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  Chapter One




  “A deed of dreadful note.”




  —Macbeth.
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  DOCTOR TERENCE AMBROSE was one of those unfortunate men who are compelled to do their own shopping because there is no one who will do it for them.

  Belonging, as he candidly acknowledged to the exasperating army of those who lose nine-tenths of their possessions and break the remainder, he showed his wisdom by burdening himself with as few

  belongings as possible. It would have been obvious to any woman that he classed a wife among the luxuries; his clothes betrayed that. Carrying a sandwich board he would have seemed in costume; his

  pockets bagged, the knees of his trousers bagged, the brims of his disreputable hats bagged; he gave the impression of having stripped a peg for a guinea. Yet in his Irish practice he was popular

  enough, although the men and women he brought into the world were seldom grateful; the older folk usually ascribed their cures to some herb or simple of their own or in a last resort to the parish

  priest, and none of them dreamed of paying his bills. On an insignificant legacy he struggled along, shabby, amused, indefatigable, being universally fleeced, aware of it but too lazy to take any

  defensive measures.




  An unexpected collapse in his own health brought him to London to see a certain specialist in the late summer of 1927 and incidentally involved him in that most perplexing tangle known as the

  Four Corners mystery.




  Finding himself one morning in September in a shopping neighbourhood Ambrose entered the first large store he espied and hazily demanded shirts. The very salesman perceived immediately that he

  was dealing with an imbecile and proceeded to load him with the throw-outs of last year’s stock. Ambrose glanced with anguished perplexity from violet to plum, from plum to dove-grey, from

  grey to green, and was aware of sudden and overwhelming relief when someone spoke his name. Turning, he saw a tall fine-drawn man in clerical garb, with thick grey hair, extraordinarily deep-set

  blue eyes and a haggard expression. His own momentary silence was not due to astonishment so much as to dismay at the metamorphosis the years had wrought. He and Gervase Blount had been intimate at

  Balliol, whence the latter had departed to read for the Bar, while Ambrose, who had no very definite plans, found himself suddenly pitchforked into medical practice. After his return to Ireland the

  two men met little, though Ambrose had heard of the other’s unexpected abandoning of a brilliant career in favour of Holy Orders, on the peculiar ground that mere justice alone would never

  solve the human problem. He was of that small army of remarkable men who believe that it is capable of solution.




  “Forgot you were a cleric,” murmured Ambrose tactlessly. “Got a London job these days?”




  Blount shook his head; it was a fine head and his face was scholarly and handsome, despite its worn appearance. No greater sartorial contrast than these two could well be conceived. Blount had a

  distinguished air and a perfect tailor; Ambrose had neither.




  “Up for a conference,” the priest explained. “And you?”




  “Some confounded bug has had the devilish impertinence to take up its residence in my blood,” returned Ambrose with some heat. “And a chap called Ferguson and myself are

  corralling it. A case,” he added with a grin, “of ‘Man, know thyself.’ Yes, what is it?”




  The haughty young assistant had interrupted them to know what Ambrose proposed to do about the shirts.




  “Well,” demanded the doctor irritably, “what do you advise?”




  “I really couldn’t say, sir,” answered the young man with a distant glance.




  “Then why the devil not? If you came to me with an abscess on the liver would you expect me to ask you your opinion of it? Wouldn’t you expect me to treat it? Of course you would.

  And aren’t you here to sell shirts? And who, sir, gave you the job of selling shirts if you’re so incompetent that you can’t even advise me as to colour and cut?”




  The assistant, shocked and alarmed by this development, hastily endeavoured to repair his blunder, but at that instant a shopwalker appeared to conciliate the offended client. Three minutes

  later Ambrose and the clergyman left the department, the former with a huge parcel under one arm and in the other hand a tattered paper list that frequent handling had rendered illegible.




  “Why not put in a long week-end with us?” suggested his companion with some eagerness. “There are one or two people staying in the house—my member, a young chap called

  Scott Egerton and his wife, an interesting pair, and you must meet Pamela.”




  No, decided Ambrose, whatever it was that had laid that weight on his spirit it wasn’t his wife. No mistaking the fellow’s attitude. He worshipped the ground she walked on. That

  infernal bishop, probably. But it was odd that a man so violently in love should be simultaneously so wretched. His manner forbade questions. Ambrose had intended to discover how his new avocation

  suited him, to learn all those small but essential details that mark the great changes in men’s lives, but he found himself compelled by delicacy to a sympathetic silence. Affection for his

  friend, however, together with an insatiable love of people and a loathing of London that was more prosperous and blatant than he hitherto remembered it, turned the scale and he said “Yes.

  Good scheme. What about Tuesday? A man I don’t like wants me to lunch with him on Tuesday.”




  2




  When Ambrose reached the small by-station of Little Kirbey, that links Four Corners up with civilisation, he saw no one on the sun-baked platform but a composed, slenderly built

  young man whose exquisite clothes were as great a contrast to Ambrose’s shiftlessness as could be conceived.




