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CHAPTER I.--THE WAYS OF DEATH

	 

	Dr. Methuen's beautifully appointed consulting-room, with, all evidence about it of how successful his practice must be, was not infrequently the stage upon which poignant tragedies of life were set, and the curtain had just been rung up upon one more.

	 

	A patient had been told he was suffering from the rather rare disease of myeloid leukaemia, a persistent increase of the white corpuscles of the blood, and that there was no hope for him. Medical science knew of no cure or, indeed, of any way of retarding the approaching death.

	 

	Dr. Methuen's manner was grave and solemn, as was natural when having to break to an unsuspecting patient that he was in the throes of a mortal disease. But then, as far as the doctor was concerned, it was all in the day's work and the memory of the incident would speedily pass out of his well-ordered mind.

	 

	In the evening he would go home as usual to his family, dine well, read, or play a hand or two of bridge until about eleven o'clock, and then turn into bed for a good night's rest. And that was how it should be, for, if he were to continue to carry on his large consulting practice successfully, other people's misfortunes must never be allowed to interfere in any way with the methodical daily routine of his life.

	 

	Still, always a keen student of psychology, and realising fully that no medical practitioner can be a success in his profession if he is not, he was always interested in the way in which a patient received his sentence of death. And he was particularly interested now.

	 

	When he delivered a verdict of this nature some took it bravely, their blanched faces and parted lips alone betraying the emotion which they felt. Others, however, would tremblingly implore for the possibility of a mistaken diagnosis, and yet others, again, would burst into paroxysms of uncontrollable tears.

	 

	But this patient now before him had become only as if furiously angry. His jaw had set hard, his face become black and scowling, and there was a snarl in his tones as he asked, "And so I am to pass out at thirty-four while others enjoy their lives up to more than double that age?"

	 

	"But you will not die suddenly," said Dr. Methuen, trying to soften down the blow, "and you will not die in pain. You will simply gradually become weaker and in time have to take to your bed." He shrugged his shoulders. "But, of course, if you would like a second opinion, although I am afraid the microscope leaves no doubt whatsoever, I would suggest your consulting Dr. Price Edwards. He----"

	 

	"I want no other opinion," interrupted the patient brusquely. "I am quite convinced." He spoke contemptuously. "I thought there was something peculiar in Dr. Bain's manner when he told me to come to you. He seemed so anxious to get me out of his place as quickly as possible as if he was expecting some catastrophe would happen to me there." The scowl returned to his face. "And you say I have even less than a year to live?"

	 

	Dr. Methuen nodded gravely. "I am afraid not many months. You see, you have been in this condition for a long time."

	 

	"Gad, and I only thought I was run down and wanted a tonic!" exclaimed the patient. "That's what I went to my own man for." His tone became almost a violent one. "The miserable coward, why didn't he tell me himself instead of going through the farce of sending me on to you?"

	 

	"Well, you can do anything you like now," said the doctor soothingly, "for nothing will make you either better or worse. Just live from day to day and give yourself the best of everything you can."

	 

	"Good advice, that!" scoffed the patient ironically. "With this cursed disease on me I shall naturally feel inclined for all sorts of pleasures." He rose abruptly to his feet. "What's your fee, now?"

	 

	"Three guineas, please."

	 

	The patient opened his wallet and passed over a banknote. To the doctor's astonishment he saw it was one for 50.

	 

	"But--er----" he began.

	 

	"Oh, it'll be a good one," said the patient sharply. "I got it off a bookmaker at Sandown Park on Saturday and the man's well known to everybody."

	 

	"But it's a large one to give change for," said the doctor. He hesitated a moment and then went on quickly. "Still, as it happens I can manage it. I've just been paid a large account in cash."

	 

	He unlocked a drawer in his desk and, abstracting a sheaf of notes, counted out the required change, and handed it to the patient. The latter, without verifying its correctness, crushed up the notes and thrust them into his trouser pocket. "Good morning," he said and, without another word, and giving the doctor no time to precede him, he let himself out of the consulting-room.

	 

	For a long minute the doctor continued to stand by his desk, interestedly regarding the 50 bank-note which he was holding in his hand.

	 

	"I'll give it to Elsie for her birthday," he said at length. "She'll never have seen a bank-note for 50, and it'll be a novelty to her." His thoughts reverted to the patient, and he frowned. "An unpleasant fellow, and quite likely to become mental. His expression was almost maniacal. I shouldn't wonder if he did away with himself."

	 

	In the meantime the man whose sentence of death he had pronounced was walking defiantly down the street. As when in the consulting-room, he was showing no signs of fear, but only those of an intense and almost ungovernable rage. He felt as if someone had tricked him and, helpless and bound hand and foot, he was being handed over to a revengeful enemy.

	 

	Hailing a taxi, he was driven to a fashionable and expensive restaurant and there proceeded to order an elaborate meal and a bottle of the best champagne. But the food almost choked him and the wine brought no feeling of exhilaration.

	 

	The restaurant was beginning to fill up for luncheon and he looked round scowlingly at the happy and animated throng. He took in the pretty girls with the smiling, carefree men who were escorting them, and their joy of life struck at him like a stinging blow.

	 

	Why should happiness and pleasure of so many years be before them when it was ordained he should die so soon?

	 

	Ah, how he'd love to drag them down into oblivion with him! If he could only press a button and crash the whole world into ruins! If he were doomed to die, then everyone should die with him if it were only in his power!

	 

	Then he thought of his friends, his smiling, sleek, complacent friends, and--something seemed to snap with great violence in his brain. A red mist rose up before his eyes and he gnashed his teeth in rage. They were hypocrites every one of them. When he was rotting in his coffin they would carry on just the same as if he had never been, smiling and laughing, kissing pretty girls, eating good dinners, golfing, going to races and--bah! now he saw things clearly, how he hated them all!

