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Chapter I
 

	WHO IS THIS MAN?

	I came to man’s estate—legally speaking—on the first day of March, 1920, and on that day the trustee guardians who had looked after me and my interests from childhood paid over to me the sum of six thousand pounds, my entire fortune. Six thousand pounds, invested, as this was, at 5 per cent., means an income of three hundred pounds a year; clearly, I had got to do something to supplement it. The question was—what to do? I had never felt the least inclination for the Navy, and still less for the Army, and neither Church, Stage, Bar, nor Medicine made any appeal. But I had to do something—for which reason the first thing I did, after leaving the solicitors’ office whereat I had received my patrimony, was to buy a copy of that day’s Times. And there, in the Personal Column, I read the following somewhat curious but decidedly intriguing advertisement:

	Advertiser desires the companionship of a young, good-tempered, well-educated gentleman with a taste for books, a preference for English country life, and a liking for occasional foreign travel: some skill in billiards, a knowledge of and love of whist (in preference to bridge) would be a strong recommendation: to one who satisfies advertiser in these respects a salary of £500 a year would be paid. Apply, in the first instance, enclosing photograph, full particulars, and two unimpeachable references, to Box X.Y.C. 3748, The Times, E.C. 4.

	I had just sat down to a bit of lunch in the Holborn Restaurant when I noticed this advertisement; before I finished eating I had made up my mind to reply to it, for it seemed to me—always supposing that the advertiser turned out to be a man I could take to—just the sort of thing I was seeking. I certainly possessed a taste for books; already I owned a small, carefully chosen library of my own. I preferred country life and all its amenities to town life, vastly. I had no objection to foreign travel—far from it! I was a pretty good hand at billiards; in an amateur fashion, of course. And having been brought up under the roof of a guardian who was old-fashioned enough to loathe and detest bridge and had a passionate love of whist, I was proficient enough in that king of all card games. And I wasn’t ashamed of my looks; the photograph I could send represented a good-looking, well-set-up sort of chap. As to references—the very best. Taking everything into consideration, I thought this job would suit me, and before evening I had made my application through the medium of The Times office.

	For a fortnight I heard nothing. Then, when I was beginning to think that I was not going to hear, I heard. There came one morning a letter, as follows:

	Wrides Park, Havering St. Michael,

	Surrey, March 15th, 1920

	Mr. Christopher Nicholas presents his compliments to Mr. Ronald Camberwell, and desires to acknowledge Mr. Camberwell’s letter of the 1st instant. Mr. Nicholas will be greatly obliged to Mr. Camberwell if Mr. Camberwell will call upon him at Claridge’s Hotel to-morrow, March 16th, at four o’clock in the afternoon. Should this appointment not be convenient to Mr. Camberwell, will he kindly notify Mr. Nicholas of the fact, and at the same time fix a date and time of his own choosing?

	It was quite convenient for me to call on Mr. Nicholas at his own time, and at five minutes to four o’clock that afternoon I walked into Claridge’s and asked for him. My impression had been that Mr. Nicholas had come up to town with the idea of interviewing certain picked candidates for his job, and I was quite prepared to find myself one amongst many. But I was immediately taken away to a private suite and shown into Mr. Nicholas’ presence.

	There were two people in the room into which I was ushered, and as they figure largely in this story I had better say at once what my first impressions of them were. One was a tall, sparely built man of I should have said sixty to sixty-five years of age (he was actually ten years less than that) whose thin hair and sparse beard and moustache were whitening; a somewhat stooping carriage and the pallor of his checks gave me the idea that he was something of an invalid. He was very smartly dressed in check tweeds, set off by a blue tie with large white spots—the bird’s-eye tie largely affected by old-fashioned country squires; the country gentleman, indeed, was written big all over him, from his sporty tie to his thick-soled boots. But I looked closer than at his mere outward semblance. There was a curiously care-worn look about him; either he had some present great trouble or had once had one from which he had not yet made recovery. Otherwise he had a kindly, gentle expression, and the reception he gave me was almost paternal in its nature, mingled with a certain shyness which I soon found to be one of his chief characteristics.

