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  “What a nuisance this confounded play is! What a fool I was to promise to take part in it!” Dr. Roger Lavington flung the paper-covered book in his hand on the ground, and then aimed a kick at it as a further vent to his feelings.




  Miss Minnie Chilton—the maiden aunt who had been acting for the past three months as his housekeeper—looked at him in mild surprise.




  “Really, Roger—”




  “I am sick of the whole thing,” the doctor went on, in a much exasperated tone. “Here I come in, wet and tired from a long day’s work and, instead of a little peace, I have to learn these wretched lines, and I suppose to-morrow when Zoe arrives there will be nothing but rehearsing. Plague take it all!”




  Miss Chilton went on with her knitting.




  “I was afraid you would find it a bother, Roger. I told you so when the idea was first mentioned, if you remember?”




  This well-meant remark only had the effect of deepening her nephew’s irritation. He rose.




  “Well, anyhow, I am not going to bother any more about it to-night. There’s a new article in the Lancet I must look at.”




  “Roger”—Miss Chilton’s subdued, rather plaintive voice stopped him before he reached the door—“I suppose Zoe is sure to be here in time for lunch to-morrow?”




  “I suppose so. By rights she ought to have come to-night. One day won’t be enough for getting her part up, and so I told her; but one may as well talk to the wind as to Zoe, when she has made up her mind.”




  He did not wait for any of the further questions which he saw coming, but made his escape with all possible speed and betook himself down the long passage that led to his consulting-room.




  Dr. Roger Lavington had only been settled in the village of Sutton Boldon for the past six months, but he was already beginning to doubt whether he had made a wise choice of a locality in which to begin life on his own account, and to think regretfully of the time he had passed in the metropolis, with his uncle, Dr. Lavington, Zoe’s father, when he was at the hospital.




  The village folk were inclined to look askance at the young doctor, and to regard his new-fangled theories with suspicion; he found it difficult to contend with their ignorance and apathy. Of late a new factor had been added to the situation; an old college friend of his—the Rev. Cyril Thornton—had been presented to a living a few miles away, and had brought his sister to keep house. Somewhat against his will Lavington had found himself drawn into the little circle of gaiety which had been created by the advent of the new clergyman. Thornton was so determined to have him that he told himself it was really less trouble to give way than to refuse; some amateur theatricals in aid of the building fund were the young vicar’s latest idea, and he had not rested until he had obtained Roger Lavington’s unwilling promise to help.




  Only five days before that fixed for the performance, a great misfortune had befallen the little band of performers; the girl who was to take the second lady’s part—one on which, in a great measure, the success of the whole thing depended—had fallen suddenly ill, and it was impossible on the spur of the moment to supply her place from the neighborhood. In her despair Elsie Thornton had appealed to Lavington; she had often heard him speak of his cousin’s powers as an actress; she begged him to ask her to come to their assistance now. Lavington had yielded unwillingly, and Zoe had promised to do her best; but she had delayed her arrival until the day of the performance itself, and the rest of the troupe were in despair, fearing that the one complete dress rehearsal—which was all that was possible under the circumstances—would be altogether inadequate to their needs.




  Lavington himself was by no means word perfect; but, as he lighted his pipe and turned to his writing-table, he resolved to put the whole matter out of his mind, philosophically concluding that he would manage to get through somehow.




  He was deeply immersed in the records of a case which was interesting him considerably, when there was a knock at the door. His strongly marked eyebrows nearly met in a frown as he called out:




  “Come in!”




  “I shouldn’t have ventured to disturb you, sir, only; being as it was marked ‘Immediate,’ I thought—” the house-parlormaid remarked apologetically as she handed him a letter on a salver.




  “Quite right!” he said, as he took it, his scowl deepening as he saw that the bold black handwriting was that of his cousin Zoe.




  “More directions, I suppose,” he ejaculated, sotto voce, as he tore it open and the servant withdrew. “I really wish Zoe—What the deuce!” He stopped short and stared blankly at the note in his hand.




  Miss Zoe Lavington’s communication was characteristically brief:




  

    “DEAR ROGER,




    “I am sorry that I am unable to come to you to-morrow, as I am down with the flu. You will have to get some one else to take the part. I am very much disappointed.




    “Your affectionate cousin,


    ZOE LAVINGTON”


  




  Lavington gave a long whistle of dismay.




