you ladies are to Mr. Ashton?"
he said with a significant glance at Mrs. Killenhall.

"None!" replied Mrs. Killenhall. "Miss Wickham is Mr. Ashton's ward.
| am Miss Wickham's chaperonNand companion.”

"Well, ma'am,"” said Drillford, "then | may tell you that my news
isNjust about as serious as it possibly could be, you understand."

In the silence that followed, the girl turned toward the visitors, and
Viner saw her colour change a little. And it was she who first spoke.

"Don't be afraid to tell us," she said. "Is Mr. Ashton dead?"

Drillford inclined his head, and spoke as he was bidden.

“I'm sorry to say he is," he replied. "And still more to be obliged to tell
you that he came to his death by violence. The truth isN"

He paused, looking from one to the other, asif to gauge the effect of
his words. And again it was the girl who spoke.

"What is the truth?" she asked.

"Murder!" said Drillford. "Just that!"

Mrs. Killenhall, who had remained standing until then, suddenly sat
down, with a murmur of horror. But the girl was watching the inspector
steadily.

"When was this? and how, and where?" she inquired.
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"A little time ago, near here," answered Drillford. "This gentleman, Mr.
Viner, a neighbour of yours, found himNdead. There's no doubt, from
what we can see,that he was murdered for the sake of robbery. And |
want some information about him, about his habits andN"

Miss Wickham got up from her chair and looked meaningly at Mrs.
Killenhall.

“The fact is," she said, turning to Drillford; "strange as it may seem,
neither Mrs. Killenhall nor myself know very much about Mr. Ashton."
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Chapter

WHO WAS MR. ASHTON?

For the first time since they had entered the room, Drillford turned and
glanced at Viner; his look indicated the idea which Miss Wickham's last
words had set up in his mind. Here was a mystery! The police instinct
was aroused by it.

"You don't know very much about Mr. Ashton?" he said, turning back
to the two ladies. "YetNyou're under his roof? This is his house, isn't it?"

"Just so," assented Miss Wickham. "But when | say we don't know
much, | mean what | say. Mrs. Killenhall has only known Mr. Ashton a
few weeks, and until two months ago | had not seen Mr. Ashton for
twelve years. Therefore, neither of us can know much about him."

"Would you mind telling me what you do know?" asked Drillford.
"We've got to know somethingNwho he is, and so on."

"All that | know is this," replied Miss Wickham. "My father died in
Australia, when | was about six years old. My mother was already dead,
and my father left me in charge of Mr. Ashton. He sent me, very soon
after my father's death, to school in England, and there | remained for
twelve years. About two months ago Mr. Ashton cameto England, took
this house, fetched me from school and got Mrs. Killenhall to look after
me. Here we've all been ever sinceNand beyond that | know scarcely
anything."

Drillford looked at the elder lady.

"l know, practically, no more than Miss Wickham has told you," said
Mrs. Killenhall. "Mr. Ashton and | got in touch with each other through
his advertisement in the Morning Post We exchanged references,and |
came here."

"Ah!" said Drillford. "AndNwhat might his references be, now?"

"To his bankers, the London and Orient, in Threadneedle Street,"
answered Mrs. Killenhall promptly. "And to his solicitors, Crawle, Pawle
and Rattenbury, of Bedford Bow."

"Very satisfactory they were, no doubt, ma'am?" suggested Drillford.
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Mrs. Killenhall let her eye run round the appointments of the room.

"Eminently so," she said dryly. "Mr. Ashton was a very wealthy man."

Drillford pulled out a pocketbook and entered the names which Mrs.
Killenhall had just mentioned.

“The solicitors will be able to tell something," he murmured as he put
the book back. "We'll communicate with them first thing in the morning.
But just two questions before | go. Can you tell me anything about Mr.
Ashton's usual habits? Had he any business? What did he do with his
time?"

"He was out a great deal," said Mrs. Killenhall. "He used to go down to
the City. He was often out of an evening. Once, since | came here, he was
away for a week in the countryNhe didn't say where. He was an active
manNalways in and out. But he never said much as to where he went."

"The other question," said Drillford, "is this: Did he carry much on him
in the way of valuables or money? | meanNas a rule?"

"He wore avery fine gold watch and chain," answered Mrs. Killenhall,
"and as for moneyNwell, he always seemedto have a lot in his purse.
And he wore two diamond ringsNvery fine stones."

"Just so!" murmured Drillford. "Setupon for the sake of those things,
no doubt. Well, ladies, | shall telephone to Crawle's first thing in the
morning, and they'll send somebody along at once, of course. I'm sorry
to have brought you such bad news, butN"

He turned toward the door; Miss Wickham stopped him.

"Will Mr. Ashton's body be brought hereNtonight?" she asked.

“No," replied Drillford. "It will be taken to the mortuary. If you'll leave
everything to me, I'll seethat you are spared as much as possible. Of
course, there'll have to be an inquestNbut you'll hear all about that to-
morrow. Leave things to us and to Mr. Ashton's solicitors."

He moved towards the door, and Viner, until then a silent spectator,
looked at Miss Wickham, something impelling him to address her in-
stead of Mrs. Killenhall.

"l live closeby you," he said. "If there is anything that | can do, or that
my aunt Miss Penkridge, who lives with me, can do? Perhaps you will
let me call in the morning."

The girl looked at him steadily and frankly.

“Thank you, Mr. Viner," shesaid. "It would be very kind if you would.
We've no men folkNyes, please do."

"After breakfast, then," answered Viner, and went away to join the In-
spector, who had walked into the hall.
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"What do you think of this matter?" he asked, when they had got out-
side the house.

"Oh, a very clear and ordinary caseenough, Mr. Viner," replied Drill-
ford. "No mystery about it at all. Here's this Mr. Ashton beenliving here
some weeksNsome fellow, the man, of course, whom you saw running
away, has noticed that he was a very rich man and wore expensive jew-
ellery, has watched him, probably knew that he used that passageas a
short cut, and has laid in wait for him and murdered him for what he'd
got on him. It wouldn't take two minutes to do the whole thing. Rings,
now! They spoke of diamond rings, in there. Well, | didn't seeany dia-
mond rings on his hands when | looked at his body, and | particularly
noticed his hands, to seeif there were signs of any struggle. No sirNit's
just a plain caseof what used to be called highway robbery and murder.
But come round with me to the police-station, Mr. VinerNthey'll have
taken him to the mortuary by now, and | should like to hear what our di-
visional surgeon has to say, and what our people actually found on the
body."

As Viner and the Inspector walked into the police-station, Dr. Cortely-
on came out. Drillford stopped him.

"Found out anything more, Doctor?" he asked.

"Nothing beyond what | said at first," replied Cortelyon. "The man has
beenstabbedthrough the heart, from behind, in one particularly well-de-
livered blow. | should say the murderer had waited for him in that pas-
sage, probably knowing his habits. That passage, nowNyou know it
really will have to be seento! That wretched old lamp in the middle
gives no light at all. The wonder is that something of this sort hasn't oc-
curred before."

Drillford muttered something about local authorities and property-
owners and went forward into an office, motioning Viner to follow. The
divisional surgeon was there in conversation with the sergeant whom
Drillford had left in charge of the body. "That is something on which I'd
stake my professional reputation," he said. "I'm sure of it."

"What's that, Doctor?" asked Drillford. "Something to do with this
affair?"

"l was saying that whoever stabbed this unfortunate man had some
knowledge of anatomy,"” remarked the doctor. "He was killed by one
swift blow from a particularly keen-edged, thin-bladed weapon which
was driven through his back at the exact spot. You ought to make a
minute searchbehind the walls on either side of that passageNthe prob-
ability is that the murderer threw his weapon away."
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"We'll do all that, Doctor,” said Drillford. "As to your sugges-
tionNdon't you forget that there are a good many criminals here in Lon-
don who are regular experts in the use of the knifeNI've seenplenty of
instances of that myself. Now," he went on, turning to the sergeant,
"about that search? What did you find on him?"

The sergeantlifted the lid of a desk and pointed to a sheetof foolscap
paper whereon lay certain small articles at which Viner gazed with a
senseof strange fascination. A penknife, a small gold matchbox, a gold-
mounted pencil-case,some silver coins, a handkerchief, and conspicuous
among the rest, a farthing.

“That's the lot," said the sergeant, "except another handkerchief, and a
pair of gloves in the overcoat, where I've left them. Nothing elseNno
watch, chain, purse or pocketbook. And no ringsNbut it's very plain
from his fingers that he wore two rings one on eachhand, third finger in
each case."

“There you are!" said Drillford with a glance at Viner. "Murdered and
robbedNclear case!Now, Mr. Viner, give us as accurate a description as
possible of the fellow who ran out of that passage.”

Viner did his best. His recollections were of a young man of about his
own age, about his own height and build, somewhat above the medium;
it was his impression, he said, that the man was dressed, if not shabbily,
at least poorly; he had an impression, too, that the clean-shaven face
which he had seen for a brief moment was thin and worn.

"Got any recollection of his exactlook?" inquired the Inspector. "That's
a lot to go by."

"I'm trying to think," said Viner. "YesNI should say he looked to be
pretty hard-up. There was a sort of desperate gleam in his eye. AndN"

"Take your time," remarked Drillford. "Anything you can suggest,you
knowN"

"Well," replied Viner. "I'd an idea at the moment, and I've had it since,
that I'd seenthis man before. Something in his face was familiar. The
only thing | can think of is this: | potter round old bookshops and
curiosity-shops a good dealNlI may have seenthis young fellow on some
occasion of that sort."

"Anyway," suggested Drillford, glancing over the particulars which he
had written down, "you'd know him again if you saw him?"

"Oh, certainly!" asserted Viner. "l should know him anywhere."

“Then that's all we need trouble you with now, sir,"” said Drillford.
"The next business will beNtomorrow."
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Viner walked slowly out of the police-station and still more slowly
homeward. When he reachedthe first lamp, he drew out his watch. Half-
past twelve! Justtwo hours ago he had beenin his own comfortable lib-
rary, smiling at Miss Penkridge's ideas about the very matters into one of
which he was now plunged. He would not have beensurprised if he had
suddenly awoke, to find that all this was a bad dream, induced by the
evening's conversation. But just then he cameto the passagein which the
murder had been committed. A policeman was on guard at the terrace
endNand Viner, rather than hear any more of the matter, hastened past
him and made a circuitous way to Markendale Square.

He let himself into his house as quietly as possible, and contrary to
taste and custom, went into the dining-room, switched on the electric
light and helped himself to a stiff glass of brandy and soda at the side-
board. When the mixture was duly prepared, he forgot to drink it. He
stood by the sideboard, the glassin his hand, his eyesstaring at vacancy.
Nor did he move when a very light foot stole down the stairs, and Miss
Penkridge, in wraps and curl-papers, looked round the side of the door.

"Heavens above, Richard!" she exclaimed, "What is the matter! |
wondered if you were burglars! Half-past twelve!"

Viner suddenly became aware of the glass which he was uncon-
sciously holding. He lifted it to his lips, wondering whatever it was that
made his mouth feel sodry. And when he had taken a big gulp, and then
spoke, his voiceNto himselfNsounded just as queer as his tongue had
been feeling.

"You were right!" he said suddenly. "There are queerer, stranger affairs
in life than one fancies! And INI've been pitchforkedNthrownNclean in-
to the middle of things! I!"

Miss Penkridge came closer to him, staring. She looked from him to
the glass, from the glass to him.

"NoNI haven't been drinking," said Viner with a harsh laugh. "I'm
drinking now, and I'm going to have another, too. Listen!"

He pushed her gently into a chair, and seating himself on the edge of
the table, told her the adventure. And Miss Penkridge, who was an ad-
mirable listener to fictitious tales of horror, proved herself no lessadmir-
able in listening to one of plain fact, and made no comment until her
nephew had finished.

“That poor man!" she said at last. "Such a fine, strong, healthy-looking
man, too! | used to wonder about him, when | saw him in the square, |
used to think of him as somebody who'd seen things!"

Viner made a sudden grimace.
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"Don't!" he said. "Ugh! I've seenthings tonight that | never wished to
see! And | wishN"

"What?" demanded Miss Penkridge after a pause, during which Viner
had sat staring at the floor.

"I wish to God I'd never seenthat poor devil who was running away!"
exclaimed Viner with sudden passion. "They'll catch him, and | shall
have to give evidence against him, and my evidence'll hang him, andN"

“There'salot to do, and alot'll happen before that comesoff, Richard,"
interrupted Miss Penkridge. "The man may be innocent."

"He'd have a nice job to prove it!" said Viner with aforced laugh. "No,
if the police get himNbesides, he was running straight from the place!
Isn't it a queer thing?" he went on, laughing again. "l don't mind remem-
bering theNthe dead man, but | hate the recollection of that chap hurry-
ing away! | wonder what it feels like when you've just murdered another
fellow, to slink off likeN"

"You've no businessto be wondering any such thing!" said Miss Pen-
kridge sharply. "HereNget yourself another brandy and soda, and let us
talk business. These two womenNdid they feel it much?"

"They puzzled me," replied Viner. He took his aunt's advice about the
extra glass, and obeyed her, too, when she silently pointed to a box of ci-
gars which lay on the sideboard. "All right,” he said after a minute or
two. "I'm not going to have nerves. What was | saying? They puzzled
me? Yes, puzzled. Especially the girl; she seemed so collected about
everything. And yet, according to her own story, she'sonly just out of
the schoolroom. You'll go round there with me?"

“If we can be of any service to them? certainly,” assented Miss
Penkridge.

"The girl said they'd no men folk," remarked Viner.

“In that casel shall certainly go," said Miss Penkridge. "Now, Richard,
smoke your cigar, and think no more about all this till tomorrow."

Viner flung himself into an easy-chair.

"All right!" he said. "Don't bother! It's been a bit of a facer, butN"

He was astonished when he woke the next morning, much later than
was his wont, to find that he had not dreamed about the events of the
midnight. And he was his usual practical and cool-headed self when, at
eleven o'clock, he stood waiting in the hall for Miss Penkridge to go
round with him to number seven. But the visit was not to be paid just
thenNas they were about to leave the house, a police-officer came hurry-
ing up and accostedViner. Inspector Drillford's compliments, and would
Mr. Viner come round? And then the messenger gave a knowing grin.
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"We've got the man, sir!" he whispered. "That's why you're wanted."
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Chapter

THE RING AND THE KNIFE

Viner was hoping that the police had got hold of the wrong man ashe re-
luctantly walked into Drillford's office, but one glance at the inspector's
confident face, alert and smiling, showed him that Drillford himself had
no doubts on that point.

"Well, Mr. Viner," he said with a triumphant laugh, "we haven't been
so long about it, you see! Much quicker work than I'd anticipated, too."

"Are you sure you've got the right man?" asked Viner. "I meanNhave
you got the man | saw running away from the passage?"

"You shall settle that yourself," answered Drillford. "Come this way."

He led Viner down a corridor, through one or two locked doors, and
motioning him to tread softly, drew back a sliding panel in the door of a
cell and silently pointed. Viner, with a worse sicknessthan before, stole
up and looked through the barred opening. One glance at the man sitting
inside the cell, white-faced, staring at the drab, bare wall, was enough; he
turned to Drillford and nodded. Drillford nodded too, and led him back
to the office.

"That's the man | saw," said Viner.

"Of course!" assentedDrillford. "I'd no doubt of it. Well, it's been a far
simpler thing than I'd dared to hope. I'll tell you how we got him. This
morning, about ten o'clock, this chap, who won't give his name, went in-
to the pawnbroker's shop in Edgware Road, and asked for a loan on a
diamond ring which he produced. Now, Pelver, who happened to attend
to him himself, is a good deal of an expert in diamondsNhe's a jeweller
as well as a pawnbroker, and he saw at once that the diamond in this
ring was well worth all of a thousand poundsNa gem of the first water!
He was therefore considerably astonished when his customer asked for a
loan of ten pounds on itNstill more so when the fellow suggested that
Pelver should buy it outright for twenty-five. Pelver asked him some
questions asto his property in the ringNhe made some excusesabout its
having beenin his family for some time, and that he would be glad to
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realize on it. Under pretence of examining it, Pelver took the ring to an-
other part of his shop and quietly sentfor a policeman. And the end was,
this officer brought the man here, and Pelver with him, and the ring.
Here it is!"

He opened a safe and produced a diamond ring at which Viner stared
with feelings for which he could scarcely account.

"How do you know that's one of Mr. Ashton's rings?" he asked.

"Oh, | soon solved that!" laughed Drillford. "I hurried round to
Markendale Square with it at once. Both the ladies recognized itNMr.
Ashton had often shown it to them, and told them its value, and there'sa
private mark of his inside it. And so we arrested him, and there he is!
Clear case!"

"What did he say?" asked Viner.

"He's a curious customer,” replied Drillford. "I should say that
whatever he is now, he hasbeena gentleman. He was extremely nervous
and so on while we were questioning him about the ring, but when it
cameto the crucial point, and | charged him and warned him, he turned
strangely cool. I'll tell you what he said, in his exact words. 'I'm abso-
lutely innocent of that!" he said. 'But | can seethat I've placed myself in a
very strange position." And after that he would say no moreNhe hasn't
even asked to see a solicitor."

"What will be done next?" asked Viner.

"He'll be brought before the magistrate in an hour or two," said Drill-
ford. "Formal proceedingsNfor a remand, you know. | shall want you
there, Mr. Viner; it won't take long. | wish the fellow would tell us who
he is."

"And | wish | could remember where and when | have seenhim be-
fore!" exclaimed Viner.

"Ah, that's still your impression?" remarked Drillford. "You're still con-
vinced of it?"

"More than everNsince seeinghim just now," affirmed Viner. "l know
his face, but that's all |1 can say. | suppose,” he continued, looking diffid-
ently at the inspector, asif he half-expected to be laughed at for the sug-
gestion he was about to make, "l suppose you don't believe that this un-
fortunate fellow may have some explanation of his possessionof Mr.
Ashton's ring?"

Drillford, who had been replacing the ring in a safe, locked the door
upon it with a snap, and turned on his questioner with alook which be-
came more and more businesslike and official with each succeeding
word.
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“"Now, Mr. Viner," he said, "you look at it from our point of view. An
elderly gentleman is murdered and robbed. A certain man is seenNby
you, asit happensNrunning away asfast as he can from the sceneof the
murder. Next morning that very man is found trying to getrid of aring
which, without doubt, was taken from the murdered man's finger. What
do you think? OrNanother questionNwhat could we, police officials,
do?"

"Nothing but what you're doing, | suppose," said Viner. "StillNthere
may be a good deal that'sNwhat shall | say?Nbehind all this."

“It's for him to speak," observed Drillford, nodding in the direction of
the cells. "He's got a bell within reach of his fingers; he's only got to ring
it and to ask for me or any solicitor he likes to name. ButNwe shall see!"

Nothing had been seenor heard, in the way hinted at by Drillford,
when, an hour later, Viner, waiting in the neighbouring police-court, was
aware that the humdrum, sordid routine was about to be interrupted by
something unusual. The news of an arrest in connection with the
Lonsdale Passagemurder had somehow leaked out, and the court was
packed to the doors NViner himself had gradually been forced into a
corner near the witness-box in which he was to make an unwilling ap-
pearance.And from that corner he looked with renewed interest at the
man who was presently placed in the dock, and for the hundredth time
asked himself what it was in his face that woke some chord of memory
in him.

There was nothing of the criminal in the accused man's appearance.
Apparently about thirty years of age, spare of figure, clean-shaven, of a
decidedly intellectual type of countenance, he looked like an actor. His
much-worn suit of tweed was well cut and had evidently been carefully
kept, in spite of its undoubtedly threadbare condition. It, and the worn
and haggard look of the man's face, denoted poverty, if not recent actual
privation, and the thought was present in more than one mind there in
possessionof certain facts: if this man had really owned the ring which
he had offered to the pawnbroker, why had he delayed so long in pla-
cing himself in funds through its means?For if his face expressed any-
thing, it was hunger.

Viner, who was now witnessing police-court proceedings for the first
time in his life, felt an almost morbid curiosity in hearing the tale unfol-
ded against the prisoner. For somereason, bestknown to themselves,the
police brought forward more evidence than was usual on first proceed-
ings before a magistrate. Viner himself proved the finding of the body;
the divisional surgeon spoke as to the cause of death; the dead man's

25



solicitor testified to his identity and swore positively as to the ring; the
pawnbroker gave evidence as to the prisoner's attempt to pawn or sell
the ring that morning. Finally, the police proved that on searching the
prisoner after his arrest, a knife was found in his hip-pocket which, in
the opinion of the divisional surgeon, would have caused the wound
found in the dead man's body. From a superficial aspect,no casecould
have seemed clearer.

But in Viner's reckoning of things there was mystery. Two episodesoc-
curred during the comparatively brief proceedings which made him cer-
tain that all was not being brought out. The first was when he himself
went into the witness-box to prove his discovery of the body and to
swear that the prisoner was the man he had seenrunning away from the
passage.The accusedglanced at him with evident curiosity as he came
forward; on hearing Viner's name, he looked at him in a strange manner,
changed colour and turned his head away. But when a certain question
was put to Viner, he looked round again, evidently anxious to hear the
answer.

"l believe you thought, on first seeing him, that the prisoner's face was
familiar to you, Mr. Viner?"

"YesNI certainly think that | have seen him before, somewhere."

"You can't recollect more? You don't know when or where you saw
him?"

"I don't. But that | have seenhim, perhaps met him, somewhere, | am
certain."

This induced the magistrate to urge the accusedmanNwho had stead-
fastly refused to give name or addressNto reveal his identity. But the
prisoner only shook his head.

"I would rather not give my name at present,” he answered. "I am ab-
solutely innocent of this charge of murder, but | quite realize that the po-
lice are fully justified in bringing it against me. | had nothing whatever
to do with Mr. Ashton's deathNnothing! Perhapsthe police will find out
the truth; and meanwhile | had rather not give my name."

"You will be well advised to reconsider that," said the magistrate. "If
you are innocent, asyou say, it will be far better for you to say who you
are, and to see a solicitor. As things are, you are in a very dangerous
position."

But the prisoner shook his head.

"Not yet, at any rate," he answered. "l want to hear more."
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When the proceedings were over and the accused,formally remanded
for a week, had beenremoved to the cells previous to being taken away,
Viner went round to Drillford's office.

"Look here!" he said abruptly, finding the Inspector alone, "I dare say
you think I'm very foolish, but | don't believe that chap murdered
Ashton. | don't believe it for one second!"

Drillford who was filling up some papers, smiled.

"No?" he said. "Now, why, Mr. Viner?"

"You cancall it intuition if you like," answered Viner. "But | don't! And
| shall be surprised if I'm not right. There are certain things that | should
think would strike you."

"What, for instance?" asked Drillford.

"Do you think it likely that a man who must have known that aregular
hue and cry would be raised about that murder, would be such a fool as
to go and offer one of the murdered man's rings within a mile of the spot
where the murder took place?" asked Viner.

Drillford turned and looked steadily at his questioner.

"Well, but that's precisely what he did, Mr. Viner!" he exclaimed.
“There's no doubt whatever that the ring in question was Ashton's;
there's also no doubt that this man did offer it to Pelver this morning.
Either the fellow is a fool or singularly ignorant, to do such a mad thing!
ButNhe did it! And | know why."

"Why, then?" demanded Viner.

"Because he was just starving," answered Drillford. "When he was
brought in here, straight from Pelver's, he hadn't a halfpenny on him,
and in the very thick of my questioningsNand just think how important
they were!Nhe stopped me. 'May | say a word that's just now much
more important to me than all this?' he said. 'I'm starving! | haven't
touched food or drink for nearly three days. Give me something, if it's
only a crust of bread!" That's fact, Mr. Viner."

"What did you do?" inquired Viner.

"Got the poor chap some breakfast, at once," answered Drillford, "and
let him alone till he'd finished. Have you ever seena starved dog eat?
NoNwell, | have, and he ate like thatNhe was ravenous! And when a
man's at that stage,do you think he's going to stop at anything? Not he!
This fellow, you may be sure, after killing and robbing Ashton, had but
one thoughtNhow soon he could convert some of the property into cash,
so that he could eat. If Pelver had made him that advance, or bought the
ring, he'd have made a bee-line for the nearest coffee-shop. | tell you he
was mad for food!"
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"Another thing," said Viner. "Where is the rest of Mr. Ashton's prop-
ertyNhis watch, chain, the other ring, his purse, andNwasn't there a
pocketbook? How is it this man wasn't found in possession of them?"

"Easy enough for him to hide all those things, Mr. Viner," said Drill-
ford, with an indulgent smile. "What easier?You don't know as much of
these things as | doNhe could quite easily plant all those articles safely
during the night. He just stuck to the article which he could most easily
convert into money."

"Well, 1 don't believe he's guilty," repeated Viner. "And | want to do
something for him. You may think me quixotic, but I'd like to help him.
Is there anything to prevent you from going to him, telling him that I'm
convinced of his innocence and that | should like to get him helpNlegal
help?"

"There's nothing to prevent it, to be sure,"” answered Drillford. "But Mr.
Viner, you can't get over the fact that this fellow had Ashton's diamond
ring in his possession!"

"How do INhow do youNknow how he came into possessionof it?"
demanded Viner.

"And thenNthat knife!" exclaimed Drillford. "Look here! I've got it.
What sort of thing is that for an innocent, harmless man to carry about
him? It's an American bowie-knife!"

He opened a drawer and exhibited a weapon which, lying on a pile of
paper, looked singularly suggestive and fearsome.

"l don't care!" said Viner with a certain amount of stubbornness. "I'm
convinced that the man didn't kill Ashton. And | want to help him. I'm a
man of considerable means; and in this caseNwell, that's how | feel
about it."

Drillford made no answer. But presently he left the room, after point-
ing Viner to a chair. Viner waitedNfive, ten minutes. Then the door
opened again, and Drillford came back. Behind him walked the accused
man, with a couple of policemen in attendance upon him.

“There, Mr. Viner!" said Drillford. "You can speak to him yourself!"

Viner rose from his chair. The prisoner stepped forward, regarding
him earnestly.

“Viner!" he said, in alow, concentrated tone, "don't you know me?I'm
Langton Hyde! You and | were at Rugby together. AndNwe meet again,
here!"
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Chapter

LOOK FOR THAT MAN!

At these words Viner drew back with an exclamation of astonishment,
but in the next instant he stepped forward again, holding out his hand.

"Hyde!" he said. "ThenNthat's what | remembered! Of course | know
you! But good heavens, man, what does all this mean? What's brought
you to thisNto be here, in this place?"

The prisoner looked round at his captors, and back at Viner, and
smiled as a man smiles who is beginning to realize hopelessnessto the
full.

"I don't know if I'm allowed to speak," he said.

Drillford, who had been watching this episode with keen attention,
motioned to the two policemen.

"Wait outside," he said abruptly. "Now, then," he continued when he,
Viner and Hyde were alone, "this man can say anything he likes to you,
Mr. Viner, so long as you've asked to seehim. This is all irregular, but
I've no wish to stop him from telling you whatever he pleases.But re-
member," he went on, glancing at the prisoner, "you're saying it before
meNand in my opinion, you'd a deal better have said something when
you were in court just now."

"I didn't know what to say,” replied Hyde doubtfully. "I'm pretty
much on the rocks, as you can guess; butNl have relatives! And if it's
possible, | don't want them to know about this."

Drillford looked at Viner and shook his head, as if to signify his con-
tempt of Hyde's attitude.

"Considering the position you're in," he said, turning again to Hyde,
"you must seethat it's impossible that your relations should be kept from
knowing. You'll have to give particulars about yourself, sooner or later.
And charges of murder, like this, can't be kept out of the newspapers."

“Tell me, Hyde!" exclaimed Viner. "Look here, now, to begin
withNyou didn't kill this man?"
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Hyde shook his head in a puzzled fashionNsomething was evidently
causing him surprise.

