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TO Edward Falkland, young, enthusiastic, looking for
employment, the prospect of becoming private secretary to
a millionaire at a salary of a thousand a year seemed a
heaven-sent chance, almost grotesque in its magnificence.
His acceptance of the offer brings him to the strange house
of Mockways, a tall, narrow, gloomy country house where,
Falkland soon discovers, strange inexplicable things are
happening. Miss Marjorie Bowen, forsaking temporarily the
sphere of historical fiction, shows her amazing versatility
in this powerful story; grim and terrible as Frankenstein,
it sustains its tense atmosphere of terror and mystery
until the final chapter.

 





"All torment, trouble and amazement inhabits here."

The Tempest.








CHAPTER I


BEALE said:


"That man over there has a house that would suit me."


He nodded towards one of the little iron tables under
the striped umbrellas in the small hotel garden where two
solitary individuals were seated.


Falkland hadn't noticed them before and said so. Beale
pulled up his brows and answered dryly:


"The stout chap is Dobree, the American millionaire, the
other is his friend, confidant—familiar."


"I don't know much about millionaires," admitted
Falkland pleasantly. "This one looks, from here, an odd
sort of fellow."


"I don't think any one knows much about this particular
millionaire—he's all over the place, got interests in
everything, but in a very quiet way—most benevolent
and all that sort of thing."


"What is this house you were speaking of?" asked
Falkland idly enough.


"He's got many houses, places dotted all over the
world—this particular one is called 'Mockways,'
on the Welsh border. I saw a photograph of it once. It
impressed me a good deal."


"As what?"


"As a very peculiar sort of house," replied Beale
thoughtfully. "I always wanted to paint it, seeing the
owner here made me think of it again. I'm tired of
landscapes and people, I want to do a house, a strange
house, and call it, 'Portrait of a Mansion,'—trouble
is, to find the model, and, as I said, that man has one
that would serve my turn."


"Well, ask him to let you do it," smiled Falkland
easily. "I don't see that there ought to be any
difficulty."


Beale shook his pleasant dark head.


"Dobree is very difficult, millionaires have to be, he
keeps out of any kind of publicity, he hates even to be
recognised, he wouldn't like to know that he is known here,
but he is."


"What is he doing here?"


"Don't know—he's not married, and restless, I
suppose, and bored, he likes the solitude here, and riding
in the forest."


Falkland regarded with curiosity the object of this
conversation; there were only the four of them in the
prim garden dotted with little tables under the orange
linen umbrellas. It was late afternoon, hushed, sunny and
warm; behind, the white flat front of the hotel with green
shutters and pink flowers at the windows showed the glaring
sun, before them, the forest of Bitterne showed dark in the
shade; the trees came up to the very verge of the gravelled
space in front of the Headfort Arms, that was so small, so
quiet and so very exclusive and expensive.


Beale was a painter not unknown yet not famous, who
lived in agreeable Bitterne during the summer, and Falkland
was his friend who had a little money always well spent,
and a little leisure always well employed. Falkland
proposed to do great things with his life but did not quite
know what; they were both not more than twenty-five and
pleasant, lively, and not bad looking.


Falkland could not have found so much to say for
Dobree, at whom he gazed curiously across the sunny little
garden.


The millionaire had the ordinary appearance of a stout,
elderly man, well dressed in riding kit and self-assured,
but he was too stolid and expressionless; he seemed to sit
without stirring or even breathing, to stare in front of
him without moving his lids.


"Like a snake," thought Falkland.


The features of Jessamy Dobree were flat and dull
coloured, not ill shaped, but not agreeable, and he wore
his dark gray hair straight and close like a monk's
tonsure.


"I don't like the look of him," remarked Falkland
aloud.


"He has the best of reputations," remarked Beale. "I
never heard anything but good of him, but, damn it, I wish
he would let me paint 'Mockways'—I'd do something
with that."


"I'll find a chance to ask him," said Falkland
confidently. "Who's the man with him anyway? I don't like
him either."


"That's Harvey Manning—his secretary, I suppose.
What's the matter with him?"


Falkland didn't quite know.


Manning sat opposite his immobile master, reading
intently a book with a yellow cover; he was rather elegant,
tall, lean and sallow, his slightly pointed features had
just missed good looks; but even in his inaction he seemed
servile; though he had an air of arrogance, it was the
arrogance of a servant, a valued, pampered one, perhaps,
but still a servant.


"Don't like the type," remarked Falkland decisively,
finishing his coffee, "don't like either of them, but they
both seem damned queer, perhaps, interesting."


He was still thinking of these two men, of this scrap of
conversation when, an hour later, he was deep in the forest
of Bitterne, walking away from the little town where he had
left Beale in a room of the Headfort Arms, finishing the
portrait of another American visitor.


Strangely enough as he lifted his eyes he saw Dobree
riding towards him down the long shadowed forest path,
riding very slowly with an air of indifference as to time
or purpose.


The way was so narrow that Falkland stepped into the
undergrowth to allow the horseman to pass, but could not
avoid giving him an inquisitive glance.


Dobree looked down at him, one quick, sharp look,
without a change of expression, and rode on; his heavy
figure on the restive, spirited animal appeared imposing
as he proceeded at a dignified pace down the cool dusk of
the forest. Falkland gazed after him with interest, a near
view of that flat, pale face had given him an impression of
uncommon power and grandeur.


He felt fascinated by Jessamy Dobree, by that wealth of
which he was the symbol, and he watched the lonely, massive
and rigid figure until it had disappeared into the green
gloom of the forest.


These words breathed in a feminine voice and in good
English over Falkland's shoulder startled him from his
absorption:


"Excuse me, but could you tell me who that was,
please?"


A girl was standing close behind him; she must have come
up very quietly, or he have been very deep in reverie. She
was almost breathless.


"I've surprised you," added the girl. "You didn't notice
me?"


"No," smiled Falkland. "It's all right," as he recovered
from the surprise. He answered her first question, "I think
that is Mr. Jessamy Dobree, the American millionaire."


"I thought so," replied the young woman, and Falkland
had an instant feeling that he had been imprudent to so
candidly use this stranger's name.


The girl looked at him as if she could easily read his
thoughts and a flush mounted to the young man's clear
cheeks, for her eyes were singularly penetrating, cool and
resolved; her expression was that uncommon one of purpose
and decided energy so compelling and so impressive; for the
rest, she had a long, smooth, well-bred face; her careless
hat and light coat concealed her hair and her figure.


She said, with an ironic smile on her wide, well-shaped
mouth, "He stays at the Headfort Arms and rides every day
in the woods. I generally pass him—but just now I
only saw him in the distance."


She paused—too deliberately for it to be named
a hesitation—then, thanking Falkland, turned into
the undergrowth and made her way carefully and slowly
through the trees that were here so dark and dense, that
rose so high and intertwined their boughs so thickly that
nothing of the sky was visible but distant sparkles of blue
light.


Shortly after this interruption a sound that faintly
disturbed the remote peace of the solitude made Falkland
turn sharply. Surely the thud of a galloping horse;
Falkland smiled, thinking of the legends of ghostly
huntsmen who thundered in the twilight through the deserted
glades.


But they were no phantom hoofs that came nearer, nearer,
no phantom rider who plunged into the open space, but
Jessamy Dobree struggling with a furious bolting horse that
had thrown off all control; the rider's face was ashy and
strained as he fought to restrain the rearing animal which
was making every effort to throw him; despite his frantic
drag on the bit the animal made a desperate swerve and
turned, to dash into the thick trees.


Dobree gave a short, raucous shout, as Falkland had
leaped across the path and contrived, by nerve and luck, to
seize the bridle. There was a frenzied struggle; the animal
dragged him a few paces; but Falkland was strong and used
to horses; he hung on long enough to allow Dobree, who was
quick for a man of his weight, to jump from the saddle with
no more than a sprawling fall.


In a few moments the frightened beast, relieved of its
rider, was quieted; Falkland led it, sweating, trembling
and panting, to where Dobree stood under the trees,
flicking the dirt from his clothes and wiping his forehead;
his extreme pallor accentuated the peculiar flatness of his
features, but he bore himself well for a man who had been
so nearly dashed to death.


"I was mooning along like a fool, with a slack rein," he
remarked dryly, "when a hare or something ran out—I
believe there was some one in the undergrowth—I
caught a glimpse of a flash of light stuff, I thought."


Falkland remembered the girl in the pale coat; he
answered as he patted the trembling horse:


"Of course, sir, there are people in the woods, but one
seldom meets them."


"Just so," said Dobree. "Well, something or some one
frightened the beast, that's clear. Of course, I'm very
much obliged to you," he added, glancing directly at
Falkland, "but that's a silly thing to say, isn't it? If
we had hurtled into those trees I should have been pulp by
now."


"Oh, any idiot would have done as much," said Falkland
hurriedly; he hardly liked the other's manner, though he
could not have said why.


Dobree brushed that aside with the air of a man used to
dealing briefly and decisively with every situation.


"If I was to go off with a 'thank you,'" he remarked,
"you'd be disgusted, wouldn't you?"


"Not at all."


"You would," Dobree smiled. "And there's my point of
view. People don't care to owe their lives to any one
without trying to square the obligation—come now,
there's something I could do for you?"


Falkland resented this; there was something harsh and
peremptory in the way this man wished to at once reward him
for his service.


"Thank you, Mr. Dobree, there is no need to think of it
like that."


"Oh, you know me, eh? I saw you outside the hotel just
now?"


"Yes." Then Falkland recalled the conversation by the
little iron table, and Beale's remarks about "Mockways,"
and he, too, smiled.


"I was going to ask you a favour," he added. "My friend
and I were talking of it—"


"That's odd," replied the millionaire ironically, "but
then there are many people who want favours from me, as I
dare say you know."


Falkland flushed and occupied himself with the horse to
conceal his annoyance.


"This wasn't what you might think, Mr. Dobree; my friend
is a painter and he wanted permission to paint something
that belongs to you."


"Well, he can come along and talk about it," replied
Dobree with a cold smile. "But what about yourself
anyway?"


"Nothing at all about myself," said Falkland rather
sharply. "If you could oblige my friend Beale, I should be
grateful."


Dobree approached the horse which was quiet enough
now.


"I must get back," he said. "You know where to find me,
and I dare say you know a good deal about me."


A pellucid twilight had fallen; colour and light
were slowly receding from the upper air and the forest
surrounding them on all sides looked unutterably dark and
lonely.


Falkland helped Dobree to mount; he tried to keep
his good humour and to be amused, not vexed by the
millionaire's grim, rather offensive manners.


"As for your friend," added Dobree, looking down from
the saddle, "of course, if you ask for him, whatever it is,
it's settled."


"Well, I'd like to ask that," said Falkland candidly,
"he wants to paint a house of yours, he saw a photograph
and it fascinated him—"


"A house of mine?"


"Yes—a place called 'Mockways.'"


Silence.


Dobree remained motionless, looking down; the queer half
light made his face appear more ashy, almost distorted;
Falkland, enthralled by his expression, at once blank
and intense, returned that stony gaze almost against his
will.


Dobree suddenly aroused himself.


"Why the devil does your friend want to paint
'Mockways?'"


"I don't know—he's got the idea into his
head—it's an odd sort of house, I suppose, and suits
some plan for a picture he's keen on—"


Dobree hardly seemed to hear this; he appeared absorbed
in dark reflections; his large, pale hand was slowly
caressing the horse's damp neck; his small, deep-set eyes,
at once dull and alive, remained fixed on Falkland.


"That request is refused," he said in a flat, slow
voice. "Tell your friend that I don't allow any of my
places to be painted, or even photographed."


With no more than that he turned away, and moved off
without looking back, along the darkling path that led to
Bitterne.


Falkland was angry and amazed; he could hardly have
imagined anything so churlish; and he thought cynically
of Beale's talk of this man's reputation for kindness and
benevolence.


"Oh, well!" The young man shrugged his shoulders.


After waiting and meditating a little, a sound like an
echo came from behind him; he turned sharply to see the
girl he had met earlier in the evening standing beneath the
trees which now rose black and ghastly into the pallid,
empty sky.


Her white coat was a blur in the dusk, her face he could
hardly discern.


"I say, won't you get lost in the forest?" asked
Falkland awkwardly. "It's getting dark."


"No, I am used to the woods," she replied. "What is he
going to do for you for stopping his horse?"


"Oh, you saw that, did you?" and again the suspicion
crossed his mind that she had startled the hare that had
frightened Dobree's horse. "What should he do for me?" he
added. "One doesn't put a value on that sort of thing; any
one who had been here would have done as much—"


She came slightly nearer through the dusk; Falkland
reflected, rather uneasily, that she must have been
following Dobree, running after him, tracking him down
through the forest labyrinth.


"Most people would want something from a man like that,"
she said. "However proud you are—there's something he
could do for you."


"Well," smiled Falkland, "I did ask a favour and it was
refused."


"Refused? He's usually generous—what did you
ask?"


"Permission for a friend to paint a house of his."


The girl echoed as Dobree had himself echoed: "A house
of his?"


"'Mockways.'


"Oh," she seemed to peer at him through the gathering
gloom, "don't ever go there."


"I don't want to—it's my friend's idea, he's
keen on making a picture of the place, thinks it odd or
something."


"For God's sake don't go to 'Mockways,'" said the girl,
"at least, never go inside it—never, whatever
inducement you have."


Falkland smiled more broadly at this.


"I'm not likely to ever get any inducement, seeing he
has just refused to allow Beale to go near it."


"You might," she answered earnestly. "You never know how
things will turn out—"


"I say, what do you know of all this? Mr. Dobree and
'Mockways?'" asked Falkland curiously. "And why are you
bringing me into it? You are a stranger to me."


She replied hurriedly. "You're in it already—I'd
like to help you, but I can't—"


"What the devil do you mean. I don't want
help—"


"You may—I must go now, before it is quite dark."
She paused, came close to Falkland and touched him on the
hand. "If you want anything from Dobree, say these words to
him—"


"I don't want anything," protested Falkland.


"Sarah Lomax," whispered the girl unheeding. "Just say,
'Sarah Lomax,' and see what he does—"


She withdrew swiftly, with what seemed incredible
lightness and speed, and as she disappeared, her last words
were, "Don't go to 'Mockways'!"


Falkland discussed the extraordinary adventure with
Beale that evening in their room above the inn porch in
the main street of Bitterne, that artless yet artful "show
village."


"Sounds to me uncommonly like blackmail," suggested
Beale cheerfully, "but why doesn't she try it on herself?
Why ask you—an utter stranger?"


Falkland thought of the whole of the happenings over
again. He asked Beale for the photograph of "Mockways"
and the artist searched for this in one of his portfolios;
these, with a box of oils, were his sole stock in trade in
the inn room.


"Ever heard of Sarah Lomax in connection with
'Mockways?'"


"Never—it belonged to some people called Powell but
has been in Dobree's possession for years; that's all the
guide book says. I've never been near it, myself, but I
want to go."


He found the photograph, which had been cut out of a
rather cheap local guide book and mounted.


Falkland, in this pleasant little room of the old house
of the out-of-the-way village, looked eagerly at this
picture of a mansion so far away, of which he had only
just known the existence. "Mockways" was high and narrow,
set on an open space of lawn with one enormous black cedar
shadowing one side, the windows and door were flat, adorned
only with stiff narrow pediments, the tympanums filled by
masks.


"A God-forsaken hole," remarked Falkland.


But the artist with a grin, said:


"I could make a wonderful picture of it—look
at that shadow—coffin shaped—on the
grass—"


"So it is—but the tree and the house together make
that shape; of course it's haunted—"


But, somehow, in staring at this printed photograph of
"Mockways," Falkland seemed to see two faces, the face of
Dobree with that glazed look of absorption on the flat,
clay coloured features, the face of the girl, alert,
determined, but also full of a strange abstraction, and a
little chill, furtive but definite, for a second overlaid
his cheerful spirits.


He tossed the photograph back to Beale.


"Well, it's nothing to do with me, and never will be,
but it's all pretty queer, I think."


The artist took another view, he set his paints in
order: Falkland idly noticed a broken tube of green.


"Why don't you try old Dobree with that name, just
for fun? You don't know anything about it—and he's
behaved atrociously, probably there's nothing in it, but
just see how he takes it."


The result of a night of restless mental debate was that
Falkland appeared early at the Headfort Arms and asked for
Mr. Dobree.


He had come partly in a spirit of humorous bravado, and
partly in one of curiosity mingled with a half conscious
desire to teach manners to a man he disliked and who had
behaved very badly—why shouldn't this old curmudgeon
be forced to allow Beale to paint that hideous house?


Dobree received him at once in the elegant white
panelled room behind the green shutters and the pink
flowers.


"I thought you would come, Mr. Falkland," he remarked
dryly, glancing at the young man's card. "I am still very
mindful of your behaviour yesterday—and if there is
anything you want—"


"Only what I asked yesterday," said Falkland easily.
"'Mockways'."


The millionaire seemed to have been expecting this, for
he at once interrupted:


"That is quite impossible, I hoped I had made so much
clear."


Falkland was nettled; this curt refusal of a reasonable,
modest request stung him considerably, and he said what
he had scarcely meant to say as he entered the charming,
sunny room so pleasant with Morland prints and dark oak
furniture.


"There is something else, Mr. Dobree—do you know
the name of Sarah Lomax?"


Dobree never stirred but he seemed to shrink and
wither as he sat; Falkland had the impression that he was
exercising the most remarkable self-control, and behind
that blank, gray exterior the man's soul was like a rat
in a trap; how he got such an impression Falkland did not
know—it must have been the look in Dobree's eyes, for
in no other way did he betray himself; indeed, it was with
dull calm that he replied:


"The name is utterly unknown to me."


But Falkland, somehow convinced that he lied, was on the
defensive.


"I'm sorry—I thought you might know—"


"Know what?" caught up Dobree.


"Something of Sarah Lomax," fenced Falkland.


"What do you know?" asked Dobree in a chill voice. "Why
do you ask?"


"I know nothing—I just heard the name in
connection with you—but, as you don't know it, of
course," smiled Falkland, "it was a mistake."


"Where did you hear this?"


"I've forgotten," said Falkland. "Why bother, as there
is nothing in it?"


The two men faced each other for a second; the glance
of both was steady. Then Dobree suddenly rose and pressed
a bell; an inner door opened at once and the tall sharp
featured Harvey Manning appeared.


Dobree began to speak in quick, animated tones very
different from his usual behaviour.


"This is Mr. Falkland, Manning, Mr. Edward Falkland,
of whom I spoke to you yesterday, he stopped my
mount—and we must do something for him, Manning,
something worth while—"


Manning bowed and murmured some platitudes. Falkland
sensed some understanding between the two men, and in a
very subtle way, that they were both concerned in some
hostility towards him; yet this seemed absurd for nothing
could have been more genial than the suddenly lively manner
of Dobree, who appeared, all at once, to be exerting
himself to please.


Falkland was on the alert and guarding against surprise,
yet what Dobree said astounded him utterly.


"Mr. Falkland, I require a new secretary and I offer you
the post—and with it a great many opportunities. Your
salary will be a thousand a year—the one condition is
that you accompany me at once—I'm leaving Bitterne
to-morrow."


"It's ridiculous, sir," said Falkland, "you know nothing
of me."


"Nothing that Mr. Dobree does is ridiculous," smiled
Manning. "Believe that, Mr. Falkland, and accept."


The young man's thoughts were racing—wasn't this a
chance grotesque in its magnificence? He could easily get
out of the modest little job waiting him—why, no one
but a fool—


"My ward, Isabel," said Dobree pleasantly, "will be
joining us—and glad of young company. Come, it's
settled?"


Falkland hesitated; with these two amiable men, in
this pleasant room, he yet felt that something warned
him—something whispered: "Don't accept."


But Falkland ignored this as nervous folly; he was
dazzled; he forgot "Mockways," he forgot the woman in the
wood; with a touch of bravado, of challenge, he said:


"I accept."








CHAPTER II


FALKLAND found himself in a state of
reasonable excitement.


He returned at once to the inn where he was staying
with Beale, full of an eager desire to talk over this
astonishing occurrence with his friend.


The artist was out, however, and Falkland hung about,
waiting for him, standing at the door and glancing up and
down the pleasant English scene, the wide village street,
the cottages with the flower gardens, the rising hills and
orchards beyond, the few people going about their quiet
business, the cars of tourists passing through.


Meanwhile he was longing to talk over the whole thing
with Beale and to tell him triumphantly:


"Well, it looks as if I could get you to 'Mockways'
after all!"


But the painter did not appear; Falkland at last turned
back into the inn and asked when he had gone out.


"He's left, sir," said the woman in the tiny office. "I
thought you knew."


"Left! You mean left Bitterne?"


"Yes. As soon as you had gone out this morning a
gentleman in a car came to see Mr. Beale—they left
together. Mr. Beale put his things together and paid his
bill, all in about ten minutes," she added curiously,
impressed by the expression of amazement on Falkland's
face.


"There's no message?" asked Falkland.


"No, sir. No message at all—"


"I'd just like to look round his room, if you don't
mind—and what was the ether man like?"


The woman was ready with her description:


"Tall, sharp featured he was, very polite, I believe
I've seen him about—it was a beautiful car, too."


A name jumped at once into Falkland's mind—Harvey
Manning—but no, surely that was a ridiculous
guess.


It gave him, however, a hint to satisfy the curiosity of
the staring woman; he replied, smoothly:


"Oh, I see, a friend of ours staying at the Headfort
Arms, I dare say there was a sudden commission for Mr.
Beale and he came to fetch him."


Standing in Beale's room, where he had chatted over the
forest adventure yesterday and looked at the picture of
"Mockways," he tried to cast over in his mind if it were
possible for Harvey Manning to have fetched away Beale and
yet returned to the Headfort Arms in time to meet him with
Dobree.


He, Falkland, had walked to the hotel, he had waited,
there had been the interview; if Manning had come up
immediately on his departure, there would have been time,
in a swift car, for him to have picked up Beale, driven
him to some destination not too far and come back to the
Headfort Arms before Falkland left it—but what
destination? And why should Manning want to get hold of
Beale?


To this an unpleasant answer crept into Falkland's
mind—if there was anything in the "Sarah Lomax"
affair, why then, Dobree would naturally have his
suspicions roused as to the other man, the man who had
wanted to paint "Mockways," and might have sent Manning to
get in touch with him, to find out all that he knew.


But what could have induced Beale to go and without
leaving a message?


He looked eagerly round the room, opened drawers and
cupboards, went through the litter of papers on the
hearth—nothing.


The artist's few belongings had gone; there was no
message, no clue as to his whereabouts.


"Well," thought Falkland uneasily, "I suppose he'll
write or turn up."


And he reflected that he could not write to Beale, for
the artist seldom had a permanent address; he had intended
to go abroad when he left Bitterne and had no London
studio.


Falkland pulled himself together; he was due to lunch
with Dobree soon; it had been a most cordial and charming
invitation; there would be an opportunity to ask about
Beale—to try to find out about Beale—about
Harvey Manning.


He did not enter Dobree's sitting-room with the
same elation that he had left it a few hours ago; it
was odd how the hasty disappearance of his friend had
taken the bloom off his good luck, made him uneasy, even
suspicious—and about what? and of what?


It was, after all, really absurd to associate the sudden
departure of Beale with Dobree and Manning.


And yet, somehow, Falkland had come to the decision to
try and put things on a clearer understanding with Dobree,
to force him to explain himself and his offer, so unlikely,
so curious.


"Of course," Falkland told himself, "I could get out of
it, even now—"


Why should he want to "get out of it"—his great
piece of good luck?


Harvey Manning entered the gracious little room so
brightly filled with the late morning sunshine, and
Falkland could not help giving him a quick look of
curiosity; the man had certainly an odd personality, so
still, so servile, and yet somehow, so insolent under those
negative courteous manners.


"You must feel, Mr. Falkland, that this has been a very
lucky day for you," he remarked with his quick smile.


"A puzzling day," replied Falkland, eagerly taking
advantage of this opening. "I accepted Mr. Dobree's
offer—rather impulsively—the more I think it
over though—"


"Don't think it over," interrupted Manning smoothly.
"You accepted—that's sufficient."


