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CHAPTER I. — SEALED LIPS.
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Once Lanton Place had been one of the historic landmarks in mid-Devon.
  What remains of it to-day is a mere shell, practically a ruin half-smothered
  in ivy and other parasites, and apparently hiding itself away in the wooded
  country as if half ashamed of the change that time has brought it.

At one time it had been, to all practical purposes, a castle, a long low
  line of noble buildings overlooking the Dart and dominating that part of the
  country. But that had been in the day when the Dorns were a great clan and
  the head of the family went into the field in front of a thousand or two of
  his own vassals and tenantry. The name is writ largely enough in the history
  of Devon.

To-day, however, it is another story. To-day Lanton Place consists of half
  a dozen rooms, mere shells hidden away behind thick ramparts of stone covered
  with ivy and clinging plants that served to hide the desolation of the place
  behind a mask of living greenery. For twenty years ago a disastrous fire had
  levelled most of Lanton Place to the ground, which was no bad thing in one
  way, for the fortunes of the family were as decayed as the building itself,
  and Major Dorn and his wife and daughter were more or less content to hide
  their diminished heads in what remained of a great historic house.

It had been the old story, told over and over again both in fiction and in
  fact. Two generations of reckless Dorns had wrecked the fortunes of the
  family and brought themselves to the verge of ruin. One farm after another
  had been mortgaged to meet dissipation and extravagance, and on the top of
  that had come a ruinous lawsuit which left Major Manby Dorn with practically
  nothing on which to live. But for the fact that the property was in Chancery
  he would not have been there at all. In his cynical moments he described
  himself as a caretaker, and that, literally, was exactly what he was. Some
  day an enterprising purchaser would come along and buy up the dilapidated
  estate with its weed-covered farms, which were a crying disgrace to the
  county, and turn it into smiling land again. Meanwhile Dorn clung there in
  his few rooms, which were still furnished with some taste, until the hour
  arrived when the Court would give him notice to leave. And, in the meantime,
  he contemplated the remains of the family story, the faded carpets and
  tapestry, and the few old pictures, with a certain melancholy pride and a
  bitterness that was but skin deep.

For he cared little or nothing for the family, of even his own reputation,
  so long as he had the wherewithal to pander to his own vices and
  dissipations. He was the last of his race on the male side, and there were
  plenty of people in the neighbourhood who declared that this was a good
  thing. For, sooth to say, Dorn was not popular. He was vicious and
  dissipated, absolutely and entirely selfish, a soured and disappointed man
  without a single redeeming feature. He was always well dressed, always
  beautifully turned out, and from time to time he managed, by some means known
  to himself, to obtain the funds necessary for an occasional jaunt to
  London.

What he did there neither his wife nor daughter knew, and, indeed, he
  would not have told them had they asked him. There were times, on the other
  hand, when he was practically penniless—times when he had not the
  necessary sixpence left for a cigar. And there were times, on the other hand,
  when cigars were plentiful enough and Dorn lived on the fat of the
  land—that is, so far as he was personally concerned. He had his own
  snug little sitting-room, where he kept his cases of cigarettes and his cases
  of wine, which he indulged all too freely. And these were the times when he
  expanded and became quite amiable to his wife and daughter, who, on the
  whole, preferred him in his darker moods. For that smooth manner and polished
  politeness of his almost covered a sneer or a sarcasm that at one time had
  brought the tears to Sylvia Dorn's eyes, but now she had grown out of that
  and outwardly she was hard enough.