  “What on earth is to be done now? They can’t get anybody to take the part at a moment’s notice, that’s certain. The whole thing will have to be put off, and Thornton and his sister will be frantic. Well, I suppose”—hoisting himself out of his comfortable chair with a sigh—“I must go and break it to them.”




  He went over to the cupboard, and, taking out a box of cigars, filled his case; as he did so he heard footsteps hurrying up the gravel walk leading to the surgery door, and a loud clamouring ring at the bell.




  He threw the door open; a woman, hatless, her uncovered grey hair floating wildly about her face, her eyes wild and frightened, almost flung herself upon him.




  “You’ll come, sir—you must come at once!” she cried, catching desperately at his arm as if afraid he would escape her, her breath breaking forth in long strangulating sobs between her words, as she tried to pour out her story. “It—it is the master—he is dying—dead! Oh, hurry, hurry!”




  In an instant Lavington became the brisk business-like doctor.




  “What is the matter?”




  “I—I don’t know!” The woman shuddered, casting furtive, frightened glances into the shadows around. “He was quite well at tea-time. But now he is lying on the floor—and there is blood—”




  Her voice died away in a wail of anguish.




  “Ah!” The doctor turned quickly to an open drawer and took out lint and bandages, together with a case of instruments and a small portable medicine-case. “Now, my good woman, calm yourself,” he said authoritatively. “Where is your master?”




  The woman looked at him in astonishment.




  “I thought you would know, sir,” she said in a more natural tone. “He—he is next door—at The Bungalow.”




  “The Bungalow.” The doctor drew in his lips as, the woman running to keep pace with his long strides, he hurried down the little drive that led to his front gate. That there were curious rumors about the tenant of The Bungalow—a middle-aged artist, apparently possessed of considerable means, who had had the bad taste to refuse absolutely to make any acquaintances—it would have been impossible to live for six months in Sutton Boldon without knowing. The gossips had decided that his disinclination for society argued a disreputable past and, being completely in the dark with regard to his antecedents, had proceeded to invent various discreditable stories which might account for his hermit-like preference for his own society.




  Lavington himself had rarely seen his neighbor, an occasional glimpse in the garden having been hitherto his only opportunity, and as he entered the long, low room leading out of the passage he was surprised to see how massive the frame of the man was who was stretched upon the floor, how large and well-formed his limbs.




  The doctor’s face was grave as he knelt down and made a cursory examination, the woman, meanwhile, standing in the doorway watching him with ashen face and wide-open dilated eyes.




  At last he looked up.




  “I can do no good here. He must have died instantaneously!”




  A sort of quiver passed over the white face of the woman in the doorway.




  “I can’t think how he came to do it,” she said hoarsely. “It wasn’t as if he had any trouble. He always said—”




  “You are making a mistake, my good woman,” the doctor checked her sternly as he rose. “This is no case of suicide. Your master has been murdered!”




  “Murdered!” With a cry the woman shrank back and put up her hand to her eyes. “Ah, no, no! He—”




  “He has been shot through the brain. And there is no sign of the pistol from which the shot was fired—that alone would be conclusive,” said the doctor grimly. “But the position of the wound shows that it could not have been self-inflicted. I should say, probably, robbery was the motive: you can see that his pockets have been rifled.”




  “What!” The housekeeper started violently. “They were not when I was here. They cannot be!”




  “Look for yourself.”




  The doctor pointed to the prostrate figure. One of the coat-pockets was turned inside out; two or three envelopes and a cigar-case lay on the carpet.




  The woman uncovered her face, her eyes looked wild and staring. She glanced fearfully round, at the open door behind her, at the darkness beyond.




  “I did not see—I did not know! Who—”




  The doctor shrugged his shoulders.




  “That we have to find out. The first thing to be done is to let the police know. Is there anyone in the house whom you can send?”




  She shook her head.




  “I did for him altogether. He was never one to care for many folks about him.”




  “Then the question resolves itself into this: Will you stay here while I go, or shall I—”




  “I—I daren’t, sir!” the housekeeper broke in, her agitation becoming almost unbearable. “It is as much as I can do to stay in the house when you are here. I should go mad if I was left alone with him!”




  Lavington glanced at her coldly: something in her emotion impressed him unfavorably. For a moment the idea of sending her to his house for help occurred to him, but the thought of the shock to his aunt restrained him.




  “Then I will stay here and you must go,” he said shortly. “Be as quick as you can, please.”




