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            Chapter one
   

         

         MR. GRIMSHAW, of Messrs. Grimshaw, Gilchrist & Grimshaw, long established in Lincoln’s Inn, folded his hands on his desk and looked across the top of it a little unbelievingly at his client.

         “So you entirely refuse even to consider Mr. Merlin’s offer? If I may say so, an extraordinarily generous offer!”

         Eve Petherick crushed out in an ash-tray at her elbow the end of the cigarette he had offered her when she entered his office barely ten minutes ago, and nodded her head quite decidedly.

         “Yes; I’m afraid I do.”

         “Although you realize that it may not be repeated? And even if it is — I doubt whether he will offer more.”

         “I don’t wish him to offer more. I don’t wish to sell to him.”

         “I see.” He studied her as if he could not quite make her out, although she was admittedly a most attractive subject for prolonged and thoughtful scrutiny. She had the kind of hair which the painter Titian had made famous in his day and which was inclined to curl naturally, and the perfect, smooth, pale complexion which usually went with it. Her eyes were grey as wood smoke and unusually serene behind their long eyelashes, and she had a little chin which he would have described as obstinate, particularly as her mouth was slightly obstinate, too. But it was a really lovely mouth, and he even thought of it as faintly flower-like, as it was not very heavily made-up. She was neat and trim in a tailored outfit, and she managed to convey an impression of being quietly capable. “I see,” he repeated more slowly.

         But the trouble was he did not see at all, as Eve realized, and it made her feel vaguely irritated as he pushed the box of cigarettes he had offered her before across the desk in her direction, and she shook her head. She was anxious to bring the interview to a close.

         “I don’t wish to sell to anyone,” she told him firmly. “I haven’t yet seen Treloan, but when I have — and certainly not before! — I shall make up my mind what I will do with it.”

         “But by that time it may be too late,” he pointed out. “Mr. Roger Merlin may have withdrawn his offer.”

         She shrugged slightly. Her shoulders were very slim, and her whole figure as slight and graceful as a willow-wand.

         “In that case it won’t matter in the least, but if he wants it as badly as you say and his offer indicates, he will be willing to wait a few weeks. Presumably he has already waited quite a long time for my uncle to die. And if my uncle refused to sell to him, there is no reason that I can think of why I should do so.”

         “Can’t you?” He looked at her with a faintly humorous gleam in his eyes. “Well, I can think of one very good one! Your uncle was a rich man — a very, very rich man! He was in a position to defy anybody and anything. But apart from leaving you five hundred a year and the house, he did little to make your position so secure — unless you dispose of the house! Have you any conception, I wonder, of the size of the place? It is not just a house, it is a manor-house, and a very stately manor-house at that. I have stayed there, and its gardens extend right to the very edge of the cliffs. It is quite famous in the district, and that is one reason why Mr. Merlin wishes to acquire it. He is quite a well-known hotelier, and the Stark Point Hotel, on the other arm of the bay, is his property, run very successfully, I believe.”

         Eve did not seem impressed.

         “In that case, he can leave me Treloan,” she said, a demure dimple appearing suddenly at one corner of her mouth.

         Mr. Grimshaw looked at her for a moment in silence, and then shook his head disapprovingly; but decided to yield the point, for the time being at least.

         “Well, what, exactly, do you propose to do?” he asked. “Are you going down to Cornwall to look at the house? And if so, how are you off for funds? I can advance you anything you require at the moment, you know.”

         But she shook her head, smiling now.

         “Thank you, but I have a little money of my own saved up. I’ve got quite a good job, you know” — he did know that, although she only looked about twenty-one but might possibly have been between twenty-four or five, she had managed to acquire a degree at London University, and was History Mistress at a girls’ school in the South of England — “and I’m not exactly destitute. But Uncle Hilary’s five hundred a year is going to come in very handy.”

         “It won’t go far,” he warned her, “if you start spending it on Treloan.”

         “I wouldn’t be so foolish,” she assured him, displaying so many more attractive dimples — which made her smile a thing to watch for — that he was inclined to overlook her obstinacy. Until she added: “I’d be much more inclined to make Treloan do something for me.”

         “Eh?” he exclaimed. “If you’re beginning to get ideas in your head, believe me they won’t work.”

         “But Mr. Merlin has ideas in his head,” she reminded him softly.

         “Mr: Merlin has capital, any amount of it.”