"I didn't know the man was killed, or dead, until they brought me
here, from that pawnbroker's this morning!" he said. Then he laughed al-
most contemptuously, and with some slight show of spirit. "Do you
think I'd have been such a fool asto try to pawn or sell a ring that be-
longed to a man who'd just been murdered?" he demanded. "I'm not
guite such an ass as that!"

Viner looked round at Drillford.

“There!" he said quietly. "What did | tell you? Isn't that what | said?
You're on the wrong track, Inspector!"

But Drillford, sternly official in manner, shook his head.

"How did he come by the ring, then?" he asked, pointing at his prison-
er. "Let him say!"

"Hyde!" said Viner. "Tell! I've been certain for an hour that you didn't
kill this man, and | want to help you. ButNtell us the truth! What do you
know about it? How did you get that ring?"

"l shall make use of anything he tells," remarked Drillford warningly.

"He's going to tellNeverything," said Viner. "Come now, Hyde, the
truth!"

Hyde suddenly dropped into a chair by which he was standing, and
pressed his hand over his face with a gesture which seemedto indicate a
certain amount of bewilderment.

“Let me sit down," he said. "I'm weak, tired, too. Until this morning |
hadn't had a mouthful of food for a long time, and I'dNwell, I'd been
walking about, night aswell as day. | was walking about all yesterday,
and a lot of last night. I'm pretty nearly done, if you want to know!"

“Take your time," said Drillford. "Here, wait a bit,"” he went on after a
sudden glance at his prisoner. "Keep quiet a minute." He turned to a cup-
board in the corner of the room and presently came back with something
in a glass."Drink that," he said not unkindly. "Drop of weak brandy and
water," he muttered to Viner. "Do him no harmNI seehow it is with
himNhe's been starving."

Hyde caught the last word and laughed feebly as he handed the glass
back.

"Starving!" he said. "YesNthat's it! | hope neither of you'll know what
it means! Three days withoutN"

"Now, Hyde!" interrupted Viner. "Never mind thatNyou won't starve
again. ComeNtell us all about thisNtell everything."
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Hyde bent forward in his chair, but after a look at the two men, his
eyes sought the floor and moved from one plank to another as if he
found it difficult to find a fixed point.

"I don't know where to begin, Viner," he said at last. "You see,you've
never met me since we left school. | went in for medicineNI was at Bart's
for a time, butNwell, | was no good, somehow. And then | went in for
the stageNI've had somefairly decentengagements,both here and in the
States,now and then. But you know what a precarious businessthat is.
And some time ago | struck a real bad patch, and I've been out of a job
for months. And lately it's gone from bad to worseNyou know, or rather
| suppose you don't know, because you've never been in that
fixNpawning everything, and so on, untilNwell, | haven't had a penny
in my pockets for days now!"

"Your relations?" questioned Viner.

"Didn't want them to know," answered Hyde. "The fact is, | haven't
been on good terms with them for a long time, and I've got some pride
leftNor | had, until yesterday. But here's the truth: | had to clear out of
my lodgingsNwhich was nothing but an attic, three days since, and I've
been wandering about, literally hungry and homeless, since that. If it
hadn't been for that, | should never have been in this hole! And that's
due to circumstancesthat beat me, for | tell you again, | don't know any-
thing about this man's murderNat least, not about it actually."

"What do you know?" asked Viner. "Tell us plainly."

“I'm going to," responded Hyde. "I was hanging about the Park and
around Kensington Gardens most of yesterday. Then, at night, | got
wandering about this partNdidn't seemto matter much where | went.
You don't know, either of you, what it meansto wander round, starving.
You get into a sort of comatose stateNyou just go on and on. Well, last
night | was walking, in that way, in and out about these Bayswater
squares.| got into Markendale Square.As | was going along the top side
of it, | noticed a passageand turned into itNas I've said, when aman'sin
the state | was in, it doesn't matter where he slouchesNanywhere! |
turned into that passage,l tell you, just aimlessly, as a man came walk-
ing out. Viner, look for that man! Find him! He's the fellow these police
want! If there's been murderN"

"Keep calm, Hyde!" said Viner. "Go on, quietly."

“This man passedme and went on into the square," continued Hyde. "
went up the passage. It was very dark, except in the middle, where
there's an old-fashioned lamp. And then | saw another man, who was ly-
ing acrossthe flags. | don't know that I'd any impression about himNI
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was too sick and weary. | believe | thought he was drunk, or ill or
something. But you see, at the same instant that | saw him, | saw
something elsewhich drove him cleanout of my mind. In fact, assoonas
I'd seenit, | never thought about him any more, nor looked at him
again."

"What was it?" demanded Viner, certain of what the answer would be.

"A diamond ring," replied Hyde. "It was lying on the flags close by the
man. The light from the lamp fell full onit. And | snatchedit up, thrust it
into my pocket and ran up the passage.l ran into somebody at the far
endNit turns out to have beenyou. Well, you saw me hurry offNl got as
far away asl could, lest you or somebody elseshould follow. | wandered
round Westbourne Grove, and then up into the Harrow Road, and in a
sort of back street there | sneakedinto a shanty in ayard, and stopped in
it the rest of the night. And this morning | tried to pawn the ring."

"Having no idea of its value," suggested Viner, with a glance at Drill-
ford, who was listening to everything with an immovable countenance.

"l thought it might be worth thirty or forty pounds,” answered Hyde.
"Of course, I'd no idea that it was worth what's been said. You see,I'm
fairly presentable, and | thought | could tell a satisfactory story if | was
asked anything at the pawnshop. | didn't anticipate any difficulty about
pawning the ringNIl don't think there'd have been any if it hadn't been
for its value. A thousand pounds! of course, I'd no idea of that!"

"And that's the whole truth?" asked Viner.

“It's the whole truth asfar asI'm concerned," answered Hyde. "I cer-
tainly picked up that ring in that passage,close by this man who was ly-
ing there. But | didn't know he was dead; | didn't know he'd been
murdered. All | know is that | was absolutely famishing, desperate,in no
condition to think clearly about anything. | guess| should do the same
thing again, under the circumstances. | only wishN"

He paused and began muttering to himself, and the two listeners
glanced at each other. "You only wish what, Hyde?" asked Viner.

"I wish it had beena half-crown instead of that ring!" said Hyde with a
gueer flashing glance at his audience. "l could have got a bed for four-
pence, and have lived for three days on the rest. And nowN"

Viner made no remark; and Drillford, who was leaning against his
desk, watching his prisoner closely, tapped Hyde on the shoulder.

"Can you describe the man who came out of the passage as you
entered it?" he asked. "Be accurate, now!"

Hyde's face brightened a little, and his eyes became more intelligent.
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"Yes!" he answered. "You knowNor you don't knowNhow your men-
tal faculties get sharpened by hunger. | was dull enough, in one way, but
alert enough in another. | can describe the manNas much as | saw of
him. A tall manNneither broad nor slenderNhalf-and-half. Dressed in
black from top to toe. A silk hatNpatent leather bootsNand muffled to
the eyes in a white silk handkerchief."

"Could you see his face?" asked Drillford. "Was he clean-shaved, or
bearded, or what?"

"l tell you he was muffled to the very eyes,"answered Hyde. "One of
those big silk handkerchiefs, you knowNhe had it drawn up over his
chin and noseNright up."

“Then you'd have difficulty in knowing him again,"” observed Drill-
ford. "There are a few thousand men in the West End of London who'd
answer the description you've given."

"All right!" muttered Hyde doggedly. "ButNI know what | saw. And if
you want to help me, Viner, find that manNbecause he must have come
straight away from the body!"

Drillford turned to Viner, glancing at the same time at the clock.

"Do you want to ask him any more questions?"he inquired. "No? Well,
there's just one | want to ask. What were you doing with that knife in
your possession?"he went on, turning to Hyde. "Be careful, now; you
heard what the doctor said about it, in court?"

“I've nothing to conceal," replied Hyde. "You heard me say just now
that I'd had engagementsin the States.l bought that knife when | was
out WestNmore as a curiosity than anythingNand I've carried it in my
pocket ever since."

Drillford looked again at Viner.

"He'll have to go, now," he said. "If you're going to employ legal help
for him, the solicitor will know where and when he can see him." He
paused on his way to the door and looked a little doubtfully at his pris-
oner. "I'll give you a bit of advice," he said, "not as an official, but as an
individual. If you want to clear yourself, you'd better give all the inform-
ation you can."

“I'l' send my own solicitor to you, Hyde, at once,"said Viner. "Be abso-
lutely frank with him about everything."

When Viner was once more alone with Drillford, the two men looked
at each other.

"My own impression," said Viner, after a significant silence,"is that we
have just heard the plain truth! I'm going to work on it, anyway."
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“In that case,Mr. Viner, there's no need for me to say anything," re-
marked Drillford. "It may be the plain truth. But as| am what | am, all |
know is the first-hand evidence against this young fellow. So he really
was a schoolmate of yours?"

"Certainly!" said Viner. "His people live, or did live, in the north. |
shall have to get into communication with them. But nowNwhat about
the information he gave you? This man he saw?"

Drillford shook his head.

“Mr. Viner,” he answered, "you don't understand police methods.
We've got very strong evidence against Hyde. We know nothing about a
tall man in a white muffler. If you want to clear Hyde, you'd better do
what he suggestedNfind that man! | wish you mayNif he ever existed!"

"You don't believe Hyde?" asked Viner.

“I'm not required to believe anything, sir, unless I've good proof of it,"
said Drillford with a significant smile. "If there is any mystery in this
murder, wellNlet's hope something will clear it up."

Viner went away troubled and thoughtful. He remembered Hyde well
enough now, though so many years had elapsed since their last meeting.
And he was genuinely convinced of his innocence:there had beenaring
of truth in all that he had said. Who, then, was the guilty man? And had
robbery beenthe real motive of the murder? Might it not have beenthat
Ashton had beenmurdered for some quite different motive, and that the
murderer had hastily removed the watch, chain, purse, and rings from
the body with the idea of diverting suspicion, and in his haste had
dropped one of the rings?

"If only one knew more about Ashton and his affairs!" mused Viner.
"Even his own people don't seem to know much."

This reminded him of his promise to call on Miss Wickham. He
glanced at his watch: it was not yet one o'clock: the proceedings before
the magistrate and the subsequenttalk with Hyde had occupied compar-
atively little time. So Viner walked rapidly to number seven in the
square, intent on doing something toward clearing Hyde of the charge
brought against him. The parlour-maid whom he had seenthe night be-
fore admitted him at once;it seemedto Viner that he was expected. She
led him straight to a room in which Mrs. Killenhall and Miss Wickham
were in conversation with an elderly man, who looked at Viner with
considerable curiosity when his name was mentioned, and who was
presently introduced to him as Mr. Ashton's solicitor, Mr. Pawle, of
Crawle, Pawle and Rattenbury.

34



Chapter 6

SPECULATIONS

Mr. Pawle, an alert-looking, sharp-eyed little man, whom Viner at once
recognized as having been present in the magistrate's court when Hyde
was brought up, smiled as he shook hands with the new visitor.

"You don't know me, Mr. Viner," he said. "But | knew your father very
wellNhe and | did alot of businesstogether in our time. You haven't fol-
lowed his profession, | gather?"

“I'm afraid | haven't any profession, Mr. Pawle," answered Viner. "I'm
a studentNand a bit, a very little bit, of a writer."

"Aye, well, your father was a bit in that way too," remarked Mr. Pawle.
"| remember that he was a great collector of booksNyou have his library,
no doubt?"

"Yes,and I'm always adding to it," said Viner. "I shall be glad to show
you my additions, any time."

Mr. Pawle turned to the two ladies, waving his hand at Viner.

"Knew his father most intimately," he said, asif he were guaranteeing
the younger man's status. "Fine fellow, was StephenViner. Well," he con-
tinued, dropping into a chair, and pointing Viner to another, "this is a
sad businessthat we've got concernedin, young man! Now, what do you
think of the proceedings we've just heard? Your opinion, Mr. Viner, is
probably better worth having than anybody's, for you saw this fellow
running away from the scene,and you found my unfortunate client ly-
ing dead. What, frankly, isyour opinion?"

"I had better tell you something that's just happened,” replied Viner.
He went on to repeat the statements which Hyde had just made to Drill-
ford and himself. "My opinion," he concluded, "is that Hyde is speaking
the plain truthNthat all he really did was, as he affirms, to pick up that
ring and run away. | don't believe he murdered Mr. Ashton, and I'm go-
ing to do my best to clear him."

He looked round from one listener to another, seeking opinion from
each. Mr. Pawle maintained a professional imperturbability; Mrs.
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Killenhall looked mildly excited on hearing this new theory. But from
Miss Wickham, Viner got a flash of intelligent comprehension.

"The real thing is this," she said, "none of us know anything about Mr.
Ashton, really. He may have had enemies."

Pawle rubbed his chin; the action suggested perplexity.

"Miss Wickham is quite right,"” he said. "Mr. Ashton is more or less a
man of mystery. He had been here in England two months. His ward
knows next to nothing about him, exceptthat she was left in his guardi-
anship many a year ago, that he sent her to England, to school, and that
he recently joined her here. Mrs. Killenhall knows no more than that he
engaged her as chaperon to his ward, and that they exchanged refer-
ences. His references were to his bankers and to me. But neither his
bankers nor | know anything of him, exceptthat he was a very well-to-
do man. | can tell precisely what his bankers know. It is merely this: he
transferred his banking-account from an Australian bank to them on
coming to London. | saw them this morning on first getting the news.
They have about two hundred thousand pounds lying to his credit.
That's absolutely all they know about himNall!"

"The Australian bankers would know more," suggested Viner.

"Precisely!" agreed Mr. Pawle. "We can get news from them, in time.
But now, what do | know? No more than thisNMr. Ashton called on me
about six or seven weeks ago, told me that he was an Australian who
had come to settle in London, that he was pretty well off, and that he
wanted to make awill. We drafted awill on his instructions, and he duly
executedit. Here it is! Miss Wickham has just seenit. Mr. Ashton has left
every penny he had to Miss Wickham. He told me shewas the only child
of an old friend of his, who had given her into his care on his death out
in Australia, some years ago, and that as he, Ashton, had no near rela-
tions, he had always intended to leave her all he had. And so he has,
without condition, or reservation, or anythingNall is yours, Miss Wick-
ham, and I'm your executor. But now," continued Mr. Pawle, "how far
does this take us toward solving the mystery of my client's death? Sofar
as | can see,next to nowhere! And | am certain of this, Mr. Viner: if we
are going to solve it, and if this old school friend of yours is being un-
justly accused, and is to be cleared, we must find out more about
Ashton's doings since he came to London. The secret liesNthere!"

"| quite agree," answered Viner. "ButNwho knows anything?"

Mr. Pawle looked at the two ladies.

"That's a stiff question!" he said. "The bankers tell me that Ashton only
called on them two or three times; he called on me not oftener; neither
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they nor | ever had much conversation with him. These two ladies
should know more about him than anybodyNbut they seemto know
little."

Viner, who was sitting opposite to her, looked at Miss Wickham.

"You must know something about his daily life?" he said. "What did he
do with himself?"

"We told you and the police-inspector pretty nearly all we know, last
night," replied Miss Wickham. "As a rule, he used to go out of a morn-
ingNl think, from his conversation, he used to go down to the City. |
don't think it was on business:| think, he liked to look about him. Some-
times he came home to lunch; sometimes he didn't. Very often in the af-
ternoon he took us for motor-rides into the countryNsometimes he took
us to the theatres. He used to go out a good deal, alone at nightNwe
don't know where."

"Did he ever mention any club?" asked Mr. Pawle.

“No, never!" replied Miss Wickham. "He was reticent about him-
selfNalways very kind and thoughtful and considerate for Mrs. Killen-
hall and myself, but he was a reserved man."

"Did he ever have any one to see him?" inquired the solicitor. "Any
men to dine, or anything of that sort?"

"NoNnot once.No one has ever even called on him," said Miss Wick-
ham. "We have had two or three dinner-parties, but the people who
came were friends of mineNtwo or three girls whom | knew at school,
who are now married and live in London."

"A lonely sort of man!" commented Mr. Pawle. "YetNhe must have
known people. Where did he go when he went into the City? Where did
he go at night? There must be somebody somewhere who can tell more
about him. | think it will be well if | ask for information through the
newspapers."

"There is one matter we haven't mentioned," said Mrs. Killenhall. "Just
after we got settled down here, Mr. Ashton went away for some
daysNthree or four days. That, of course, may be quite insignificant."

"Do you know where he went?" asked Mr. Pawle.

“No, we don't know," answered Mrs. Killenhall. "He went away one
Monday morning, saying that now everything was in order we could
spare him for a few days. He returned on the following Thursday or Fri-
day,NI forget which,Nbut he didn't tell us where he had been."

"You don't think any of the servants would know?" asked Mr. Pawle.

"Oh, dear me, no!" replied Mrs. Killenhall. "He was the sort of man
who rarely speaks to his servantsNexcept when he wanted something."
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Mr. Pawle looked at his watch and rose.

"Well!" he said. "We shall have to find out more about my late client's
habits and whom he knew in London. There may have beena motive for
this murder of which we know nothing. Are you coming, Mr. Viner? |
should like a word with you!"

Viner, too, had risen; he looked at Miss Wickham.

"I hope my aunt called on you this morning?" he asked. "l was coming
with her, but | had to go round to the police-station."

"She did call, and she was very kind indeed, thank you," said Miss
Wickham. "I hope she'll come again."

"We shall both be glad to do anything,” said Viner. "Pleasedon't hesit-
ate about sending round for me if there's anything at all | cando." He fol-
lowed Mr. Pawle into the square, and turned him towards his own
house. "Come and lunch with me," he said. "We can talk over this at our
leisure."”

"Thank youNI will," answered Mr. Pawle. "Very pleased. Between you
and me, Mr. Viner, this is a very queer business. I'm quite prepared to
believe the story that young fellow Hyde tells. | wish he'd told it straight
out in court. But you must see that he's in a very dangerous posi-
tionNvery dangerous indeed! The police, of course, won't credit a word
of his taleNnot they! They've got a strong prima faciecase against him,
and they'll follow it up for all they're worth. The real thing to do, if
you're to save him, is to find the real murderer. And to do that, you'll
need all your wits! If one only had some theory!"

Viner introduced Mr. Pawle to Miss Penkridge with the remark that
she was something of an authority in mysteries, and as soon asthey had
sat down to lunch, told her of Langton Hyde and his statement.

"Justso!" said Miss Penkridge dryly. "That's much more likely to bethe
real truth than that this lad killed Ashton. There's a great deal more in
this murder than is on the surface, and | dare say Mr. Pawle agreeswith
me."

"| dare say | do," assentedMr. Pawle. "The difficulty isNhow to penet-
rate into the thick cloak of mystery."

"When | was round there, at Number Seven,this morning,” observed
Miss Penkridge, "those two talked very freely to me about Mr. Ashton.
Now, there's one thing struck me at onceNthere must be men in London
who knew him. He couldn't go out and about, as he evidently did,
without meeting men. Even if it wasn't in business,he'd meet men some-
where. And if | were you, | should invite men who knew him to come
forward and tell what they know."
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"It shall be doneNvery good advice, ma'am," said Mr. Pawle.

"And there's another thing," said Miss Penkridge. "I should find out
what can be told about Mr. Ashton where he came from. | believe you
can get telegraphic information from Australia within afew hours. Why
not go to the expenseNwhen there's so much at stake? Depend upon i,
the real secret of this murder lies back in the pastNperhaps the far past."

"That too shall be done," agreed Mr. Pawle. "l shouldn't be surprised if
you're right."

“In my opinion," remarked Miss Penkridge, dryly, "the robbing of this
dead man was all a blind. Robbery wasn't the motive. Murder was the
thing in view! And why? It may have been revenge. It may be that
Ashton had to be got out of the way. And | shouldn't wonder a bit if that
isn't at the bottom of it, which is at the top and bottom of pretty nearly
everything!"

"And that, ma'am?" asked Mr. Pawle, who evidently admired Miss
Penkridge's shrewd observations, "that is what, now?"

"Money!" said Miss Penkridge. "Money!"

The old solicitor went away, promising to getto work on the lines sug-
gested by Miss Penkridge, and next day he telephoned to Viner asking
him to go down to his offices in Bedford Row. Viner hurried off, and on
arriving found Mr. Pawle with a cablegram before him.

"l senta pretty long messageto Melbourne, to Ashton's old bankers, as
soon as | left you yesterday,” he said. "I gave them the news of his
murder, and asked for certain information. Here's their answer. | rang
you up as soon as | got it."

Viner read the cablegram carefully:

Deeply regret news. Ashton well known here thirty years dealer in
real estate. Respected,wealthy. Quiet man, bachelor. Have made inquir-
lesin quarters likely to know. Cannot trace anything about friend named
Wickham. Ashton was away from Melbourne, up country, four years,
some years ago. May have known Wickham then. Ashton left here end
July, by Maraquibq for London. Was accompanied by two friends Fos-
dick and Stephens. Please inform if can do more.

"What do you think of that?" asked Mr. Pawle. "Not much in it, is
there?"

“There's the mention of two men who might know something of
Ashton's habits," said Viner. "If Fosdick and Stephensare still in England
and were Ashton's friends, one would naturally conclude that he'd seen
them sometimes. Yet we haven't heard of their ever going to his house."
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"We can be quite certain that they never didNfrom what the two
ladies say," remarked Mr. Pawle. "Perhapsthey don't live in London. I'll
advertise for both. But now, here'sanother matter. | asked these people if
they could tell me anything about Wickham, the father of this girl to
whom Ashton's left his very considerable fortune. Well, you see, they
can't. Now, it's a very curious thing, but Miss Wickham has no papers,
has, in fact, nothing whatever to prove her identity. Nor have I. Ashton
left nothing of that sort. | know no more, and she knows no more, than
what he told both of usNthat her father died when she was a mere child,
her mother already being dead, that the father left her in Ashton's guard-
lanship, and that Ashton, after sending her here to school, eventually
came and took her to live with him. There isn't a single document really
to show who she is, who her father was, or anything about her family."

"Is that very important?" asked Viner.

“It's decidedly odd!" said Mr. Pawle. "This affair seemsto be getting
more mysterious than ever."

"What's to be done next?" inquired Viner.

"Well, the newspapers are always very good about that," answered the
solicitor. "I'm getting them to insert paragraphs asking the two men, Fos-
dick and Stephens,to come forward and tell us if they've seenanything
of Ashton since he came to England; I'm also asking if anybody can tell
us where Ashton was when he went away from home on that visit that
Mrs. Killenhall spoke of. IfN"

Just then a clerk came into Mr. Pawle's room, and bending down to
him, whispered a few words which evidently occasioned him great
surprise.

"At once!" he said. "Bring them straight in, Parkinson. God bless me!"
he exclaimed, turning to Viner. "Here are the two men in ques-
tionNFosdick and Stephens!Saw our name in the paper as Ashton's soli-
citors and want to see me urgently."
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Chapter 7

WHAT WAS THE SECRET?

The two men who were presently ushered in were typical Coloni-
alsNbig, hefty fellows as yet in early middle age, alert, evidently pros-
perous, if their attire and appointments were anything to go by, and each
was obviously deeply interested in the occasionof his visit to Mr. Pawle.
Two pairs of quick eyestook in the old solicitor and his companion, and
the elder of the men came forward in a businesslike manner.

"Mr. Pawle, | understand?" he said. "I'm Mr. Fosdick, of Melbourne,
Victoria; this is my friend Mr. Stephens, same place."

"Take a seat, Mr. FosdickNhave this chair, Mr. Stephens,"responded
Mr. Pawle. "You wish to see meNon business?"

"That's so," answered Fosdick asthe two men seatedthemselves by the
solicitor's desk. "We saw your name in the newspapers this morning in
connection with the murder of John Ashton. Now, we knew John
AshtonNhe was a Melbourne man, tooNand we can tell something
about him. Sowe cameto you instead of the police. Because Mr. Pawle,
what we can tell is maybe more a matter for a lawyer than for a police-
man. It's mysterious."

"Gentlemen," said Mr. Pawle, "I'll be frank with you. | recognized your
names as soon as my clerk announced them. Here's a cablegram which |
have just received from MelbourneNyou'll seeyour namesmentioned in
it."

The two callers bent over the cablegram, and Fosdick looked up and
nodded.

"Yes, that's right," he said. "We came over with John Ashton in the
Maraquibo We knew him pretty well before thatNmost folk in Mel-
bourne did. But of course, we were thrown into his company on board
ship rather more than we'd ever been before. And we very much regret
to hear of what's happened to him."
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"You say there is something you can tell?" observed Mr. Pawle. "If it's
anything that will help to solve the mystery of this murder,Nfor there is
a mystery,NI shall be very glad to hear it."

Fosdick and Stephensglanced at eachother and then at Viner, who sat
a little in Mr. Pawle's rear.

"Partner of yours?" asked Fosdick.

“Not at all' This gentleman," replied Mr. Pawle, "is Mr. Viner. It was he
who found Ashton's dead body. They were neighbours."

"Well, you found the body of a very worthy man, sir," remarked Fos-
dick gravely. "And we'd like to do something toward finding the man
who killed him. For we don't think it was this young fellow who's
charged with it, nor that robbery was the motive. We think John Ashton
wasNremoved. Put out of the way!"

"Why, now?" asked Mr. Pawle.

“I'l tell you," replied Fosdick. "My friend Stephens,here, is a man of
few words; he credits me with more talkativeness than he'll lay claim to.
SolI'm to tell the tale. There mayn't be much in it, and there may be alot.
We think there's a big lot! But this is what it comesto: Ashton was a close
man, a reserved man. However, one night, when the three of us were
having a quiet cigar in a corner of the smoking saloon in the Maraquibq
he opened out to us a bit. We'd been talking about getting over to Eng-
landNwe'd all three emigrated, you'll understand, when we were very
youngNand the talk ran on what we'd do. Fosdick and Stephens,d'ye
see,were only on a visit,Nwhich is just coming to an end, Mr. Pawle; we
sail home in aday or two,Nbut Ashton was turning home for good. And
he said to us, in a sort of burst of confidence, that he'd have plenty to do
when he landed. He said that he was in possessionNsole possessionNof
a most extraordinary secret,the revelation of which would affect one of
the first families in England, and he was going to bring it out assoon as
he'd got settled down in London. WellNyou may be surprised,
butNthat's all."

"All you can tell?" exclaimed Mr. Pawle.

"All' But we can see plenty in it," said Fosdick. "Our notion is that
Ashton was murdered by somebody who didn't want that secretto come
out. Now, you see if events don't prove we're right."

"Gentlemen," said Mr. Pawle, "allow me to ask you a few questions."

"Many as you please, sir," assented Fosdick. "We'll answer anything."

"He didn't tell you what the secret was?" asked Mr. Pawle.
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“No. He said we'd know more about it in time," replied Fosdick. "It
would possibly lead to legal proceedings, he saidNin that case,it would
be one of the most celebrated cases ever known."

"And romantic,” added Stephens, speaking for the first time.
"Romantic! That was the term he used."

"And romanticNquite so," assented Fosdick. "Celebrated and ro-
manticNthose were the words. But in any case,he said, whether it got to
law matters or not, it couldn't fail to be in the papers, and we should
read all about it in due time."

"And you know no more than that?" inquired Mr. Pawle.

"Nothing!" said Fosdick with decision.

Mr. Pawle looked at Viner asif to seek some inspiration. And Viner
took up the work of examination.

"Do you know anything of Mr. Ashton's movements since he came to
London?" he asked.

“Next to nothing," replied Fosdick. "Ashton left the Maraquibo at
Naples, and came overlandNhe wanted to put in a day or two in Rome
and aday or two in Paris. We cameround by seato Tilbury. Then Steph-
ensand | separatedNhe went to seehis people in Scotland, and | went to
mine in Lancashire. We metNStephens and INin London here last week.
And we saw Ashton for just a few minutes, down in the City."

"Ah!" exclaimed Mr. Pawle. "You have seenhim, then! Did anything
happen?"

"You mean relating to what he'd told us?"said Fosdick. "Well, no more
than | asked him sort of jokingly, how the secretwas. And he said it was
just about to come out, and we must watch the papers."