"Is it?" said Falkland slightly nettled, feeling
some-how hostile and on the defensive. "I've not bound
myself in any way, of course—Mr. Dobree was extremely
generous, perhaps impulsively so—"


"No," said Manning, "no. Mr. Dobree never acts
impulsively."


He gave his wide, meaningless smile.


"Then," remarked Falkland bluntly, "it is all rather
mysterious."


Manning caught up the word.


"Mysterious, Mr. Falkland? Where is the mystery? I fail
to see any mystery—"


"Well, then, not mysterious, but odd—why should I
have been engaged for a post like this, at such a salary,
at a minute's notice?"


With the slight movement of a thin upraised hand Manning
checked Falkland and made him also feel rather foolish.


"My dear fellow," said Manning with a faint flavour
of irony in his silky civility, "please don't bother
your head about such details. Mr. Dobree was wanting a
private secretary—he sees, suddenly, under romantic
circumstances, a young man he thinks to be the very one for
him—"


"That's all rather unconvincing," broke in Falkland.


"Do you know anything about Mr. Dobree?" inquired
Manning casually.


"No—that's part of the—oddness—of the
situation," smiled the young man frankly. "I'd hardly heard
of him till yesterday, I only knew that he was very rich,
and, I suppose, powerful."


"A man of many interests, of much influence," said
Manning smoothly. "Not a man to make mistakes. You should
be delighted at his interest in you."


"Yes, but I'd rather like to understand it—I
wanted to talk over the whole thing with my friend, who
has been staying with me—but he has gone—left
suddenly while I was up here."


Manning showed the faintest of polite attention.


"Gone," repeated Falkland, walking up and down the room,
"without a message—left suddenly in a car with a
stranger."


"I'm afraid that I can't help," smiled Manning
submissively.


"It was Beale who wanted to paint 'Mockways,'" added
Falkland abruptly.


"Was it?" asked Manning. "But I don't see the
connection."


At this point Jessamy Dobree entered the room with
a sudden swiftness as if he had been waiting for some
preconcerted signal outside.


Manning turned to him at once with deferential
attention.


"Mr. Falkland, sir, seems troubled because his friend
has left without a message."


"Well, I dare say you will get news of him soon,"
continued Dobree with the air of a man humouring a
foolishness. "Meanwhile, let us get to our own affairs,
Mr. Falkland. I hope you are prepared to leave Bitterne at
once? I was only here for the shooting for a few days and
really must be moving on—"


"I was only here for a holiday, idling," smiled
Falkland. "I can leave any moment."


"Very good. I have to fetch my ward, Isabel Conway,
from a place near here where she is staying, we will start
immediately after luncheon—I'll send round for your
things—nothing to detain you here, I suppose?"


No, there was nothing; yet Falkland hesitated—that
same inner voice that yesterday had urged him "don't
accept" now seemed to be saying "don't go."


Dobree led the way into the inner private room where
luncheon was set out with expensive simplicity, and
continued the conversation with indifferent ease as they
took their seats.


"No letters to write, no relatives or friends to advise
of change of plan, eh?"


"None," replied Falkland, but absently, for he was
staring at Manning's arm; above the wrist that showed where
the sleeve fell back as he stretched out for the wine; the
thin dark flesh was stained with green, bright green oil
paint that had been incompletely rubbed off and showed
clearly in the grain of the coarse skin. Just such a bright
green paint had oozed from a tube in Beale's untidy little
sketching box last night.


Dobree's smooth, expressionless, powerful voice
continued suavely:


"It's a very good thing for a young man to be quite free
at the beginning of his career."


Falkland rallied himself—after all, a coincidence
of a smear of paint!


"I wish you'd tell me, sir," he said earnestly,
"something of what my duties are to be?—it's
all been very quickly arranged and I'm quite in the
dark——"


Dobree interrupted, rather impatiently:


"You know the duties of a private secretary, I suppose,
since you were taking up such a post? Well, I shall ask
nothing more of you than such duties. Only, Mr. Falkland, I
shall expect you to be always there."


"Yes," repeated Manning softly, "you will have to be
always there—day and night, Mr. Falkland."


"Day and night," smiled Mr. Dobree.


"The usual time to myself, I suppose," said Falkland
more confidently than he felt.


"I pay very well, I offer big chances," remarked Dobree
pleasantly, "and I shall expect you always—well,
in sight, Mr. Falkland—I never know when I may want
you."


"Seems uncommonly as if I was being watched," thought
Falkland; despite an excellent luncheon, cheerful
surroundings and the brilliant prospects of the immediate
future, he felt troubled and depressed.


"I wish you'd let me know why you chose me for this
post, sir," he broke out. "Why, you could have had
thousands of men better qualified—"


"But I wanted," smiled Dobree, rising and smiling, "just
you."


"You must not forget that you saved his life,"
added Manning with a fulsome intonation; but Falkland
was thinking, "all this interest doesn't date from
that—but from the moment I pronounced the name Sarah
Lomax."


"I'll go and get my things together," he said with
rather an effort; he was thinking: "if it was Manning
who fetched Beale away, he went there openly, the people
there would know him again," and he resolved, when he got
back to the inn, to question closely about his friend's
departure.


Dobree had gone into the inner room, silently, and the
factotum approached Falkland.


"You were asking about your duties, perhaps I can tell
you some of them, some of the habits and tastes of Mr.
Dobree."


He sat down beside the young man and began to talk in
a monotonous tone of the most trivial matters, urging
punctuality, neatness, civility and so forth; impressing on
Falkland the great opportunities placed before him. After
half an hour of this Falkland suspected that he was being
detained, that time was being purposely wasted for him; he
sprang up, resolutely:


"I really must go and clear up my things—"


Manning touched a bell; Falkland again noted the green
on his wrist.


"No need," he smiled. "Your things are already in the
hotel—we are, in fact, leaving immediately."


"They don't mean me to leave the place, to get out of
their sight," flashed hurriedly through Falkland's mind.
"I'll clear—I'll get out of this, I might have known
that grotesque offer meant no good—"


In answer to the bell the waiter came with Falkland's
hat and coat, the luggage from the inn was already in
the car; he added that "Mr. Falkland was wanted on the
telephone."


"Beale!" cried Falkland, relieved, and making for the
door; but Manning took his arm.


"My dear fellow, there's a telephone here, I'll have you
put through—"


There was no excuse with which to get out of this and
Falkland found himself with Manning at his elbow while he
spoke into the mouthpiece.


It was not Beale's voice that called him but that of a
girl, surely the girl of last night.


"Are you Edward Falkland? Don't go with them. Don't
go. You're in great danger—keep your wits about
you."


Falkland saw Manning's steady dull eyes, that had a look
of ashes, fixed on him.


"Who are you?" he asked boldly of the voice. "This
doesn't help, you know, I'm quite in the dark—"


No answer; the person at the other end had rung off.


"That sounds mysterious," smiled Manning. "Been rung up
already by strangers who've heard of your good luck?"


"I don't know," replied Falkland curtly, after waiting
in vain for an answer, and hanging the receiver up. "And
now I'll just run round to the inn, there are one or two
things I must settle—"


"Everything has been settled," said Manning, "but if
you wish we can stop at the inn when passing through the
village—"


Falkland reflected that this would suit him very
well, he could get out of the car and ask the cashier to
identify Manning; he could, if he wished, get out of the
car and never get in again; they couldn't force him, in
a busy village street, in broad daylight; so he agreed,
pleasantly; "I suppose," he thought, "we shan't be alone,
there must be valets and a chauffeur."


There was neither; when he descended with Dobree to
the front door the large handsome car was empty. Manning,
it appeared, drove and the wealthy man travelled without
servants; so luxurious were all the appointments of this
car, so cringing the leave-takings from the hotel people,
so bright and normal the scene that Falkland felt all
his uneasiness ridiculous. How much more likely that the
mysterious girl was working him for some criminal or
vindictive ends of her own than that these two men were
concerned in anything doubtful.


"'The Plumes' is your place, where you want to stop?"
asked Manning at the wheel.


Falkland was with Dobree behind; he said "Yes," feeling
rather foolish.


Dobree brought out a bundle of papers and engaged his
attention, asking him to look out a certain letter.


Manning let the car out, and turned, not through the
village, but straight towards the road that led through the
forest; as the trees closed round them Falkland reminded
his employer about "The Plumes."


"I'm afraid Manning has forgotten," said Dobree coldly.
"You'll have to write or telephone—will you find that
letter, please?"


Falkland found it; all the documents that had been
handed him were of the most commonplace nature; he was
thinking rapidly; his opinion of the two men swiftly
reversed; they had never meant to stop at "The Plumes,"
they had never meant to give him a chance to escape;
evidently they did believe that he knew a dangerous secret;
he had bluffed too well, with that name "Sarah Lomax"; he
would have to be careful, twice they had outmatched him
already; he was at present in their power; he would have to
be very careful.


The car sped swiftly and straight through the gloom of
the trees between which so little of the autumn sunshine
penetrated; it was a famous forest, beloved by picnickers,
tourists and artists, one of the boasts of the west of
England; but it was very lonely now; this avenue of beeches
ran for ten miles without a house or cottage—with no
one within call.


Dobree put away his papers, settled himself in his
corner seat and appeared to be dozing; Manning in his great
gray coat, at once gaunt and shapeless, sat huddled at the
wheel; Falkland rapidly revolved many things in his mind,
which was peculiarly alert and keen.


The speed of the car suddenly dropped; they passed over
a bridge that spanned a ravine where a stream gurgled
between rocks and ferns. Falkland glanced at this and a
curious object flashed by his eye; on the wet stones of the
ravine was surely a broken wooden box with tubes of paints
scattered about it; an exclamation—"Stop!" sprang
to Falkland's lips, but he caught Dobree's glance, steady
under half closed lids, and stifled it; the car picked up
speed; after all, he might have been mistaken. Manning
drove steadily for a few miles, the forest and the silence
seemed unending, then he slowed again and stopped; Dobree
roused himself.


"There is a wonderful view from here," he said. "Manning
and I always stop to admire it."


Falkland looked out; there was no view; they were in
the very depth of the forest; a stretch of pines spread
to right and left, darkening the daylight; not far from
the road the ground had been recently disturbed, turned
over and shaped into a rough mound; Manning, turning from
the wheel, was gazing at this; Dobree remained lax in
his corner. Falkland tried the door of the car; it had
automatically locked behind him; neither of the men said
anything. Falkland stared at the mound so freshly made,
perhaps that very morning, the length and shape of a
grave.


"After all," murmured Dobree, "there is no view. Manning
must have missed the place."


He touched the glass in front of him and Manning drove
on; Falkland felt as cold as if the blood had ceased to
circulate in his veins; he moistened his lips; he kept
saying to himself, almost mechanically, "I mustn't funk, I
mustn't show funk." He was startled to hear his own voice,
dry and jerky but cool, say:


"What is our destination, Mr. Dobree?"


The older man answered at once:


"I have some very important business on hand and am due
at several places."


Falkland thought, with a deep shudder, "Surely I'm not
such a fool that I can't get away, that I can't get hold of
the police, warn them about—that mound?"


And yet he wouldn't, couldn't believe that horror; no,
his imagination was running riot; he must keep steady.


Out of the wood at last and on to the open high road.


Falkland wiped his forehead.


"We are going to fetch my ward first," added Dobree.
"She has been staying near here."


Falkland's mind turned with wonder and pity on this
girl; he had forgotten her though she had been mentioned
twice before; supposing what he thought of them was true,
was she their accomplice or their victim?


Dobree yawned, took out a map, appeared to be tracing, a
route; without raising his eyes from this he said:


"What is the most dangerous possession in the world, Mr.
Falkland?"


"No use at riddles," replied the young man
cautiously.


Dobree picked up the speaking-tube.


"Some one else's secret," he remarked, and in the same
breath to Manning: "Let her out a bit, we'll be late for
tea at 'The Elms.'"


This last sentence oddly consoled Falkland for the
first; tea—and at a place with the common name of
"The Elms."


They drove in silence along unfrequented roads until
well on into the afternoon; Falkland, speeding along
between those locked doors, was thinking of many devices
which revolved in a tense confusion through his brain,
when the car suddenly turned between two great gates that
opened on to a long formal drive with a square stone house
at the end. Falkland, with painful curiosity, put his head
out of the window; there was only one person in sight, an
elegantly dressed young girl carrying a valise, coming
towards them. With a grind and swerve the car was checked
sharply beside this girl and Manning leaped from his seat
and took her gently by the arm.


"Ah, Isabel!" exclaimed Dobree genially, unlocking the
car door, "out for a walk—step in, my dear, and we
will drive you back—"


Manning had taken her valise, he was drawing her towards
the car; Falkland stared at her, fascinated, for she was
unnaturally silent and her lovely blonde, childish face was
distorted by some powerful emotion.


Surely that emotion he had been struggling to subdue in
himself—fear—blind, panic fear.


Between them they drew and helped her into the car;
Falkland rose to give her his seat. The door was open;
possibly he might now have escaped. The men were both
occupied by the mute, pallid girl; he might have raced
away, back on to the road; but Falkland could not make this
attempt at escape; precisely because he believed the girl
had been trying to escape.


"How fortunate that we met you, Isabel!" smiled Dobree,
as he drew her down beside him on the luxurious seat. "This
is my new secretary, Mr. Falkland."


The young man, opposite now, saw the frozen features of
the girl relax, and into the strained blue eyes spring an
unmistakable glance of agonised appeal—the frantic
appeal of utter helplessness; he could not escape now, even
if he had the chance.


The car drove up to the blank, lonely house.








CHAPTER III


THEY entered the house, Dobree talking
genially and Manning answering respectfully; there appeared
to be no servants in this pretentious mansion which was
in dreary disorder; a showy-looking woman of about fifty
had opened the door and assumed the air of mistress of the
establishment; her withered painted face had expressed
great dismay at the sight of Isabel.


"I met my ward on the drive," said Dobree coolly. "I
thought it was understood that she was not to go out
alone?"


"So it was," stammered the woman, "so it was—I
don't understand—" Her bleared eyes shot hatred at
Isabel.


"Well," interrupted Dobree, "it was very careless, but
it doesn't matter, for we have come, Mrs. Milner, to take
my ward away with us—"


At this the girl spoke at last; she cried out:


"No! No! Oh, no!" in a tone that pinched Falkland's
heart, and sitting down on one of the chairs in the wide
dark hall, she put her face in her hands.


"There, there, dearie," smiled the woman with sudden
unctuous sympathy, "don't you take on so, every one is
looking after you, every one is being kind, you come with
Mrs. Milner, dearie, and rest a bit—"


She bent over the silent girl, who, to Falkland's
surprise, rose at once and followed her up the shadowed
stairs.


"Very painful, eh?" remarked Dobree to Falkland. "The
poor child is—not sane."


"Insane?" whispered Falkland, horrified to think of that
delightful, fragrant, childlike creature, so elegant and
delicate, in connection with such a word.


"Disordered in her mind," continued Dobree, "subject to
delusions, quite irresponsible, subject to fits of sheer
madness. A dreadful case."


"Dreadful," echoed Manning.


"Every alienist in Europe has been tried;" the elder
man appeared to speak with deep feeling. "Hopeless. Every
diversion—travel, gaiety, company. We've come to
this. She's only twenty-three."


"How absolutely ghastly," said Falkland. "Who is she,
Mr. Dobree?"


"My ward, no near relations. Bad family history,
insanity both sides. But her father was my dearest
friend."


"You would hardly believe," remarked Manning softly,
"what Mr. Dobree has done for poor Miss Conway—the
time and money that's been spent! The effort that has been
made!"


They had now entered a large, ill-appointed room where
everything was both showy and shabby and afternoon tea was
carelessly and ostentatiously set out near the large window
that looked on the park.


"What is this place?" asked Falkland; he heard a note of
challenge in his own voice.


It was Manning who answered:


"A doctor's house, a private nursing home. Mr. Dobree
had great confidence in them, but it was extraordinarily
careless of them to allow Miss Conway to escape."


Escape! That word had been in Falkland's mind since
he had first seen the frightened girl hurrying along the
deserted drive; he had been right, she had been trying to
escape.


"Of course," said Dobree, "we should easily have found
her again, poor child, she has no money and nowhere to go,
but it was fortunate that we arrived in time."


"Very fortunate," murmured Manning, and Falkland
shuddered where he sat; no fault was to be found with their
words, but their tone, their look, this place, that flashy
woman—was he losing his wits, or correct in thinking
the whole affair more and more sinister?


He was not reassured by the appearance of a man
addressed as "Dr. Milner"; a lean, slippered, shuffling,
gray man who talked vaguely about occult powers and
mediumistic communications in connection with the treatment
of his patients.


"Patients?" repeated Falkland boldly, "have you, then,
sir, any other patients beside Miss Conway?"


"Not at the moment, not at the moment, she has required
all my time and care."


"But you have failed," said Manning as if he was making
a suggestion. "You have failed badly, Miss Conway is not
cured—"


"Not cured," agreed Dr. Milner hurriedly. "Oh, no, not
cured!"


A raucous shriek rang through the house, followed by a
gabble of screamed words; Milner and Falkland were at once
on their feet; the other two sipped their tea coolly.


"It's Mamie," said the doctor. "It's only
Mamie—"


Falkland had turned sick; it had been a woman's voice, a
woman wild with pain and terror; he had thought of Isabel
Conway.


"I wonder that you keep Mamie," remarked Manning.


"Poor thing, poor thing," answered Milner hastily,
nervously. "What can one do with her? Between these fits
she's all right—a dear, good creature."


"I thought," said Falkland still on his feet, "you had
only the one patient, Dr. Milner?"


"So I have," smiled the doctor. "Mamie is—a
friend—a companion to my wife—a
nurse—"


Falkland caught him up.


"And also insane?"


"Oh, dear, no! Mamie is very shrewd and capable, but she
has a terrible temper, a most violent temper, dreadful fits
of passion, Mr. Falkland."


"She is coming with us, isn't she?" asked Dobree. "To
look after Isabel?"


"Certainly, certainly, she is very devoted to Miss
Conway—of course, these fits—"


"We'll manage her," said Manning.


The dreadful sounds above had now died to a deep
whimpering; Mrs. Milner entered the room; the blousy woman
was flushed and panting, her lips twitching; she made a
crude effort to be amiable, to cringe to Dobree as she took
her place at the tea table.


"It was that tiresome Mamie," she remarked with a forced
smile, "who allowed Miss Conway to escape, and when I
chided her—well, I expect you gentlemen heard the
row!"


"I heard," answered Falkland with meaning; he was
convinced that it had taken more than a tongue thrashing to
elicit those frantic screams; his whole soul went out in
indignant championship towards those two wretched creatures
upstairs, the girl who had tried to escape and the woman
who had tried to help her escape! How that word rang in the
tension of his brain, but he must control himself.


"Not very encouraging for taking Mamie with you," said
Dr. Milner with a wan smile.


"We shall have no trouble with Mamie," replied Dobree
easily. "And Isabel is used to her—it would be
tiresome to have a stranger with us, yes, we'll take
Mamie—"


Falkland thought: "Perhaps Mamie knows too much, as I am
supposed to know too much, as Beale was supposed, perhaps,
to know too much—but of what?" If only he could find
out; he was bewildered with fumbling in the dark.


The conversation flowed on indifferently between the
other four people; Falkland contrived to put in a word now
and then; he was struggling hard for an appearance of ease;
he must be wary, alert and cautious till he could find out
if they were villains or he was a fool. He became aware,
that, under shelter of the commonplace talk, the Milners
were observing him very curiously, and he sensed that they
were amazed to find him there and that the last thing they
had expected to see at "The Elms" was a stranger.


At length Dobree looked at his watch and remarked
pleasantly that "he hoped the ladies would soon be ready."
Mrs. Milner at once rose and pulled the bell; within a few
minutes Isabel Conway entered the room with another woman,
the unfortunate Mamie.


The girl was silent, pale, expressionless; utterly
terrorised, Falkland suspected; she wore a handsome
travelling coat—no jewellery—no handbag;
with a pang the young man recalled Dobree's sinister
words—"No money, poor child, and nowhere to go."


Mamie was a plain, middle-aged woman who appeared to
be of the servant class, dressed simply in an imitation
nurse's outfit; her face was blotched, her eyes red; she
looked scared, defiant, and, Falkland was forced to admit
to himself, half-witted; one of her hands was roughly
bandaged.


"Mamie has burnt herself," said Mrs. Milner. "Mamie is
very stupid."


And, dreadfully, Mamie winced and cringed before the
speaker, muttering something thickly in her throat.


"They've frightened her all right," thought Falkland
bitterly. "She'll be no use to any one."


He wished the girl would speak; her blank silence that
had been only broken by that one violent protest, was
ghastly; he was fidgeting to get away, to find out about
these people, to get in touch with the outside world again,
to trace Beale.


When they were all leaving he found a moment when he was
beside the two women and Dobree and Manning were talking
in the hall with the doctor and his wife; he had to risk
Mamie's possible betrayal of him. He whispered swiftly,
addressing Isabel:


"Can I help you? Tell me all you can."


She answered under her breath instantly:


"I want to escape. I shall be looking for a chance of
that—or suicide. Who are you? What do you know of
them?"


"A stranger. I know nothing—but they are afraid I
do—make a chance to speak to me again—"


"Sh!" murmured Mamie, passing awkwardly between him and
the girl. "They're coming—I'm with you."


Under cover of opening the car door, Falkland whispered
back:


"Trust me, be careful—I'll help."


Isabel got into the car; as she stepped past Falkland
her fragrant face almost touched his and her lovely pallid
lips framed again these appalling words:


"I'm looking for a chance of suicide."


Falkland almost recoiled; it must be true that her wits
were unsettled, he could hardly conceive of the desperation
that could drive a pretty young woman to such a confession;
why didn't she get away?


And on this question came another, more start-ling


"Why didn't he get away himself?"


They were settled in the car again, the doors locked on
them; Mamie sat beside Manning in front; Isabel Conway,
mute in her comer, was next to Dobree whose heavy bulk and
saturnine face seemed to fill the car, and Falkland sat
opposite.


As the great machine leaped along the road to he knew
not what destination the young man made another attempt to
challenge his fate.


"I've got letters to write, messages to send, Mr.
Dobree," he remarked. "I've really had no time to put
my affairs in order, I must ask you to allow me to stop
somewhere to send off a wire or two—or telephone."


Dobree's sluggish, bilious eyes fixed him dully.


"Certainly, I'll tell Manning," but he did not move from
his inert position; he spoke sleepily.


When they had been travelling for some distance on
a lonely by-road he became aware of a motor cyclist
persistently, for some miles, dogging the car; suddenly
this cyclist shot past and threw a weighted package into
the open window, then dashed ahead and far outdistanced
Manning; Falkland had seen the face of this cyclist beneath
the leather helmet and raised goggles; surely the face
of the young woman who had taught him to say the fatal
words—"Sarah Lomax."


With one accord he and Dobree clutched and struggled for
the package.








CHAPTER IV


IT was extraordinary for Falkland to find
himself struggling with Dobree in the swiftly moving car, a
great relief to the long tension of the day to be able to
come to grips with the man who had swept him so ruthlessly
into his affairs—but there was a dangerous touch of
fury in this sudden break of control. Falkland felt that in
a moment he might be at his opponent's throat, breaking,
smashing, shrieking—he pulled himself together with
an effort and released the paper he had clutched, but not
before he had seen the bold black drawing of a house with a
coffin shaped shadow scrawled thereon.


"I was startled," he excused himself. "I was not sure if
the message was meant for me, Mr. Dobree."


"For me," said Dobree, pushing the twisted letter into
his pocket; he was flushed, but composed. "Did you see the
man who threw it?—the man on the motor cycle?"


"It wasn't a man but a girl," replied Falkland abruptly,
his nerves still on edge. "A girl I've met before, too, in
the woods of Bitterne."


"Indeed?" murmured Dobree softly. "Then perhaps you
know something of this persecution to which I am being
subject?"


Now was the moment for Falkland to say—"I know
nothing, that girl told me to use the name Sarah Lomax,
beyond that I am ignorant of your affairs—they and
you are utterly strange to me." But he did not say this;
he thought that it was wiser to let this man believe that
he did know something, to keep up a show of bluff; if
he convinced Dobree that he was ignorant of his affairs
he might dismiss him, but Falkland felt a spirit of
dare-devilry, of curiosity that forbade him to give up the
adventure so tamely; there was the disappearance of Beale
to account for—there was the question of that silent
girl in the corner seat.