	The other occupant of the room was a young woman of, I supposed, two or three and twenty. She was a bit odd-looking; more masculine than feminine, I thought—a strongly, squarely built figure, suggestive of considerable strength, shoulders square and muscular; waist indefinite; hands as capacious as a man’s. She was not beautiful—a square jaw, a snub nose, a mane of brown, reddish hair over a pair of sombre, yet shrewd eyes; these features gave the impression of solidity rather than of charm, and the impression was added to by the somewhat mannish attire affected by its wearer—a tailor-made suit of rough tweed, finished off with a hunting-stock in which was fixed a horse-shoe pin. I set this young lady down, at once, as a devotee of anything relating to country life.

	‘My niece, Miss Starr,’ said Mr. Christopher Nicholas. ‘Miss Rhoda Starr.’

	I made my obeisances to Miss Rhoda Starr, who, from my first entrance into the room, had been taking me in, microscopically. Mr. Nicholas motioned me to sit between him and his niece; he began to talk; as for Miss Starr, I had not been there ten minutes before I came to the conclusion that she was gifted with a really brilliant reserve of speech, and never talked unless she was obliged to. Her uncle, however, was talkative enough, and in a few minutes he and I understood each other pretty well: I, at any rate, had gathered what he wanted. And that, to put it plainly, was to have a young man about the house who would play billiards and whist with him, go abroad with him, share in country pursuits and pastimes with him, and play the part of what, unfortunately, as he said, he hadn’t got—a son. He showed a good deal of nice and kindly feeling in putting all this before me, and I began to take to him.

	‘There’s one thing I haven’t mentioned, so far,’ he said after we had talked a good while. ‘You have a taste for books? Now, do you think you could classify, re-arrange, and catalogue a library? You see, when I came into possession of Wrides Park, a few years ago—it was left to me by my aunt, the late Miss Nicholas—I found there a very fine library of eighteenth- and seventeenth-century books, a really valuable collection, I am told, which sadly needs putting in order. You wouldn’t object to attempting this?’ he went on, in a half-apologetic tone. ‘Taking your time about it, of course—there’s no need to hurry.’

	I made no objection to that, nor to anything; since seeing him, I had taken rather a fancy to Mr. Nicholas—something about him had aroused both interest and curiosity in me. And so we came to an agreement: I was to join him at Wrides Park on the following Monday.

	‘I think we shall get on together very well,’ he said, with his usual shy smile, as we shook hands. ‘And you will like Wrides—a delightfully situated place.’

	I fully agreed with him on that point when I saw Wrides. It lay in a beautiful valley in the most beautiful part of Surrey, between the county town and the smaller town of Havering-St. Michael; it was eight miles from one, three miles from the other. The house, a fine old mansion, dating from Georgian days, but thoroughly modernized and equipped with every conceivable up-to-date appliance, stood in the midst of a park of several hundred acres, rich in woodland, and enhanced in charm by the meanderings of a little river that ran down from the high ground to the southward. The gardens and grounds surrounding the house were beautifully laid out; everything that I saw as I drove up to this future home of mine indicated that its owner was a man of taste as well as of wealth.