“There was a remark he made," observed Stephens."He said it would
be of just as much interest, perhaps of far more, to our Colonial papers as
to the English."

"YesNhe said that," agreed Fosdick. "He knew, you see,that we were
just about setting off home."

"He didn't ask you to his house?" inquired Mr. Pawle.

"That was mentioned, but we couldn't fix dates," replied Fosdick.
"However, we told him we were both coming over again on business,
next year, and we'd come and see him then."

Mr. Pawle spread out his hands with a gesture of helplessness.

"We're as wise as ever," he exclaimed.

“No," said Fosdick emphatically, "wiser! The man had a secret, affect-
ing powerful interests. Many a man's been put away for having a secret.”
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Mr. Pawle put his finger-tips together and looked thoughtfully at his
elder visitor.

"Well, there's a good deal in that," he said at last. "Now, while you're
here, perhaps you can tell me something else about Ashton. How long
have you known him?"

"Ever since we were lads," answered Fosdick readily. "He was a grown
man, then, though. Stephens and | are about fortyNAshton was sixty."

"You've always known of him as a townsman of Melbourne?"

"That's so. We were taken out there when we were about ten or
twelveNAshton lived near where we settled down. He was a speculator
in propertyNmade his money in buying and selling lots."

"Was he well known?"

"Everybody knew Ashton."

"Did you ever know of his having afriend named Wickham?" inquired
Mr. Pawle with a side-glance at Viner. "Think carefully, now!"

But Fosdick shook his head, and Stephens shook his.

"Never heard the name," said Fosdick.

"Did you ever hear Ashton mention the name!" asked Mr. Pawle.

"Never!"

"Never heard him mention it on board shipNwhen he was coming
home?"

"NoNnever!"

"Well," said Mr. Pawle, "I happen to know that Ashton, some years
ago, had a very particular friend named Wickham, out in Australia."

A sudden light came into Fosdick's keen grey-blue eyes.

"Ah," he said. "I can tell how that may be. A good many years ago,
when we were just familiar enough with Melbourne to know certain
people in it, | remember that Ashton was away up country for some
timeNas that cablegram says.Most likely he knew this Wickham then. Is
that the Wickham mentioned there?"

"It is," assented Mr. Pawle, "and | want to know who he was."

"Glad to setany inquiries going for you when we get back," said Fos-
dick. "We sail in two days."

"Gentlemen," answered Mr. Pawle gravely, "it takes, | believe, five or
Six weeks to reach Australia. By the time you get there, this unfortunate
fellow Hyde, who's charged with the murder of Ashton, on evidence that
Is quite sufficient to satisfy an average British jury, will probably have
beentried, convicted and hanged. No! I'm afraid we must act at once if
we're to help him, as Mr. Viner here is very anxious to do. And there's
something you can do. The coroner's inquest is to be held tomorrow. Go

44



there and volunteer the evidence you've just told us! It mayn't do a scrap
of goodNbut it will introduce an element of doubt into the caseagainst
Hyde, and that will benefit him."

"Tomorrow?" said Fosdick. "We'll do it. Give us the time and place.
We'll be there, Mr. Pawle. | seeyour point, sirNto introduce the idea that
there's more to this than the police think."

When the two callers had gone, Mr. Pawle turned to Viner.

"Now, my friend," he said, "you've already sent your own solicitor to
Hyde, haven't you? Who is he, by the by?"

"Felpham, of Chancery Lane," replied Viner.

"Excellent man! Now," said Mr. Pawle, "you go to Felpham and tell
him what these two Australians have just told us, and say that in my
opinion it will be well worth while, in his client's interest, to develop
their evidence for all it's worth. That theory of Fosdick's may have a
great deal in it. And another thingNFelpham must insist on Hyde being
present at the inquest tomorrow and giving evidence. That, | say, must
be done! Hyde must make his story public as soon as possible. He must
be brought to the inquest. He'll be warned by the coroner, of course, that
he's not bound to give any evidence at all, but he must go into the box
and tell, on oath, all that he told you and Drillford. Now be off to
Felpham and insist on all this being done."

Viner went away to Chancery Lane more puzzled than ever. What was
this secretaffecting one of the first families in England, of which Ashton
had told his two Melbourne friends? How was it, if legal proceedings
were likely to arise out of it, that Ashton had not told Pawle about it?
Was it possible that he had gone to some other solicitor? If so,why didn't
he come forward? And what, too, was this mystery about Miss Wickham
and her father? Why, as Pawle had remarked, were there no papers or
documents, concerning her to be found anywhere? Had she anything to
do with the secret?It seemedto him that the confusion was becoming
more confounded. But the first thing to do was to save Hyde. And he
was relieved to see that Felpham jumped at Pawle's suggestion.

"Good!" said Felpham. "Of course, I'll have Hyde brought up at the in-
guest, and he shall tell his story. And we'll save these Australian chaps
until Hyde's beenin the box. | do wish Hyde himself could tell us more
about that man whom he saw leaving the passage.Of course,that man is
the actual murderer."

"You think that?" asked Viner.

"Don't doubt it for one momentNand a cool, calculating hand, too!"
declared Felpham. "A man who knew what he was doing. How long do
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you suppose it would take to strike the life out of a man and to snatch a
few valuables from his clothing? Pooh! to a hand such as this evidently
was, a minute. Then, he walks calmly away. AndNwho is he?
ButNwe're not doing badly."

That, too, was Viner's impression when he walked out of the coroner's
court next day. After having endured its closeand sordid atmosphere for
four long hours, he felt, more from intuition than from anything tangible,
that things had gone well for Hyde. One fact was plainNnothing more
could be brought out against Hyde, either there, when the inquest was
resumed a week later, or before the magistrate, or before a judge and
jury. Every scrap of evidence against him was produced before the cor-
oner: it was obvious that the police could rake up no more, unlessindeed
they could prove him to have hidden Ashton's remaining valuables
somewhere which was ostensibly an impossibility. And the evidence of
Hyde himself had impressed the court. Two days' rest and refreshment,
evenin a prison and on prison fare, had pulled him together, and he had
given his evidence clearly and confidently. Viner had seenthat people
were impressed by it: they had beenimpressed, too, by the evidence vo-
lunteered by the two Australians. And when the coroner announced that
he should adjourn the inquiry for a week, the folk who had crowded the
court went away asking eachother not if Hyde was guilty, but what was
this secret of which Ashton had boasted the possession?

Drillford caught Viner up as he walked down the street and smiled
grimly at him.

"Well, you're doing your bestfor him, and no mistake, Mr. Viner," he
said. "He's a lucky chap to have found such a friend!"

"He's asinnocent as| am," answered Viner. "Look here; if you police
want to do justice, why don't you try to track the man whom Hyde has
told of?"

"What clue have we?" exclaimed Drillford almost contemptuously. "A
tall man in black clothes, muffled to his eyes!But I'll tell you what, Mr.
Viner," he added with a grin: "asyou're so confident, why don't you find
him?"

"Perhaps | shall," said Viner, quietly.

He meant what he said, and he was thinking deeply what might be
done towards accomplishing his desires, when, later in the afternoon,
Mr. Pawle rang him up on the telephone.

"Run down!" said Mr. Pawle cheerily. "There's a new development!"
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Chapter 8

NEWS FROM ARCADIA

When Viner, half an hour later, walked into the waiting-room at Crawle,
Pawle and Rattenbury's, he was aware of a modestly attired young wo-
man, evidently, from her dress and appearance,a country girl, who sat
shyly turning over the pages of an illustrated paper. And as soon as he
got into Pawle's private room, the old solicitor jerked his thumb at the
door by which Viner had entered, and smiled significantly.

"Seethat girl outside?" he asked. "She'sthe reason of my ringing you
up."

"Yes?" said Viner. "But whatNwhy? More mystery?"

"Don't know," said Mr. Pawle. "I've kept her story till you came. She
turned up here about three-quarters of an hour ago, and said that her
grandmother, who keeps an inn at Marketstoke, in Buckinghamshire,
had seenthe paragraph in the papers this morning in which | asked if
anybody could give any information about Mr. John Ashton's move-
ments, and had immediately sent her off to me with the messagethat a
gentleman of that name stayed at their house for a few days some weeks
since,and that if | would send somebody over there, she,the grandmoth-
er, could give some particulars about him. Sothat solvesthe question we
were talking of at Markendale Square,asto where Ashton went during
the absence Mrs. Killenhall told us of."

"If this is the same Ashton," suggested Viner.

"We'll soon decide that," answered Mr. Pawle as he touched the bell on
his desk. "I purposely awaited your coming before hearing what this
young woman had to tell. Now, my dear,"” he continued as a clerk
brought the girl into the room, "take a chair and tell me what your mes-
sage is, more particularly. You're from Marketstoke eh? Just soNand
your grandmother, who sent you here, keeps an inn there?"

"Yes, sir, the Ellingham Arms," replied the girl as she sat down and
glanced a little nervously at her two interviewers.

"To be sure. And your grandmother's name isNwhat?"
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"Hannah Summers, sir."

"Mrs. Hannah Summers. Grandfather living?"

"No, sir."

"Very wellNMrs. Hannah Summers, landlady at the Ellingham Arms,
Marketstoke, in Buckinghamshire. Now thenNbut what's your name,
my dear?"

"Lucy Summers, sir."

"Very pretty name, I'm sure! Well, and what's the messageyour grand-
mother sent me? | want this gentleman to hear it."

"Grandmother wished me to say, sir, that we read the piece in the pa-
per this morning asking if anybody could give you any news about a Mr.
John Ashton, and that aswe had a gentleman of that nhame staying with
us for three or four days some weeks since, she sent me to tell you, and
to say that if you would send somebody down to seeher, she could give
some information about him."

"Very clearly put, my dearNmuch obliged to you," said Mr. Pawle.
"Now, | supposeyou were at the Ellingham Arms when this Mr. Ashton
came there?"

"Oh, yes, sir; | live there!"

"To be sure! Now, what sort of man was heNin appearance?"

"A tall, big gentleman, sir, with a beard, going a little grey. He was
wearing a blue serge suit."

Mr. Pawle nodded at Viner.

"Seemslike our man," he remarked. "Now," he went on, turning again
to Lucy Summers, "you say he stayed there three or four days. What did
he do with himself while he was there?"

"He spent a good deal of time about the church, sir," answered the girl,
"and he was at Ellingham Park a good dealN"

"Whose place is that?" interrupted Mr. Pawle.

“Lord Ellingham's, sir."

"Do you mean that Mr. Ashton called on Lord Ellingham, or what?"

"No, sir, because Lord Ellingham wasn't thereNhe scarcely ever is
there," replied Lucy Summers. "I mean that Mr. Ashton went into the
park a good deal and looked over the houseNa good many people come
to see Ellingham Park, sir."

"Well, and what else?"asked Mr. Pawle. "Did he go to seepeople in
the town at all?"

"| don't know, sirNbut he was out most of the day. And at night he
talked a great deal with my grandmother, in her sitting-room, | think,"
added the girl with a glance which took in both listeners. "I think that's
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what she wants to tell about. She would have come here herself, but she's
over seventy and doesn't like travelling.”

Mr. Pawle turned to Viner.

"Now we know where we are," he said. "There's no doubt that this is
our Ashton, and that Mrs. Summers has something she can tell about
him. Viner, | suggestthat you and | go down to Marketstoke this after-
noon. You've accommodations for a couple of gentlemen, | suppose, my
dear?" he added, turning to the girl. "Couple of nice bedrooms and a bit
of dinner, eh?"

"Oh, yes sir!" replied Lucy Summers. "We constantly have gentlemen
there, sir."

“Very well," said Mr. Pawle. "Now, then, you run away home to Mar-
ketstoke, my dear, and tell your grandmother that I'm very much ob-
liged to her, and that | am coming down this evening, with this gentle-
man, Mr. Viner, and that we shall be obliged if she'll have a nice, plain,
well-cooked dinner ready for us at half-past seven. We shall come in my
motorcarNyou can put that up for the night, and my driver too? Very
wellNthat's settled. Now, come along, and one of my clerks shall get you
a cab to your station. Great Central, isn't it? All rightNmind you get
yourself a cup of tea before going home."

“Viner," Pawle continued when he had taken the girl into the outer of-
fice, "we can easily run down to Marketstoke in under two hours. I'll call
for you at your house at half-past five. That'll give us time to wash away
the dirt before our dinner. And thenNwe'll hear what this old lady has
to tell."

Viner, who was musing somewhat vaguely over these curious devel-
opments, looked at Mr. Pawle as if in speculation about his evident
optimism.

"You think we shall hear something worth hearing?" he asked.

"l should say we probably shall," replied Mr. Pawle. "Put things to-
gether. Ashton goesawayNas soon as he's got settled down in Markend-
ale SquareNon a somewhat mysterious journey. Now we hear that he
had a secret. Perhaps something relating to that secretis mixed up with
his visit to Marketstoke. Depend upon it, an old woman of over sev-
entyNespecially a landlady of a country-town inn, whose wits are pre-
sumably pretty sharpNwouldn't send for me unless she'd something to
tell. Before midnight, my dear sir, we may have learnt a good deal.”

Viner picked up his hat.

“I'l' be ready for you at half-past five," he said. Then, halfway to the
door, he turned with a question: "By the by," he added, "you wouldn't
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like me to tell the two ladies that we've found out where Ashton went
when he was away?"

"l think not until we've found out why he went away," answered the
old lawyer with a significant smile. "We may draw the covert blank, you
know, after all. When we've some definite newsN"

Viner nodded, went out, into the afternoon calm of Bedford Row. As
he walked up it, staring mechanically at the old-fashioned red brick
fronts, he wondered how many curious secretshad beentalked over and
perhaps unravelled in the numerous legal sanctuaries approached
through those open doorways. Were there often as strange ones as that
upon which he had so unexpectedly stumbled? And when they first
cameinto the arena of thought and speculation did they arouse as much
perplexity and mental exercise as was now being set up in him? Did
every secret,too, possibly endanger a man's life as his old schoolfellow's
was being endangered? He had no particular affection or friendship for
Langton Hyde, of whom, indeed, he had known very little at school, but
he had an absolute conviction that he was innocent of murder, and that
conviction had already aroused in him a passionate determination to
outwit the police. He had been quick to seethrough Drillford's plans.
There was a case,a strong prima faciecaseagainst Hyde, and the police
would work it up for all they were worth. Failing proofs in other direc-
tions, failing the discovery of the real murderer, how was that casegoing
to be upset? And was it likely that he and Pawle were going to find any
really important evidence in an obscure Buckinghamshire market-town?

He jumped into a cab at the top of Bedford Row and hastened back to
Markendale Squareto pack a bag and prepare for his journey. Miss Pen-
kridge called to him from the drawing-room ashe was running upstairs;
he turned into the room to find her in company with two ladiesNdismal,
pathetic figures in very plain and obviously countrified garments, both
in tears and evident great distress, who, as Viner walked in, rose from
their chairs and gazed at him sadly and wistfully. They reminded him at
once of the type of spinster found in quiet, unpretentious cottagesin out-
of-the-way villagesNthe neither young nor old women, who live on cir-
cumscribed means and are painfully shy of the rude world outside. And
before either he or Miss Penkridge could speak, the elder of the two
broke into an eager exclamation.

"Oh, Mr. Viner, we are Langton's sisters! And we are so grateful to
youNand oh, do you think you can save him?"
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Viner was quick to seizethe situation. He said a soothing word or two,
begged his visitors to sit down again, and whispered to Miss Penkridge
to ring for tea.

"You have come to town today?" he asked.

"We left home very, very early this morning,” replied the elder sister.
"We learned this dreadful news last night in the evening paper. We came
away at four o'clock this morningNwe live in Durham, Mr. Viner,Nand
we have been to Mr. Felpham's office this afternoon. He told us how
kind you had beenin engaging his servicesfor our unfortunate brother,
and we cameto thank you. But oh, do you think there is any chancefor
him?"

"Every chance!" declared Viner, pretending more conviction than he
felt. "Don't let yourselves be castdown. We'll move heaven and earth to
prove that he's wrongly accused.| gatherNif you don't mind my ask-
ingNthat your brother has been out of touch with you for some time?"

The two sisters exchanged mournful glances.

"We had not heard anything of Langton for some years," replied the
elder. "He is muchNmuch younger than ourselves, and perhaps we are
too staid and old-fashioned for him. But if we had known that he was in
want! Oh, dear me, we are not at all well-to-do, Mr. Viner, but we would
have sacrificed anything. Mr. Felpham says that we shall be allowed to
visit himNhe is going to arrange for us to do so. And of course we must
remain in London until this terrible businessis overNwe came prepared
for that."

"Prepared for that!" repeated the other sister, who seemedto be a faint-
er replica of the elder. "Yes, prepared, of course, Mr. Viner."

"Now that we have found Langton, though in such painful circum-
stances,"said the first speaker, "we must stand by him. We must find
some quiet lodging, and settle down to help. We cannot let all the bur-
den fall on you, Mr. Viner."

Viner glanced at Miss Penkridge. They were quick to understand each
other, thesetwo, and he knew at once that Miss Penkridge saw what was
in his mind.

"You must stay with us," he said, turning to the two mournful figures.
"We have any amount of room in this house, and we shall be only too
gladN"

"Oh, but that is tooN" began both ladies.

"l insist," said Viner, with a smile.

"We both insist!" echoed Miss Penkridge. "We are both given to having
our own way, too; so say no more about it. We are all in the same boat
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just now, and its name is Mystery, and we must pull together until we're
in harbour."

“Listen!" said Viner. "I have to go away tonight, on a matter closely
connected with this affair. Let me leave you in my aunt's charge, and to-
morrow | may be able to give you some cheering news. You'll be much
more comfortable here than in any lodgings or hotel andNand | should
like to do something for Hyde; we're old schoolfellows, you know."

Then he escapedfrom the room and made ready for his journey; and
at half-past five came Mr. Pawle in his private car and carried him off in-
to the dark. And hour and a half later the car rolled smoothly into the
main street of a quiet, wholly Arcadian little town, and pulled up before
an old-fashioned many-gabled house over the door of which was set up
one of those ancient signs which, in such places,display the coat of arms
of the lord of the manor. Viner had just time to glance around him, and
in a clear, starlit evening, to seethe high tower of a church, the timbered
fronts of old houses, and many a tall, venerable tree, before following
Mr. Pawle into a stone hall filled with dark oak cabinets and bright with
old brass and pewter, on the open hearth of which burnt a fine and
cheery fire of logs.

"Excellent!" muttered the old lawyer as he began to take off his multi-
tudinous wraps. "A real bit of the real old England! Viner, if the dinner is
as good as this promises, | shall be glad we've come, whatever the
occasion."

"Here's the landlady, | suppose," said Viner as a door opened.

A tall, silver-haired old woman, surprisingly active and vivacious in
spite of her evident age,came forward with a polite, old-fashioned bow.
She wore a silk gown and a silk apron and a smart cap, and her still
bright eyes took in the two visitors at a glance.

"Your servant, gentlemen," she said. "Your rooms are ready, and din-
ner will be ready, too, when you are. This way, if you please."

"A very fine old house this, ma'am," observed Mr. Pawle as they fol-
lowed her up a curious staircase,all nooks and corners. "And you have,
no doubt, been long in it?"

"Born in it, sir," said the landlady, with a laugh. "Our familyNon one
sideNhas been here two hundred years. This is your room, sirNthis is
your friend's." Shepaused, and with a significant look, pointed to anoth-
er door. "That," she said, "is the room which Mr. Ashton had when he
was here."

"Ah! We are very anxious to know what you can tell us about him,
ma'am," said Mr. Pawle.
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Mrs. Summers paused, and again glanced significantly at her visitors.
"I wish | knew the meaning of what | shall tell you," she answered.
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Chapter

LOOKING BACKWARD

On the principle that business should never be discussed when one is
dining, Mr. Pawle made no reference during dinner to the matter which
had brought Viner and himself to the Ellingham Arms. He devoted all
his attention and energies to the pleasures of the table; he praised the
grilled solesand roast mutton and grew enthusiastic over some old Bur-
gundy which Mrs. Summers strongly recommended. But when dinner
was over and he had drunk a glassor two of old port, his eyesbegan to
turn toward the door of the quaint little parlour in which he and Viner
had been installed, and to which the landlady had promised to come.

"l confessI'm unusually curious about what we're going to hear, Vin-
er," he said, as he drew out a well-filled cigar-case."There's an atmo-
sphere of mystery about our presence and our surroundings that's like
an apZritif to an already hungry man. Ashton, poor fellow, comesover to
this quiet, out-of-the-way place; why, we don't know; what he does here
we don't know, yetNbut all the circumstances, up to now, seemto point
to secrecy, if not to absolute romance and adventure."”

"Is it going, after all, to clear up the mystery of his death?" asked Viner.
"That's what concernsmeNI'm afraid I'm a bit indifferent to the rest of it.
What particular romance, do you think, could be attached to the mere
fact that Ashton paid a three days' visit to Marketstoke?"

Mr. Pawle drew out a well-filled cigar-case.

“In my profession,” he answered, "we hear a great deal more of ro-
mance than most folk could imagine. Now, here'sa man who returns to
this country from a long residencein Australia. The first thing he does,
after getting settled down in London, is to visit Marketstoke. Why Mar-
ketstoke? Marketstoke is an obscure placeNthere are at least five or six
towns in this very county that are better known. Again, | sayNwhy Mar-
ketstoke? And why this, the very first place in England? For what reas-
on? Now, asa lawyer, areasondoessuggestitself to me; I've beenthink-
ing about it ever since that rosy-cheeked lass called at my office this
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afternoon. What does the man who's beenaway from his native land for
the best part of his life do, as a rule, when at last he sets foot on it
againNeh?"

“I'm not greatly experienced," replied Viner, smiling at the old
solicitor's professional enthusiasm. "What does he doNusually?"

"Makes his way as soon as possible to his native place!" exclaimed Mr.
Pawle, with an expressive flourish of his cigar. "That, usually, is the first
thing he thinks of. You're not old enough to remember the circum-
stances,my boy, but | have, of course, a very distinct recollection of the
Tichborne affair in the early seventies. Now, if you ever read the evid-
encein that causecZlsbreyou'll remember that the claimant, Orton, on ar-
riving in England, posing asthe missing heir, Sir Roger Tichborne, did a
certain thing, the evidence of which, | can assureyou, was not lost on the
jury before whom he eventually came. Instead of going direct to Tich-
borne, where you'd naturally have thought all his affection and interests
rested, where did he go? To Whitechapel! Why? Becausethe Ortons were
Whitechapel folk! The native place called him, do you see? The first
thought he had on setting foot on English soil wasNWhitechapel!"

"Are you suggesting that Ashton was probably a native of Markets-
toke?" asked Viner.

"| mean to find outNno matter what we hear from the landladyNif
that name is to be found in the parish register here, anyway," answered
Mr. Pawle. "You can be sure of thisNAshton cameto this obscure coun-
try town for some special purpose. What was it? AndNhad it anything
to do with, did it lead up to, his murder? ThatN"

A light tap at the door heralded the approach of Mrs. Summers.

“That," repeated Mr. Pawle, as he jumped up from his chair and po-
litely threw the door open, "is what | mean to endeavourNendeavour, at
any rateNto discover. Come in, ma'am," he continued, gallantly motion-
ing the old landlady to the easiestchair in the room. "We are very eager,
indeed, to hear what you can tell us. Our cigars, nowN"

"Pray, don't mention them, sir," responded Mrs. Summers. "l hope you
are quite comfortable, and that you are having everything you wish?"

"Nothing ma'am, could be more pleasant and gratifying, asfar as ma-
terial comfort goes," answered Mr. Pawle with conviction. "The dinner
was excellent; your wine is sound; this old room is a veritable haven! |
wish we were visiting you under less sad conditions. And now about
your recollections of this poor gentleman, ma'am?"

The landlady laid a large book on the table, and opening it at a page
where at she had placed a marker, pointed to a signature.
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“That is the writing of the Mr. John Ashton who came here," she said.
"He registered his name and address the day he cameNthere it is: 'John
Ashton, 7 Markendale Square, London, W.' You gentlemen will recog-
nise it, perhaps?"

Mr. Pawle put up his glasses, glanced once at the open book, and
turned to Viner with a confirmatory nod.

“That's Ashton's writing, without adoubt,” he said. "It's a signature not
to be forgotten when you've once seenit. Well, that establishesthe fact
that he undoubtedly came here on that date. Now, ma‘'am, what can you
tell about him?"

Mrs. Summers took the chair which Viner drew forward to the hearth
and folded her hands over her silk apron.

"Well sir," she answered, "a good deal. Mr. Ashton came here one
Monday afternoon, in a motorcar, with his luggage, and asked if | could
give him rooms and accommodation for a few days. Of course |
couldNhe had this room and the room | pointed out upstairs, and he
stayed here until the Thursday, when he left soon after lunchNthe same
car came for him. And he hadn't beenin the house an hour, gentlemen,
before | wondered if he hadn't been here before."

"InterestingNvery!" said Mr. Pawle. "Now, why, ma'am did you won-
der that?"

"Well, sir," replied Mrs. Summers, "because,after he'd looked round
the house, and seenhis room upstairs, he went out to the front door, and
then | followed him, to askif he had any particular wishes about his din-
ner that evening. Our front door, asyou will seein the morning, fronts
the market square, and from it you can seeabout all there is to seeof the
town. He was standing at the door, under the porch, looking all round
him, and | overheard him talking to himself as | went up behind him.

"“Aye!' he was saying, as he looked this way and that, ‘there's the old
church, and the old moot-hall, and the old market-place, and the old
gabled and thatched houses,and even the old town pumpNthey haven't
changed a bit, | reckon, in all these years!" Then he caught sight of me,
and he smiled. 'Not many changesin this old place, landlady, in your
time?' he said pleasantly. 'No, sir,’ | answered. 'We don't change much in
even a hundred yearsin Marketstoke.' 'No!" he said, and shook his head.
'NoNthe changeis in men, in men!" And then he suddenly set straight
off acrossthe square to the churchyard. "You've known Marketstoke be-
fore," | said to myself."

"You didn't ask him that?" inquired Mr. Pawle, eagerly.
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"l didn't, sir," replied Mrs. Summers. "l never asked him a question all
the time he was here. | thought that if | was correct in what | fancied, |
should hear him say something. But he never did say anything of that
sortNall the same, | felt more and more certain that he did know the
place. And during the time he was here, he went about in it in a fashion
that convinced me that my ideas were right. He was in and around the
church a great dealNthe vicar and the parish clerk can tell you more
about his visits there than | canNand he was at the old moot-hall several
times, looking over certain old things they keep there, and he visited
Ellingham Park twice, and was shown over the house. And before he'd
been here two days | came to a certain conclusion about him, and I've
had it ever since, though he never said one word, or did one thing that
could positively confirm me in it."

"Yes!" exclaimed Mr. Pawle. "And that, ma‘'am, wasN"

“That he was somebody who disappeared from Marketstoke thirty-
five years ago," answered the landlady, "disappeared completely, and
has never been heard of from that day to this!"

Mr. Pawle turned slowly and looked at Viner. He nodded his head
several times, then turned to Mrs. Summers and regarded her fixedly.

"And that somebody?" he asked in hushed accents. "Who was he?"

The landlady smoothed her silk apron and shook her head.

“It's a long story, sir," she answered. "l think you must have heard
something of itNthough to be sure, it was not talked of much at the time,
and didn't become public until legal proceedings became necessary,
some years ago. You're aware, of course, that just outside the town here
is Ellingham Park, the seatof the Earl of Ellingham. Well, what | have to
tell you has to do with them, and | shall have to go back a good way.
Thirty-five years ago the head of the family was the seventh Earl, who
was then getting on in life. He was a very overbearing, harsh old gentle-
man, not at all likedNthe people here in Marketstoke, nearly all of them
his tenants, used to be perpetually at variance with him about something
or other; he was the sort of man who wanted to have his own way about
everything. And he had trouble at home, at any rate with his elder
son,Nhe only had two sons and no daughter,Nand about the time I'm
talking of it cameto a head. Nobody ever knew exactly what it was all
about, but it was well known that Lord MarketstokeNthat was the elder
son's nameNand his father, the Earl, were at cross purposes, if not actu-
ally at daggers drawn, about something or other. And when Lord Mar-
ketstoke was about twenty five or twenty-six there was a great quarrel
between them; it broke out one night, after dinner; the servants heard
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angry words between them. That night, gentlemen, Lord Marketstoke
left the house and set off to London, and from that day to this he has
never been heard of or seen againNhereabouts, at any rate."

