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CHAPTER I 

THE FIRST STAGE OF A QUEST


THE “Cardinal’s Hat” in Brychester is one of those ancient hostelries only to be found in our very oldest country towns. In other days, when folk lived more leisured lives, and were well satisfied if they travelled fifty miles in twelve hours, its great rooms were always filled, its stables full of horses; at its doors coaches and post-chaises were perpetually in evidence; today, its stableyard, courtyard, and long, gloomy corridors are almost as untenanted and silent as the cloisters and aisles of the gray cathedral under whose walls its quaint roof and gables are hidden. Now and then travellers stay in it just as long as it takes them to see the sights and beauties of Brychester; if they are American tourists the stay extends to a few hours; if they are conscientious English folk, of an antiquarian turn of mind, you will find them in or about the old house for many days. But the ancient bustle is gone in the big coffee-room, capable of accommodating three or four hundred people, small groups of motorists appear to be lost in immensity, and the number of visitors who sleep in the old-fashioned chambers can be counted on the fingers of one hand. The custom of such places as the “Cardinal’s Hat” went when railways came; nevertheless, like a good many primitive institutions which are hard to uproot, these places still exist, usually in company with an ancient waiter who is always ready to remark that times have indeed changed and are certainly not what they were.

Such a waiter, tall, portly, gray of hair and rubicund of face, who, clad in other raiment, might well have passed for one of the cathedral dignitaries, stood in the arched entrance of this old hotel one autumn afternoon and looked meditatively at the scene before him. What he was really looking for was the hotel car on its way back from the railway station. He had just heard the afternoon train from London come in and go forward, and he was wondering if it had brought anybody to stay at the “Cardinal’s Hat.”

“Single party in ‘Rockingham’ last night,” he mused grumblingly, as he gazed past the Market Cross. “Married ditto in ‘Granville’ — both gone after breakfast, all of ‘em! And I don’t believe there’s a soul in the bar-parlor at this moment.”

As if to ascertain whether this supposition was right or wrong, the waiter turned and glanced through a bow-window into a low-ceilinged parlor in which there was a cheery fire and a young lady who was reading a novel. He jerked his head and sniffed.

“Ain’t a soul there, ‘ceptin’ the new barmaid,” he soliloquised. “Lord bless us! what’s come over the world? Where does all the folks go to? And what’s the matter with the Brychester people? Gentlemen used to drop in and drink their port wine and their brandies-and-sodas, and later their glass of whisky — but now they don’t seem to have no taste that way. And here’s Ben back with that ‘ere ‘bus, and he ain’t got no luggage a-top of it, neither!”

Nevertheless, when the car rolled into the cobble-paved courtyard, the waiter found that there was luggage about it in the shape of a brand new portmanteau which was handed out by a young gentleman who also seemed to be brand new from top to toe; that is to say, he wore a very new suit, new boots, and a new hat — in fact, it was evident that he was newly clothed and appointed in every way, even to a new walking stick and a new umbrella.

The quick eye of the elderly waiter, however, discerned the fine quality of all this newness, and observing that the young gentleman was a tall strapping, handsome man whose cheeks were deeply tanned, and whose fair hair looked as if it had been burned to crispness by foreign suns, he set him down as a military gent, just returned from far countries, and hastened to welcome him.

“Room, sir, room?” he said. “Capital rooms, sir — private sitting-room — fire, sir?”

The stranger handed over his impedimenta and took a calm stare at the old masonry around him.

“For the night, at any rate,” he answered. “But first — ”

The omnibus driver came around from his horses.

“William,” he said, looking at the elderly waiter, “this here gentleman wants a horse — to ride — wants to ride out to Malvery Hold, now. Hadn’t he better have the governor’s? You see, sir,” he continued, turning to the stranger, “we’ve no great show of horses nowadays, ‘cause they ain’t asked for much, but our governor’s got a fine, handsome cob, and as he’s away till tomorrow, he won’t mind your using it. I expect you’re used to horse-riding, sir?”

The stranger looked at the omnibus driver, and smiled.

“Well,” he said, in a cheerful tone in which there were traces of a slight American accent, “I reckon there aren’t many sorts of horses that I haven’t thrown a leg over in my time, from bronchos and mustangs downwards — or upwards. I’ve broke horses such as I guess you’ve never seen in this country! I’ll take care of your master’s cob — you just put his things on him, and bring him round here while I register and take a drink, and then I’ll be ready for this ride — seven miles, you say it is?”