         “And I have Treloan! And I believe there are such things as mortgages?”

         “There are,” he agreed, “but you’d be very unwise if you tried to raise one on Treloan. I know what I’m talking about, and I assure you the sensible course is to sell.”

         “Very well,” she soothed him gently, “we’ll see. Later on! But in the meantime, may I please have the key of my — property …?”

          
   

         Later in the day she sent a telegram to her Aunt Kate. Aunt Kate, living in a cottage on the rim of the Devil’s Punch Bowl in Surrey, was at first greatly surprised by the telegram, and then hastened to pack a suitcase and lock up the cottage for an absence of she knew not how long. She pinned a note to the door for the milkman, and another for the boy who delivered the papers, and then, putting on Sarah’s harness (Sarah was a daschund, growing very fat and inclined to sniff at ankles she did not like the look of), took a taxi to the station, from whence she journeyed by train and another taxi to Paddington. And at Paddington she caught sight of her niece examining the magazines on the bookstall, and looking very trim and spring-like in a new clear-green suit and hat to match.

         Aunt Kate, who had not bothered very much about the spring, wore the kind of hat she loved best; it sat well down on her head, and was adorned with a feather of doubtful origin. Her thick tweed costume had already served her for several winters, and was growing a little tight round her middle and unfashionably short in the skirt, but her face, with its healthy out-of-doors complexion, was beaming. Her eyes lighted up when her niece came towards her, and she handed over Sarah automatically.

         “She’s such a weight,” she exclaimed, “but I had to bring her. What’s all this about going to Cornwall? I went there once when I nearly got engaged to a person, but his sister and I couldn’t agree, so I went home again.”

         In the train, in their corner of a first-class compartment —Eve had felt she might justifiably be extravagant for once —Eve explained the whole situation to her aunt, and the latter listened without betraying much astonishment. She uttered a few terse comments on the subject of Hilary Petherick when the story had come to an end, however.

         “How exactly like that unpleasant old man,” she declared, “to leave you a house and practically no money to support it! And him simply rolling in ill-gotten wealth! Who gets the rest of his fortune, anyway?”

         “I think most of it was left to charities,” Eve explained.

         Aunt Kate sniffed, quite unimpressed.

         “With the least charitable of motives, or I never knew Hilary Petherick. Why, when your father, his only brother, married your mother, he lent them Treloan for a fortnight for their honeymoon it’s true, but the only wedding-present he gave them was a Crown Derby tea-service which was later proved to be a clever imitation. And after that I don’t think they ever had a word from him, although there were times when it was almost more than they could do to scrape together your school fees.”

         “But at least he has left me Treloan,” Eve said, with a queer little smile of satisfaction in her eyes.

         “But you’d have been much better off if he’d left you a decent lump sum of money! However, I expect you’ll sell it? You couldn’t possibly hang on to it in these days of no servants and fantastic charges for practically everything, even running a three-bedroomed cottage! And, in any case, nobody lives in a big house nowadays. They’re no longer even fashionable. It’s much more fashionable to occupy a mews flat.”

         “Is it?” Eve murmured, and gazed out of the window at the pageant of spring through which the train was carrying them at impressive speed. Apple orchards fell away from them on both sides, drifts of foaming pink and white blossom which made the blue sky look like a sheet of blue gauze stretched above, and the purple of lilac and the gold of laburnum formed a colorful chain across the width of England. And the trees were already thick with leaf, and the fields were green after the winter rains, and the cottages and farms all looked like toys set against a backcloth of infinite charm and allure.

         It was the best of England they were seeing and from the comfort of a first-class compartment on an express train, and Eve thought that her uncle had chosen precisely the right season in which to depart this life and leave her to inherit his house, which she had never seen but where her parents had spent their honeymoon. For in the West Country, to which they were headed, spring would be even farther advanced, and who knew what surprises might lie in store for her? And Aunt Kate, now thoroughly prepared to enjoy an unexpected holiday! And as she chattered on about the advisability of doing this, that, and the other, and Sarah slumbered noisily beneath the seat, and the attendant came and brought them coffee and biscuits which Aunt Kate dispatched with gusto, for she had not stopped for any breakfast, Eve lay back against the seat and thought and thought again of the dream she had had a little over a week ago, before news of her sudden good fortune had reached her.

