
  
    [image: The Lost Mr. Lintwhaite]
  


  
    
      The Lost Mr. Lintwhaite

    

    
      
        Joseph Smith Fletcher

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Joseph Smith Fletcher

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        BY WORD OF MOUTH

      

      

      Fleet Street, at four o'clock that springtide afternoon, was at its busiest. The most eminent of the recently deposed European Sovereigns, emulating the example of Napoleon Bonaparte, had broken loose from his place of exile, made a dramatic reappearance in his former capital that morning, and was rallying round him his old adherents to the confusion of a new Government and the anger of both hemispheres.

      The London evening papers were hurrying out edition after edition with the latest tidings from the scene of action. Newspaper carts were starting out to all points of the compass; newspaper boys were risking their limbs among the wheeled traffic; at every corner of street and alley men were turning over the damp sheets in haste to catch some idea of the latest freak of the man who was still a danger and a menace.

      From the end of Fetter Lane to the middle of Ludgate Circus there was an unusual accentuation of noise and bustle, and to a girl who came into the street in a taxicab from the direction of London Bridge it seemed as if she were suddenly plunged into a crystallized quintessence of all the racket of the world.

      The taxicab driver pulled up in front of a palatial building, got down, and, opening the door of his vehicle, looked at his fare as a man looks who is about to impart information which, he is quite certain, is being imparted to its recipient for the first time.

      "Morning Sentinel office, miss," he said. Then, seeing the girl's helpless glance at the stone and marble grandeur across the pavement, he smiled benevolently. "Which department did you happen to want, miss?" he asked. "There's a good many of 'em here—this here in front's the advertisement place. Was it⁠———"

      The girl hastily thrust a hand into a small bag which hung from her wrist and drew out a sheet of letter-paper, on which appeared a few lines of type-writing.

      "I want to find that gentleman," she answered, pointing to a signature as she stepped down. "Perhaps you'll know⁠———"

      The driver glanced from the signature to the heading, and instantly put out a finger.

      "Ah, I see!—editorial department, miss!" he said. "Straight up the side entrance there—you'll see the door on the right—there's a commissionaire there—he'll put you in the proper quarter. That'll be one-and-six, miss—thank you."

      The girl dropped a two-shilling piece into the outstretched hand, and hurried away up the court and into a doorway. A grey-moustached commissionaire, presiding over a group of boys, sized up her timidity and inexperience, and advanced as she entered.

      "Yes, miss?" he asked. "Want to see somebody?"

      The girl held out the sheet of letter-paper and pointed to the signature.

      

      "Can I see Mr. Richard Brixey?" she asked.

      "Mr. Brixey, miss? Certainly—I believe he's in just now," answered the commissionaire. He picked up a sheaf of callers' forms and handed the girl a pencil. "If you'll just fill that up, miss, and then take a seat in the waiting-room."

      The girl took the form and quickly understood its meaning. Without delay she handed it back, filled up, and the commissionaire glanced it over:—

      

      Caller's Name ....

      Miss Georgina Byfield

      Caller's Address...

      The Mitre, Selchester

      To See....

      Mr. Richard Brixey.

      Business .....

      About Mr. John Linthwaite.

      

      "Stubbins!" said the commissionaire.

      A boy detached himself from half-a-dozen who lounged on a bench, took the slip of paper, vanished into an elevator, was whirled upwards, and disappeared; the girl, motioned thereto by the commissionaire, walked into a waiting-room and sat down. But she had only had time to realize that there was a map of London on one wall and a large photogravure portrait of a proprietor of the Morning Sentinel on another, when Stubbins shot into view again, and beckoned to her as only an absolutely unconcerned youth can beckon.

      Next moment she found herself being swiftly borne into high regions; a moment later she was traversing a long corridor; then Stubbins flung open a door and motioned her to go in as a warder might motion a prisoner to enter a cell. The corridor was gloomy, the room bright; she was conscious at first of nothing but the fact that a man was there, alone, and that he came hurriedly forward.