“Seven miles, sir,” answered the driver. “All right, sir — five minutes.”

He hurried away up the deserted yard, and the stranger followed William into the house.

“Like a nice room with private parlor next to it, sir?” suggested William. “Bit of fire in the parlor, sir? — cold now, sir, at nights.”

“All right,” assented the stranger, good-humoredly. “I guess I’ll be in some time — if I find the man I want, I’ll bring him back to dinner.”

“Dinner seven o’clock, sir,” said William. He led the way into the parlor to the novel-reading young lady. “Book gentleman for ‘Wellington,’ if you please, miss,” he commanded.

The young lady produced a book, and turned to an almost blank page. She looked at the new arrival with interest.

“What name, please?” she asked.

“My name’s Blake,” answered the stranger. “David Blake, Lone Pine, Alberta, Canada — at present staying at the Hotel Cecil, London. Look here,” he added, turning to the waiter, who was going away with the luggage, “you leave me that waterproof cape. I guess there’s rain about here.”

“Not today, sir,” answered William, detaching the cape. “Wind’s in the wrong quarter, sir. Never rains in these parts, sir, unless the wind’s in the west.”

David Blake smiled and shook his head at the barmaid.

“I wouldn’t take that for a sure tip,” he said, when the waiter had left the room. “What do you say?”

“I couldn’t say,” replied the barmaid, “because I don’t know — I’ve only just come here. But,” she added, “even rain would be an event in this place.”

“Nothing doing, eh?” said Blake. “Well, I’ll take a whisky-and-soda, just to keep things moving. Only just come here, eh? — than I reckon you don’t know Mr. Richard Malvery, of Malvery Hold? Or perhaps you do.”

The barmaid shook her head and turned to the elderly waiter who had just come downstairs.

“This gentleman’s asking after Mr. Richard Malvery, William,” she said. “Do you know anybody of that name?”

William turned sharply and looked with a sudden keenness at David Blake.

“Mr. Richard Malvery, sir?” he said. “I knew Mr. Richard well enough — once! But Mr. Richard hasn’t been in this house — ah, not these five years! He — ”

The clatter of hoofs in the yard outside made Blake swallow his drink and hurry out to the door. He looked approvingly at the brown cob which the chauffeur had brought round, and he smiled as he flung his waterproof cape over its shoulders and swung into the saddle.

“All right,” he said. He bent down to the waiter and lowered his voice. “Then,” he continued, “you don’t know if Mr. Richard Malvery is at the Hold, eh?”

The waiter stared and, drawing back a little, looked at Blake with questioning eyes.

“Mr. Richard — at the Hold — now, sir?” he answered, with a strong emphasis on the last two words. “Never heard of it, sir. You ain’t expecting to find him there, sir?”

“That’s just what I am expecting,” replied Blake. “And, as I said, I’ll bring him back here to dinner. Let me see — that driver of yours told me the way — straight ahead through the city — towards the sea?”

He touched the cob with his heel and rode off, and William, having watched him out of sight beyond the Market Cross, turned back into the house.

“God bless us!” he muttered. “Dick Malvery — home again! If that gentleman brings Dick Malvery to dinner at the hotel tonight, I’ll — I’ll eat the cathedral spire!”

That prominent landmark quickly grew smaller and smaller behind David Blake as he rode away from Brychester by a road well supplied with signposts. It was a flat land into which he rode that gray autumn afternoon, but at three miles’ distance from the city he reached a slight rise, and there he drew rein and looked around him, inspecting the country with the sharp, searching gaze of the trained prospector. Behind him, to the north, a long range of hills closed in the view; they stretched east and west as far as the eye could follow them; at their foot lay Brychester, at the mouth of a gap, its roofs and spires showing clear against the brown and yellow of the woods; before him the land narrowed to a point, at present lost in a slight mist which was curling upward from the gray sea. He was advancing, in fact, into an irregular V-shaped promontory, and as it narrowed he saw the sea on either side of the projection. He saw, too, that this promontory, flat and marsh-like, was sparsely populated; there were few signs of human life in it, and the houses and farmsteads scattered here and there amongst clumps of elm and beech were ancient and of another day; signs of modern improvement or progress there were none. Brychester itself had struck Blake as being one of the oldest places he had ever seen, but he was quick to see that this isolated promontory, cut off from the mainland and out of the world, had an antiquity grayer and deeper than that of the cathedral city. He shook the cob’s bridle and went on, shaking his own head at his thoughts.