	But if Mr. Christopher Nicholas’ wealth was made manifest in his exterior surroundings, it was also made still more evident in the delightful old house of which I was now made an inmate. There was nothing of vulgar ostentation at Wrides Park, but there was everything that any man, or family, could want. Mr. Nicholas kept a big staff of servants, several motor-cars, and a select stable of uncommonly good horses, for both driving and riding. Considering that there were only three of us in what you might call his family, his domestic staff seemed to me a bit redundant—men and women and boys, there must have been some sixteen or eighteen servants in all. And these were indoor servants; outside the house there were chauffeurs, coachmen, grooms, stable-boys, gardeners. All this was the more inexplicable to me because during the month which elapsed between my arrival at Wrides and the beginning of the chapter of extraordinary events which I am going to deal with Mr. Nicholas did no entertaining—we never had one single guest, and I formed the opinion, based on a word or two from my own special man-servant there, that Mr. Nicholas never had any. Still, there was the big staff of servants, well trained, very capable. Only two of them need any special mention here: Hoiler, the butler; Mrs. Hands, the housekeeper. Mrs. Hands was a big grenadier of a woman; I should say a martinet. She wore black silk of an afternoon, and though she invariably treated me with the most punctilious respect, I feel sure that she considered a responsible housekeeper to be something far superior in station to a paid companion. Equally grand, in rather a different style, was Hoiler—a quiet, reserved clean-shaven man of I suppose fifty or fifty-five, very perfect in his duties, and evidently very much in his master’s confidence. These two people, Hoiler and Mrs. Hands, really ran the house; it might have been a perfectly appointed hotel, with them as manager and manageress, and Mr. Nicholas, Miss Starr, and myself as sole guests. And, anyway, the whole thing went on well-oiled wheels.

	I got acquainted with Mr. Nicholas’ little ways within a day or two of my entrance under his roof. He followed a routine, and followed it punctiliously. Every morning, if the day was fine, he and Miss Starr went out riding on horseback. When they returned he would potter about the gardens, or in the library until it was time for lunch. After lunch he liked a nap until three o’clock, when he and his niece went out again, this time in one of the cars. On their return at five he drank tea, and that over liked to play billiards until it was time to dress for dinner. After dinner—to be precise, at exactly nine o’clock every evening, he sat down to his rubber of whist. And here came in something that caused me surprise. The fourth hand was taken by Hoiler. Every night Hoiler appeared to the minute, and the four of us gathered round the card-table. I had been pretty well trained in whist, and Miss Starr was an exceptionally good player, but of all the whist-players I have ever seen in my time, Mr. Nicholas and his butler were the two very best, and Sarah Battle would have loved them; with them, as with her, cards were cards. Of course, I gathered from what I saw the very first night that I was there that Mr. Nicholas was a devotee of this greatest of all card games, and I wondered who had made a fourth to the trio of himself, his niece, and his butler before I came on the scene? I soon discovered that secret—a fourth player had been found in Jeeves, the first footman, an ingenuous young man, who once, subsequently, confided to me that he had done his best, but that the master and Mr. Hoiler played in such adept fashion that his efforts to live up to their standard made his poor head ache.

	Nothing—out of the routine which I have already described—happened at Wrides Park during that first month of my residence there. I found life very pleasant, even if a little regular and monotonous. I had a suite of rooms of my own, a man-servant to attend to my own special needs, and except for the billiards-playing, and the solemn games of whist, I could practically do anything I pleased with my time: there was some good rough shooting in the park and its outskirts for the present, and Mr. Nicholas had promised me plenty of cricket with an adjacent club of good standing as soon as May arrived. And, fortunately, I had plenty to interest me in the old library of which he had spoken during our interview at Claridge’s. It filled three rooms—there were thousands and thousands of volumes in all sizes, from big folios and quartos to small octavos and duodecimos. And it needed, as he had said, classification, arrangement, cataloguing—a big task that would take some time.

	I was busy amongst these books one fine morning, about four weeks after my arrival at Wrides, when Jeeves, the footman, came to me, looking a bit puzzled.

	‘Sorry to disturb you, sir,’ he said, ‘but there’s a—hardly know how to describe him, sir—a very strange—er, person—entered the house. Says Mr. Nicholas knows him, sir, but won’t give any name. Mr. Nicholas is out riding, sir, and Miss Starr with him, and Mr. Hoiler is away—it’s his day out, sir. So—I came to you.’

	‘Where is this person, Jeeves?’ I asked.