Mr. Pawle, who was listening with the deepestinterest and attention,
glanced at Viner as if to entreat the same care on his part.

"l do remember something of this, now | come to think of it," he said.
“There were some legal proceedings in connection with this disappear-
ance, | believe, some years ago."

"Yes, sirNthey were in the newspapers," asserted the old landlady.
"But of course, those of us about here knew of how things stood long be-
fore that. Lord Marketstoke went away, as| have said. It was known that
he had money of his own, that had come to him from his mother, who
had died years before all this. But it wasn't known where he went. Some
said he'd gone to the Colonies; some said to America. And at one time
there was a rumour that he'd taken another name and joined some for-
eign army, and beenkilled in its service. Anyway, nobody ever heard a
word of himNMr. Marcherson, who was steward at Ellingham Park for
over forty years (he died last year, a very old man) assured me that from
the day on which Lord Marketstoke left his father's house not one word
of him, not a breath, ever reached any of those he'd left behind him.
There was absolute silenceNhe couldn't have disappeared more com-
pletely if they'd laid him in the family vault in Marketstoke church."

"And evident intention to disappear!" observed Mr. Pawle. "You'll
mark that, VinerNit's important. Well, ma'am," he added, turning again
to Mrs. Summers. "AndNwhat happened next?"

"Well sir, there was nothing much happened," continued the landlady.
"Matters went on in pretty much the usual way. The old Earl got older,
of course, and his temper got worse. Mr. Marcherson assured me that he
was never known to mention his missing sonNto anybody. And in the
end, perhaps about fifteen years after Lord Marketstoke had gone away,
he died. And then there was no end of trouble and bother. The Earl had
left no will; at any rate, no will could be found, and no lawyer could be
heard of who had ever made one. And of course, nobody knew where
the new Earl was, nor even if he was alive or dead. There were advertise-
ments sent out all over the worldNMr. Marcherson told me that they
were translated into | don't know how many foreign languages and pub-
lished in every quarter of the globeNasking for news of him and stating
that his father was dead. That was done for some time."

"With no result?" asked Mr. Pawle.
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"No result whatever, sirNI understand that the family solicitors never
had one single reply," answered Mrs. Summers. "l understand, too, that
for sometime before the old Earl's death they'd beentrying to trace Lord
Marketstoke from his last known movements. But that had failed too. He
had chambersin London, and he kept a manservant there; the manser-
vant could only say that on the night on which his young master left
Ellingham Park he returned to his chambers,went to bedNand had gone
when he, the manservant, rose in the morning. No, sir; all the efforts and
advertisements were no good whatever, and after some timeNsome con-
siderable timeNthe younger brother, the Honourable Charles Cave-
GrayN"

"Cave-Gray? Is that the family name?" interrupted Mr. Pawle.

"That's the family name, sirNCave-Gray," replied Mrs. Summers."One
of the oldest families in these parts, sirNthe earldom dates from Queen
Anne. Well, the Honourable Charles Cave-Gray, and his solicitors, of
course, came to the conclusion that Lord Marketstoke was dead, and
soNI don't understand the legal niceties, gentlemen, but they went to the
courts to get something done which presumed his death and let Mr.
Charles come into the title and estates.And in the end that had been
done, and Mr. Charles became the eighth Earl of Ellingham."

"| remember it now," muttered Mr. Pawle. "YesNcurious case.But it
was proved to the court, | recollect, that everything possible had been
done to find the missing heirNand without result."

"Just so, sir, and so Mr. Charles succeeded,"asserted Mrs. Summers.
"He was a very nice, pleasant man, not a bit like his fatherNa very good
and considerate landlord, and much respected.But he's gone nowNdied
three years ago; and his son, a young man of twenty-two or three, suc-
ceeded himNthat's the present Earl, gentlemen. And of him we seevery
little; he scarcely ever stayed at Ellingham Park, exceptfor a bit of shoot-
ing, since he cameto the title. And now," she concluded, with a shrewd
glance at the old lawyer, "I wonder if you see,sir, what it was that came
into my mind when this Mr. John Ashton came here a few weeks ago, es-
pecially after | heard him say what he did, and after | saw how he was
spending his time here?"

“I've no inkling, ma'am; I've no inkling!" said Mr. Pawle. "You
wonderedN"

"I wondered," murmured Mrs. Summers, bending closer to her listen-
ers, "if the man who called himself John Ashton wasn't in reality the
long-lost Lord Marketstoke."
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Chapter 1 O

THE PARISH REGISTER

Mr. Pawle, after a glance at Viner which seemed to be full of many
meanings, bent forward in his chair and laid a hand on the old
landlady's arm.

"Now, have you said as much as that to anybody before?" he asked,
eking her significantly. "Have you mentioned it to your neighbours, for
instance, or to any one in the town?"

"No, sir!" declared Mrs. Summers promptly. "Not to a soul! I'm given
to keeping my ideas to myself, especially on matters of importance.
There is no one here in Marketstoke that | would have mentioned such a
thing to, now that the late steward, Mr. Marcherson, is dead. | shouldn't
have mentioned it to you two gentlemen if it hadn't been for this dread-
ful news in the papers. No, I've kept my thoughts at home."

"Wise woman!" said Mr. Pawle. "But now let me ask you a few ques-
tions. Did you know this Lord Marketstoke before he disappeared?"

"l only saw him two or three times," replied the landlady. "It was sel-
dom that he cameto Ellingham Park, after his majority. Of course, | saw
him a good deal when he was a mere boy. But after he was grown up,
only, as | say, a very few times."

"But you remember him?" suggested Mr. Pawle.

"Oh, very well indeed!" said Mrs. Summers. "l saw him last a day or
two before he went away for good."

"Well, now, did you think you recognized anything of himNmaking
allowance for the difference in ageNin this man who called himself John
Ashton?" asked Mr. Pawle. "For that, of course, is important!"

"Mr. Ashton,"” answered Mrs. Summers, "was just such a man as Lord
Marketstoke might have been expectedto become.Height, buildNall the
Cave-Grays that I've known were big menNcolour, were alike. Of
course, Mr. Ashton had a beard, slightly grey, but he was a grey-haired
man. All the family had crown hair; the present Lord Ellingham is
crown-haired. And Mr. Ashton had grey eyesNevery Cave-Gray that |
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remember was grey-eyed. | should say that Mr. Ashton was just what |
should have expected Lord Marketstoke to be at sixty."

"l suppose Ashton never said or did anything here to reveal his secret,
if he had one?" asked Mr. Pawle, after a moment's thoughtful pause.

"Oh, nothing!" replied Mrs. Summers. "He occupied himself, as | tell
you, while he was here, and finally he went away in the car in which he
had come, saying that he had greatly enjoyed his stay, and that we
should seehim again sometime. NoNhe never said anything about him-
self, that is. But he asked me several questions; | used to talk to him
sometimes, of an evening, about the present Lord Ellingham."

"What sort of questions?" inquired Mr. Pawle.

"OhNas to what sort of young man he was, and if he was a good land-
lord and soon," replied Mrs. Summers. "And | purposely told him about
the disappearance of thirty-five years ago, just to seewhat he would say
about it."

"Ah! And what did he say?" asked Mr. Pawle.

"NothingNexcept that it was extraordinary how people could disap-
pear in this world," said Mrs. Summers. "Whether he was interested or
not, he didn't show it."

"Probably felt that he knew more about it than you did," chuckled the
old solicitor. "Well, ma'am, we're much obliged to you. Now take my ad-
vice and keep to your very excellent plan of saying nothing. Tomorrow
morning we will just have a look into certain things, and seeif we can
discover anything really pertinent, and you shall know what conclusion
we come to. Viner!" Pawle went on, when the old landlady had left them
alone, "what do you think of this extraordinary story? Upon my word, |
think it quite possible that the old lady's theory might be right, and that
Ashton may really have been the missing Lord Marketstoke!"

"You think it probable that a man who was heir to an English earldom
and to considerable estatescould disappear like that, for so many years,
and then reappear?" asked Viner.

"I won't discuss the probability,” answered Mr. Pawle, "but that it's
possible | should steadily affirm. I've known several very extraordinary
casesof disappearance.In this particular instanceNgranting things to be
asMrs. Summers suggestsNsee how easythe whole thing is. This young
man disappears. He goesto a far-off colony under an assumed name.
Nobody knows him. It is ten thousand to one against his being recog-
nized by visitors from home. All the advertising in the world will fail to
reveal his identity. The only person who knows who he is is himself.
And if he refuses to speakNthere you are!"
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"What surprises me," remarked Viner, "is that a man who evidently
lived a new life for thirty-five years and prospered most successfully in
it, should want to return to the old one."

"Ah, but you never know!" said the old lawyer. "Family feeling, old as-
sociations, loss of the old placeNeh? As men get older, their thoughts
turn fondly to the scenesand memories of their youth, Viner. If Ashton
was really the Lord Marketstoke who disappeared, he may have come
down here with no other thought than that of just revisiting his old home
for sentimental reasons.He may not have had the slightest intention, for
instance, of setting up a claim to the title and estates."

"I don't understand much about the legal aspect of this," said Viner,
"but I've been wondering about it while you and the landlady talked.
Supposing Ashton to be the long-lost Lord MarketstokeNcould he have
established a claim such as you speak of?"

“To be sure!" answered Mr. Pawle. "Had he been able to prove that he
was the real Simon pure, he would have stepped into title and estatesat
once. Didn't the old lady say that the seventh Earl died intestate? Very
wellNthe holders since his time, that is to say, Charles, who, his
brother's death being presumed, became eighth Earl, and his son, the
present holder, would have had to account for everything since the day
of the seventh Earl's death. When the seventh Earl died, his elder son,
Lord Marketstoke, ipsofactq stepped into his shoes,and if he were, or is,
still alive, he's in them still. All he had to do, at any moment, after his
father's death, no matter who had come into title and estates,was to step
forward and say: 'Here | am!Nnow | want my rights!"™

"A queer business altogether!" commented Viner. "But whoever
Ashton was, he'sdead. And the thing that concernsme is this: if he really
was Earl of Ellingham, do you think that fact's got anything to do with
his murder?"

“That's just what we want to find out,” answered Mr. Pawle eagerly.
“It's quite conceivable that he may have been murdered by somebody
who had a particular interest in keeping him out of his rights. Such
things have beenknown. | want to go into all that. But now here's anoth-
er matter. If Ashton really was the missing Lord Marketstoke, who is this
girl whom he put forward ashis ward, to whom he'sleft his considerable
fortune, and about whom nobody knows anything? I've already told you
there isn't a single paper or document about her that | can discover. Was
he really her guardian?"

"Has this anything to do with it?" asked Viner. "Does it come into
things?"
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Mr. Pawle did not answer for a moment; he appeared to have struck a
new vein of thought and to be exploring it deeply.

“In certain events, it would come into it pretty strongly!" he muttered
at last. "Il tell you why, later on. Now I'm for bedNand first thing after
breakfast, in the morning, Viner, we'll go to work."

Viner had little idea of what the old solicitor meant asregards going to
work; it seemedto him that for all practical purposes they were already
in a maze out of which there seemedno easyway. And he was not at all
sure of what they were doing when, breakfast being over next morning,
Mr. Pawle conducted him across the square to the old four-square
churchyard, and for half an hour walked him up one path and down an-
other and in and around the ancient yew-trees and gravestones.

"Do you know what I've beenlooking for, Viner?" asked Mr. Pawle at
last as he turned towards the church porch. "I was looking for
something, you know."

“Not the faintest notion!" answered Viner dismally. "I wondered!"

"l was looking," replied Mr. Pawle with a faint chuckle, "to seeif |
could find any tombstones or monuments in this churchyard bearing the
name Ashton. There isn't one! | take it from that significant fact that
Ashton didn't come down here to visit the graves of his kindred. But
now come into the churchNMrs. Summers told me this morning that
there's a chapel here in which the Cave-Gray family have been interred
for two or three centuries. Let's have a look at it."

Viner, who had a dilettante love of ancient architecture, was immedi-
ately lost in admiration of the fine old structure into which he and his
companion presently stepped. He stood staring at the high rood, the fine
old rood screen,the beauty of the clustered columnsNhad he beenalone,
and on any other occasion,he would have spent the morning in wander-
ing around nave and aisles and transepts. But Mr. Pawle, severely prac-
tical, at once made for the northeast chapel; and Viner, after another
glance round, was forced to follow him.

“The Ellingham Chapel!" whispered the old solicitor asthey passeda
fine old stone screenwhich Viner mentally registered as fifteenth-cen-
tury. "No end of Cave-Grays laid here. What a profusion of monuments!"

Viner began to examine those monuments aswell asthe gloom of the
November morning and the dark-painted glass of the windows would
permit. And before very long he turned to his companion, who was la-
boriously reading the inscription on a great box-tomb which stood
against the north wall.
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"l say!" he whispered. "Here's a curious fact which, in view of what we
heard last night, may be of use to us."

"What's that?" demanded Mr. Pawle.

Viner took him by the elbow and led him over to the south wall, on
which was arranged a number of ancient tablets, grouped around a great
altar-tomb whereon were set up the painted effigies of a gentleman, his
wife, and several sons and daughters, all in ruffs, kneeling one after the
other, eachgrowing lessin size and stature, in the attitude of prayer. He
pointed to the inscription on this, and from it to several of the smaller
monuments.

"Look here!" he said. "There are Cave-Grays commemorated here from
1570until 1820.No end of 'emNmen and women. And now, seeNthere's
a certain Christian nameNa woman's nameNwhich occurs over and
over again. There it isNand thereNand hereNand hereNand here again;
it's evidently been a favourite family name among the Cave-Gray wo-
men for three hundred years at least. You see what it is? Avice!"

Mr. Pawle peered at the various placesto which his companion's fin-
ger pointed.

"Yes," he answered, "l see itNseveral times, as you say. Avice! Yes?"

"Miss Wickham's Christian name is Avice," said Viner.

Mr. Pawle started.

"God bless me!" he exclaimed. "So it is! I'd forgotten that. Dear me!
Now, that's very oddNtoo odd, perhaps, to be a coincidence. Very inter-
esting, indeed! Favourite family name without a doubt."

Viner silently went round the chapel, inspecting every monument its
four walls sheltered.

"It occurs just nineteen times," he announced at last. "Now, is it a coin-
cidence that Miss Wickham's name should be Avice? Or is it that there's
some connection between her and all these dead and gone Avices?"

"Very strange!" admitted Mr. Pawle. "VinerNwe'll go next and have a
look at the parish registers. But look here! Not a word to parson or clerk
about our business! We merely wish to make search for a certain legal
purpose, eh?"

Three hours later Viner, heartily weary of turning over old registers
full of crabbed writing, was glad when Mr. Pawle closed the one on
which he was engaged, intimated that he had seenall he wanted, paid
the feesfor his search,and whispered to his companion that they would
go to lunch.

"Well?" asked Viner asthey walked acrossthe square to the Ellington
Arms. "Have we done anything?"
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"Probably!" answered Mr. Pawle. "For you never know how theselittle
matters might help. We've established two facts, anyway. OneNthat
there have never been any folk of the name of Ashton in this town since
the registers cameinto being in 1567;the other, that the name Avice was
a very favourite one indeed amongst the women of the Cave-Gray fam-
ily. And there's just another little fact which | discovered, and said noth-
ing about while the vicar and clerk were aboutNit may be nothing, and
it may be something."

"What is it?" asked Viner.

"Well," answered Mr. Pawle pausing a few yards away from the porch
of the hotel, and speaking in a confidential voice, "it's this: In turning up
the records of the Cave-Gray family, as far as they are shown in their
parish registers, | found that Stephen John Cave-Gray, sixth Earl of
Ellingham, married one Georgina Wickham. Now, is that another coin-
cidence?There you get the two namesin combinationNAvice Wickham.
That particular Countess of Ellingham would, of course, be the grand-
mother of the Lord Marketstoke who disappeared. Did he think of her
maiden name, Wickham, when he wanted a new one for himself? Poss-
ibly! And when he married, and had a daughter, did he think of the
Christian name so popular with his own womenfolk of previous genera-
tions, and call his daughter Avice? And are Marketstoke and Wickham
and Ashton all one and the same man?"

"Upon my word, it's a strange muddle!" exclaimed Viner.

"Nothing asyet to what it will be,"remarked Mr. Pawle sententiously.
"Come onNI'm famishing. Let's lunchNand then we'll go back to town."

Another surprise awaited them when they walked into Mr. Pawle's of-
fice in Bedford Row at four o'clock that afternoon. A card lay on the old
lawyer's blotting-pad, and after glancing at it, he passed it to Viner.

"Seethat?" he said. "Now, who on earth is Mr. Armitstead Ashton
Armitstead, of Rouendale House, Rawtenstall? Who left this?" he went
on, as a clerk entered the room with some letters.

"A gentleman who called at three o'clock, sir," replied the clerk. "He
said he'stravelled specially from Lancashire to seeyou about the Ashton
affair. He's going to call again, sir. In fact," concluded the clerk, glancing
into the anteroom, "l think he's here now."

"Bring him in," commanded Mr. Pawle. He made a grimace at Viner as
the clerk disappeared. "You see how things develop,” he murmured.
"What are we going to hear next?"
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Chapter 1 1

WHAT HAPPENED IN PARIS

The man who presently walked in, a tall, grey-bearded, evidently pros-
perous person, dressedin the height of fashion, glanced keenly from one
to the other of the two men who awaited him.

"Mr. Pawle?" he inquired as he dropped into the chair which the old
lawyer silently indicated at the side of his desk. "One of your partners,
no doubt!" he added, looking again at Viner.

"No sir," replied Mr. Pawle. "This is Mr. Viner, who gave evidence in
the caseyou want to see me about. You can speak freely before him.
What is it you have to say, Mr. Armitstead?"

"Not, perhaps, very much, but it may be of use," answered the visitor.
"The fact is that, like most folk, | read the accountsof this Ashton murder
in the newspapers, and | gave particular attention to what was said by
the man Hyde at the inquest the other day. It was what he said in regard
to the man whom he alleges he saw leaving Lonsdale Passagethat made
me come specially to town to seeyou. | don't know," he went on, glan-
cing at the card which still lay on Mr. Pawle's blotting-pad, "if you know
my name at all? I'm a pretty well-known Lancashire manufacturer, and |
was a member of Parliament for some yearsNfor the Richdale Valley di-
vision. | didn't put up again at the last General Election."

Mr. Pawle bowed.

"Just so, Mr. Armitstead," he answered. "And there's something you
know about this case?"

"I know this," replied Mr. Armitstead. "I met John Ashton in Paris
some weeks ago. We were at the Hotel Bristol together. In fact, we met
and introduced ourselves to eachother in an odd way. We arrived at the
Hotel Bristol at the sametimeNhe from Italy, | from London, and we re-
gistered at the same moment. Now, | have a habit of always signing my
name in full, Armitstead Ashton Armitstead. | signed first; he followed.
He looked at me and smiled. 'You've got one of my names, anyway, sir,'
he remarked. 'And | seeyou hail from where | hailed from, many a long
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year ago.' 'Then you're a Lancashire man?'| said. 'l left Lancashire more
years ago than | like to think of,' he answered, with alaugh. And then we
got talking, and he told me that he had emigrated to Australia when he
was young, and that he was going back to England for the first time. We
had more talk during the two or three days that we were at the Bristol to-
gether, and we cameto the conclusion that we were distantly relatedNa
long way back. But he told me that, as far as he was aware, he had no
close relations living, and when | suggestedto him that he ought to go
down to Lancashire and look up old scenesand old friends, he replied
that he'd no intention of doing soNhe must, he said, have been com-
pletely forgotten in his native place by this time."

"Did hetell you what his native place was, Mr. Armitstead?" asked Mr.
Pawle, who had given Viner two or three expressive glances during the
visitor's story.

"Yes,"replied Mr. Armitstead. "He didNBlackburn. He left it asa very
young man."

"Well," said Mr. Pawle, "there's a considerable amount of interest in
what you tell us, for Mr. Viner and myself have been making certain in-
quiries during the last twenty-four hours, and we formed, or nearly
formed, atheory which your information upsets. Ashtons of Blackburn?
We must go into that. For we particularly want to know who Mr. John
Ashton wasNthere's a great deal depending on it. Did he tell you more?"

"About himself, no," replied the visitor, "exceptthat he'd been exceed-
ingly fortunate in Australia, and had made a good deal of money and
was going to settle down here in London. He took my address and said
he'd write and ask me to dine with him as soon as he got a house to his
liking, and he did write, only last week, inviting me to call next time |
was in town. Then | saw the accounts of his murder in the papersNa
very sad thing!"

"A very mysterious thing!" remarked Mr. Pawle. "I wish we could get
some light on it!"

The visitor looked from one man to the other and lowered his voice a
little.

"It's possible | can give you a little," he said. "That, indeed, is the real
reason why | set off to seeyou this morning. You will remember that
Hyde, the man who is charged with the murder, said before the Coroner
that as he turned into Lonsdale Passage,he saw coming out of it a tall
man in black clothes who was swathed to the very eyesin a big white
muffler?"”

"Yes!" said Mr. Pawle. "Well?"
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"I saw such a man with Ashton in Paris," answered Mr. Armitstead.
"Hyde's description exactly tallies with what | myself should have said."

Mr. Pawle looked at his visitor with still more interest and attention.

"Now, that really is of importance!" he exclaimed. "If Hyde saw such a
manNas | believe he didNand you saw such a man, then that man must
exist, and the facts that you saw him with Ashton, and that Hyde saw
him in close proximity to the place where Ashton was murdered, are of
the highest consequence. ButNyou can tell us more, Mr. Armitstead?"

"Unfortunately, very little," replied the visitor. "What | saw was on the
night before | left ParisNafter it | never saw Ashton again to speak to. It
was late at night. Do you know the Rue Royale?There is at the end of it a
well-known restaurant, close to the Place de la ConcordeNI was sitting
outside this about a quarter to eleven when | saw Ashton and the man |
am speaking of pass along the pavement in the direction of the
Madeleine. What made me particularly notice the man was the fact that
although it was an unusually warm night, he was closely muffled in a
big white silk handkerchief. It was swathed about his throat, his chin, his
mouth; it reached, in fact, right up to his eyes.An odd thing, on such a
warm nightNAshton, who was in evening dress, had his light overcoat
thrown well back. He was talking very volubly asthey passed meNthe
other man was listening with evident attention."

"Would you know the man if you saw him again?" asked Viner.

"l should most certainly know him if | saw him dressedand muffled in
the sameway," assertedMr. Armitstead. "And | believe | could recognize
him from his eyesNwhich, indeed, were all that | could really seeof him.
He was so muffled, | tell you, that it was impossible to seeif he was a
clean-shavenman or a bearded man. But | did seehis eyes,for he turned
them for an instant full on the light of the restaurant. They were unusu-
ally dark, full and brilliantNhis glance would best be described as flash-
ing. And | should say, from my impression at the time, and from what |
remember of his dress, that he was a foreignerNprobably an Italian."

"You didn't see this man at your hotel?" asked Mr. Pawle.

"NoNI never saw him excepton this one occasion,"replied Mr. Armit-
stead."And | did not seeAshton after that. | left Paris very early the next
morning, for Rouen, where | had some business.You think this matter of
the man in the muffler important?"

“"Now that you've told us what you have, Mr. Armitstead, | think it's of
the utmost importance and consequenceNto Hyde," answered Mr.
Pawle. "You must seehis solicitorNhe's Mr. Viner's solicitor tooNand of-
fer to give evidence when Hyde's brought up again; it will be of the
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greatest help. There's no doubt, to me, at any rate, that the man Hyde
saw leaving the sceneof the murder is the man you saw with Ashton in
Paris. But now, who is he? Ashton, aswe happen to know, left his ship at
Naples, and travelled to England through Italy and France. Is this man
some fellow that he picked up on the way? His general appearance,
nowNhow did that strike you?"

"He was certainly a man of great distinction of manner," declared Mr.
Armitstead. "He had the air and bearing ofNwell, of a personage. |
should say he was somebodyNyou know what | meanNa man of super-
lor position, and so on."

"Viner," exclaimed Mr. Pawle, "that man must be found! There must be
people in London who saw him that night. People can't disappear like
that. We'll setto work on that trackNfind him we must! Now, all the
evidence goes to show that he and Ashton were in company that
nightNprobably they'd beendining together, and he was accompanying
Ashton to his house. How is it that no one at all has come forward to say
that Ashton was seen with this man? It's really extraordinary!"

Mr. Armitstead shook his head.

“There's one thing you're forgetting, aren't you?" he said. "Ashton and
this man mayn't have beenin eachother's company many minutes when
the murder took place. Ashton may have been trapped. | don't know
much about criminal affairs, but in reading the accounts of the proceed-
ings before the magistrate and the coroner, an idea struck me which, so
far as | could gather from the newspapers, doesn't seemto have struck
any one else."

"What's that?" demanded Mr. Pawle. "All ideas are welcome."

"Well, this," replied Mr. Armitstead: "In one of the London newspapers
there was a plan, a rough sketchmap of the passagein which the murder
took place. | gathered from it that on eachside of that passagethere are
yards or gardens, at the backs of housesNthe houseson one side belong
to some terrace; on the other to the squareNMarkendale SquareNin
which Ashton lived. Now, may it not be that the murder itself was actu-
ally committed in one of those houses,and that the body was carried out
through a yard or garden to where it was found?"

"Ashton was a big and heavy man," observed Viner. "No one man
could have carried him."

"Just so!" agreed Mr. Armitstead. "But don't you think there's a prob-
ability that more than one man was engaged in this affair! The man in
the muffler, hurrying away, may have only been one of several."
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"Aye!" said Mr. Pawle, with a deep sigh. "There's something in all that.
It may be asyou sayNa conspiracy. If we only knew the real object of the
crime! But it appears to be becoming increasingly difficult to find itE
What is it?" he asked, as his clerk came into the room with a card. "I'm
engaged."”

The clerk came on, however, laid the card before his employer, and
whispered a few words to him.

"A moment, thenNI'l ring," said Mr. Pawle. He turned to his two
companions as the clerk retired and closed the door, and smiled as he
held up the card. "Here's another man who wants to tell me something
about the Ashton case!" he exclaimed.

“It's been quite a stroke of luck having that paragraph in the newspa-
pers, asking for information from anybody who could give it!"

"What's this?" asked Viner.

"Mr. JanVan Hoeren, Diamond Merchant," read Mr. Pawle from the
card, "583 Hatton GardenN"

"Ah!" Mr. Armitstead exclaimed. "Diamonds!"

"l shouldn't wonder if you're right,” remarked Mr. Pawle. "Diamonds,
| believe, are to Hatton Garden what cabbages and carrots are to
Covent." He touched his bell, and the clerk appeared. "Bring Mr. Van
Hoeren this way," he said.

There entered, hat in hand, bowing all round, a little fat, beady-eyed
man, whose beard was blue-black and glossy, whose lips were red,
whose nose was his most decided feature. His hat was new and shining,
his black overcoat of superfine cloth was ornamented with a collar of un-
doubted sable; he carried a gold-mounted umbrella. But there was one
thing on him that put all the rest of his finery in the shade. In the folds of
his artistically-arranged black satin stock lay a pearlNsuch a pearl asfew
folk ever have the privilege of seeing.It was asbig asa moderately sized
hazel nut, and the three men who looked at it knew that it was
something wonderful.