         She had been walking along a cliff path in country entirely new to her, and from somewhere far below had come the sound of the sea. The atmosphere had been far from clear — in fact, a kind of dream haze had hung over everything — and a sensation of acute unreality had had her in its grip. And then all at once she had caught sight of the chimneys and the roof-line of a house, and then the vague shape of the house itself had risen up before her. It was surrounded by gardens which sloped to the cliff edge, and it had so much charm and beauty about it that it had made her feel strangely excited. She had groped her way along the paths to reach it, but the swirling mist had come down and shut it out from her sight, and only the mournful surge of the sea — still so very far below — had sounded in her ears. And she had awakened feeling bitterly disappointed because the house had vanished and she would never find it again.

         But the letter, a few days later, from Mr. Grimshaw, of Messrs. Grimshaw, Gilchrist & Grimshaw, set her wondering.…

         Aunt Kate approved of the lunch served in the dining-car, and by the time they reached Truro she was in high holiday fettle. She had ceased to wonder whether the milkman would discover the note pinned to the back door of her cottage, and whether by any unfortunate chance the newspaper boy would miss his and go on delivering newspapers. If he did they would look rather funny all jammed into the letter-box and decorating the front-door step, and they would surely prove an inducement to burglars to burgle the house. But by the time she stepped out of the train, and they discovered a hire-car to convey them the rest of their journey still farther west, her mood of complacency was so great that even the news of a burglary would scarcely have upset her at that moment.

         Aunt Kate was one of those people who believed in enjoying life even in adversity, and she had an almost childish love of excitement and the unusual, whenever it presented itself. At the same time she never complained about monotony. She was kind-hearted to a degree, had a sense of humor which clung to her always, and was at all times solidly dependable. And those were the reasons why her niece, Eve, had been devoted to her from her earliest days, and why, just as soon as she thought of journeying into Cornwall, the thought of Aunt Kate as the most satisfactory companion for the journey had leaped quite naturally into her mind.

         And Aunt Kate, of course, had been only too willing to oblige!

         Their luggage was piled on the back of the car and they drove off into the mellow light of early evening. In a short while now, Eve thought, she would see Treloan.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter two
   

         

         BUT the light was dying out of the sky and the stars were appearing over the sea when they arrived at the inn where Eve had booked accommodation for one night, and there seemed little chance of seeing Treloan that night. As for the village of Treloan — or as much as could be seen of it while their suitcases were being carried inside by the proprietor himself who, finding business slack as yet, regarded them with particular favor — it was merely a huddle of cottages, with the inn in the centre, running round the sides of a sheltered cove where the tide lapped softly.

         During dinner Eve questioned the innkeeper, who came to find out whether the dinner was entirely satisfactory, on the subject of Treloan Manor, and he told her that the best way to approach it was over the cliffs, although there was a road inland which was inclined to by-pass it a little but was easier walking. The distance in either case was about a mile and a half. If she wanted a car he could drive her there himself.

         He looked at her rather curiously as she sat finishing her ice, her hair like autumn beech-leaves shining in the subdued rays of the ship’s lantern that was suspended from the great central beam which crossed the ceiling and had probably once formed part of a ship’s timbers itself. There was something about her which reminded him of old Mr. Petherick who had died up at Treloan — particularly the cool glance from level-eyes. Although old Mr. Petherick had been notably bad-tempered and many people would have said worse things than that of him during his latter years, at least he was never afraid of anyone and there had been just that faint air of challenge in his look. Only this girl’s look was also soft, like grey velvet, and she had a charming smile. But there was the similarity of the name.

         He went away back to his bar, which was beginning to fill with evening customers, turning the matter over in his mind, and he wished he had had the temerity to ask her outright. For it was quite possible she was the old man’s niece, and in that case it would be interesting to know what she was going to do with Treloan.

         Eve and her aunt took their coffee in the small inn parlor, and then Aunt Kate began to nod a little over an ancient copy of Punch, and at last it was as much as she could do to keep awake at all. The combined effects of a long journey and a dinner which included roast goose were beginning to tell, and at last Eve suggested to her that she went to bed.

         Aunt Kate looked relieved.

         “I will, if you don’t mind,” she said. “It must be the Cornish air.” But it was a long time since she had tasted such a succulent portion of goose as that which had accompanied the apple-sauce on her plate in the dining-room, or topped it off with such an out-size ice-cream on which the real cream had floated in great puffs.