“Just as Dick described it,” he soliloquised. “A sort of nowhere place — back of beyond altogether. And a good place to hide one’s self in, too!”

He rode forward along a winding road for three miles further, meeting few people, seeing little beyond the level fields and the occasional thatched roofs and timbered cottages. But there, as the wash of the sea on a pebbly beach began to make itself heard in the stillness, a sudden turn in the road brought him in view of a wide-spread creek which projected inland from a far-off bar or spit of sand. The tide was out then, and the creek was a dismal expanse of shining mud and starved sea-grass, amidst which lay the corpses of derelict boats. On its edge, reached by a side-lane, stood a few houses, picturesque and irregular, dominated by an old mill whose dark walls rose high against the sky. Blake recognized this place from previous description.

“That’s the old mill Dick used to talk about,” he said. “And so that must be Malvery Hold across the creek. And venerable enough it looks!”

The house which he presently approached by way of an avenue of elms was a sixteenth-century building of gray stone, rambling, picturesque and neglected. As Blake rode up to its door he could not help thinking that it would be no surprise to find it untenanted — its mullioned windows looked lifeless, and all its surroundings, communicated an impression of decay. But there was a faint wisp of smoke curling up from one of the tall chimneys, and after he had knocked on an old oak door which sounded weirdly hollow, an ancient serving-man appeared, to stare incredulously at the visitor. Him, too, the visitor knew from many a humorous account of him given in far-off lands.

“Is Mr. Richard Malvery at home?” asked Blake. “Is he — in?”

The old man drew back and lifted a hand to shade his eyes as he stared upward.

“Mr. Richard!” he exclaimed. “Mr. Richard! Who is it asking for Mr. Richard? Mr. Richard? — he hasn’t crossed this threshold, in or out, these five years!”





CHAPTER II 

MALVERY HOLD


BLAKE sat silent for a moment, looking down at the old man.

“I know who you are,” he said suddenly. “You’re Jacob Elphick. I’ve heard Mr. Richard speak of you.”

Jacob Elphick’s gray face showed alarm; he looked back into the hall from which he had emerged — a desolate stone-walled solitude in which Blake saw nothing but some worm-eaten, antique furniture. There was no one there, but the old man drew the door close.

“And who may you be?” he asked acidly. “You’ve got Mr. Richard’s name pat enough, anyhow. But I tell you he’s not been seen or heard of in these parts these five years — nearer six.”

“Not — heard of?” asked Blake. “You’re sure of that?”

“There’s never word been heard of him since he went — nigh on to six years ago, I tell you,” answered Jacob Elphick. “He went — Lord knows where! — and he’s never been back, and never written. Who is it that asks for him?”

Blake slowly dismounted and fastened the cob’s bridle to an old iron ring attached to the lintel of the door.

“Somebody that knew him — and expected to find him here,” he said. “Now, then, I want to see his father — Sir Brian. He’s alive, of course?”

The old man, maintaining his stand between door and visitor shook his head.

“Alive? Aye, he’s alive, is Sir Brian,” he replied. “But it’s a sort of death in life, young gentleman. He can’t move out of his chair, and he wouldn’t understand what a stranger says to him. What is it?”

“The sister, then — Miss Malvery?” said Blake. “Can’t I see her? Come, you must see I know all about them. Tell Miss Malvery that a friend of her brother’s, who knew him out in Alberta, wants to speak to her — my name’s David Blake.”

Jacob Elphick shook his head.

“Alberta?” he said doubtfully. “Where’s that? Foreign parts, likely?”

“Canada,” answered Blake. “Come, now — tell Miss Malvery I’m here.”

“I can tell Miss Rachel you’re here, but that’s not saying she’ll see you,” said Jacob Elphick. “We see nobody here, nowadays. Bide there while I find her. Name of David Blake?” he went on, turning away. “And a friend of — his? And — expected to find him here. What — what made you expect to find him here?” he suddenly burst out, twisting round on Blake. “It’s the last place in the world for anybody to seek — him! When he went, he went for good, d’ye understand?”

“Find his sister,” said Blake.

The old man shook his head, half-angrily, and went indoors, closing and barring the door behind him. And Blake, left alone to stare at the scene of general ruin and desolation, felt himself on the edge of a mystery.

“Queer — queer — queer!” he muttered. “There’s something wrong somewhere. I wonder if it’s going to be up to me to find out what?”