  The woman waited for no second bidding; she turned through the door, and Roger heard her running swiftly down the garden path outside.




  Left alone, he looked down once more at the dead man. Who was the assassin, he wondered, who had stolen in from the darkness? Was it a thief, tempted by the thought of the gold that he might find? Or was it some one who had been once friend or foe of the dead man? But the blank, silent face before him could not answer his questions; there was nothing more to be done, and he was about to turn to the door when a faint fluttering sigh caught his ear. He paused and looked round. Everything was silent; apparently he and the dead man were the only occupants of the room; but Roger’s trained eye caught an almost imperceptible movement of one of the thick window curtains.




  He sprang forward and flung the curtain aside. Then he stood as if thunderstruck. Opposite, crouching against the wall, a small packet in her arms, her eyes wide open, dilated apparently in the last extremity of terror, was a young girl, looking almost a child as the lamplight fell on her white face and gleaming, dishevelled hair.




  Lavington stared at her in utter amazement.




  “What on earth are you doing here?” he questioned at last.




  The stiff lips moved, but no words came; the brown eyes gazed back at him with the dazed, uncomprehending stare of a child.




  Roger put out his hand and caught her arm.




  “Why are you here? What have you done?”




  With a hoarse cry the girl wrenched herself free and threw herself on her knees before him.




  “Help me! Help me! I must get away. If anyone comes—if anyone knows—I shall die.”




  Lavington looked down into the anguished, tear-filled eyes, at the trembling lips, hardening his heart by a supreme effort.




  “If you haven’t done anything wrong there is nothing to be afraid of,” he said.




  But the great terrified eyes, raised so imploringly, had caught the momentary softening in his, and a gleam of hope crept into them. Slowly, falteringly, the girl raised herself, and faced him, steadying herself by the framework of the French window.




  “I—perhaps I have done wrong,” she said slowly, her throat twitching convulsively, one slender, ungloved hand still clutching the parcel to her breast, the other clenching and unclenching itself nervously, the delicate almond-shaped nails leaving cruel marks on the rosy palm. “But this will be worse than death. If—if you have a mother—a sister—for their sakes you will let me go!”




  Her eyes wandered to the open door; she made a step towards it. Still, Lavington did not move aside, though the stern lines of his mouth had relaxed somewhat. Her appeal had touched a soft place in his heart. He had passionately loved his dead mother; she and the tiny sister who had died just as she had learnt to lisp his name were enshrined in his Holy of holies. What would they bid him do, if the dead could speak, he wondered? Then he recollected how his mother had always been on the side of mercy; his extended hand dropped.




  With a sigh of relief the girl slipped by. At the same moment the echo of excited voices reached them from the distance, the sound of heavy measured footfalls. The girl halted and then turned back.




  “It is too late! Oh, help me! Hide me! Save me! I am frightened—frightened—for the love of heaven!”




  All Lavington’s compassion was roused by the very forlornness of her attitude, by her despairing cry. He glanced round. Had he indeed left it too late? Was there no way of saving her even yet—this girl who had cried to him for help?




  A sudden thought struck him; he stepped to the French window and opened it softly.




  “See,’’ he said, taking something from his pocket, as with a swift grateful glance she slipped through. “The garden will be searched, and all round will be watched; you cannot get away. But if you go across the lawn, step over the low fence and go up to that door next to the window where you will see a bright light, you can let yourself in with this latchkey. Stay quietly in my consulting-room until I come to you, and do not open the door to anyone.”




  He had no time for more, no means of finding out whether she understood or not. Like a frightened rabbit she scudded across the lawn; and when he turned round, after closing the window, the burly form of the village constable stood in the doorway.




  “This ’ere seems a bad job, sir.”




  “It is indeed.” To his intense disgust, as the man’s small bright eyes watched him curiously, Lavington felt that his color was changing. “It is impossible from the nature and the direction of the shot that it could have been self-inflicted,” he went on, recovering his matter-of-fact, professional manner with an effort.




  “I see, sir.” Constable Frost’s tone was distinctly non-committal. The constable was on the look out for promotion; it struck him that this case might afford him the opportunity for which he had been longing. He crossed over to Roger, who stood with his back against the thick, dull green curtains. “That window now, sir, I heard you closing it—was it open when you came in?”




  “No. I unlatched it for a minute. The room was close.”