         Eve went up with her to get her coat, having determined to take a short stroll before retiring to bed. During dinner she had seen through the window that the moon had risen and was bathing the sea in a silver flood, and the murmur of the incoming tide had affected her pulses in a curious way. She wanted to get down to the water’s edge and watch it curling gently on the smooth, soft sand, and look up at the starry width of the sky and the giant cliffs which shut in the cove.

         Although it was only March, the night air was soft. She could feel it caressing her face, and the salt smell of the sea was pleasant and, somehow, vaguely exciting.

         There seemed to be no one about but herself, although from the windows of the inn yellow light streamed, and a wireless set was playing dance music. It was a little too lively to fit in with the placid beauty of the night, but it prevented her from feeling too lonely down there on the edge of the shore.

         She saw one or two people leave the inn and one or two others arrived. And then a large and glistening car drew up before the porch. It was so large, and the moonlight made of it such a sumptuous spectacle, that Eve was a little surprised. Were these already holiday-makers, or was it some local resident bringing a party of friends to The Smuggler, as it was called?

         At least half a dozen smartly dressed people descended from the car. Eve could see the women’s dresses gleaming softly in the moonlight, and there were short fur capes and at least one full-length fur coat. The men appeared to be less formally attired, in blazers and flannel trousers, and one had a noticeable white choker about his neck.

         When they had gone inside, Eve realized that the night wind was rather cool after all. She started to move about more briskly for another quarter of an hour, and then returned to the inn also. As she put out her hand to thrust open the door someone whose object seemed to be departure wrenched it from her grasp, and, temporarily thrown off her balance, she stumbled forward right into the arms of the man with the white choker wound about his throat.

         “I’m so sorry!” she gasped, apologizing instinctively. But the next moment she drew back and almost recoiled from him, for his eyes were blazing with unconcealed irritation and impatience.

         “It’s always a good thing to refrain from being precipitate,” he said coldly, as he steadied her. “And coming in out of the darkness you ought to make allowance for the sudden brightness of the lights.”

         “But you pulled the door out of my hand!” she accused him, feeling a rising spurt of anger on her own account. “And it’s you who should make allowance for the fact that anyone coming in here is not to know that a tornado is approaching from the other side of the door!”

         “Really?” His dark eyebrows elevated themselves as he looked directly down at her — for the first time with a certain amount of interest in what he saw. He was, or seemed to her to be, immensely tall; his shoulders were arrogantly well-set, and he was lean and narrow-hipped. He had an almost swarthy face, and something like a scar which travelled from one corner of his mouth to a corner of a thick black eyebrow. His eyes were almost piercingly and challengingly blue. “Really?” he repeated. “It’s the first time in my life that I’ve been likened to a tornado, but in the course of a not uneventful career I have several times encountered them in various corners of the globe.”

         His voice held a mocking, jibing note, and Eve glanced at him with a feeling of acute and positive dislke. She decided he was not worth wasting any more words on, and swept past him into the hall and upstairs to her room. But before she had set foot on the first two stairs a girl came quickly from the bar on her right, and stood gazing up at her in mild astonishment. She was quite definitely below medium height and as slender as an elf; she wore a dress of drifting white tulle which was almost as simple as a school-girl’s party frock, and her hair hung in a pale golden bob to her shoulders. The eyes with which she surveyed Eve, ascending the stairs in a kind of cold fury, were huge and deep like violets.

         “It is some kind of contretemps?” she inquired in a husky, amused voice of the man who had shaken Eve’s calm. “Rogaire, what is it that you have been doing?”

         Eve was moving too fast to catch Rogaire’s answer, but she heard the girl laugh as she reached the first landing, and venturing to look down quickly she saw her link her-hand in his arm. He appeared to tower above her.

         A gentle, tinkling laugh was borne upwards.

         “Oh, Rogaire, sometimes you are quite impossible, and even I find it hard to forgive you when you — what is it you English say? — tread upon my corns so hard that I wish to bite! But I do not bite!” in the honeyed accent which always recalled for him Paris when the leaves were just appearing on the trees after a particularly hard winter and the sun was shining in the Champs-Elysées, and the Seine flowed sleepily.… “Of course I do not bite!”

         The tinkling laugh came again, and she drew him towards the entrance.