	 

	His thoughts ran on and, giving rein to his imagination, his eyes gloated in vengeful ecstasy. He turned now to his meal with more zest and, drinking his champagne to the last drop, something of a feeling of well-being coursed through him.

	 

	Presently he left the restaurant, carrying himself with quite a jaunty air.

	Sir George and Lady Almaine were entertaining some friends to dinner in their beautiful home in Hampstead, and if there were anywhere a happy man it should surely have been the good-looking baronet.

	 

	He was only thirty years of age, in the best of health, of ample means, and barely a year previously had married a beautiful young girl who had just recently presented him with a son and heir. He was a typical English gentleman, of a restrained and quiet disposition and with his emotions, to all appearances, always kept well under control.

	 

	He had looked many times at his wife during the meal and had thought, as he so often did, how really lovely she was. Not yet twenty-two, her profile was clear-cut, her complexion of flawless ivory and cream, and she had long-lashed, calm grey eyes. The serenity of her Madonna-like face was relieved, however, by the hint of warmth and passion in her very pretty mouth. The formation of the beautifully moulded lips was a perfect Cupid's bow.

	 

	The other women there were certainly all attractive but they could none of them compare with their hostess. Mrs. Hutchings-Vane was a vivacious widow in the early thirties, the dainty prettiness of Alma Livingstone would make any man look twice at her and the two sisters, Joan and Mary Rising, if good looks counted for anything, would certainly not remain in their maiden states for long.

	 

	Of the men, there was Dr. Revire, a rising Harley Street physician, and the despair of many mothers with marriageable daughters; Major Sampon, an old friend of Sir George and his wife; the alert-looking, suave Arnold Gauntry, a successful rubber broker in the city, Julian Travers, a lean-jawed barrister with the mobile mouth of the orator, and the debonair Gilbert Larose, the one-time well-known international detective. All the men guests were bachelors, except Larose, who had married Lady Ardane, the wealthy widow of the late Sir Charles Ardane.

	 

	The meal over, while the ladies chatted in the drawing-room, the men adjourned to Sir George's study for some poker. They were all well-seasoned card players and, while the limit was not made unduly high, it was, nevertheless, still high enough to suggest all the players were well-to-do and that the loss of ten or twenty pounds would not worry them in any way.

	 

	For an hour and longer the game proceeded with the utmost good fellowship, it being laughingly remarked, however, that whenever Major Sampon was the dealer he always somehow managed to get a good hand.

	 

	Then a most unfortunate thing happened. It had been Major Sampon's turn again to deal and the betting was high, with a good sum showing on the table. Then when the cards came to be put down it was seen that the major had the best hand, with four kings and the three of diamonds. He was about to pick up the pool, for the fourth time it was remembered when he had been dealing, when Larose, who was seated next to him, exclaimed suddenly, "Hullo, but this won't do! There's a card there on the carpet, just by your feet. You must have dropped one when dealing."

	 

	The other players craned their necks and, sure enough, there was the two of spades lying under the major's chair.

	 

	A few moments of most embarrassed silence followed, with the major getting furiously red.

	 

	"I'm afraid that'll have to nullify the hand," said Larose frowningly. "Of course, it was an accident, but it leaves a doubt as to what your original five cards really were and----"

	 

	"You damned policeman!" roared the major in a sudden burst of temper. "You accuse me of cheating?"

	 

	"Not for a moment," replied Larose quietly and with his temper well in hand, "but you must see----"

	 

	"But you do mean I cheated!" shouted the major. He could hardly get his breath. "You cad, you've no business to be here at all. You are aping the gentleman on your wife's money. Everyone knows you only married her because of that and----"

	 

	"Shut up, Sampon," called out Sir George angrily. "Remember you are a guest here and that this gentleman is my friend. You are entirely in the wrong."

	 

	The major sprang up from his chair. "Well, at any rate I won't play any more," he shouted, his rage in no wise abated. He sneered. "I'll go where the company is more to my liking," and, striding over to the door, he let himself out of the room and banged the door to behind him.

	 

	Sir George was all apologies. "I'm so sorry, Mr. Larose," he said miserably. "He didn't really mean anything he said. He was only naturally very upset by finding himself in such an awkward predicament."

	 

	Larose looked pale but he laughed it off lightly. "I don't mind," he smiled. "He'll probably come back presently and be quite all right again." He made a grimace. "But I had to call attention to that card, hadn't I?"

	 

	"Of course you had," said Julian Travers emphatically. "It was a damned piece of carelessness on Sampon's part, and if some of us didn't know him, well--we might even think it worse than that." He looked round significantly from one to the other. "Gad, but hadn't he a good hand almost every time when he was the dealer!"

	 

	Sir George shook his head emphatically. "But Sampon's not like that," he said quickly. "He and I have been friends since our Harrow days and I've always found him straight. It was rotten carelessness dropping that card but, I am quite sure, nothing more." He looked puzzled. "I can't understand his being so bad-tempered and insulting, either, as he's generally such a good-tempered chap."

	 

	"Well, don't let it spoil the game," said the barrister. "It's your deal now, Mr. Gauntry. I've cut."

	 

	So the game was resumed, but there was no zest in it, and after a couple more hands they stopped playing.

	 

	"Now, of course, not a word to anyone outside this room what's happened," said Sir George, as he rose to his feet, "and then no harm will have been done. I expect Sampon will have come to his senses by now. I'll go and see what he's doing."

	 

	But if Sir George were hoping the matter would be kept secret, the moment he entered the drawing-room he saw he was going to be disappointed. The major was not there, and the ladies were grouped together talking earnestly, with unsmiling faces.

	 

	"What's happened, George?" asked Lady Almaine, with a pretty frown. "Major Sampon's fearfully upset. He's been telling us he's been accused of cheating."