      But the next instant, as the door closed behind her, she saw that this was a young man, who looked, indeed, much more youthful than he probably was. He was a shortish, athletic-looking young man, with broad shoulders and an air of activity—a pink-faced, blue-eyed, red-haired person, clean-shaven; by no means handsome, for he owned a snub nose and many freckles, but suggestive of much mental ability and general alertness.

      He wore a new suit of rather loud-patterned tweeds, and a club tie of pronounced colours; a green Homburg hat was tilted back off his red hair, and in his anxiety he forgot to remove it—he was so anxious, indeed, that without any ceremony he instantly pointed to the name which Miss Georgina Byfield had written down at the foot of the form.

      "What's this?" he demanded, as he hurried forward. "That's my uncle's name? What do you know about him? I see you're from Selchester. Is—is he ill?"

      He was taking in all that he could about his caller as he spoke. She was about his own height—a girl, he decided, of twenty or twenty-one, brown-haired, brown-eyed, pleasing rather than strictly pretty, quietly but well dressed; a superior sort of girl, he thought. And he suddenly pulled forward a chair, and at the same moment snatched off his hat.

      "It's difficult to explain," answered Miss Byfield. "I don't know anything—except what I've been sent to tell you."

      

      "And that," he broke in eagerly. "That's—what?"

      "Mr. Brackett, of the Mitre Hotel, at Selchester, sent me," replied Miss Byfield. "I am bookkeeper there. Mr. John Linthwaite came to the hotel three days ago—that was on Monday. But since Tuesday morning nothing has been seen of him, either at the hotel or in the town. He's disappeared."

      Brixey, who was standing with his hands plunged deep in his pockets, staring at his visitor, screwed up his lips as if to whistle. But before the sound came he twisted round, dropped into the chair behind his desk, and became business-like.

      "Just tell me all about it," he said. "Disappeared! Why, I was to meet him at Winchester tomorrow morning! The fact is"—he pointed to a suit-case which stood on a chair close by—"I was going down there tonight; I was just off when you sent up your name. But—tell me."

      Miss Georgina Byfield was slowly considering the structure of her story. She had rehearsed it more than once on her way to London and the Morning Sentinel office, but now that she was in the presence of the person she had been sent to find, it seemed to her that it was no easy matter to tell even the plainest of tales. And Brixey saw her diffidence, and hastened to help.

      "Just begin at the beginning," he said, with an understanding smile. "The beginning—that's always best. Then we know where we are."

      Miss Byfield, who had been thoughtfully regarding him, nodded.

      "Well," she said, "it began on Monday evening, then. A gentleman—a stranger—came in and booked a room at the Mitre, just before dinnertime, and said he'd want it until Friday morning. He signed the register as Mr. John Linthwaite, London—no other address. I believe he told Mr. Brackett, the landlord, that evening, that he had come to Selchester to look around the old places—the cathedral, and the Priory, and the city walls, and so on. Next morning, soon after breakfast, he went out, and we've never seen him since."

      "That was Tuesday morning?" asked Brixey.

      Miss Byfield nodded.

      "And now," said Brixey, "it's Thursday afternoon. So he's been missing from your place two days. And two nights."

      "Yes," she assented. "Two days and two nights."

      "Wasn't Mr. Brackett alarmed when Mr. Linthwaite didn't return on Tuesday night?" asked Brixey.

      "Mr. Brackett thought that he had possibly met some friend who lived in the neighbourhood and had gone home with him for the night," answered Miss Byfield. "But when no message came, and he didn't return again last night, nor send any word—well, then he began to get uneasy, because he thought that Mr. Linthwaite, in looking about him, might have met with some accident.

      "For instance, behind the Priory—which he'd spoken of going to see—there's a large sheet of water, in a very lonely place, and—well, Mr. Brackett thought, you know, that⁠———"

      "That possibly he'd fallen into it," said Brixey. "Just so. And how did you hear of me?"