         “You have not yet recovered my handbag from the seat of the car, so we will go together to look for it, n’est-ce pas? And the others they are all so occupied in the bar and the night it is full of moonlight, and so I think.…” What she thought she whispered to him, putting her head very close to his arm so that the long golden hair fell against his sleeve, and her great, shadowy eyes gazed up at him with something that was a mixture of provocation and temptation and innocent expectation in their depths. But the provocation was the most noticeable of all three ingredients.

         Upstairs in her room, which happened to be in the front of the house, Eve heard the car start up, and saw it glide away from the shadow of The Smuggler, and she realized that it was a very expensive car indeed, but the man who was driving it was probably the most unpleasant she had ever met.

          
   

         In the morning she asked the landlord, whose name happened to be Geake, where the large party came from who very neatly filled his small bar the previous evening, and he answered:

         “Oh, you mean Commander Merlin and his friends? They came over from the Stark Point Hotel. Commander Merlin owns the Stark Point — biggest hotel around here, and what you might call fashionable. But the Commander’s very fond of the old Smuggler, and he likes to pay it a visit sometimes. He’s not stuck up like some of them — particularly some of those he brings with him! — even although he owns at least half a dozen hotels, including one or two on the Con-tey-nent.”

         Eve gazed at him with her cool, quiet eyes. Aunt Kate was still finishing her breakfast.

         “Is he a local man?” she asked.

         “Why, bless yer soul, yes, miss, born, and bred in this part of the world. The Stark Point was once his home, only in those days it was called Stark Place. His parents were pretty comfortably off when he was a lad, but by the time he came out of the Navy after the war, they was finding it pretty much of a job to make ends meet. And he decided to go in for hotel-keeping. He’s a wonderful record of wartime service — submarines, you know, and a D.S.O. and Bar, and I don’t know what else. We were all very proud of him around here, and wished him the best of luck when he turned the old place into the Stark Point. And now he can’t go wrong. He just keeps adding them to his list like beads to a necklace, as you might say.”

         “Well, at least he won’t add Treloan to his necklace!” Eve assured herself almost fiercely. “Whatever happens, I’ll see he never does that!”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter three
   

         

         AS a concession to Aunt Kate, who was not very anxious to try cliff climbing so soon after their arrival, she allowed Mr. Geake to drive them to Treloan for their first inspection of the place. The road, as he had explained to her, made quite a wide detour before it brought them within sight of a pair of curly, wrought-iron gates, beyond which was a dignified avenue leading to the house itself. The avenue was bordered by trees, still somewhat bare of leaf, but in the grass beneath them daffodils danced in a stiff March breeze. Looking rather eagerly to right and left as they proceeded in Mr. Geake’s rather antiquated vehicle between the well-grown trunks, Eve thought the gardens, which extended on either hand and which appeared to be composed chiefly of lawns and shrubberies, were a little overgrown, as if they had not had much care expended- on them in recent weeks. And even the daffodils were not the fine specimens so rich a man as her uncle might have been expected to allow to adorn the approach to his residence.

         But a sudden bend brought them within sight of the house itself, fronted by a terrace decorated with stone vases. Eve’s heart leaped within her as she noted that it was white and gracious and Georgian, its entrance flanked by graceful Corinthian pillars, and its windows all beautifully spaced and dignified.

         Whatever the present condition of the grounds the house was something to charm the eye immediately, and was a monument to the excellent taste of its designer. It had the tranquillity of an age when tranquillity was much more easily come by, combined with the spacious elegance of the same period.

         With the remembrance of her dream pressing closely upon her, Eve felt anxious to view it from its opposite front — from the sea side. The atmosphere was as clear as a bell today, with pale sky and sunshine, and despite the swirling mists in her dream she felt that she might be able to recognize — something at least!

         And if she did, what, precisely, would that mean? What kind of an interpretation would one whose business was the unravelling of the mysterious significance of dreams place upon it? Would he or she tell her that it was because her mother and father had spent their honeymoon in the house? Because she had often, and in secret, thought about Treloan but believed she would never see it? Because it was so soon to be in her possession?

         And now that it was in her possession, how was she to keep it? How could she endure to give Mr. Grimshaw the word to go ahead and sell it?

         She stood looking up at the front of the house and biting her lip, while behind her Aunt Kate sought to extrciate Sarah from the back of Mr. Geake’s car and a savory smell of shot rabbit which seemed to cling to it. And Mr. Geake coughed once or twice before he asked her at what time she wished him to come and collect her.