A gloomy, desolate place on the whole, a place suggesting crime and
  misery, with its weed-grown paths and ragged lawns and overgrown shrubbery
  rambling up to the edge of the house. There were people in the neighbourhood,
  farm labourers and the like, who whispered of the strange things that took
  place there, behind the screen of green that nobody ever penetrated. They
  said that Mrs. Dorn was mad, that her husband's constant cruelty had driven
  her out of her mind, and that in all sorts of weathers she could be seen
  creeping furtively about the blackened ruins always searching for something
  with a rake in her hand. And perhaps there was some foundation for these dark
  legends, for an old servant of the family, now happily married, had spoken to
  intimates of the night when Lanton Place was burnt down, and how, on that
  dreadful evening, Dorn, in a fit of drunken passion, had thrown a lighted
  lamp at his wife. All this was legend of course, though plenty of people in
  the neighbourhood were prepared to believe it, and in this instance it
  happened to be true. It was true, too, that from then on Mrs. Dorn had never
  spoken a sensible word. Now and again some adventurous youth or sanguine
  poacher, approaching too near the house had seen that slim, sad-looking
  figure in black searching about in the charred ruins, like some poor woman
  hunting fuel in a wood. And the daring one had crept away, feeling just a
  little nervous and superstitious and rather afraid of encountering that
  pathetic vision there amongst the ruins.

So far, that was true enough. There must have been something more on that
  fateful night than tradition spoke of, some terrible shock that had robbed a
  beautiful woman in the prime of life of her reason.

There were plenty of people in the neighbourhood, of course, who could
  remember the time when Dorn had brought his wife home, a beautiful,
  sparkling, fascinating creature who had been a noted figure on the stage,
  both in London and Paris. Lots of people knew that Mrs. Dorn was half French,
  and in those early days, when things were more prosperous, and before the
  great crash came, she had been a popular figure in the neighbourhood. But for
  years now no local resident had called at Lanton Place. There were lots of
  people who were immensely sorry for Mrs. Dorn, and quite as many who would
  have held out their hand in friendship to Sylvia. But the girl had always
  kept them at arm's length; she was proud enough in her way, and though, like
  most girls, she longed for friendship, she shrank naturally from anything
  that savoured of pity or sympathy.

Sylvia was about twenty now, tall and slim like her mother, and inheriting
  her proud spirit and vivacious beauty. She had waited patiently enough for
  the time to come when she could turn her back upon that dreary spot and earn
  her own living, and for the last six months she had been touring the country
  with a theatrical company. But misfortune had dogged the venture from the
  first, so that, reluctant as she was, she had been glad enough to come back
  home again till fortune should smile once more.

She was wondering about the dismal grounds that fine summer morning, a
  morning so fine that even Lanton Place seemed almost attractive. She came
  presently by a well-worn track at the back of the house past a thick belt of
  laurels to the blackened spot where the main portion of the house had stood.
  Her eyes dimmed slightly as she saw that sombre figure in black raking over
  the dead ashes, as she had seen her mother doing many a hundred times. And
  then the look in her eyes changed to one of contempt and loathing as she saw
  her father coming in her direction from the far side of what once had been a
  lawn.

Dorn was smiling to himself as if something had pleased him. There was a
  cigar in his mouth, his well-cut suit of grey flannels bore the unmistakable
  mark of Bond-street. He was handsome, distinguished enough, despite the
  weakness of his eyes and the shakiness of his lips, unmistakable signs of the
  kind of life he lived. But still, he was a fine figure of a man, looking
  every inch the country gentleman, with an air that there was no mistaking.
  And as Sylvia looked at him and then at the pathetic figure groping there
  amongst the ashes, her lip curled scornfully.

"Ah, a nice morning, Sylvia," Dorn said, raising his hat gallantly. He
  always prided himself that no misfortune could ever make him forget that he
  was a gentleman. "A most delightful morning, my dear. Any news? Anything from
  those people in London?"

"I have had a letter," Sylvia said coldly. "A letter from the man I told
  you about."

"Ah, the man with the funny name?"

"Mr. Maxwell Frick, yes. He thinks, from my description, that Lanton Place
  would be ideal for the purposes of cinema photography. The firm that has
  engaged him are making a great picture, or rather a great drama, with
  Dartmoor for a background, and these people want a picturesque place like
  ours that suggests desolation and misery."

"Well, upon my word, they couldn't have selected a better spot," Dorn said
  cynically. "This might be a haunted house where a murder was committed. But
  the point is, Sylvia, what are these people prepared to
  pay——"

"I don't know," Sylvia said impatiently. "Mr. Frick is coming down here in
  a day or two, and you can make all arrangements with him. They won't want to
  use the interior of the house—at least, not very often—and they
  will erect their own studios here in the grounds. If it is any satisfaction,
  I believe that the firm is quite a wealthy one."

