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Sir Wilton Oakes sat in the great library at Priors Gate, moodily
contemplating a mass of papers that lay on the table before him. He was a man
of about five and forty years of age, though he might have passed for
considerably less, so well preserved was he, and so fine was his constitution.
He had all the attributes of his ancient race—the hawklife face, the
short upper lip, and the easy manner of one who is born to be the commander of
men. And, indeed, from all outward appearance, his position was an enviable
one, for he had recently entered into possession of that beautiful Elizabethan
house, with its period furniture and the wide estates, which had been the
heritage of the Oakes any time the last five hundred years. And now the old
baronet was dead, and the man sitting at the library table reigned in his stead.
He had come back from America, where he had been ever since he left school,
come back too late to see the father to whom he had been a source of trouble
and anxiety from the time he had come to a proper understanding of things. So
the dead baronet had taken a drastic course a quarter of a century before, and
England had seen no more of his successor until the old man had died and his
son had crossed the Atlantic to reign in his stead.

And the less said about Sir Wilton's past the better. Nobody, except his
dead father, knew what a disgrace he had been to the family, though certain
neighbours might have guessed. It had been a lurid career out there in the big
cities of the west, and on more than one occasion Sir Wilton Oakes had known
what it was to experience the discipline of a gaol. But the proud,
broken-hearted father had said nothing of this to a soul, had said nothing of
those shameful letters which had come from this penitentiary and that, and of
the constant call for money from his only child. And now that Wilton Oakes was
back again, and society had more or less taken him to its bosom, he began to
understand the extent of his own folly, and to see how perilously near he was
to a state of things when he would be a baronet of long descent without a roof
over his head, and nothing to console himself with besides his bare title.

It had taken him the best part of three months to realise this, but it had
come home to him with sinister force now, as he bent over the mass of papers on
the table. So far as he could see, the estate was mortgaged to the hilt, there
were unpaid bills and claims pouring in from all directions. It was going to be
a poor thing, after all, to be Sir Wilton Oakes of Priors Gate, unless some
sort of a miracle happened, or he could sell his fascinating personality and
fine, old title to some heiress. And there were reasons, pressing reasons, why
he could not do that.

He sat there, moodily looking through the mullioned windows where the blue
and gold device of the Oakes was emblazoned on the upper panes and from thence
into the spreading park, which he would have to part with before long unless
the miracle happened. As he sat there, he was reviewing his past life, and
wondering, more or less idly, if it would be possible to renew that life in
England, so as to secure himself the funds he so direly needed. It meant stark
crime, naked and unashamed, but then, that was not likely to trouble him if he
could only work out some scheme by which there was a maximum of profit and a
minimum of danger. And there were few phases of criminology in which he had not
indulged at one time or another—nothing short of murder had ever stopped
him when temptation presented itself, and the prize was worth the risk.

Why shouldn't he begin it again? Why shouldn't he, as Sir Wilton Oakes of
Priors Gate, embark, once more on those tortuous channels which had paid him so
well in the past?

He would have a wonderful cover for his activities. Who would ever suspect a
man with his title and position of deliberately lending himself to a series of
burglaries, for instance? And yet he lived in the centre of a great residential
county, inhabited for the most part by men of substantial financial standing,
many of them the new rich, who took a sheer delight in the display of their
war-earned wealth. The idea was not new perhaps, but it was not likely to be
less effective for that.

For a long time Oakes sat there turning the problem over in his mind. He had
come home after the death of his father with the full intention of taking over
the estates and leading a more or less exemplary life in the future. He would
have enough and more than enough for his wants, he would walk circumspectly and
establish himself in the eyes of his neighbours, and in the course of time
marry and carry on the succession. He had had a sort of uneasy feeling that his
constant inroads on the family purse might have made a difference, but he had
never expected such a state of affairs as an examination of his position
disclosed. And he had, on one particular occasion, deliberately set out to rob
his father.