So he replied evasively:


"What, sir, do you quite mean by persecution?"


Dobree assumed an air of condescending frankness.


"I am accounted a very charitable man, Mr. Falkland.
I rose from poverty myself and have great sympathy with
other strugglers—but I get imposed upon, very
sorely. I helped certain people and they abused that
help—when it was withdrawn they began a campaign of
petty annoyances—like this—"


He touched his pocket and smiled; either he was a
consummate actor or he spoke the truth; his manner was
cordial; he appeared amused.


"I dare say you have thought it all rather mysterious,"
he added genially. "Perhaps that girl in Bitterne wood
spoke to you—told some fantastic tale of me, eh?"


"No," said Falkland, "no fantastic tale."


"You must keep your head," advised Dobree, still
amiable, "not listen to these people, not take any notice
of these incidents—I have had a great many in my
career."


Falkland glanced at Isabel Conway still immobile in
her corner; dusk was filling the car now, he could not
very distinctly see either his companions nor where he was
going.


"Where are we stopping?" he asked. "Where are we putting
up to-night? It must be getting late, sir. Shall I switch
on the light?"


No answer.


Falkland could not endure this tension; he cautiously
stole out his hand and switched on the light.


And as instantly switched it off again.


It had revealed a horrible face close to his own,
leaning forward, a face like a mask of evil madness,
white, snarling, fixed, silent, rabid, glittering eyes
behind sagging pouches of flesh; with difficulty Falkland
repressed a cry.


This loathsome countenance was Dobree's, who had
silently bent across to him in the dark.


"I didn't see it," muttered Falkland, "I didn't see
it—Oh, Heavens, I couldn't have seen it."


"I think we'll have the light now," came Dobree's
suave voice from the corner; Falkland switched it on; the
millionaire was placidly leaning back in his corner, half
asleep.


"Steady," said Falkland to himself, "I must be careful.
I didn't see it."


With a swerve and a grind the car drew up.


"Well, here we are," remarked Dobree pleasantly. "It's
been a long run—"


"Where are we?" asked Falkland.


It was now completely dark; a moonless night; the
head-lamps only showed a long stretch of high wall above
which grew a thick rampart of dense lofty trees; the place
appeared very lonely. Falkland noted that there were
no telephone or telegraph poles and that the road was
unimportant, almost a lane; as he descended from the car
after Dobree he saw they had stopped in front of tall,
rusty, padlocked iron gates.


Manning had left the wheel; his dark, stooping figure
went stiffly towards the gates, followed by Dobree;
Falkland felt his arm clutched; the queer creature called
Mamie was beside him, whispering in his ear:


"Don't leave us—don't believe what they tell you
—she is as sane as I am, only they try to drive her
mad—"


No time for more, the two men had unlocked the gate and
turned back.


"Mamie," said Manning quietly, "you've got to
behave yourself, you know,"—he wagged his gaunt
forefinger—"got to be a good Mamie, eh? Not to talk
nonsense, eh?"


The woman cowered away and busied herself with the wraps
and hand luggage.


Falkland, standing by the car where Isabel Conway still
sat, summoned desperately all his powers of reason and
debated his next action; he did not want to go behind that
high wall and padlocked gates with these two men, and
he furiously cast over his chances of resistance; they
were both powerful and armed for all he knew—for
all he knew too the women might be indeed half-witted or
their accomplices; one thing he might do—dash off
in the darkness, but he did not think that he had much
chance of eluding them if they wished to pursue him; and
then, there was always the possibility that the women
were victims—relying on him, in which case it was
unthinkable that he should abandon them; each of them had
asked for his help, he could not mistrust them.


Dobree and Manning were occupied in pushing back the
iron gates which creaked and groaned; Isabel Conway was
staring at them through the window of the car.


"I won't go in there," she whispered, "I won't, I
won't—"


"Sh!" Falkland whispered back, "better be quiet
—I'll look after you—we can't resist now."


And, then, as the gates reluctantly swung back on a
grass-grown drive hemmed in with dank, blackish laurel
bushes, an extraordinary thing happened; a little man
rushed out, gibbering with terror, stumbled on his knees
and lay sprawling, grotesque and horrible in the acrid
circle of light made by the headlights.


"She's come back," he gabbled. "She's come back! I've
seen her—up in a tree!"


Manning thrust at him roughly with his foot.


"Get up, you fool," he said harshly. "Can't you see that
Mr. Dobree is here?"


But the little man, who appeared to be wearing a
disarrayed gamekeeper's clothes, continued to grovel on the
ground in an extremity of fear, whimpering:


"I won't go back—I can't go back—she's here,
I tell you I've seen her."


"Dear me," remarked Dobree mildly, "you seem to be
suffering from nerves, Mathews. Will you please get up and
explain yourself?"


"I can't stay, sir," whined the little man. "The things
that have been happening, I've been trying to get out,
waiting by the gate, trying to get out of the cursed
place—"


Falkland set his lips grimly; he could foresee himself
on the wrong side of those gates, trying to get out.


"Didn't I tell you we were coming?" demanded Manning,
"bringing Miss Conway? Have you made everything ready?"


The servant, as Falkland took him to be, got to his feet
and looked round the half circle of faces in a frenzy of
terror, muttering incoherently and defiantly; Manning gave
him a rough push between the gates.


"I must really find another caretaker," remarked Dobree
coolly.


"You'll have to," retorted the little man, shivering.
"Made things ready? I haven't been near the house, I can
tell you. My cottage was bad enough. Who," he demanded
hysterically, "is going to live like this—locked
in?"


"Come," said Dobree ignoring him, "I'll take the ladies
and Mr. Falkland in. Manning, you can follow with the car."
He looked round, "Yes, we're all here—Mamie, Isabel,
Mathews—" He broke off. "What is that?"


He was peering up the road, to the farthest limit of the
headlights; Falkland looked too; he distinguished a drab
object half in the ditch, half leaning against the wall.


A motor cycle.


He thought of the motor cycle that had pursued them,
of the thrown letter, of the rider's face—had she
abandoned her machine to enter this park or whatever
it was?—was it she who had "come back" whom the
gibbering servant had seen in a tree?


Out of the overwhelming silence of the lonely night rose
a sudden wailing cry, suddenly checked.


"A night bird," remarked Dobree pleasantly. "Quite
gruesome, isn't it?"


Falkland had seen the women's faces, blanched with
panic; he felt that his own cheeks were pale, his own blood
cold, his own lips stiff—well, he tried to tell
himself that it might have been a night bird—though
never had he heard one utter such a human note.


They reached the end of the avenue at last; an open
space seemed to be in front of them—as Falkland's
eyes became accustomed to the dark he discerned the square
blackness of a house ponderous against the paler blackness
of the sky; he instinctively recoiled, nearer the women.


"Where are we?" he asked.


Dobree replied with the name of the place Falkland had
been twice warned not to enter. "This is 'Mockways.'"








CHAPTER V


AS they proceeded across the lawn, guided
by Dobree's torch, they were joined by Manning, who seemed
to have been walking rapidly, for his breath came quickly
as he said:


"Really, Mathews is becoming impossible—did you
ever see such behaviour, Mr. Falkland? He has been the
caretaker here for a number of years, but I'm afraid he
will have to go now, after to-night."


"He seemed badly frightened," answered Falkland. "And
who was it he said he had seen—in a tree? Someone who
had come back?"


"The family ghost, I should think," said Dobree
dryly.


Falkland tried to put on a bold, resolute front.


"Where are we?" he asked firmly. "I mean, in what part
of the world?—and why have we come to such a lonely
place?"


"We are on the Welsh border," it was Manning's
voice that replied; "and Mr. Dobree likes loneliness,
sometimes."


"But I think," urged Falkland, "that it has been a long
time since any one came to 'Mockways'?"


There was no answer to this, and, despite his firm grip
on himself, Falkland could not repress a shudder for they
had now entered the house; Dobree had closed it behind
them; a baying and howling of dogs had broken sharply on
the silence, and this Manning explained.


"The hounds—we keep them about the place, loose
every night."


"Well-guarded," said Falkland with a wry smile. "And
there doesn't seem much to guard—" He glanced about
the hall and stairs that the light of the electric torch
showed to be bare and decayed.


"No," replied Manning, "but as you've been told, this
is supposed to be the worst haunted house in England, and
that sort of thing is very fashionable just now, as you
know; many people would give a great deal to pass the night
here—"


He had come prepared for "Mockways" for he produced
candles and matches from his pocket, and, leading the way
into a large room, stuck the lit candles on the narrow
dusty mantelshelf.


The room was gaunt, shabbily furnished and in
considerable disrepair, cold, damp from being long shut
away, the air close and musty.


Falkland made a considerable effort to shake off the
horror that oppressed him, to master the situation. He
faced Dobree squarely.


"This seems to me an extraordinary place to have brought
these ladies to," he said grimly; "in fact, the whole thing
is very extraordinary—I should like some sort of
explanation—of a good many things—before I go
any further—"


Dobree merely smiled, pulling off his gloves and taking
off his coat slowly, and Manning cackled as if he had heard
a joke.


"So you see," grinned Manning, "you've been drawn into
investigating a haunted house—a rare chance. Mr.
Dobree has got three months leisure which he means to
devote to 'Mockways'—three months ought to be enough,
don't you think, sir?" he cringed to his master.


"Quite enough."


And Falkland shivered inwardly.


"But I didn't bargain for this," he said stubbornly. "I
wasn't engaged to hunt ghosts. I don't believe in that sort
of thing. I don't like this place, Mr. Dobree, and I don't
intend to stay here—"


Again Isabel Conway interposed.


"Oh, please, do stay, Mr. Falkland, we want a quite
independent witness—like yourself—"


She spoke in the most commonplace tones, she turned
to him eagerly and into her eyes flashed the look of
frantic appeal he had seen before; she was bluffing then
—trying to placate Dobree.


The other woman spoke.


"If you could see your way to stay, sir, I'm sure it
would be much better for all of us; Miss Isabel has been
wanting for a long time to explore 'Mockways.'"


Her look of warning and entreaty was surely
unmistakable; the woman wanted him to stay, wanted him
to placate the two men—either that or they were
accomplices in some conspiracy, and that, looking at Isabel
Conway's fragrant loveliness, he could not bring himself to
believe.


"Well," he said, as genially as possible, "I dare say it
will be very interesting. I wasn't prepared for anything of
the kind, but since it's come my way—"


He was conscious that his words relieved the tension of
the other four; Dobree's sagging yellowish face expressed
an amused good humour.


"I dare say you'll find it rather rough, we shall have
to camp a bit. Mathews is a good servant when he shakes
down—and Mamie can cook a bit."


"I'll do my best," said Mamie cheerfully. "Perhaps I
could go upstairs, sir, and see our rooms?"


"Mathews and his wife were to have put everything in
order," replied Manning, "but the silly woman, he tells me,
has gone home to her mother—"


He had taken the torch and was going to the door when
Falkland said:


"A moment, please. Are we alone in the house?"


All looked at him. Dobree answered crisply:


"Yes."


"Well," remarked Falkland, "if you listen a moment
you'll hear footsteps overhead."


The women clutched each other, the men stood motionless,
the flickering candles gave a dreary light in the neglected
room; the low baying of the dogs sounded in the distance;
then, as this sound died away, utter silence.


Then overhead, distinct creaking footsteps.


"Mathews," said Dobree unsteadily, "has thought better
of it and come back to the house—"


No one answered, no one moved; and overhead went the
creaking footsteps, to and fro.


"I'd like to go and see if it is Mathews," said
Falkland.


"Oh, would you?" sneered Dobree. "Well, I'll go
myself."


He took the torch from Manning and led the way out of
the room and up the shallow, dusty stairs; the others
followed. Falkland found himself beside Dobree on the
dim-lit stairs; the others were ahead, Manning preceding
the two women.


When they reached the landing Manning was searching in
and out of the rooms that opened there, flashing his torch
into every corner.


"No one," he remarked shortly. "Nothing."


"There was," answered Dobree. "They're hiding—"


He joined Manning in the search, nosing eagerly about
the rooms, which were gloomy and half furnished; Falkland
found himself alone with the two women on the landing.
Isabel Conway instantly whispered to him:


"Play up to them, don't show that you're afraid, or
suspect anything. We are completely in their power."


"What are they up to?" breathed Falkland.


"I don't know, there's some secret. We'll think of a way
to speak to you to-morrow."


"Watch me," whispered Mamie. "See if I don't manage
it."


Falkland could hardly see them, for the flashes from
Manning's torch were intermittent illuminations of the dark
landing; but these agonised whispers could leave him in
no doubt either of their sanity or their innocence; these
women were desperately sincere, of that he felt sure, and
desperately afraid; in that case he and they were in the
toils of some colossal villainy which he must brace every
nerve to meet.


Dobree and Manning returned from their search.


"Rats," said Manning with a grin. "We must really be on
our guard against being deceived by the very odd noises
that rats make."


But Falkland had lost his last vestige of trust for
these men; he knew that it had not been rats overhead, any
more than it had been an owl screaming in the park; rats,
owls and ghosts were camouflage.


Two of these rooms, opening one from the other, had,
it appeared, been prepared for the women; Falkland was
thankful that they were at least together; he helped
Manning carry up their few valises and had to watch Dobree
lock the door on them and put the key in his pocket.


"I suppose," he said, with rather dry lips, "they've
lights and bells—in Miss Conway's state—"


"Mamie can manage her perfectly," smiled Dobree. "Now,
I don't think we will do any ghost-hunting to-night, Mr.
Falkland. Your room will be upstairs—"


"And where do you two sleep?" asked Falkland, with an
attempt at ease.


"We haven't decided," replied Dobree; the young man had
expected this answer; they would not let him know where
they lurked in the large empty house.


His own room was that above Isabel Conway's apartment
and looked, he thought, on the front of the house; there
was a comfortable-looking bed, a little furniture, candles,
matches, no bell, no electric light; in the first moment
that he was alone Falkland rapidly ascertained that he also
was locked in and that the window was barred.


A prisoner.


And why?


He tried to think the situation over clearly; the one
conclusion to which his bewildered brain could come was
that Dobree believed him to be in possession of some very
dangerous secret, and was keeping him under observation;
and this conclusion led to another, that his life was in
danger. As to the case of the women—there he could
make no guess; but he believed that they were in danger
too; he had nothing but his wits with which to save all
three of them.


As he paced up and down his room in deep agitation he
heard peculiar sounds outside; he quenched the candle and
tiptoed to the locked door and put his ear to the keyhole.
The noises were those of heavy sighs, moans, scuffling and
whispers; Falkland could distinguish words, whined bitter
words—"after all these years—they aren't dead,
then? or returned from the dead?" Another voice replied
harshly: "Pull yourself together—we must find it,
do you hear? He's after it too. Perhaps he knows where it
is."


Falkland knew the tones now; Dobree and Manning,
prowling the house, Dobree collapsing, Manning dragging him
away. The shuffling died away, but in the distance he could
hear the faint heavy groans of the elder man; then silence
in the dark house.


"Find it?" thought Falkland with excitement. "Something
I have got to find? Something hidden in 'Mockways.'
Something they can't find!"


He tried to control and compose himself for he knew that
he was to the last degree fatigued, bewildered and on edge;
he forced himself to get into bed (after an exhaustive
search in the room that revealed nothing) and to his own
amazement, felt himself falling heavily asleep.


He woke suddenly, all his senses alert.


The room was utterly black about him; he could not even
distinguish the square of the window; but he knew that he
was not alone.


Some one was breathing, quite close to him, some one was
sitting on the bed.


As he moved, a hand was clapped swiftly over his
mouth.








CHAPTER VI


FALKLAND lay still, his mind working with
desperate swiftness; he noted that the hand over his mouth
was not heavy nor resolute but light and fluttering, and
he thought that perhaps one of the women had crept in to
implore assistance—but how, with that locked door?


A trembling voice squeaked in his ear:
"Friend—keep quiet."


The shaking fingers were raised; Falkland sat up, trying
to pierce the blackness; he could just make out the shape
of some one seated on the bed, a man; the voice had been a
man's voice; it repeated in the lowest of whispers:


"Keep quiet! I'm Mathews!"


"How on earth did you get in here?" breathed
Falkland.


"I know the house pretty well, there's a secret way into
this room, that's why you've got it—"


"Oh, is it?" answered Falkland, and again the shaking
hand was clapped over his mouth.


"Don't talk so loud, sir. They may be outside,
listening for all I know—"


"Well," urged Falkland, "say what you want to, then,
quick. Who are you and why have you come here?"


"To warn you, sir. I've been looking after 'Mockways'
for years, living in my cottage in the grounds. I don't say
I wasn't in it, up to a point, and well paid; they wanted
me to keep my mouth shut—but they've got scared and I
don't like it—"


The frightened voice rambled on in husky whispers;
Falkland interrupted impatiently:


"Can't you come to the point? I know nothing about any
of it—"


"Oh, don't you, sir? But they think you do—and
there is nothing they'll stop at—"


"Tell me the bottom of the whole matter—"


Falkland felt the little figure shudder.


"I can't, I daren't, not here. They think you know
something or are looking for something—they'll watch
you—I suppose it hasn't occurred to you," whispered
the voice harshly, "how easily you could disappear in
'Mockways?'"


"It has," replied Falkland dryly.


"You'd better play up that you know something—
for they'll want to find out what it is—how
much—there's a secret here and they can't find it,
and they'll trail you to see if you can—and when
you've got it—they'll get you—Manning, he's
the worst—to-day he—"


"Why," asked Falkland, with assumed boldness, "do you
come here to warn me of all this?"


"Because I'm scared meself, sir," hissed the voice.
"I want to get away, I thought we might get away
together—us and them two women."


"Ah, the women," said Falkland. "What do you know of
them?"


"Nothing—I've heard them talking, it's that
villain Manning, he's got his eye on Miss Isabel as they
call her—"


"Who is she? Is she sane?" whispered Falkland
fiercely.


"Sane? As sane as any of us are likely to be if we stay
here—"


Falkland thought with frantic rapidity; a possible link
with the outside world flashed into his taut mind.


"There's your wife—couldn't you get in touch with
her?"


"Wife? I ain't got a wife. A village woman used to come
in and help—she hasn't been here for days—don't
you heed their lies—"


"How far are we from the village?"


"Miles," came the shuddering whisper. "We're shut in,
there's acres of ground—sh! I can't stop—"


But Falkland clutched him.


"There's no one about—you're safe here—"


"Safe! You don't know what you're saying—that was
a step—listen!"


Falkland felt the little man shake and heard his teeth
chatter.


Both listened.


There was a faint creak that might have been a step;
Mathews writhed with silent violence in Falkland's grip.


"I won't stay, sir, now—you pretend you don't
suspect anything, that's my advice—listen to what I
say, to-morrow, it will be an appointment, I'm going to
tell you all I know—"


He writhed away; there was a faint "click"; the secret
door, no doubt; then utter silence again.


Falkland sat up in bed, alert, rigid, all his senses
acute; the advice of the frightened servant had been the
same as that of the frightened women; he was to bluff, to
mark time, to pretend that he suspected nothing, to match
his wits with the wits of these two men—to play a
game where the stake appeared to be his life.


He could no more doubt the sincerity of the terrified
Mathews than that of Isabel Conway, he could no longer
hesitate to believe that he had stumbled into some black
mystery and was completely in the power of two powerful,
unscrupulous and desperate men.


Grimly he reckoned up his chances; he had been hurried
away without money, without a chance to communicate with
any one as to his movements, without, of course, any manner
of weapon; there was no one who would be likely to notice
his disappearance, at least for some time, or be able to
trace him if they did; Beale was the only person who would
be concerned in this—and where was Beale?


Edward Falkland got no more sleep that night; as soon as
it was light he searched feverishly for the secret entrance
that Mathews had used, but could find nothing; he unpacked,
put his things away, and slipped his razor into his breast
pocket; it might, just possibly, be useful.


He found his door unlocked and went downstairs to the
room he had been in last night; though bare and shabby, the
warm autumn sunshine streaming in through the long windows
brightened the dull room; there was a bright wood fire
burning and a good breakfast on the table. Falkland felt
his spirits rise; Mathews and Mamie seemed to be acting
as servants and Isabel Conway was seated by the fire,
warming her hands; the whole atmosphere seemed pleasant,
genial, homely, and the events of yesterday and the night
seemed a nightmare. If these three people were putting up
a desperate bluff, well, they were doing it very well, and
he, Falkland, must not be behind in the game; so he talked
and joked about the ghosts which no one had seen, and
which, he declared, he did not believe that any one would
see.


Dobree and Manning joined them; they were both easy and
agreeable, though the latter had, at best, a sombre and
saturnine appearance and his amiability had far too servile
a tinge to be pleasant.


Falkland ate a hearty breakfast with set purpose; he
wanted to keep mind and body in health; he observed with
rather a chilly sensation that the milk was tinned and
that biscuit took the place of bread; did that mean that
"Mockways" was provisioned like a ship for a long voyage
and that Dobree was independent of the outside world as
regarded food?


At the end of the meal Mathews said, in the most
unconcerned way:


"Oh, Mr. Dobree, sir, could I show Mr. Falkland the
Golden Labradors? I'm proud of those dogs, sir." He turned
to Falkland. "I do a bit of dog breeding as a hobby, and
I've got some lovely puppies now."


The young man's heart leapt; this was the appointment
the man had spoken of.


"I'd like to see them," he answered carelessly, "though
I can't say that I know much about dogs—"


"By all means go, Falkland," smiled Dobree in the
most affable manner. "I have some little business to
attend to with Manning, and then, when you have seen the
dogs—and bought one, I dare say—I want to show
you over the house."


Falkland felt a thrill of triumph, surely the first move
in the game was his—Dobree was deceived.


"And you," continued that personage, smiling at Isabel,
"will doubtless be occupied with Mamie in putting your room
in order. If there is anything you want, ask for it and I
will send for it at once—"


So the women were dismissed upstairs; Manning
disappeared to see after the car, he said; the car was his
hobby, no one else was allowed to touch it.


"Will eleven o'clock do for you to see the puppies,
sir?" asked Mathews. "My cottage and the kennels are
straight down the avenue, and then to the left, by the
pond—"


Dobree answered:


"Eleven will do very well, Mathews."


The servant cleared away the breakfast things,
replenished the fire and left the room; Falkland yawned,
carefully simulating bored indifference.


"There is a little work we might do to fill in the
time," suggested Dobree and he led the way into an inner
apartment, which was furnished in a plain, businesslike
way; it seemed to be an office; there were two desks,
files, a typewriter.


"Rather awkward without telephone, electric light or
wireless, isn't it, sir?" remarked Falkland.


"On the contrary I enjoy seclusion—I like to get
away from all possible interruption. And then, I am never
here very long."


He settled his sprawling bulk in a worn arm-chair, drew
a bundle of notes from his pocket and proceeded to dictate
a series of wholly unimportant and dull letters to Falkland
who took them down calmly enough; he could afford to be at
ease, for soon he would be talking with Mathews, hearing
the explanation of the whole mystery, or at least, a great
deal of it.


At about a quarter to eleven Dobree dismissed him,
reminding him of his appointment to see the Labradors;
Falkland could hardly believe in his good luck as he found
himself on the steps of the house, with Dobree giving him
pleasant directions as to how to find the cottage and the
kennels.


"Evidently," he thought, "they think they've scared
Mathews dumb—they're dead sure of him."


With considerable excitement he crossed the neglected
grass patch which passed as a lawn, and plunged into the
dank avenue which he had entered so unwillingly last night,
and which, even now, in the full splendour of day, was dark
and damp.


He felt relieved, elated; in half an hour's
uninterrupted talk with Mathews he would surely be able to
find out all the little man knew and to concert with him
some plan of action; once he was in possession of Dobree's
secret, it would not be so difficult to decide what to
do—it was this moving in the dark which was so
hideous, so terrifying.


He easily found the cottage which stood by a deep pond
grown with willow trees; it was an ugly yellow one-storey
cottage with a slate roof; either side were considerable
kennels where hounds pressed to the bars and bayed at him;
evidently the savage dogs that were loosed at night; he saw
no Labradors.