Dorn turned aside, humming carelessly. Then his eyes turned upon his wife,
  and they narrowed and his thin lips were pressed together ominously. There
  was anger on his face as he spoke, but his words were smooth enough.

"Don't you think, my dear," he said, "that you have done
  enough—er—gardening for one morning?"

Mrs. Dorn looked up with a vacant expression on that still beautiful face
  of hers. She held up one blackened hand as if for silence.

"Sealed lips," she whispered. "Sealed lips. But this I have found. Only
  this."
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As Mary Dorn spoke, a scrap of paper fluttered from her fingers. It was
  apparently part of a charred letter or envelope, and had no doubt been there,
  protected from the rain by a fragment of charred wood, all these years. Dorn
  glanced at it carelessly enough, much as one regards some gaudy flowering
  weed which a child has gathered from a neighbouring hedgeside under the
  impression that she has found a treasure. It was only a tiny scrap of paper
  with the ink faded, a scrap of paper that had been evidently torn from an
  envelope. There were only two words "street" and "London, E.C."

"Ah, you are in luck this morning, my dear," Dorn said. "And now having
  done so much, don't you think it about time that you went in and looked after
  the lunch? Sylvia, I want you for a moment or two."

"What is it?" Sylvia asked defiantly.

She would have turned and followed her mother slowly into the house if her
  father had not detained her. She had only been back home a day or two, but
  she guessed what he wanted.

"I'd like you to help me," he said. "There is an important letter that
  ought to be written."

"What, already?" Sylvia demanded. "I can't do it, I won't. I told you
  before I went away that I would have nothing more to do with that sort of
  thing. Of course, you know where it will end eventually."

Once more Dorn's eyes narrowed, and once more his thin lips were pressed
  together.

"My dear child," he said, smoothly enough, "you must allow me to be the
  better judge of that. Besides, unnecessary as it may seem, we have to live.
  And when I tell you that I am down to my last five shillings you will see how
  pressing the situation is. As a certain philosopher once observed, 'there are
  people who have plenty of money and no brains, and other people who have
  plenty of brains and no money.' Therefore, by a natural evolution, the brains
  attract the money. You wouldn't have your mother starving, I suppose?"

"Oh, I quite understand your natural solicitude for my mother," Sylvia
  said bitterly. "You are——"

"There, that will do," Dorn said ominously. "You forget who you are
  talking to."

"As, I wish to Heaven I could."

Dorn's manner changed suddenly. He approached Sylvia and grasped her
  roughly by the arm.

"Enough of that," he said. "Now go and do as I tell you. I can't compel
  you, of course. . . ."

"No, but you can hit my mother through me," Sylvia retorted. "It would not
  be the first time. Oh, you make me tingle from head to foot with shame. And
  you have brought it all on yourself. You were not so badly off when you came
  into the property. And my mother had money too—more than enough for all
  of us. Why, her diamonds——"

"Are all a myth, my child, all a myth. I don't believe there were any
  diamonds. And if they did exist they were probably stage paste. At any rate,
  I have never seen them, though your mother did say something about them one
  time when we were on our honeymoon."

"I believe in them, all the same," Sylvia said. "My mother was incapable
  of telling a lie. I believe she is hunting for them now."

"Oh, pooh! That's a girl's romantic fancy. Let's be practical. I must have
  fifty pounds this week, and I can see a way of getting it. Don't be a fool.
  It's only a few lines I want you to write to a man who has more money than he
  knows what to do with. And you've done it before."

"Ah, yes, when I didn't understand," Sylvia said. "I blush for shame when
  I think of the scores of begging letters I have written on your behalf. Oh,
  it is bad enough to borrow money in any case, horrible to write to strangers
  and ask them for assistance. I understand now. Those letters I wrote were
  deliberate frauds, lies written to kind-hearted people. Oh, can't you see how
  criminal it is?"