	‘He’s in the dining-room, sir,’ replied Jeeves. ‘He—well, sir, as a matter of fact, he forced himself in there! When I went to him at the front door, I told him that Mr. Nicholas was out. He said that didn’t matter—he’d come in and wait till he came back. And then he strode in, past me—he’s a great, big fellow, sir, very rough-spoken—and after looking round him in the hall, marched into the dining-room, sir. I—I think he’s at the sideboard, Mr. Camberwell.’

	I went off, there and then, to the dining-room, Jeeves in my wake, wondering whoever this strange caller might be. The dining-room door was slightly ajar—I pushed it wide open and strode in. There, at the big sideboard, stood a man, a great, brawny fellow, evidently of colossal strength, who held a glass half full of whisky in one hand and a syphon of mineral water in the other.

	


Chapter II
 

	DENGO IS HERE!

	I was so taken back by the man’s impudence that for the moment I stood helplessly silent, staring at him. But he had no mind to be silent himself.

	‘Hullo, young fellow!’ he exclaimed, in the cocksure, half-insolent accents of a man who is sure of his position. ‘Who may you be?’

	‘It would be more to the point if I enquired who you are!’ I retorted. ‘What do you mean by forcing yourself in here?’

	He paused, in the act of squirting soda-water into his glass, and for a moment looked me up and down from head to foot, from foot to head. Then he deliberately finished what he was after, took a hearty pull at the contents of his glass, and setting it down on the table between us, put his hands in his pockets and looked me over once more.

	‘Softly, my lad, softly!’ he said. ‘You don’t know who you’re talking to! And since you don’t I’ll overlook your bit of rudeness. You keep a civil tongue and a civil tone, young fellow! Now, where’s——’ He checked himself, but I’ll swear he had another name on the tip of his tongue than that which he made haste to substitute—‘Where’s Nicholas?’

	‘Mr. Nicholas is out,’ I replied.

	‘Mr. Nicholas is out, eh? And how long will Mr. Nicholas be out?’ he demanded. ‘No lies, now!’

	‘Mr. Nicholas may return at any moment,’ I answered. ‘And——’

	‘That’s better!’ he interrupted. ‘I’ll wait for him. Comfortable quarters, and good liquor at hand—a man of my modest requirements wants no more. But hark ye, my lad!—I’ve come a goodish way since breakfast-time, and I could peck a bit. Nothing serious, you know—I’ll keep my appetite for lunch with Nicholas. A sandwich, now? Tasty.’

	I had been looking him over while he talked, and something warned me that he had better be humoured. He was an ugly-looking customer to tackle if crossed—I could see that. What he was, what rank, class, calling, he represented, I could not make out: a big, bluff, giant of a man, well dressed in an obviously brand-new suit of stout blue serge, and scrupulously clean as to linen and boots. Something about him suggested the sea. And I had already noticed that his hands, which were of a prodigious size, were coarse and toil-worn.

	‘Are you known to Mr. Nicholas?’ I asked suddenly.

	He looked at me with a sort of pitying expression and began to chuckle.

	‘Known?’ he repeated. ‘Known? Ah, I should think I was known! Him and me—but that’s nothing to do with you, my lad. That sandwich, now? The breast of a chicken between two nice bits o’ bread and butter—what?’

	‘I’ll speak to the servants,’ I answered. ‘I daresay they can get you what you want.’

	‘Good boy!’ he said approvingly, rubbing his hands. ‘Treat me proper, and I’m a good ’un to get on with. But treat me bad, and——’

	I didn’t wait to hear what he was when treated bad. I left the room, and seeking Mrs. Hands told her of the man’s presence and what he wanted. Mrs. Hands showed no surprise.

	‘I’ll take him something myself, Mr. Camberwell,’ she said. ‘He’ll be some old seafaring acquaintance of Mr. Nicholas—Mr. Nicholas, sir, has travelled the world over in his time. Leave the man to me, Mr. Camberwell.’