  There was a fresh wind blowing outside, despite the unusual heat of the late September sun, but not a hair of the young man’s head was disarrayed. The train, after the manner of

  unimportant country connections, was twenty minutes late, but no shadow of boredom or annoyance marred the serenity of his expression. As Ambrose tumbled out of his carriage—he was an

  essentially ungraceful man—and hesitated, the stranger approached, said, “Dr. Ambrose? My name’s Egerton. Blount sends all due apologies, but he has unexpectedly to be in Tenbeigh

  to-day, and commissioned me to meet you instead,” and offered his hand.




  “Very good of you,” said Ambrose cheerfully. “I say, half a minute. I must stop that devil of a porter. That bag’s only held together with string, and he’s handling

  it as if it were steel.” He raced down the platform with one bootlace flapping, and with complete sang-froid explained the position.




  “Do we ride, drive or fly?” he demanded, returning shortly to rejoin the young exquisite.




  “I thought we might walk, unless you prefer the station cab. A pretty frowsty vehicle that, and the road is insufferable. You can’t drive a car here, the roads weren’t built

  for anything but buggies and gigs. But walking will give you a rare insight into the indefinable charm of the English countryside.”




  So the porter was left in charge of the tatterdemalion box and the oddly assorted couple set off, striking away from the road into some particularly gloomy moorland, that presently showed sparse

  signs of cultivation in the shape of tumbledown fences and walls. The ground made very uneven going and was thickly sown with burdock and thistle; brambles meandered incorrigibly across the narrow

  path the pair followed, and more than once they had to stop and beat them aside with their sticks.




  “Are we saving much time by coming on this pestilential road?” asked Ambrose politely, as he disentangled his burberry from a peculiarly fierce thorn, too late, however, to save

  it.




  Egerton glanced at the rent with expert eyes. “I can mend that for you with a bit of Dunlop repair outfit,” he observed. “No, we don’t save a tremendous amount in time,

  but the road is so unspeakably monotonous.”




  Ambrose preserved a discreet and unusual silence, and they pushed their way through a gap and began to climb the steep, uneven ground, turning, as the wind warned them, seaward.




  “Are we far from the sea at Four Corners?” the doctor wanted to know.




  “Practically on the edge. It’s built a bit askew on a cliff, a particularly pleasant cliff that threatens to crumble and land us all in dissolution whenever the storm is heavy. But

  they say in the village that a fate protects the house. In the sixteenth century—yes, it’s quite an old place—the owner, a Sir Marvell Blount, sheltered a beggar who turned out to

  be Christ (that’s the legend), and in return the house is to be safe so long as it’s in the hands of the Blounts. We’re almost there now,” he added five minutes later.

  “You can catch a glimpse of the house through those trees. That wood incidentally is also supposed to be of miraculous extraction. It flourishes and apparently provides its own soil. Nice

  place, isn’t it? It’s one of Blount’s favourite walks.”




  They halted and stood staring out to sea. The tide was very low and the bright sunlight lit silver fires on the ribbed sands. The black tower of the Penywern Lighthouse rose up sinister against

  the blue sky, and there was no bird nor boat in sight, not even a child walking along the edge of the sea.




  “Quicksands,” explained Egerton briefly, meeting his companion’s inquiring glance. “If we follow this path we shall strike what’s vaingloriously called the carriage

  road in thirty seconds; it runs round the fences of Blount’s estate; this is a short cut. Mind your step.”




  “I don’t know that I particularly appreciate those rocks,” Ambrose confessed, gingerly moving a little further inland; “you keep to the cliff-edge if you like.” For

  the sides of the cliff at this point were precipitous and grown sparsely with stunted trees and bushes covered with shrivelled black buds and straggling bramble plants.




  “There’s a path somewhere just here, down the side of the cliff, I believe. All right if you know your way, but a chance slip would land you among those charmingly pointed rocks.

  However”—his voice changed to a detestable drawl that made the older man yearn to kick him—“it’s perfectly safe if you take reasonable care.” He went on in

  front, for the path along the cliff-edge was no wider than a cattle-rut and they had to proceed in single file. Ambrose looked down unappreciatively—and stopped.




  “I suppose the last chap didn’t take reasonable care,” he said in a dry voice, though he was sweating under his skin.




  Something in his tone surprised his companion, who turned like a flash and stood staring downwards.




  “What? Where?”




  Ambrose pointed. “Just below that withered ash, where that sort of platform hangs over the sea—result of a landslide, I should imagine. You can see him quite clearly.”




  Egerton, disposed to be impatient, asked, “Sure it isn’t one of those blackthorns that were uprooted in last month’s storms? There were several flung clean out of the earth

  along the coast here.”




  “Oh, teach your grandmother,” retorted the doctor contemptuously. “I was doing this sort of thing when you were in your pram.”