	 

	"Nothing of the kind!" exclaimed Sir George testily. "It's all a mistake. He happened to drop a card under his chair when dealing and Mr. Larose was the one to notice it when the hand had been played. Then Sampon lost his temper. That was all. A storm in a tea-cup, nothing more."

	 

	"But he was dreadfully put out," commented Mrs. Hutchings-Vane. "I've never seen him like it before."

	 

	"He ought to have been dreadfully apologetic," snapped Sir George. "He insulted Mr. Larose, who gave him no provocation. He was in the wrong from first to last, from being so careless as to drop a card when he was dealing, to telling you all here anything about it. Really, I'm quite ashamed of him." He turned to his wife. "Where is he now, Joyce?"

	 

	Lady Almaine inclined her head. "Out on the balcony, I think. He said he'd go there. He didn't say anything about going home."

	 

	"No, he's not gone home," said Sir George. "His coat and hat are still in the hall." He frowned. "Well, if he's on the balcony, let him stay there a bit and cool his heels." He became the smiling host again. "But come on, let's have some music. I'll bring the others in. Look in the paper, dear, and see if there is anything decent to listen to on the wireless."

	 

	Then for an hour and longer the time sped quickly by. Lady Almaine played some pieces of Chopin, Mrs. Vane sang two songs in a rich contralto voice and they listened to a ghost-story over the air.

	 

	But all the time an undercurrent of uneasiness was seemingly felt by everyone. Major Sampon had not reappeared, and it was unpleasant that the harmony of the evening was being spoilt by his bad temper.

	 

	Then, rather apologetically, Arnold Gauntry voiced the opinion of them all.

	 

	"I think we ought to bring the major back into the fold," he said smilingly. "He must be feeling very sorry for himself by now, but probably doesn't like to come in, not knowing quite what reception he'll got." He turned to Larose. "Look here, Mr. Larose, wouldn't it be a nice thing if you went out and fetched him? You're the injured party and could make it easier for him than anybody else."

	 

	"Oh, yes, do go, Mr. Larose," supplemented Lady Almaine pleadingly. "I hate to think of the poor man out there, imagining we're all angry with him."

	 

	"All right," laughed Larose, "I'll go and be very nice to him," and he immediately left the room.

	 

	It was still rankling in Larose's mind that the major had flung into his teeth that he had married a rich woman for her money, but for all that he was still smiling when he went on to the balcony.

	 

	Sir George Almaine's house stood in the middle of a large garden surrounded by a high wall. The house itself was built upon an elevation, with the ground in front of it sloping sharply down. So the architect had designed a broad and rather ornate verandah all along one side, with a balustrade about three feet high. There was a drop of about six feet from the verandah to the ground below. It was a bright moonlight night and, turning on to the verandah, Larose expected to find the bad-tempered major upon one of the seats there. But there was no sign of him anywhere and so he walked down the steps into the garden. He went all round the house without finding him and then returned into the house.

	 

	"But didn't we hear loud talking?" asked Gauntry, when Larose had made known the major was not to be seen anywhere. "Oh, I made certain I did and was afraid the major was still in his bad temper."

	 

	Everyone was concerned that Major Sampon had gone off without coming in first to make his peace, but Sir George affected to make light of the whole matter.

	 

	"Never mind," he said. "He's probably only gone for a bit of a walk and will be returning any moment for his hat and coat."

	 

	They talked on for about half an hour and then, it getting towards midnight, all the guests prepared to leave together. They were chatting by the hall door and saying their final goodbye when Travers and Gauntry happened to go round the comer on to the verandah.

	 

	"What's that up at the far end, there," asked Gauntry suddenly, "in the shadow under the balustrade?"

	 

	"Workmen's tools, I think," replied Travers, but advancing a few steps forward, he cried out excitedly, "No, it isn't! It's someone lying there and it may be Sampon. Perhaps he's fainted."

	 

	His cry had brought the other men running round and in a few seconds they were all bending over a recumbent figure. A torch was flashed and it was seen at once it was that of the missing major. He was lying upon his side, with his head in a dark pool of blood. There was a trail of blood, too, from a large garden chair about six feet away. Horrified exclamations burst from those standing round.

	 

	"God, he's been murdered!" exclaimed Dr. Revire breathlessly. "Look where his head's been battered in?"

	 

	"Keep the ladies away," cried Larose hoarsely, "and stand back, everybody, except the doctor. Don't touch anything, whatever you do. Now, are you sure he's quite dead, Doctor?"

	 

	"Dead!" exclaimed Dr. Revire. "God, yes! His skull's crushed right in! He couldn't have lived ten seconds with a head like that." He looked round with horror-struck eyes. "Who could have killed him?"

	 

	"We'll have to find that out," snapped Larose. He turned quickly to Sir George. "Have a car brought round the corner and flash the headlights on. Everyone move off the verandah. I'll go and ring up the police." His eyes swept round upon the ghastly-faced little group of men. "Another thing, we must none of us go away now. The police will want to question us all." He glanced back at Dr. Revire, who was still bending down over the body. "How long do you think he's been dead, Doctor?"

	 

	The doctor had now recovered his equanimity and spoke in a sharp professional manner. "From the warmth of his body, not more than half an hour," he said. He repeated, his former question. "But who on earth can have killed him?"

	 

	"Look here," said Sir George shakily, "as you must have all seen when you drove in, they're laying new water mains in the road. Well, there's a watchman outside all night to make sure the warning lights are kept burning. I'll go and find out if he's seen anyone come into the drive," and he ran off at once.

	 

	After a quick search through the grounds by Larose and the other two men they went back into the house. The ladies were standing shivering and shaking just inside the front door.

	 

	"Oh, is he really dead?" asked Lady Almaine, almost in tears.