"Ah, that's a nasty word," Dorn said soothingly. "A very nasty word,
  Sylvia. And perhaps, occasionally, I have overstepped
  the—er—bound of truth. But what can I do? We are practically
  penniless, and your mother——"

"Oh, I implore you not to bring my mother into it. If she were in a mental
  condition to know what is going on, she would shrink from it in horror."

"But, confound it, we can't starve."

"Why should we starve? I am capable of getting my own living, and
  therefore——"

"Oh, are you?" Dorn sneered. "Then what are you doing at home again? You
  started out bravely enough. You shook the ashes of the old home from your
  feet in the traditional theatrical way, but you came back, my dear child, you
  came back, as I, a man of the world, knew you would, and here we are, to come
  down to a practical basis, down to our last shilling. Why, by the end of the
  week, we shall actually be short of bread. And you know we couldn't get
  credit here for a pair of shoe-laces. How am I going to tell your mother
  that? Come, don't be silly, Sylvia. I won't ask you again."

Sylvia stood there, hesitating. It was all hopelessly wicked, indeed
  criminal, and her whole soul revolted against it. But she knew only too well,
  if she refused, that her mother would be made to suffer. Not openly or
  brutally, of course, but with those refined and polished little cruelties of
  which her father was a past master. She followed him meekly enough into the
  house presently, and sat down in the library to write the letter. It was the
  one room in the house where all the comforts and luxuries were gathered
  together, a room where Dorn spent most of his time working out his
  schemes.

He stood up now, a fine figure of an English gentleman, smiling and
  debonnaire, with a choice cigar in his mouth, whilst he dictated the letter
  that might have brought a blush of shame to the cheek of a harder rascal than
  himself. The address was a fictitious one, an address somewhere in London
  that Sylvia had used on many a revolting occasion before.


    "Dear Sir (it ran)—



    "May I venture, a mere stranger to you, in deep distress, to approach you
    on a matter that is exceedingly dear to an anxious mother's heart.



    "I am the wife, or I should say the widow, of a man who once was a
    distinguished soldier. My name will convey nothing to you, and I will say
    nothing of my dear husband's services to his country; indeed, rather than
    drag his honoured name into it and have his record shown, even to a
    kind-hearted gentleman like yourself, I would rather that you ignored my
    plea altogether.



    "But I must approach you, not on behalf of myself, but in the interests of
    my only daughter. For years now I have lived at a little quiet cottage in
    the country, where I have managed to keep body and soul together with the
    aid of my needle. My own friends I cannot approach; there are reasons why I
    shrink from doing so.



    "I have managed to bring up my daughter and educate her in the station to
    which she was born. It has been a hard and weary struggle, but, thank
    Heaven, I have managed it. And now the dear child is twenty-one. She has
    been on the stage for the last year or more, and competent judges tell me
    that she is likely to go very far in her profession. She has just a
    magnificent offer from America, which will also enable her to help me
    considerably. But she has to get to America and purchase a wardrobe. This
    we find cannot be done for less than——"






Dorn paused, and seemed to be turning over something in his mind. Then he
  went on dictating.


    "Um! yes—a hundred pounds. Cannot be done for less than a hundred
    pounds."



    "Now you, sir, are a rich man, and, moreover, have a reputation for a kind
    heart and overflowing sympathy. And to you I appeal. This sum, which is a
    fortune to us, is nothing to you. But to myself and my daughter it means
    everything. She is a most charming and delightful girl, exceedingly popular
    with everybody, and is wrapped up heart and soul in her profession. She has
    to refuse this offer for the need of the money I mention, then indeed she
    will he heartbroken. And that is why I have adopted the desperate step of
    writing to you and imploring your assistance. Nobody but a mother could
    have done it. I have dragged myself to my desk like a body in pain. I have
    forced myself to write these words to you, and I cannot say any more. Out
    of your plenty, will you help us?



    "Yours most gratefully,



    "HENRIETTA MARVIN."