         “I’ll ring the inn and let you know,” she told him, smiling, for she was determined not to have her inspection cut short by any impatience on his part, and he went away thinking that it was a good thing he had had the idea of tipping the wink to Commander Merlin, for there was now no doubt about it — she was old Petherick’s niece all right! She was the new owner of Treloan!

         “Is there anyone at all living in the house now?” Aunt Kate inquired, in a kind of awed whisper, as she followed her niece into the wide, white-panelled hall with its beautiful fan-shaped staircase. The whisper seemed to come back at her uncannily from the silent, dust-sheeted rooms on either side of them, and she picked up Sarah and tucked her firmly under her arm because she had been about to conduct an investigation for rats amongst the pieces of obviously choice furniture.

         “No one,” Eve answered her, her clear voice echoing even more loudly and decisively beneath the slightly vaulted ceiling. “But there’s a couple who live in the lodge, and the man once acted as gardener, and the woman comes in once or twice a week to clean.”

         “If you ask me,” Aunt Kate gave it as her opinion as she stared around, “you’ll require a whole regiment of women to come in and clean if you ever think of keeping on this place!”

         Eve did not answer her this time. She went forward and led the way through what had once been used as the drawing-room. It reminded Aunt Kate of a State Apartment, because of the wide white Adam fireplace, the huge windows, and the carved and gilded ceiling. The walls of the library were lined with books, some of which were probably valuable, and the dining-room was truly noble. Aunt Kate knew she could never possibly eat in comfort off the tremendous area of polished rosewood table which matched the perfect Regency sideboard and the upright Regency chairs.

         But Eve, absorbing so many impressions all at once, knew exactly why it was that Roger Merlin was so bent upon possessing himself of Treloan and turning it into an hotel. It was the one house in a million, set in exactly the right spot, and equipped in an almost perfect fashion, to make a large income for a clever hotelier.

         A clever hotelier! But other people, without the benefit of so much experience, had been known to run hotels successfully!

         They were in the kitchen now, large, modern, and convenient, with every type of labor-saving device, and she turned to her aunt like one who was not merely inspired by what she had just seen, but had received confirmation of a previous, half-born idea.

         “Aunt Kate!” she exclaimed. “Well do it! We’ll run it as an hotel!”

         Aunt Kate sat down at the kitchen table and allowed Sarah to go wherever she wanted to.

         “My dear,” she said rather feebly, “it’s a bit large, isn’t it? And who will you get to run it?”

         “We’ll run it between us,” Eve told her, her eyes glistening. “With the help of one or two others, of course,” she added.

         “Darling,” Aunt Kate said gently, “it must be close upon lunch-time, and you’re probably feeling hungry. I know I am. Do you think there’s any food in the larder?”

         But Eve was not to be side-tracked.

         “I’ve made up my mind,” she asserted firmly. “Somehow — somehow — I’ll do it! I won’t sell! I absolutely refuse to sell, and wild horses wouldn’t make me hand over this property to that detestable Commander Merlin. He tried to get Uncle Hilary to sell to him, but Uncle Hilary had more sense, and now I know why he left it to me! I’ll make a success of it!”

         “Yes, my love, so you said before,” Aunt Kate agreed placidly; “but not until we’ve had some lunch.… And who, by the way, is Commander Merlin?” with sudden curiosity.

         “Some wretched local man, with an enlarged sense of his own importance, who thinks he knows all about the running of hotels,” Eve informed her scathingly.

         A sudden summons at the front-door bell caused them both to jump quite violently, and Sarah came tearing from the larder and set up a noisy barking. Eve and her aunt exchanged glances, and Eve stooped and picked up the overfed dachshund and tucked her under her arm, even as her aunt had done.

         “I’ll go and see who it is,” she said quietly.

         Somehow the summons was eerie in that vast empty house, and the feel of Sarah, despite her complete ineffectualness, was comforting. But no sooner was the front door opened, and it was revealed that a tall man stood there, dressed in a grey suit and a Cambridge-blue silk shirt and darker blue flowing tie, with an air of cool condescension and almost fiercely blue eyes, than Sarah wriggled herself free from the restriction imposed by Even’s arm and began to fawn upon him.

         Disgusted, Eve called her back.

         “Sarah!”

         But Commander Merlin had already picked Sarah up in his arms and was making a great fuss of her, and Sarah responded by almost frantically licking every available inch of his face.