	 

	"I'm sorry to say he is," said Larose solemnly, "and so everyone must remain here now. No one must leave until the police have done with them. I'm just going to ring up the station."

	 

	"But are you sure he's been murdered?" asked Mrs. Hutchings-Vane, the colouring upon her face standing out grotesquely against its white background.

	 

	Larose nodded. "Quite sure!"

	 

	He went into Sir George's study and rang up the Hampstead police station, quickly informing the sergeant in charge who he was and what had happened. Then he put in another call to the private house of Chief Inspector Stone, one of the Big Four of Scotland Yard. He was longer there in getting any answer and then a grumbling voice asked sleepily, "Well, what is it now?"

	 

	"It's I, Charlie," replied Larose. "Gilbert, and I'm in a bit of a hole, or I wouldn't have dreamed of ringing you up."

	 

	"All right, boy," came the voice with some animation in it now, "I don't mind if it's you. What's happened?"

	 

	"I'm at Sir George Almaine's house, Avon Court, on Hampstead Hill," said Larose, speaking very distinctly. "I've been spending the evening here. One of my fellow guests has been murdered out on the verandah and earlier in the evening he had fastened a quarrel on me. I'm not certain I wasn't out in the garden just about the time he was done in. Anyhow, when the local police arrive, and I've just rung them up, they're bound to be darned suspicious about me, and it's an odds on chance they'll want to put me in the cells. So if you would come along, too, you might save me a lot of unpleasantness."

	 

	Inspector Stone whistled. "Was he shot, Gilbert?"

	 

	"No, Charlie, what are you dreaming about? He was bashed in on the top of his head."

	 

	"All right, all right, my boy, that lets you out," came the booming voice over the phone, "You never were a basher, whatever else you were. Yes, I'll come but I'll have to ring the Chief first as a matter of form. So it'll probably be at least three quarters of an hour before I'm with you. Keep your pecker up. Old Charlie Stone will pull you through," and the receivers at both ends were jerked back on to their stands.

	 

	Larose returned into the lounge, where Sir George and Lady Almaine and the others were gathered together, talking in hushed voices, and there was no hiding from himself that he was regarded uneasily by them all. They stopped speaking, too, the instant he appeared.

	 

	Dr. Revire frowned hard, the barrister took out a silk handkerchief and began industriously wiping over his glasses again and again, Arnold Gauntry looked rather nervous, while Sir George's handsome face was white and strained. All the ladies appeared as if they were upon the verge of breaking down.

	 

	"Well, did you find any night watchman outside?" asked Larose frowningly of Sir George.

	 

	Sir George nodded solemnly. "Yes, but he said no one had come in or gone out of the drive the whole evening."

	 

	"Was he close enough to the gates to see?" snapped Larose.

	 

	"Not twenty yards away, and he'd had to stop there all the time to look after the tools. He had only two lamps to watch, so there was no reason for him to go far away."

	 

	Larose forced a smile upon his face and spoke up boldly. "Look here," he said, "I don't pretend I don't know what you must all be fearing, but make your minds quite easy, I didn't do it, I never set eyes upon him when I went out to look for him. I never----"

	 

	"My dear fellow," broke in Sir George vehemently, so vehemently that it might almost have been that he spoke in great relief. "None of us suspect you for a moment. We are only thinking of the unhappy position in which you are placed. You had every reason to be angry with him for having insulted you."

	 

	"Of course, we don't suspect you," added Lady Almaine with equal vehemence. "It's unthinkable you would do anything like that. It would not be like you at all." She hesitated. "We wonder if it would be best not to say anything about what's happened. It might save----"

	 

	"No, no," interrupted Larose sternly, "there must not be the slightest attempt to keep anything back. Everything must be told fully. All of you have nothing to be afraid of and it can be only of me they will have any suspicions." He nodded confidently. "But suspicions are not proof, you know."

	 

	They talked on for a few minutes, with the front door wide open, and then a car came tearing up the drive. Out of it jumped four men, with one of them carrying a large-sized camera.

	 

	"I'm Inspector Flower," announced the first of them to Sir George as the latter came forward. "We were rung up from here," and Sir George, having made himself and Larose known, led the inspector and his assistants on to the balcony.

	 

	He told the inspector briefly that the dead man was a friend of his, Major Sampon, who along with seven other guests had been spending the evening with him, that about half past nine the major had gone out of the house, as they all thought for a few minutes, but had not returned, and then that, when all the other guests had been leaving, his dead body had been discovered where it now was. He mentioned also that the watchman outside in the road had seen no one enter or leave the drive since eight o'clock.

	 

	The inspector was a shrewd-looking, hard-faced man about forty, and he carried himself importantly. He and Larose had not met before, as he, the inspector, had but recently been transferred from the north of England. He had not long been a Divisional Inspector and was of a pushing and ambitious nature. Secretly, he was not too pleased to find the well-known one-time detective, Gilbert Larose, on the scene.

	 

	He just glanced at the body and then told the photographer to get busy.

	 

	"And you say nothing's been touched?" he asked Sir George sharply, "Everything's exactly as it was when you found him?"

	 

	"Exactly," replied Sir George. Then he added, "One of my guests who is a medical man thinks he must have been killed between eleven and half past."

	 

	"Our own surgeon will decide that," commented the inspector brusquely. "He will arrive in a few minutes."

	 

	The police surgeon drove up in his car even as the inspector was speaking and, quickly taking in everything upon the scene of the murder, with hardly a word of comment, commenced a brisk and business-like examination of the body.

	 

	"Been dead some time round about an hour and a half," he announced, "but can't say within twenty minutes or so. Killed by one fierce blow with a blunt instrument, probably a hammer. Both parietal bones deeply fractured at their junction. Died practically instantaneously." He looked at his watch. "Twelve thirty-six, so he was killed between eleven and eleven-thirty. I can't tell you anything more until after the autopsy."