      

      Miss Byfield held out the letter she had produced to the taxicab driver.

      "This morning, first thing," she replied, "Mr. Brackett looked round No. 7—Mr. Linthwaite's room—to see if he could get any clue to his address. He couldn't find anything but this—it was lying on the dressing-table. He and I read it. And we gathered, of course, that Mr. Linthwaite was your uncle and that you were to meet him at Winchester tomorrow⁠———"

      "Just so!" said Brixey. "I was! I'm just beginning my holiday; he and I were to meet at Winchester and go on through the south and south-west of England together. But—I interrupted you."

      "So Mr. Brackett told me to catch the noon express to London Bridge and come straight here to tell you," concluded Miss Byfield. "He thought it would be better than wiring."

      "Very good of him, and kind of you," said Brixey. "But—this is a queer affair! Mr. Linthwaite, as I've said, is my uncle, and I know him and his habits exceedingly well, for he and I, both being bachelors, have lived together in chambers in the Temple for some years. He's a most punctilious, methodical man, and after booking a room at your hotel he certainly wouldn't absent himself without letting you know. So—something's happened. You heard nothing of him in Selchester?"

      "Nothing!" replied Miss Byfield.

      "And has Mr. Brackett made no inquiries?" asked Brixey.

      "You see, we thought he would be coming back every minute," explained Miss Byfield. "Mr. Brackett didn't know what to do, and he didn't like to go to the police about it. But he had some hopes that you, perhaps, had heard from Mr. Linthwaite."

      "Heard nothing," said Brixey. He picked up a railway guide, and hastily turned to one of its pages. "Did you come straight to this office from London Bridge, Miss Byfield?" he asked. "You did? Then, you've had no tea? Very well—we've just got an hour to get some and to catch the 5.45 to Selchester. Sorry to hustle you, but I reckon I must get straight down there and take a look round for my uncle; he's got to be found. So⁠———"

      He seized his suit-case as he spoke, flung the green Homburg on the back of his red hair, threw an overcoat over his left shoulder, and hurried Miss Byfield away to the lift. Two minutes more and she was again in a taxicab and in the roar of Fleet Street, and Brixey, sitting at her side, was looking as if all the noise was a million miles away.
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        THE ONLY CLUE

      

      

      Four hours later, as the dusk of the May evening settled into night, Brixey found himself in an old-fashioned omnibus which two ancient horses drew clumsily over the cobble-paved street of a quiet town. Looking out through the narrow windows, he was aware of old, high-gabled houses, of a tall spire rising high above trees, and of a general air of antiquity. He glanced at Miss Byfield, his sole companion in the ramshackle equipage.

      "An old place!" he remarked.

      "Everything's old here," answered Miss Byfield. "Some people say it's the oldest town in England. You've never been in it before?"

      "Never," replied Brixey. "Nor near it. I'd enjoy all this if it weren't for the uncertainty about my uncle. However, there may be news. Is the Mitre far away?"

      "We're there," said Miss Byfield. "At least, close by."

      The omnibus turned a corner into a wider street, rumbled under an archway, and came to a stand; and Brixey, assisting his companion to alight, found himself in a queer old courtyard, flanked on either side by picturesque bow windows, through the red curtains of which shone a warm and cheery glow. A waiter and a chambermaid appeared at a door and seized on Brixey's belongings; behind them came a tall, sturdy old man, white-bearded, rosy-cheeked, who hurried out with evident anxiety.

      "This is Mr. Brackett," said Miss Byfield.

      Brixey held out a hand to the landlord, who took it with old-fashioned politeness.

      "Your servant, sir," he said hurriedly. "Glad you've come down, sir. But have you any news of this poor gentleman?"

      Brixey shook his head.

      "Have you?" he asked. "That's the most important point."

      "Come this way, sir," said the landlord. He led Brixey into the house, across a shadowy old hall, and into a cosy parlour where a bright fire of logs burned on the hearth.