	I left the man to Mrs. Hands very willingly. But knowing that Mr. Nicholas might return from his ride at any moment, I hung about the hall, so that I could warn him of what awaited him. Presently Mrs. Hands appeared, carrying a small tray: she entered the dining-room. I heard its occupant let out a smothered exclamation—of joy, I supposed, at the sight of food. Mrs. Hands closed the door: no doubt she felt it part of her duty to placate this curious visitor. And knowing she was with him, I went back to the library. But about ten minutes later, I saw Mr. Nicholas and Miss Starr riding up the park, so I repaired once more to the dining-room.

	The man was alone—Mrs. Hands had left him. He had eaten whatever she had brought him, and in addition to having mixed another and a stronger whisky-and-soda had helped himself to a cigar from a cabinet that stood on a corner table. He looked at me benignly.

	‘Well, young fellow, and what now?’ he demanded. ‘Come to keep me company?’

	‘Mr. Nicholas is coming up the drive,’ I said, pointing to the window. ‘I will go out and tell him you are here. What name shall I give him?’

	He rose heavily to his feet, and lumbering across to the window, looked out on the park.

	‘Aye!’ he said, musingly. ‘Just so! That’s Nicholas, to be sure. Should ha’ known him amongst ten thousand. Um!’

	‘Your name?’ I repeated.

	He turned, regarding me quizzically.

	‘Name, is it?’ he said. ‘Name! Well, my lad, names is neither here nor there amongst friends. However, since you’re so particular, say to Nicholas that Dengo is here! D’ye get that—Dengo! D-e-n-g-o—and Dengo was his name, oh! Dengo—is here!’

	I left him standing there and went out to the front of the house. Mr. Nicholas and Miss Starr had just left their horses, which were being led away to the stables. I went up to him: something in my face made him glance at me with sudden questioning—I fancied—if it was fancy—that he looked apprehensive.

	‘Anything the matter, Camberwell?’ he asked sharply.

	‘I don’t know that anything’s the matter, sir,’ I replied, ‘but there is a man in the dining-room who forced himself in there saying that he wanted to see you, and would await your return——’

	‘A man!’ he interrupted. ‘What man?’

	‘He asked me to tell you that Dengo is here,’ I said. ‘His——’

	But he held up a hand as if to stop me, and at the same time turned quickly aside as if he did not wish either Miss Starr or myself to see his face. But I had already seen it, and seen that he had gone pale to the very lips.

	‘Dengo, eh?’ he muttered, trying to force a laugh. ‘Oh—yes, yes, an old pensioner! Where do you say he is?’

	‘He is in the dining-room,’ I answered.

	He went into the house, leaving Miss Starr and me standing there. For a moment she seemed as if she was going to ask me some question; then she suddenly turned away and went off in the direction of the gardens. She was at all times a reserved, silent, uncommunicative young woman: some people would have set her down as of a sullen nature: certainly she held very little conversation with me.

	I went back to my work in the library; as I passed the door of the dining-room I could hear voices within, but could not gather from the tone that anything unusual or disturbing was going on. And I heard nothing more of Mr. Nicholas and his strange visitor for quite half an hour. Then Mr. Nicholas came to me. He was endeavouring to show nothing, but I could see that he was greatly upset.

	‘Camberwell,’ he said, ‘I must go out for an hour or two—into the town. Miss Starr is somewhere in the grounds I believe—when you see her, tell her that I don’t think I shall be back in time for lunch.’

	He went off without further remark; a minute or two later, I saw him crossing the park in company with the man who called himself Dengo. They went in the direction of Havering-St. Michael—on foot, of course. That in itself was unusual in Mr. Nicholas—he rarely walked anywhere. But he was walking now, and walking rapidly. The strange man lumbered along at his side, hurrying to keep pace with him. And—as long as they remained within my view—I noticed that Mr. Nicholas never turned to his companion: they marched away in silence.

	I did not see Miss Starr until we met for lunch. I gave her my message then: she said nothing. As I have previously remarked, Miss Starr was an unusually silent and reserved young woman, more sparing of speech than any other member of her sex I had ever, or ever have, met. She ate and drank, and kept silence until lunch was nearly over. Then, Jeeves, who had waited on us, happening to be out of the room, she suddenly spoke:

	‘Who was that man that came to see Mr. Nicholas?’ she demanded, abruptly.