He knocked at the small shut door; knocked again and got
no answer. Stung with impatience he entered the cottage;
the two rooms were empty. He called out: "Mathews!" and
there was no reply.


The young man felt sick with a sense of rage and
disappointment; had the man then been fooling or
tricking him? Had he been afraid, after all, to keep the
appointment?


Falkland searched in the small garden or yard at the
back; the dogs howled and raged at the presence of a
stranger; there was no other sound. Falkland could have
wept with vexation; he pushed open the half ajar door of a
shed with an iron roof—calling again:


"Mathews!"


The word froze on his lips; there before him was
Mathews, trussed with fine rope, bound hand and foot,
hanging from a beam in the shed—dead.








CHAPTER VII


FALKLAND felt sick; he had to move into
the outer air, to take great breaths of it; the sense of
his great danger steadied him—what had he better
do?


He remembered the advice of the wretched Mathews, bluff,
play up—also the suggestion that, as long as they
believed he knew something they would preserve his life
to find out how much it was he did know and how far the
ramifications of his knowledge went; his best chance, then,
lay in the pretence of knowing this secret and in the hope
of discovering it—they were looking for something
in "Mockways," he must look too.


Falkland shuddered to his soul when he thought how he
had sat fooling over those letters with Dobree, being
purposely detained, of course, while Manning went down to
the cottage where the miserable Mathews waited for his
doom.


And there was another aspect of the case, the bitter
disappointment he felt at not having heard what the servant
had to say—why couldn't he have spoken last night?


Falkland braced himself to enter the cottage again in
the frantic hope that there might be something left about
that would be of use to him; not likely since Manning would
have been carefully over the place.


Perhaps Manning was watching him now; this thought
made the young man's heart leap, but he managed to retain
his composure; it was essential that he should not show
fear.


He went rapidly over the scanty effects in the two
small rooms and found nothing of any interest but a small
bunch of keys which he slipped into his pocket, but, as
he returned to the outer apartment he observed a small
note-book, half-burnt, lying on the hearth; there was no
fire and the book had evidently had a match set to it,
which had gone out before wholly consuming the pages.


Manning perhaps had tried to burn it—he had not
had very long.


Falkland put the charred book in his pocket, he could
discern some writing—perhaps it would be useful,
perhaps not.


He searched round the room again, while he fought for
composure and complete command of his faculties.


A slight cough behind him made him look round
sharply.


Manning stood in the doorway; he must have approached
quite silently.


"Dear me, Mr. Falkland," he remarked in his most servile
manner, "this is very distressing indeed. I'm afraid that
you must have had a great shock—you look quite white!
How very, very unpleasant!"


"You mean about Mathews?" asked Falkland with dry lips.
"Yes, I've seen him—in the shed."


"So have I," said Manning without moving from the
doorway where he blotted out the light. "I came down to
look at the dogs, too—I saw you go into the shed, I
was really too overcome to prevent you, for I had just seen
it myself! Dear, dear, Mr. Dobree will be upset!"


Falkland waited, taut, alert; Manning appeared most
tall, nearly gigantic, to fill indeed the whole small
room with his powerful stooping figure; his yellow face
was expressionless, his leathery lids drooping; Falkland
noted with horror the great size and massiveness of his
hands....


"Of course," he continued smoothly, "it isn't altogether
unexpected—the poor fellow had been suffering from
melancholia for years, imagining all sorts of things; you
heard him last night, for instance! This was really the
last place where he ought to have stayed—"


"Yes," said Falkland, "yes."


"—but nothing could get him away. Poor Mathews!
Nothing could induce him to leave 'Mockways!' And now he
has hanged himself!"


So that was the cue; it was to be glossed over as a case
of suicide, a cunning device.


And yet it just flashed into Falkland's mind that this
might be true.


"I don't know how he managed to tie himself up like
that, Mr. Manning—"


"No—it's extraordinary what these wretched
demented creatures will do! Extraordinary! We must go back
to the house and tell Mr. Dobree. I'm afraid he will be
distressed, he was quite fond of Mathews."


"You had better send for a doctor," said Falkland. "And
at once—there'll have to be an inquest."


"Of course, of course," murmured Manning, "but don't
trouble your head about those things, my dear fellow, I'll
see to it all—"


"Yes," thought Falkland grimly, "with a mattock and
spade."


Aloud he remarked:


"I suppose I shall have to be called as a
witness—"


"Not at all," replied Manning. "I found the
unfortunate creature, I must have been here some moments
before you arrived—"


Falkland could not forbear asking:


"Where were you?"


"Behind some trees," said Manning at once. "I had to
sit down, I was really quite exhausted—overcome, you
know."


Exhausted; Falkland noted that word; used on purpose,
no doubt; the whole object must be to intimidate him; that
was why he had been allowed to see that mound in the wood,
to find Mathews hanging from the beam.


They wanted to scare him into telling all he knew,
perhaps scare him out of his wits, so that alive or dead he
would be no menace to them; to terrorise him into a state
of panic fear as they had already terrorised those unhappy
women.


And he must not be terrorised; he must endeavour to show
them that he could not be frightened, that he intended to
hold his own in the atrocious game.


"We had better return to the house," he said dryly.
"This is hardly an affair to hang about with, is it?"


Manning moved from the door.


"Certainly, certainly," he agreed. "Perhaps you would
like a little brandy, Mr. Falkland, I always carry some
with me, and I'm afraid you are very much shaken."


It might have been prudent to accept the flask proffered
in the claw-like, powerful fingers, but Falkland could not
bring himself to do so.


"I am all right, thanks," he answered abruptly.


As they walked up the dark, dank avenue together he
was measuring his strength against that of the gaunt man
stalking beside him—supposing that Manning should
hurl himself on him—here and now?


He was thankful that he had brought that razor with him;
but Manning ambled along in the most inoffensive maimer,
only remarking meekly:


"I shouldn't say anything of this sad business to the
ladies."


"No," agreed Falkland dryly. "Indeed I should send
them away from here as quickly as possible. It is really
monstrous to keep Miss Conway in this isolation—in
this atmosphere."


Manning shrugged his hunched shoulders.


"I obey Mr. Dobree," he remarked humbly. "He has his
reasons, good ones no doubt."


Falkland could say no more; as they crossed the bleak
patch of grass in front of "Mockways" he had for the first
time a clear view of the house, which looked now exactly
like the photograph that Beale had shown him—blank,
plain, save for those masks in the tympanum, ugly, gaunt,
with that great black cypress tree at one side.


When they entered the house Manning left him to enter
the office-like room where Dobree appeared to be still
closeted, and Falkland, who was quite sure that he would
not have very long to himself, hastily took out the charred
remnant of the note-book that he had found in Mathews'
cottage; it was a little twopenny book with traces of
ink writing in it—one or two sentences were still
readable and were addressed to him:


 


"Mr. Falkland, dear sir, in case I don't
have time to tell you, I've written down—"


 


Evidently then the servant had scribbled in this book
the precious information he feared he might not have the
chance to convey by word of mouth.


Falkland turned over the burnt pages desperately which
crumbled into black flakes in his hands; all he could
decipher was:


"His name's not Dobree ..." then, on another
fragment—"Manning is the one ..." and last, most
oddly: "A knot of scarlet silk ..." underlined
twice.


Falkland heard a step and cast the charred stump of
paper into the fire that, he recalled with horror, he had
seen Mathews pile up with logs not so very long ago.


It was Mamie who entered the room; she had a tray
and proceeded to lay the table; her glance flickered to
Falkland.


"Where are they?" she whispered.


"Occupied, I think," he replied. "But, for Heaven's
sake, be careful."


For he recalled last night and the consequences of the
wretched servant's attempt at betrayal.


Mamie seemed quick and clever; she proceeded to lay the
table for luncheon, clattering the knives and forks and
whispering rapidly under cover of this noise.


"I don't know anything, not to say know that Mrs.
Milner's a devil, I went there from an orphanage not
so half-witted as you might think. They had some queer
people there, funny business they did; the poor young lady
was brought there to break her spirit, and I tried to help
her to escape; fair got it, I did, held me arm down on the
hot gas ring—well, we're in for it here, I'm sure,
I don't like the looks of things; you keep your head
screwed on, I'm pretending not to notice anything; don't
believe she's crazy, she ain't."


This was delivered in a monotonous whisper which
Falkland had to bend forward to catch as Mamie bustled
about the table; at last she stopped before him, showing
her bandaged arm, and added swiftly:


"They've got me here because they think I've seen a
leetle bit too much; and because there ain't no one to
ask after me if I disappears; convenient to them."


She returned to the table, her plain, drab face immobile
but her little eyes as intelligent and faithful as those of
a dog; from that moment Falkland trusted her absolutely.


"I'll stand by you," he breathed. "I'm on the
alert—we're in danger, no doubt—"


Isabel Conway entered the room; she appeared so shaken
and alarmed that Falkland feared that she had heard of the
fate of Mathews; she appeared greatly relieved to see the
young man and about to break into speech; but Mamie turned
and gripped her by the wrist.


"Sh! miss—you keep quiet, this house is all ears,
listening—"


"But I can't bear it," murmured Isabel, sinking into
the chair beside the fire. "There is some one else in the
house besides them. Oh, I'm not crazy—I won't
go upstairs again, I won't, some one is moving about up
there—"


"Who?" asked Falkland. "Who?"


Isabel twisted her hands together and muttered the
very words Falkland had just read in Mathews' charred
note-book—


"A knot of scarlet silk—"








CHAPTER VIII


"A KNOT of scarlet silk?" repeated
Falkland utterly bewildered. "What do you mean? And how
could that frighten you?"


Isabel Conway seemed too alarmed to answer this.


"They're listening all the time," she whispered. "And
there is some one else hiding in the house—"


"I'll get you out of it," replied Falkland assuming a
confidence that he was far indeed from feeling, "but you
must tell me all you can—I'm quite in the dark, so
terribly in the dark—"


Mamie made a great clatter by clumsily dropping a plate;
Falkland looked up to see that Manning had stealthily
entered the room. Isabel turned away from Falkland at once
and bent over the fire as if warming her hands; but the
young man stood his ground; he was resolute not to show
fear; in a way he was not afraid, for his blood was up and
he was fully determined to face and overcome the monstrous
and mysterious villainy that encompassed him and these two
entrapped women.


"Ah, Mamie," smiled Manning, rubbing his powerful yellow
hands together, "our useful Mamie! And now I am afraid that
we shall have to rely entirely on you, Mamie—for
that stupid Mathews has gone away—left, to join his
wife—"


"I thought he didn't fancy the place," replied Mamie
with surly solidity. "But I came here, sir, to look after
Miss Isabel—I suppose I'm to have help with the house
work?"


"There is so little to do," said Manning meekly, "that
a good manager like yourself won't need any help, I'm
sure."


"Indeed, sir!" she snorted. "And I'm to keep this great
barn of a place in order?"


"No, oh, no, Mr. Dobree doesn't expect anything of
that—only just the meals served, and Miss Isabel made
comfortable." He bowed towards the girl who winced further
forward against the side of the mantelpiece.


"I'd like help," Mamie protested stoutly. "There must be
some woman who'd come in—and what are you going to do
for a gardener?"


Manning playfully wagged a gaunt forefinger.


"Now, Mamie, now, you don't want to be sent back to Mrs.
Milner, do you? Mrs. Milner wasn't very kind, was she,
Mamie?"


The woman was silent.


"And Miss Isabel would miss you, I'm sure," added
Manning with an odious smirk, "so behave yourself, Mamie,
and do exactly as you are told. And now, Mr. Dobree and I
have a little business together. We will have our lunch
in his room—you see after Mr. Falkland and Miss
Isabel."


With that he left them and they glanced at each other
in incredulous astonishment. Were they actually to be left
alone together?


They kept a cautious silence for a moment or so and then
they saw, from the long window, the two men, whom they
regarded as jailers, leave the house.


Falkland knew too well their destination—and their
errand; he sighed with relief; their grim task could not be
so easily or so quickly accomplished; he had some little
time free.


"Now, quick, Miss Conway," he turned to the crouching
girl who had not stirred; "we have a chance to
talk—please tell me everything you know; that will
help me very much."


Mamie had arranged a cold meal and she suggested that
they ate some of it.


"Miss Isabel is frightened," she said. "Food would put a
bit of courage into her—"


But the girl shook her head.


"I can't eat, I can't eat," she whispered, and huddled
closer over the fire.


Falkland besought her to speak, besought her
desperately.


"I want to help you, I'm sure I can help you," he urged.
"There must be a way out—this state of affairs is too
monstrous. What hold have these two men got over you, and
why do they hold you against your will? Haven't you any
relative, any friends?"


She replied in a low, quavering voice:


"My father worked for Mr. Dobree, he was very good to
us; when father fell ill, I worked in one of Mr. Dobree's
offices, I was very young. Mr. Dobree helped us a great
deal. When father died he left me as ward to Mr. Dobree and
I felt quite safe and content—we travelled about with
a French lady and there was a great deal of money spent on
me. I was happy; Mr. Manning was always there. And then,
after about two years of this pleasant life I heard that
Mr. Manning wanted to marry me, and Mr. Dobree said I was
to say, 'yes'."


She paused, turned her great eyes on to Falkland, and
added:


"I said no, no, no—and they began to shut me
away—we kept moving about, Madame Saint Quentin
left—hotels and hotels—and maids who were
spies, my letters intercepted—then doctors and
nursing homes. They said I was mad, they told every
one I was mad—they sent me at last to Mr.
Milner's—oh, I believe they want to make me mad!"


Falkland stifled a frantic exclamation.


"Mr. Dobree seemed sorry for me—I kept on begging
him to let me go, to earn my own living—anywhere,
and I think he held Mr. Manning off, but at last he turned
on me, too—he said I was to consent or I should find
myself in an asylum—"


"He knows Mr. Dobree's secret," repeated Mamie
grimly.


"But what," cried Falkland desperately, "is this
secret? What hold can Manning have over Dobree? What
could it be so tremendous as to cause him to go these
lengths—these ghastly lengths?"


"I don't know," said Isabel wearily.


"I don't know," repeated Mamie, "but I'm going to have a
jolly good try to find out."


Falkland glanced at her with gratitude and admiration;
she was an ally worth having: brave, resolute, loyal
and shrewd, he was sure—an ignorant, ill-treated
drudge from a nefarious bogus private asylum perhaps, but
a creature of courage and character once her affections
had been roused—as they had been by the helpless
Isabel.


"Let us have a meal," he said, "we mustn't get run
down—I suppose all this stuff was in the house?"


"Lord bless you," answered Mamie, "there's provisions
for months downstairs, they don't mean to have no
tradesmen calling."


They seated themselves at the table, Falkland facing the
window, which, high and uncurtained, commanded such a clear
view; there he would be able to see the return of Manning
and Dobree—unless they returned, uncomfortable
thought, by some other way.


On this reflection he uttered a warning.


"We had better be careful now what we say—they
might creep into the house and listen."


Mamie nodded and Isabel looked piteously at Falkland as
if trying to gain some confidence from his resolution.


And then a most bewildering thing happened; they were
all silent, seated round the table in the bare, large, high
shabby room with the two tall windows, when a hoarse voice
said, right in the midst of them:


"Every word you've spoken has been overheard."


Even Falkland could not repress an exclamation; all
three sprang to their feet, nearly upsetting the table.


"I told you," sobbed Isabel, "there was some one else
in the house!"


"But where?" cried Falkland, staring frantically round,
"where?"


"The place is full of secret passages and hiding
places," shuddered Mamie, and Falkland thought of his own
room to which Mathews had been able to gain admission.


"Overheard," repeated the raucous voice, "overheard!"


It seemed to come from the ceiling; with surprising
courage Mamie glanced up.


"All right, you old fool!" she shouted, "I hope you
heard some good of yourself! We knew you was listening all
right!"


"It's upstairs," said Falkland. "I think there is a hole
by that chandelier—"


For there was a large ornament in the centre of the
ceiling from which depended a disused chandelier.


A low, hoarse, chuckling laugh followed and then an odd
flapping or shuffling noise.


"I'm going upstairs," announced Falkland. "Perhaps
Manning has returned secretly and is playing these tricks
on us. Heaven help us," he added bitterly, "I believe we
are in the hands of maniacs!"


"Maniacs!" echoed the voice now on a screaming note.
"Maniacs!"


Falkland dashed to the door; the handle turned purposely
in his hand.


Locked—they were locked in.


The young man felt his whole body chill with horror. The
invisibility of the enemy was ghastly.


"I can't get out," he muttered, struggling with the
door, vain as he knew that struggle to be, but unable to
control himself.


"There's the windows, ain't there?" said Mamie. "What's
the matter with them?"


"Of course," answered Falkland with deep
relief—long French windows they were, even if locked,
the glass was easily broken, but as he turned, Isabel
Conway clutched his arm.


"You don't know what may be outside," she murmured
frantically.

"I'll risk that," he answered. "We can't stay locked
in here—make for that window on the left, behind
me—I know it was open this morning—"

But for a reply the girl, uttering a shriek, sagged against
him, pointing to the window.

Against the glass dangled a knot of scarlet silk suspended
from a fine thread that was jerked up and down. 








CHAPTER IX


"IT'S a signal," said Falkland. "Is it for
us?"


He thought of the line in the charred note-book, of what
Isabel had said in her terror when she had first entered
the room.


"Have you seen it before?" he asked of the shrinking
girl as they gazed at the knot of red silk dangling in
front of the long clear pane.


"Yes," she breathed, "just now—in front of my
window above."


"There is some one else in the house, that's clear,"
said Falkland briefly, and he advanced towards the window
though the two women endeavoured to hold him back with an
instinctive clutch at his coat—"some one fooling
about," he nearly added, but, remembering what he had just
seen in the shed of Mathews' cottage, he could hardly use
the word "fooling."


He was at the window and had opened it and was out in
the clear autumn sunshine in a moment.


A fine thread was hanging from the upper window and
being moved up and down; it was obvious that some one was
holding it. Falkland suspected Manning; the fellow wanted
to frighten them and had probably crept into the house at
the back.


"What is this?" he shouted up boldly, "trying to scare a
couple of women with this child's play!"


The thread was loosened, the knot dropped at Falkland's
feet and at the same instant a form appeared at the blank
dark square of the window—form scarcely described it
for it was shapeless, neither man, woman nor beast, but
something gray and cloaked, with a linen-white face in
which features were scarcely distinguishable and which yet
had an expression of loathsome horror.


Falkland thought it was Manning, masked and disguised,
and called out strongly. With a chattering cry the
appearance vanished from the window, and Falkland, turning,
saw both Manning and Dobree coming across the bleak expanse
of neglected grass.


His heart gave a sick swerve; there was then a third
person in the house, some one who could lock doors, speak
through the ceiling, dangle strings from windows—an
ally or a spy?


The most likely supposition was that it was an
accomplice of the two men; Falkland put his foot on the
silk knot and tried to maintain a composed demeanour.


The incident was the uglier and the more disturbing as
he believed that the room where he had seen the hideous
thing was that occupied by Isabel Conway.


He reflected with a shiver that Dobree and Manning had
been very quick over their gruesome labour, why, hardly
half an hour.


"Have you finished your luncheon?" asked Dobree
genially, "for I should like to take you and Isabel round
the grounds, they have some curious features, have they
not, Manning?"


And Manning agreed with a servile smile, that they had,
oh, yes, indeed!


Falkland had instantly decided to say nothing of the
strange occurrences; he hoped the women would be equally
discreet. As the two men entered the house by the open
French window he hastily picked up the knot of scarlet
silk; as he thrust it into his pocket he felt that it
contained something hard, he dare not look to see what;
as he followed Dobree into the dining-room he saw at once
that he need not have worried about either Isabel or Mamie;
with admirable presence of mind they had assumed a perfect
composure; the girl was even seated at the table, eating
a biscuit and drinking a glass of wine, while Mamie was
bustling about the fire.


Dobree repeated his invitation to explore the grounds of
"Mockways" and Isabel calmly accepted, asking Mamie "to run
up stairs and fetch her coat and hat."


Falkland's heart swelled with admiration for her courage
in circumstances so deadly and swore to himself that things
should go hard indeed for him if he did not rescue her from
the extraordinary circumstances in which she was caught.


Mamie opened the door without difficulty; it had then
been unlocked as silently as it had been locked and by the
same person no doubt—the creature of the white mask
and raucous voice.


So he found himself with the two men and the girl
walking in the autumn park which would have been pleasant
enough with the great yellowing trees and wide glades in
the mellow afternoon sunshine if it had not been for the
sinister atmosphere overhanging Falkland's mind which
dulled the natural beauty of the scene; he observed, as
no doubt he reminded himself bitterly he was intended to
observe, the great extent of the grounds, and presently,
when they reached there, the great height of the walls
which were, in many places, crowned by the sharp points of
broken glass.


"The late owner," remarked Manning blandly, "was a
very eccentric sort of man. A recluse. He took, as you
will observe, Mr. Falkland, every precaution not to be
disturbed."


"I observe," replied Falkland dryly. "The late owner,
you say? I thought that the house had always been in the
family of Mr. Dobree."


He said this just to hear what he they would concoct
for he remembered what Beale had told him about
"Mockways"—that it had once belonged to some people
named Powell.


"No," said Dobree with an air of frankness, "'Mock-ways'
was left me—a great many years ago, by my first
friend, an old man, Jabez Powell. It was in a way the
foundations of my fortune, Mr. Falkland, and therefore I
have always felt an affection for the place though it is
long since I have lived here—"


He had then spoken the truth—Powell had certainly
been the name; Falkland thought this a good chance to
put in some show of knowledge of their affairs—he
remembered that he had got to bluff, that had been the
wretched Mathews' advice, the advice of the women.


"I know something about him," he said, drawing a bow
wildly at a venture, but speaking calmly. "He was connected
with that Sarah Lomax of whom I spoke—"


Dobree gave a short cry and recoiled in his path.


"I nearly," he remarked, "trod on a snake—a little
snake in the undergrowth—"


"That," said Manning, "is the best thing to do with
snakes—tread on them—"


Falkland raised his voice:


"I think you said you had never heard the name of Sarah
Lomax, Mr. Dobree?"


"Did I?" replied that personage, still searching among
the undergrowth and dead leaves with his stick, "I don't
remember the incident, I don't remember ever hearing the
name before."


"I'm afraid," smiled Manning, "that Mr. Dobree is too
busy to keep trivialities in his head. I also knew Mr.
Powell, and he certainly had no connection with that
name—he was a recluse, as I have said—unmarried
with no women at all in his life."


"Perhaps," thought Falkland, "I drew a blank there, but
Dobree was plainly shocked—there was no snake."


They had now turned down a narrow path that led to a
most neglected part of the grounds, a tangle of dry fern,
twisting brambles, bushes and weeds; but Falkland noted
that the path through this wilderness though overgrown,
showed signs of recent use, as if some one had forced their
way through not long before.


The path led to a cluster of trees and in the midst of
the trees was a very peculiar-looking building of old,
purplish brick.


This was oval in shape, a tower in height, with a plain
sloping roof like a cap; there were no windows nor doors,
but in the top a small, round, unglazed aperture.


"Have you ever seen one of these before?" asked Manning
genially. "We regard it as a great curiosity—an old
mausoleum."


Isabel drew nearer Falkland.


"The old burial place of the family who had 'Mockways'
before Powell," explained Dobree. "I dare say there are
some secrets in there, if that was opened!"


They walked round the sinister building; on the other
side was a wooden door with a railing in front, both
padlocked, both recently disturbed—the rust and damp
were rubbed away—the padlocks were new; he felt the
girl for a second lean against him as if she also had
noticed the significance of these horrid details.


He felt too his own forehead grow damp; with every hour
he was realising more and more the ghastly peril and the
ghastly hopelessness of his position.


Trapped!


And through his own folly.


They had all stood silent, looking at the door of the
mausoleum with those bright new padlocks. It was Isabel who
spoke first.


"We don't want to stay here, do we?" she said. "It is
rather a gloomy place."


"Oh, yes," answered Manning stroking his chin, "but
interesting, don't you think? The door and railing seemed
broken down so I had new locks put on, as you observe."