He recalled that incident vividly as he brooded there over his cigar. He
remembered the hypocritical, cringing letter he had written home, to the effect
that he had seen the error of his ways and that henceforth he was making every
effort to clean his assumed name of the disgrace that clung to it. He was
occupying a responsible position in the offices of a great oil corporation, and
being in the confidence of his employers, was in the possession of priceless
information which would lead to a dazzling fortune if he could only command a
few thousand pounds. Not for himself, oh, dear no, henceforth he would never
ask his father for another penny. But if the long suffering parent could lay
his hand upon ten thousand pounds, then this regenerate son of his could put
him in the way of buying certain oil shares which, within a few years would
represent millions of dollars. If his father would write to a certain address,
which was that of the owner of the amazing property, he would be able to obtain
possession of those precious shares. But he would have to write direct,
because, so Wilton Oakes delicately suggested, it was impossible to ask the old
man to trust him personally any further.

And this infamous scheme had been crowned with success. The money had found
its way into Wilton Oakes' hands, and in exchange, his deluded parent had
received a sheaf of worthless scrip which he had placed away in his safe under
the full impression that it was going to lead to a golden return.

It was a most diabolical business altogether, and even now, when Wilton
Oakes was established at Priors Gate and his father was in his grave he had no
regrets. And those Judas pieces of silver, so to speak, had not done him the
least good, seeing that they had been dissipated in a few months. So here he
was, back at home again, the possessor of a hollow title, and a fine domain
which would pass out of his hands in a few months unless the miracle he was
scheming for, materialised. Still, as he sat here, surrounded with every
evidence of wealth and luxury, he did not suggest the congenital criminal
desperately put to it to keep his head above water. At any rate, nobody must
know that, nobody must guess how near he was to the slippery edge of
bankruptcy, and if there was any means, however desperate, of saving the
situation, then Wilton Oakes swore to himself that he would not shrink from
it.

He was still sitting there, deeply engrossed in his troubles, when his
wandering eye caught sight of a car coming along the avenue through the park,
and pulling up a moment or two later before the main entrance. Some neighbour,
no doubt, Oakes told himself; some respectable man of family who had come over
to worry him over a trivial local question. Then the door of the library opened
and a man servant came respectfully in.

"A gentleman to see you, sir," he said.

"Who is he?" Oakes asked. "I am very
busy just now, so you might ask him his name and business."

The servant departed silently, but he did not return. In his place appeared
a queer, misshapen figure—a figure with a hump between his shoulders and
with one long slender limb propping up the other. He might have been partly
paralysed, he might have been the victim of some terrible accident. But there
he was, more or less the wreck of a man, with a face of an early Greek, and the
high forehead and wavy black hair of a Byron. Seated in a chair so that his
deformities were hidden, he would have passed as an absolute model of manly
beauty. There was a frank, pleasing smile on his face, and the stamp of
intelligence that lifted him out of the common ruck.

He closed the door behind him and crept painfully in the direction of a
chair near the table, where he could command the full view of his host. The
pleasing smile was still upon his face, but there was no reciprocal warmth in
Wilton Oakes' cold eyes.

"Well," said the newcomer. "Well, here I am, you see. My dear fellow, you
didn't suppose you could shake me off in that casual way, did you? When you
vanished so suddenly in New York last spring I thought you had been picked up
by the police for some little indiscretion of which you had told your fidus
Achates nothing. But when I began to make inquiries, I realised that you really
had given me the slip and returned to England. And, upon my word, Wilton, old
son, I don't blame you. So my old friend, Bill Carlton, turns out to be a
baronet in disguise! Fancy that, now! And, upon my word, you have got very snug
quarters here."

Oakes literally forced a smile to his lips. Inwardly he was consumed with
rage. If anger and malice could have slain the intruder then he would have
dropped dead there at Oakes' feet.

He had been so careful—so very careful to cover up his tracks from his
criminal associates in America. He had always kept tight lips upon his birth
and future prospects—a sort of pride, perhaps, or reticence in view of
the time when he would have to return to England and occupy his present
position. He had stolen away at the first favourable opportunity, without the
slightest intention of returning to America again, calculating that it would be
overwhelming odds against his ever coming in contact with one of the old gang.
And now, here was the leader of them, the very brain and heart of that criminal
fraternity, seated within a few feet and smiling at him in the old contemptuous
superior sort of way.

"Look here, Primery," he said. "What's the good of this? Why did you follow
me all the way from America? It doesn't in the least matter how you discovered
that I had come into the title and the family estates. I never talked about
them."

The man Primery helped himself to a cigarette.