“Take a chair, Mr. Van Hoeren," said Mr. Pawle genially. "You want to
tell me something about this Ashton case”ery much obliged to you, I'm
sure. These gentlemen are both interestedNconsiderablyNin that case,
and if you can give me any information that will throw any light on itN"

Mr. Van Hoeren deposited his plump figure in a convenient chair and
looked round the circle of faces.

"One thing there is | don't seein them newspapers, Mr. Pawle," he said
in strongly nasal accents."Maybe nobody don't know nothings about it,
what? So | come to tell you what | know, see? Something!"
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"Very good of you, I'm sure,” replied Mr. Pawle. "What may it be?"

Mr. Van Hoeren made a significant grimace; it seemedto imply that
there was a great deal to be told.

"Some of us, my way, we know Mr. Ashton,” he said. "In Hatton
Garden, you understand. Dealers in diamonds, see?Me, and Haas, and
Aarons, and one or two more. Business!"

"You've done businesswith Mr. Ashton?" asked the old lawyer. "Just
so!”

"NoNdone nothing," replied Mr. Van Hoeren. "Not a shilling's worth.
But we know him. He came down there. And we don't seenothing in
them papers that we expected to see,and today two or three of us, we
lunch together, and Haas, he says: 'Them lawyer men,' he says, 'they
want information. You go and give it to 'em. So!"

"WellNwhat is it?" demanded Mr. Pawle.

Mr. Van Hoeren leaned forward and looked from one face to another.

"Ashton,” he said, "was carrying a big diamond aboutNin his
pocketbook!"

Mr. Armitstead let a slight exclamation escapehis lips. Viner glanced
at Mr. Pawle. And Mr. Pawle fastened his eyes on his latest caller.

"Mr. Ashton was carrying a big diamond about in his pocketbook?" he
said. "AhNhave you seen it?"

"Several times | seeit," replied Mr. Van Hoeren. "My trade, don't it?
Others of usNwe see it too."

"He wanted to sell it?" suggested Mr. Pawle.

“There ain't so many people could afford to buy it," said Mr. Van
Hoeren.

"Why!" exclaimed Mr. Pawle. "Was it so valuable, then?"

The diamond merchant shrugged his shoulders and waved the gold-
mounted umbrella which he was carefully nursing in his tightly-gloved
hands.

"Oh, well!" he answered. "Fifty or sixty thousand pounds it was
worthNyes!"
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Chapter 1 2

THE GREY MARE INN

The three men who heard this announcement were conscious that at this
point the Ashton caseentered upon an entirely new phase. Armitstead's
mind was swept clean away from the episode in Paris, Viner's from the
revelations at Marketstoke, Mr. Pawle suddenly realized that here, at
last, was something material and tangible which opened out all sorts of
possibilities. And he voiced the thoughts of his two companions as he
turned in amazementon the fat little man who sat complacently nursing
his umbrella.

"What!" he exclaimed. "You mean to tell me that Ashton was walking
about London with a diamond worth fifty thousand pounds in his pock-
et? Incredible!"

"Don't seenothing so very incredible about it," retorted Mr. Van Hoer-
en. "l could show you men what carries diamonds worth twice that
much in their pockets about the Garden."

"That's business,"said Mr. Pawle. "I've heard of such thingsNbut you
all know each other over there, I'm told. Ashton wasn't a diamond mer-
chant. God bless meNhe was probably murdered for that stone!"

“That's just what | cometo you about, eh?"suggested Mr. Van Hoeren.
"You see'tain't nothing if he show that diamond to me, and such as me;
we don't think nothing of thatNall in our way of business.But if he gets
showing it to other people, in public placesNwhat?"

"Just so!" asserted Mr. Pawle. "Sheer tempting of Providence! I'm
amazed! ButNhow did you get to know Mr. Ashton and to hear of this
diamond? Did he come to you?"

"Called on me at my office," answered Mr. Van Hoeren laconically.
"Pulled out the diamond and asked me what | thought it was worth.
Well, | introduce him to some of the other boys in the Garden, see?He
show them the diamond too. We reckon it's worth what | sayNfifty to
sixty thousand. So!"

"Did he want to sell it?" demanded Mr. Pawle.
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"Oh, well, yesNhe wouldn't have minded," replied the diamond mer-
chant. "Wasn't particular about it, you knowNrich man."

"Did he tell you anything about itNhow he got it, and so on?" asked
Mr. Pawle. "Was there any history attached to it?"

"Oh, nothing much," answered Mr. Van Hoeren. "He told me he'd had
it some yearsNgot it in Australia, where he come from to London. Got it
cheap, he didNlots of things like that in our business."

"And carried it in his pocket!" exclaimed Mr. Pawle. He stared hard at
Mr. Van Hoeren, asif his mind was revolving some unpleasant idea. "I
suppose all the people you introduced him to areNall right?" he asked.

"Oh, they're all right!" affirmed Mr. Van Hoeren, with a laugh. "Give
my word for any of 'em, eh?But AshtonNif he pulls that diamond out to
show to anybodyNout of the trade, you understandNwell, then, there's
lots of fellows in this town would settle him to get hold of itNwhat?"

"l think you're right," said Mr. Pawle. He glanced at Viner. "This puts a
new complexion on affairs," he remarked. "We shall have to let the police
know of this. I'm much obliged to you, Mr. Van Hoeren. You won't mind
giving evidence about this if it's necessary?"

"Don't mind nothing," said Mr. Van Hoeren. "Me and the other boys,
we think you ought to know about that diamond, see?"

He went away, and Mr. Pawle turned to Viner and Armitstead.

"I shouldn't wonder if we're getting at something like a real clue,” he
said. "It seemsevident that Ashton was not very particular about show-
ing his diamond to people! If he'd show itNreadilyNto a lot of Hatton
Garden diamond merchants, who, after all, were strangers to him, how
do we know that he wouldn't show it to other men? The fact is, wealthy
men like that are often very carelessabout their possessions.Possibly a
diamond worth fifty or sixty thousand pounds wasn't of so much im-
portance in Ashton's eyesasit would have beeninNwell, in mine. And
how do we know that he didn't show the diamond to the man with the
muffler, in Paris, and that the fellow followed him here and murdered
him for it?"

"Possible!" said Armitstead.

"Doesn't it strike you as strange, though," suggested Viner, "that the
first news of this diamond comes from Van Hoeren? One would have
thought that Ashton would have mentioned itNand shown itNto Miss
Wickham and Mrs. Killenhall. Yet apparentlyNhe never did."

"Yes, that does seemodd," asserted Mr. Pawle. "But there seemsto be
no end of oddity in this case.And there's one thing that must be done at
once: we must have a full and thorough search and examination of all
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Ashton's effects. His house must be thoroughly searchedfor papers and
so on. Viner, | suppose you're going home? Do me the favour to call at
Miss Wickham's, and tell her that | propose to come there at ten o'clock
tomorrow morning, to go through Ashton's desk and his various belong-
ings with herNsurely there must be something discoverable that will
throw more light on the matter. And in the meantime, Viner, don't say
anything to her about our journey to MarketstokeNleave that for a
while."

Viner went away from Crawle, Pawle, and Rattenbury's in company
with Armitstead. Outside, the Lancashire business man gave him a
shrewd glance.

"l very much doubt if that diamond has anything whatever to do with
Ashton's murder," he said. "From what | saw of him, he seemedto me to
be a very practical man, full of businessaptitude and common sense,and
| don't believe that he'd make a practice of walking about London with a
diamond of that value in his pocket. It's all very well that he should have
it in his pocket when he went down to Hatton GardenNhe had a pur-
pose. But that he should always carry itNno, | don't credit that, Mr.
Viner."

"I can scarcely credit such a foolish thing myself,” said Viner.
"ButNwhere is the diamond?"

"Perhaps you'll find it tomorrow," suggested Armitstead. "The man
would be sure to have some place in his house where he kept his valu-
ables. | shall be curious to hear."

"Are you staying in town?" inquired Viner.

"l shall be at the Hotel Cecil for a fortnight at least," answered Armit-
stead. "And if | can be of any use to you or Mr. Pawle, you've only to
ring me up there. You've no doubt yourself, | think, that the unfortunate
fellow Hyde is innocent?"

"None!" said Viner. "No doubt whatever! ButNthe police have a strong
caseagainst him. And unlesswe canfind the actual murderer, I'm afraid
Hyde's in a very dangerous position."

"Well," said Armitstead, "in these cases,you never know what a sud-
den and unexpected turn of events may do. That man with the muffler is
the chap you want to get hold ofNI'm sure of that!"

Viner went home and dined with his aunt and their two guests,
Hyde's sisters, whom he endeavoured to cheer up by saying that things
were developing as favourably ascould be expected, and that he hoped
to have good news for them ere long. They were simple souls, pathetic-
ally grateful for any scrap of sympathy and comfort, and he strove to
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appear more confident about the chancesof clearing this unlucky brother
than hereally felt. It was his intention to go round to Number Sevendur-
ing the evening, to deliver Mr. Pawle's messageto Miss Wickham, but
before he rose from his own table, a messagearrived by Miss Wickham's
parlour-maidNwould  Mr. Viner be kind enough to come to the house at
once?

At this, Viner excused himself to his guests and hurried round to
Number Seven, to find Miss Wickham and Mrs. Killenhall, now in
mourning garments, in company with a little man whom Viner at once
recognized as a well-known tradesman of Westbourne GroveNa florist
and fruiterer named Barleyfield, who was patronized by all the well-to-
do folk of the neighbourhood. He smiled and bowed as Viner entered
the room, and turned to Miss Wickham asif suggesting that she should
explain his presence.

"Oh, Mr. Viner!" said Miss Wickham, "I'm so sorry to send for you so
hurriedly, but Mr. Barleyfield cameto tell us that he could give some in-
formation about Mr. Ashton, and asMr. Pawle isn't available, and | don't
like to send for a police-inspector, | thought that you, perhapsN"

“To be sure!" said Viner. "What is it, Mr. Barleyfield?"

Mr. Barleyfield, who had obviously attired himself in his Sunday
raiment for the purposes of his call, and had further shown respect for
the occasionby wearing a black cravat, smiled as he looked from the two
ladies to Viner.

"Well, Mr. Viner," he answered, "I'll tell you what it isNit may help a
bit in clearing up things, for | understand there's a great deal of mystery
about Mr. Ashton's death. Now, I'm told, sir, that nobodyNespecially
these good ladiesNknows nothing about what the deceasedgentleman
used to do with himself of an eveningNas a rule. Just so. Well, you
know, Mr. Viner, a tradesman like myself generally knows a good deal
about the people of his neighbourhood. | knew Mr. Ashton very well in-
deedNhe was a good customer of mine, and sometimes he'd stop and
have a bit of chat with me. And | cantell you where he very often spent
an hour or two of an evening."

"YesNwhere?" asked Viner.

"At the Grey Mare Inn, sir," answered Barleyfield promptly. "I have of-
ten seen him there myself."

“The Grey Mare Inn!" exclaimed Viner, while Mrs. Killenhall and Miss
Wickham looked at each other wonderingly. "Where is that? It sounds
like the name of some village tavern."
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"Ah, but you don't know this part of London as| do, sir!" said Barley-
field, with a knowing smile. "If you did, you'd know the Grey Mare well
enoughNit's an institution. It's a real old-fashioned place, between West-
bourne Grove and Notting HillNone of the very last of the old taverns,
with atea-garden behind it, and a bar-parlour of a very comfortable sort,
where various old fogies of the neighbourhood gather of an evening and
smoke churchwarden pipes and tell tales of the olden daysNI rather
gathered from what | saw that it was the old atmosphere that attracted
Mr. AshtonNmade him think of bygone England, you know, Mr. Viner."

"And you say he went there regularly?" asked Viner.

"I've seenhim there a great deal, sir, for | usually turn in there for half
an hour or so, myself, of an evening, when businessis over and I've had
my supper,” answered Barleyfield. "I should say that he went there four
or five nights a week."

"And no doubt conversed with the people he met there?" suggested
Viner.

"He was a friendly, sociable man, sir," said Barleyfield. "Yes, he was
fond of atalk. But there was one man there that he seemedto associate
withNan elderly, superior gentleman whose name | don't know, though
I'm familiar enough with his appearance.Him and Mr. Ashton [I've often
seensitting in a particular corner, smoking their cigars, and talking to-
gether. AndNif it's of any importanceNI saw them talking like that, at
the Grey Mare, the very evening thatNthat Mr. Ashton died, Mr. Viner."

"What time was that?" asked Viner.

"About the usual time, sirNnine-thirty or so," replied Barleyfield. "I
generally look in about that timeNnine-thirty to ten."

"Did you leave them talking there?" inquired Viner.

“They were there when | left, sir, at a quarter past ten," answered Bar-
leyfield. "Talking in their usual corner."

"And you say you don't know who this man is?"

"| don't! | know him by sightNbut he's a comparatively recent comer
to the Grey Mare. I've noticed him for a year or soNnot longer."

Viner glanced at the two ladies.

"l suppose you never heard Mr. Ashton mention the Grey Mare?" he
asked.

"We never heard Mr. Ashton say anything about his movements,"
answered Miss Wickham. "We used to wonder, sometimes, if he'd joined
a club or if he had friends that we knew nothing about."

"Well," said Viner, turning to the florist, "do you think you could take
me to the Grey Mare, Mr. Barleyfield?"
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"Nothing easier, sirNopen to one and all!"

“Then, if you've the time to spare, we'll go now," said Viner. He
lingered behind a moment to tell Miss Wickham of Mr. Pawle's appoint-
ment for the morning, and then went away with Barleyfield in the Not-
ting Hill direction. "I suppose you've been at the Grey Mare since Mr.
Ashton's death?" he asked as they walked along.

"Once or twice, sir," replied Barleyfield.

"And you've no doubt heard the murder discussed?" suggested Viner.

“I've heard it discussed hard enough, sir, there and elsewhere," replied
the florist. "But at the Gray Mare itself, | don't think anybody knew that
this man who'd been murdered was the same as the grey-bearded gen-
tleman who used to drop in there sometimes. They didn't when | was
last in, anyway. Perhaps this gentleman I've mentioned to you might
knowNMr. Ashton might have told his name to him. But you know how
it is in these places, Mr. VinerNpeople drop in, even regularly, and
fellow-customers may have a bit of talk with them without having the
least idea who they are. Between you and me, sir, | came to the conclu-
sion that Mr. Ashton was a man who liked to seea bit of what we'll call
informal, old-fashioned tavern life, and he hit on this place by accident,
in one of his walks round, and took to coming where he could be at his
easeNamongst strangers."

"No doubt," agreed Viner.

He followed his guide through various squares and streets until they
came to the object of their pilgrimageNa four-square, old-fashioned
house set back a little from the road, with a swinging sign in front, and a
garden at the side. Barleyfield led him through this garden to a side-
door, whence they passedinto a roomy, low-ceilinged parlour which re-
minded Viner of old coaching printsNhe would scarcely have believed it
possible that such a pre-Victorian room could be found in London. There
were several men in it, and he nudged his companion's elbow.

“Let us sit down in a quiet corner and have something to drink,” he
said. "l just want to take a look at this placeNand its frequenters."

Barleyfield led him to a nook near the chimney-corner and beckoned
to an aproned boy who hung about with atray under his arm. But before
Viner could give an order, his companion touched his arm and motioned
towards the door.

"Here's the gentleman Mr. Ashton used to talk to!" he whispered. "The
tall manNjust coming in."
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Chapter 1 3

THE JAPANESE CABINET

Remembering that Barleyfield had said that the man who now entered
had beenin Ashton's company in that very room on the evening of the
murder, Viner looked at him with keen interest and speculation. He was
a tall, well-built, clean-shavenman, of professional appearanceand of a
large, heavy, solemn face the evidently usual pallor of which was
deepened by his black overcoat and cravat. An eminently respectable,
slow-going, unimaginative man, in Viner's opinion, and of a type which
one may see by the dozen in the precincts of the Temple; a man who
would be content to do a day's work in a placid fashion, and who cher-
ished no ambition to setthe Thames on fire; certainly, so Viner thought
from appearances,not the man to commit a peculiarly daring murder.
Nevertheless, knowing what he did, he watched him closely.

The newcomer, on entering, glanced at once at a quiet corner of the
room, and seeing it unoccupied, turned to the bar, where the landlord,
who was as old-fashioned as his surroundings, was glancing over the
evening paper. He asked for whisky and soda, and when he took up the
glass, drank slowly and thoughtfully. Suddenly he turned to the
landlord.

"Have you seenthat gentleman lately that I've sometimes talked to in
the corner there?" he asked.

The landlord glanced across the room and shook his head.

"Can't say that | have, sir," he answered. "The tallish gentleman with a
grey beard? No, he hasn't been in this last night or two."

The other man sat down his glass and drew something from his
pocket.

"l promised to bring him aspecimen of some cigars | bought lately," he
said, laying an envelope on the counter. "l can't stop tonight. If he should
come in, will you give him thatNhe'll know what it is."
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"Good heavens!" muttered Viner, as he turned in surprise to Barley-
field. "These men evidently don't know that the man they're talking
about isN"

"Murdered!" whispered Barleyfield, with a grim smile. "Nothing won-
derful in that, Mr. Viner. They haven't connected Mr. Ashton with the
man they're mentioningNthat's all."

"And yet Ashton's portrait has beenin the papers!" exclaimed Viner.
"It amazes me!"

"Aye, just so, sir," said Barleyfield. "ButNa hundred yards in London
takes you into another world, Mr. Viner. For all practical purposes,
Lonsdale Passage,though it's only a mile away, is as much separated
from this spot as New York is from London. WellNthat's the man | told
you of, sir."

The man in question drank off the remaining contents of his glass,
nodded to the landlord, and walked out. And Viner was suddenly
minded to do something towards getting information.

"Look here!" he said. "I'm going to ask that landlord a question or two.
Come with me."

He went up to the bar, Barleyfield following in close attendance, and
gave the landlord a significant glance.

"Can | have a word with you, in private?" he asked.

The landlord looked his questioner over and promptly opened a flap
in the counter.

"Step inside, sir," he said, indicating a door in the rear. "Private room
there, sir."

Viner and Barleyfield walked into a little snugly furnished sitting-
room; the landlord followed and closed the door.

"Do you happen to know the name of the gentleman who was speak-
ing to you just now?" asked Viner, going straight to his point. "lI've avery
particular reason for wishing to know it."

"No more idea than | have of yours, sir," replied the landlord with a
shrewd glance.

Viner pulled out a card and laid it on the table.

“That is my name," he said. "You and the gentleman who has just gone
out were speaking just now of another gentleman whom he used to meet
hereNwho used to sit with him in that far corner. Just soNyou don't
know the name of that gentleman, either?"

“"No more than | know the others', sir," replied the landlord, shaking
his head. "Lord blessyou, folks may come in here for a year or two, and
unless they happen to be neighbours of mine, | don't know who they are.
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Now, there'syour friend there," he went on, indicating Barleyfield with a
smile, "l know his face asthat of a customer, but | don't know who he is!
That gentleman who's just gone out, he'sbeenin the habit of dropping in
here for a twelvemonth, maybe, but | never remember hearing his hame.
As for the gentleman he referred to, why, | know him asone that's come
in here pretty regular for the last few weeks, but | don't know his name,
either."

"Have you heard of the murder in Lonsdale Passage?" asked Viner.

"Markendale Squareway? Yes,"answered the landlord, with awaken-
ing interest. "Why, is it anything to doN"

Viner saw an illustrated paper lying on a side-table and caught it up.
There was a portrait of Ashton in it, and he held it up before the
landlord.

"Don't you recognize that?" he asked.

The landlord started and stared.

"Blessmy life and soul!" he exclaimed. "Why, surely that's very like the
gentleman | just referred toNI should say it was the very man!"

"It is the very man!" said Viner with emphasis, "the man for whom
your customer who's just gone out left the envelope. Now, this man who
was murdered in Lonsdale Passagewas here in your parlour for some
time on the evening of the night on which he was murdered, and he was
then in conversation with the man who has just gone out. Naturally,
therefore, | should like to know that man's name."

"You're not a detective?" suggested the landlord.

“Not at all'" replied Viner. "I was a neighbour of Mr. Ashton's, and |
am interestedNdeeply interestedNin an attempt to clear up the mystery
of his death. Things keep coming out. | didn't know until this evening
that Ashton spent sometime here, at your house, the night he was killed.
But when | got to know, | came along to make one or two inquiries."

"Blessme!" said the landlord, who was still staring at the portrait. "Yes,
that's the gentleman, sure enough! I've often wondered who he
wasNpleasant, sociablesort, he was, poor fellow. Now | cometo think of
it | remember him being in here that nightNlast time, of course, he was
ever in. He was talking to that gentleman who's just gone; in fact, they
left together."”

"They left together, did they!" exclaimed Viner with a sharp glance at
Barleyfield. "Ah! What time was that, now?"

"As near as | can recollect, about ten-fifteen to ten-thirty," answered
the landlord. "They'd beentalking together for a good hour in that corner
where they usually sat. But dear me," he went on, looking from one to
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the other of his two visitors, "I'm quite sure that gentleman who's just left
doesn't know of this murder! Why, you heard him ask for the other gen-
tleman, and leave him some cigars that he'd promised!"

"JustsoNwhich makesit all the stranger,” said Viner. "Well, I'm much
obliged to you, landlordNand for the time being, just keep the matter of
this talk strictly to yourself. You understand?"

"As you wish, sir," assentedthe landlord. "I shan't say anything. You
wouldn't like me to find out this gentleman's name? Somebody'll know
him. My own idea is that he lives in this partNhe began coming in here
of an evening about a year since."

"NoNdo nothing at present," said Viner. "The inquiries are only
beginning."

He impressed the same obligation of silence on Barleyfield as they
went away, and the florist readily understood.

“No hard work for me to hold my tongue, Mr. Viner," he said. "We
tradespeople are pretty well trained to that, sir! There's things and
secretsl could tell! But upon my word, | don't ever remember quite such
a case as this. And | expect it'll be like most cases of the sort!"

"What do you mean?" asked Viner.

"Oh, there'll be a sudden flash of light on it, sir, all of a sudden,"
replied Barleyfield. "And thenNit'll be as clear as noonday."

"I don't know where it's coming from!" muttered Viner. "l don't even
see a rift in the clouds yet."

He had beenat work for an hour or two with Miss Wickham and Mr.
Pawle next morning, searching for whatever might be discovered among
Ashton's effects, before he saw any reason to alter this opinion. The
bunch of keys discovered in the murdered man's pocket had been duly
delivered to Miss Wickham by the police, and she handed them over to
the old solicitor with full licenseto open whatever they secured. But both
Mr. Pawle and Viner saw at oncethat Ashton had beenone of those men
who have no habit of locking up things. In all that roomy house he had
but one room which he kept to himselfNa small, twelve-foot-square
apartment on the ground floor, in which, they said, he used to spend an
hour or two of a morning. It contained little in the way of ornament or
comfortNa solid writing-desk with a hard chair, an easy-chair by the
fireplace, a sofa against the wall, a map of London and a picture or two,
a shelf of old books, a collection of walking-sticks, and umbrellas: these
made up all there was to see.

And upon examination the desk yielded next to nothing. One drawer
contained a cash-box, a checkbook, a pass-book. Some sixty or seventy
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pounds in notes, gold and silver lay in the cash-box; the stubs of the
checksrevealed nothing but the payment of tradesmen's bills; the pass-
book showed that an enormous balancelay at the bank. In another draw-
er rested a collection of tradesmen's booksNMr. Ashton, said Mrs. Kil-
lenhall, used to pay his tradesmen every week; these books had been
handed to him on the very evening of his death for settlement next
morning.

"Evidently a most methodical man!" remarked Mr. Pawle. "Which
makes it all the more remarkable that so few papers are discoverable.
You'd have thought that in his longish life he'd have accumulated a good
many documents that he wanted to keep."

But documents there were next to none. Several of the drawers of the
desk were empty, save for stationery. One contained a bunch of letters,
tied up with blue ribbonNthese, on examination, proved to be letters
written by Miss Wickham, at school in England, to her guardian in Aus-
tralia. Miss Wickham, present while Mr. Pawle and Viner searched,
showed some emotion at the sight of them.

"l used to write to him once a month," she said. "I had no idea that he
had kept the letters, though!"

The two men went silently on with their search.But there was no fur-
ther result. Ashton did not appear to have kept any letters or papers rel-
ative to his life or doings prior to his coming to England. Private docu-
ments of any sort he seemedto have none. And whatever business had
taken him to Marketstoke, they could find no written referenceto it; nor
could they discover anything about the diamond of which Mr. Van Ho-
eren had spoken. They went upstairs to his bedroom and examined the
drawers, cabinets and dressing-caseNthey found nothing.

“This is distinctly disappointing," remarked Mr. Pawle when he and
Viner returned to the little room. "I never knew a man who left such
small evidence behind him. It's quite evident to me that there's nothing
whatever in this house that's going to be of any useto us. | wonder if he
rented a box at any of the safe-deposit places?He must have had docu-
ments of some sort."

“In that case,we should surely have found a key, and perhaps a re-
ceipt for the rent of the box," suggested Viner. "l should have thought
he'd have had a safein his own house," he added, "but we don't hear of
one."

Mr. Pawle looked round the room, asif suspicious that Ashton might
have hidden papers in the stuffing of the sofa or the easy-chair.
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"l wonder if there's anything in that," he said suddenly. "It looks like a
receptacle of some sort."

Viner turned and saw the old lawyer pointing to a curious Japanese
cabinet which stood in the middle of the marble mantelpieceNthe only
really notable ornament in the room. Mr. Pawle laid hold of it and
uttered a surprised exclamation. "That's a tremendous weight for so
small a thing!" he said. "Feel it!"

Viner took hold of the cabinetNan affair of some eighteen inches in
height and twelve in depthNand came to the conclusion that it was
heavily weighted with lead. He lifted it down to the desk, giving it a
slight shake.

"l took it for a cigar cabinet," he remarked. "How does it open? Have
you a key that will fit it?"

But upon examination there was no keyhole, and nothing to show how
the door was opened.

"I seewhat this is," said Viner, after looking closely over the cabinet,
back, front and sides. "It opens by a trickNa secret. Probably you press
something somewhere and the door flies open. ButNwhere?"

"Try," counselled Mr. Pawle. "There's something insideNl heard it
when you shook the thing."

It took Viner ten minutes to find out the secret. He would not have
found it at all but for accident. But pressing here and pulling there, he
suddenly touched what appeared to be no more than a cleverly inserted
rivet in the ebony surface;there was a sharp click, and the panelled front
flew open.

"There is something!" exclaimed Mr. Pawle. "Papers!"

He drew out a bundle of papers, folded in a strong sheetof cartridge-
paper and sealed back and front. The enveloping cover was old and
faded; the ribbon which had beentied round the bundle was discoloured
by age; the wax of the seals was cracked all over the surface.

"No inscription, no writing,” said Mr. Pawle. "Now, | wonder what's in
here?"

"Shall | fetch Miss Wickham?" suggested Viner. Mr. Pawle hesitated.

"No!" he said at last. "l think not. Let us first find out what this packet
contains. I'll take the responsibility."

He cut the ribbons beneath the seals,and presently revealed a number
of letters, old and yellow, in a woman's handwriting. And after a hasty
glance at one or two of the uppermost, he turned to Viner with an ex-
clamation that signified much.
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“Viner!" he said, "here is indeed afind! Theseare letters written by the
Countess of Ellingham to her son, Lord Marketstoke, when he was a
schoolboy at Eton!"
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Chapter 1 4

THE ELLINGHAM MOTTO

Viner looked over Mr. Pawle's shoulder at the lettersNthere were num-
bers of them, all neatly folded and arranged; a faint scent of dried
flowers rose from them as the old lawyer spread them out on the desk.

"Which Countess of Ellingham, and which Lord Marketstoke?" asked
Viner. "There have beenNmust have beenNseveral during the last
century."