	 

	"Did he call out, do you think?" asked the inspector.

	 

	"Certainly not after he was struck. No struggling of any kind. Most likely taken unawares from behind, when lying back in that chair. Then, of course, he was dragged here."

	 

	"What time will it suit you to do the autopsy?" asked the inspector.

	 

	"Two o'clock this afternoon," replied the police surgeon, and he was off again as speedily as he had come.

	 

	The finger-print expert started looking for finger-prints, and the dead man's pockets were turned out. A pocketbook was taken from the breast one and the inspector was about to put it to one side when Larose said sharply, "See what's inside, please. It's important."

	 

	The inspector frowned and half hesitated, but he complied with the request and opened the wallet. In one compartment there were five five-pound bank notes and, in the other, seven treasury ones, to the value of 6.

	 

	"Thank you," said Larose, and he frowned now in his turn.

	 

	The body was taken away in the ambulance and a search now started for the weapon which had killed the major, but nothing of a probable nature was found among the masonry tools lying close to the balustrade.

	 

	"But there's no hammer here," said Larose, "and yet there undoubtedly should be. We'd better search the grounds below. It may have been thrown there."

	 

	The sky was still unclouded and the moon made everything almost as bright as day. Eight cigarette butts were found on the ground just under that end of the balcony where the major had been killed, and one of the plainclothes men carefully wrapped them up.

	 

	"And collect the matches, too," said Larose, and the frowning inspector watched while ten were found and put away.

	 

	Then suddenly the third plain clothes man gave a shout and it was seen he was flashing his torch upon a big hammer lying by the edge of one of the flower beds.

	 

	It needed no second glance to determine it was the weapon used to commit the murder, for its head was bloody and there were hairs sticking to it.

	 

	It was carried carefully into the house to be examined for finger-prints and then the inspector turned to Sir George.

	 

	"Now a list, please," he said sharply, "of everyone who's in the house. I understand no one has gone out since dinner, so that will cover everybody who could have had anything to do with the crime. Then I'll be questioning you one by one."

	 

	A couple of minutes later, Sir George led the inspector and one of the plain clothes men into his study and, with the door closed behind them, proceeded to relate everything which had happened. The plain clothes man took shorthand notes of the conversation.

	 

	Mindful of what Larose had insisted, Sir George glossed over nothing, mentioning every happening of the evening connected with the major which he could recall.

	 

	The inspector's eyes opened wide when he heard of the unpleasantness at the card-table, and all that had followed after, but they opened wider still when he learnt that Larose had been out looking for the major about the very time the police surgeon said the latter had probably been killed. Then, when, with obvious reluctance, Sir George mentioned that Arnold Gauntry thought he had heard voices upon the verandah when Larose was outside, the inspector caught his breath sharply, but then immediately masked all expression from his face.

	 

	He immediately, however, asked Sir George about how long Larose had been absent from the room.

	 

	"A very short time," replied the baronet, "not more than three or four minutes at the outside."

	 

	A long silence followed and then the inspector said very quietly, "Thank you, Sir George. You have been very frank, although the whole matter must be most harrowing to you. Now I think I'd better see Mr. Gauntry next if you will please send him in to me."

	 

	Then when Sir George had left the room, the inspector leant back in his chair and tried to collect his excited thoughts. Incredible though it was, it seemed as if this one-time Chief Inspector of the Criminal Investigation Department must be the murderer. Grossly insulted at the card table and no doubt the insult being repeated again upon the verandah, with no premeditation, he had seized the first thing handy, the big mason's hammer, and struck the major that fierce blow. Then coming to his senses, with all the cool effrontery for which he had been notorious when at the Yard, he was now attempting to brazen things out, no doubt relying upon his reputation when in the C.I.D. to pull him through.

	 

	A feeling of exultation surged through the inspector. If he could bring home the murder to Gilbert Larose, with all the ensuing publicity, he, Thomas Flower, would be a made man!

	 

	Arnold Gauntry entered the room looking very quiet and subdued. The inspector was favourably impressed, being at once of opinion that he would make a reliable witness.

	 

	Gauntry told his story with no waste of words. Then the inspector asked, "And how did Mr. Larose seem to take it when Major Sampon insulted him?"

	 

	"Well, he didn't look pleased," replied Gauntry thoughtfully, "but then who would when he was told in front of everyone that he was aping the gentleman on his wife's money? It was a horrible thing to say."

	 

	"Did he lose his temper?"

	 

	"He didn't have time to because Sir George interfered and told the major to hold his tongue. Of course Mr. Larose looked very upset."

	 

	"Then, when, later in the evening, he went out, at your suggestion I understand, to look for the major, how long would you say he was gone?"

	 

	"Not very long," replied Gauntry. "Five or six minutes I should say."

	 

	"All that time?" queried the inspector.

	 

	"I think so," replied Gauntry, considering. Then he added quickly, "But, of course, that is only conjecture. It might have been less or it might have even been more."

	 

	"And how did he seem when he returned?"

	 

	"Quite all right, very little to say and very quiet as he had been all the evening since the unpleasantness with the major."

	 

	The inspector spoke carelessly. "And I understand from Sir George that when Mr. Larose was out of the room you heard voices out on the verandah?"

	 

	Gauntry hesitated, "We-ll, I certainly thought I did, but, of course, I may have been mistaken. You see, there was a lot of conversation going on in the drawing-room where we all were."

	 

	"But you thought you did?" insisted the inspector.

	 

	"Oh, yes, and I remarked upon it to Mr. Larose directly he came in. But he said there had been no one out there."

	 

	"Then to hear voices outside above the conversation that was going on in the room," suggested the inspector, "they must have been pretty loud, mustn't they?"