  “Just so, sir.” The constable opened it and, stepping outside, listened with his head on one side for a minute. “Seems all quiet here, sir. I have sent over to Harleswood for the inspector, but if in the meantime you will oblige me—” He took out his notebook and set down laboriously Roger’s bald account of his summons by the housekeeper, his brief examination of the body and, approximately, the cause of death. Then he looked at the housekeeper.




  “And you say you last saw him alive, Mrs. McNaughton?”




  “About seven o’clock, it would be,” the housekeeper said tremulously. “He had his tea as usual; when I knocked at the door with the tray (he always had afternoon tea), I found him—like this. But I never thought but he had put an end to himself, poor gentleman!”




  “Ay, I dessay. But, you see, Dr. Lavington here says that you were wrong. Besides, a dead man can’t carry away a pistol. You can’t give us any idea who done it, ma’am?”




  The woman began to shiver, her eyes looked round the room, anywhere save at that stark, awful figure on the floor.




  “I can’t tell you anything. I never heard anybody come in.” The man stooped and picked up something that lay concealed by the dead man’s coat.




  “What’s this? How did this ’ere come ’ere?”




  Roger bent forward and looked curiously at the long dangling object, then a breath of subtle perfume seemed to reach him; with a sudden exclamation he drew back. It was a woman’s long suede glove that looked so strangely out of place in the constable’s big red hand. As he moved away, some small shining object dropped from it; the constable stooped stiffly to pick it up.




  “A ring,” he muttered, turning it about in the lamplight. “Diamonds too. This ’ere ought to be a clue, sir.”




  Roger glanced at it; it looked like some family heirloom, he thought, with its quaint, old-fashioned setting.




  “Certainly it ought,” he acquiesced.




  The amazement grew in Mrs. McNaughton’s face, a bewilderment mixed with a kind of curious shrinking horror.




  “I can’t say—I don’t know nothing about it.”




  Lavington stepped forward.




  “Well, if that is all I can tell you, Frost, I will just step indoors. I am afraid my aunt—”




  “Begging your pardon, sir, I should be glad if you would stay till the inspector comes. I expect him every minute now.”




  Lavington felt nettled.




  “But my good man—”




  “I should be blamed, sir, if I let you go afore he come,” the constable went on. “There’ll be explanations as’ll have to be made. There”—he held up his hand—“I hear wheels. Here he is now, sir.”
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  Lavington crossed the passage to the consulting-room and opened the door; then he stood still in amazement. His own easy chair was drawn up before the fire, and in it the girl was curled up, fast asleep apparently, one cheek resting on her upturned palm, her golden hair gleaming against the dark cushion. As he watched her, she drew her breath in a little sobbing cry, her delicate features contracted; then suddenly she opened her eyes and stared at him bewilderedly.




  “Where am I? Oh!”—her lips trembling, a swift rush of color flooding even her temples—“now, I—I remember. You sent—you sent me here. You will help me to get away?”




  “If I can,” said Lavington uncertainly. He came into the room and shut the door. “I could not get away before, until the inspector came; and now they are searching the neighborhood for a girl, a girl whose glove they have found—a glove with a diamond ring in the finger.”




  “Ah!” The girl drew a deep breath.




  Roger’s eyes rested on a tiny crumpled ball of suede that lay on his writing-table, then his glance wandered to the fire-place and he uttered a quick exclamation.




  “Why, some one has been burning paper,” he said in surprise, as he picked up the largest piece.




  With a sharp sound of dismay the girl sprang forward and snatched it out of his hand, not, however before he had had time to read two words in the small neat handwriting. It was the outside of an envelope; part of the address was torn away; only “von Rheinhart” was readable.




  “How dare you!” the girl flashed as his fingers relaxed. “You knew that you were not meant to read it.”




  The very suddenness of the attack momentarily disconcerted Lavington, the softness and the smallness of the hands gripping his, the wrath in the great brown eyes alike took him aback. But, as he saw her tear the offending scrap of paper into the minutest fragments and throw it on the top of the smoking heap in the fire-place, he awoke to the full consciousness of the situation.




  “I did not wish to read anything written there,” he said gravely. “I had no thought at the moment that it was yours; but I could not help seeing the name ‘von Rheinhart’ and I know that Maximilian von Rheinhart is lying dead next door and that papers and valuables have been taken from his body.”




  In spite of her anger, as the last word left his lips, the girl visibly flinched.