	‘Not the faintest idea!’ said I.

	‘But you saw him,’ she retorted.

	‘Certainly I saw him!’ I replied. ‘But I don’t know who he is. He called himself Dengo. That, of course, I took to be a nick-name.’

	‘What did he want?’ she asked next.

	‘No idea of that, either! Except that he wished to see Mr. Nicholas.’

	‘Has my uncle gone out with him? Yes?—where?’

	‘That I don’t know, but I saw them crossing the park in the direction of Havering-St. Michael,’ I answered. Then as she made no further remark, I added, ‘Mrs. Hands suggested that the man was some old seafaring acquaintance. And didn’t Mr. Nicholas refer to him as an old pensioner? Not that he looked as if he were in need of any pension!—in my opinion.’

	‘What did he look like?’ she enquired.

	I gave her a description of Dengo and of his behaviour, watching her narrowly the while, to see if she showed any recognition of Mr. Nicholas’ strange visitor. But her face retained its usual stolidity, and presently, without further remark, she left the table and went off. She had a suite of rooms of her own, and spent a great deal of her time in it; I, indeed, rarely saw her except at meals.

	I did not see Mr. Nicholas again until dinner that night: I don’t know at what hour in the afternoon he returned home. I had tea served to me in the library: I judged from that that Mr. Nicholas was not yet back again. And when we met at dinner two or three unusual things struck me. One was that contrary to his invariable custom he had not dressed for dinner: a matter about which I had always known him most punctilious. Another was that he was extremely silent, scarcely speaking to Miss Starr, or to myself. And a third was that he ate very little and drank a great deal. Up to that time I had always found him a most abstemious man; a glass or two of light wine with his food, and a couple of glasses of port afterwards was his limit. But on this occasion he was drinking whisky, and he filled and refilled his glass in a fashion that made me wonder. Once or twice I saw Miss Starr look at him anxiously, questioningly, but she made no remark—Mr. Nicholas’ own unusual silence did not encourage conversation.

	There was no mention of whist that evening. Miss Starr slipped away as soon as dinner was over, and finding that Mr. Nicholas did not want me, I went away to the library, to read and smoke, leaving him at the dinner-table, where he had just helped himself to more whisky. I felt increasingly anxious and perturbed about him: something, I was quite sure, had happened. And, of course, it had to do with the visit of the man who called himself Dengo.

	About half an hour after dinner, wanting a book which I had left in the breakfast-room that morning, I was crossing the inner hall when I saw Mr. Nicholas near the front door. He wore an overcoat and a soft cap, and at the moment I caught sight of him he was selecting a stick from a rack full of sticks and umbrellas. A second later he opened the front door and slipped out. This was a most unusual thing: I had never known him to leave the house of an evening before.

	But this was not the only unusual event of that evening. As I was returning from the breakfast-room, where my book had not been easy to find, some housemaid having tidied it away into a book-case, I saw Miss Starr leaving the house. She was just going out of the door when I saw her, and I only saw her for the fraction of a second. But it was long enough for me to see that she was heavily veiled.

	This added to the mystery which I felt to have been steadily gathering round Wrides ever since Jeeves came to me in the library that morning with the news of Dengo’s arrival. What was it that made Mr. Nicholas and his niece go out—separately, too—so late in the evening? And where had they gone? There were no houses near—houses, I mean, at which they could call: the nearest place, inhabited by persons of their own class, was the Vicarage, two miles away. The more I reflected on this strange proceeding the more I was convinced that it all sprang out of Dengo. And who was Dengo?

	I did not see either Mr. Nicholas or Miss Starr again that night. But next morning, Jeeves, who happened to be doing something for me in my room, gave me a queer look.