Falkland felt so desperate that it was almost recklessly
that he answered, with an assumed air of menacing
boldness.


"I observe a great deal, Mr. Manning, and I understand a
great deal—he who laughs last, you know!"


He slipped his hand into his pocket and the feel of
Mathews' keys and that something hard in the knot of
scarlet silk, gave him a certain sensation of confidence.
Who knew what these might not be the clue to?


Isabel prevented either of the other men replying to
this challenge by seizing Falkland's arm and exclaiming:


"Who's that? Running away in the bushes! A large dark
man—he's been watching us!"


Dobree and Manning leaped forward in the direction she
had indicated; in the second that they turned away from
immediate observation of her, Isabel leant forward and
whispered to Falkland:


"Don't trust Mamie—"








CHAPTER X


"NOT trust Mamie!" repeated Falkland,
dismayed beyond expression.


"But she helped you to escape from Mrs.
Milner—"


"I know, but may that not have been to gain my
confidence because she knew that just at that moment Dobree
would arrive?"


Falkland was bewildered.


"But she was punished—we heard her screams."


"Was that pretence?" whispered Isabel. "I have never
seen under the bandage on her arm—"


Dobree and Manning now came plunging back through the
undergrowth.


"No one," snapped Manning.


For answer Isabel called sharply:


"Look out! There he is, just behind you!"


Falkland, who was standing beside Dobree, turned
instantly; there, a few yards away, crouching on all fours
in the high, harsh, dry bracken was a man as Isabel had
described, in a brown suit, with a coarse, dark face,
gazing at them intently. When he saw that he was observed,
he turned rapidly and hurried through the tangle of dead
undergrowth.


Manning and Dobree were instantly after him, but he
proceeded with horrible swiftness and, in those coloured
clothes, was soon lost to sight.


"Isn't this a chance?" whispered Isabel frantically.
"Couldn't we escape?"


"Yes, it might be a chance. But I don't know where to
go," he said bitterly, "nor even where I am—"


"Let us try," pleaded the girl. "I can't go back to the
house—there is something in my room—"


There was; Falkland had seen it—the masked figure
(if mask it was) that had dropped the red silk thread, and
if she couldn't trust Mamie—


"Very well," he said grimly, "we'll make a
try—these people are certainly lunatics or
criminals—it doesn't seem fair to abandon Mamie, but
if you say she is one of them—"


"I don't know!" sobbed Isabel, whose courage seemed near
the breaking point. "I don't trust her—oh, if I have
to go back to that house, I would rather die; please, if
you cannot help me to escape, help me to die—"


"We'll escape," said Falkland, "never fear." He was
deeply moved by the desperate plight of this young girl, so
tender and charming, who turned to him for protection; in
her service he meant to strain every sinew, every wit he
possessed.


Taking her arm he moved off rapidly in the opposite
direction to that taken by Manning and Dobree.


His first object must be to get out of the park;
once on the high road, surely he could soon get help;
once in touch with the normal world there would be
no difficulty in getting on the track of these two
villains; he had something definite against them now,
at best the concealment of the suicide of Mathews, at
worst—murder.


And there was the question of Beale, he was wild
to find out if Beale was safe—or if there again
was—murder.


But before anything he must get out of "Mockways" park;
at present they were hurrying aimlessly away from the
mausoleum.


"Do you know," he asked Isabel, "anything of this
place?"


"No," she answered, "I was never here before—I
could find my way back to the house—by the path we
came along—should we not go in the opposite direction
to reach the gates?"


"Yes, but there are so many little side paths and the
gates are certain to be locked—we had better try to
find the wall, and get over that somehow—"


At least they did not come in sight of the house, nor
of Mathews' cottage, nor of the kennels, and all Falkland
could conclude was that they were going away from all these
and towards the walls.


Nor were they pursued; silence, broken only by the
scamper of a rabbit across their lonely path, encompassed
them; the air was pure, the sunshine mellow, the scene
beautiful in autumn grandeur, the free sky overhead;
Falkland felt his spirits rise; he reflected that it would
be very difficult for Dobree and Manning, once they had
lost sight of them to track them again; they were lost
in the confusion of the walk, glades and trees of the
immense grounds, and if they searched long enough they
must, finally, discover the limits of the park; Falkland
considered it most unlikely that an estate so huge was
walled all round; somewhere there must be fencing, or
railings.


At the end of a wide glade they came upon a tower or
pagoda that stood, solitary and neglected, beside a small
pool, full of broken reeds.


It occurred to Falkland that if he went to the top of
this he would gain a good view of the park and possibly of
the way out of the park; at least he must be able to see
the house, and, by placing that, locate himself.


But the door of the tower was locked and he pushed his
shoulder against it in vain.


Isabel sat down on the side of the knoll on which the
tower stood; they had been walking long and rapidly and she
was exhausted; she was also more at ease than she had been
for months; "Mockways" and its inhabitants seemed already
far away; she felt a warm confidence in the stalwart young
man who had taken her destiny into his hands; reassured and
almost light hearted with the elastic spirits of youth,
she took some chocolate from her pocket and nibbled it
as Falkland tried the door; he had suddenly remembered
the bunch of keys that he had taken from Mathews'
cottage—the keys that Manning, disturbed by his
coming, must have overlooked; one of them did fit and open
the door into the pagoda.


"Here's luck!" he cried. "We'll run up and have a look
round—"


Isabel had jumped up, scattering her chocolate.


"There is some one coming!" she cried hoarsely.


Instantly Falkland drew her inside the tower and shut
and locked the door, asking:


"Who? Where?"


"Coming along the avenue—towards the tower," she
answered. "I think it was Manning—"


"Well, we are safe here," said Falkland with forced
calm, but he knew that the word should have been "trapped."
If Manning had seen them go in—well, he had nothing
to do but force the door, or even wait outside.


The interior of the tower was bare and dusty and
Falkland's hope of a view from the top was crudely
disappointed, for there were neither stories nor stairs;
the building was hollow as a pipe, and the only light was
a livid glow from the high placed slits that served as
windows.


"We must wait here," he told the dismayed girl, "till he
has gone—very likely he didn't notice us, and when
he has gone we can come out—perhaps, too, it wasn't
Manning—"


Even as he spoke there were three loud knocks on the
door; loud, distinct blows.


Isabel shrieked in her gloomy prison and Falkland felt
his blood chill—better to have been caught in the
open than here; he wondered how long the door would hold,
if Manning had another key; the knocks were repeated.


Falkland, looking round at the last pitch of
desperation, saw a ring in the floor of the dusty chamber;
he told Isabel to help, and between them they tugged at the
iron loop.


A trap door opened, beneath a flight of steps into
darkness.


"That must lead somewhere," said Falkland. "Will you
risk it?"


"Yes, yes, make haste," she implored.


They descended the steps; he struck a match, pulled
the stone into place above their heads, and catching hold
of Isabel hurried along the black corridor ahead of them,
striking matches at intervals until the box he carried was
almost exhausted.


The passage was fairly wide and airy and in good repair;
one of the last matches saw them brought up sharp by a
door; another of the keys from Mathews' bunch unlocked
this; as the creaking hinges swung back they were greeted
by a burst of daylight that caused Isabel to give a cry of
joy; they had come out on a hillside that was masked by a
barn, so that the secret door of the passage appeared like
an ordinary door in the barn.


Before them lay a field and beyond the field the road;
they looked at each other with inexpressible delight; they
were free!


Setting off briskly along the road, they discussed their
plans; Isabel knew of several friends with whom she could
get in touch, people who believed that she was enjoying
herself abroad—but she had no money. Falkland,
searching in his pocket to see the extent of his resources,
discovered what he had forgotten, the knot of scarlet
silk; he paused to examine this; there was a paper inside,
wrapped round a wooden reel; on this paper was written:


 


A papier mâché box, hidden somewhere in
"Mockways" contains what they want to find. The red silk
knot is a signal for you.
  


Neither of them could understand the meaning of this,
nor if it was even meant for them; there did not seem
any need to trouble now, since they were free; Falkland
meant to ask for assistance at the first house they came
to—but they walked the lonely road, which appeared to
twist round the side of the mountain, for hours and saw no
one; with the fall of the dusk, Isabel's strength deserted
her; she sank down by the side of the road, unable to walk
another step, faint, giddy and incapable of urging her
courage further. Falkland gazed at her in despair; he was
exhausted and hungry himself—and there was something
sinister in this intolerable, continuous loneliness.


At last, as they sat helpless by the wayside, he saw
to his unutterable relief a car approaching; he jumped up
and signalled for it to stop; it pulled up and in the dusk
Falkland saw it was empty save for the driver in helmet and
goggles and scarf. Falkland briefly asked for a lift to the
next village and helped Isabel into the car.


As he did so, the driver took off his goggles; the light
of the motor lamps showed that it was Manning.








CHAPTER XI


FALKLAND was astounded by the extent of
this misfortune; he was as awed as a man face to face with
the supernatural, there seemed indeed something diabolical
about Manning, about this deadly pursuit and quiet
capture.


Isabel was half swooning, she dropped into a corner of
the car like a dead creature.


"Well met," smiled Manning. "I'm afraid that you have
been over-walking Miss Conway, she seems quite tired! Such
a pity; now, if you had let me know, I could have motored
you anywhere you wanted to go—"


This fiendish jeering was too much for Falkland;
exhausted as he was, he could not give in without a
struggle; they were at least on the open road, he could
not so easily be thrust into that car and swept back
to the horror of "Mockways," nor so easily allow the
girl—the girl who had relied on him to be so swept
back, either.


"Look here," he said, turning defiantly on Manning,
"I've had enough of this foolery—neither Miss Conway
nor I wish to stay in 'Mockways'—we were trying to
escape and you know it—"


"Trying to escape from what?" asked Manning softly.


"From you," said Falkland.


"Dear me, how very unpleasant you are, Mr. Falkland, and
I really don't know what you mean—"


For answer Falkland hurled himself on him; if he could
only knock Manning down, jump into the car and ride
off—he could drive most cars; he had Manning by the
throat.


But those great powerful hands that Falkland had noted
before with dread now held him off.


"Quietly, quietly," said Manning, undisturbed. "Rather
losing your head, aren't you?"


But Falkland was desperate, he would no longer be put
off with these suave sneers; he disengaged himself from
Manning and glared at him across the darkling road; he
wished that he could signal to the girl crouching in the
car to take this opportunity to escape, why, if she darted
off on to the hillside she must surely come to some manner
of help, and if she did not, it would be better for her
to perish of exposure than return to "Mockways," thought
Falkland in his desperation.


But Isabel did not stir, utterly exhausted, she remained
inert, with no effort to save herself from impending
fate.


"Look here," said Falkland, hoarsely, "I'm not going
to get into that car, and I am not going to allow you to
drive away Miss Conway. I've been playing up to you long
enough—you've gone too far, altogether too far."


Falkland hardly knew what words he was choosing to voice
his fury, his hate and his despair, for though he put
up this valiant defiance, he had little hope of eluding
Manning who seemed to have, as he stood, gaunt, dark and
threatening in the twilight, the omnipotence of evil.


"Don't be foolish," answered Manning, softly. "You're
rather overwrought, aren't you? Tired, perhaps, with your
long walk—please get into the car and allow me to
drive you home."


There was a horrid emphasis on this last word—when
"Mockways" was home.


"I won't go," said Falkland through his teeth, "I won't
go—"


But Manning took him by the arm and forced him towards
the car; Falkland began to struggle.


"Ah," he whispered, "you want to dispose of me as you
disposed of Beale—and Mathews—"


"That's ugly talk," replied Manning. "You will frighten
Miss Conway—"


"Better frighten her than allow her to go back to
'Mockways '."


But Manning had whipped out a revolver from the heavy
folds of his coat; Falkland saw the dark blue gleam in the
last light—


He might have known that—the man was armed.


The game was up, it had been folly to try to use
force, Falkland would not have done so if he had not been
exhausted and taken by surprise with the bitterness of his
disappointment—folly, though, folly, and doubtless
one for which he would have to pay—guile had been the
only possible weapon.


"On to the seat beside me," commanded Manning, and
Falkland, sick with fury, obeyed; the car was not lit
inside and he could only see Isabel as a blur—her
pale coat and dress a dim shape in the corner.


Manning swung the car round and took the long road
twisting along the mountain at high speed; Falkland tried
to keep calm, to set his vexed and horrified mind in some
sort of order; ah, he had reached the end of all his wits,
all his courage!


How had Manning found them?


Falkland thrust his hand into his pocket—there
were the keys and the message in the knot of red silk.


What had the message been, the message in the knot of
scarlet silk?


"They are looking for something in a papier mâché
box—"


Was the secret in that?—well, he must look, too,
if he could keep his wits.


He lurched on to Manning and said in a tone of
despair:


"Look here, what is all this about? A joke? I don't
know what you are playing at—if you'll let us go I'll
take it all as a joke—"


"You don't fool me," Manning replied impassively.


"I'm not trying to fool you," said Falkland desperately.
"I want you to understand that I know nothing of you or
your affairs—and if you'll let us go—


"Us?" interrupted Manning with a sneer. "Are you, then,
intending to elope with Miss Conway?"


"Leave that," said Falkland, roughly. "I'm trying to
tell you that I know nothing about you."


"That's an easy, cheap trick, isn't it?" jeered Manning
crouching over the wheel. "You know too much, I can tell
you—you've seen too much."


That was true—Beale and Mathews, nor could
Falkland, even at this desperate moment swear that he would
not speak of these things, nor, he reflected bitterly,
would it be of much use if he did swear.


He tried, however, to take a high hand.


"I've seen nothing—what do you mean?"


"You know very well what I mean," replied Manning.
"Don't try to play the innocent, you should not have
interfered in this game." He thrust his detestable face
towards Falkland. "Why did you?"


"I didn't interfere," protested Falkland. "I saved Mr.
Dobree's life—he offered me a job—"


"And you," finished Manning, "asked him if he had ever
heard of Sarah Lomax, didn't you?"


Falkland, in his frantic plight, thought that
he had better continue to put up some manner of
bluff—perhaps if Manning thought he knew nothing he
would murder him out of hand and send him to join Mathews
in the mausoleum; he was, as his captor had sarcastically
reminded him, too deeply involved to be allowed to go
free—even if he had known nothing when he had joined
Dobree, he had now seen too much.


Therefore, perhaps it was wiser to pretend that he did
know something so that they might keep him alive to find
out how much that knowledge was.


"Well, I happen to know of the connection between you,
your master, and Sarah Lomax," he said, plunging wildly.
"Also of a certain papier mâché box—"


The car lurched and swerved under Manning's grip; the
chance shot had told.


"You're rash!" he snarled.


Falkland thought of the girl behind, crouching
helplessly in the dark; not rash, but desperate.


"Am I?" he said, putting up as cool a show of bluff as
possible. "I don't know. I've friends outside, people who
also know about Sarah Lomax."


Manning did not answer—this shot must have told
too—nothing would scare these two more than the
thought that Falkland's knowledge of their secret was
shared by others, people who were free of them.


"Friends who will be making inquiries after Beale,"
added Falkland.


"Friends who won't be able to find out where you are,
anyhow," sneered Manning.


"Oh, I don't know," Falkland ventured frantically,
though with outward calm. "What about that man you were
chasing, eh?"


"He," said Manning, grimly, "was soon disposed
of—"


Falkland shuddered—he could scarcely, remembering
Beale and Mathews, affect to despise this sinister comment;
he did not know who the stranger had been, friend or foe;
and he was silent, in a sick despair.


They swept into the gateway of "Mockways," the iron
gates stood open now, and up the long, dank, dark drive,
and round the neglected, bleak patch of grass in front of
the house, now so hatefully familiar.


There were lights in some of the windows of the
atrocious mansion which baulked sombre dark against the
darkening sky.


Dobree was on the step when the car drew up; Manning
got down from the wheel and seized Falkland's arm, Dobree
gripped him the other side; they forced him into the
house—he had no chance of a word or a signal to
Isabel, even of a glance in her direction; no doubt she
was locked into the car and therefore they did not trouble
about her yet.


"Well, well," smiled Dobree, "quite a little adventure,
eh? You seem very tired, Mr. Falkland, allow me to help you
upstairs."


Falkland set his teeth and controlled himself as
best he could; to resist would be not only futile
but absurd—to appeal to them would be equally
grotesque.


They guided him along the gloomy ill-lit corridor, up
the drab ugly stairs; higher up this time than where he had
been lodged before.


"We thought you would be more comfortable here," said
Dobree, opening a small door, "less likely to be disturbed
at night."


He referred, of course, to the visit of the wretched
Mathews. Falkland did not trouble to answer; the room was
unfurnished save for a bed, a chair, a table on which was
placed a meal.


"Good-night," said Dobree, and, followed by Manning,
left the room and turned the key; Falkland tried to keep
his mind off Isabel and forced himself to eat the food
before him, though his hunger had long passed, leaving a
faint nausea.


As he ate he was disturbed by a tap at the window, and
looking round, saw pressed against the pane the face of the
man in the brown suit who had been chased by Dobree from
the mausoleum.








CHAPTER XII


THE man looking in through the window
grinned in the most normal and pleasant manner, and
Falkland felt his spirits rise incredibly—here surely
was help—an ally!


He went to the window and opened it—the stranger
was standing, perilously enough, on the deep cut pilasters
and ornaments beneath the window, but seemed composed and
even amused.


"Help me into the room," he whispered. "I'm getting
stiff."


And Falkland helped him in.


"I say," he added, "this is a bit of an adventure, isn't
it? Something exciting at last."


"I don't know about exciting," said Falkland,
dryly. "I don't know who you are and I'm really past
caring—"


"Bit of a hole?" asked the stranger.


"Considerably in a hole," admitted Falkland.


"Well, I've broken in," said the other, "been hanging
round the place all day—those two lunatics gave me a
fine chase. But I beat them—easy."


"Take care," whispered Falkland. "I'm locked in here and
probably there's some one listening at the door—the
place is a network of secret passages and traps—"


"Jolly old place," smiled the stranger. "I made up my
mind I'd get inside it, somehow."


"Who are you?" asked Falkland.


"I'm John Compton—this is my stunt, investigating
these places—haunted houses, you know—and when
that sour old eccentric, Dobree, refused, I made up my
mind to have a look for myself. Pretty good fun," he added
shrewdly, "for it seems to me that if there are not ghosts
here there's something else."


"There is," said Falkland. "The ghost part is trumped up
nonsense—these two men are up to no good—"


He hesitated, wondering if this candid-looking
young man was, after all, only a spy, an accomplice of
Dobree's; since he had been at "Mockways" he had come
to be distrustful of every one; but he found it hard to
disbelieve in the sincerity of John Compton.


That young man now spoke more earnestly, leaning across
the supper table with the candle light full on his fair
face.


"You're Edward Falkland, aren't you?"


"Yes."


"Supposed to be this old boy's secretary?" 


"Yes—but—"


"Well, it was partly because of you I came here."


"How on earth did you know that I was here?"


"Beale told me."


Falkland nearly shouted in his surprise.


"Beale told you! I thought Beale—"


His voice trailed away; he was thinking of that mound in
Bitterne wood, of the green smear on Manning's wrist, of
the scattered painting apparatus in the ravine—


"Beale felt uneasy about you," continued Compton.
"He was swept off so quickly and when he came back you
and Dobree and Manning had all gone he didn't know
where—"


"Oh," said Falkland with the deepest relief, "he did
come back?"


"Oh, yes, looking for you—meaning to give you a
warning—"


"Ah, a warning?"


"Not to trust these fellows too much. He didn't like
Manning's behaviour—very odd."


"Lower your voice," said Falkland eagerly, "and tell me
what happened—"


"Well, Manning came to the inn in a hurry, and
said he had come to fetch Beale to join the party for
'Mockways'—an invitation from Dobree to paint the
place, all formal and civil, a message from you, too. Well,
Beale threw his things together and got into the car and
Manning shot off through the woods; he said they were to
meet at the cross roads, but he kept driving in and out of
bye lanes, right into the heart of the forest. At last when
they had been driving about half an hour he said something
was the matter with the car and asked Beale to get out; as
soon as he had done so, Manning drove off and was out of
sight in a twinkling!"


So it had been as simple as all that—the whole
thing staged to frighten him; how easy for Manning to smear
his wrist with green—to build up that mound in the
wood!


"Well, Beale wandered about for hours, lost of course;
he found his valises left under a tree and his painting
things thrown down a ravine, and when he did get back,
found you'd gone. Of course, he was pretty mad. A very
silly joke, if it was a joke."


"It wasn't," said Falkland, "there was a design behind
it, I think."


"Well, he thought there might be, though he couldn't say
what, and he guessed you might be at 'Mockways' and thought
it jolly odd he hadn't heard from you—he couldn't
come to look you up himself as he's got a commission up
north he can't afford to lose, so he asked me to take it
on, knowing I'm keen on these kind of things."


"I'm very grateful," said Falkland fervently. "I hope you
won't regret your interference—"


"I'm enjoying it immensely—I couldn't get in
though I rang and knocked, so I broke in—that great
wall doesn't go all round, as you may imagine—and
then I came on the lot of you by that old burial
place—"


"And gave them a good run!" smiled Falkland.


"Yes, and doubled back to the house and got up that
great tree at the side; I've been there, all day, cosy
enough—I saw them run you in and guessed you were
here—what's up?" he added quickly.


"I don't know. There's some mystery, some
secret—"


"Not with a man like Dobree!"


"There is. Or else every one is crazy."


Falkland told Compton all he knew of "Mockways" and the
affairs of Dobree and Manning—and that other person
in the house who had so queerly sent the message, "Look for
the 'papier mâché' box."


"And I'm a prisoner," he finished. "They're afraid
that I know something—which I don't—I would
to Heaven that I had never heard of the name of Sarah
Lomax!"


Compton turned the affair over in the calm light of
common sense.


"It's either a lot of foolery," he said at last,
"or there is something serious behind it—all
their explanations might be correct, if you allow for
atmosphere and worked up effects, this creature hiding here
might be a practical joker—even the girl, this Miss
Conway, she might be really off her head—there is
really, you see, nothing against them—meanwhile I've
broken into Dobree's house, and I suppose he could make it
awkward for me—"


"You'd better go," advised Falkland, "the way you came
and before you are caught—"


"And you'd better come with me," said his visitor. "It's
easy to get down by the tree and I know the way out now,
there'll be a moon presently—"


"I can't go," replied Falkland, "and leave Miss
Conway—she's relying on me—"


But Compton objected that he didn't see what possible
use Falkland was to any one, besides the fact that the girl
might be really "off her head."


But Falkland was obstinate.


"Whatever the truth," he declared, "it is obvious that
the girl is frightened out of her life—she's frantic
to escape and I must see that she does escape—besides
I do feel I'd rather like to see the adventure to an end
and have a look for that box—"


"Nonsense," said Compton. "They're playing you
up—come with me and clear out of it all."


Falkland shook his head but urged the other young man to
beat a quick retreat.


"Get in touch with Beale," he said, "and try to get us
both out of this—"


Compton looked puzzled.


"I don't see how I am to," he confessed. "There is
nothing against them, is there? Nothing, I mean, to go to
the police with—all you've said would seem a string
of nonsense and I've got nothing to say because I had no
right to break in—"


It was with a pang that he saw the bright-faced Compton,
like a schoolboy on an adventure, cautiously step out of
the window; he felt that his last link with the normal,
pleasant outside world was leaving him; it was hard not to
be able to follow Compton, to clutch at the stout boughs
of the gigantic tree, to lower himself into freedom, but
not for a moment could he contemplate an escape that left
Isabel Conway behind.


The moon was now up and riding through sombre banks of
cloud above the heavy masses of the still, close foliage;
Falkland put out his guttering candle and watched the
descent of the young man until he was lost to sight in the
thick shadows.


A shot sounded.


Falkland started as if the bullet had touched him, so
desperate was his surprise and dismay; he leant forward
peering frantically into the bewilderment of shadows.


Nothing more; again the utter silence of the night.


Falkland, shivering, went back into the dark room and
sat down heavily by the table; he did not know how long he
had sat before the door opened and Manning entered, holding
a candle.


"Good-night, Mr. Falkland, I hope that shot didn't alarm
you—a burglar or a tramp—he's been wounded and
we're keeping him in 'Mockways.' Good-night."