  “Not valuables—papers. And”—raising her head defiantly—“I took them—stole them, if you will. But he ought to have given them up long ago. He had no right to keep them. Now, they can do no more harm.” And with the point of her buckled shoe she pushed the ashes farther down.




  Lavington’s grey eyes were stem.




  “I believe that it is my duty to summon the police at once and to tell them everything.”




  The girl turned sharply; the anger on her face changed to terror.




  “You—you couldn’t!” she gasped, catching at her throat with both hands. “Listen—listen! I will tell you—you shall judge. He was a bad man—Maximilian von Rheinhart—a cruel man. There had been a story. Oh, you are a man, you can guess it; it was all over, quite over and done with—but there were letters and he traded on them, he threatened. At last he promised to give them to me, if I came alone, late at night, to-night. I came, and I found—oh, I cannot tell you any more!” shuddering and burying her face in her hands. “It was awful. But I think if I had been your sister, you would have asked another man to be kind to her, you would not—”




  “Stop!” Roger held up his hand. “It is for her sake, my child sister’s and for my mother’s, and because you are a woman, and I have your word for it that you have been sorely tried, that I am going to help you now. But how to do it? That is the question. I don’t know—” He paced up and down the small room in perplexity.




  The girl watched him with puzzled eyes.




  “If you will keep silence just a little while, I will make my way to the nearest station; and then—”




  “Nearest station!” Lavington laughed aloud though there was little enough of real mirth in his merriment “Don’t you know that every stranger at any of the stations round here will be watched and interrogated? Oh, yes; with the help of the telegraph and telephone, Inspector Stables has done his work well—for miles round the police are searching for the woman who wore the suede glove that lay beside the body of Maximilian von Rheinhart, for the owner of the diamond ring.”




  The color slowly faded from the listener’s face.




  “What am I to do then?” she exclaimed in consternation. “How am I to get away?”




  Lavington shook his head.




  “At present I can see no way out of it. You are safe here now—but for how long?” shrugging his shoulders hopelessly.




  “Do you mean that I cannot get away to-night?” she demanded, her face twitching nervously.




  “Certainly not,” Lavington confirmed promptly. “It is out of the question.”




  “But I cannot stay here.”




  “I am afraid you will have to,” gloomily.




  The girl stared at him a moment incredulously, then her full underlip began to tremble; to Roger’s horror she buried her face in her hands and burst into a perfect passion of tears.




  He watched her for a minute or two in a species of helpless fascination, wishing vainly that some form of comfort likely to be efficacious would occur to him; the idea of applying to his aunt for help occurred to him, only to be rejected. Miss Chilton was too old and too frail to be troubled with such problems as this girl’s safety involved. The veriest hint of the terrible peril which hung over their guest would be enough to make her absolutely ill, as her nephew well knew. If only his cousin Zoe had been there, he thought vaguely, he would have been able to appeal to her. The recollection of Zoe turned his thoughts to her letter, which still lay on the mantelpiece.




  As he looked at it, vaguely wishing he could ask her advice, a sudden idea flashed into his mind. Zoe’s place, Zoe’s room were waiting for her, his aunt and the servants were expecting her. Suppose, for the nonce, their guest were to become Zoe! The audacity of it almost took his breath away; and yet, the longer he thought of it, the more plainly he saw that it distinctly offered a solution of the difficulty. His eyes turned back to the girl, now sobbing aloud, apparently in the last extremity of despair.




  “Can you act?” he asked suddenly.




  The very incongruity of the question seemed to rouse the girl. She raised her eyes, tear-filled, her cheeks still wet.




  “Act!” she repeated, in bewilderment.




  “Yes, act,” Lavington returned impatiently. “Because if you could, I think I see a way. I believe we might manage—”




  A gleam of hope came into the brown eyes watching him.




  “If you would explain, I think perhaps I might.”




  Lavington caught up his copy of the play.




  “Have you ever taken part in any theatricals? Do you think you could help in this?” holding it out.




  The girl glanced at it in his hand; a tinge of color was creeping back to her pale cheeks.




  “I think I could. I have always been fond of that sort of thing. But when? I cannot understand.”




  “To-morrow night,” Lavington explained quickly. “My cousin Zoe was expected, but she is down with influenza. Luckily, I have not told anyone that she is prevented; and, if until after to-morrow evening you could take her place, the next day I might go to London with you, and I do not think any suspicion would be roused.”




  She turned the pages over rapidly.