      "This is the sitting-room I gave Mr. Linthwaite," he said, as they entered. "There's some of the papers and books he was reading the night he came in. No, sir, I've no news. After I sent up to you this morning, I just gave a quiet hint to the police, and they've been making inquiries round the town, but up to an hour ago they'd heard nothing. Nobody seems to have even seen the poor gentleman since he walked out of here on Tuesday morning.

      "I wish I'd started inquiries sooner, but you see, sir, I felt sure he'd met somebody that he knew—some gentleman or other in the neighbourhood, you know—and had gone home with him for the night."

      "No," said Brixey. "That's not it. He'd have let you know. He was a very punctilious man about anything of that sort. But just tell me all you know about his disappearance."

      "I daresay my bookkeeper's told you all there is to tell, sir," said Brackett. "He came here on Monday, and said he should stay till Friday morning. He mentioned to me that he was fond of antiquities, and wanted to see ours. He went out after breakfast on Tuesday morning. I had a bit of talk to him at the door, and when he left me he turned the corner up North Street. Since then we've neither seen nor heard of him."

      Brixey took off his hat and gloves and laid them aside.

      "Very well," he said. "Then I've just got to find him, Mr. Brackett. So let me have some supper in here, and book me a room, and in the meantime show me the room he had and what he left there."

      He presently followed the landlord up an old-fashioned, heavily-balustered staircase, and along a succession of winding corridors. From habit and training Brixey kept his eyes active, and as he went along he made note of old pictures, cabinets of glass and china and silver, ancient furniture, and the various oddments that accumulate in old houses; he noted, too, the unevenness of the floors which he trod, and the queer angles and nooks wherein doors were set.

      "An old place this," he observed, as the landlord stopped at a door. "Very old, indeed, I should think."

      "Goes back to old Harry the Eighth, sir, some of it," answered Brackett. "It's been in my family's hands since Queen Anne's times. One Stephen Brackett after another has held it ever since then—I'm the seventh in a straight line. It used to be a famous coaching house in the old days, but now—well, we get a few motorists for an hour or two. The old times, sir, are gone. This is the room Mr. Linthwaite had."

      He ushered Brixey into a roomy, comfortable apartment, and lighted a couple of candles which stood in tall plated sticks on the dressing-table.

      "All's just as he left it on Tuesday," he continued. "I made bold to look through his things first thing this morning, to see if I could find any address, otherwise nothing's been touched."

      There was little to see or to examine. An old-fashioned portmanteau lay open on a stand; some garments were hanging on pegs; various toilet articles lay about; a book or two lay on a table near the bed.

      "If I hadn't found your letter lying open there on the dressing-table, sir," said Brackett, "I shouldn't have known what to do. You see, Mr. Linthwaite didn't enter any address of his own when he came—just London, and no more. I suppose you've no theory of your own, sir?"

      "None!" answered Brixey. "And so I must get to work. I'll have that bit of supper, Mr. Brackett, and then, late as it is, I must see your police. My own idea is that my uncle's met with some accident. Your young lady mentioned some sheet of water that you thought he might have fallen into."

      "I suggested that to Inspector Crabbe this afternoon," said Brackett. "He promised to have that water looked at, and I expect him in before the evening's over. I'll give you the next room to this, sir, if you'll come this way, and you shall have some hot supper in ten minutes."

      Left to himself, Brixey, as he washed his hands and brushed his red hair, faced the problem before him. His uncle, John Linthwaite, was a particularly hale and hearty man of sixty-three. He was well-to-do. He had not a care in the world. He had no business. He spent much of his time in travelling. He was an antiquary of some repute. It was his love of antiquarianism that had brought him to Selchester, where he had proposed to spend a few days before joining his nephew at Winchester, preparatory to a joint tour in the south-west of England.