  Egerton came closer and stood beside him, shading his eyes with his hand. “You’re right,” he acknowledged, “and I beg your pardon.” He had a maddening knack of

  taking the wind out of other men’s sails. “It is a man.” They could both see him clearly now, a black, spread-eagled figure, lying perilously near the edge of the platform, on his

  face; beyond the fact that he was wearing black they could make out no details. Egerton stooped and picked up a stone; both men listened and after an endless time, very, very far away the faintest

  of concussions struck their ears.




  “Nasty fall that,” observed the young man coolly. “Further than it looks from this height. Any idea how far up we are?” He told him casually and Ambrose whistled.

  “If that unfortunate chap had chosen to slither a few feet either way,” Elgerton went on, “he’d have been with the stone by now and there’d have been no hope. As it is

  . . .” Thoughtfully he tested the ground under his feet. “Spongy,” he remarked. “We shall have to go down, of course. Fellow may be alive. Wonder where exactly that path

  is.”




  “May not be here at all,” rejoined Ambrose gloomily.




  “Oh, yes, I fancy so. That platform isn’t a new thing at all. There’s a note in one of the old Blount records of its having been used by smugglers. I dare say there

  are—or were once—caves at the bottom. They cut the steps, you know. I’ll find ’em in a minute.”




  Ambrose sighed. He was anything but prepossessed by the position; he disliked precipitous cliffs and hidden stairways and mysterious bodies. He wanted a rest and he felt that he was about to be

  embroiled in a complicated tangle that would probably have precisely the opposite effect. In which he was right. For the third time he looked over the cliff-side. The descent appeared to him steep

  and dangerous; so far as he could see from the top the platform was of a natural malformation about nine feet wide and eight feet long, jutting clear out of the side of the rock.




  He was still observing it with distaste when Egerton murmured coolly, “I thought as much,” and slipped unconcernedly over the edge. An instant later his face was on a level with the

  doctor’s boots. Ambrose watched him, lithe and steady and fearless, feeling his way down that apparently impossible precipice. Like a grey fly the fellow looked, getting smaller with every

  movement. He sighed. It was inconceivable that any harm should befall Egerton. No rocks were impossible to him, no deserts utterly pathless. If he had guaranteed to cross the Sahara without guide

  or compass all his friends would have backed him to do it. Ambrose, being an average man and more than normally clumsy, thought that he would most likely miss his footing and crash to an inglorious

  death among the rocks.




  “Look out for this tree as you come down,” called Egerton calmly, his voice expressing a faint surprise that the doctor should still be on terra firma. “It’s been

  hauled nearly out of the earth recently; one good rip and it would pitch overboard.”




  “I expect the fellow down there cannoned into it as he fell,” Ambrose remarked, reluctantly following Egerton over the side.




  The latter turned his head over his shoulder in a way that would have made the doctor giddy; he seemed deep in calculation.




  “Shouldn’t think it’s likely. If he’d ricochetted against that he’d have missed the platform altogether.” A moment later he had set foot on the ledge and was

  stamping on it vigorously with his heel.




  “Funny that,” he remarked. The platform itself was covered with thick coarse grass, closely matted, with wild sea-flowers, growing haphazard among the chalky stones with which the

  surface was strewn, in odd contrast with the top of the cliff that was innocent of either stones or flowers.




  “These,” observed Egerton, referring to the broken, jagged lumps of limestone lying all about his feet, “were presumably broken off by people descending; some of them are quite

  recent, some have been here for years. Those storms of last month would bring down a lot, I should think.” He stamped again.




  “Are you trying to commit suicide?” demanded Ambrose wrathfully. “I’m not a bit tired of the shadow-show yet.”




  “This isn’t quite so simple as I’d supposed,” admitted Egerton in so surprised a voice that Ambrose involuntarily chuckled. “I thought the fellow had probably

  slipped or been attacked by vertigo and smashed his skull. But he can’t have done that.”




  “Why not?” Ambrose asked, gingerly straightening himself and taking his bearings.




  “Because falling on to this stuff is like falling on to a pile of cushions. It’s positively resilient. Look here.” He drew a long pencil from his pocket and thrust it point

  downward through the tangle of matted grass that covered the shelf. When he withdrew it the point was glistening with dew but unsullied by earth or chalky substance. “And that’s nine

  inches, approximately. This bed must be at least a foot deep. He couldn’t fracture any bones here. Heart perhaps. But you’re a pro.” His gesture as he stood aside to give the

  other precedence was worthy of a court levee.




  “Take care you don’t trip!” Ambrose warned him, and at that moment caught his own foot in a tangle of bindweed and, but for Egerton’s powerful grasp on his arm, would

  have been on the rocks. That did nothing to steady his nerves, though he found it hard to discover any trace of emotion in Egerton’s handsome, immobile face. The next instant he was on his

  knees by the recumbent figure, and had turned it over, supporting the head.




  It was clear at once that the man was past all help. “A parson, by Gad,” exclaimed Ambrose, seeing the mark of the breast waistcoat and clerical collar. “What on earth was he

  doing here?”




  “The road we followed was a right of way through Blount’s property,” said Egerton woodenly. “There was nothing to prevent him, though it’s true the road isn’t

  used much. Though why he came at night . . .”