Several minutes elapsed before Jacob Elphick reappeared. When he showed his face again it was to beckon the visitor to enter.

“You can come in,” he said grudgingly. “She’ll see you. Step quiet — we can’t have Sir Brian disturbed.”

Blake made sure that the cob was secured, and followed his crusty guide into the stone hall. It was cold as a dungeon in there, and the wide fireplace had evidently held no warmth, shown no blaze, for many a long year. Nor was there any fire in the room into which the old man led him — a big, wainscoted room, furnished with ancient oak, the leathern upholstery of which smelt heavily in the confined musty atmosphere. A few old pictures of men in ruffs and women in fardingales hung on the walls above the wainscot; some old silver and pewter, dull and stained stood on a heavy sideboard; dust hung thick on the curtains and lay on the center table; the whole place was vault-like. And through the leaded panes of the windows Blake saw the gray sea, and the sea-birds hovering across a line of sluggish surf.

He turned suddenly at the sound of a light step — turned to find a girl standing in the doorway. Blake looked at her with deep interest, comparing her with the descriptions which Dick Malvery had often given him as they sat by lonely camp fires in the far off Canadian solitudes. But he suddenly remembered that there was a difference of six years between the girl whom his old mate had described and the girl who now came towards him — Rachel Malvery, as he now saw her, was a young woman of twenty-three or four, handsome, quick of expression, dark-haired, dark-eyed, and with a strong resemblance to the brother whom Blake was seeking. These things he saw at a glance — and he also saw signs of trouble and anxiety in the girl’s face, accentuated just then by the suddenness of a stranger’s inquiry.

“You are asking for my brother — Richard?” she said abruptly, greeting the visitor with no more than a slight inclination of the head. “You — know him?”

Blake looked over her shoulder at old Jacob, who lingered within the doorway. Rachel Malvery turned and spoke impatiently.

“Go away at once, Jacob, and close the door,” she commanded. “He is an old servant, and he presumes,” she went on, turning to Blake as the old man went off grumbling. “And of course he is anxious — you mentioned Richard to him.”

“You don’t know anything of your brother, then?” asked Blake.

“We have never heard of my brother since he left home — nearly six years ago,” she answered. “Why did you expect to meet him here?”

Blake drew an old letter-case from his breastpocket and began to turn over some papers.

“I expected to meet him here because I thought he was here,” he said. “I’d better explain. Dick was with me for two years up to last February. In the end we became rather close friends. He told me a lot, eventually. And I persuaded him to return home. He left me — that was in Alberta, Canada — very early in February, for Brychester. And I know he was in Brychester on last February 27th. And, of course, I expected that he’d come here.”

Rachel Malvery pointed to a chair and took one herself. She was watching Blake keenly, and the trouble in her eyes became more apparent.

“You say that Richard was in Brychester — only seven miles away! — on the 27th of last February?” she exclaimed. “How do you know that?”

“Because of these things,” answered Blake, selecting some papers from the letter-case. “Look at that — it’s a cablegram from him to me. Do you see? — it was sent off from Brychester post office at six o’clock in the evening of February 27th. You see what he says, ‘Blake, Lone Pine, Alberta, Canada. Just hit the old spot all right. — Dick.’ ‘Hit,’ Miss Malvery, means — well, reached, arrived, you know — it’s a term in constant use over there. You’ll agree that he must have been in Brychester on that date to be able to send off that message?”

Rachel Malvery’s dark face had turned very pale, and the fingers which held the sheet of paper trembled.

“Yes — yes!” she said hurriedly. “He must! But — ”

“And here’s more proof!” interrupted Blake. “Look at these — two picture postcards — one of Brychester Cathedral, the other of Brychester Cross. You see they bear the Brychester postmark of that same date — February 27th. They’re addressed to me in Dick’s handwriting — no doubt of that. On one he’s written ‘No change here’; on the other ‘Just going down home.’ See?”

The girl’s hands shook more than ever as she turned the cards over and about, gazing wistfully at the writing. And suddenly she looked up at Blake with a new sense of fear and suspicion in her eyes.

“Why didn’t he come home, then?” she exclaimed, passionately. “As you say, he must have been there — in Brychester — that night. Why didn’t he come here? For he never did come! I tell you we’ve never seen or heard of him since he left us.”

Blake shook his head. He had felt for some time that there was a deep mystery surrounding Malvery Hold; it was becoming deeper now, and he was growing more and more puzzled.