"Yes, I think that will do," Dorn said. "It is not too gushing, but just
  gushing enough. I can quite imagine a fool of a woman writing a letter like
  that."

"What's the address?" Sylvia asked coldly, as she took an envelope from
  the case.

"John Bevill, Esq., Baron's Court, near Tavistock," Dorn said. "I think
  that will do very well. Oh, one moment. A postscript to that letter. Quite an
  inspiration. Now, write as follows:—


    P.S. "Since writing the above, I have thought it as well to enclose a
    photograph of my daughter. I have enough confidence in you to do this, and
    besides, I want you to see what the dear girl is like. You will return it,
    I know."






There, that's a touch of real genius."

Dorn stopped and smiled as he took the letter from Sylvia's hand. He
  glanced it over carefully, then proceeded to place it in the envelope.

"And whose photograph are you going to send?" Sylvia asked. "Where are you
  going to get it from? If——"

She started suddenly to her feet as a dreadful thought crossed her mind.
  Then she hastened up the stairs to her bedroom and flew to the mantelpiece,
  where an hour ago a photograph of herself in theatrical costume had been
  standing.

The photograph was no longer there.
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It needed no great discernment on Sylvia's part to see what had happened.
  One glance at the empty frame on the mantelpiece confirmed her worst
  suspicions. Beyond the shadow of a doubt her father had entered the bedroom
  and taken away the photograph for the express purpose of sending it to his
  intended victim. It was a cunning scheme altogether, and not the least
  cunning part of it was the way in which Dorn had lured her on to write the
  letter, even to the very postscript, so that she should not see the trap. And
  here she had walked blindly into it, she had rendered herself liable to a
  criminal charge.

She had seen quite enough of the world lately to know that. Surely her
  father must have been desperately placed before he would run a risk like
  this? In all the years that Sylvia had been his unwilling tool in his course
  of mean crime he had never placed his own hand on paper. Always he has
  written as if he had been a woman in distress, and invariably Sylvia had been
  his medium. But this was a different matter altogether. She had not the least
  idea what type of man this John Bevill was, but if he made inquiries and used
  that photograph, then there was just a chance that she might have to stand in
  the dock, and face a prosecution. The mere thought of it was terrible.

And here she was, at the very outset of what might be a promising career,
  face to face with the possibility of ruin and disgrace. She had not gone very
  far on the stage, it was true, the tour in the north had been a disastrous
  failure, but she had made one or two useful friends, poor ones, perhaps, but
  useful from a business standing. There was Maxwell Frick, for instance, a
  seasoned old comedian who bore all his misfortunes with a smiling face and
  who always fell on his feet. It was he who had introduced her to the Western
  Production Company, for whom she had done certain cinema work which had given
  satisfaction and had elicited the promise of further employment later on. It
  was this work that had led up to Sylvia having her photograph taken in
  connection with it, and it was this photograph which had been the cause of
  all the trouble.

So Sylvia had come home at the end of a fortnight's engagement with a
  promise for something better and more regular in the near future. For
  instance, the Western Company fully intended to establish themselves
  somewhere in Devonshire, and Sylvia's description of her own home had
  appealed to Maxwell Frick who seemed to think that the neighbourhood would
  suit admirably. On behalf of the Company he was coming down in a few days to
  make arrangements. It seemed to Sylvia as if she had found a really good
  opening at last.

But all this had been blown to the winds by that dastardly act on her
  father's part. The mischief was done now past all recall. She knew only too
  well that no tears or protestations on her part would induce Dorn to change
  his mind. He would only laugh at her; he would only tell her not to be a
  fool, and remind her in his flippant way that necessity knew no law.

Well, her mind was made up. She would not remain there to be made the
  victim of further conspiracy. She would go back to London, where, no doubt,
  the amiable Frick would find her at least with employment good enough to keep
  body and soul together until her services were required.

But how to get to London? That was the difficulty. Sylvia had only a
  matter of a few shillings in her pocket, not enough to take her farther than
  Salisbury. And even then she had made no provision for keeping herself on the
  way. But, all the same, she was resolved to go. She was doing no good there,
  and her presence in the house was calculated to do her mother more harm than
  good. She would walk the rest of the way from Salisbury and trust to
  Providence when she got to London.