  “At night?”




  “Yes. Look at these.” He indicated the crushed blue and yellow flowers on which the body had lain.




  “I’m no botanist,” confessed Ambrose a shade irritably.




  “And I’m not a lecturer. It’s the condition of the flowers I want you to notice.” The doctor looked a second time. “You see? They’re all shut; and

  they’re commonly flowers that bloom by daylight.”




  Ambrose took his hands out of his pockets. “You’re damned clever. I see what you’re driving at, of course. If the flowers were shut when he pitched down here it must have been

  after dark.”




  “Or at all events before dawn. He’s no light-weight, and it’s utterly impossible for the flowers to have shut after he fell on them.”




  Ambrose nodded and the pair were silent for a moment looking at the dead man’s face. He was a tallish man, long-limbed, but woefully thin, about forty, handsome in a hawk-like fashion,

  with blue eyes set a shade close, thick, dark hair, rather coarse-growing, the face bronzed yet with a patchy effect as if his skin had taken the tint unevenly. He didn’t look to the doctor

  as if he were in very good condition physically, too thin, under-nourished probably, and he would have found it easy enough to believe that vertigo was the actual cause of death. As to this,

  however, there was no possible doubt. In the right temple was a bullet-wound. The man had been shot clean through the head, the bullet lodging in the brain.




  Without comment, Egerton rose rather abruptly and walked to the very edge of the platform, peering over in a manner that seemed to his companion suicidal.




  “What on earth are you looking at—or for?” he demanded.




  “His stick.”




  “Stick?”




  “Yes. He must have had one. No man bar a maniac would attempt to take this road without a stick.”




  “He may not have realised how bad the road was,” suggested the other feebly.




  “He wouldn’t have walked nearly three miles without discovering that. He’d have gone back. Unless—by George, that’s right. He didn’t come that way, of

  course.”




  The doctor stared at him in resentful bewilderment. “Did he fly down from the moon then?”




  “Look at his trousers—and then look at your own. Well?”




  “I never claimed much for my trousers,” acknowledged the doctor candidly. “But I don’t think they stand to lose anything by comparison. Why, I could see my face in

  these.”




  “I didn’t mean that precisely. But look at the knees and the calves. Look here.” He stooped and pulled a long thorn out of his own grey-flannelled knee. “If this chap

  took the road we did he couldn’t have escaped by miraculous intervention every bramble and briar on the way. It’s obvious, of course. He didn’t come that way. He came by the main

  road and missed his path?” He frowned inquiringly.




  “And laid himself neatly on his face here with a bullet in his head? You’re an English politician, aren’t you? I should have guessed that anyway. I’m glad you’ve

  got to convince the jury.”




  “Always supposing there’s a jury to convince,” agreed Egerton urbanely, disregarding the obvious badinage. “There’s something about the chin, though, that seems

  helpful.”




  The chin was certainly distinctive, displaying two noticeable scars of long standing, in marked contrast to the whiteness of the skin surrounding them. Egerton laid his hand for an instant over

  the scars, then withdrew it. The doctor, with an uneasy suspicion that he did nothing without a reason, wondered what he meant but asked no questions. Egerton rose to his feet again and, turning,

  stared upwards.




  “It’s a long fall,” he murmured cryptically.




  “It was a devilish long climb.”




  “And not much of a depression for a man of his size. Look at it.” Ambrose by this time had turned the man over and let the head loll against his knee, thus leaving clear the nest

  left in the tangled grass by the dead man’s face. “That and the stick together . . .” He mused awhile.




  “The stick proves nothing,” put in Ambrose doggedly. “He may have been one of those freaks who can’t bear to carry a stick. After all, his boots are heavy

  enough.”




  “Yes,” agreed Egerton soberly. “I’d noticed his boots, too. It’s very odd.”




  They were clumsy boots, cheap and shabby, though hardly well-worn. The leather, through usage and exposure, had swelled into humps and depressions that must have made them extremely

  uncomfortable to their wearer. They were round-toed, broken-laced, very heavy.




  “Odd that he should have been wearing boots without nails in them?” Ambrose hazarded.




  “No. Odd that they should be so clean. Even on the carriage road they’d show splashes. This fellow’s been dead—how long? Two days? Three. Right. It’s been dirty

  weather, without being precisely stormy. I wonder how he managed it.”




  “There’s been a certain amount of rain to wash away the mud.”




  “From the soles, too?” Egerton appeared unconvinced.




  “It’s possible,” Ambrose urged. “If you can’t find something more strange than that—I must confess it doesn’t seem particularly odd to me that a parson

  should be wearing such inferior boots. Parsons are generally poor men. Gervase is an exception.”




  “I didn’t mean it was queer that a man should own such boots. I meant it was strange that this man should be wearing some one else’s.”




  Ambrose started violently. “Are you sure?”




  “Well, look for yourself. Look at the man’s hands. They’re particularly finely-shaped, well-kept, fastidiously kept even; nails trim and polished.”