  “I could soon learn the part, but the dress—”




  “Oh, that is all waiting for Zoe at Freshfield. You see, the scene is laid in Japan. You are the Japanese maiden who fascinates the hero, while Elsie Thornton personates the English girl who finally wins. But the Thorntons were so much afraid that the get-up wouldn’t be correct that they have ordered the Japanese costumes from town. They’re all loose, flowing garments, so that it is only a question of height; and I shouldn’t think ’’—eyeing her critically —“that there can be an inch between you and Zoe.”




  Though the tears were still standing in her eyes, a tiny dimple played for one moment round the girl’s mouth.




  “That will be all right, then.”




  “Yes; I think so.” Lavington acquiesced. “And now, the sooner we go in to my aunt the better. I will tell her you managed to get away by the last train to-night, instead of the first to-morrow—the one by which she expected you.”




  “In one moment.” She turned to the small mirror over the mantelpiece and, with a few deft touches, restored her hair to order and, after pinning her fur toque securely in its place, pulled a veil over her face.




  “Now, tell me what I have to do,” she said, turning to Roger with a charming air of dependence.




  Lavington briefly put her in possession of the circumstances, and told her all that he thought necessary of Zoe’s surroundings. In a very few moments she professed herself ready to accompany him to his aunt.




  Miss Chilton was still sitting in the little drawing-room where he had left her, her hands busy with her knitting, her thoughts on household cares intent. Secretly, she was rather inclined to dread the coming of Roger’s London-bred cousin, and to feel distinctly glad that the young lady had postponed making her acquaintance to the last possible moment. Her usually tranquil smile was scarcely as placid as usual when Lavington put his head in at the door.




  “Who do you think I have brought you, Aunt Minnie?”




  Her expression changed to one of real alarm as she said hastily, “Not—not—”




  “Zoe!” he finished, with a laugh. “Here she is, to speak for herself. She found she could get away to-night after all.”




  “And I hope you will not mind?” this new Zoe said, coming swiftly into the room as Roger stood aside. “You must not let me give you any trouble. Really, I was obliged to come.”




  Miss Chilton took the outstretched hand in hers.




  “Do not talk of trouble, my dear,” she said with her pretty air of old-fashioned hospitality. “Your coming here is only a pleasure to us, I am sure.” Then as if moved by some sudden impulse, she drew the girl down and kissed the fresh, young cheek. “I am sure I shall love to have you, and I hope you will stay a long time with us, if you can put up with my old-fashioned ways.”




  The brown eyes looked very grateful as the girl returned the kiss heartily.




  “You are very kind. I should love to stay with you. But this time, I am afraid—”




  “Uncle John is not very well, Aunt Minnie,” interposed Roger, coming to the rescue, “and Zoe is his right hand. He could hardly be persuaded to spare her even for the theatricals. Later on, perhaps. But now I am sure that Zoe must be tired and hungry after her journey—perhaps you will just show her to her room, and then we will have dinner.”




  “Of course, my dear. What was I thinking of?” The old lady rose in a bustle and rolled up her knitting in a ball. “Your room is all ready, my dear, and dinner will be ready in a minute.”




  There was a grim smile on Roger’s face as he closed the door behind them. When his aunt came into the room again she was looking anxious and worried.




  “I wish we had known that she was coming tonight; we would have had something nice for dinner. You never told me how pretty she was, Roger.”




  “Who—Zoe?” The doctor looked puzzled. “I do not think she is. At least”—with a change of front, as he remembered the big, bright eyes, the flushing cheeks of this new Zoe—“I suppose she is. I never thought of it before.”




  “Really, Roger!” Evidently the old lady was working herself up into quite a state of excitement over her guest. “And her gown—did you notice it?”




  “Not particularly,” Roger responded, with masculine denseness. “Something dark, wasn’t it?”




  “Something dark!” Miss Chilton repeated with supreme contempt. “It was dark green of course! But did you notice the cut and the finish and the wonderful embroidery on the vest and cuffs? I could not help saying to her, ‘My dear, where did you get that gown?’ and she said at once, ‘In Vienna.’ I thought she was inclined to catch herself up the moment after she had said it, but still—I have heard that Viennese tailors are even more expensive than the Parisian. What do you make of it, Roger? Your Uncle John—”




  “Must have more money than sense, by your account of it, I should say,” Lavington interpolated brusquely.” Don’t worry yourself about it, Aunt Minnie. Zoe”—bringing out the name after an imperceptible pause—“has put on her best bib and tucker to dazzle our rustic minds, I expect.”