      Why, then, this extraordinary disappearance? Accident, surely there had been some accident—Brixey could think of no other explanation. He knew his uncle's love of exploring old places—there were many old places in Selchester. He might have got into some ruin or other, had a bad fall, be lying there even then, unable to get help—he might be dead.

      But, dead or alive—he had to be found. And it was no use speculating, and no use inventing theories. The thing required was that for which Brixey was famous among his journalistic associates—action.

      He looked at his watch as he sat down to his supper in the little parlour into which Brackett had first brought him—9.15. Fleet Street and its noise seemed a long way off, and the strange quietude of the old cathedral town inclined Brixey to the opinion that its inhabitants were probably in the habit of going to bed before ten. But between then and midnight Brixey meant to do things, and to extend their doing beyond midnight if necessary.

      Once in action he was not inclined to ease off—that, he said to himself, was not the Brixey way. He had been doing sub-editorial work on the Morning Sentinel for two years, but before that he had worked as a reporter, and there were certain notable things to his fame and credit in Fleet Street. It was Brixey who tracked the Surbiton murderer to discovery when the police utterly failed; Brixey who got the exclusive news of the Hammerstein-Martin affair, the biggest scoop that Fleet Street had known for many a long day.

      And now here was a personal matter, with the added incentive that Richard Brixey, nephew, was something more than fond of John Linthwaite, uncle. They were not only relations, but affectionate friends.

      Brixey ate as he did everything else—swiftly. He had got through a plate of hot soup and a steak of cod, and was rapidly devouring a grilled chop when the waiter asked if he would see Mr. Brackett and Inspector Crabbe.

      "This minute!" responded Brixey. "Bring 'em in here, just now."

      The last mouthful of mutton disappeared as the landlord led in the policeman, and Brixey, with a sharp nod to the official, plunged straight into business.

      "Any news, inspector?" he asked. "I suppose Mr. Brackett's told you who I am?—Mr. Linthwaite's nephew, and out to find him. I propose to start on to that game right here and now, so if you've heard anything—eh?"

      

      Inspector Crabbe, a tall, soldierly-looking man, of grave manners, took Brixey in at a comprehensive glance, and recognized him as a person of unbounded energy.

      "We've heard nothing whatever, sir, until just now," he answered. "One of my men has just been in to tell me that Mrs. Crosse, the landlady of the Lame Hussar, believes that Mr. Linthwaite called at her house about eleven o'clock on Tuesday morning—that would be (if it was Mr. Linthwaite) about half an hour after he left this hotel. Anyway, a strange gentleman—elderly—dropped in there for a few minutes, and⁠———"

      "Where is this place?" demanded Brixey, snatching up his hat. "Up North Street? Come on then, inspector; that's the first clue I've heard, and we'll be on to it.

      "This," he continued as they went out into the courtyard, "is a very serious affair. There's no reason in the world why my uncle should disappear. He was in the very best of health; he's a well-to-do man; he came here to enjoy himself by looking round your old spots, and I'm afraid he's had an accident."

      "That's what I'm afraid of, sir," assented Crabbe. "But there are odd features about this matter. You can see for yourself," he went on, as he led Brixey round the corner, "this is a very small town. There are only these four main streets, all going off from the centre here—from that old Market Cross—in it.

      "Your uncle was a stranger—and, I'm told, a fine-looking gentleman. How is it nobody saw him on Tuesday morning? At least, how is it we can't hear of anybody who saw him—in a bit of a place like this, where a stranger can scarcely fail to be noticed!"

      "Aye!" said Brixey. "But you don't know yet that he wasn't seen by somebody. Now, if it should be that somebody won't tell—what then?"

      "In that case, sir, if you ask me, I should say there's been foul play," answered Crabbe. "Now, had your uncle much money on him?"

      "He usually carried about a hundred pounds in his pockets," replied Brixey, indifferently. "That's no great incentive to—shall we say murder?"