  “Well?”




  “Then, unless the fellow’s built out of all proportion, he couldn’t conceivably wear such boots with short, broad toes. However, one glance at his naked feet will show whether

  they are his or not.” He put out a hand then paused. “I suppose, legally, we’ve no right to touch him.”




  “Why not?”




  “The police might object.”




  The doctor whistled. “So it is murder, is it?”




  “I wouldn’t say that.” Egerton was nothing if not cautious, like most of his race. “But it’s on the cards. Another odd point—there isn’t a mark on the

  face, except those scars that have obviously been there for years. Yet he must have bumped on those bushes. However, I fancy the private individual isn’t invited to shove. his oar in in these

  affairs. All the same, I think I’ll risk the censure of the law, and, with you as my witness that I’ve done nothing to contravene the workings of justice, prove my point about the

  boots.” He went down on one knee and proceeded to unfasten one of the heavy, shapeless boots which he drew up to reveal a much-darned silk sock. “No woman put those darns in,” he

  observed shrewdly. “The worst woman darner doesn’t do work like that. A single man, or a man living apart from his wife, I should suppose.” He pulled off the sock to reveal a

  foot, long, well-kept, slender, finely-arched, free from all contusions, callouses or corns. Ambrose realised instantly that his young companion was right. A single day of those unspeakable boots

  would have raised blisters on such a foot. The dead man had the limbs of a sculptor’s model. A slight compression of the toes was the result of their being forcibly crushed into too short a

  boot; but there was no actual mark anywhere on the foot. The doctor was beginning reluctantly to switch round to Egerton’s view that there was foul play somewhere, and supposed that, allowing

  this supposition, the original plan had been to rob the body of all marks of identification and pitch it clean over the cliff into the sea. But the fact that the crime was staged for night had led

  it to its partial failure. Otherwise the body would have tossed about for some time, and eventually have been swallowed up by the quicksand that was particularly treacherous there.




  The left arm and hand had all this time remained hidden from them because of the manner in which Ambrose supported the body, but now he laid it gently on its back and Egerton noticed two things.

  One was that round the wrist was a livid blue mark; the second that the hand itself was clenched. Together they stooped over it; rigor mortis had set in and the doctor had the greatest

  difficulty in forcing the fingers apart. Lying within, apparently clutched in the death agony, was a black, bone button, rather large, showing the dragged ends of several black threads and a smooth

  tiny clipping of black cloth. When Egerton saw that button he let it lie in his hand for an instant, then made a gesture as if he would pitch it into the sinking sand. Then, still unaware of

  Ambrose’s curious eyes, he slipped it into his pocket and straightened himself.




  “Dirty work,” he observed curtly and shuddered in momentary distaste. “Wonder what really happened. Took him off his guard perhaps.”




  “Then why the struggle and the button?”




  “Good point. I don’t know. However, we’re simply guessing, always a stupid thing to do. Is there anything we’ve left undone? We’d better see if he’s got

  anything in his pockets that would help us.” But it was clear that all identification marks had been carefully removed. Not a letter or a card, nothing but a cheap, cotton handkerchief

  without marking of any kind, an imitation leather purse containing a few small coins in silver and copper, a penknife with a ring opening, an empty match-box, a small indelible pencil and some

  chocolate. Egerton examined the handkerchief fastidiously. It bore marks of a reddish-brown shade; he sniffed it.




  “Rust,” he observed. “That may be helpful.” But his tone was sceptical in the extreme. “Nothing else of any use,” he added tersely, sweeping the articles

  together and returning them to the pocket. “I see even the tags have been cut out of the clothes. We’d better go up and report this now. I think I shall turn it over to Blount.

  It’s hardly my affair.”




  “If you’re thinking you’ll escape the publicity you can abandon hope,” Ambrose warned him, scrambling unhandily up the cliff-side. “Your picture will be in all the

  halfpenny dailies.” He reached the top and instantly plunged inland away from that crumbling edge. His companion paused a moment longer gazing with the compassion of the young that the old

  find immeasurably impertinent, at the lonely black figure spread-eagled on the deserted rock.




  “Seems a shame to leave the poor devil alone,” he muttered; then shrugged his shoulders and turned to follow the doctor. The climb had been a stiff one and both men had reached the

  surface panting and dishevelled, but by some mysterious process only known to himself, within thirty seconds Egerton had regained the bandbox appearance on which his friends chaffed him so

  mercilessly. Even his fair hair was as smooth and scrupulously parted as always. They proceeded through a small wood that was civilised in comparison with their earlier environment, and thence

  through a painted gate into the long, sloping garden that was a miracle of man’s perseverance. For Blount had persuaded all manner of flowers to bloom, against nature, in that deplorable

  soil, and from the windows the garden was a rich treasury of gold and russet and bronze.