  “Oh, well, I don’t know,” Miss Chilton began, unconvinced. “Oh, there you are, my dear!” with a complete change of tone as the swish of Zoe’s silken petticoats, the tap of her high-heeled shoes, were heard.




  Looking at her, at the daintily arranged masses of her fair hair, at the exquisite finish of her gown, at the delicate touches of lace falling round her throat and wrists, Lavington found it difficult to believe that this was in reality the wild-eyed, desolate creature who had cried aloud to him for help so short a time before.




  But, in the dining-room, he saw that she was making the veriest pretence of eating, and that she was with difficulty preventing herself from starting at every sound. As they were finishing, the front door bell pealed loudly. Roger forced himself to look away from the girl’s rapidly changing color, and to talk with apparent unconcern to his aunt during the pause that followed. At last the house-parlormaid appeared with a white, scared face.




  “Constable Frost would be glad to speak to you a moment, sir. He is waiting in the hall. And, oh, sir, oh, ma’am!”—turning to the astonished Miss Chilton—“they say there has been a murder done next door, and they are out searching for them that has done it! Me and Cook are both frightened out of our wits to stay in the kitchen!”




  “What!” Miss Chilton fell back in her chair, white and trembling.




  Lavington felt, rather than saw, the change that passed over the face of the girl sitting at his right. He rose.




  “You should not alarm Miss Chilton in that way, Mary. Tell Constable Frost I will speak to him in a minute. Aunt Minnie, I did not mean to tell you until the morning of the sad fate that has overtaken our neighbor, Rheinhart. But there is nothing to alarm you.”




  “He is dead!” Miss Chilton gasped.




  Roger nodded.




  Through the half-open door Constable Frost’s keen little eyes were taking in every detail of the homelike scene—the well-appointed dinner-table, the frail old lady at the top, the pretty pale girl bending over her.




  “And—and the murderer is still at large!” Miss Chilton went on, with a little sob. “I am frightened, Roger.”




  Lavington looked away from the girl who was chafing the old lady’s hands.




  “I think you are quite safe, Aunt Minnie; I will take care of you. But I must speak to Frost a minute. What is it, constable?”—as he stepped out into the hall—“Any success?”




  “We haven’t found her so far, sir. The inspector, he seems to think that she must have come through your garden, and he has sent me to tell you he will be compelled to make a search. He thought it well to let you know first in case of alarming the ladies.”




  Was it his fancy, Roger wondered, or was there a slight indefinable pause before the last word? He glanced up sharply. Constable Frost’s face was as imperturbably stolid as ever; his eyes were glancing apologetically at Miss Chilton.




  “Certainly. Please tell Inspector Stables to make as complete a search as he likes. Is there anything else I can do for you, constable?”




  “No. That is all, thank you, sir,” he replied.




  Outside, in the hall, the dining-room door closed; Constable Frost became suddenly exceedingly affable with the house-parlormaid.




  “Nice-looking young lady that!” he observed communicatively. “Who might she be, I wonder?”




  “She is Miss Lavington, the doctor’s cousin. She has come over to take part in the play-acting at Freshfield to-morrow,” Mary returned. “Oh, Mr. Frost, I am that upset about this murder, I hardly durst open the door! And as for going to bed, me and Cook mean to sit up all night!”




  “That would be a sensible thing to do,” remarked the constable satirically. “You can go to bed safe enough, Mary”—with a playful pinch of her arm—“I’ll look after you.”
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  “I am so sorry, Roger. Zoe says that she will be obliged to go away in the morning. Her father wants her, she tells me. I do think that, coming all this way, Dr. Lavington might have spared her to us a little longer.” And gentle Miss Chilton looked quite aggrieved.




  “Yes; it is a pity she has to go!” Roger assented absently.




  He was standing by the window, his eyes glancing over the garden where Inspector Stables’s men had made sad havoc among the daffodils and hyacinths, in the course of their search for the murderer of Maximilian von Rheinhart, the night before.




  “Zoe” put her arm caressingly through Miss Chilton’s.




  “It is awfully kind of you to want to keep me,” she said in her pretty, flute-like voice.




  “Not at all, my dear,” Miss Chilton contradicted plaintively. “Or at least, I am kind to myself. It is often very dull when Roger is away; and you are so good to an old woman. At least, if you cannot stay longer now, you must promise to come again very soon and give us a little more of your society.”