         “Good dogs, these,” the black-haired, arrogant male commented. “Quite a safe breed. I had a couple myself once, but I go in nowadays for bulldogs. Unfortunately they’re getting rather rare, which happens when a strain achieves perfection. And as a sideline I’m rather fond of Siamese cats——”

         “Really?” Eve said coldly, interrupting him. “And do I take it that you came all the way up here to discuss your favorite pets with me? Or was there, perhaps, some other reason?”

         “As a matter of fact, there was,” he told her at once, quite bluntly, although there was something rather like a twinkle in his sea-blue eyes, particularly as they roved over her, taking in all the slender defiance of her attitude.

         “In that case, I’d better ask you to come in,” she said.

         “It would be more convenient,” he agreed, and strode without more ado into the very centre of the hall.

         There he put back his head and stood looking up at, and obviously admiring, the beauties of the ceiling. She thought that his expression became one of reverence as he gazed.

         “What craftsmanship!” he exclaimed. “What exquisite workmanship! Look at that cornice!” He indicated it with his hand, lean, brown, and virile. “That is the work of the younger Adam brother himself, not one of his pupils. And you can recognize the master’s touch in those twisted vine leaves, and that perfect archway. And as for the staircase.… But perhaps I’m boring you?” turning to follow her as she started to lead the way towards the drawing-room, where she stripped the dust-covers from two Louis Quinze chairs and offered one to him to sit down.

         “Not at all,” she answered coolly. “I have some slight knowledge myself of the Adam period.”

         He looked at her, she thought, sceptically. His fingers were caressing the back of the Louis Quinze chair, and it was quite plain to her that he had a great passion for antiquity.

         “I don’t know whether you realize,” he said without further preamble, “that the offer I made to you through your solicitors did not include all this furniture? But I will add to the offer here and now if you will agree to let the house go as it stands.”

         She shook her head, an inscrutable little smile on her lips.

         “I’m sorry, but I’m not interested in your offer.”

         He regarded her with an expression of carefully summoned-up patience. She was wearing a dress of primrose linen beneath a light grey coat, and her hair hung curling almost to her shoulders and had the color of chestnut buds about to burst. Her eyes were serene and grey and baffling behind their fringes of abnormally long eyelashes, and she was incredibly slight and dainty, almost fragile — and yet the curve of her lips betokened unshakable firmness once her mind was made up!

         “Miss Petherick,” he began again abruptly, “perhaps I’d better introduce myself formally. My name is Merlin — Roger Merlin.”

         “And when did you learn that mine is Petherick?” she asked.

         “Oh, that was simple,” he answered coolly. “Old Geake found that out almost as soon as you arrived yesterday, and I had only to take one look at you to recognize old Petherick’s eyes. You’re his niece all right! I only hope from the bottom of my heart that you’re going to be considerably easier to deal with than your uncle, for he wasted more of my time than I find it possible to forgive him, even now.”

         “Really?” she murmured, as if surprised. “Then I’m afraid I’m going to be a great disappointment to you also, for my views on Treloan Manor are exactly the same as my uncle’s. I do not intend to part with it.”

         “No?” He elevated an unbelieving eyebrow. “Then what will you do with it?”

         “I haven’t made up my mind yet,” she answered untruthfully, “but I could try living in it.”

         “You could,” he agreed very smoothly, “but unless you’ve a small private fortune of your own, you’ll find it a little expensive. Houses of this type are rather costly to maintain.”

         “I expect so,” she agreed, as if undisturbed by the thought, “but it might help matters if I ran it as a guesthouse — or an hotel!”

         He sat down in the chair she had placed for him and rested his elbows on the fragile arms, putting the extreme tips of his fingers together. The rather ugly scar running from the corner of his mouth to the tip of his right eyebrow became, all in a moment, much more noticeable, as if the muscles of his face had tautened a little, and he regarded her through narrowed eyes which contained all at once a rather sinister chill, like the chill of northern icefloes.

         “Listen to me, Miss Petherick,” he requested her curtly: “I have already made you a very fair offer for this place — much more than I made to your uncle, because I knew he was a rich man. But I happen to be very well aware of the fact that you are not a rich girl.” He dismissed her faint look of astonishment with an impatient movement of his hands. “Oh, never mind how I know these things — I simply know them, and that’s all there is to it! But from your point of view my offer should have been very tempting. I will make it even more tempting, and you will be extremely unwise if you turn it down, for you will never get a better.”