  They found Blount on the wide covered verandah with his wife and a second woman of so startling an appearance that Ambrose paused on the instant. The two were a magnificent foil the one for the

  other. The best expression that could be applied to Lady Blount was the out-of-date word “elegant.” She was tall and foppish and dark; very perfectly-dressed, very sure of herself, cool

  and sophisticated and detached, the type of woman whom a man would never learn to know unless she expressly revealed herself. It was impossible, as he discovered later, to learn from her manner to

  her husband whether she merely liked and respected him, loved him passionately, or bitterly regretted her marriage. He wondered whether Blount himself knew, and thought most probably not. Together

  they would be as distinguished a pair as you could hope to meet, and yet he was pretty sure that neither was really happy. But whereas Blount would face his dissatisfaction with defiance and bitter

  energy, she would accept it with that slight ironical smile that lifted the corners of her perfect mouth, as though to say that in so confused a world sorrow and disappointment were concomitant

  with living.




  Eloise Martineau was high noon to Pamela’s mid-night, a superb creature, golden-haired, white-skinned, magnificently built . . . with provocative lips and hands moulded on the splendid

  Juno-esque lines so much admired at the close of the last century, moving with a lithe yet langorous grace, beautiful to watch. Ambrose admitted to himself that he’d be terrified to find

  himself alone in a railway carriage with her. That feline sleepiness, under which the tawny eyes darted and watched, repelled him. Her manner was a caress in itself; she was sex incarnate;

  difficult to imagine that any other thought animated her mind. She was, perhaps, more to the French taste than the more restrained Saxon, but only a Saint Aloysius could have wholly ignored her. He

  was still watching her, half-fascinated, when Egerton’s young wife, Rosemary, appeared beside him.




  “Have you joined the Legion of the Damned?” she asked unconcernedly, indicating Eloise Martineau. “It’s no use. She hates poor men. That’s why she doesn’t

  seriously bother with Scott. Pamela knew her on the stage, I think. Didn’t you know she was on the stage when Sir Gervase met her? I thought you were supposed to be a friend of his? Yes, I

  know all about Ireland but there are such things as letters, aren’t there? She used to be Pamela Raeburn then. Does that convey anything to you?”




  “I haven’t been to a theatre for generations,” pleaded Ambrose.




  “And probably wouldn’t have seen Pamela if you had. She never got beyond the provinces. Sir Gervase met her up at Mannington when she was touring there. I think she’s utterly

  lovely.”




  Ambrose drew a deep breath. This candid unconventional young woman, with her bright auburn hair and vivid personality, set him instantly at his ease.




  “Tell me a bit more,” he begged. “I feel like Rip Van Winkle. Who’s the lady who runs the Legion?”




  “Miss Martineau? Oh, she’s left the stage, too. Has a millinery shop in Bond Street now.” She glanced with frank distaste at her fellow-guest who was talking to Egerton with

  pantherine gestures of her beautiful arms (she was the type of woman who talks with her whole body); she turned her head up to him in a provocative manner, raising it a little so that the lids

  seemed to fall back from the sly beautiful honey-coloured eyes. Ambrose wondered how the fellow could talk to her so smoothly; he had yet to learn that Egerton’s coolness and courtesy were

  proverbial; men who ridiculed his bandbox appearance said that his manners extended even to those lamp-posts against which he inadvertently cannoned, but his friend declared that never in all his

  circumspect life had he done anything so banal as collide with a lamp-post.




  The conversation with Rosemary proceeded apace until the doctor was almost able to shake off the memory of that stark dreadful figure on the cliff-side; suddenly, however, someone touched his

  arm and turning he saw that Blount had risen at last and he and Egerton were going off to the library, a big shady room on the further side of the house.




  It was Egerton who recapitulated the grim story.




  Blount frowned in a perplexed way. “Deuced odd!” he commented, and the harrowed expression in his eyes deepened as if this were the last straw. “What was the fellow doing

  there? I know, of course, that it’s a right of way, but it leads nowhere but this place. If he was coming crashing along there in the night he must have been trying to strike the road to Four

  Corners. But why not come up by the carriage road? It’s nothing short of madness to try that path by night. I could do it because I know the way better than the palm of my hand, but there

  aren’t many men who could say as much.”




  Egerton, hands in pockets, shoulders hunched under chimney-breast, said laconically, “He did come by the carriage road.”




  Blount stared. “Then how on earth—?”




  “We don’t know. And it isn’t our job to find out. He must have come along the high road and tried to strike the main road to Frensham—perhaps.”




  That last cryptic word seemed to irritate his host. “What do you mean by perhaps?”




  “I haven’t yet settled, to my own satisfaction, how a man with a bullet through his brain comes along any sort of a road.”




  Blount drew a deep breath. “Ah-h! A bullet. What are you suggesting?”




  “Nothing. It’s not my job. Look here, I’ll show you exactly where he’s lying. No hope of getting him up to-night.” He drew a pencil and a discarded envelope from

  his pocket and sketched a swift diagram. “The shelf is just there, with the Mermaids’ Rocks below—but I expect you know it?”




  “Quite well. But perhaps he committed suicide?”