“The Lord Marketstoke | mean is the one who disappeared," answered
Mr. Pawle. "We've no concern with any other. Look at these dates! We
know that if he were living, he would now be a man of sixty-one or so;
therefore, he'd be at school about forty-five years ago. Now, look here,"
he went on, rapidly turning the letters over. "Compare these datesNthey
run through two or three years; they were all of forty-three to forty-six
years since. You see how they're signedNyou see how they're ad-
dressed? There's no doubt about it, VinerNthis is a collection of letters
written by the seventh Countess of Ellingham to her elder son, Lord
Marketstoke, when he was at Eton."

"How came they into Ashton's possession, | wonder!" asked Viner.

"It's all of a piece!" exclaimed Mr. Pawle. "All of a piece with Ashton's
visit to MarketstokeNall of a piece with the facts that Avice was a fa-
vourite name with the Cave-Gray family, and that one of the holders of
the titte married a Wickham. Viner, there's no doubt whateverNin my
mindNthat either Ashton was Lord Marketstoke or that he knew the
man who was!"

"You remember what Armitstead told us," remarked Viner. "That
Ashton told him, in Paris, that he, Ashton, hailed from Lancashire?"

"ThenNhe knew the missing man, and got these papers from him!" de-
clared the old lawyer. "But why? Ah!Nnow | have anidea! It may be that
Marketstoke, dying out there in Australia, handed thesethings to Ashton
and asked him to give them to some members of the Cave-Gray fam-
ilyNperhaps an aunt, or a cousin, or soonNand that Ashton went down
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to Marketstoke to find out what relations were still in existence. That
may be itNthat would solve the problem!"

"No!" said Viner was sudden emphasis. He made sure that the door of
the little room was closed, and then went up to the old lawyer's elbow.
"Is that really all you can think of?" he asked, with a keen glance. "As for
meNwhy, I'm thinking of something that seems absolutelyNobvious!"

"What, then?" demanded Mr. Pawle. "Tell me!"

Viner pointed towards the door.

"Haven't we heard already, that a man named Wickham handed over
his daughter Avice to Ashton's care and guardianship?" he asked.
"Doesn't that seem to be an established fact?"

“No doubt of it!" assented Mr. Pawle. "Well?"

“In my opinion," said Viner, quietly, "Wickham was the missing Lord
of Marketstoke!"

Mr. Pawle, who was still turning over the letters, examining their
dates, let them slip out of his hands and gasped.

"By George!" he exclaimed in a wondering voice. "It may beNpossibly
is! Then, in that case, that girl outside thereN"

"Well?" asked Viner, after a pause.

Mr. Pawle made a puzzled gesture and shook his head, as if in
amazement.

“In that case,if Wickham was the missing Lord Marketstoke, and this
girl is his daughter, she'sN" He broke off, and became still more
puzzled. "Upon my honour," he exclaimed, "I don't know who she is!"

"What do you mean?" asked Viner. "She's his daughter, of
courseNWickham's. Only, in that caseNI mean, if he was really Lord
MarketstokeNher proper name, | suppose, is Cave-Gray."

Mr. Pawle looked his young assistant over with an amused expression.

"You haven't the old practitioner's flair, Viner, my boy!" he said. "When
one'sgot to my age,and seena number of queer things and happenings,
one's quick to see possible cases.Look here!Nif Wickham was really
Lord Marketstoke, and that girl across the hall is his daughter, she's
probablyNI say probably, for | don't know if the successionin this case
goes with the female lineNCountess of Ellingham, in her own right!"

Viner looked his surprise.

"|s that really soNwould it be so?" he asked.

"It may beNI'm not sure," replied Mr. Pawle. "As | say, | don't know
how the successionruns in this particular instance. There are, asyou are
aware, several peeressesin their own rightsNtwenty-four or five, at
least. Some are very ancient peerages.| know that threeNFurnivale and
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Fauconberg and ConyersNgo right back to the thirteenth century; three
othersNBeaumont, Darcy da Knayth, and Zorch of HaryngworthNdate
from the fourteenth. I'm not sure of this Ellingham peerageNbut I'll find
out when | get back to my office. However, granting the premises, and if
the peeragedoes continue in the female line, it will be as| sayNthis girl's
the rightful holder of the title!"

Viner made no immediate answer and Mr. Pawle beganto put up the
letters in their original wrappings.

"Regular romance, isn't itNif it is so?" he exclaimed. "Extraordinary!"

"Shall you tell her?" asked Viner.

Mr. Pawle considered the direct question while he completed his task.

“No," he said at last, "not at present. Sheevidently knows nothing, and
she'd better be left in complete ignorance for a while. You see,Viner, as
I've pointed out to you several times, there isn't a paper or a document of
any description extant which refers to her. Nothing in my hands, nothing
in the banker's hands, nothing here! And yet, supposing her father,
Wickham, to have been Lord Marketstoke, and to have entrusted his
secretto Ashton at the sametime that he gave him the guardianship of
his daughter, he must have given Ashton papers to prove his and her
identityNmust! Where are they?"

"Do you know what | think?" said Viner. "I thinkNif I'm to put it in
plain languageNthat Ashton carried those papers on him, and that he
was murdered for the possession of them!"

Mr. Pawle nodded, and put the packet of letters in his pocket.

"I shouldn't be surprised," he answered. "It's a very probable theory,
my boy. But it presupposes one thing, and makes one horribly suspi-
cious of another."

"Yes?" inquired Viner.

"It presupposesthat Ashton let somebody into the secret,"replied Mr.
Pawle, "and it makes one suspectthat the person to whom he did reveal
it had such personal interest in suppressing it that he went to the length
of murdering Ashton before Ashton could tell it to any one else. How
does that strike you, Viner?"

"It's thisNand not the diamond!" declared Viner doggedly. "I've a sort
of absolute intuition that I'm right."

"l think so too," assentedthe old lawyer, dryly. "The fifty-thousand-
pound diamond is a side-mine. Very well, now we know alot, you and I.
And, we're going to solve matters. And we're not going to say a word to
this young lady, at presentNthat's settled. But | want to ask her some
questionsNcome along."
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He led the way acrossthe hall to the dining-room where areminder of
Ashton's death met his and Viner's view assoon asthey had crossedthe
threshold. The funeral was to take place next day, and Mrs. Killenhall
and Miss Wickham were contemplating a massive wreath of flowers
which had evidently just arrived from the florist's and been deposited on
the centre-table.

"All we can do for him, you know!" murmured Mrs. Killenhall, with a
glance at the two men. "HeNhe had so few friends here, poor man!"

“That remark, ma'am," observed Mr. Pawle, "is apropos of a subject
that | want to ask Miss Wickham two or three questions about. Friends,
now? Miss Wickham, you always understood that Mr. Ashton and your
father were very close friends, | believe?"

"| always understood soNyes, Mr. Pawle," replied Miss Wickham.

"Did he ever tell you much about your father?"

“No, very little indeed. He never told me more than that they knew
eachother very well, in Australia, that my father died out there, compar-
atively young, and that he left me in his, Mr. Ashton's care."

"Did he ever tell you whether your father left you any money?" de-
manded the old lawyer.

Miss Wickham looked surprised.

"Oh, yes!" sheanswered. "l thought you'd know that. My father left me
a good deal of money. Didn't Mr. Ashton tell you?"

"Never a word!" said Mr. Pawle. "NowNwhere is it, then?"

“In my bank," replied Miss Wickham promptly. "The London and
Universal. When Mr. Ashton fetched me away from school and brought
me here, he told me that he had twelve thousand pounds of mine which
my father had left me, and he handed it over to me then and there, and
took me to the London and Universal Bank, where | opened an account
with it."

"Spent any of it?" asked Mr. Pawle dryly.

"Only a few pounds," answered Miss Wickham.

The old solicitor glanced at Viner, who, while these private matters
were being inquired into, was affecting to examine the pictures on the
walls.

"Most extraordinary!" he muttered. "All this convinces me that Ashton
must have had papers and documents! Thesemust have beenNhowever,
we don't know where they are. But there would surely be, for instance,
your father's will, Miss Wickham. | suppose you've never seensuch a
document? No, to be sure! You left all to Ashton. Well, now, do you re-
member your father?"
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"Only justNand very faintly, Mr. Pawle," replied Miss Wickham. "You
must remember | was little more than five years old."

"Can you remember what he was like?"

"| think he was a big, tall manNbut it's a mere impression."

“Listen!" said Mr. Pawle. "Did you ever, at any time, hear Mr. Ashton
make any referenceNI'm talking now of the last few weeksNto the
Ellingham family, or to the Earl of Ellingham?"

"Never!" replied Miss Wickham. "Never heard of them. He neverN"

Mrs. Killenhall was showing signs of a wish to speak, and Mr. Pawle
turned to her.

"Have you, ma'am?" he asked.

"Yes,"said Mrs. Killenhall, "I have! It was one night when Miss Wick-
ham was outNyou were at Mrs. Murray-Sinclair's, my dearNand Mr.
Ashton and | dined alone. He asked me if | remembered the famous
Ellingham case,some years agoNsomething about the successionto the
titteNhe said he'd read it in the Colonial papers. Of course, | re-
membered it very well."

"Well, ma'am," said Mr. Pawle, "and what then?"

"l think that was all," answered Mrs. Killenhall. "He merely remarked
that it was an odd case, and said no more."

"What made him mention it?" asked Mr. Pawle.

"Oh, we'd been talking about romances of the peerage," replied Mrs.
Killenhall. "I had told him of several."

"You're well up in the peerage, ma'am?" suggested the old lawyer.

"I know my Burke and my Debrett pretty thoroughly,” said Mrs. Kil-
lenhall. "Very interesting, of course."

Mr. Pawle, who was sitting closeto Miss Wickham, suddenly pointed
to a gold locket which she wore.

"Where did you get that, my dear?" he asked. "Unusual device, isn't
it?"

"Mr. Ashton gave it to me, a few weeks ago," answered Miss Wick-
ham. "He said it had belonged to my father."

The old lawyer bent nearer, looked more closely at the locket, and got
up.
"Elegant old thing!" he said. "Not made yesterday, that! Well, ladies,
you will seeme, for this very sad occasion"Nhe waved a hand at the
wreath of flowersN"tomorrow. In the meantime, if there is anything you
want done, our young friend here is close at hand. Justnow, however, |
want him."

89



"Viner," observed Pawle when they had left the house, "it's very odd
how unobservant some people are! Now, there's that woman we've just
left, Mrs. Killenhall, who saysthat she'swell up in her Debrett, and her
Burke,Nand there, seenby her many a time, is that locket which Miss
Wickham is wearing, and she'snever noticed it! Never, | mean, noticed
what's on it. Why, | saw itNand its significanceNinstantly, just now,
which was the first time I'd seen it!"

"What is it that's on it?" asked Viner.

"After we came back from Marketstoke," replied Mr. Pawle, "l looked
up the Cave-Gray family and their peerage. That locket bears their
device and motto. The device is a closed fist, grasping a handful of
blades of wheat; the motto is Have and Hold. Viner, as sure as fate, that
girl's father was the missing Lord Marketstoke, and Ashton knew the
secret! I'm convinced of itNI'm positive of it. And now see the ex-
traordinary position in which we're all placed. Ashton's dead, and there
Isn't one scrap of paper to show what it was that he really knew. Noth-
ingNinot one written line!"

"Because,as | said before, he was murdered for his papers," affirmed
Viner. "I'm sure of that as you are of the rest."

"I dare say you're right,” agreed Mr. Pawle. "But, as I've said before,
that presupposes that Ashton told somebody the secret. NowNwho?
Was it the man he was with in Paris? And if so, who is that man? But it's
uselessspeculating. I've made up my mind to a certain course, Viner. To-
morrow, after the funeral, I'm going to call on the present Lord Elling-
hamNhis town house is in Hertford Street, and | know he's in
townNand ask him if he has heard anything of a mysterious nature re-
lating to his long-missing uncle. We may hear somethingNyou come
with me."

Next day, toward the middle of the afternoon, Mr. Pawle and Viner
got out of a taxicab in Park Lane and walked down Hertford Street, the
old lawyer explaining the course he was about to take.

"This is a young manNnot long come of age," he said. "He'll be quite
well acquainted, however, with the family history, and if anything's
happened lately, | dare say | can get him to talk. HeNWhat is it?"

Viner had suddenly gripped his companion's arm and pulled him to a
halt. He was looking aheadNat the house at which they were about to
call. And there, just being shown out by a footman, was the man whom
he had seenat the old-fashioned tavern in Notting Hill, and with him a
tall, good-looking man whom he had never seen before.
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Chapter 1 5

THE PRESENT HOLDER

Mr. Pawle turned sharply on his companion as Viner pulled him up. He
saw the direction of Viner's suddenly arrested gaze and looked from him
to the two men who had now walked down the steps of the house and
were advancing towards them.

"What is it?" he asked. "Those fellows are coming away from Lord
Ellingham's house. You seem to know them?"

"One of them," murmured Viner. "The clean-shaven man. Look at
him!"

The two men came on in close, evidently absorbed conversation,
passed Mr. Pawle and Viner without as much as a glance at them, and
went along in the direction of Park Lane.

"Well?" demanded Mr. Pawle.

"The clean-shavenman is the man | told you ofNthe man who was in
conversation with Ashton at that tavern in Notting Hill the night Ashton
was murdered," answered Viner. "The other man | don't know."

Mr. Pawle turned and looked after the retreating figures.

"You're sure of that?" he asked.

"Certain!" replied Viner. "l should know him anywhere."

Mr. Pawle came to another halt, glancing first at the two men, now
well up the street, and then at the somewhat sombre front of Ellingham
House.

"Now, this is an extraordinary thing, Viner!" he exclaimed. "There'sthe
man who, you say, was with Ashton not very long before he cameto his
end, and we find him coming awayNpresumablyNfrom Lord Elling-
ham, certainly from Lord Ellingham's house! What on earth does it
mean? And | wonder who the man is?"

"What I'd like to know," said Viner, "isNwho is the other man? But as
you say, it is certainly a very curious thing that we should find the first
man evidently in touch with Lord EllinghamNconsidering our recent
discoveries. ButNwhat are you going to do?"
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"Going in here," affrmed Mr. Pawle, "to the fountain-head. We may
get to know something. Have you a card?"

The footman who took the cards looked doubtfully at them and their
presenters.

"His Lordship is just going out," he said, glancing over his shoulder. "
don't knowN"

Mr. Pawle pointed to the name of his firm at the corner of his card.

"l think Lord Ellingham will seeme," he said. "Tell his lordship | shall
not detain him many minutes if he will be kind enough to give me an
interview."

The man went awayNto return in a few minutes and to lead the
callersinto aroom at the rear of the hall, wherein, his back to the fire, his
look and attitude one of puzzled surprise, stood a very young man,
dressedin the height of fashion, who, as his servant had said, was obvi-
ously just ready to go out. Viner, remembering what had brought him
and Mr. Pawle there, looked at Lord Ellingham closelyNhe seemedto be
frank, ingenuous, and decidedly youthful. But there was something de-
cidedly practical and business-like in his greeting of his visitors.

“I'm afraid | can't give you very long, Mr. Pawle," he said, glancing in-
stinctively at the old lawyer. "lI've a most important engagementin half
an hour, and it won't be put off. But | can give you ten minutes."

"I am deeply obliged to your lordship," answered Mr. Pawle. "As your
lordship will have seen from my card, | am one of the partners in
Crawle, Pawle and RattenburyNa firm not at all unknown, | think. Al-
low me to introduce my friend Mr. Viner, a gentlemen who is deeply
concerned and interested in the matter | want to mention to your
lordship."

Lord Ellingham responded politely to Viner's bow and drew two
chairs forward.

"Sit down, Mr. Pawle; sit down, Mr. Viner," he said. He dropped into a
chair near a desk which stood in the centre of the room and looked inter-
rogatively at his elder visitor. "Have you some businessto discuss, Mr.
Pawle?" he asked.

"Some business, my lord, which, | confessat once, is of extraordinary
nature," answered the old lawyer. "I will go straight to it. Your lordship
has doubtless read in the newspapers of the murder of a man named
Ashton in Lonsdale Passage, in the Bayswater district?"

Lord Ellingham glanced at a pile of newspapers which lay on a side-
table.
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"Yes," he answered, "I have. I've been much interested in itNas a
murder. A curious and mysterious case, don't you think?"

"We," replied Mr. Pawle, waving a hand toward Viner, "know it to be a
much more mysterious casethan anybody could gather from the news-
paper accounts, for they know little who have written them, and we,
who are behind the scenes,know a great deal. Now, your lordship will
have seenthat a young man, an actor named Langton Hyde, hasbeenar-
rested and charged, and is on remand. This unfortunate fellow was an
old schoolmate of Mr. VinerNthey were at Rugby together; and Mr. Vin-
erNand | may say | myself alsoNis convinced beyond doubt of his entire
iInnocence, and we want to clear him; we are doing all we can to clear
him. And it is becauseof this that we have ventured to call on your
lordship."

"Oh!" exclaimed Lord Ellingham. "ButNwhat can| do! How do | come
in?"

"My lord," said Mr. Pawle in his most solemn manner, "I will go
straight to this point also. We have reasonto feel sure, from undoubted
evidence, that Mr. John Ashton, a very wealthy man, who had recently
come from Australia, where he had lived for a great many years, to settle
here in London, had in his possessionwhen he was murdered certain
highly important papers relating to your lordship's family, and that he
was murdered for the sake of them!"

The puzzled expression which Viner had noted in Lord Ellingham's
boyish face when they entered the room grew more and more marked as
Mr. Pawle proceeded, and he turned on the old lawyer at the end with a
stare of amazement.

"You really think that!" he exclaimed.

"l shall be very much surprised if I'm not right!" declared Mr. Pawle.

"But what papers?" asked Lord Ellingham. "And whatNhow could
this Mr. Ashton, who, you say, came from Australia, be in possessionof
papers relating to my family? | never heard of him."

"Your lordship,” said Mr. Pawle, "is doubtless well aware that some
years ago there was a very strangeNshall we call it romance?Nin your
family. A very remarkable episode, anyway, a most unusualN"

"You mean the strange disappearance of my uncleNthis Lord Market-
stoke?"interrupted Lord Ellingham with a smile. "Oh, of course, | know
all about that."

"Very well, my lord," continued Mr. Pawle. "Then your lordship is
aware that Lord Marketstoke was believed to have gone to the Colon-
iesNAustralia or New ZealandNand wasNlost there. His death was
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presumed. Now, Ashton came from Australia, and as| say, we believe
him to have brought with him certain highly important papers relative to
Lord Marketstoke, whom we think to have been well known to him at
one time. Indeed, we felt sure that Ashton knew Lord Marketstoke's
secret. Now, my lord, we are also confident that whoever killed John
Ashton did soin order to get hold of certain papers which, | feel certain,
Ashton made a habit of carrying on his personNpapers relating to his
friend Lord Marketstoke's identity."

Lord Ellingham remained silent for a moment, looking from one visit-
or to another. It was very clear to Viner that some train of thought had
been aroused in him and that he was closely pursuing it. He fixed his
gaze at last on the old lawyer.

"Mr. Pawle,” he said quietly, "have you any proofNundoubted
proofNthat Mr. Ashton did possesspapers relating to my long-missing
uncle?"

"Yes,"answered Mr. Pawle, "I have!" He pulled out the bundle of let-
ters which he and Viner had unearthed from the Japanesecabinet. "This!
It is a packet of letters written by the seventh Countess of Ellingham to
her elder son, the Lord Marketstoke we are talking of, when he was a
boy at Eton. Your Lordship will probably recognize your grandmother's
handwriting."

Lord Ellingham bent over the letter which Mr. Pawle spread before
him.

"Yes,"he said, "l know the writing quite well. AndNthese were in Mr.
Ashton's possession?"

"We have just found themNMr. Viner and INin a cabinet in his
house,"replied Mr. Pawle. "They are the only papers we have so far been
able to bring to light. But as | have said, we are convinced there were
othersNmuch more important ones!Nin his possession,probably in his
pocketbook."

Lord Ellingham handed the letters back.

"You think that this Mr. Ashton was in possessionof a secretrelating
to the missing manNmy uncle, Lord Marketstoke?" he asked.

"l am convinced of it!" declared Mr. Pawle.

Lord Ellingham glanced shrewdly at his visitors.

"l should like to know what it was!" he said.

"Your lordship feelsas| do," remarked Mr. Pawle. "But now | should
like to ask a question which arises out of this visit. As we approached
your lordship's door, just now, we saw, leaving it, two men. One of
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them, my friend Mr. Viner immediately recognized. He does not know
who the man isN"

"Which of the two men do you mean!" interrupted Lord Ellingham. "I
may as well say that they had just left me."

"The clean-shaven man," answered Viner.

"Whom Mr. Viner knows for a fact," continued Mr. Pawle, "to have
been in Ashton's company only an hour or so before Ashton's murder!"

Lord Ellingham looked at Viner in obvious surprise.

"But you do not know who he is?" he exclaimed.

"No," replied Viner, "I don't. But there is no doubt of the truth of what
Mr. Pawle hasjust said. This man was certainly with Mr. Ashton at a tav-
ern in Notting Hill from about nine-thirty to ten-thirty on the evening of
Ashton's death. In fact, they left the tavern together."

The young nobleman suddenly pulled open a drawer in his desk, pro-
duced a box of cigarettes and silently offered it to his visitors. He lighted
a cigarette himself, and for a moment smoked in silenceNit seemed to
Viner that his youthful face had grown unusually grave and thoughtful.

"Mr. Pawle," he said at last, "I'm immensely surprised by what you've
told me, and all the more so becausethis is the second surprise I've had
this afternoon. | may aswell tell you that the two gentlemen whom you
saw going away just now brought me some very astonishing
newsNyours comesright on top of it! And, if you please,I'd rather not
say any more about it, just now, but I'm going to make a proposal to you.
Will youNand Mr. Viner, if he'll be so goodNmeet me tomorrow morn-
ing, say at noon, at my solicitors' offices?"

"With pleasure!" responded Mr. Pawle. "Your lordship's solicitors
areN"

"Carless and Driver, Lincoln's Inn Fields," answered Lord Ellingham.

"Friends of ours," said Mr. Pawle. "We will meetyour lordship there at
twelve o 'clock to the minute."

"AndNyou'll bring that with you?" suggested Lord Ellingham, point-
ing to the packet of letters which Mr. Pawle held in his hand.

"Justso, my lord," assentedMr. Pawle. "And we'll be ready to tell all
we knowNfor there are further details."

Outside the house the old lawyer gripped Viner's elbow.

“That boy knows something!" he said with a meaning smile. "He's as-
tute enough for his ageNsmart youngster! ButNwhat does he know?
Those two men have told him something. Viner, we must find out who
that clean-shavenman is. | have someidea that | have seenhim beforeN|
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shouldn't be at all surprised if he's a solicitor, may have seen him in
some court or other. But in that case | wonder he didn't recognize me."

"He didn't look at you," replied Viner. "He and the other man were too
much absorbed in whatever it was they were talking about. | have been
wondering since |l first saw him at the tavern," he continued, "if | ought
not to tell the police what | know about himNI mean, that he was cer-
tainly in Ashton's company on the evening of the murder. What do you
think?"

"| think not, at present," replied Mr. Pawle. "It seemsevidentNunless,
indeed, it was all a piece of bluff, and it may have beenNthat this man is,
or was when you saw him, just asignorant asthe landlord of that place
was that the man who used to drop in there and Ashton were one and
the same person. No, let the police go on their own linesNwe're on oth-
ers. We shall hear of this man again, whoever heis. Now | must get back
to my officeNcome there at half-past eleven tomorrow morning, Viner,
and we'll go on to Carless and Driver's."

Viner went thoughtfully homeward, ruminating over the events of the
day, and entered his house to find his two guests, the sisters of the un-
lucky Hyde, in floods of tears, and Miss Penkridge looking unusually
grave. The elder Miss Hyde sprang up at sight of him and held a tear-
soaked handkerchief towards him in pantomimic appeal.

"Oh, Mr. Viner," she exclaimed, "you are so kind, and so clever. I'm
sure you'll seea way out of this! It looks, oh, so very black, and so very
much against him; but oh, dear Mr. Viner, there must be some
explanation!"

"But what is it?" asked Viner, looking from one to the other. "What has
happened! Has any one been here?"

Miss Penkridge silently handed to her nephew an early edition of one
of the evening newspapers and pointed to a paragraph in large type.
And Viner rapidly read it over, to the accompaniment of the younger
Miss Hyde's sobs.

A sensational discovery in connection with the recent murder of Mr.
Ashton in Lonsdale Passage Bayswater, was made in the early hours of
this morning. Charles Fisher, a greengrocer, carrying on businessin the
Harrow Road, found in his woodshed, concealedin a nook in the wall, a
parcel containing Mr. Ashton's gold watch and chain and a diamond
ring. He immediately communicated with the police, and thesevaluables
are now in their possession.It will be remembered that Langton Hyde,
the young actor who is charged with the crime, and who is now on
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remand, stated at the coroner's inquest that he passedthe night on which
the crime was committed in a shed in this neighbourhood.

Viner read this news twice over. Then a sudden idea occurred to him,
and he turned to leave the room.

"I don't think you need be particularly alarmed about this," he said to
the weeping sisters. "Cheer up, till | returnNI am going round to the
police."
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Chapter 1 6

THE OUTHOUSE

Near the police-station Viner fell in with his solicitor, Felpham, who
turned acorner in a great hurry. Felpham's first glance showed his client
that their purposes were in common.

"Seenthat paragraph in the evening papers?" said Felpham without
preface. "By George! that's serious news! What a pity that Hyde ever
made that statement about his doings on the night of the murder! It
would have been far better if he'd held his tongue altogether."

"He insisted on itNin the end," answered Viner. "And in my opinion
he was right. ButNyou think this is very serious?"

"Serious? Yes!" exclaimed Felpham. "He says he spent the night in a
shed in the Harrow Road district. Now the things that were taken from
Ashton's body are discovered in such a placeNnay, the very place; for if
you remember, Hyde particularized his whereabouts. What's the obvi-
ous conclusion? What can anybody think?"

"l seetwo or three obvious conclusions, and | think several things," re-
marked Viner. "I'll tell you what they are when we've seenDrillford. I'm
not alarmed about this discovery, Felpham. | think it may lead to finding
the real murderer.”

"You seefurther than | do, then," muttered Felpham. "l only seethat
it's highly dangerous to Hyde's interests. And | want first-handed in-
formation about it."

Drillford, discovered alone in his office, smiled asthe two men walked
inNthere was an irritating I-told-you-so air about him.

"Ah!" he said. "I seeyou gentlemen have been reading the afternoon
papers! What do you think about your friend now, Mr. Viner?"

"Precisely what | thought before and shall continue to think," retorted
Viner. "lI've seen no reason to alter my opinion."

"OhNbut | guess Mr. Felpham doesn't think that way?" replied Drill-
ford with a shrewd glance at the solicitor. "Mr. Felpham knows the value
of evidence, | believe!"
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"What is it that's been found, exactly?" asked Felpham.

Drillford opened a locked drawer, lifted aside a sheet of cardboard,
and revealed a fine gold watch and chain and a diamond ring. Theselay
on two or three sheets of much crumpled paper of a peculiar quality.

“There you are!" said Drillford. "Those belonged to Mr. Ashton; there's
his name on the watch, and a mark of his inside the ring. They were
found early this morning, hidden, in the very place in which Hyde con-
fessedthat he spent most of the night after Ashton's murderNa shed be-
longing to one Fisher, a greengrocer, up the Harrow Road.

"Who found them?" demanded Felpham.

"Fisher himself," answered Drillford. "He was pottering about in his
shed before going to Covent Garden. He wanted some empty boxes,and
in pulling things about he foundNthese! Couldn't have made a more im-
portant find, | think.

"Were these things loose?" asked Viner.

"Wrapped loosely in the paper they're lying on," replied Drillford.

Viner took the paper out of the drawer, examined it and lifted it to his
nose.

"I wonder, if Hyde really did put those things there," he said, "how
Hyde came to be carrying about with him these sheetsof paper which
had certainly been used before for the wrappings of chemicals or drugs?"

Felpham pricked his ears.

"Eh?" he said. "What's that?"