      Crabbe made no answer; but he shook his head. They had walked swiftly up the street, and had come to what Brixey saw to be the old walls of the town. Just before reaching them the inspector pointed to a red-curtained window in a high-gabled, ancient house, in front of which stood a tall pole whence hung an old-fashioned swinging sign.

      "This is the spot, sir," he said. "The Lame Hussar—one of our oldest inns."
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        THE WHITE FACE

      

      

      Brixey, before following his guide into the old tavern, took a quick glance at his surroundings. He had already seen that Selchester was a very small town, divided into four segments by two main streets, one of which ran due south and north, the other due east and west; he was aware from an old map which hung in his bedroom at the Mitre that it was enclosed by an ancient wall, running round it in an almost perfect circle.

      To one of the gates of this wall, the North Bar, he and Crabbe had now come; the Lame Hussar stood just within it; to the right a narrow lane led away in the direction of what appeared to be a belt of woodland, wherein Brixey made out the lines of a high gateway. To this he drew his companion's attention.

      "What's that place?" he asked.

      "Entrance to the old Priory grounds, sir," replied Crabbe. "There are ruins and things in there—sort of show-place, you understand. As far as I could gather, it must have been there that your uncle was making for—and if what I hear is correct, he seems to have turned in here. But we'll soon know that."

      He led the way into the tavern, and down a sanded passage towards a parlour in the rear. From its open doorway a tall, elderly woman looked out, and at sight of Crabbe beckoned him to come forward. Crabbe ushered Brixey within, and closed the door behind them.

      "Evening, Mrs. Crosse," he said. "I got your message, so I thought I'd walk up myself. This gentleman's the nephew of the gentleman that's missing. He's come down from London to find him. Now, what can you tell?"

      The landlady, who had silently motioned her callers to seat themselves, shook her head.

      "Why, not much, Mr. Crabbe," she answered. "But, of course, it might lead to something. I've no doubt that the gentleman who came in here is the one that your man told me was missing. A stranger to me, anyway, and I know most Selchester folks."

      "Describe him," suggested Brixey.

      "A tall, well-made gentleman, sixty or thereabouts, I should say; clean-shaved—a sort of professional look on him," answered Mrs. Crosse promptly. "Dressed in a smart grey tweed, and carrying a gold-mounted umbrella. I put him down as one of these tourists that we see so many of in summer. He came into my front room there—the one with the bow-window—about eleven on Tuesday morning, and asked for a glass of my best bitter ale.

      "I invited him in here, but he said he'd rather be where he could look down the street. I took the ale in to him and he stood in the bow-window while he drank it, and talked, casual-like. And then something happened that I've thought of since, though not until your man came in tonight to make inquiries, Mr. Crabbe."

      

      "Well?" asked Crabbe. "And what was it, Mrs. Crosse?"

      "Why, this," replied the landlady. "As he stood there in the window, looking out, Mrs. Byfield came round the corner⁠———"

      "Mrs. Byfield!" exclaimed Crabbe.

      "Mrs. Byfield of the Minories," assented Mrs. Crosse. "She came round the corner there out of North Street, and turned down towards them Priory gates. Now, it wasn't no fancy on my part, Mr. Crabbe; I saw that gentleman start at the sight of her. He did start. There was no mistaking it. He'd his glass in his hand at the time, and he set it down and looked at me.

      "'Who's that lady, walking there the other side of the lane?' he says. 'Mrs. Byfield, of the Minories, sir,' says I. 'And who's Mr. Byfield?' says he 'Mr. Byfield's dead, sir—some time,' I says. 'He was a retired gentleman.'"

      "'Ah!' he says, sort of careless like, but still watching her. 'Fine woman!' 'Has been a very handsome one, sir,' I says. 'I remember her when she first came to the town, just after Mr. Byfield married her—which they were married in some foreign place, where they met.' 'Aye?' he says. 'And how long since is that, ma'am?'

      "So I thought a bit. 'Well, sir,' I says, 'it'll be getting on to two-and-twenty years since.' 'A long time, ma'am,' he says, with a laugh. 'We were all younger then.' And then he drank off his ale, and bade me good-day, and he went out. And, of course, Mr. Crabbe, I've never seen him since."