“I don’t know,” he said lamely. “It beats me. It’s a queer thing that nobody recognized him — though to be sure, he’d grown a beard. But even then — you’d have thought that he’d have made himself known to some of his friends in Brychester.”

Rachel Malvery laughed. There was a bitter, a cynical note in her voice which made Blake wince.

“Friends!” she said. “I don’t think Richard had a friend in Brychester! He” — she paused suddenly, looking narrowly at Blake — “how much did he tell you about himself?” she asked.

“Oh, I know things had got pretty hot with him around here!” admitted Blake. “He told me that much. Too hot, indeed, to hold him. Debts, now? But, you see, he’d brought back money of his own to pay them — fact! Honestly earned money. And that makes me wonder — ”

“Yes — yes?” exclaimed Rachel eagerly. “It makes you wonder — ”

“If there’s been any foul play,” said Blake. “Not that he’d be likely to carry money actually on him. He’d quite two thousand pounds of his own when he left me, Miss Malvery.”

The girl’s growing anxiety showed itself in her pale face. But her voice was steadier when she next spoke.

“I’m glad he was going to pay people,” she said. “They — they have talked so much and my father could do next to nothing. You see — ” she looked around them with a significant glance — “you see how things are with us. Poverty! — real poverty. Yes. I’m glad to hear that — it’s good news. It was by your advice he returned?”

“Yes,” answered Blake, indifferently. “You see, we’d been partners for two years, and he’d saved, and I told him he must come home and straighten things out a bit — besides, I pointed out that the heir to an English baronetcy can’t go on living in the wilds. Well, but what’s become of him, Miss Malvery? There he was, at Brychester, last February — where’s he got to? One thing’s sure, however — I’m going to find him — alive or — dead.”

“Not dead,” said the girl. “Surely not that?”

“I don’t know,” replied Blake. “But I’ll see. I’ve come home, too — I’ve just had a big fortune left me — I only landed the other day, and I’ve been in London, with the lawyers, since, but I came down here to find Dick as soon as I could. Now I’ll set out finding him in another way. There must be some trace of him in Brychester. He was there — there!”

“What shall you do?” she asked. “We, too, of course, must do something. That is — I must. My father can do nothing — he is a complete invalid.”

“Leave it to me for the present,” said Blake. “I’m not wanted in London just yet, and I’ll fix myself up at the hotel in Brychester and make some inquiries. We do know, at any rate, that Dick called at the post office, and he must have bought those picture cards at some Brychester shop. Besides, there’s his money lying somewhere — in some bank or other. I’ll start on inquiries at once. Can you tell me of any lawyer that I could go to if I want advice on the spot?”

“My cousin, Mr. Boyce Malvery, is a solicitor in Brychester,” answered Rachel. “His house is close by the cathedral.”

“Boyce Malvery,” repeated Blake. “I’ve heard of him too. Very well — but I shall try the police also. You’ll let me come out and tell you how things are going?”

“Of course,” she said. “Come whenever you like. You see — ” she broke off suddenly, and beckoning him to follow, led him from the room and to the open door of another, into which she pointed. “There,” she whispered, “is my father. You see how it is with him.”

Blake cautiously peered into the room, and saw an old man who sat, swathed in shawls and blankets, at the side of a wood fire. His gray head shook feebly; his thin hands played unmeaningly with his wraps. He turned away, giving the girl a look of sympathy.

“I see — I see!” he said. “I’ll do all I can — and I’ll come back tomorrow.”





CHAPTER III 

TO ACTION!


BEFORE Blake had cleared the gloom of the avenue, Jacob Elphick suddenly slipped into the road from behind a clump of holly trees and lifted a hand to arrest his progress. His face and voice were alike eager and tremulous with excitement as he came to the horse’s head.

“I heard some of what you said to our young lady.” he began, unabashed by his confession of eavesdropping. “I have to listen to things — there’s none but me to manage aught nowadays — she’s but a lass, and we’ve no men-folk that care. Master! you said Richard was in Brychester last February? Are you certain sure of it?”

Blake looked carefully at the old servant before he answered him. Then he saw that it was no idle curiosity, no senile inquisitiveness, that had made him put his ear to some convenient crack.

“Yes,” he replied; “as certain sure as one can be of anything. You can take it from me, Jacob — he was in Brychester on the evening of last February 27th.”