  “Perhaps,” agreed Egerton gravely. “Still, in view of this, I should feel apprehensive if I were the coroner.” He put his hand back into his pocket and produced the

  button. “Besides, why should a man on a damp unpleasant night take a long journey into a strange country, when he might as easily dispose of himself as a gentleman in his own home? However, I

  merely throw that out as a suggestion.”




  There followed a long silence; Blount gazed at the button as if hypnotised, and it seemed to Ambrose that he was sinking into one of those brooding periods of melancholy that had darkened his

  college life. With startling abruptness, however, he suddenly leaped to his feet and, picking up the telephone arm, gave the number of the local police station.




  The conversation was a lengthy one; when at last he set the instrument aside he went across to the windows, and with a single movement hurled back the dark, heavy curtains that shrouded the room

  against the inclement night. Evening had ridden up the sky in a mantle of storm; an angry wind soughed in the red leaves and the spatter of rain sounded on the gravel path outside. Far to the west

  the thunder murmured and threatened, and even as they waited a vivid flash of lightning split the sky and the rain came pouring down, lashing against the glass, ruthlessly breaking to shreds the

  chrysanthemums under the windows.




  “They won’t dare risk a life on those cliffs to-night,” observed Blount grimly. “But to-morrow. . . . You’ll be in this, Egerton, as you located the corpse. And

  Terry. You can keep the button; it’s nothing to do with me.”




  “Faith, that’s enough for one day,” reflected Ambrose gloomily, as he struggled into his deplorable dinner jacket, but there was more to come before the day closed. After

  dinner when the men came up from the dining-room he saw Blount subside in a far window-seat with the expression of a man who is past coherent reflection. Ambrose resisted a natural inclination to

  take a place near him. “Time enough to-morrow,” he thought. But a moment or two later he regretted the friendly impulse. Pamela Blount was playing the “Moonlight Sonata”; it

  was not apposite but it was enchanting. And, suddenly, in the midst of her exquisite performance, Eloise Martineau rose like the great tawny cat she was and crossed over to her host, and began to

  talk in tones so low that only Blount could hear, and even he had some ado to distinguish her words. Thereafter the charm of the playing vanished so far as Ambrose was concerned. He wished he knew

  a little more of the precise relations of Blount and his wife. This creature, presumably, had some hold over him; so much was evident from his hard, expressionless face and her sense of ease and

  flickering rapier smile. She was a corrupt woman, he decided, bad enough to ruin any man for her own pleasure. He tried to piece things together. It was true that Blount was profoundly unhappy; the

  look on his face was terrible. Ambrose reflected. Suppose this Martineau woman had some hold over him. . . . It sounded improbable, but the doctor knew men and above all he knew Blount. He tried to

  imagine him in war-time, tortured, driven, half-crazed. He had seen less sensitive men go hopelessly to pieces and in sheer desperation grab at any straw that floated past. A woman like that would

  never loose her hold till she was beaten off. Turning his eyes away, lest his attention be noticeable, he intercepted a swift glance between Egerton and his wife. That made him more uneasy than

  ever, for clearly they also had noticed the couple, and what they had seen merely bore out some impression they had been harbouring. Ambrose wished it were etiquette for him to ask them outright

  where that trouble lay, but such a course being clearly out of the question, he could only wait in supreme discomfort until the music came to an end, and presently Pamela Blount and her corrupt

  companion drifted up to bed.




  That evening, about an hour later, emerging from the smoking-room, he chanced upon Blount himself in the hall and rallied him on his fatigue, but after one glance his host walked straight past,

  almost straight through him, and there was an expression on his face that appalled his friend. It had not been there before dinner; for this was more than mere apprehension or distress or

  disappointment. It was a compound of desperation and hatred and fear.




  When Ambrose entered his room and crossed to the window he found that the rain had passed over and the night was clear, with stars, but no moon. He stood for a long time on the balcony watching

  the sea; it was black and silent and full of phantom stars; the whole scene was in fact in striking contrast with the confusion and hot unrest of this sinister house. Suddenly, as he was on the eve

  of turning back to his room to undress he heard a noise beneath him and a French window was opened. A faint sound announced the striking of a match and in the tiny glare he saw Blount’s

  white, distraught face. His back was towards the sea, his face towards the room he had just left. He spoke once before the doctor retreated.




  “Such scum is better dead!” he cried, and his voice matched that dreadful, livid face he had turned upon Ambrose in the hall. The latter hesitated a moment longer, irresistibly

  waiting to know if Lady Blount had any reply. But there was none, so he went back to his room where he remained smoking and pondering until morning.










  Chapter Two




  “We want nothing but Facts, Sir; nothing but Facts.”




  —Hard Times.