Was it possible, she wondered, to see this John Bevill at Baron's Court
  before the begging letter containing her photograph reached him? She could
  walk to Tavistock in an hour or two, and from thence take train to Exeter.
  Possibly she might invent some plausible excuse on the way for getting her
  photograph back; she might even adopt some desperate expedient for getting
  hold of the letter. At any rate, it was worth trying.

She crept carefully down the stairs a little later on, cautiously avoiding
  her father, and made her way out into the grounds, where she knew she would
  find her mother somewhere. She walked along the narrow track in the grass
  which had been worn bare by Mrs. Dorn's footsteps in going backwards and
  forwards to the ruins. And there the unfortunate woman was, as usual, raking
  over the blackened ashes with a patience that had something pathetic about
  it. She looked up with uncomprehending eyes as Sylvia approached her.

"I am going away, mother," the girl said, much as if she were speaking to
  a child. "Do you understand, I am going away? I shall probably be back in a
  week or two, but I can't stay now."

"That will be plenty of time," Mrs. Dorn said in that strange monotone of
  cheers. "I hope to be finished by then. I may find it any time."

It was quite useless to ask her what she was seeking for, and so Sylvia
  turned aside with the pity in her heart that brought tears into her eyes.
  Some day the whole thing would become plain, but that time was not yet. And
  so it had gone on all these years, and so it might go on till the end. And
  what that end was, Sylvia did not dare to ask.

She struck off quite boldly and resolutely enough across the fields in the
  direction of Tavistock. Practically all she had in the world she carried in
  her handbag, which contained that slender purse of hers and its precious
  contents. She was not in the least cast down, not in the least daunted at the
  task that lay before her. At any rate, she was turning her back upon the
  so-called home that she hated and loathed more than any spot on earth. It was
  no use her staying there, either. If her presence there would have done her
  mother the slightest good in the world, she might have forgotten her outraged
  feelings and remained. As it was she was best away.

It was still quite early in the afternoon when she arrived at Tavistock
  and inquired the whereabouts of Baron's Court. It was a big house, she was
  told, on the main road, just on the outskirts of the town. She came at length
  to a pair of handsome iron gates, beyond which she could see a wide-spreading
  park, and the outline of a great house in the distance. Evidently the
  residence of a rich man, and Sylvia smiled a little scornfully as she
  realised her father's worldly wisdom in writing that fateful letter. She
  would have passed through the gates, but they were locked, and therefore she
  had to knock at the lodge and ask for admission.

The rosy-cheeked woman that came to the door shook her head.

"I'm afraid I can't let you in, miss," she said. "You see, no one passes
  this way unless they come here on business. I have strict orders to keep the
  gates locked because of the animals."

"Indeed?" Sylvia smiled vaguely. "Do you mean the deer?"

"No, miss. Mr. Bevill is a great man with animals. He has spent his time
  with them all over the world. He knows more about them than anyone. We have
  got all sorts of creatures in the park there. You will notice there is a high
  wall all round, and indeed, miss, it's wanted sometimes."

"But I want to see Mr. Bevill," she said.

"I am afraid you can't, miss," the woman said respectfully enough. "You
  see, he isn't here. He went away a day or two ago on some important
  business——"

"Perhaps you can give me his address?" Sylvia asked.

The woman shook her head.

"No, I can't do that either, miss," she said. "You see, my master's a very
  peculiar gentleman. He's got this beautiful place here, and two thirds of the
  time he never comes near it. He's always lending it to some gentleman or
  another, and indeed we've got two or three of them staying here now. But you
  see, Mr. Bevill, he's so wrapped up in a book he's writing that he can't
  think of anything else. He's off now in some quiet little bungalow of his
  somewhere writing——"

"But you can tell me where he is?" Sylvia said hopefully.

"Really and truly I can't miss. Nobody knows where the place is. We
  forward his letters to an address in London—some bank I think it
  is—and that's all I know about it. But I can't allow any stranger to
  come inside."