"No, you didn't, Bill," he said. "Oh, by the way, I suppose I must call you
Wilton now. Never mind that. My dear chap, I knew who you were and what you
were years ago. You can't keep that sort of thing from me. Did you ever know
any of our gang who could keep anything from me? Not that I should have
followed you unless circumstances compelled me to do so. You could have turned
respectable and married into the aristocracy as far as I was concerned. But
just now America doesn't suit my delicate constitution, so I decided to spend a
year in a more congenial atmosphere. That is why I came over, and that is why I
lost no time in looking you up. Upon any word. I don't wonder at you turning
your back upon the old life. If somebody gave me a place like this and a title
to match—"

Oakes laid a finger on his lip, and pointed significantly to the door. There
was someone coming along the corridor, and a moment later a girl entered the
library. She looked round, and, seeing the intruder, would have retired had not
Oakes called her back.

"Don't go away, Miss Venables," he cried. "I shall have finished my business
with this gentleman presently."
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The girl stood there more or less shyly in the doorway. She was not exactly
beautiful in the strict sense of the word, but then, beauty has no comparison
with charm, and Audrey Venables had that to the full. When she smiled the
spectator forgot the rather fascinating irregularity of her features in the
sunshine of her presence. She was neither tall, nor short, and the clear brown
olive of her skin owed nothing to cheap art, but had been painted there in
nature's own exquisite shades by the suns and rains of her own native land. She
was plainly enough dressed, after the manner of one who spends most of her
time in the open air, and she carried birth and breeding from her well poised
head to her dainty finger tips. She was young, too, not more than three and
twenty probably, but there was an intelligence on her face and an expression in
her eyes that told not only of high intelligence but equally high courage.

"I am in no hurry, Sir Wilton," she said. "I came over from the rectory to
help you with those letters. But if you are busy, I can easily run over again
after tea."

Primery regarded this desirable vision with eyes that spoke of frank and
honest admiration, and yet without the faintest suggestion of boldness in them.
He struggled to his feet and stood up so that all his physical infirmities were
apparent and appealed at once to everything that was womanly in the girl's
nature.

"Won't you introduce me?" Primery smiled.

Oakes did the necessary in a grudging spirit.

"Mr. John Primery," he said, "an American gentleman and old friend of mine
who is quite well known on the other side as a brilliant writer of short
stories. He happens to be passing through Hampshire on his way from
Southampton, so he thought that he would give me a look in. I am afraid I
shan't be able to induce him to stay, much as I should like to."

It was a pretty plain intimation to Primery, but he ignored it and turned to
the girl with one of his most fascinating smiles.

"I don't think my friend, Oakes, is quite correct, Miss Venables," he said.
"You see, I am here on a long holiday, and this lovely place intrigues me. You
live here, I presume?"

"I have lived here all my life," Audrey Venables said. "You see my father is
rector of the parish, and I happen to be his only child. He is one of the men
who married late in life, so he is quite old now, and it is my pleasure and
privilege to look after him."

"Nearly blind," Oakes supplemented.

"Yes, I am sorry to say that is quite true, Mr. Primery," Audrey went on.
"But I have not wasted my time here altogether. You see, for two years before
his death, I acted as private secretary to Sir Wilton's father. And I am rather
hoping that I shall be kept on. You see, it is a very small living, and there
are many things that my father needs."

"I am quite sure he will keep you on," Primery said. "And I hope that you
and I will be very good friends. Unfortunately I can't get about much, but
there are a good many things I can do, and I am quite sure—"

"Yes, yes," Oakes broke in irritably. "You needn't stay any longer now, Miss
Venables. I shall be glad if you will come along after tea. Meanwhile, myself
and my friend—"

But Audrey had already discreetly vanished. The door had hardly closed
behind her when Oakes turned angrily on his companion.

"Now look here, John," he said. "We had better understand one another at
once. I have turned over a new leaf. It will take me all my time the next ten
years to pull things together because my father left things in a devil of a
mess, and—"

"And had his own son to thank for it," Primery interrupted calmly. "Why, you
were bleeding him to death all the time we were working together. But do you
mean to tell me honestly that things are as bad here as you say they are?"