“Then he’s been done away with!” exclaimed the old man. “Murdered! That’s it, master — murdered! He always had a curse on him from the time he was that high. Done away with — murdered! And, as you might say, at his father’s door.”

“Who should want to murder him?” he demanded. “I know he was in hot water round here before he left, but I never heard that he’d enemies who’d go to that length.”

Jacob shook his head. He, too, was staring across the creek, and as he stared he muttered to himself.

“Done away with!” he repeated. “Done away with! That’s it! What,” he asked, suddenly turning on Blake, “what’re you going to do about it, master?”

“I shall tell the police,” answered Blake, promptly, “and I shall see Mr. Boyce Malvery — ”

He paused, seeing a strange look come over the old man’s face. And Jacob suddenly turned and disappeared into the bushes behind him, and though Blake waited and called him he did not return.

“Strange!” mused Blake as he presently rode away. “Why should that have upset him? But it’s all strange, and the sooner I tell the police what I know the better. This is a matter for practical measures and practical men. All the same, I’d like to know what the old fellow meant about that curse.”

He had an hour to spare before dinner when he arrived back in Brychester, and after handing over the cob to the stableman, he asked his way to the police headquarters, and was quickly closeted with the Chief Constable.

“My name’s David Blake,” he said, going to the point with simple directness. “I’m from Canada — Lone Pine, province of Alberta. At present I’m living at the Hotel Cecil in London, but I’m here in Brychester for a few days, anyway. I came here to find my former partner, Mr. Richard Malvery.”

The Chief Constable showed a sudden interest.

“Son of old Sir Brian Malvery,” he remarked. “Ah! — so Mr. Richard went out to Canada, did he? It was never known here where he went. You expected to find him here, Mr. Blake?”

“I’ll tell it all in order,” answered Blake. “Then you’ll get the hang of it. Richard Malvery and I met in Calgary just over two years ago, and we fixed up a partnership — farming. He’d been up country, doing one thing and another, and he’d saved money. We agreed together very well, and bit by bit he began to tell me things about his people, and so on. I gathered that he’d left home under a cloud — ”

“A whole sky full of clouds!” interrupted the Chief Constable, with a grim smile.

“Yes, so I concluded,” said Blake. “However, he’d pulled himself together by the time I met him, and he had it in him to do well. And we did well. But early in this year I persuaded him to take a trip across to the old place, to see his father and sister, pay his debts in this town, and generally put himself right. You see, I pointed out to him that as his father was an old man, and the title would soon be coming to him, he’d better straighten things out. So he came — he left me early in February. And he was here in Brychester on February 27th.”

The Chief Constable started, and his manner became more attentive.

“Richard Malvery — here in Brychester last February?” he said. “You’re sure of that?”

“As certain as I can be,” answered Blake. He pulled out the old pocket-book and extracted the cablegram and the picture postcards. “Look at those, now,” he continued, laying them on the Chief Constable’s desk. “That’s a cablegram he sent me from your post office; those are two cards he posted here — all on February 27th. If you know his handwriting you’ll recognize it.”

The Chief Constable handled the papers with a look of astonishment.

“You’ve been down to Malvery Hold?” he said.

“Just come back from there,” replied Blake. “I
  saw the sister and the old man, Jacob Elphick. Dick Malvery has never been
  seen — nor heard of — there since he left them nearly six years
  ago. And in old Elphick’s opinion, if he actually was in this neighborhood
  last February, he’s been murdered.”

The Chief Constable glanced sharply at his visitor.

“That’s what old Jacob thinks, is it?” he remarked. “Um! — murder’s a big word, Mr. Blake. But — now, would Richard Malvery have money on him?”

“He’d about two thousand pounds when he left me,” answered Blake. “But he wouldn’t carry it on him. In fact, he had it in a bank — the Canadian Bank of Commerce.”

“They’ve a London office, I suppose?” asked the Chief Constable, reaching for a book of reference.

“They have — it’s in Lombard Street,” replied Blake. “Of course, his money would be transferred there — he wanted it to pay his debts here.”

“Then we’ll be able to find out at once if he had any great amount on him when he came here,” said the Chief Constable. “That is — if he really did come here.”

“How could he have sent me that cablegram and those postcards if he hadn’t come here?” asked Blake.

“Some other person — for some reason of his own — might have sent them,” suggested the Chief Constable.

“That’s Dick Malvery’s writing on those postcards,” said Blake. “There’s no doubt of that. Oh, he was here, right enough!”