The woman was very civil, but quite firm, so that Sylvia was forced to
  turn away with a feeling that she had wasted her time. But, at any rate, she
  had gained something. She had learnt a good deal about the eccentric owner of
  Baron's Court, and, moreover, she knew now that the fateful letter containing
  her photograph would not reach its destination for a day or two. Her first
  impulse was to turn into some shop and obtain the materials to write a letter
  to him in which she could explain the situation. But, on the other hand, she
  had a certain duty to her father, callous and criminal as he was. She could
  not go out of her way to injure him and place him within the reach of the
  law. No, she could not do that. She made her way quietly along the road in
  the direction of Tavistock; she reached the station at length, and took a
  ticket as far as Salisbury.

She was proceeding in the direction of her platform when a voice behind
  suddenly hailed her. She turned and looked into the smiling, rosy face of a
  man who might have been any age between fifty and seventy. He was fresh and
  clean-shaven, with a humorous mouth and a pair of twinkling blue eyes that
  would in the most adverse circumstances have looked life cheerfully in the
  face.

"Why, it's Miss Dorn!" the stranger cried.

"Maxwell Frick!" Sylvia exclaimed. "Whatever are you doing here?"

The fat, rosy little man threw back his head and laughed heartily.

"I don't know," he said. "I came down in these parts on a little matter of
  business. And here I am, stranded, without a penny in the world."
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Sylvia smiled back again. It was impossible to feel depressed in the
  presence of Maxwell Frick. Here was a man who had been connected with the
  theatrical profession all his life, a sound and experienced comedian without
  a vice save his own incomparable optimism, and yet a man who never contrived
  to remain in a show, as he called it, for more than a month at the outside.
  He was known in the profession from one end of England to the other; he was
  popular, and yet most of his time he spent in a desperate struggle to live. A
  little more businesslike aptitude and he might long ago have had a theatre of
  his own.

And yet here he was, shabby and smiling, stranded on the platform of a
  local station miles away from everywhere, and treating the whole matter as if
  it were the finest joke in the world.

"How did it happen?" Sylvia asked.

"Well, it's like this," Frick explained. "I came down here on business for
  the Western Company, and before I started I clean forgot to give them my
  address. And I forgot to draw any money, either. I only realised I had
  nothing when I walked to the station just now. I was going to see you."

"Really? Why didn't you write?"

"Oh, I don't know. I suppose I forgot all about it. You know my way. I was
  coming to look at that old house of yours. They told me in London that if my
  report was all right they would send the secretary down here to try and make
  all the necessary arrangements with Major Dorn. But where are you off to?
  Where are you going?"

Sylvia hesitated, but only for a moment. She would like to have taken this
  friend into her confidence, but she could not; it was not possible just now
  to make a confidant of any one. Whatever happened, she must go through the
  next day or two alone. But, at any rate, Frick might help her at the other
  end. Therefore she would keep her counsel.

"I am going to London," she said carefully. "I shall be back again when
  you have made your arrangements. But that may be some little time, and there
  are reasons, Mr. Frick, pressing reasons, why I must find something to
  do."

Frick nodded his grey head sympathetically.

"Ah, I understand," he said. "You want a shop for a week or two. Well, I
  think I can manage that."

As he spoke he fished a dingy card from his pocket and scribbled an
  address upon it.

"You call there," he said. "And it will be all right. It won't be much,
  not more than two quid a week at the outside, but Coventry Martin will do
  that much for me. He hasn't forgotten the days when we were in the Cambridge
  Dramatic Club together. He will help you all right. And now, about this
  business of yours. Is your father of the same mind?"

"I think so," Sylvia said. "I discussed the matter with him and he seemed
  to be favourable. Oh, I must be candid with you. We are so desperately poor
  that we cannot turn our back upon money, however small it is. I am sure you
  will find it all right. Lanton Place is an ideal spot for your purpose, and,
  as I know the country so well, I shall be able to help you. And as soon as
  ever your arrangements are made, let me know. I shall be only too glad to
  come back again, only too glad to feel that I am earning my living."