"Smell for yourself," answered Viner. "Let the inspector smell too. |
draw the attention to both of you to the fact, becausewe'll raise that
point whenever it's necessary.Those papers have at sometime beenused
to wrap some strong-smelling drug."

“"No doubt of it!" said Felpham, who was applying the papers to his
nose."Smell them, Drillford! As Mr. Viner says,what would Hyde be do-
ing with this stuff in his pocket?"

"That's a mere detail,” remarked Drillford impatiently. "These chaps
that mooch about, as Hyde was doing, pick up all sorts of odds and
ends. He may have pinched them from a chemist's shop. Anyway,
there's the factNand we'll hang him on it! You'll see!"

"We shall never seeanything of the sort!" said Viner. "You're on the
wrong tack, Inspector. Let me put two or three things to your intelli-
gence.Where's Ashton's purse? | know for afact that Ashton had a purse
full of money when he went out of his house that nightNMrs. Killenhall
and Miss Wickham saw him take it out just before he left to give some
cash to the parlourmaid, and they saw him replace it in his trousers
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pocket; | also know for another fact where he spent money that even-
ingNin short, | know now a good deal about his movements for some
hours before his death."

“Then you ought to tell us, Mr. Viner," said Drillford a little sulkily.
"You oughtn't to keep any information to yourself."

"You're going on the wrong tack, or | might," retorted Viner. "But
you'll know all in good time. Now, | ask you againNwhere's Ashton's
purse? You know as well as| do that when his clothing was examined,
almost immediately after his death, all his effects were goneNwatch,
chain, rings, pocketbook, purse. If Hyde took the whole lot, do you think
he would ever have been such a consummate ass as to wait until next
morning to pawn that ring in Edgware Road? The idea is preposterous!”

"And why, pray?" demanded Drillford, obviously nettled at the turn
which the conversation was taking.

"l wonder your own common sensedoesn't tell you," said Viner with
intentional directness. "If Hyde took everything from his victim, asyou
say he did, he would have had a purse full of ready money. He could
have gone off to some respectable lodging-house. He could have put a
hundred miles between himself and London by breakfast-time. He
would have had ready money to last him for months. ButNhe was
starving when he went to the pawnbrokers! Hyde told you the truthNhe
never had anything but that ring."

"Good!" muttered Felpham. "Good, Viner! That's one in the eye for
you, Drillford."

"Another thing that you're forgetting, Inspector,” continued Viner: "
suppose you attach some value to probabilities? Do you, as a sensible
man, believe for one moment that Hyde, placed in the position he is,
would be such afool, such a suicidal fool, asto tell you about that partic-
ular shed if he'd really hidden those things there? The mere idea is ab-
surdNridiculous!"

"Good again, Viner!" said Felpham. "He wouldn't!"

Drillford, obviously ill-pleased, put the strongly-smelling paper and
the valuables which had been wrapped in it, back in the drawer and
turned the key.

"All very well talking and theorizing, Mr. Viner," he said sullenly. "We
know from his own lips that Hyde did spend the night in that shed. If he
didn't put these things there, who did?"

Viner gave him a steady look.

“The man who murdered and robbed Ashton!" he answered. "And that
man was not Hyde."
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"You'll have that to prove," retorted Drillford, derisively. "I know what
a jury'll think with all this evidence before it!"

"We shall prove a good many things that'll surprise you," said Viner
quietly. "And you'll see,then, the foolishness of jumping at what seems
to be an obvious conclusion."

He motioned Felpham to follow, and going outside, turned in the dir-
ection of the Harrow Road.

“I'm going to have alook at the place where thesethings were found,"
he said. "Come with me. You see for yourself,” he continued as they
walked on, "how ridiculous it is to suppose that Hyde planted them. The
whole affair is plain enough, to me. The real murderer readNor may
have heardNHyde's statement before the coroner, and in order to
strengthen the case against Hyde and divert suspicion from himself,
sought out this shed and put the things there. Clumsy! If Hyde had ever
had the purse, which more certainly disappeared with the rest of the
property, he'd never have gone to that shed at all.”

"We'll make the most of all that," said Felpham. "But | gathered, from
what you said just now to Drillford, that you know more about this case
than you've let out. If it's in Hyde's favourN"

“I can't tell you what | know," answered Viner. "I do know some
strange things, which will all come out in good time. If we bring the
murder home to the right man, Hyde of course will be cleared. I'll tell
everything as soon as | can, Felpham."

They walked quickly forward until they cameto the higher part of the
Harrow Road; there, at a crowded point of that dismal thoroughfare,
where the shops were small and mean, Felpham suddenly lifted a finger
towards a sign which hung over an open front filled with the cheaper
sorts of vegetables.

"Here's the place," he said, "a corner shop. The shed, of course, will be
somewhere behind."

Viner looked with interest at the refuge which Hyde had chosen after
his hurried flight from the sceneof the murder. A shabby looking street
ran down from the corner of the greengrocer's shop; the first twenty
yards of it on that side were filled with palings, more or lessbroken and
dilapidated; behind them lay a yard in which stood a van, two or three
barrows, a collection of boxesand basketsand crates,and a lean-to shed,
built against the wall of the adjoining house. The door of this yard hung
loosely on its rusty hinges; Viner saw at once that nothing could be easi-
er than for a man to slip into this miserable shelter unseen.
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“Let's get hold of the tenant," he said. "Better show him your card, and
then he'll know we're on professional business."

The greengrocer, a dull-looking fellow who was measuring potatoes,
showed no great interest on hearing what his callers wanted. Summon-
ing his wife to mind the shop, he led Viner and Felpham round to the
yard and opened the door of the shed. This was as untidy as the yard,
and filled with a similar collection of boxes, baskets and crates. In one
corner lay a bundle of empty potato sacksNthe greengrocer at once
pointed to it.

"l reckon that's where the fellow got a bit of a sleepthat night," he said.
"There was nothing to prevent him getting in hereNno locks or bolts on
either gate of the yard or that door. He may have beenin here many a
night, for all | know."

"Where did you find those valuables this morning?" asked Viner.

The greengrocer pointed to a shelf in a corner above the bundle of
sacking.

“There!" he answered. "I wanted some small boxes to take down to
Covent Garden, and in turning some of these over | came acrossa little
parcel, wrapped in paperNslipped under a box that was turned top
downwards on the shelf, you understand? So of course | opened it, and
there was the watch and chain and ring."

"Just folded in the papers that you handed to the police?" suggested
Viner.

"Well, there was more paper about 'em than what | gave to Inspector
Drillford,"” said the greengrocer. "A well-wrapped-up bit of parcel it
wasNthere's the rest of the paper there, where | threw it down."

He pointed to some loose sheets of paper which lay on the sacking,
and Viner went forward, picked them up, looked quickly at them, and
put them in his pocket.

"l suppose you never heard anybody about, that night?" he asked turn-
ing to the greengrocer.

“"Not I'" the man replied. "l sleep too sound to hear aught of that sort.
There'snothing in here that's of any value. NoNa dozen folk could come
into this yard at night and we shouldn't hear 'emNwe sleep at the front
of the house."

Viner slipped somesilver into the greengrocer'shand and led Felpham
away. And when they reacheda quieter part of the district, he pulled out
the papers which he had picked out of the corner in the shed and held
them in front of his companion's eyes.
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"We did some good in coming up here, after all, Felpham!" he said,
with a grim smile. "It wasn't a mere desire to satisfy idle curiosity that
made me come. | thought | might, by sheergood luck, hit on something,
or some idea that would help. Now then, look at these things. That's a
piece of newspaper from out of a copy of the MelbourneArgus of Septem-
ber 6th last. Likely thing for Langton Hyde to be carrying in his pocket,
eh?"

"Good heavens, that's certainly important!" exclaimed Felpham.

"And so is this, and perhaps much more so," said Viner, making a
second exhibit. "That's a sheetof brown wrapping-paper with the name
and address of a famous firm of wholesale druggists and chemical man-
ufacturers on one sideNprinted. It's another likely thing for Hyde to pos-
sess, and to carry about, isn't it?"

"And the same bitter, penetrating smell about it!" said Felpham.

"Hyde, of course,if Drillford is correct, had all this paper in his pocket
when he went into that shed,” said Viner. "But | have a different idea,
and a different theory. Here," he went on, folding his discoveries togeth-
er neatly, "you take charge of theseNand take care of them. They may be
of more importance than we think."

He went home full of thought, restored the sisters to something like
cheerfulness by assuring them that the situation was no worse, and pos-
sibly rather better, and spent the rest of the evening in his study, silently
working things out. Viner, by the time he went to bed, had evolved an
idea, and it was still developing and growing stronger when he set out
next morning to accompany Mr. Pawle to Lord Ellingham's solicitors.
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Chapter 1 7

THE CLAIMANT

Carlessand Driver practised their profession of the law in one of the old
houses on the south side of Lincoln's Inn FieldsNa house so old that it
immediately turned Viner's thought to what he had read of the days
wherein Inigo Jonesexercised his art up the stately frontages, and duels
were fought in the gardens which London children now sport in. In one
of these houses lived Blackstone; in another Erskine; one ancient roof
once sheltered John Milton; another heard the laughter of Nell Gwynn;
up the panelled staircase which Mr. Pawle and his companion were
presently conducted, the feet of many generations had trod. And the
room into which they were duly conducted was so old-world in appear-
ance with its oaken walls and carving and old-fashioned furniture that
nothing but the fact that its occupants wore twentieth century garments
would have convinced Viner that he had not beensuddenly thrown back
to the days of Queen Anne.

Lord Ellingham was already there when they arrivedNin conference
with his solicitor, Mr. Carless,aplump, rosy, active gentleman who wore
mutton-chop whiskers andNsecretlyNprided himself on his likeness to
the type of fox-hunting squire. It was very evident to Viner that both so-
licitor and client were in a state of expectancy bordering on something
very like excitement; and Mr. Carless, the preliminary greetings being
over, plunged at once into the subject.

"l say, Pawle," he exclaimed, turning at once to his fellow-practitioner,
"this appears to be a most extraordinary business! His lordship has just
beentelling me all about the two calls he had yesterdayNfirst from two
men whom he'd never seen beforeNthen from you two, who were also
strangers. He has also told me what both lots of his callers had to say,
and hang me if | ever heard of two such curious unfoldings coming one
on top of the other. Sounds like a first-class mystery!"
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"You forget," remarked Mr. Pawle with a glance at Lord Ellingham,
"that we don't knowNMr. Viner and myselfNwhat it was that his
lordship's first couple of callers told him. He left that until today."

Mr. Carlesslooked at his client, who nodded his head asif in assentto
something in the glance.

"Well, as I'm now in possession of the facts,” said he, "I'll tell you,
PawleNHis Lordship has given me a clear account of what his first
callers said, and what you and Mr. Viner added to it. The two men
whom you saw coming away from Ellingham House were Methley and
Woodlesford, two solicitors who are in partnership in Edgware RoadNI
know of them: I think we've had conveyancing businesswith them once
or twice. Quite a respectablefirmNin a smallish way, you know, but all
right sofar as| know anything of them. Now, they cameto Lord Elling-
ham yesterday afternoon with a most extraordinary story. His lordship
tells me that he learned from your talk with him yesterday afternoon that
you are pretty well acquainted, you and Mr. Viner, with his family his-
tory, so I'll go straight to the point. What do you think Methley and
Woodlesford came to tell him? You'd never guess!"

"l won't try!" answered Mr. Pawle. "What, then?"

Mr. Carless smiled grimly.

“That the long-lost Lord Marketstoke was alive and in England!" he
said. "Here, in fact, in London!"

Mr. Pawle smiled too. But his smile was not grimNit was, rather, the
smile of a man who hears what he has been expecting to hear.

"l thought it would be something of that sort!" he exclaimed. "Aye, |
fancied that would be the game!"

"You think it a game?" suggested Mr. Carless.

"And a highly dangerous oneNas somebody will find out," responded
Mr. Pawle. "ButNwhat did these fellows really say!"

"His lordship will correct me if | miss anything pertinent," answered
Mr. Carless with a glance at his client. "They said thisNthat they had
beencalled upon by a gentleman now staying at one of the private resid-
ential hotels in Lancaster Gate, who was desirous of legal assistancein
an important matter and had been recommended to them by a fellow-
boarder at the hotel. He then told them that though he was now passing
under the name of CaveN"

"Ah!" exclaimed Mr. Pawle, with a snort which denoted a certain sort
of surprised satisfaction. "Ah, to be sure! Cave, of course! But | interrupt
youNpray proceed."
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"| seeyour point," remarked Mr. Carlesswith asmile. "WellNalthough
he was passing under the name of Cave, he was, in strict reality, the Lord
Marketstoke who disappeared from England many years ago, who was
never heard of again, and whose death had been presumed. He was,
therefore, the rightful Earl of Ellingham, and as such entitled to the es-
tates. He proceeded to tell Methley and Woodlesford his adventures.

"He had, he said, never at any time from boyhood beenon good terms
with his father: there had always been mutual dislike. As he grew to
manhood, his father had thwarted him in every conceivable way. He
himself as a young man, had developed radical and democratic
ideasNthis had caused a further widening of the breach. Eventually he
had made up his mind to clear out of England altogether. He had a mod-
est amount of money of his own, a few thousands which had been left
him by his mother. So he took this and quietly disappeared.

"According to his own account he became a good deal of a rolling
stone, going to various out-of-the-way parts of the earth, and taking par-
ticular pains, wherever he went, to conceal his identity. He told these
people Methley and Woodlesford, that he had at one time or another
lived and traded in South Africa, India, China, Japanand the Malay Set-
tlementNfinally he had settled down in Australia. He had kept himself
familiar with events at homeNknew of his father's death, and he saw no
end of advertisements for himself. He was aware that legal proceedings
were taken asregards the presumption of his death and the administra-
tion of the estates;he was also aware of the death of his younger brother
and that title and estateswere now in possessionof his nephewNHis
Lordship there. In fact, he was very well up in the whole story, according
to Methley and Woodlesford," said Mr. Carless,with a smile. "And Lord
Ellingham believed that Methley and Woodlesford were genuinely con-
vinced by him."

"Seemed so, anyway, both of 'em," agreed Lord Ellingham.

"However," continued Mr. Carless, "Methley and Woodlesford, like
you and |, Pawle, are limbs of the law. They asked two very pertinent
questions. FirstNwhy had he come forward after this long interval? Se-
condNwhat evidence had he to support and prove his claim?"

"Good!" muttered Mr. Pawle. "And I'll be bound he had some excellent
replies ready for them."

"He had," said Mr. Carless."He answered as regards the first question
that of late things had not gone well with him. He was still comfortably
off, but he had lost a lot of money in Australia through speculation. He
replied to the second by producing certain papers and documents."
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"Ah!" exclaimed Mr. Pawle, nudging Viner. "Now we're warming to
it!"

"And according to what Methley and Woodlesford told Lord Elling-
ham," continued Mr. Carless, "these papers and documents are of a very
convincing nature. They said to His Lordship frankly that they were
greatly surprised by them. They had thought that this man might pos-
sibly be a bogus claimant, who had somehow gained a thorough know-
ledge of the facts he was narrating, but the papers he produced, which,
he alleged, had never been out of his possessionsince his secret flight
from London, wereNwell, staggering. After inspecting them, Methley
and Woodlesford cameto the conclusion that their caller really was what
he claimed to beNthe missing man!"

"What were the papers?" demanded Mr. Pawle.

"Oh!" replied Mr. Carless, looking at his client. "Letters, certificates,
and the like,Nall, according to Methley and Woodlesford, excellent
proofs of identity."

"Did they show them to Your Lordship?" asked Mr. Pawle.

"Oh, no! they only told me of them," answered Lord Ellingham. "They
said, of course, that they would be shown to me, or to Mr. Carless."

"Aye!" muttered Mr. Pawle. "Just so! Yes, and they will have to be
shown!"

"That follows as a matter of course," observed Mr. Carless. "But now,
Pawle, we come to the real point of the case.Methley and Woodlesford,
having informed His Lordship of all this when they called on him yester-
day afternoon then proceeded to tell him precisely what their client, the
claimant, aswe will now call him, really wanted, for he had beenat some
pains, considerable pains, to make himself clear on that point to them,
and he desired them to make themselvesclear to Lord Ellingham, whom
he throughout referred to ashis nephew. He had no desire, he told them,
to recover his title, nor the estates.He did not care a centNhis own
phraseNfor the title. He was now sixty years of age. The life he had lived
had quite unfitted him for the positions and duties of an English noble-
man. He wanted to go back to the country in which he had settled. But as
title and estatesreally were his, he wanted his nephew, the present hold-
er, to make him a proper payment, in consideration of the receipt of
which he would engage to preserve the silence which he had already
kept so thoroughly and effectively for thirty-five years. Eh?"

“In plain language," said Mr. Pawle, "he wanted to be bought."

"Precisely!" agreed Mr. Carless."Of course, Methley and Woodlesford
didn't quite put it in that light. They put it that their client had no wish to
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disturb his nephew, but suggested, kindly, that his nephew should make
him a proper payment out of his abundance."

Mr. Pawle turned to Lord Ellingham.

"Did they mention a sum to Your Lordship?" he asked.

"Yes," replied Lord Ellingham, with a smile at Carless. "They
didNtentatively."

"How much?" asked Mr. Pawle.

"One hundred thousand pounds!"

"On receipt of which, | suppose,” observed Mr. Pawle dryly, "nothing
would ever be heard again of your lordship's long-lost uncle, the rightful
owner of all that Your Lordship possesses?"

Lord Ellingham laughed.

"So | gathered!" he answered.

"I wish I'd been present when Methley and Woodlesford put forward
that proposition," exclaimed the old lawyer. "Did they seem serious?"

"Oh, | think they were quite serious,"” replied Lord Ellingham. "They
seemed so; they spoke of it as what they called a domestic arrangement."

"Excellent phrase!" remarked Mr. Pawle. "And what said your lordship
to theirNor the claimant's proposition?"

"l told them that the matter was so serious that they and | must seemy
solicitors about it," answered Lord Ellingham, "and | arranged to meet
them here at one o'clock today. They quite agreed that that was the prop-
er thing to do, and went away. ThenNyou and Mr. Viner called."

"With, | understand, another extraordinary story," remarked Mr. Car-
less. "The particulars of which His Lordship has also told me. Now,
Pawle, what do you really say about all this?"

Mr. Pawle smote his clenched right fist on the palm of his open left
hand.

"I will tell you what | say, Carless!"he exclaimed with emphasis. "l say
that whatever the papers and documents were which were produced by
this man to Methley and Woodlesford, they were stolen from the body of
John Ashton, who was foully murdered in Lonsdale Passageonly last
week. I'll stake all | have on that! Now, then, did this claimant steal
them? Did he murder John Ashton for them? NoNa thousand times no,
for no man would have been such a fool asto come forward with them
so soon after his victim's death! This claimant doesn't know how or
where or when they were obtainedNhe doesn't suspectthat murder's in
it. Now, thenNwhere did he get them? Who's at the back of him?
WhoNto be plainNwho's making a cat's-paw of him? Find that out, and
we shall know who murdered John Ashton!"
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Viner, glancing at Lord Ellingham and at Mr. Carless, saw that Mr.
Pawle's words had impressed them greatly, the solicitor especially. He
nodded sympathetically, and Mr. Pawle went on speaking.

“Listen here, Carless!"he continued. "Mr. Viner and | have beeninvest-
igating this caseasfar aswe could, largely to save a man whom we both
believe to be absolutely innocent of murder. | have come to certain con-
clusions. John Ashton, many years ago, fell in with the missing Lord
Marketstoke, then living under the name of Wickham, in Australia, and
they becameclose friends. At some time or other, Wickham told Ashton
the real truth about himself, and when he died, left his little daughterN"

Carless looked sharply round.

"Ah!" he exclaimed. "So there's a daughter?"

"There is a daughter, and her name is AviceNa name borne by a good
many women of the Cave-Gray family," answered Mr. Pawle with a sig-
nificant glance at his fellow-practitioner. "But let me go on: Wickham left
his daughter, her mother being dead, in Ashton's guardianship. Shewas
then about six years of age. Ashton sent her to school here in England.
About twelve or thirteen years later, he came home and settled in
Markendale Square. He brought Avice Wickham to live with him. He
handed over to her a considerable sum, which, he said, her father had
left in his hands for her. And then, secretly, Ashton went down to Mar-
ketstoke and evidently made certain inquiries and investigations.
Whether he was going to reveal the truth asto what | have just told you,
we don't knowNprobably he was. But he was murdered, and we all
know when and where. And | say he was murdered for the sake of these
very papers which we now know were produced to Methley and
Woodlesford by this claimant. Now, thenN"

Mr. Carless suddenly bent forward.

"A moment, Pawle!" he said. "If this man Wickham really was the lost
Lord Marketstoke, and he's dead, and he left a daughter, and the
daughter's aliveN"

"Well?" demanded Mr. Pawle. "Well?"

"Why, then, of course, that daughter," said Mr. Carless slowly, "that
daughter isN"

A clerk opened the door and glanced at his employer.

“Mr. Methley and Mr. Woodlesford, sir,” he announced. "By
appointment.”
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Chapter 1 8

LET HIM APPEAR!

The meeting between the solicitors suggested to Viner and to Lord
Ellingham, who looked on curiously while they exchangedformal greet-
ings and explanations, a certain solemnityNeach of them seemedto im-
ply in look and manner that this was an unusually grave occasion. And
Mr. Carless, assuming the direction of things, became almost judicial in
his deportment.

"Well, gentlemen," he said, when they had all gathered about his desk.
“Lord Ellingham hasinformed me of what passedbetween you and him-
self at his house yesterday. In plain language, the client whom you rep-
resent claims to be the Lord Marketstoke who disappeared so completely
many years ago, and therefore the rightful Earl of Ellingham. Now, a
first questionNdo you, as his legal advisers, believe in his claim?"

"Judging by the proofs with which he hasfurnished us, yes,"answered
Methley. "There seems to be no doubt of it."

"We'll ask for these proofs presently,” remarked Mr. Carless."But now
a further question: Your clientNwhom we'll now call the claimantNhad,
| understand, no desire to take up his rightful position, and suggeststhat
the secretshall remain a secret,and that he shall be paid a hundred thou-
sand pounds to hold his tongue?"

"If you put it that wayNyes," replied Methley.

"I don't know in what other way it could be put,” said Mr. Carless
grimly. "It's the plain truth. But now, if Lord Ellingham refusesthat offer,
does your client intend to commence proceedings?"

"Our instructions areNyes," answered Methley.

"Very good," said Mr. Carless. "Now, thenNwhat are these proofs?"

Methley turned to his partner, who immediately thrust a hand in his
breastpocket and produced a long envelope.

"l have them here," said Woodlesford. "Our client intrusted them to us
so that we might show them to Lord Ellingham, if necessary.There are
not many documentsNthey all relate to the period of our client's life
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before he left England. There are one or two important letters from his
father, the seventh Earl, two or three from his mother; there is also his
mother's will. There is one letter from his younger brother, to whom he
had evidently, more than once, announced his determination of leaving
home for a considerable time. There are two letters from your own firm,
relating to some property which Lord Marketstoke disposed of before he
left London. There is a schedule or memorandum of certain personal ef-
fects which he left in his rooms at Ellingham Hall: there is also a receipt
from his bankers for a quantity of plate and jewellery which he had de-
posited with them before leavingNthese things had been left him by his
mother. There are also two documents which he seemsto have con-
sidered it worth while to preserve all these years," concluded Woodles-
ford with asmile. "One is a letter informing him that he had beenelected
a member of the M.C.C.; the other is his commission as a justice of the
peace for the county of Buckinghamshire."

As he detailed thesethings, Woodlesford laid eachspecified paper be-
fore Mr. Carless, and then they all gathered round, and examined each
exhibit. The various documents were somewhat faded with age, and the
edgesof somewere worn asif from long folding and keeping in a pock-
etbook. Mr. Carless hastily ran his eye over them.

"Very interesting, gentlemen," he remarked. "But you know, aswell as
| do, that these things don't prove your client to be the missing Lord
Marketstoke. A judge and jury would want a lot more evidence than
that. The mere fact that your man is in possessionof all these documents
proves nothing whatever. He may have stolen them!"

"From what we have seenof our client, Mr. Carless," observed Meth-
ley, with some stiffness of manner, "there is no need for such a
suggestion.”

"l dare say we shall all seea good deal of your client before this matter
is settled, Mr. Methley," retorted Mr. Carless. "And even when | have
seena lot of him, | should still say the sameNhe may have stolen them!
What else has he to prove that he's what he says he is?"

"He is fully conversant with his family history," said Woodlesford. "He
can give a perfectly full andNso far aswe can judgeNaccurate account
of his early life and of his subsequent doings. He evidently knows all
about Ellingham Hall, Marketstoke and the surroundings. | think if you
were to examine him on these points, you would find that his memory is
surprisingly fresh."

"I have no doubt that it will come to his being examined on a great
many points and in much detail,” said Mr. Carlesswith a dry smile. "Of
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course, | shall be much interested in seeinghim. You see,l remember the
missing Lord Marketstoke very well indeedNhe was often in here when
|, as a lad of nineteen or twenty, was articled to my own father. And
now, gentlemen, I'll ask you a question and commend it to your intelli-
genceand common sense:if your client is this man he claims to be, why
didn't he come straight to Carless and Driver, whom he would remem-
ber well enough, instead of going to Methley and Woodlesford? Come,
now?"

Neither visitor answered this question, and Mr. Pawle suddenly
turned on them with another.

"Did your client mention to you that he knew Carless and Driver as
the family solicitors?" he asked.

“No, | can't say that he did," admitted Methley. "After all, thirty-five
years' absence, you knowN"

"You said just now that his memory was surprisingly fresh," interrup-
ted Mr. Pawle.

"Surely,"” replied Woodlesford, "surely you can't expecta man who has
been away from England all that time to remember everything!"

"l should have expected Lord Marketstoke to have gone straight to the
family solicitors, anyway," retorted Mr. Pawle. "Obvious thing to doNif
his story is a true one."

Woodlesford glanced at his partner, and repossessing himself of the
documents, began to arrange them in the envelope from which he had
drawn them.

"We cannot, of course, say positively who our client is or who he is
not," he said. "All we can say is that he came to us with an introduction
from an old client of ours whom we knew very well, and that his story
seemsto us to be quite credible. No doubt he can bring further proof.
That he did not come here in the first instanceN"

“I'll tell you why I, personally, am very much surprised that he didn't,"
interrupted Mr. Carless."You told Lord Ellingham yesterday that your
client saw no end of advertisements for him at the time of his father's
death. Now, we, Carlessand Driver, sentout those advertisementsNour
name was appended to every one of them, wherever they appeared.
Why, then, when this manNif he is the real manNreturned home, did he
not come to us? For there are three persons in this office whoNbut wait!"

He touched a bell; the clerk who had announced Methley and
Woodlesford put his head in at the door.
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"Ask Mr. Portlethwaite to come here," commanded Mr. Carless."And
just find out if Mr. Driver is in his room. Portlethwaite can tell me when
he comes."

An elderly, grey-haired man presently appeared and closed the door
behind him as if aware of the sacred nature of the proceedings.

“Mr. Driver is out, Mr. Carless," he said. "You wanted me, | think?"

"Our senior clerk,” observed Mr. Carless, by way of introduction.
"Portlethwaite, you remember the Lord Marketstoke who disappeared
some thirty-five years ago?"

Mr. Portlethwaite smiled.

"Quite well, Mr. Carless!" he answered. "As if it were yesterday. He
used to come here a good deal, you know."

"Do you think you'd know him again, Portlethwaite, after all these
years?" asked Mr. Carless. "Thirty-five years, mind!"

The elderly clerk smiledNmore assuredly than before. Then he looked
significantly at a corner of the room, and Mr. Carlesstook the hint, and
rising from his chair, went aside with him. Portlethwaite whispered
something in his employer's ear, and Carless suddenly laughed and
nodded.