"Every bit," Oakes growled, "The estate is mortgaged to the hilt, even the
furniture doesn't belong to me. Of course, it looks very nice on the surface,
and Sir Wilton Oakes of Priors Gate is a big bug in this neighbourhood, or at
least, so the neighbours think. But frankly I haven't got a penny."

"Then it seems to me that I have arrived just at the psychological moment,"
Primery said. "If you chuck up all this, with an old title hanging to it, then
you are a bigger fool than I take you for. My hat, and with your opportunities!
What price Sir Wilton Oakes, of Priors Gate, burglar and criminal! Who would
suspect for a moment that all the robberies were planned under this roof? I
suppose I must have passed thirty or forty great houses on the way from
Southampton here, all of them sitting up and asking to be robbed. My dear chap,
there is literally millions in it, and only you and me to share the plunder.
There isn't one of the old gang in New York who knows that I am over here, nor
one of them who knows the whereabouts of the man we used to call Carlton. So we
can make an entirely fresh start amongst the simple sons of the soil here, and
get away with the plunder just how and when we please. You leave it to me. I'll
work out the schemes as I always do, and I shan't shirk my share of the work
either. Upon my word, it's ideal. Just about once a month we stroll quietly out
one evening after everybody has gone to bed and come back an hour or two later
with anything up to twenty thousand pounds worth of loot. And I know where to
get rid of it, too. And all the rest of the time you will be a county magnate
managing your estates and sitting on the local Bench and all the rest of it.
And I shall pass as an old friend of yours, who saved your life in romantic
circumstances out west, and these infirmities of mine will be supposed to be
caused by it. So that you owe everything to me and are correspondingly
grateful. You can tell people if you like that I am an American gentleman of
some means, and they need never know that I am as much of an Englishman as any
of the rest of them. And there is another thing they will never know."

"I understand," Oakes said. "You mean your—"

"Hush. Don't mention it. Never breathe a word of that even to me. Because
that secret is vital to our plans, and you never know who may be listening.
Upon my word, my dear chap, it was one of the luckiest days of my life when I
traced you to England and decided to look you up. A man with a poetic
disposition like mine and a lover of the beautiful in nature—"

"Oh, cut it out," Oakes said coarsely. "Cut it out. I know you like to pose
as an intellectual."

"It's no pose at all," Primery said calmly. "If I weren't so fond of the
good things of this life, I should take a cottage in the country somewhere and
devote myself entirely to the pursuit of letters. In the right sort of cottage,
with a bathroom and electric light, and the right sort of wife—and by
Jove, that little girl who was here just now would be an ideal helpmate. I can
keep my head about women as far as most men, but upon my word, Oakes, that
little brown fairy fairly knocked me over."

"Oh, did she?" Oakes sneered. "You can come off the grass there as soon as
you like. I have a nephew who comes down here occasionally, in fact, he is
doing some business for me, a young fellow who looks like making his mark at
the Bar. And if I don't marry, he will be Sir Cecil Oakes some of these
days."

"Well?" Primery asked bluntly. "Well?"

"Well, those two are more or less engaged to be married. At any rate, I know
there is an understanding between them. They were lovers as children. So you
see, my friend—"

"I see nothing," Primery said with a gleam in his eye. "You know perfectly
well that if I set my hand on a thing, I never take it back. And if I want to
marry Audrey Venables, I will, in spite of a thousand Cecil Oakes. Don't you be
a fool, old son. I can show you how to save the situation so that this lovely
place will be free of debt, and you will be a rich man into the bargain. So
shall I for that matter, but that is another story."

"You mean to stay here, then?" Oakes asked.

"Certainly I do," Primery replied. "Love's young dream and unlimited
treasure! Lord, what a prospect!"

"And if I decline?" Oakes snarled.

"My dear fellow, you won't decline," Primery murmured sweetly. "You dare
not. Think it over. Look at the prospect. We are safe, safe as the foundations
of this house. And what am I demanding in return? Merely the right to live in
this lovely old place—the price of my silence."
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Sir Wilton Oakes paced up and down the terrace in front of Priors Gate, a
prey to his own moody, thoughts. Not that he looked in the least like a man who
is on the verge of serious financial trouble, but all the same, the black
disaster was ever-present in the back of his mind, and, with all his cunning,
he could see no way out of it. And now, just when things were at their very
worst, Primery had dropped upon him like a bolt from the blue. Primery, with
that wonderfully agile, criminal mind of his and his positive genius for
predatory schemes. It might be possible, with the aid of this extraordinary
man, to lift himself far above his financial worries; but then it would be an
exceedingly difficult matter to get rid of the man afterwards. Not that Sir
Wilton was in the least averse to anything, however criminal, that would free
him from the fetters which he had helped to bind upon himself.