  1




  THE body of the unknown was salvaged the next day by the local police force who, having spied out the land, brought the body to the cliff-top by a

  contraption of ropes affixed by the most agile of the party, who laboriously made his way down the cliff-side much as Egerton and the doctor had done the previous afternoon. Egerton, of course, was

  the centre of interest; all the theories that had been propounded had come from him, as had all the suggestions, though when he confronted the police he merely laid down the button, declaring that

  he had found it clenched in the dead man’s hand, and cautiously allowed the Law to draw its own conclusions. The police, none of whom had had any experience of murder cases, were impressed

  and secretly excited, particularly when the police doctor from Tenbeigh confessed himself puzzled by the circumstances of the death. There were no bruises or abrasions on the body such as must have

  resulted had he really stumbled and pitched over the rock; nor could he find any injury to the skull.




  “No reason why he should,” observed Egerton laconically. “Suppose the fellow was hurled there; or shot and shoved clear over the side by someone of good muscular ability he

  might have missed all the bushes, and he wouldn’t bruise on that cushion of grass, as we agreed last night. Nothing doing there.”




  The next point was to decide whether the man had taken his own life, but that theory was disposed of by the presence of the button in his clenched hand. That left only the alternative of murder,

  and on such a thesis the inquiry was founded. That was a very silly season as far as criminal and sensational news was concerned. The divorce of a peeress was the solitary bit of garbage an

  energetic press could rake up to offer as a tit-bit to the general public, and they hailed this extraordinary mystery with delight. Blount, Egerton and Ambrose were summoned to the Tenbeigh Police

  Station, where the body had been taken, whence they proceeded to the mortuary to fulfil the formal obligations demanded by the Law. Egerton and Ambrose had anticipated the summons; not so

  Blount.




  “Do they think I pitched him there?” he asked curtly.




  “Couldn’t say, I’m sure,” returned Egerton in a suave voice. “But it isn’t unnatural in the circumstances, seeing that the fellow was found on your property,

  to ask you to view the body. It may be some chap who thought he’d like to haunt your sleep by dying in your domain. You never can tell.”




  As soon as the doctor’s report had been received the Tenbeigh authorities got into touch with Scotland Yard, and asked for assistance that was instantly forthcoming in the shape of one

  James Bremner, a quick, curt, dark man who had been with Egerton in his exciting chase, against time, after Chandos’ murderer. He nodded to his ex-secret service colleague, who appeared quite

  unsurprised at finding him there, and then they lined up and surveyed the body. It was clothed precisely as they had seen it that afternoon on the cliff, though now they could see that the

  tatterdemalion cuffs were tied with string, while the face seemed paler.




  “I must ask you whether any of you recognise the deceased and can identify him for us,” said Bremner with sharp formality. And there was a minute’s silence.




  Then Blount broke in impatiently, “It surely shouldn’t be hard to do that. Are there so many missing clergy?”




  “Four at the moment,” returned Bremner drily. “One a young man who has just taken Orders; one very old with white hair and a lame foot; one aged thirty-two, fair, with brown

  eyes and a birth-mark on the left shoulder, and a fourth who was taken out of the Thames this morning.”




  “Neat work,” murmured Blount admiringly. “But, of course, if this fellow meant to commit suicide—”




  Bremner swept the suggestion out of sight with a gesture of his quick, impatient hands. “Can you furnish any reason why he should choose to do so on your property, grasping a button from

  someone else’s coat in his hand?”




  Blount moved with a sudden hopeless sigh. “The press could help us, no doubt. Broadcast the information that a nameless clergyman has been found, and someone will surely come forward with

  news of one who is missing.”




  “I’m afraid things aren’t quite so simple as that,” explained Bremner carefully. “To begin with, he may merely have said that he was going for a holiday. Possibly

  he was, and who’s to know he’s missing? If he had arranged for a room at some country inn they’d phlegmatically decide that he’d been benighted elsewhere or changed his

  plans. They wouldn’t become apprehensive. If he proves to have been murdered, as we fear, there’s less likelihood than ever of our obtaining help, because if you’re proposing to

  get rid of an inconvenient corpse you don’t usually notify the Yard. No, I’m afraid we’ve got a tougher job than that in front of us.”




  He glanced at Egerton who said woodenly, “Yes. We don’t really know anything at all, except that the man’s dead and that he was shot through the brain. We don’t know who

  he is or what he did.”




  “We know his calling.”




  Egerton looked perplexed. “How d’you make that out?”




  “His clothes, of course.”




  Bremner interrupted. “In a case of this kind, Sir Gervase, we don’t take anything for granted. The fact the deceased is wearing clerical collar and vest proves nothing.”




  “If I were found lying in the gutter in a policeman’s tunic, the force wouldn’t arise and claim me for the Prodigal Son.” Egerton amplified. “If there has been foul

  play this get-up may be part of the plot.”




  Blount passed his hand over his eyes. “I find all this extremely bewildering,” he observed sharply. “But I suppose you won’t say the scars on the chin are part of a

  disguise. They, at all events, are his own and are of long standing.”




  “Certainly,” agreed Bremner, but there was little confidence in his voice.




  “Then presumably if you broadcast a description of the fellow, accompanied by a photograph, someone—some relation or tradesman, or acquaintance—will put a name to it. Even a

  stranger wouldn’t forget those scars.”
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