Falkland felt his heart like lead—Compton, too,
was then a prisoner.








CHAPTER XIII


BUT young Compton had escaped; when, from
the darkness of the trees and the shadows of the trees he
had crossed a patch of moonlight and been in full view of
the house he had heard the shot ring out as if some one had
been watching for him; but he was unhurt, the bullet missed
its mark and Compton dodged instantly into the blackness of
the shrubbery and ran swiftly away from the house.


He felt that his escapade was becoming something more
than the joke with which it began, but his light-hearted
spirit was not long depressed and it was with a grin that
he slackened his pace and made his way through the park in
the strong moonlight.


Vast as the grounds were he pretty well knew them by
heart; there were not many paths or alleys that he had not
doubled up or down when Manning and Dobree had been chasing
him, a chase that, for his part, he had enjoyed, for it
had been easy to outdistance the two much older men, one
of whom, Dobree, was heavy and stout; they had not been,
luckily for him, armed, or he had no doubt they would have
checked his flight with a shot as they had just endeavoured
to check his escape from the house; but now it was clear
that he was no longer pursued, and, having found the path
that led to the railings where he had entered, John Compton
sat down under a beech tree in full moonlight and ate the
rest of the sandwiches he had brought with him while he
reflected on the jolly good adventure he had to relate to
Beale who had seemed so oddly anxious about the safety of
his friend.


Compton did not know what to make of
Falkland—whether he was a joker and the whole
thing a hoax, or whether that young man was in serious
difficulty.


Certainly, going over all Falkland had said, he could
find nothing criminal so far, save in detaining Falkland
against his will, and he had only the young man's word for
that, though from his vantage in the tree he had certainly
seen him bustled into the house.


A horrid, ugly house, too, but Compton was delighted
that he had seen it and even been able to make a rough
sketch of it; he would be the only person among his
acquaintances who had ever seen the famous, haunted
"Mockways," and that alone had been worth the day's
adventure.


As for the pursuit and the shot, Compton had not felt
and did not feel now the slightest ill will about that; he
had been a trespasser and they had had every right to try
to make him give an account of himself.


The young man finished, with relish, his rather stale
meal, and rose to make for the railings that divided the
park from the hillside round which a tolerable path ran;
Compton had taken his bearings perfectly and knew exactly
where, by a heap of white stones, he had left his motor
cycle; save for the unlikely chance of this having been
found or stolen, he would be soon on the high road and soon
at the nearest town on the direct route to London.


He was leaving his comfortable seat and struggling
against a sense of drowsiness, when he heard a movement in
the bushes behind him. He thought this was a rabbit, but he
listened acutely.


The movement was repeated, surely a step—and with
rather a quickening of his pulses Compton wondered if,
after all, he had been pursued from the house.


"Hullo!" he said looking in the direction where
the shadowed bushes seemed to bend and break. "Who is
there?"


A thin thread of a voice answered:


"Sh! Don't speak so loud, sir, please!"


And a little man in a long coat and soft hat emerged
into the moonlight, looking apprehensively about him.


"I've been following you ever since you passed the
avenue," whispered this person. "I saw you this morning
when they were chasing you—but I couldn't get out,
sir. Are you a friend of Mr. Falkland?"


"Well, yes," said Compton. "Friend of a friend, anyway,
and who are you?"


"My name is Mathews, sir, and I've been here for years,
looking after the place—"


"The very person I want to get hold of," said Compton
cheerfully. "I dare say you can clear up all this
mystery—"


"Well, I can and I can't, sir," whispered Mathews.
"They're up to some tricks—there's years they've
never been here, and then they comes, sudden like."


"To investigate ghosts," said Compton, rising.


"Ghosts, sir, is rubbish," replied Mathews. "There's
some one in 'Mockways' besides Mr. Dobree and company,
but it ain't a ghost." He leant forward and whispered
eagerly: "It's an easy house to hide in, any number of
secret passages and trap doors; old Mr. Powell loved
them—"


"Who was old Mr. Powell?"


"The old gent who had 'Mockways'; Mr. Dobree was his
secretary, but he wasn't Mr. Dobree then. I was only a
lad then, but I saw something—" He paused, as if
frightened, looked round and gripped Compton's strong arm.
"I tried to warn Mr. Falkland, sir, got him to come to
my cottage to see the dogs—but Mr. Manning was too
sharp for that, he overheard somehow and he comes down and
locks me up—and what else does he do, sir? Dresses
up a waxwork in my clothes and hangs it from the beam in
the shed—so poor Mr. Falkland, he takes one look and
hurries away, thinking, with the bad light and his own
fear, it's me. What do you think of that, sir?"


"It's a farrago to me," said Compton. "I don't
understand what you're talking about—"


"Old Mr. Powell," mumbles Mathews, "had a room of
waxworks, broken up now, but none the less horrid for
that—why, it gave me the horrors, seeing meself
hanging like that—"


"Where were you all the time?"


"Shut in the cupboard, not daring to move, I can tell
you—Mr. Manning he carries a revolver."


"Look here," said Compton brusquely, "all this seems
to me a lot of tomfoolery—you're in a bad state of
nerves and this idiot Manning seems to be a practical joker
of the silliest sort—"


But Mathews interrupted, shivering and meandering in the
moonlight.


"There's more in it than that, I assure you, sir, and
if I was a friend of Mr. Falkland I'd get him out of it,
quick—"


"He won't come, there is some young woman to
consider—"


"Ah, Miss Isabel—ah, yes," replied the little man
vaguely.


"Who is she?"


"A ward of Mr. Dobree's and they say she is off her
head, but I don't know, sir, I don't know."


"Well, look here, you seem a bit long winded, and I
can't hang about here for ever—supposing you come
with me—I'm going back to London."


"I wouldn't dare," muttered Mathews, "I wouldn't
dare—they'd find me out."


Compton saw that the little man was scared almost out
of his senses and that it was hopeless to expect anything
coherent from him.


"I'd better get back home," added Mathews, "they might
come and look for me—and it isn't only them," he
added hoarsely, "it's her, the night they arrived I saw
her—up in a tree—"


"Well," said Compton, "I've just been up in a tree
myself—"


"Oh, don't joke about it, sir, don't joke—it
was—"


He checked himself and put his trembling hand over his
mouth as if to hold back a name, and then added, "You
get Mr. Falkland away, and the young lady too, that's my
advice—"


"You might give me some clue to the whole thing," said
Compton.


The little man came even nearer and said in a low voice,
reedy and shaken:


"They're looking for something. They think it's
hidden in 'Mockways,' something like a papier mâché
box—they think Mr. Falkland is looking for it,
too—"


"Well, is he?"


"Oh, I don't know, sir, he said he knew nothing about
it—but how did he get here, that's what I'd like to
know. He shouldn't have interfered, he shouldn't."


"Look here," said Compton, "you'd better come with
me—I can take you on my carrier—we'd be in
London to-morrow—"


Mathews looked at him wistfully.


"I've lived here so long, I'd hardly dare get away,
sir—I know a bit too much—"


"You don't seem very anxious to tell it," interrupted
Compton. "I can't help if you keep me in the dark, can I?
Now, what is at the bottom of all this?"


Mathews peered about him in the moonlight, then
whispered the name that had been the beginning of all the
trouble for Falkland, the name that the strange girl had
whispered in Bitterne woods: "Sarah Lomax."


Compton could hardly hear these two words so low ere
they spoken; but he had no chance to repeat them, for no
sooner had Mathews breathed the name, than, in what seemed
an excess of fear, he turned and shuffled away into the
undergrowth, soon utterly lost in the shadows.








CHAPTER XIV


COMPTON arrived in London without further
incident, and the distance between his home and "Mockways"
seemed just the distance between reality and unreality;
and, looking back on his adventures in the so-called
haunted house, he could not recall one which did not now
appear wholly fantastic, as a remembered dream must seem
fantastic in the sane light of normal day. Being a very
practical young man, he believed that he had been the
victim of sinister jokes, or the antics of very eccentric
people. He even began to question the good faith of
Falkland, and possibly the good faith of Beale. Being also
a young man of some leisure, and a very enterprising turn
of mind, and seeing in all this considerable material for
his work—for he was a journalist and an artist of
some reputation—he decided not let the matter drop,
but to take it at least a stage further.


He had a certain amount of money, and that same day up
north to the small village where Beale had a commission to
paint a couple of pictures. It was evening before Compton
found Beale, working away, pleasantly and cheerfully, in
a barn which had been arranged as a temporary studio,
and where he was busily engaged on the two portraits,
which turned out to be, not those of human beings, but of
dogs. Compton was reminded of the kennels at "Mockways,"
and Mathews' story of Falkland's visit to see the Golden
Labradors.


Beale seemed surprised to see him, and very eager to
know the outcome of his visit to "Mockways"; and Compton
told him all that had occurred—and told it with a
humorous and even a mocking intonation. But Beale listened
very seriously. He frowned, and said at once:


"I don't care for that at all; no, Compton, I don't like
the sound of it." And Compton laughed.


"Certainly," he admitted, "it appears very romantic; but
what can there be in it? Somebody is fooling—that is
certain; but I don't think there's more than fooling in
it."


But Beale said it was rather like a jigsaw puzzle, each
little bit seemed incoherent nonsense, taken by itself but,
all taken together, they made a perfectly coherent and even
commonplace picture.


"And I think that is where we stand now," he said. "We
are stumbling about with little odd bits, each meaning
nothing in itself, very important as part of a whole. I
think we ought to get Falkland out of 'Mockways.'"


"I don't see how we can," remarked Compton. "He had a
chance to come with me. He might have made a fair get-away,
but he wouldn't. There was the question of this girl: he
could not leave her. Of course, I don't know anything
about it—whether she was sane or not; but that was
his attitude; that he could not leave her in the hands of
Manning and Dobree."


"I quite understand that," agreed Beale. "I don't
suppose you or I would have left her, Compton, if it had
come to it. Of course, everything else you say may be
part of a joke, or a series of coincidences; or it may
not. And I think our obvious course is to get hold of
Falkland—to write to him or go and see him, to try to
get things on a more commonplace plane. They can't keep him
shut up there a prisoner. Compton smiled.


"Well, I don't know so much about that. It's an
extraordinarily lonely place, standing in the middle of
very large grounds, and I should say that, if they wanted
to, they could keep him a prisoner for a considerable
time."


"Well, we can try," said Beale; "there is certainly
something up, and even if it's only lunacy or practical
jokes, it ought to be stopped. There is the question,
too, of the girl; supposing there is something in that,
and she is being kept in 'Mockways' by force; it's not a
pleasant thought, you must admit."


"Well," said Compton, "it seems to me that when you have
finished your work here, we had better see what we can
find out about Dobree and Manning, and, if possible, about
this mysterious Sarah Lomax, whose name seems to be at the
bottom of all the trouble. It should not be difficult to
find out about a man like Dobree—a public character,
and more or less living in the open, as it were."


"I can't get away at once," replied Beale. But he
suggested that Compton should return immediately to London
and find out what he could about Dobree and Manning.


That energetic young man was nothing loth to undertake
this task, and the next day found him in London, doing his
best to get the information that Beale had asked him to
procure.


It was, of course, not at all difficult to find out the
known facts about Dobree, although there appeared to be no
one who knew very much about his early life.


His public career went back about twenty or twenty-five
years, when he had appeared on the scene as a promising
financier; and since then he had never looked back, but
gone on making money in several directions. Never had he
mixed in any kind of society, nor shown any manner of
activity beyond that of making money. He had never married,
nor seemed to have had any intimate friends or relations;
and Compton discovered without much effort that his name
was not really Dobree at all, but Vane; the name "Dobree"
had been assumed some years ago by letters patent; and
he appeared to be of very obscure and humble origin, as,
indeed, on several occasions, he had made a boast of
himself.


It was more difficult to discover anything about
Manning. He appeared to have come from abroad about twenty
years or more ago, and had attached himself at once to
Dobree, from whom he had been inseparable ever since. There
was nothing for him or against him; his personality and his
career seemed alike isolated; but Compton gathered that
it was more than likely that his name also was assumed,
and that with his old name he had left an old life behind
him.


As for Isabel Conway, her story, as she had whispered
it to Falkland at the agitated interview at "Mockways,"
was perfectly true. She had been working in Dobree's
office—a post she had gained through her since dead
father; and there she had attracted the kindness and
attention of Dobree—and the attention, without the
kindness, of Manning.


So far, the story was clear. But it also appeared clear,
unfortunately, that the girl had "gone off her head," as
Compton put it, and had had to be confined. But, so far as
Compton could find out, she had always been treated with
the greatest consideration and kindness, and considerable
sums of money had been expended on her attempted cure.
There had been nothing whatever sinister or mysterious in
all this; nor could several days of close acute and clever
investigations on the part of Compton discover anything to
the discredit either of Manning or of Dobree.


As for the ill-reputed house of "Mockways," it had
belonged to an old man named Powell, whose secretary Dobree
had been in the days of his early career, and who had
treated him with a good deal of affection; finally leaving
him the house and a smallish sum of money.


Dobree had visited the house now and then during his
life, but had very seldom been there for long and this
continued desertion of the lonely building had no doubt
gone to swell the reports as to its sinister reputation.


There were several famous ghost stories attached to
"Mockways," but they all went back beyond the lifetime of
Dobree, and even beyond that of Powell. "Mockways" seemed
to Compton to have nothing to do with the present state of
affairs.


Compton, who felt rather disappointed that he had
discovered nothing whatever sensational, sent an account of
these meagre results to Beale, and also sent off a wire to
Falkland at "Mockways," asking him if he could come at once
to London on important business. He did this as a test, to
see if Falkland would answer, to give him a chance, if he
got the wire, to leave "Mockways." He still felt rather
uneasy at the thought that the young man whom he had seen
in that gloomy little room, and the young girl whom he had
not seen, prisoners in "Mockways."


When Beale returned to London, Compton gave him a fuller
account of all he had done.


"But there is one person," said Beale, "of whom you say
nothing; and that person is the most important of all."


"Who is that?" asked Compton.


"Sarah Lomax, of course," smiled Beale. "She seems the
key to the whole thing. Didn't you find out anything of a
Sarah Lomax in Dobree's career?"


Compton was forced to admit that she was indeed the
mystery of the case; and that he had found out nothing
whatever about her.


"I think the whole thing is a hoax or a fraud," he
declared. "I don't believe there is such a person as
Sarah Lomax."


And Beale said:


"Well, there was certainly a girl following Dobree
about—the girl who spoke to Falkland in the Bitterne
woods; and that was the whole trouble. And according
to what that fellow Mathews said, there was a girl, or
somebody or other, hidden in 'Mockways'; and there was
something they were looking for—something to do with
Sarah Lomax. It's all very well, but I still believe there
is something behind all this, and it's up to you and me
to find out what it is. I've got a bit of leisure now,
and a bit of money, and I don't mean to rest till I've
got to the bottom of it all. I can't forgive that hoax of
Manning's: I mean to get even with him on that score, if on
no other."


While they, still hopefully, in the dark, were
discussing their future plans, a letter arrived, addressed
to Beale at the hotel where he was now staying. It was
directed in an unknown hand, and when he came to open it it
bore no address. There was merely one line, and that said:
"Please use all your best endeavours to rescue Falkland
and Isabel Conway. This is not a joke, but a matter of life
and death." It was signed "Sarah Lomax."








CHAPTER XV


BEALE and Compton both found this letter
maddening. There was no clue whatever as to the writer,
and, discuss the matter as long and wearisomely as they
would, they could, of course, discover none.


Compton was more inclined than ever to treat the whole
thing as a joke; but Beale was convinced that there was
something serious behind it all.


"Even if it is a joke," he insisted, "we must
investigate."


An answer had come to the telegram which they had sent
to Falkland. It said:


 


ALL WELL, BUT IMPOSSIBLE TO GET AWAY.
WRITING. EDWARD FALKLAND.


 


Of course, as Beale at once suggested, Manning could
easily have forged this wire. He might have intercepted
the telegram and sent this answer without having even let
Falkland know anything of either.


"There's nothing for it," the artist insisted, "but
to go to 'Mockways' ourselves, and try to force an
entrance."


But Compton knew, from his own experience, that this was
almost an impossibility.


"The man Mathews is scared to death," he said, "and
there is no one else who could possibly let you in. And as
for breaking in; I've done it once, and should not care to
try again. I nearly got a bullet in me as it was."


Falkland must be given help, but neither of the young
men could decide what form this help should take.


Compton had, however, made a note of the name of the
nursing home to which Miss Conway had been sent, and
without very great trouble they found out that "The Elms,"
kept by a Dr. Milner, was situated in a very remote part of
the Welsh Border not too far from "Mockways"; though, no
doubt, Manning had made it appear a long way off by driving
round and round roads unknown either to Miss Conway or to
Falkland.


Beale and Compton then set off to visit this place, and
find out what they could there of Isabel Conway.


On the afternoon, therefore, of a dankish autumn day,
Beale and Compton, leaving their modest two-seater outside
the big iron gates of "The Elms," walked up on foot along
the straight and bleak drive towards the dull grey façade
of the dingy-looking house.


"It seems ordinary enough," remarked Beale, "not the
sort of place you would associate with any mystery."


"I don't suppose there's any mystery here," said
Compton; "but it is just possible that these people were
bribed to keep the girl more or less a prisoner, although
they knew perfectly well that she was not insane; and then
there is that rather dreadful Mamie, of whom Falkland
spoke. We ought to be able to discover something about her.
I don't suppose the Milners will be very easy people to
handle, but at the same time I dare say we could find out
something—not from the truth they tell, but from the
truth they conceal. Very often you can discover a great
deal," the shrewd young man added, "by the way people
lie."


The house looked very blank, but there were curtains at
the windows. No smoke came up from any of the chimneys, but
a dog barked from a kennel round the corner.


With the last rusty leaves clinging to the boughs of the
large, gaunt, dark trees, and a wintry, iron-coloured sky
overhead, the place seemed dreary enough, and the young men
agreed that it was the last sort of residence to which to
send any one weak-minded, fanciful or sick.


"Enough," said Beale, "to give one melancholia, even if
one were quite right when one came here. I must confess
the look of this place makes me very much doubt the good
faith of Dobree, taking the girl first here and then to
'Mockways' is not exactly the sort of thing any one would
do with honest intentions."


He rang the old-fashioned iron bell which hung down by
the pilasters at the door, which were now flaking plaster
in the dampness of the wintry weather.


The bell clanged, giving a curious sense of emptiness
inside the house. The two young men listened to the echoes.
They were unaccompanied by any footsteps. No one answered
either the first, second or third ring, though Beale
and Compton clanged louder and louder, and a dog barked
fiercely at the jangling sound.


"They're all out," remarked Compton, "or they won't
come," was Beale's comment. "I don't like the look of it
at all. The place seems to have been uninhabited for some
time."


"But what about the dog?" asked Compton. "Some one must
be here to feed him. He's on a chain and his kennel is
fairly clean. There's water, too, and bones."


They walked round the house, examining every possible
entrance. There was a door at the side and a door at the
back, but both were securely fastened. No knocking or
rattling produced any answer whatever from the interior of
the house.


They went back and surveyed the windows. Some of those
had the blinds down, and some the curtains were drawn. At
none was there any sign of life.


"A curious sort of nursing-home," scoffed Compton,
ironically. "I suppose the patients are all dead."


But Beale could not take it all so easily; he felt a
growing sense of uneasiness which was increased by the
loneliness of the wintry landscape.


After having examined the house thoroughly, and having
made all the noise they could to attract the attention of
any possible inmate, the young men gave up the attempt in
despair, and turned away down the long drive, decided to
go direct to "Mockways" and try to get hold of Falkland
by some means or other—either honestly to gain an
entrance, or to climb in through the break in the railings
that Compton remembered.


Before, however, they left "The Elms," they saw, to
their delight, an old gardener, raking up the leaves under
the trees. They asked him where Dr. Milner was, and if any
one was in charge of the house.


The old man replied that Dr. Milner and his wife had
left several days ago, and he did not know when, if ever,
they were returning. In fact, he knew nothing at all, and
repeated cross-questioning elicited no further information
from him. He was either stupid, or had been told to be
silent. There was just this much to be gathered from him;
that the Milners were away, and for ever, he believed. As
for patients, he did not know of any, nor could he remember
Miss Isabel Conway. There had been a good many patients at
one time, he said, but very few lately.


Nor could he tell them of any one who would be likely to
give them any further information. The house was lonely,
he declared—in fact, the only big house round about.
The next large establishment of any kind was that of Mr.
Dobree, at "Mockways."


"Well," said Beale, "I'm going on there. Perhaps I can
find out there what I wanted to find out here." And he
asked the old man to show them the way, bringing out his
pocket-map and asking him to indicate the route.


The old fellow was incapable of doing this, but he was
able to give them pretty fair directions as to how they
might reach the sinister house. He was also full of ghost
stories, confused horrors, signs and wonders connected with
"Mockways," and advised them not to go near the place.


"Well," remarked Beale, grimly, "Mr. Dobree himself is
in residence there, and a friend of mine is his secretary.
I intend to pay him a visit."


They soon found themselves on the road which Compton
remembered as that which he had taken when he had gone to
"Mockways," and after a not so very long drive, they found
themselves at the iron gates where Compton had looked
through on his former visit.


There was the long, damp, dark avenue; there were the
gaunt trees, now further stripped of leaves; indeed, almost
bare against the darkening sky; and there was the long,
high stone wall with the broken pieces of glass at the
top.


The house they could not see; but that effect of the
long, dreary, high wall and the long row of bare trees was
gloomy enough, and Beale did not feel his spirits improved
by the prospect.


He had not quite realised the utter loneliness of the
place. "Well," he said, "we'd better try and get hold of
that man Mathews. Perhaps when he sees two of us, he will
try and pluck up courage to let us in."


And so he pealed the bell at the gate, which he had
noticed was securely locked, barred and chained.


"I wonder," grinned Compton, "how our telegram got
there. Somebody got it, even if it wasn't Falkland."


They had to ring several times before there was any
response whatever, and their hopes were dying when Mathews
appeared, shuffling through the greenery on the other side
of the gate.


He greeted them as if he had never seen them before.
Either he did not remember Compton, or was pretending that
he had never seen him.


"What are you doing here, sir?" he asked, at once
timidly and roughly. "No good any one coming here; that's
been said again and again. This is 'Mockways,' and no one
is allowed in."


"Don't you remember me?" asked Compton, "and all the
stuff you told me?"


"No, I don't, sir," said Mathews, peevishly, making
no effort whatever to open the gate. "I don't remember
anybody; and you ain't going to get in; I can tell yer
that. Them's my orders, and I sticks to 'em."


"But I think I am going to get in," said Beale, with
more assurance than he really felt. "I want to see Mr.
Falkland, Mr. Dobree's secretary."


"You can't," said Mathews. "They're all away; they've
all gone to France."








CHAPTER XVI


THE two young men stood and gazed at
Mathews gazing back at them between the stout bars of
the large heavy gates; they felt quite helpless and
hopeless.


No prospect could have been more dreary and depressing,
the long sweep of lonely road to right and left, the high
wall with the jagged points of glass, the barricade of bare
trees rising into the darkening sky, and in front this
dank, sombre avenue cluttered with dead leaves, and the
obstinate, scared-looking little man clinging to the gate
and refusing them admission.


Compton tried to take the high handed tone.


"Look here, my man," he said vigorously, "this won't
do—we know perfectly well that Mr. Dobree is in
'Mockways,' and Mr. Falkland too—we had a telegram
the other day—"


"I don't care what you had, sir," answered Mathews
peevishly. "Mr. Dobree left for France this morning with
Mr. Manning and Mr. Falkland, and Miss Conway and the
nurse they call Mamie."


"You mean to say that you are staying here alone, then?"
asked Beale.


"Yes, I've got my dogs, sir, and there's company enough.
I've been caretaker here for years, sir, and I don't mind
being alone—"


"You seemed frightened enough the other night," Compton
reminded him. "What was that you were saying about Mr.
Manning?"


At mention of that name Mathews interrupted with weak
fury:


"I couldn't never have mentioned Mr. Manning to you sir,
for I've never seen you before."