So he paced up and down there in the sunshine, just after the luncheon hour,
turning over the desperate state of affairs in his mind. The grand old house
behind him, with its ripe, red brick wall and twisted chimneys, and wonderful
old mullioned windows, was certainly no setting for vulgar and sordid crime.
The place seemed to sleep there in the haze, as it had done any time in the
last five hundred years, and until now no Oakes had ever stained the honour of
the cradle of his race. But then, no Oakes had been in so desperate a corner as
the head of it was at that particular moment. He was still brooding over the
dark prospect when someone came up the steps leading from the rose garden and
hailed him.

"Hello, Uncle!" the newcomer said. "You didn't expect me this afternoon.
Matter of fact, a friend of mine was motoring down from town in connection
with the big wedding at Heron's Nest, so I thought I would come along. That
little law suit, you know."

"Oh, yes," Oakes said vaguely. "The matter of that waterway. How are you
getting on with it?"

Cecil Oakes, who one day would be Sir Cecil of Priors Gate, smiled
cheerfully. It was rather a remote contingency at present, and young Cecil knew
only too well that the title was likely to be a barren one when it came; but
with the optimism born of youth he was not worrying much about that. He was a
worthy scion of his race, tall, well set-up and athletic, and if things went
well with him, would some day make a big mark at the Bar. Just now, however, he
was interested in a minor lawsuit, which Wilton Oakes was contesting with a
neighbour over the diversion of a trout stream which ran through his property.
It was only a detail, but one that later on might lead to big events.

"Well, rather slowly at present," Cecil confessed. "I know there is an old
deed somewhere that has an important bearing on our case, if I can only lay
hands upon it. It may be up in the Long Gallery in one of those oak chests, so
I thought I would run down and have a look for it."

Sir Wilton muttered something in reply; he had more important things to
occupy his mind just then. Moreover, he wanted to be alone. From somewhere in
the background came the click of a typewriter, and at the sound of it Cecil
pricked up his ears.

"Is Miss Venables here?" he asked.

"Yes, she's in the rose parlour," Sir Wilton explained. "Typing my letters. Most useful girl, that. A secretary is a luxury I can very ill afford, but I shouldn't like to do without Audrey Venables if I could possibly avoid it."

A moment or two later Cecil Oakes slipped away into the house and went
directly to the rose parlour where the girl was at work. She looked up with a
smile and a gleam of welcome in her eyes as he came in. She seemed to be a part
of the picture as she sat there, and, indeed, she had known Priors Gate ever
since she could remember. She had played there as a child in the time of the
old baronet with Cecil Oakes for her companion, and there was not a single
secret passage or sliding panel in that grand old house with which she was not
acquainted. And there were secret passages, and a veritable priest's hole which
had been used in the old days when the Oakes family were a power in the land
and one of the pillars of the Catholic faith. There were ways and means of
getting about the house which were known only to Audrey and her lover, and
which the present owner of the property had long since forgotten. It would have
been a great sorrow to Audrey Venables if circumstances had deprived her of a
free entrance to Priors Gate.

"It is really you?" she asked. "What has brought you down here just now,
Cecil?"

"Well, aren't you glad to see me?" Cecil asked.

"Oh, you know I am," the girl murmured. "And all the more so because you
were not expected. And I most particularly wanted to see you. Cecil, I am not
very happy."

"What's wrong?" Cecil asked tenderly. "Nothing so far as you are personally
concerned, surely?"

"Oh, no. It's about your uncle. I am sure there is something wrong going on
here. If you ask me what it is I cannot tell you. Of course, I know Sir Wilton
is worried about money, and I know that unless something like a miracle
happens, that he will either have to sell it or let Priors Gate on a long
lease. But that isn't what I mean. Ever since Mr. Primery came
here—"
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