“Seems like it,” assented the Chief Constable. “But here’s the point — Mr. Richard Malvery was so well known in Brychester that I can’t conceive how he could come into the town — a little place that you can walk round in half an hour — without being recognized. On the face of it he went into the post office — they’d know him there. He must have gone into a stationer’s shop — they’d know him there. He’d come to the station — every man there would know him — even after six years’ absence. And I can assure you, Mr. Blake, that if Richard Malvery was seen in Brychester the news would be all over the place in a few minutes!”

“He’d grown a beard,” said Blake. “And I dare say he looked changed — older. Six years in our corner of the world doesn’t make a man look younger, you know. And he’d roughed it before I knew him.”

“Well, it may be,” admitted the Chief Constable, a little grudgingly; “but I tell you frankly it’s a queer thing that Richard Malvery could be in Brychester for an hour with out its being heard of. Now, as things are, it amounts to this — he came here on February 27th, he visited some shop where these postcards are sold, and he went to the post office and cabled to you. We’ll assume that’s so. After that — he just disappears. Very well, Mr. Blake, then there are certain things to do. Tomorrow morning, as soon as the banks open, I’ll telephone to the Canadian Bank of Commerce in Lombard Street and find out if they know anything of Mr. Malvery. I’ll see what I can do in the way of tracing him at the shop where he bought the postcards; it was probably at one of the small shops — there are several of them — between the station and the post office. And I’ll find the clerk at the post office who took in the cablegram. All that is easy. But — ”

He finished with an expressive wave of the hand, and Blake took up the incomplete sentence.

“But when that’s done we shall be little the wiser, eh?” he said. “That won’t tell us where he is — where he went after he left the post office. You see what he wrote on that card — that he was going home. He didn’t go home. And I’ve been thinking that I might get news if I offered a reward. Somebody must have seen him that night — even if they didn’t know who he was they must have seen him. How would it be to print a bill and post it all about the place?”

“That sort of thing costs money,” said the Chief Constable. “And it’s probable that if there has been foul play it’s only a substantial reward that would bring anybody forward.”

“I’m going to leave nothing undone to find Dick Malvery,” said Blake, with marked determination. “I’m a rich man — I’ve just had a big fortune left me — and I don’t care what I spend. Look here,” he continued, again opening his pocketbook, “how would it be to offer a hundred pounds for information? That to begin with, you know? I’ll leave that amount in your hands now, and perhaps you’ll have a bill printed.”

“Well, that’s practical,” agreed the Chief Constable. He took the banknotes which Blake handed him, and placed them in a drawer. “I’ll give you a receipt,” he said, “and the bills shall be printed tonight and posted first thing tomorrow morning. But don’t be disappointed if there’s no result. If what old Jacob Elphick suggested to you is true — murder — you can be quite certain that it was carried out in great secrecy.”

“Who was likely to murder Dick Malvery?” asked Blake bluntly. “Had he enemies here?”

The Chief Constable leaned back in his chair and put his thumbs in the armholes of his waistcoat.

“Um!” he said reflectively. “I can’t say that he’d enemies. But he’d lived a pretty riotous and wild youth hereabouts, Mr. Blake. He caused a lot trouble. And it was said when he left that it would have gone hard with him if a certain Judah Clent, a seafaring man, could have laid hands on him. Judah Clent had — and has — a sister, Gillian, and Richard Malvery had treated her badly. Judah was away when Richard went — or there’d have been trouble. And I’m wondering — ”

He paused and looked knowingly at his visitor.

“Yes?” said Blake. “You’re wondering if this Judah Clent came across Dick Malvery on the night of his return?”

“I am,” answered the Chief Constable. “And I shall try to find out where Judah was just then. They’re a queer family — wild, strange — those Clents, all three of ‘em, mother, brother, sister.”

“Live in Brychester?” asked Blake.

“No,” said the Chief Constable. “They live on the shores of that creek that you’d pass just before you got to Malvery Hold. I’ll make a quiet inquiry or two about them. But, you know, there’s another thing to think of. It may be that Richard Malvery did bring a lot of ready money into the town with him. He may have let it be seen on the train; he may have shown it when he was paying for the cablegram at the post office. And he may have been followed and murdered for the sake of the money — it’s a lonely, deserted country between here and Malvery Hold, and the February evenings are black. There’s that to consider.”