      

      "Which way did he go when he left your house?" asked Brixey.

      "Well, I can speak positive as to that, sir," replied the landlady, "for I watched him. He went straight into the Priory grounds—same as Mrs. Byfield had done, a minute or two sooner."

      "On her heels, in fact?" suggested Brixey, with a glance at Crabbe.

      "On her heels, as you might say, sir," assented Mrs. Crosse. "She'd gone in there, as I've often seen her doing of a morning, and he wouldn't be a couple of minutes after her."

      Brixey signed to the inspector and rose. But on his way to the door he looked significantly at the landlady.

      "You're the sort of woman that can keep things to yourself," he said. "Keep this to yourself—you understand?"

      Mrs. Crosse nodded silently, and her two visitors went out into the night. Brixey pulled out his watch.

      "Not yet ten," he said. "Well, inspector, there's one thing we can do at once. Where does this Mrs. Byfield live?"

      "Within a few minutes' walk, sir," replied Crabbe. "You'd like to go there?"

      "Just to ask her if she saw my uncle in the Priory grounds that morning," replied Brixey. "No more at present."

      "This way, then," said Crabbe. He crossed the lane, took his companion a little way down North Street, and turned into a narrow thoroughfare which presently debouched on a wide space flanked by big, old-fashioned houses. "It's an odd thing, Mr. Brixey," he observed meditatively, "that if your uncle went into the Priory grounds as Mrs. Crosse is sure he did, nobody saw him there. Lots of folk go and walk in those grounds of a morning—nursemaids, children, and such-like. And old men that have nothing to do sit about there."

      "Aye!" said Brixey. "But it isn't generally known in the town that he's missing—yet. Somebody may have seen him. Anyway, we know of one person who entered the grounds just before he did. So let's ask her."

      Crabbe stopped before a big house, the wide front of which was covered with ivy. He glanced at the lower windows, saw lights in them, and rang the bell. A moment later he and Brixey found themselves in a dimly-lighted parlour just within a square hall, waiting. Presently the door opened, and a woman came in—a tall, still handsome woman, whose abundant dark hair was only slightly shot with grey, whose dark eyes were still alert and vivacious.

      Brixey was quick to watch those eyes, and he saw a guarded expression come sharply into them. He saw, too, a whitening of the cheeks beneath them, and noticed a sudden, uncontrollable movement of a hand lifted upward.

      "Sorry to disturb you at this hour, Mrs. Byfield," began Crabbe, apologetically. "The fact is, a gentleman, who was staying at the Mitre, has been missing since Tuesday morning. He was last seen entering the Priory grounds, and we hear that you were in there that morning, about the same time that he went in, so we thought perhaps you could tell us something. This gentleman is the missing gentleman's nephew, and he's very anxious about him."

      Brixey spoke, steadily regarding Mrs. Byfield.

      "My uncle, who is missing—unaccountably"—he said, "is Mr. John Linthwaite, who until a year or two ago was a well-known London solicitor, practising in Lincoln's Inn Fields. There is no reason whatever why he should have made this disappearance, and I am beginning to suspect foul play. I'll tell you precisely what his movements were that morning.

      "Now," he added, when he had told her the pertinent facts without repeating Mrs. Crosse's suggestion about the recognition, "may I ask if you saw anything of him in the Priory grounds about that time?"

      He was sure of what the answer would be. His observant eyes had seen that Mrs. Byfield had regained full command over herself as Crabbe and he explained their presence and that the colour had come back to her cheeks, and he was quite prepared for the assured and steady voice.

      "No!" she said, looking from him to Crabbe. "I was certainly in the Priory grounds at eleven o'clock, or thereabouts, on Tuesday morning, but it was only for a few minutes. I don't remember seeing the gentleman you mention at all. Perhaps he wasn't in the part I was in. I only went there to give a message to the caretaker. The grounds are very extensive," she concluded, glancing meaningly at Crabbe. "Perhaps this gentleman doesn't know them."