	 

	Gauntry looked uncomfortable. "I suppose so," he admitted reluctantly, "and it made me think the unpleasantness between Mr. Larose and the major had started again."

	 

	"And who else heard the voices beside yourself?"

	 

	Gauntry shrugged his shoulders. "I don't know. Perhaps no one. At any rate, no one made any comment when Mr. Larose said I had been mistaken."

	 

	The inspector eyed him intently. "Did you know Major Sampon well?"

	 

	"Good gracious, no!" replied Gauntry. "I had never met him before to-night. Until I was introduced to him here I had never set eyes on him before."

	 

	"Well, did he strike you as being a bad-tempered man?" asked the inspector.

	 

	"No, on the contrary, he seemed very quiet and reserved. I took him to be a man who would show his feelings very little."

	 

	The inspector frowned. "Then in that case what made him flare up as suddenly as he did when you were all at that game of poker?"

	 

	Gauntry hesitated. "Well, no man likes to be held up as a cheat, now does he?"

	 

	"But Sir George says Mr. Larose did not accuse him of cheating."

	 

	"Not exactly! But Mr. Larose spoke very sharply to him, and, certainly, as if there were some grounds for suspicion." Gauntry frowned uneasily. "You see, the unfortunate thing was Major Sampon had been having unusually good hands every time he had been the dealer, and if Mr. Larose hadn't noticed the odd card upon the ground, he would have picked up more than another 12 then."

	 

	There was a knock upon the door and the police photographer entered. He handed a piece of paper to the inspector upon which was written, "No traces of any fingermarks upon the handle of the hammer." The inspector nodded and the man left the room.

	 

	"Thank you, Mr. Gauntry," said the inspector. "That will do. Now, will you please ask Mr. Travers to come in next?" he asked. "And I leave it to your good sense not to discuss the questions I have asked you with the others."

	 

	The inspector was now quite satisfied that Larose was the guilty party and, leaving him until the last, his subsequent questioning of all the others was very brief. He was disappointed that none of them had heard the voices upon the balcony.

	 

	When at last Larose came in, he eyed him frowningly. "Of course you realise," he said sharply, "that I shall have to treat you just as an ordinary person. It will make no difference to me that you have yourself been attached to the Criminal Investigation Department."

	 

	"And it shouldn't," nodded Larose imperturbably. "It would be a gross neglect of duty on your part if it did." He spoke as sharply as the inspector himself had done. "Now it will save a lot of questioning if I tell you my story first and then you can ask any----"

	 

	The inspector held up his hand. "If you please," he said coldly, "I would prefer to deal with everything in my own way." He spoke with a trace of sarcasm. "My methods may be entirely different from yours."

	 

	Larose smiled. "Then go ahead," he said. "I'm all ready."

	 

	The inspector took a good grip of himself. A man of quick decisions, he had made up his mind what he would do. "See here, Mr. Larose," he said sharply, "I'm not going to beat about the bush. With the evidence already before me, in my opinion it would be sheer waste of time asking you any questions now, but"--he rose to his feet--"I consider it my duty to----"

	 

	But he heard a voice outside in the lounge and suddenly stopped speaking. It was a loud and booming voice that he knew well and his eyebrows came together in a heavy frown.

	 

	The door opened quickly to admit a big, stout man, just beyond middle years, with a fatherly and happy-looking face. He was Chief Inspector Stone, considered to be one of the shrewdest men in the Criminal Investigation Department.

	 

	He nodded to Inspector Flower and made a half smile in the direction of Larose, but gave no explanation to account for his sudden arrival.

	 

	"I'm sorry I'm late," he said to the inspector, "but my taxi had a blow-out." He pulled a chair up close and asked, "Now, how far have you got?"

	 

	Larose breathed a sign of intense relief. He realised quite well that the inspector had been intending to order his arrest, and with all his bold and confident demeanour he, Larose, had felt sick at heart at the very thought of being detained upon a charge of murder.

	 

	But if Larose was happy, the inspector was certainly not, and he muttered an imprecation under his breath. It was a damnable piece of misfortune the coming of this chief inspector, for it meant the taking of the whole case out of his hands. Now he would lose all the credit of being the one to have arrested the well-known Gilbert Larose upon a charge of murder, and he had lost it only by a few seconds, too. But he dissembled his disgust under a stolid policeman-like expression.

	 

	"I had practically finished," he said, regarding Larose very sternly, "and was just about to----"

	 

	But Stone interrupted sharply. "I'll have the notes read over, please," he said. He turned to Larose, "And you had better go outside until we want you again."

	 

	"But he's not to leave the house," said the inspector quickly. "He's to----"

	 

	"Of course, he won't leave," said Stone testily. "He knows better than to take himself off before everyone's allowed to go."

	 

	Larose left the room, suppressing a delighted grin. The mortification of the inspector was so apparent. Then the latter at once proceeded to give a quick and businesslike review of everything which had taken place. He gave it well, too, and Stone soon had a good grasp of the whole case. Then the notes of the plain-clothes man were read through.

	 

	A short silence followed, with Stone looking very thoughtful.

	 

	The inspector spoke emphatically. "Of course, Mr. Stone, it is most regrettable to have to come to the conclusion," he said, "but unhappily, everything points to Gilbert Larose being the party who killed the man. There was the provocation at the card-table, the quarrel was renewed out on the balcony, as evidenced by the raised voices heard by Mr. Gauntry, and the major was found dead an hour afterwards. No one but Larose had left the house during the evening, and no stranger had entered the grounds." He nodded. "Everything appears quite clear and, pending further enquiries, we are fully justified in arresting Larose at once."

	 

	Stone frowned. "You haven't spoken to the night-watchman yourself?" he asked.

	 

	"No, Sir George had questioned him before we arrived, and the man was most emphatic no one had entered the drive."