  There was a momentary pause; then “Zoe” stooped and softly kissed the old lady’s withered cheek.




  “Thank you very much. I, too, hope we shall meet again before long.”




  Roger stirred impatiently.




  “They are bringing the car round. Come, Zoe. I hope you know your part.”




  “I am word-perfect,” the girl declared, as she followed him out of the room.




  Outside in the sunshine, it felt like a typical spring morning. The air was warm and balmy. As Roger helped his companion into the car, his eyes rested for a moment on the low roof of The Bungalow. With a pang of pity he thought of the dead man lying stark beneath.




  The drive to Freshfield was not a long one; and it was accomplished for the most part in silence; as Roger drew up before the schoolhouse where the rehearsal as well as the performance was to take place, the vicar came forward and welcomed them.




  “Ah, Lavington, this is good of you! And Miss Lavington, I presume,” anticipating Roger’s hesitating introduction. “Do you know”—as he helped the girl down and led the way across the school-yard— “that all last night my dreams were haunted by the fear that you would fail us at the last moment? It is so good of you to come to our assistance.”




  The girl smiled a little.




  “I was very glad to come, thank you,” she replied with more truth than the Rev. Cyril Thornton suspected.




  The new vicar of Freshfield was a slight, fair, clerical-looking young man; he was, of course, the centre of an enormous amount of interest among the unmarried ladies, old and young, of his parish; but so far he had shown no inclination to respond to their flattering attentions; to-night, however, he positively ignored them and constituted himself the preux chevalier of the new and fascinating cousin of Roger Lavington’s.




  The new-comer was quite a success at the rehearsal; evidently her promise of being word-perfect was no empty boast, and her knowledge of the lines put to shame many of her fellow-performers who had been rehearsing for weeks. She made an attractive picture, too, in her kimono, her gleaming hair drawn off her face and piled high in the Japanese fashion. More than once Lavington scowled as he saw how the vicar’s blue eyes followed her every movement and how his lank, clerical figure was constantly to be seen during the interval in close attendance upon the Japanese tea-girl. At last, feeling distinctly annoyed and out of sorts, Roger made his way across to them, unceremoniously leaving pretty Elsie Thornton in the middle of a speech.




  Elsie’s eyes grew wistful as she watched him threading his way across the crowded school-room; almost unconsciously she had learnt to think a good deal of her brother’s friend; to-day she was learning the state of her own heart, and, at the same time, being shown the utter futility of those shy, sweet hopes that had been springing up of late.




  The vicar looked up with a smile as his friend approached.




  “Ah, Lavington, I am trying to persuade Miss Lavington to take a different conception of these lines, do you see, when you come on, and she—-”




  “I think she does it remarkably well as it is,” Roger interrupted brusquely. “Come, Zoe, I am going to take you in to tea.”




  A sudden flush rose to the girl’s cheeks as she heard the masterful tone; for a moment she seemed inclined to hesitate, then she rose obediently.




  “Thank you, Mr. Thornton; I will think over the alterations you suggest. Yes, Roger, I shall be glad of a cup of tea.”




  Lavington started as he heard her use his Christian name as naturally as if they were indeed the cousins they were assuming to be. He glanced down at her flushed, smiling face with a curious tightening feeling at his heart.




  “You seem to like Thornton?” He had not in the least intended to say the words; they seemed to come without his own volition.




  The girl looked surprised.




  “He is very kind,” she said simply.




  He drew her into an embrasure of the window, in which they were practically alone, as he supplied her with tea.




  “I think— Can you manage to be ready to catch the eight o’clock train to-morrow morning? I will drive you over to Overcroft Station.”




  She stood with downcast eyes, playing with her teaspoon.




  “I do not want to bother you, but is it necessary to start quite so early? Miss Chilton is particularly anxious that I should stay until the afternoon and I—”




  “I think it is necessary,” Roger interrupted gruffly. “I think it is better that you should know; Thornton has just told me that they expect quite a crowd to-night at this play, and he has applied for an extra policeman to keep the door. He has just come and he is Constable Frost of Sutton Boldon.”




  “Oh!” The girl looked unenlightened.




  With a distinct feeling of irritation at her denseness, Roger proceeded:




  “He is the first policeman called to The Bungalow last night, and from his presence here, when naturally all the available police are employed in connection with the affair, I cannot help fearing that he may suspect.
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