“Sure!” asserted Blake. “But I guess there’s a lot to consider. Well,” he continued, as he rose to go, “you’ll see to that bill and the rest of it, and I’ll look round in the morning; if you want me I’m staying at the ‘Cardinal’s Hat.’ I’ll stay there until we get some light on this anyhow.”

Then he went away, and the Chief Constable, having considered the situation in private, presently left his office and set out to call upon Mr. Boyce Malvery.





CHAPTER IV 

THE HEIR-PRESUMPTIVE


PEACEFUL and serene enough was the old-fashioned drawing-room into which a trim maid presently ushered the Chief Constable. Mr. Boyce Malvery and his small ménage, which was made up of his mother and her companion, Miss Hester Prynne, dined at six o’clock, trifled through a dignified evening until half-past nine, and were invariably in bed when the great clock overhead struck ten. They were now in the first stages of the evening’s leisure: Mrs. Malvery sat in her usual armchair, knitting; Miss Prynne sat in hers, busied with fancy-work; Mr. Boyce Malvery lounged in his, reading the Times, and occasionally favoring the ladies with choice extracts from its columns. And as he crossed the threshold of the room the Chief Constable, for perhaps the hundredth time, took a whimsical glance at its occupants, and thought how well they fitted in with the old furniture, the cabinets of old china, the scent of dried rose-leaves, the general atmosphere of a dead age. Mrs. Malvery, a tall, well-preserved, determined-looking woman, whose black hair was only just beginning to be streaked with grey, was eminently mid-Victorian in appearance, and dressed very much as her grandmother had dressed; Miss Prynne, a young and once pretty woman, had the timid and almost shrinking air of the characteristic mid-Victorian companion; Mr. Boyce Malvery, in his old-fashioned evening clothes, was curiously suggestive of the ‘sixties of the nineteenth rather than of the first decade of the twentieth century. He was little on the wrong side of thirty, but he had been prematurely bald for years, and a slight stoop, a parchment-hued face, and deep-set eyes made him look older than he was. A quiet reserved, shrewd man this — and nobody knew it better than the visitor.

The Chief Constable entered with the ease and familiarity of a constant caller — he and Boyce Malvery were close friends — close, that is, to the point beyond which such saturnine gentlemen as Boyce Malvery never pass — and Mrs. Malvery smiled upon him as she pointed to a chair at her side.

“Just in time for a hand at whist, Captain Atherton,” she said. “I was wondering if you would come in tonight.”

The Chief Constable smiled and looked at Boyce Malvery.

“Well, I don’t know, Mrs. Malvery,” he said. “The fact is, I called on a matter of business — not that it’s very urgent, nor very private — it’ll be known all over town tomorrow. But as it concerns you I thought I’d drop in and tell you. Boyce! I’ve had news of your cousin.”

Mrs. Malvery dropped her knitting and needles into her silken
  lap; Miss Prynne, who had already begun to pull out a card-table, paused and
  looked over her shoulder at the speaker. If the other three people in the room
  had been looking at her they would have seen that she suddenly grew very pale.
  But Mrs. Malvery was ruefully regarding a dropped stitch, and the Chief Constable
  was looking at Boyce Malvery, and Boyce Malvery was still hidden behind the Times.
  And when he showed it, his face was calm, cold, unconcerned.

“Ah!” he said, in a slow, drawling voice. “Indeed! That’s interesting, Atherton. Now, to which of my cousins do you refer?”

“You know very well,” laughed Atherton. “Richard, of course.”

Boyce took off his folding glasses and waved them over the newspaper. “Dear me!” he said. “Really! News of my cousin Richard, eh? And — what sort of news, Atherton?”

“If you want it labelling I should call it indefinite,” answered the Chief Constable. “But it’s serious — it may be very serious. The truth is, a young fellow named Blake, David Blake, evidently a man of considerable wealth, arrived at Brychester this afternoon, seeking Richard.”

“For no good purpose, I’ll be bound,” said Boyce.

“You’re wrong,” said Atherton. “It seems that Richard was Blake’s partner in Canada for two years, and that last February Richard came home with two thousand pounds in his pocket — to pay his debts here.”

“And, of course, never reached the end of his journey,” sneered Boyce. “Took London or Paris on the way, naturally.”

“Wrong again,” said Atherton. “Richard Malvery was in Brychester on the evening of February 27th last.”

Boyce Malvery suddenly rose, dropping his Times on the hearthrug. The cynical, sneering look left his thin face, and the gaze which he turned on the visitor became sharp and searching.
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