	 

	Stone looked sceptical. "But whether his statement is worth anything," he said, "depends entirely upon the character of the man himself." He shook his head. "Generally speaking, I have no high opinion of the intelligence of night-watchmen. They wouldn't be night-watchmen if they had any brains. We must go out and question him ourselves, but, first, we'll have Mr. Larose in again."

	 

	Larose was brought in and Stone at once started to question him. "Was Major Sampon a friend of yours?" he asked.

	 

	"No, I had never met him until to-night," replied Larose.

	 

	"And he was very rude to you at the card-table?"

	 

	"Yes, very insulting."

	 

	"And naturally you were very angry?"

	 

	"Yes, at the time."

	 

	"You say at the time! Then you were not angry when you went out to speak to him on the balcony?"

	 

	"No, or I shouldn't have gone out."

	 

	"Was it your own idea to go out and make it up with him?"

	 

	"No, Mr. Gauntry suggested it first and then Lady Almaine, too, asked me to go."

	 

	"And you went almost immediately after you had all been listening to that ghost-story on the radio? That would make it just after twenty minutes past eleven, when the ghost story was scheduled to finish."

	 

	"Yes, almost immediately after, within a couple of minutes or so."

	 

	"Did you go straight on to the verandah when you went out?"

	 

	"Yes, through the lounge and then by the french window of the dining-room which was open."

	 

	"Who told you the major was then upon the verandah?"

	 

	Larose hesitated. "Well, no one. But he had told the ladies earlier in the evening that he was going there to have a smoke and, as it was surmised from his hat and coat being still in the hall that he had not gone home, it was naturally supposed by us all that he would be still there."

	 

	"At any rate the verandah would have been the most likely place where you would have expected to find him, would it not?" asked Stone.

	 

	"Yes, certainly. It was the only place outside where there were any seats comfortable enough to sit on for the long time he had been outside. You remember it rained heavily yesterday afternoon, and so all the cushioned chairs had been brought there."

	 

	Stone considered for a few moments. Then he asked, "And if, when you went out at twenty-two minutes past eleven, the body had been where it was found later--you would have seen it, would you not?"

	 

	"No, I never looked in the shadows under the balustrade," replied Larose. "I just gave a quick glance over the verandah and, seeing he was not either upon one of the chairs or walking about, went straight into the garden to look for him."

	 

	"Then, when the body was subsequently found, did it strike you you might have over-looked it?"

	 

	"Yes, it did."

	 

	A moment's silence followed and then Inspector Flower said, with his face expressing surprise, "But we are told that when Mr. Travers and Mr. Gauntry went on the verandah later, they saw the body at once."

	 

	"No, they didn't," snapped Larose. "They walked much farther up the verandah, too, than I had gone before they saw anything. Then, at first, they mistook the body for the masons' tool bags. We all knew the verandah was being repaired because we had been out on it before dinner."

	 

	With Stone still silent, the inspector went on. "Now, Mr. Larose," he said sternly, "there is no getting away from the fact that you were the only person known to have left the house after that quarrel with Major Sampon. No one else could have gone out without it being noticed, and therefore----"

	 

	"Oh, but couldn't they?" interrupted Larose. He spoke scornfully. "Why, any of us could have gone out without being noticed and have stayed out for a quarter of an hour, too, when the ghost-story was on."

	 

	"When what?" cried the inspector explosively.

	 

	"When the ghost-story was on," repeated Larose. "Hasn't anybody told you that, at the suggestion of the announcer, we listened to it in complete darkness. All the lights were switched off, and the curtains drawn." He shrugged his shoulders. "So anyone could have left the room and returned without being seen."

	 

	"Gad," exclaimed Stone with his eyes as wide as saucers, "then that brings everybody in!"

	 

	"Yes," nodded Larose, "if it were certain one of us or Sir George or Lady Almaine committed the murder."

	 

	Stone drew in a deep breath. "And the police-surgeon said at 12.36 that the major had been killed between an hour and an hour and a half previously." He emphasized the point with one big, fat forefinger. "Then that would make his death occur some time during the time when the lights were switched off!"

	 

	"Or just after they had been switched on again," scowled the inspector, "when Mr. Larose went out to look for him." He sprang to his feet and opened the study door. "Sir George," he called out, "please come here. We want you," and Stone gave Larose a big wink.

	 

	Sir George appeared at once and the inspector, waving him into the room, closed the door behind him.

	 

	"Why didn't you tell me," he asked with obvious anger in his tones, "that the drawing-room was in darkness for twenty minutes when you were listening to the radio?"

	 

	The baronet evidently did not like the way in which he was being spoken to, and his face flushed.

	 

	"Why should I have told you?" he asked coldly. "I mentioned the things which were important."

	 

	"Only the things which were important!" exclaimed the inspector, raising his voice. "Why, man----"

	 

	But Stone interrupted sharply. "One moment, if you please, Inspector." He turned to Sir George. "You see, sir, that putting the room in darkness may be very vital to what happened for it was possible for any of you to have left the room, committed the murder, and returned unnoticed by everyone."

	 

	Sir George's face fell. "Good God," he exclaimed, "I never thought of that!" His voice shook. "But surely you don't think any of us did it?"

	 

	"We don't know what to think," said Stone gravely. "Until we heard of this turning out of the lights, it was only of Mr. Larose we could have any suspicion, but now every one of you comes into the picture." He nodded. "We don't know who may not have been holding a secret hatred of Major Sampon and taken that opportunity to injure him."

	 

	"My God," exclaimed Sir George again, "what a ghastly idea!"

	 

	"Well," went on Stone briskly and inwardly greatly relieved that his old friend Larose was now not the only one in the limelight, "we shall have to question you all again, and I put you on your honour not to tell any of the others what the inspector has just called you in for. Good! Then you go and wait outside. We'll want you in a couple of minutes."