         Eve felt the anger she had been trying to suppress begin to rise in her again at the uncompromising tone in which he addressed her. The night before she had taken a dislike to him, but now she felt that her dislike was increased a thousandfold. His manners were the manners of a boor, and he was the most self-centred and egotistical person she had ever met. No wonder her uncle had sent him about his business!

         “Listen to me, Commander Merlin,” she requested him in her turn, striving to keep her voice very level and quiet. “If I came to you at the Stark Point Hotel and tried to persuade you — very much against your will! — to sell to me, and if I kept on pestering and bothering you, as you are pestering and bothering me, what would you do? I think if I was a man you would throw me out! But, in any case, you would not agree to sell, would you?”

         “No,” he answered crisply, “because, for one thing, it’s my home, and always has been my home, but today is the first time you’ve even seen this house. I don’t believe you ever saw your uncle, and he certainly couldn’t remember what you looked like, and the situation therefore is entirely different. You have no roots — nothing to chaim you here! You are, if you’ll forgive me for saying so, an outsider and an intruder, whereas I have known and loved this place from boyhood. Now will you consider my offer?”

         “Never,” she told him in a choked voice.

         “Not even if I become really rash and double it?”

         “Under no circumstances,” she got out, with scarlet cheeks, her breath coming a little unevenly and her small breasts heaving. “Not for all the money in the world!”

         “You have no use for money?”

         “Not yours!”

         “You prefer to consider running an hotel on next door to nothing a year? Which will be almost as clever as snatching the stars out of the sky!”

         While his eyebrows were still cocked upwards sarcastically and his eyes were filled with sardonic humor, the door was suddenly pushed inwards and Aunt Kate appeared. She had been eavesdrooping without any thought or scruple outside the door for the past ten minutes, and now it had occurred to her that it was time to intervene.

         “Forgive me, Commander Merlin,” she almost gushed, “for breaking in on you like this, but I feel that you ought to know that my niece is not quite a free agent in so far as Treloan is concerned. I have persuaded her to run it as an hotel, and I am backing her in the enterprise. I feel we shall have a tremendous success.”

         “I’m sorry, madam,” he said very stiffly, rising from his chair, “but I don’t think I have the honor of knowing who you are?”

         “Miss Petherick’s aunt,” she told him, “on the maternal side, you know. Katherine Barton’s the name.” She held out a friendly hand, and he knew himself forced to take it. “Delighted to meet you, Commander Merlin. We must compare notes on the successful running of hotels!”

         When he had gone, excusing himself with almost painful abruptness, Eve stood looking out of the window and thinking of him making his way to his car with a kind of deadly frustrated anger in his heart. His feelings towards herself and her aunt must be tainted with venom. But something in his face, before he left, had told her that he was the victim of acute disappointment as well, and it was so intense that she could feel almost sorry for him. To have wanted a thing so long and so badly, and to know now that it was not to be his!

         If he had even approached her in a different manner — if he had not said quite such insufferable things to her! Telling her that she had no right — no roots!

         “A most unpleasant type of arrogant male,” Aunt Kate observed, when they caught the sound of his car drawing away from the foot of the terrace steps. “I felt that it was only right to squash him, I simply had to squash him! And what’s more I will back you with every singe penny I possess! True, I’m not exactly a millionairess, but I’ve a few things here and there that I can sell out, and we might manage to raise a loan——”

         “Oh, Aunt Kate, you really are a lamb!” Eve turned to her and hugged her. “But, you know, we don’t either of us know a thing about hotels, except what it’s like to stay in a cheap one occasionally.”

         “This hotel will not be cheap,” Aunt Kate declared emphatically. “We shall charge the earth for our rooms, and that’s the way to become known. Elegance and comfort amid the charms of the Cornish Riviera. One of England’s stately homes on the very rim of the ocean; the beauties of the countryside combined with-the blue English Channel! Oh, I could go on for ever, only I’m feeling so very hungry I think I shall do better after we’ve had some lunch — if there is anything to eat in the larder!”

         But Eve was thinking:

         Easier to snatch the stars out of the sky! … But if she could snatch them out of the sky, and if she could build up a prosperous and thriving hotel on nothing more substantial than stardust (and Aunt Kate’s few stocks and shares!), what a triumph it would be! What a glorious triumph to fling in the face of Commander Roger Merlin, D.S.O. and Bar, and no doubt a few other odd distinctions as well!
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