"To be sureNto be sureNI remember now!" he said aloud. "Thank you,
Portlethwaite: that's all. Well, gentlemen," he continued, returning to his
desk when the clerk had gone. "l think the bestthing you can do is to
bring your client hereNif he is the real and genuine article, he will, 1 am
sure, be very glad indeed to meet three persons who knew him quite in-
timately in the old daysNMr. Driver, Mr. Portlethwaite and myself. And
| really don't know that there's any more to do or say."

The two visitors rose, and Methley looked at Mr. Carlessin a question-
ing fashion.

"Am | to go away with the impression that you believe our client to be
an impostor?" he said quietly.

"Frankly | do!" answered Mr. Carless.

"So do I'" exclaimed Mr. Pawle. "Emphatically so!"

“In that case," said Methley, "l see no advantage in bringing him here."

“Not even anything to your own advantage?" suggested Mr. Carless,
with a keen glance which passedfrom one partner to the other. "You, as
reputable practitioners of our profession, don't want to be mixed up with
an impostor?"

"We should be very sorry to be mixed up in any way with an impost-
or, Mr. Carless!" said Methley.
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Mr. Carlesspursed his lips for a moment asif he were never going to
open them again; then he suddenly relaxed them.

"l tell you what it is, gentlemen!" he said. "I'm only anticipating mat-
ters in saying what I'm going to say, and I'm saying it becausel feel sure
you are quite sincere and genuine in this affair and are being deceived. If
you will bring your client here, there are three of us in this office who, as
my old clerk hasjust reminded me, can positively identify him on the in-
stant if he is the man he claims to be. Positively, | say, and at once!
There!"

"May one ask how?" said Woodlesford.

"No!" exclaimed Mr. Carless. "Bring him! Telephone an appoint-
mentNand we'll settle the matter as soon as he sets foot inside that
door."

"May we tell him that?" asked Methley.

"You can do asyou like," answered Mr. Carless."Between ourselves, |
shouldn't! But | assure youNwe can tell in one glance! That's a fact!"

The two solicitors went away; and Viner, who had closely watched
Methley during the interview, followed them out and hailed Methley in
the corridor outside Mr. Carless' room.

"May | have a word with you?" he asked, drawing him aside. "l don't
know if you remember, but | saw you the other night in the parlour of
that old tavern in Notting HillNyou came in while | was there?"

"I had some idea that | remembered your face when we were intro-
duced just now," said Methley. "Yes, | think | do rememberNyou were
sitting in a corner near the hearth?"

"Just so," agreed Viner. "And | heard you ask the landlord a question
about a gentleman whom you used to meet there sometimesNyou left
some specimen cigars with the landlord for him."

"Yes," assented Methley wonderingly.

"You never knew that man's name?" continued Viner. "Nor who he
was? Just soNso | gathered. Then I'll tell you. There was a good reason
why he had not been to that tavern for some nights. He was John
Ashton, the man who was murdered in Lonsdale Passage!"

Viner was watching his man with all the keennessof which he was
capable, and he saw that this announcement fell on Methley as an abso-
lute surprise. He started as only a man can start who has astounding
news given to him suddenly.

"God bless me!" he exclaimed. "You don't mean it! Of course, | know
about that murderNour own district. And | saw Ashton's picture in the
paperNbut then there are so many elderly men of that typeNbroad
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features, trimmed grey beard! Dear me, dear me! A very pleasant, genial
fellow. I'm astonished, Mr. Viner."

Viner resolved on a bold stepNhe would take it without consulting
Mr. Pawle or anybody. He drew Methley further aside.

"Mr. Methley," he said. "You're a man of honour, and | trust you with a
secret,to be kept until | releaseyou from the obligation of secrecy.l have
reasons for getting at the truth about Ashton's murderNso has Mr.
Pawle. He and | have been making investigations and inquiries, and we
are convinced, we are positive, that these papers which your partner
now has in his pocket were stolen from Ashton's dead bodyNthat, in
fact, Ashton was murdered for the possessionof them. And | tell you, for
your own sakeNfind out who this client of yours is! That he was the ac-
tual murderer | don't believe for a secondNhe is probably a mere cat's-
paw. ButNwho's behind him? If you can do anything to find out the
truth, do it!"

That Methley was astonished beyond belief was so evident that Viner
was now absolutely convinced of his sincerity. He stood staring open-
mouthed for a moment: then he glanced at Woodlesford, who was wait-
ing at some distance along the corridor.

"Mr. Viner!" he said. "You amaze me! Listen: my partner is as sound
and honest afellow asthere is in all London. Let me tell him thisNI'll en-
gage for his secrecy.If you'll consentto that, I'll seethat, without a word
from us asto why, this man who claims to be the missing Lord Markets-
toke is brought here. If what you say is true, we are not going to be part-
ners to a crime. Let me tell WoodlesfordN!I'll answer for him."

Viner considered this proposition for a moment.

"Very well" he said at last. "Tell himNI shall trust you both. Remem-
berNit's between the three of us. | shan't say a word to Pawle, nor to
Carless.You know there's a man's life at stakeNHyde's! Hyde is asinno-
cent as | amNhe's an old schoolfellow of mine."

"l understand," said Methley. "Very well, trust to me, Mr. Viner."

He went off with a reassuring nod, and Viner returned to Mr. Carless'
room. The three men he had left there were deep in conversation, and as
he entered, Mr. Carless smote his hand on the desk before him.

“This is certain!" he exclaimed. "We must have this Miss Avice Wick-
ham hereNat once!"
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Chapter 1 9

UNDER EXAMINATION

Mr. Pawle nodded assent to this proposition and rose from his chair.

"It's the only thing to do," he said. "We must get to the bottom of this
as quickly aspossibleNwhether Miss Wickham can tell us much or little,
we must know what she can tell. Let us all meet here again at three
o'clockNI will send one of my clerks to fetch her. But let us be clear on
one pointNare we to tell this young lady what our conclusions are, re-
garding herself?"

"Your conclusions!" said Mr. Carless,with a sly smile. "We know noth-
ing yet, you know, Pawle."

"My conclusions, then," assented Mr. Pawle. "Are weN"

Lord Ellingham quietly interrupted the old lawyer.

"Pardon me, Mr. Pawle," he said, "but before we go any further, do
you mind telling me, briefly, what your conclusions really are!"

"I will tell your lordship in afew words," answered Mr. Pawle, readily.
"Wrong or right, my conclusions are these: From certain investigations
which Mr. Viner and | have made since this affair beganNwith the
murder of AshtonNand from certain evidence which we have un-
earthed, | believe that Ashton's friend Wickham, the father of the girl we
are going to produce this afternoon, was in reality your lordship's uncle,
the missing Lord Marketstoke. | believe that Ashton cameto England in
order to prove this, and that he was probably about to begin proceedings
when he was murderedNfor the sake of those papers which we have just
seen.And | believe, too, that we have not seenall the papers which were
stolen from his dead body. What was produced to us just now by Meth-
ley and Woodlesford was a selectionNthe probability is that there are
other and more important papers in the hands of the murderer, whose
cat's-paw or accomplice this claimant, whoever he may be, is. | believe,"
concluded Mr. Pawle, with emphasis, "that my conclusions will be found
to be correct ones, based on indisputable fact."

Lord Ellingham looked from one solicitor to the other.
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“Then," he said, with something of a smile, "if Wickham was really my
uncle, Lord Marketstoke, and this young lady you tell me of is his
daughterNwhat, definitely, is my position?"

Mr. Pawle looked at Mr. Carless, and Mr. Carless shook his head.

"If Mr. Pawle's theory is correct," he said, "and mind you, Pawle, it will
take a lot of proving. If Mr. Pawle's theory is correct, the position, my
lord, is this. The young lady we hear of is Countess of Ellingham in her
own right! Shewould not be the first woman to succeedto the title: there
was a Countess of Ellingham in the time of George the Third. Shewould,
of course, have to prove her claim before the House of LordsNif made
good, she succeedsto titles and estates. That's the plain English of
itNand upon my honour," concluded Mr. Carless, "it's one of the most
extraordinary things | ever heard of. This other affair is nothing to it!"

Lord Ellingham again inspected the legal countenances.

"l seenothing at all improbable about it," he said. "We may aswell face
that fact at once. | will be here at three o'clock, Mr. Carless.| confess|
should like to meet my cousinNif she really is that!"

"Your Lordship takes it admirably!" exclaimed Mr. Carless. "But
reallyNwell, | don't know. However, we shall see.But, 'pon my honour,
it's most odd! One claimant disposed of, another, a more formidable one,
comes on!"

"But we have not disposed of the first, have we?" suggested Lord
Ellingham.

"I don't anticipate any trouble in that quarter,” answered Mr. Carless.
"As | said to those two who have just gone outNsend or bring the man
here, and we'll tell in one minute if he's what he claims to be!"

"ButNhow?" asked Lord Ellingham. "You seem very certain."

"Dead certain!" asserted Mr. Carless. He looked round his callers and
laughed. "I may aswell tell you," he said. "Portlethwaite drew me aside
to remind me of it. The real Lord Marketstoke, if he were alive, could
easily be identified. He lost a finger when a mere boy."

"Ah!" exclaimed Mr. Pawle. "GoodNexcellent! Bestbit of evidence I've
heard of. Hang this claimant! Now we can tell if Wickham really was
Lord Marketstoke. If necessary, we can have his body exhumed and
examined."

"It was a shooting accident," continued Mr. Carless."He was out shoot-
ing in the park at Ellingham when a boy of fourteen or fifteen; he was us-
ing an old muzzle-loading gun; it burst, and he lost his second fin-
gerNthe right hand. It was, of course, very noticeable. Now, that small
but very important fact is most likely not known to Methley and
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Woodlesford's clientNbut it's known to Driver and to Portlethwaite and
to me, and now to all of you. If this man comes hereNlook at his right
hand! If he possesses his full complement of fingers, wellN"

Mr. Carlessended with a significant grimace, and Mr. Pawle, nodding
assent,returned to the question which he was putting when Lord Elling-
ham interrupted him.

"Now let us settle the point | raised," he said. "Are we to tell Miss
Wickham what my conclusions are, or are we to leave her in ignorance
until we get proof that they are correct?"

"OrNincorrect!" answered Mr. Carless with an admonitory laugh. "I
should sayNat present, tell her nothing. Let us find out all we can from
her; there are several questions | should like to ask her, myself, arising
out of what you have told us. Leave all the rest until a later period. If
your theory is correct, Pawle, it can be established, if it isn't, the girl may
as well be left in ignorance that you ever raised it."

"Until three o'clock, then," said Mr. Pawle.

Three o'clock found the old lawyer and Viner pacing the pavement of
Lincoln's Inn Fields in expectation of Miss Wickham's arrival. She came
at last in the taxicab which Mr. Pawle had sent for her, and her first
words on stepping out of it were of surprise and inquiry.

"What is it, Mr. Pawle?" she demanded as she shook hands with her
two squires. "More questions? What's it all about?"

Mr. Pawle nudged Viner's arm.

"My dear young lady," he answered in grave and fatherly fashion,
"you must bear in mind that a man's life is in danger. We are doing all
we can to clear that unfortunate young fellow Hyde of the dreadful
charge which has been brought against him, and to do that we must get
to know all we can about your late guardian, you know."

"I know so little about Mr. Ashton," said Miss Wickham, looking ap-
prehensively at the building towards which she was being conducted.
"Where are you taking me?"

"To a solicitor's officeNfriends of mine," answered Mr. Pawle. "Carless
and DriverNexcellent people. Mr. Carlesswants to ask you a few ques-
tions in the hope that your answers will give us a little more light on
Ashton's history. You needn't be afraid of Carless," he added as they
beganto climb the stairs. "Carlessis quite a pleasant fellowNand he has
with him a very amiable young gentleman, Lord Ellingham, of whom
you needn't be afraid, either."

"And why is Lord Ellingham, whoever he may be, there?" inquired
Miss Wickham.
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“Lord Ellingham is also interested in your late guardian,” replied Mr.
Pawle. "In fact, we are all interested. Sonow, rub up your memoryNand
answer Mr. Carless' questions."

Viner remained in the background, quietly watching, while Mr. Pawle
effected the necessary introductions. He was at once struck by what
seemedto him an indisputable factNbetween Lord Ellingham and Miss
Wickham there was an unmistakable family likeness. And he judged
from the curious, scrutinizing look which Mr. Carless gave the two
young people asthey shook hands that the same idea struck himNMr.
Carless wound up that look in a significant glance at Mr. Pawle, to
whom he suddenly muttered a few words which Viner caught.

"By Jove!" he whispered. "I shouldn't wonder if you're right."

Then he placed Miss Wickham in an easy-chair on his right hand, and
cast a preliminary benevolent glance on her.

"Mr. Pawle," he began, "has told us of your relationship with the late
Mr. AshtonNyou always regarded him as your guardian?"

"He was my guardian,"” answered Miss Wickham. "My father left me in
his charge."

"Just so. Now, have you any recollection of your father?"

"Only very vague recollections. | was scarcely six, | think, when he
died."

"What do you remember about him?"

"| think he was a tall, handsome manNI have someimpression that he
was. | think, too, that he had a fair complexion and hair. But it's all very
vague."

"Do you remember where you lived?"

"Only that it was in a very big townNMelbourne, of course.| have re-
collections of busy streetsNI remember, too, that when | left there it was
very, very hot weather."

"Do you remember Mr. Ashton at that time?"

"Oh, yesNI remember Mr. Ashton. | had nobody else, you see;my
mother had died when | was quite little; | have no recollection whatever
of her. | remember Mr. Ashton's house, and that he used to buy me lots
of toys. His house was in a quiet part of the town, and he had a big,
shady garden."

"How long, so far as you remember, did you live with Mr. Ashton
there?"

“Not very long, | think. He told me that | was to go to England, to
school. For a little time before we sailed, | lived with Mrs. Roscombe,
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with whom | cameto England. Shewas very kind to me; | was very fond
of her."

"And who was Mrs. Roscombe?"

"| didn't know at the time, of courseNI only knew she was Mrs. Ro-
scombe.But Mr. Ashton told me, not long before his death, who shewas.
Shewas the widow of some government official, and she was returning
to England in consequenceof his death. So she took charge of me and
brought me over. She used to visit me regularly at school, every week,
and | used to spend my holidays with her until she died."

"Ah!" said Mr. Carless. "She is dead?"

"She died two years ago," answered Miss Wickham.

"I wish she had been living," observed Mr. Carless, with a glance at
Mr. Pawle. "l should have liked to seeMrs. Roscombe.Well," he contin-
ued, turning to Miss Wickham, "so Mrs. Roscombebrought you to Eng-
land, to school. What school?"

"Ryedene School."

"Ryedene! That's one of the most expensive schools in England, isn't
it?"

"| don't know. INperhaps it is."

"I happen to know it is," said Mr. Carless dryly. "Two of my clients
have daughters there, now. I've seentheir bills! Do you know who paid
yours?"

“No," she answered, "l don't know. Mr. Ashton, | suppose.”

"You had everything you wanted, | dare say! Clothes, pocket-money,
and so on?"

"I've always had everything | wanted," replied Miss Wickham.

"And you were at Ryedene twelve years?"

"Except for the holidaysNyes."

"You must be a very learned young lady," suggested Mr. Carless.

Miss Wickham looked round the circle of attentive faces.

"I can play tennis and hockey very well," she said, smiling a little.
"And | wasn't bad at cricket the last seasonor twoNwe played cricket
there. But I'm not up to much at anything else, except that | can talk
French decently."

"Physical culture, eh?" observed Mr. Carless, smiling. "Very well!
Now, then, in the end Mr. Ashton came home to England, and of course
came to seeyou, and in due course you left school, and came to his
house in Markendale Square,where he got a Mrs. Killenhall to look after
you. All that correct? Yes?Well, then, | think, from what Mr. Pawle tells
me, Mr. Ashton handed over a lot of money to you, and told you it had
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beenleft to you, or left in his charge for you, by your father? That is cor-
rect too? Very well. Now, did Mr. Ashton never tell you anything much
about your father?"

“No, he never did. Beyond telling me that my father was an English-
man who had gone out to Australia and settled there, he never told me
anything. But," here Miss Wickham paused and hesitated for a while, "I
have an idea," she continued in the end, "that he meant to tell me
somethingNwhat, |, of course, don't know. He once or twiceNhinted
that he would tell me something, some day."

"You didn't press him?" suggested Mr. Carless.

"l don't think | am naturally inquisitive," replied Miss Wickham. "I cer-
tainly did not presshim. | knew he'd tell me, whatever it was, in his own
way."

"One or two other questions,” said Mr. Carless. "Do you know who
your mother was?"

"Only that she was some one whom my father met in Australia."

"Do you know what her maiden name was?"

“No, only her Christian name; that was Catherine. Sheand my father
are buried together."

"Ah!" exclaimed Mr. Carless. "That is something else | was going to
ask. You know where they are buried?"

"Oh, yes! Because,before we sailed, Mrs. Roscombe took me to the
churchyard, or cemetery, to see my father's and mother's grave. | re-
membered that perfectly. Her own husband was buried there too, close
by. | remember how we both cried."

Mr. Carless suddenly pointed to the ornament which Miss Wickham
was wearing.

"Will you take that off, and let me look at it?" he asked. "Thank you,"
he said, as she somewhat surprisedly obeyed. "I believe," he continued,
as he quietly passedthe ornament to Lord Ellingham, "that Mr. Ashton
gave you this and told you it had belonged to your father? Justso! Well,"
he concluded, handing the ornament back, "I think that's all. Much ob-
liged to you, Miss Wickham. You won't understand all this, but you will,
later. Now, one of my clerks will get you a car, and we'll escort you
down to it."

“No," said Lord Ellingham, promptly jumping to his feet. "Allow
meNI'm youngest. If Miss Wickham will let meN"

The two young people went out of the room together, and the three
men left behind looked at each other. There was a brief and significant
silence.
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"Well, Carless?" said Mr. Pawle at last. "How now?"
"Pon my honour," answered Mr. Carless,"l shouldn't wonder if you're
right!"
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Chapter 2 O

SURPRISING READINESS

Mr. Pawle made a gesture which seemedto denote a certain amount of
triumphant self-satisfaction.

“I'm sure I'm right!" he exclaimed. "You'll find out that I'm right! But
there's a tremendous lot to do, Carless. If only that unfortunate man,
Ashton, had lived, he could have cleared this matter up at once. | feel
convinced that he possessedpapers which would have proved this girl's
claim beyond dispute. Those papers, of courseN"

"Now, what particular papers are you thinking of?" interrupted Mr.
Carless.

"Well," replied Mr. Pawle, "such papers as proofs of her father's mar-
riage, and of her own birth. According to what shetold us just now, her
father was married in Australia, and she herself was born there. There
must be documentary proof of that."

"Her father was probably married under his assumed name of Wick-
ham," observed Mr. Carless. "You'll have to prove that Wickham and
Lord Marketstoke were identicalNwere one and the same person. The
fact is, Pawle, if this girl's claim is persisted in, there'll have to be a very
searching inquiry made in Australia. However much | may feel that your
theory may beNprobably isNright, | should have to advise my client,
Lord Ellingham, to insist on the most complete investigation."

"To be sure, to be sure!" assentedMr. Pawle. "That's absolutely neces-
sary. But my own impression is that aswe get into the secretof Ashton's
murder, as| make no doubt we shall, there will be more evidence forth-
coming. Now, asregards this man, whoever he is, who claims to be the
missing Lord MarketstokeN"

At that moment a clerk entered the room and glanced at Mr. Carless.

"Telephone message from Methley and Woodlesford, sir," he an-
nounced. "Mr. Methley's compliments, and if agreeableto you, he can
bring his client on to see you this afternoonNat once, if convenient."
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Mr. Carless looked at Mr. Pawle, and Mr. Pawle nodded a silent
assent.

“Tell Mr. Methley it's quite agreeable and convenient,” answered Mr.
Carless. "l shall be glad to seethem bothNat once. Um!" he muttered
when the clerk had withdrawn. "Somewhat sudden, eh, Pawle? You
might almost call it suspicious alacrity. Evidently the gentleman has no
fear of meeting us!"

"You may be quite certain, Carless,if my theory about the whole thing
Is a sound theory, that the gentleman will have no fear of meeting any-
body, not even a judge and jury!" answered Mr. Pawle sardonically. "If |
apprehend things rightly, he'll have been very carefully coached and
prepared.”

"You think there's a secret conspiracy behind all this?" suggested Mr.
Carless. "With this claimant as cat's-pawNwell tutored to his task?"

"l do!" affirmed Mr. Pawle. "Emphatically, | do!"

"Aye, well!" said Mr. Carless."Don't forget what | told you about the
missing fingerNmiddle finger of the right hand. And I'll have Driver in
here, and Portlethwaite, too; we'll seeif he knows which is which of the
three of us. I'll go and prepare them."

He returned presently with his partner, a quiet, elderly man; a few
minutes later Portlethwaite, evidently keenly interested, joined them.
They and Mr. Pawle began to discuss certain legal matters connected
with the immediate business,and Viner purposely withdrew to a corner
of the room, intent on silently watching whatever followed on the arrival
of the visitors. A quarter of an hour later Methley was shown into the
room, and the five men gathered there turned with one accord to look at
his companion, a tall, fresh-coloured, slightly grey-haired man of
distinctly high-bred appearance, who, Viner saw at once, was much
more self-possessedand assured in manner than any of the men who
rose to meet him.

"My client, Mr. Cave, who claims to be Earl of Ellingham,” said Meth-
ley, by way of introduction. "Mr. CarN"

But the other man smiled quietly and immediately assumed a lead.

“There is no need of introduction, Mr. Methley," he said. "I remember
all three gentlemen perfectly! Mr. CarlessNMr. DriverNandNyes, to be
sure, Mr. Portlethwaite! | have a good memory for faces."He bowed to
eachman ashe named him, and smiled again. "Whether these gentlemen
remember me as well as | remember them," he remarked, "is another
guestion!"

"May | offer you a chair?" said Mr. Carless.
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The visitor bowed, sat down, and took off his gloves. And in the si-
lence which followed, Viner saw that the eyesof Driver, Carless, Pawle
and Portlethwaite were all steadily directed on the claimant's right
handNhe himself turned to it, too, with no small interest. The next in-
stant he was conscious that an atmosphere of astonishment and surprise
had been set up in that room. For the middle finger of the man's right
hand was missing!

Viner felt, rather than saw, that the three solicitors and the elderly
clerk were exchanging glances of amazement. And he fancied that Mr.
Carless'voice, which had sounded cold and noncommittal as he offered
the visitor a seat, was somewhat uncertain when he turned to address
him.

"You claim, sir, to be the Lord Marketstoke who disappeared so many
years ago?" he asked, eyeing the claimant over.

"l claim to be exactly what | am, Mr. Carless," answered the visitor
with another ready and pleasant smile. "I hope your memory will come
to your aid."

"When a man has disappearedNabsolutelyNfor something like thirty-
five years," remarked Mr. Carless, "those whom he has left behind may
well be excused if their memories don't readily respond to sudden de-
mands. But | should like to ask you some questions?Did you seethe ad-
vertisements which were issued, broadcast, at the time of the seventh
Earl of Ellingham's death?"

"YesNin several English and Colonial papers," answered the claimant.

"Why did you not reply to them?"

"At that time | still perseveredin my intention of never again having
anything to do with my old life. | had no desireNat allNto come for-
ward and claim my rights. So | took no notice of your advertisements."

"And since thenNof late, to be exactNyou have changed your mind?"
suggested Mr. Carless dryly.

“To a certain extent only," replied the visitor, whose calm assurance
was evidently impressing the legal practitioners around him. "l have
already told Mr. Methley and his partner, Mr. Woodlesford, that | have
no desire to assume my title nor to require possession of the estates
which are certainly mine. | have lived a free life too long to wish
forNwhat | should come in for if | established my claim. But | have a
right to a share in the property which | quite willingly resign to my
nephewN"
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“In plain language,"” said Mr. Carless,"if you are paid a certain consid-
erable sum of money, you will vanish again into the obscurity from
whence you came? Am | right in that supposition?"

"I don't like your terminology, Mr. Carless,"answered the visitor with
a slight frown. "I have not lived in obscurity, andN"

"If you are what you claim to be, sir, you are Earl of Ellingham," said
Mr. Carlessfirmly, "and | may aswell tell you at once that if you prove
to us that you are, your nephew, who now holds title and estates,will at
once relinquish both. There will be no bargaining. It is all or nothing.
Our client, whom we know as Earl of Ellingham, is not going to traffic. If
you are what you claim to be, you are head of the family and must take
your place."

"We could have told you that once for all, if you had cometo us in the
first instance," remarked Mr. Driver. "Any other idea is out of the ques-
tion. It seemsto me most remarkable that such a notion as that which
you suggest should ever enter your head, sir. If you are Earl of Elling-
ham, you are!"

"And that reminds me,"” said Mr. Carless, "that there is another ques-
tion | should like to ask. Why, knowing that we have beenlegal advisers
to your family for several generations, did you not come straight to us,
instead of goingNMr. Methley, I'm sure, will pardon meNto a firm of
solicitors which, as far as | know, has never had any connection with it!"

"l thought it best to employ absolutely independent advice," replied
the visitor. "And | still think | was right. For example, you evidently do
not admit my claim?"

"We certainly admit nothing, at present!" declared Mr. Carlesswith a
laugh. "It would be absurd to expectit. The proofs which your solicitors
showed us this morning are no proofs at all. That those papers belonged
to the missing Lord Marketstoke there is no doubt, but your possession
of them at present does not prove that you are Lord Marketstoke or Lord
Ellingham. They may have been stolen!"

The claimant rose from his chair with a good deal of dignity. He
glanced at Methley.

"I do not seethat any good can come of this interview, Mr. Methley,"
he remarked in quiet, level tones."l am evidently to be treated asan im-
postor. In that case,"Nhe bowed ceremoniously to the men gathered
around Mr. Carless' deskN"I think it best to withdraw."

Therewith he walked out of the room; and Methley, after a quiet word
with Carless, followedNto be stopped in the corridor, for a second time
that day, by Viner, who had hurried after him.
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“I'm not going to express any opinion on what we've just heard,"
whispered Viner, drawing Methley aside, "but in view of what | told you
this morning, there's something | want you to do for me."

"Yes!" said Methley. "What?"

“That unlucky fellow Hyde, who is on remand, is to be brought before
the magistrate tomorrow morning," answered Viner. "Get himNthis
claimant there, to attend the court as a spectatorNgo with him! Use any
argument you like, but get him there! I've a reasonNwhich Il explain
later."

“I'l' do my best," promised Methley. "And I've an idea of what's on
your mind. You want to find out if Hyde can recognize him asthe man
whom he met at the Markendale Square end of Lonsdale Passage?"

"Well, that is my idea!" assented Viner. "So get him there."

Methley nodded and turned away; then he turned back and pointed at
Carless' room.

"What do they really think in there?"he whispered. "Tell meNbetween
ourselves?"

“That he is an impostor, and that there's a conspiracy," replied Viner.

Methley nodded again, and Viner went back. The men whom he had
left were talking excitedly.

“It was the only course to take!" Mr. Carless was declaring.
"Uncompromising hostility! We could do no other. You sawNquite
wellNthat he was all for money. | will engagethat we could have settled
with him for one half of what he asked. ButNwho is he?"

“The middle finger of his right hand is gone!" said Mr. Pawle, who had
been very quiet and thoughtful during the recent proceedings.
"Remember that, Carless!"

"A most extraordinary coincidence!" exclaimed Mr. Carless excitedly.
"| don't care twopence what anybody saysNwe all know that the most
surprising coincidences do occur. Nothing but a coincidence! | as-
sertNwhat is it, Portlethwaite?"

The elderly clerk had been manifesting a strong desire to get in a
word, and he now rapped his senior employer's elbow.

"Mr. Carless," he said earnestly, "you know that before | cameto you,
now nearly forty yearsago, | was a medical student: you know, too, you
and Mr. Driver, why | gave up medicine for the law. ButNIl haven't for-
gotten all of that | learned in the medical schools and the hospitals."

"Well, Portlethwaite," demanded Mr. Carless,"what is it? You've some
idea?"
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