	 

	The moment the door was closed he turned to Larose. "Now, sir, you didn't leave the room during the ghost story? And you listened to it all? Excellent! Then please tell me quickly what the story was about and we shall be able to make sure you are speaking the truth."

	 

	Larose smiled at the wiliness of the old fox, but it was just like Charlie Stone to get a grasp of the essentials so quickly.

	 

	"It was the story of an old lady, nearly eighty, who had lived all her life in the same house in a lonely part of the country," he said, "and she and her servants began to be terrified by mysterious happenings which took place in the dead of night. Things were knocked over and there was a sound, like the hissing of a snake. A couple of months or so before it had been rumoured that a deadly cobra had escaped from a travelling menagerie, and it was now thought it must have taken refuge somewhere in the house. The four servants were threatening to leave, particularly so the nurse-attendant, and the butler who had been with her twenty years. The old lady had a weak heart. The police were called in and two officials from the Zoo came down, but no traces of the snake were found. One night the hissing was louder than ever and the old lady nearly died. Then----"

	 

	"But what did the nurse-attendant do that night?" asked Stone, with a sharp interruption.

	 

	"Shrieked and knocked over a water-bottle," replied Larose.

	 

	"Go on," urged Stone, "and cut it short now."

	 

	"Well, the old lady's grandson came down. He was very smart and got the family solicitor to show him the old lady's will. Then----"

	 

	"Name of solicitor?" snapped Stone.

	 

	"Don't remember," said Larose, "but he was old-fashioned and kept taking snuff. Well, the grandson saw in the will that the old lady had left the butler 500 and a cottage and he began to suspect him of wanting to kill off his grandmother and marry the nurse who was in a conspiracy with him. So, making out he had gone back to London, he climbed up into his bedroom instead. Then he caught the butler in the very act of----"

	 

	"That'll do," interrupted Stone. "We've had enough of you. Now you send in Sir George and, after him, we'll have a few words with everybody else, but"--he spoke most emphatically--"I want you to keep all those we've had these few words with separate from those we've not spoken to. You understand, the two lots are not to meet until we're finished with them all."

	 

	"And one of my men shall help you," said the inspector grimly, as he touched the bell upon the desk.

	 

	"Good!" exclaimed Stone, with his eyes twinkling. "That will give an official sanction to the proceedings. Now, we'll have Sir George in again."

	 

	But when Larose had left the room and before the baronet had time to appear, the inspector asked Stone frowningly, "But how do you know Mr. Larose wasn't making up the whole story?"

	 

	"Because it happens I heard it myself, in my own house," replied Stone smilingly. "My wife would sit up for it and I make it a rule never to go to bed before she does, because"--he lowered his voice to a whisper--"I'm always afraid she may go through my pockets when I'm asleep."

	 

	The inspector frowned more than ever. He could not understand such frivolity in a man of Stone's reputation.

	 

	"Now, Sir George," said Stone pleasantly, when the baronet had come in, "I ask you as a matter of formality if you were present in the room during the whole telling of the ghost story?"

	 

	"Certainly, I was," was the instant reply.

	 

	"Then just tell us the story briefly so that we can be quite satisfied you were there."

	 

	The baronet got rather red. "We-ll, er, er, that's awkward," he replied hesitatingly, "because I really didn't listen to it. I only just caught the beginning and the end. I was worrying about the unpleasantness with Major Sampon and how the evening had been spoilt. You see, apart from the insult to Mr. Larose, I have been friendly with Sampon for many years and my wife has known him since she was a girl. As a matter of fact he first introduced her to me. So you can understand how upset and pre-occupied I was, and not at all in the mood to listen to a rubbishy ghost story." He nodded. "But I was in the room all right and never stirred from my chair."

	 

	Stone looked sympathetic. "Well, we certainly won't suspect you, Sir George. Now go and send in Mr. Gauntry, but please have no conversation with any of the others until we have done with them. I expect Mr. Larose has made that clear to you."

	 

	Arnold Gauntry rattled off the story glibly. He certainly made some mistakes and could not answer a couple of questions Stone put to him, giving, however, the same explanation as Sir George had done, that his thoughts had been wandering to Major Sampon.

	 

	Dr. Revire gave a clear enough epitome of the story, but his remembrance of details was faulty and he could not state what exactly the nurse-attendant had broken when she had shrieked, although he struggled hard to recall what it was. He said he had been feeling very sleepy and several times had almost dozed off.

	 

	Julian Travers was a little better but not very much. He thought all ghost stories were rubbish, and had purposely turned his thoughts away. He was engaged in an important case on the morrow, and had tried to concentrate on it. Of course, he had heard the shrieks, half a dozen he should say, but they had only detracted him while they lasted and then he had called his thoughts back to his brief.

	 

	"Well, this line of enquiry doesn't seem to be helping us much," commented Stone, when the barrister had left the room. "Sir George himself might in fact be the guilty party and none of the others could put up a really cast-iron alibi upon what they remember of the story." He made a gesture of resignation. "Still, as we've examined the men we may as well talk to the women as well, if only as a matter of form."

	 

	Then, to his amazement, the first lady they called in, Mrs. Hutchings-Vane, supplied a most disconcerting piece of information, when, upon being asked if she had listened attentively to the ghost story, she replied hesitatingly, "We-ll, I wasn't too interested, as I knew the story already."

	 

	"You knew it already!" exclaimed Stone, elevating his eyebrows in great surprise. "But surely it's not been on the air before to-night?"

	 

	"Not on the air, perhaps, but it appeared in Nash's Magazine last month, and I read it there. It's by Eliah Ranson, who specialises in that creepy sort of stuff, and was called 'The Snake Ghost.'"

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
MYSTERY BOOKS

THE HOUSE
ON THE FENS

Arthur Gask