	‘Strange doings yesterday, sir,’ he said. ‘You didn’t see the master come in last night? Good job you didn’t sir! He was—well, sir, between you and me, he was speechless! I helped him to bed, sir. Never knew such a thing happen before. But there’s the fact! Oh, of course I shan’t say anything about it, sir. Good job nobody saw him but me.’

	I wasn’t surprised by Jeeves’ news. But—where had Mr. Nicholas been? And where had Miss Starr been? I breakfasted alone that morning, and as soon as breakfast was over walked into Havering-St. Michael to execute a commission for Mr. Nicholas. On my return about noon, Hoiler, the butler, met me. There was more strange news. Mr. Nicholas and Miss Starr had gone to town for a few days.

	The few days lengthened into a fortnight, during which I heard nothing of my employer. I had Wrides Park to myself: everything went on in the usual smooth, well-oiled fashion. Nobody seemed surprised that Mr. Nicholas should be away: Hoiler, questioned on the subject, replied airily that Mr. Nicholas and Miss Starr might return at any moment, and mightn’t. I let things rest at that and went on with my work. Then, one morning, Jeeves came to tell me that Grayson, the head-gamekeeper, wished to speak to me. I went out to Grayson: he took me aside.

	‘Mr. Camberwell,’ he whispered, ‘I haven’t said a word to anybody yet—I thought, as Mr. Nicholas is away, I’d better speak to you first. Mr. Camberwell!—I’ve found the dead body of a man in our Middle Spinney!’

	


Chapter III
 

	THE SWORD-STICK

	I don’t know what particular sort of sickening fear it was that came over me when Grayson spoke his last words. But it came—and for a moment left me speechless. I stood, gaping and staring at him.

	‘He found it,’ he went on, pointing to a lurcher that hung about his heels. ‘Nosing about in a ditch full of rubbish. It—it had been put away, sir. Buried!’

	I found my tongue at last.

	‘What sort of a man?’ I asked. ‘Anyone you know?’

	He shook his head at that, but the gesture signified something more than a mere denial.

	‘Can’t say that I know him, sir,’ he replied, ‘but——’ And here he paused, looking, it seemed to me, as if he would rather not say what he was going to say. ‘I’ve seen him before, sir,’ he concluded. ‘Alive, I mean.’

	‘Where—when?’ I asked.

	‘About a fortnight ago it’ll be, sir. He was crossing the park, with Mr. Nicholas. A big, heavy-built man.’

	‘You’re sure it’s the same man?’ I demanded. ‘Certain?’

	‘Dead certain, sir! I was within fifty yards of him and the master, that morning. About noon it was—near the lodge gates.’

	‘And you say he’s in the Middle Spinney?’ I asked. ‘I’ll go across there with you. Don’t say anything to any of the servants, Grayson.’

	I went back to the house and got a hat, and rejoining the gamekeeper went with him across the park. Middle Spinney was not, in the strict sense of the word, a spinney at all: it was a wood of old trees, perhaps an acre and a half in extent, which lay on two sides of a valley that, watered by a narrow stream, crossed at one point by a rustic bridge, transected the park. The trees were close-set, and there was a great deal of unchecked undergrowth. Grayson’s lurcher betrayed a desire to explore this as soon as we reached the densest part and had to be brought sharply to heel.

	‘As I said, sir, it was him as found it,’ remarked Grayson. ‘He got nosing round in an old ditch there is at the back here, and kicked up such a noise that I went to see what he was after—I fancied it might be a badger. And I saw a foot!—he’d scratched the rubbish away from it. This way, sir.’

	He led me off the path and through the tangle of undergrowth to where a deep ditch ran alongside the boundary of the wood. At a point where the ditch rounded a corner there was a heap of rubbish and dead leaves, and by it something dimly outlined under a couple of old sacks, themselves grey and rotten.

	‘Here we are, sir!’ whispered Grayson. ‘That old stuff lay handy, and I covered him up. He—he isn’t nice to look at, sir!’

	He drew aside the corner of
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