"Come now," said Compton angrily, "don't you remember
the other evening, in the avenue—and all the fine
tales you told me? Warning me to get Mr. Falkland out of
'Mockways'? Well, it's partly because of that we're here
now—"


But Mathews' wizened face hardened into a look of angry
obstinacy.


"Then, sir," he replied sullenly, "you're a fool for
your pains. How many times am I to tell you that I ain't
seen you before?"


"But you're alone," remarked Beale pleasantly, "and
therefore you might as well speak out—what have you
to be frightened of, if every one is away?"


"I'm not frightened," retorted Mathews. "I'm telling you
the truth—every one left for France this morning."


Thereupon, as a last resource, Beale drew from his
pocket the letter signed "Sarah Lomax" which he had
received in London and which contained a warning about the
safety of Falkland in "Mockways"; leaning close to the gate
Beale read it out to Mathews, adding:


"Here is another reason for our visit."


Mathews moved away from the gate, whimpering; there
could be no possible doubt that the letter, or the name
attached to the letter, had scared him badly though he
persisted in his blank denials of everything.


"I don't know what you two gentlemen are getting at," he
whined. "And my orders is strict—no one is to come
into 'Mockways '—and don't you try it," he added with
meaning, "any other way—slipping in the back, or
climbing over the railings—the dogs are loose now,
every night—"


"Ah," said Compton, "you do remember how I got in
before, then?"


"I remember nothing, sir," muttered Mathews. "And don't
you remember nothing either, that's the wisest plan."


"You wouldn't lose by answering frankly," suggested
Beale, putting his hand in his pocket, but at this hint of
a bribe Mathews sneered bitterly.


"I've no more time to waste," he remarked sourly. "I'm
not going to stay here all night, even if you like to."


And he turned away into the shadowed darkness cf the
avenue, for the twilight was descending, obscuring the
sombre prospect.


"He is terrorised," said Beale, "that's
clear—nothing to be got out of him. Are you, though,
sure that is the same man who spoke to you before?
Moonlight is very deceptive."


But Compton was quite sure; he had, he said, observed
the fellow very closely, and could not have been
mistaken.


"But now," he added, "what are you going to do? Would
you like to try to get in my way and see for yourself if
the house is empty or not?"


"I don't suppose it is as easy now as you found it,"
smiled Beale. "No doubt they are on the look out for
trespassers—"


"They may really be all away," suggested Compton.
"Dobree may have swept them all off to France. We ought to
have asked that old fool their address!"


"Of course he would only have lied."


But Compton again pealed the great iron bell; this time
there was no response; Mathews had evidently decided not to
appear again.


After a brief consultation the young men drove off to
the spot where Compton, after an exhaustive search, had
found his entrance into "Mockways." Leaving the car where
the road wound into a footpath round the side of the
mountain, they proceeded by the light of electric torches
to where the ditch and railings marked the boundary of
"Mockways" park from the open, wild countryside.


Compton was able to find the place where he had forced
himself in—there was the broken bracken and trodden
earth where he had scrambled through the ditch, and there
should have been the gap in the railings, mended by fencing
that he had been able to struggle over—but there it
was no longer; the railings had been repaired; tall, spear
headed rails rose up six feet or so and behind them a large
wolf hound was running up and down, baying savagely; he was
answered by distant howls.


It was clear that the park was full of loose, fierce
dogs.


"Well, they're up to our little game," said Compton
ruefully. "I don't see much sense in trying to force in
there even if we could—"


As he spoke the dog hurled himself at the railings,
furious at the lights and the strangers, and the two young
men put out their torches and beat a hasty retreat into the
bracken.


"If there is any one there," remarked Beale dryly,
"they'll soon find out where we are by the way that beast's
behaving—"


"It's obvious they are ready for us," Compton agreed,
and as if by a common instinct they hurried down the rough
slope of bracken—each with the same thought, that if
any one had taken or tampered with the car, they were in a
fairly unpleasant position. It was, however, where they had
left it, and it was with some relief that they jumped in
and drove off.


The whole incident had made a deep impression even on
Compton, practical and hard headed as he was; there seemed
to him something very sinister about the flat denial
with which Mathews had met him, the mended railing and
the prowling dogs—and the fact that it was all so
intangible added to the vague horror with which Compton
was beginning to regard the episode of Falkland and
"Mockways."


As for Beale, he was quite convinced that there was
something very odd at the bottom of the mystery, but he had
not the slightest clue as to what this might be; he felt
both puzzled and uneasy, and, what was worse than either
sensation, helpless.


The young men decided not to return to London but to
put up at the nearest town to "Mockways," a fair sized
ancient cathedral city about twenty-five miles from the
hateful house; they both thought that it would be odd if
they could not discover something of Dobree's movements and
reputation and something of the history of the former owner
of "Mockways," old Mr. Powell who appeared to have founded
the fortunes of Vane as Dobree was then called.


But they soon discovered that a wealthy man may very
easily cover up his tracks; telephone calls and prepaid
wires to all the various addresses in London associated
with Dobree produced no results—the one formula was
the reply to all inquiries: "Mr. Dobree is out of town,
letters will be forwarded."


Nor was a day spent in cautious investigations in the
old city more fruitful; no one seemed to know anything of
Dobree nor of "Mockways" beyond that the first was very
wealthy and the second haunted. Dobree did not appear to
ever come to the old country town nor to deal with any
of the people there, and neither Compton nor Beale were
lucky enough to find any one who had known Mr. Powell, who
had died thirty years before in "Mockways" an eccentric
recluse.


On the second day of their search, Compton pointed out a
paragraph in one of the morning papers:


 


"Mr. Jessamy Dobree has left 'Mockways'
for his villa in Mentone; Miss Isabel Conway, his niece,
accompanies Mr. Dobree."


 


"Niece, eh?" said Beale. "We know that's a lie; the girl
is no relation whatever."


"Still, his ward, and I suppose he might call her that,"
objected the practical Compton. "The question is—is
this true? Have they all gone to Mentone? If so, we'll
have to give it up. I don't see how we can go racing over
the continent after them—with really nothing to go
on."


Beale felt baffled too, but by no means reassured; the
fact that nothing whatever was to be discovered about these
two men seemed the reverse of satisfactory, as if money and
influence had been used to keep their careers profoundly
quiet; of course, as Compton kept continually saying,
there was "nothing to go upon" save the queer behaviour of
Manning towards himself and the wild tale told by Falkland
to Compton when he had adventured into "Mockways."


But these things were, to Beale, sufficient.


Yet he was held up, at a loose end—completely
baffled and he had begun to think that he must return to
London and for the moment abandon the chase of Falkland.


Swift on this resolution an incident occurred that gave
him a little hope, even a possible clue.


He had seen in a small old fashioned print shop outside
the cathedral close an ancient water colour drawing of
"Mockways," done perhaps a hundred years ago when the house
was neat and trim and the gardens well kept and before the
great gloomy cedar tree had been planted at the side.


Beale at once went into the shop and made inquiries
about the drawing, and incidentally, about the house,
excusing himself by saying that he was a painter himself
and would like to paint "Mockways"—which was true
enough, he reflected grimly, since his wish to paint the
haunted house had been the beginning of all the trouble for
poor Falkland.


"Well, sir," smiled the shopkeeper, "you won't ever get
permission to paint 'Mockways'—there's a heap of
people would like to get inside that place, it's got such
a name for being haunted, but he won't have any one near
it—"


"I know—is he there now?" asked Beale casually.


"I'm sure I don't know, sir."


Beale made a few fruitless inquiries about Powell,
bought the drawing, and left the shop; thinking no more of
the matter than as another hopeless attempt to elucidate
the mystery of "Mockways."


But that evening the boy who brought the drawing (which
was so large and heavily framed that Beale had asked for
it to be sent round to the inn) sent a message in to say
that if the gentleman was interested in "Mockways" his
grandfather could tell him "all about it, and about Mr.
Powell too."


Beale at once set off with the boy to find this valuable
old man.








CHAPTER XVII


THE old man, whose name was Clement, lived in a wing
little house in a tiny, paved alley on the outskirts of the
town towards the river, which flowed so gracefully through
the meadows by the cathedral. Beale discovered him sitting
up in an easy-chair beside the fire, wrapped in a great
shawl and looking forward very eagerly to the appearance of
his visitor.


He excused himself from rising, declaring that he was
too feeble to do so, but he seemed, for all that, a very
lively and intelligent old man, with slight sign of age
or decrepitude about him. His senses had not yet failed
him—nor, it appeared, his memory, for no sooner was
Beale sitting on the other ride of the bright, leaping fire
than he began at once a whole string of reminiscences about
"Mockways" and old Mr. Powell.


But Beale cut him short; he did not want to hear a whole
lot of legends of hundreds of years ago, which could have
very little bearing on Dobree and Falkland—to say
nothing of Manning. He wanted to know something of the
immediate history of "Mockways," and not legends and tales
that old Clement had heard when he was a child, related to
him by his grandfather.


"Can't you tell me," he said, gently interrupting the
old man's eager flow of memories, "something definite about
old Mr. Powell? He is the person I am interested in and
Mr. Vane—who is now Mr. Dobree, the present owner of
'Mockways.' I should rather like to hear something about
him; but perhaps you never knew him, or do not remember
anything of him."


But the old man declared that this was not so. He had,
he said, been employed at "Mockways" when he was young, had
stayed there almost to old age and could remember perfectly
old Mr. Powell and young Mr. Vane, as he had then been.


"Mr. Vane," he said, with a certain pride in imparting
the knowledge, "was nothing, sir: no more than I was
myself; only he took the fancy of old Mr. Powell, and got
into his favours."


"What do you mean," asked Beale, "by saying 'he was
nothing'? I always understood that he came from humble
beginnings: do you quite know what these were?"


And old Clement declared, with some vigour and
indignation, that he had been nothing but a ragged street
boy, running about this very town, and had gone up to
"Mockways" as odd boy in the kitchen and garden—to
help him, the very old man who sat there now.


It seemed to Beale extremely unlikely, but he was not
able to refute the statement. He knew very well how reports
about well-known people became exaggerated; and, not
wishing to check the old man, bade him say what else he
knew.


"Well, sir, I remember them two gentlemen you were
talking about. Young Vane, as I say, was just an odd boy
when I was there, working in the garden; and Mr. Powell,
he was that eccentric that he took a great liking to him,
and young Vane being sharp, was able to make his advantage
out of it, and soon got to do Mr. Powell's work for
him—helping him with old books and papers. He seemed
to pick up a bit of education as he went along, and got
right into old Mr. Powell's favour, so that he could do
almost anything with him."


"Yes," said Beale; "so I've always understood; in
fact, Mr. Powell left him all his property, didn't
he—'Mockways,' and a little bit of money?"


"More than a little bit," smiled old Clement. "He left
him a very good bit; Mr. Powell was a miser, sir, and had a
great deal of money hoarded away. I don't think that Vane
would ever have made the big fortune he did without old Mr.
Powell's money to start with."


This, in truth, was rather a revelation for Beale, who
had always understood that the sum of money left to Vane
and Dobree had been almost insignificant.


"I don't say," added the old man, "that young Vane
didn't work for his money; for years he lived in that
lonely place, shut up with the old man—who wasn't
an easy customer, I can tell you! Putting up with him and
all his whims, and quite cut off from every one. But as
he was one of those homeless orphans, that mattered less;
for there was no one to miss him. Anyhow, he feathered his
nest pretty well, and wasn't liked for the doing of it, I
can tell you. Then, when Mr. Powell died, he went away from
the neighbourhood, and we never saw much more of him. I am
talking of thirty years ago, sir, though it do seem like
yesterday to me. I got sent off when Mr. Powell died and
came here to live with my son."


Beale could not see much assistance for his own
particular matters in all this, and, though he sat there
and let the old man talk for another half-hour or so, he
got nothing more out of him than these rather rambling
and incomplete reminiscences; and all it seemed to amount
to was that Vane, a sharp and, no doubt, unscrupulous
youth, had used every means to acquire influence over the
eccentric and perhaps weak-minded miser, and had in the end
done so and inherited all his means.


"But," he remarked aloud, stopping the flow of the old
man's narrative, "there is really no harm in that, you
know; especially as I suppose old Mr. Powell had no one
else to whom to leave his fortune."


"Ah, hadn't he, though?" said old Clement, with a
cunning look. "That was just where all the trouble came in,
and where all the nasty things began to be said."


"Oh!" exclaimed Beale, pricking up his ears. "Nasty
things were said, were they, and there was trouble?... It's
just what I want to find out."


"Oh, I see!" said the old man, with more sense than
Beale would have credited him with. "You want to find out
something of Mr. Dobree's past, do you, sir? That isn't
what I understood: I thought you was going to write a book
about the legends of 'Mockways.'"


Beale could not help smiling, for this was indeed the
excuse that he had given the child.


"I dare say," continued the old man, without giving him
time to answer, "that when a man has got on like Mr. Dobree
has got on, and makes the money he has made, there are a
lot of people would like to find out something funny in his
past."


"I am not out for that sort of information," Beale
hastened to say.


But the old man interrupted querulously, with the
peevishness of old age not being allowed full play for
talk.


"I don't care if you are, sir," he said. "I don't care
if any harm happens to Mr. Dobree; he was never a friend
of mine, and very shabbily he treated all of us who were
working at 'Mockways' when he came into his money: he and
that fellow Manning."


"Ah!" cried Beale. "So then you also know something of
Mr. Manning?"


"Yes," smiled Clement, nodding his head, delighted to be
able to give the information required and to feel himself,
after years of neglect, as of some importance. "Yes; I
know something about Mr. Manning—and not to his
credit, either, I may tell you. It was he who got hold of
Mr. Vane—or Mr. Dobree, as I suppose I ought to call
him."


"Got hold of him?" Beale could not keep the eagerness
from his voice. "What do you mean by saying 'Got hold of
him?'"


"Well, I think he rather frightened Mr. Dobree: he
managed to find out a thing or two—I don't know what,
and I shouldn't care to commit meself; but, you see, sir,
there was a question of the wife."


"The wife!" exclaimed Beale. "This is the first I've
heard of her. Who was she? Whose wife do you mean?"


"I mean Mr. Powell's wife; he married, you see, sir,
late in life, and there was a quarrel, and she ran
away—and he never would have her back. We used to say
that Mr. Dobree took good care he didn't have her back,
or in any way help her."


"Ah!" said Beale. "Were there any children?"


"No," replied Clement. "I don't think there were any
children, sir; but it was all a bit before my time. I
remember," he added, "that when Mr. Powell died there was a
great hunting for something in 'Mockways'—something
in a 'papier mâché box.'"








CHAPTER XVIII


AT the words "papier mâché box," Beale became all
animation.


"Have you," he asked, eagerly, "any idea what was in the
box?"


No, Clement had no idea at all. He could only remember
the incident after all these years because it had been
impressed on his mind by the fact that a large reward had
been offered. It was soon after old Mr. Powell's death, he
said.


"Mr. Manning and Mr. Dobree were both there, and when
they were winding up Mr. Powell's affairs they offered
us—that's the servants I mean, sir—a big reward
if we could find a certain papier mâché box. Vane said
that old Mr. Powell had probably hidden it somewhere, and
that it might have in it some jewels which were missing;
for the old man used to collect jewels, sir, and it seems
there was a box of them which they could not find. There
were three of us employed there; the other two are long
since dead, sir, and you may be sure we hunted high and
low, in the house and out of the house. I never saw such
a place for passages and secret doors and traps. A lot of
them was made when the house was built, and a great many
more had been put in by old Mr. Powell when he bought it:
for he was as queer as you please, and always liked to
think there was plenty of places he could hide in. He had
a kind of terror, as you may say, sir, of being found,
and got to live, as he became older, more and more hidden
away."


"And you never knew any more as to the contents of this
same box?" urged Beale. "Beyond the rumour that there were
some precious stones in it?"


And Clement repeated that he had never heard anything
beside that.


"What could there be?" he added, ingenuously, "except
the precious stones, sir, that could have been worth that
sum?"


Beale was silent, but he did not think it likely that
men like Dobree and Manning would come back to "Mockways"
after thirty years to look for jewels: a search which had
been given up as hopeless so long before. Dobree had now
sufficient money to buy all the jewels he needed, and
need not go to these lengths to discover the treasure of
old Mr. Powell. Beale felt convinced that, if the papier
mâché box had ever existed, it had contained something
more valuable and important than mere jewels. He did not,
however, confide this suspicion to the old man, but led
him on to relate further anecdotes of his service with
Mr. Powell, when Dobree—or Vane—had been his
secretary and attendant.


He gathered from Clement's rambling relation that Powell
had been eccentric indeed—almost to the point of
craziness; and the story that Mathews had told Falkland
was curiously confirmed by Clement's chuckling narration
of a room full of waxworks that Mr. Powell had made for
his amusement and kept locked away in a remote room of
"Mockways."


"I dare say, sir," smiled the old man, "that it was them
waxworks gave 'Mockways' a bad name. They were very queer
figures, some of them, I can tell you, and seeing them
suddenly, sitting about at the windows—as Mr. Powell
used to put them—was enough to make any one think of
ghosts. Not," he added, "that there may not have been some
ghosts as well: there's one or two queer stories told about
'Mockways,' long before Mr. Powell bought the place."


"I don't want to hear those," interrupted Beale. "Only
all you can tell me of what you saw and heard yourself,
when you were in service there."


But the old man now declared that there was nothing
more, except a good deal of trivial information about the
daily life and habits of the miser, who had made his money
abroad in youth and middle age, and then chosen to retire
from the world in this peculiar manner, taking no joy in
anything but the hoarding up of his money.


"That's why he bought 'Mockways,' sir: it was the
loneliest house he could find, and a bad reputation kept
people away. But, you see, he wasn't safe, even there:
young Vane took hold of him right enough, and had all the
money in the end."


"I suppose," asked Beale, "you never heard the name of
Sarah Lomax?"


He watched the old man's face closely as he spoke, but
Clement showed no change in his countenance as he answered
glibly that he had never heard that name.


"No one seems to have heard it," said Beale, rather
bitterly; "but it is the name, or the assumed name, of some
one who has a great deal to do with 'Mockways' and Dobree;
and I would give a lot to find out who she is. And then
Manning," he added. "There is something curious there.
If Vane got hold of Powell, how did Manning get hold of
Vane?"


Clement shook his head. He could remember Manning coming
to "Mockways," but did not know where he came from or the
object of his visit.


"Mr. Vane went away to stay for a while, and when he
came back he brought Mr. Manning with him; both young they
were, but Mr. Manning a bit older. I think. He would have
been then about five-and-twenty. I always understood, sir,
that he was a medical student—a kind of doctor. He
used to look after Mr. Powell in his illnesses, and the
old man swore by him, saying he and his medicine did him a
power of good."


"Oh, a doctor, eh?" said Beale, thinking of the Milners'
nursing home, and a possible connection there.


"Well, I don't know about a doctor, sir, but one
learning to be one. I think he gave up the doctoring when
he got in with Mr. Vane."


This was about all the information that Beale could
extract from the ancient gardener of "Mockways." Better
than nothing, no doubt, but it did not lead him very
far.


When he returned to his inn and related to Compton
what he had discovered, that hard-headed young man was
more inclined than ever to say there was nothing in the
"Mockways" affair. Of course, he admitted the hunt for the
papier mâché box was a curious coincidence, but one that,
like most coincidences, might be explained away. Anyhow, he
could not see what it had to do with the supposed detention
of Falkland in "Mockways."


"Unless," answered Beale, "they think he knows where it
is, or intends to look for it."


And there they had to leave the matter, since this
discussion only took them over and over the same ground.


The next morning, as Beale was putting his things
together preparatory to leaving, the maid came up and said
a young lady wanted to speak with him.


"A young lady?" repeated Beale, amazed.


"Yes, sir, and she says it's important."


"Does she not give a name?" asked Beale eagerly.


"Yes, sir—Miss Sarah Lomax!"








CHAPTER XIX


NEVER had Beale felt so delighted and
surprised; it seemed to him as if he had been long fumbling
in the dark and then come suddenly into the light.


Compton was out and Beale could therefore not confide
his good luck to any one; he hastened downstairs to the
stuffy little parlour with cases of birds and fishes and
dark furniture which was the only public room in the inn,
and opened the door with the greatest possible expectancy;
here at last would surely be a complete "clear up" of the
mystery, if mystery it was.


A small fire had been lit in the old-fashioned grate and
near this stood a young woman of an ordinary appearance,
carelessly dressed, but with an air of considerable
resolution and strength; her face was pallid but not
unhealthy; her eyes, dark and serene, conveyed remarkable
power.


Beale was as impressed by her personality, the moment
he entered the room, as if he had been speaking to her,
standing close to her and holding her hand.


"You are Sarah Lomax?" he asked eagerly.


"Yes," she replied, "and you are Henry Beale, the
painter? I know a little about you, you see."


Beale asked her to sit down, and if he might smoke? She
nodded without replying and seated herself on one of the
worn horse-hair chairs; the young man would have given a
good deal to know if this was the girl who had spoken to
Falkland in Bitterne woods—he was, in that respect,
at her mercy, he had no means of testing the truth of what
she said.


"I wrote to you," she began, "at the hotel where you
were staying in London—you got that letter?"


"Yes."


"And acted upon it, I hope, Mr. Beale?" the girl asked
in a business like manner.


"Well, there's a good deal in the answer to that," he
replied cautiously. "It would help things awfully if you
would explain yourself. Miss Lomax, I'm a good deal in the
dark—"


The girl replied with a kind of subdued passion:


"I can't explain myself, I'm tied hand and foot, I'm a
good deal in the dark myself."


"But you can tell me what you know and how you are
involved in this affair," he urged.


"What affair?" she demanded with a darkening of her
peculiar eyes. "What affair do you mean, Mr. Beale?"


"The business of Mr. Dobree—are you the lady who
spoke to Edward Falkland in Bitterne woods?" he added
abruptly.


"I am," she replied, "and what I said to him has
involved him in trouble—I want to make amends for
that."


"You gave him your name, if it is your name, Miss Lomax,
and told him to mention it to Mr. Dobree—"


"Yes," she admitted sharply. "That was wrong of
me—I saw him save Mr. Dobree's life and heard Mr.
Dobree repulse his request—about 'Mockways.' I was
quite close to them in the twilight," she added with
an odd smile, "though they were too excited to notice
me—and I could not resist giving my name to Mr.
Falkland to see what effect it might have on Mr. Dobree. I
was moved to that," she continued quietly, "by the mention
of 'Mockways.' An odd coincidence that they should speak of
'Mockways,' Mr. Beale."


"What effect did you think it might have on Mr. Dobree?"
asked the young man.


"I thought," she replied with every appearance of
candour, "that he would at once give Mr. Falkland what he
wanted—it never occurred to me,"—her level
voice was very bitter—"that he would dare to kidnap
him—"


"Kidnap?" exclaimed Beale. "You call it that, do you? He
offered Falkland a secretaryship—"


"A mere blind," she interrupted impatiently. "He
kidnapped him, Mr. Beale, getting you safely out of the way
first by an audacious trick, and he took him straight to
'Mockways' and kept him a prisoner."


"Why?"


"That is what I would like to know," said the energetic
young woman grimly. "I believe I do know, but cannot
be sure of it yet; what was only a deep suspicion has
become almost a certainty through the behaviour of Mr.
Dobree—he must," she added passionately, "have been
very frightened to have acted like that—to have dared
to act like that."


"Why should he be frightened?"


"That I cannot, I must not say," she replied. "I have
watched—but I have not been able to act. Edward
Falkland knows nothing," she continued quickly, "but he
will not be able, now, to convince Dobree or Manning of
that—"


"Is Falkland still in 'Mockways?'" asked Beale. "It has
been given out that they have all gone to France—"


"A lie. He is still there. They are all there. Dobree
has money and influence—there is nothing he
cannot carry off in that way. I have nothing but my own
resolution."


And that was sufficient, Beale thought, looking at her,
to combat even money and influence.


"Mr. Falkland is nothing to me," she continued steadily,
"but I involved him in this and should not like evil to
happen to him—"


"Do you think it could?"


"I do."


"And you won't tell me why?"


"I can't. Not yet. There is a secret, no foolery, nor
ghost, nor insanity," she declared vigorously, "but what
I know I can speak of. I want no help. But I would like
you to get your friend out of this. Only you must be very
careful."