"Oh, I shouldn't worry about that if I were you," the optimistic Frick
  smiled. "With your face and figure, my dear, you are bound to get on. Lor'
  bless you, directly our company gets going, you will be drawing your hundred
  quid a week and forgetting all about poor old Frick."

"I shall never do that," Sylvia smiled. "I shall never forget how good and
  kind you have been to me. What should we have done up north if it hadn't been
  for you? How should we have contrived to get back to London again?"

"Oh, that's all right," Frick said. "It's all in the day's work. Why,
  bless you, I shouldn't know what to do with myself if things went
  prosperously for over a month."

With which characteristic remark Frick saw Sylvia to her carriage and went
  his way smiling. Salisbury came at due length, and then gravely and
  resolutely Sylvia set her face towards London. She walked on till the
  darkness fell, after which she contrived to obtain a night's shelter in a
  tiny cottage on the far side of the Plain, and a simple breakfast at the
  outlay of a shilling. Then all the next day she trudged through Hampshire,
  until evening found her on the borders of the New Forest, and here she supped
  on a loaf of bread and a jug of milk picked up literally by the wayside, and
  that night she slept by the side of a haystack under the summer stars.

It was something in the way of a desperate adventure, but Sylvia was not
  frightened or in the least cast down. She knew that every step on the way was
  taking her nearer to London, and once there she had every faith in the
  introduction that Frick had given her. And even if that failed, she knew that
  there were one or two humble members of the company she had been with who,
  poor as they were, would be quite willing to share a dingy lodging with her.
  She calculated by the time she reached London she would have just four
  shillings left. And if that was gone then, her situation would be desperate
  indeed. But that was the thought that she put resolutely out of her mind.

About midday following she contrived, when in the heart of the New Forest,
  to enlist the sympathies of a kindly old dame, who gave her a substantial
  meal and the opportunities of a thorough wash, so that when she turned out on
  to the road again she felt almost as fresh as she had done when she left
  home. It was very quiet and lonely there in the heart of that beautiful
  country, and as she went along she was conscious, for the first time, of a
  certain uneasiness. It had turned very warm and sultry, and overhead the
  clouds began to gather in an ominous manner. And this was a contingency that
  Sylvia had not reckoned on. Whatever happened she must not get wet, and so
  far as she could see, there was every chance of her being drenched to the
  skin in the course of the next hour.

She pushed on rapidly till the heavy drops began to fall and the thunder
  growled ominously overhead. Then there was a vivid flash of lightning,
  followed by a crash, and then the rain came down in earnest.

Sylvia dodged under the trees, making swiftly for a little cart-shed
  thatched with heather that she could see in the distance. She was thankful
  enough to gain this shelter, and there, safe at last, for the next two hours
  she stood there looking at the blurred landscape through a curtain of
  drenching rain. And so it went on till night began to fall, and when it
  cleared up at length Sylvia found herself absolutely alone, without the least
  idea where she was or in what direction to turn.

Well, if the worst came to the worst, she must spend that night in the
  solitude of that lonely hut. Everything was absolutely drenched; the big
  drops were shaken from the trees, which were moaning of the wind that had got
  up, and, moreover, the floor of the hut was running with water. It was
  impossible to stay there unless she stood up all night, and equally
  impossible to find shelter within a mile or two so far as she knew. There was
  only one thing for it, and that was to get away from the trees into the open
  and find some cart-track along which she could make her way.

It was comparatively early yet, barely ten o'clock, and Sylvia was feeling
  her courage coming back to her again. She was not too tired to walk for
  another mile or two, nor did she despair of finding shelter somewhere. And so
  far as she could see presently when she reached a comparatively high piece of
  ground there was not a light visible in the whole world. Still, she held
  doggedly on with that fine courage of hers until away in the distance, on the
  edge of the moorland it seemed to her, she could see the twinkle of a
  friendly light. But the light was a great deal further off than she thought
  for, and by the time she reached it her limbs were trembling under her and
  she was feeling faint from want of food.
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