      "I shall know them better tomorrow," remarked Brixey. He said no more, and presently he and Crabbe were back in North Street, and walking towards the centre of the town.

      "Now, Inspector," he said, as they drew near a building which Brixey had previously noted as being the police station, "I don't think we can do more tonight. But listen, there's going to be no expense spared about finding my uncle. Tomorrow morning, first thing, I'm going to have a poster out, offering a reward for news of him. And you and your people must do all you can.

      "You must have that sheet of water that I've heard of thoroughly searched, and all the old places in the town examined, too. And if, during the night, or early in the morning you hear anything, let me know at once. As I said just now, expense matters nothing. My uncle's got to be found, dead or alive!"

      He turned away, with a curt farewell, and went back to the Mitre, an unlighted cigar between his teeth, his hands plunged deep in his trousers pockets, his whole attitude that of intense thought. Inside the shadowy hall he met Miss Byfield, who, candle in hand, was just about to mount the stairs. She paused, looking at him, and Brixey, going close to her, blurted out what was in his mind.

      "Who's that Mrs. Byfield, of the Minories?" he asked. "Same name as yours. Any relation?"

      "My aunt by marriage," she answered, watching him closely.

      "Are you friends?" demanded Brixey, his eyes still on her.

      "No!" she replied.

      "Some mystery about it?" he suggested.

      

      Miss Byfield looked up and down the stairs and the hall.

      "Something of the sort," she admitted. "I'll tell you afterwards, but⁠———"

      The door of the bar parlour opened, and old Brackett, pipe in hand, looked out.

      "Any news, sir?" he asked. "Thought I heard your voice."

      Brixey nodded to Miss Byfield and turned in to the landlord. Over a whisky-and-soda and a cigar he talked non-committally for half an hour. But when he was alone in his bedroom, later, he indulged in his habit of muttering.

      "As sure as I'm what I am," he growled, "that Mrs. Byfield was lying! She knows something. It's in her that the mystery of the old boy's disappearance lies. Brixey, my lad, here's a stick! Which end of it are you going to lay hands on first?"

      He was asking himself that question again when he woke in the grey dawn; he had asked it a dozen times when heavy footsteps came along the corridor outside and a gentle knock sounded on the panels of his door. To his demand as to the identity of his disturber came a reply that hurried him out of bed.

      "Inspector Crabbe has some news for you, sir—will you go round to the police station at once?"
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      Brixey hurried himself into indispensable garments and threw open his door. A man stood outside—a shrewd-faced, sharp-eyed fellow who regarded him with interest as he held out Brixey's shoes, already polished.

      "You the boots?" asked Brixey.

      "That and other things, sir," answered the man with a smile. "Odd-job man."

      "Who brought this message?" demanded Brixey.

      "A policeman, sir—said you were to have it at once," replied the other. "Like a cup of tea or coffee before you go out, sir?"

      "No, thank you," said Brixey, who was already pulling on his shoes. "I'll go straight there." He glanced at his caller, who was lingering at the open door. "Want to say anything?" he asked.

      "There was a matter I thought of last night, sir," answered the man, "after I'd heard you was down here. That gentleman, sir, Mr. Linthwaite, he asked me a question before he went out that morning. Wanted to know his way to Mardene Mill."

      "Where's that?" asked Brixey.

      "North-east of the town, sir, on the Downs," said the boots, "He'd have to pass through a very lonely bit of country to get at that, sir, the way I told him. There's some queer folks camps out thereabouts—vanners, and gipsies, and such-like. Thought I'd mention it, sir."

      "What's your name?" inquired Brixey.

      "Empidge, sir—Jim Empidge," replied the man.

      "You're a sharp-looking chap," said Brixey. "And you no doubt hear a good deal of town gossip. You keep your eyes
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