"I should think so," replied Beale grimly, remembering
his unsuccessful attempt to enter "Mockways."


"You seem to be setting me a very difficult task, Miss Lomax. Is it
something that you could go to the police about?"


"It is not," she replied scornfully. "If it had been it
would have been settled long ago."


"Tell me," asked Beale, "is this matter personal to you
and Mr. Dobree?"


"I have never," said the girl, "spoken to Mr. Dobree in
my life."


Beale was as baffled and bewildered as he had been when,
so full of hope, he had entered the room; it was clear to
him that he could not make this resolute and formidable
young woman say a word more than she wished to say.


She now rose, as if the interview was over, and Beale
asked rather desperately:


"Will you assure me that all this is not a trick or a
joke on your part?"


"I can," she answered seriously, "assure you that."


"And can you tell me anything of the lady also in
'Mockways'—Miss Conway?"


"I know very little of her—she was in Mr. Dobree's
employment and then adopted by him—Mr. Manning wishes
to marry her, I believe, and seems to be forcing Dobree to
bring pressure on Miss Conway—"


"Who is, then, in a ghastly position shut up in that
horrible house," exclaimed Beale. "I suppose it is not true
that she is insane or partially insane?"


"I do not believe it," replied the girl grimly, "but I
have no doubt they will succeed in making her so if she is
not got away from 'Mockways'—"


"That's very ugly!" cried Beale furiously, "worse than
kidnapping Falkland! And I don't know what to do, I feel so
helpless!"


"I, too, am helpless," she replied calmly. "I would save
Miss Conway if I could though she is no concern of mine.
There is a certain papier mâché box," she sighed. "I
believe they are looking for that—"


Beale recalled the tale he had heard from the ancient
gardener, old Clement, and exclaimed:


"After all these years! It seems incredible!"


"How do you know," she asked sharply, "that they were
looking for it years ago?"


He told her briefly of his visit of the day before to
the old man.


"That is interesting," she said thoughtfully. "I dare
say it is true. The old man would remember that—the
big reward offered for such a trivial thing."


"There were supposed to be valuable jewels in it."


"I don't think there were," she replied coldly.
"Perhaps there never was such a box—I don't know,
but I believe they are looking for it and that they think
that Mr. Falkland is looking for it too. I can't say any
more."


"I wish you would," pleaded Beale. "I feel so
helpless—"


"So do I," she interrupted dryly. "I cannot tell you
anything more, but I will swear to my good faith in what I
have said."


"And can't you tell me where I can find you? Where to
write you?"


She shook her head.


"I have no address. I dare say we shall not meet again.
If I could do more I would. I am devoted to one task and
nothing must interfere with that."


She picked up her gloves and handbag, and, saying
"good-bye," left the room abruptly. Beale went after her,
but she passed swiftly down the dark passage and into the
busy High Street; Beale followed her to the door; she was
soon lost to sight in the crowd of mid-morning shoppers.


Beale knew that it would be useless to pursue her; he
went back into the inn and told the whole interview to
Compton who had now returned and was getting the car ready
for their departure.


That young man was both very interested and very
disappointed and inclined to blame Beale for not getting
"more out of her" as he put it; but Beale knew well enough
that no one would be able to get out of the girl who called
herself "Sarah Lomax" more than she wished to tell.


The sum of their rapid consultation was a long letter
which they despatched to Edward Falkland at "Mockways"; and
a departure for London where they at once set to work on
the trail of Mr. Powell, the very wealthy, crazy old man,
with his collection of jewels and waxworks who had died in
"Mockways" thirty years ago, leaving all his money to young
Vane, his secretary, now Mr. Jessamy Dobree.


"There's the beginning of it all," declared Compton, "as
far as I can put two and two together—Vane, helped by
Manning, who sprang from goodness knows where, did Powell's
wife out of the money, securing it for himself—he
must have been a very shrewd, patient young man to put up
with that life at 'Mockways' for years and you may be sure
he had his reward for it—I expect he and Manning
practically forced the old fellow to make a will in their
favour—of course, it doesn't all fit in, yet, but
I expect you'll find old Powell's money at the bottom of
it—"


Beale was inclined to agree, and to think that the
papier mâché box, if such had ever existed, had contained
a perhaps later will leaving the hoarded Powell fortune to
the wife.


But this theory soon fell to the ground, for the
first investigations proved that the Powell fortune was
nonexistent; a perusal of the old man's will at Somerset
House proved that he had nothing to leave; tales of wealth
and jewels had been tales indeed; the old man was no miser,
but a recluse living on a small annuity that died with
him, and all he had left to his secretary and attendant,
young Vane, was the dilapidated house of "Mockways" and
the contents thereof "for long, faithful and unpaid
services."








CHAPTER XX


COMPTON was inclined to think that this
discovery of the contents of old Mr. Powell's will took
away all suspicion from the conduct of Dobree. He seemed,
on the face of it, to have behaved, far from disgracefully,
very well indeed. For years—probably out of
gratitude—he had served "faithfully," as the will
said, "and unpaid," this difficult, sickly and tiresome old
man (for such Mr. Powell had been, by all accounts) and
served him with no prospect of any reward.


Beale thought regretfully of the tale of the papier
mâché box and the jewels; it had now to be dismissed as a
fable. Either the old gardener, Clement, was in his dotage,
or had been romancing and exaggerating, as very old people
often like to romance and exaggerate when relating what
they consider the wonders of their youth.


At the same time, neither of the young men could wholly
dismiss the visit of the girl calling herself "Sarah
Lomax," nor what she had said.


Beale, in particular, who had seen and spoken to her,
was convinced of her sincerity.


"She may be mistaken," he declared, "but I am sure she
is not lying or fooling. She believes there is something
there."


"But why," asked Compton, impatiently, "could she not
say what that something was? It seems absurd to expect us
to work in the dark."


That evening they found, at Compton's rooms in
Bloomsbury (the address which they had given Falkland in
the letter which they had sent to him at "Mockways ") an
answer to their previous communication. It as typewritten,
but signed in what seemed, to their keenest scrutiny, to be
the handwriting of Edward Falkland.


The note was brief, and couched in the liveliest strain.
It rebuked them for their fears as to his safety, and
treated all the preceding incidents as a joke. It declared
that he (Falkland) was quite happy in "Mockways," and most
interested in the investigations which were being made
in the haunted house. Dobree, he declared, was the most
considerate and amiable of employers, and there was nothing
against Manning except his appearance, and a rather odd
fancy for crude practical jokes. Miss Conway was also quite
well and happy in the care of an experienced nurse. Some
servants had now joined the establishment, which was fairly
comfortable. Dobree wished it to be believed that he had
gone to France, for the reputation of "Mockways" was such
that there was always some one trying to gain admission in
the hope of seeing or hearing some ghostly phenomena.


The letter concluded with a cheery invitation to both
the young men to come and spend the following weekend at
"Mockways," and see for themselves how baseless was all the
mystery that had somehow been worked up round Dobree and
Manning.


"A trap," suggested Compton, as he finished the letter.
"What do you think, eh?"


They decided to reply to it by a wire, in which they
said: "Impossible get down to 'Mockways,' can't you run up
to town for the day and talk things over?" If Falkland is
really free there was no reason why he should not come!
Compton argued.


"And if it is all a trap, well, then, it will show
Manning that we are not really so easily deceived."


The wire was not answered, and their suspicions were
confirmed. All the same, Beale was for a second attempt
on "Mockways." He could not, he said, endure to remain
inactive any longer.


Having taken what he considered due precautions,
Compton was quite ready for another visit to "Mockways."
They arrived at that ill-reputed house in the late
afternoon of a dark day. The place looked exactly as it
had looked before—just as gaunt and lonely and
desolate—but to their surprise, Mathews came at the
first ring and instantly admitted them.








CHAPTER XXI


BOTH the young men were very much
taken aback by this ready response to their ring. There
was something more sinister in it, somehow, than there
had been on the other occasion, when Mathews, with his
white, wizened face pressed to the bars, had so long and
obstinately refused them admittance; and even Compton,
hard-headed as he was, could not wholly suppress a shudder
as he stepped into that dank avenue into which he had
before peered so long and so vainly.


"You're Mr. Compton and Mr. Beale, aren't you?" asked
Mathews, with a servile air. "Mr. Dobree is expecting
you. He told me I was to look out for you, and admit you
immediately."


"Very kind of you, I'm sure," said Beale, sarcastically.
"A pity you couldn't have acted like this before, Mathews,
when you told us that they had all gone to France."


"I told what I was bid to say," replied Mathews,
sullenly. "Mr. Dobree has a fair job to keep
curiosity-mongers away from 'Mockways,' and that was his
excuse. I wasn't to know you was friends of his."


"Come, come," said Compton, briskly. "Don't go on with
this nonsense, Mathews. You remember me, and what happened
when we last met."


"I don't remember you at all, sir," returned the man,
obstinately, "and if I was you I should have a short memory
too, sir, now you have got inside 'Mockways.'"


He spoke these last words in a lower tone, and the young
men exchanged glances in the twilight of the avenue. Was it
possible that the man was trying to warn them of something
or somebody?


He was walking a little in front of them under the
dank-looking laurels, which retained their coarse leaves
even though all the other boughs were bare. But Beale
stepped forward and shook him by the shoulder.


"Look here," said the young man, in a low voice, "You'd
better let us know if there is any mischief afoot; we've
got friends outside."


"That's no matter of mine," replied the old man, in a
terrified whisper, "and I don't know what you mean, sir.
You've come to stay the week-end at 'Mockways,' ain't
you—the 'ouse as you always wanted to paint. Well,
that's all there is to it, sir. Mr. Falkland will tell you
all the rest there is to tell—about the ghosts and
things," he added, with a shrill, quavering laugh. "About
all them funny goings-on in 'Mockways,' sir, which so many
like to investigate."


They had now come out on to the blank space of grass
that served as a lawn, and Beale saw for the first time,
full in front of him, the house of which he had heard so
much.


It still looked very like the old water-colour he had
bought in the ancient cathedral town. It stood up square,
dark and blank against the gloomy, late afternoon sky.
The big cedar tree in which Compton had hidden during his
daring visit was gloomy, hard, of bitter blackness at one's
side, casting a gloomy shadow on the neglected ground,
which was still cumbered with a sad litter of dead and
decaying leaves and rubbish.


The house was ugly enough, and there was also certainly
something very unpleasant in its cold, hard aspect.
There was also an air very grim and impressive in the
neglected grounds, the masses of bare trees and the tangled
undergrowth that flanked the house on either side. It
seemed as if many, many years had elapsed since any one
made their dwelling here. Surely it had not been touched
since old Mr. Powell led his secluded life here with young
Vane as his attendant!


The light was too poor for Beale to be able to
distinguish the masks and pilasters that had fascinated him
in the photograph in the guide book. He could only see the
blank square of the house and the darker blot of the tree
at the side.


There were no lights in any of the windows save that
on the left of the door, which was uncurtained, and
illuminated by the reddish glow of what Beale took to be an
oil lamp.


"A rough kind of a place, sir," said Mathews, peering up
at him as they crossed the space of neglected grass. "No
electric light here, sir; no telephone; no anything, as you
might say. Just yerself and the ghosts."


"Ghosts don't trouble me," said Beale.


"Nor me!" added Compton. "We haven't come here to bother
about ghosts."


They thought it as well to let Mathews know from the
first that they were not easily to be frightened by any
tricks or pretended apparitions.


"I suppose you haven't seen any ghosts yourself?" added
Compton, as they approached the house. "No result to all
the investigations that have been going on, eh?"


"I don't know," said Mathews, in a voice that seemed to
sink to a whisper, "what I have seen and what I ain't seen,
sir. It ain't my business to tell no tales. Ghosts there is
at 'Mockways,' and them as looks for 'em will no doubt find
'em."


They had now reached the narrow front door, which
Mathews opened at once, and ushered them into the gloomy
hall with the drab-coloured paper and one feeble light, a
low-turned lamp on a bracket. He then preceded them into
the room which had shown the illuminated window across the
lawn.


It was the sitting-or dining-room—the main room of
the house, it seemed: the one that had been most frequently
used in the old days when Mr. Powell had closed up most
of the rest of the house. But it was a gloomy enough
apartment, high, with dreary long curtains at the long
windows, now looped back on the darkening prospect of the
deserted park.


There were one or two prints on the discoloured walls,
and in the middle of the room an old-fashioned mahogany
table, set out with a simple cold supper and a white glass
oil lamp.


A big fire burned in the old-fashioned grate. The
furniture was horsehair, and shabby. Compton and Beale took
in all these details at a rapid glance.


Four people sat round the fire: Falkland, a girl, whom
they at once took to be Isabel Conway, and two men whom
they both knew by sight as Dobree and Manning. In the
most ordinary, cheerful way, these were grouped together:
the girl and Falkland were playing chess, the board being
placed on a small table between them. The other two were
watching the game and making jovial comments.


The same thought flashed through the minds of both the
young men. It had been, after all, a fuss about nothing,
and Falkland's letter was perfectly genuine.


Dobree rose and greeted them cordially.


"This is Mr. Beale, I believe," he said addressing the
elder of the two young men, "the artist who wanted to paint
'Mockways.' Well, I'm glad to see you here at last. We have
been carrying out a very interesting series of experiments.
This is Mr. Manning, and this Miss Conway—and here's
your friend Falkland."


The most usual and pleasant salutations were exchanged.
Beale could discover nothing extraordinary in the
appearance either of Falkland or his very pretty, nicely
dressed companion. Manning was most civil, and Dobree more
than pleasant. But Falkland knocked over a chessman near to
Beale.


Beale stooped to pick it up.


Falkland stooped too, and Beale heard him whisper: "For
Heaven's sake, get out of it! Get out of it, quick!"








CHAPTER XXII


BEALE replaced the chessman on the board;
he smiled as calmly as he could to conceal the sudden
excitement that the flashing whisper had roused in him.


There was then "something up" and he and Compton had
walked into a trap; he was thankful that they were both
armed.


Evidently Falkland and the girl were terrorised, in the
power of these two men and whatever allies they might have
in the background. Beale reflected grimly—either
under compulsion Falkland had written that letter or
Manning had forged it.


Beale joined the group by the fire, looking out for an
early opportunity to pass the warning on to Compton.


"Get out of it—get out of it—quick."
Falkland had said, and Beale was quickly revolving in his
acute mind what this meant—were they then to escape
and leave him to his fate?—leave him and the girl?


Had their appearance only added to Falkland's
troubles?


Beale could not understand his advice; after all they
were three to two now, the younger men, to say nothing of
the help the girl might give.


The talk flowed on pleasantly from one to another,
"making conversation" no doubt, but making it very
agreeably; Manning had even the effrontery to refer to the
trick he had played on Beale in Bitterne woods.


"Where ever did you go to?" he asked with his peculiar
cringing smile. "Mr. Falkland was so disappointed when you
did not turn up—I suppose you saw a view that pleased
you and forgot about me! The absent-mindedness of genius,
Mr. Beale!"


"Manning says he stopped to do something to the car,"
smiled Dobree, "and that you wandered away into the wood
and he couldn't find you again—"


"Did I?" replied Beale, casually. "I missed Mr. Manning,
anyhow—a pity, wasn't it?"


He was looking at the girl of whom he had heard so much;
very delicate and pretty she was, with a fair, fragrant
childish beauty more often described than seen; and, if
half of what he had heard was true, she must be as brave as
she was charming, for her position was atrocious.


She smiled and talked with Falkland, carefully moving
her ivory pieces on the old-fashioned board, but Beale,
scrutinising her closely under cover of the light
conversation, saw that her eyes were shadowed underneath
and her fine features strained; and, as he looked at her,
she, conscious of his gaze, suddenly flashed at him a look
of sheer terror.


That glance from Isabel Conway convinced Beale as it had
convinced Falkland—both that she was absolutely sane
and in deep distress.


"We live very simply here," Dobree was saying, "a
perpetual picnic as you see!"


He smiled towards the supper on the table.


"We can't," he continued, "be troubled with servants,
we content ourselves with Mamie and old Mathews who is a
little eccentric himself," and Dobree laughed sourly. "What
sort of a trick do you think he played the other day, Mr.
Beale? Dressed up a dummy to look like himself and hung it
from a beam in a dark corner of the shed. I'm afraid that
it gave Mr. Falkland quite a fright."


"I shouldn't keep such a chap about," struck in
Compton's resolute young voice, "especially in a place like
this—he might go right off his head."


"Quite," agreed Manning, "quite. But 'Mockways' is
so popular, Mr. Compton, so many people want to see or
investigate the place that any ordinary servant might
accept bribes to let them in. Poor old Mathews wouldn't do
that—he is faithful."


"Yes," added Dobree smoothly, fixing his eyes, at once
dull and heavy, on Compton, "we have a lot of bother with
impertinent strangers here—one young rascal actually
broke in through some damaged railings and gave me and
Manning a fine chase—got up the cedar tree at the
side of the house."


"A thief, I suppose," grinned Compton, by no means out
of countenance.


"I dare say—though it must be well known that
there is nothing valuable here," replied Dobree. "More
likely an enterprising journalist, eh, Manning?"


Manning smiled towards Compton in a way that made even
that bold young man feel faintly uncomfortable; he had
rather forgotten that he would be instantly recognised as
the intruder pursued through "Mockways" a few days ago.


Mamie came in with a tray; both Beale and Compton
scrutinised her keenly enough; they saw an ordinary homely
middle-aged woman of the lower classes, with rather hurried
movements and quick eyes.


Beale suddenly asked after the car, which they had left
at the gates. Manning replied that Mathews would see to
it—there was a garage at his cottage though nothing
but stables at the house itself.


Silence followed; the dull beams of the old opal glass
lamp and the flickering light of the fire in the gloomy
iron grate emphasised the sombre aspect of the room which
was tall, gaunt and dismally furnished with old, faded and
miserable looking furniture; the walls were covered with
dingy discoloured paper and the ceiling was discoloured
both by smoke and near the tall windows, damp.


Falkland and Isabel Conway played chess in silence;
Mamie shuffled about with trays, setting out pickles, cold
meat, cheese, biscuits and dried fruit.


Manning rose but with an effort as if he had grown
drowsy; he would, he said, show the visitors their
rooms.


"Funny old place, isn't it?" remarked Compton as they
mounted the narrow, dreary stairs. "Full of trapdoors and
secret passages and all that sort of thing, I suppose. You
generally find," he added cheerfully, "that these houses
which are supposed to be haunted have plenty of odd holes
and corners for rats to run about in and the wind to
whistle through."


"Yes, it is a rambling old place," replied Manning in an
expressionless voice, "and only half-furnished—I'm
afraid we shall have to put you right at the
top—there are no free beds anywhere else—"


They followed him up the gloomy stairs which were only
lit by little hand-lamps on brackets here and there which
just served to show the general neglect, the dusty walls,
the uncarpeted treads, the broken banisters.


Manning opened two doors on the top landing and showed
them into two smallish, almost attic rooms that looked,
evidently, on the back of the house; the windows were small
and barred.


"This used to be a nursery," smiled Manning, "in Mr.
Powell's time—"


"A nursery?" questioned Compton sharply, "but Mr. Powell
had no children—"


"Ah, you seem well informed! Perhaps it was before his
time, then, but, as you see, the windows are barred. I
think your valises are here and when you wish you can come
down to supper. We shall wait for you—"


He left them and Compton pounced on his valise which
presumably Mathews had brought up from the car; it had been
tampered with—the lock forced and several useful
little things that Compton had had the precaution to bring
with him had gone, including cartridges, a file, electric
torches, a camera, and a coil of stout wire rope. Beale's
valise had been rifled in the same way, nothing was left in
either but their clothes.


The two young men looked at each other rather ruefully;
Beale told Compton of Falkland's warning.


"We're not sharp enough for these chaps," said Compton
grimly. "No use making a noise, I suppose?"


"None whatever. You heard how he turned off his
treatment of me? And Dobree's account of the mock suicide.
No, keep quiet—and look out."


They carefully examined the two rooms which were bare
save for a set each of cheap bedroom furniture, and
discovered nothing.


"Better go down now," suggested Beale, but Compton
wanted to see what was at the end of the corridor; each of
them had a small lamp standing lit on the table and Compton
took his and went down the short corridor.


There were two similar rooms standing empty, dirty and
dismal enough, and at the end a third room that ran across
the side of the house and appeared to have been altered
from the original design.


Holding the lamp aloft Compton peered in, Beale gazing
over his shoulder; and here the gloomy, feeble illumination
did reveal something unusual, even extraordinary.


For the attic was fitted up like a blacksmith's
forge—furnace, anvil, hammer and several fragments of
iron-work, fire-backs, grates and horse-shoes, all filthy,
rusty, smothered and dusty and scattered about in utter
neglect as if they had not been touched for years.


There was another curious feature about this attic
room.


It had been papered, walls and ceiling with a stout
cheap wall paper of a crude design, and this had been
stripped off and left, so that the shreds lay on the floor
or still hung in mouldering tatters; in some places two or
three layers of paper seemed to have been torn off; all
over the room the plaster was laid bare; the effect of
this, overlaid by the dirt, cobwebs and dust of years was
most grotesquely dismal and hideous.


"Odd," remarked Compton, "but it doesn't help at all.
I suppose some one was an amateur blacksmith—though
why they should go to the trouble of first papering such a
place and then stripping it off—"


"Better come down," urged Beale. "They wouldn't have
left us alone up here if there was anything we could
possibly discover."


And with a last look at the odd room the two young men
returned to their own attics and set out their things,
"such as were left," as Compton grimly remarked, then went
downstairs.


Every one was now gathered round the table; Mamie was
waiting on them; an odd picture it made, this table and the
company about it in the high, dark shabby room.


Dobree and Manning kept up a light conversation of
commonplaces, and both Falkland and Miss Conway betrayed no
agitation whatever; if it had not been for that whispered
warning and the rifled valises Beale would have been
inclined to believe that there was nothing out of the way
in the house at all. Towards the end of the meal, Dobree
said: "I suppose you two young men will sit up with me
to-night to watch for the ghost?"








CHAPTER XXIII


AT these words a little space of silence
fell on the company gathered round the table. Even
Compton's bold self-assurance could not find an immediate
reply to Dobree's question. Not that there was anything
particularly sinister in the question, but there was
something undoubtedly sinister in the man's looks, in
Manning's looks—in, indeed, the whole atmosphere.


It was Falkland who at length spoke.


"We've been doing that," he remarked; "sitting up to
watch for ghosts. And I have quite a budget of notes."


"Seen anything?" asked Compton. And Beale looked at Miss
Conway, who, however, kept her glance on the plate before
her on the table.


"It's rather difficult," said Falkland, carefully, "to
tell what we've seen and what we haven't seen."


Beale thought of Mathews' remark in the avenue, which
had been to the same effect.


Dobree rose briskly, and Manning rose with him.


"You run upstairs with Mamie, Isabel," he commanded,
"and you, Falkland, go and get your notes from my study.
I want to have a word or two with these young friends of
yours, who seem to take such an interest in 'Mockways.'"


At these words, Isabel at once followed Mamie from the
room, without as much as a backward glance at the men,
though Beale was looking at her intently in the hope of
some signal or some expression on her face, from which
he might possibly gather a clue as to her feelings or
apprehensions.


Falkland also left the room, and he also gave no sign or
glance; and Beale and Compton were left facing Manning and
Dobree.


"Leave the supper things," said Manning, as Mamie came
back with her inevitable tray; "leave all that, Mamie, and
let us be alone for a moment or two."


The woman crept out. She had, Beale thought, a hunted,
beaten look.


Dobree seated himself in the easy-chair by the fire
which he had occupied before supper, and Manning stood
behind him, looking very tall, dark and grim and sombre,
with his great, dancing shadow thrown by the firelight on
the dingy wall behind him.


Beale and Compton remained standing the other side of
the meagre hearth. Manning had handed cigarettes, but no
one was smoking.


Beale put his hand into his pocket where his small
revolver lay. It seemed an absurd thing to feel there, and
yet he was glad that he did feel it. At the same time,
he felt fairly sure that provision had been made against
anything as crude as firearms, and he thought, with rather
a shiver, of the rifled valises. Manning and Dobree knew,
of course, why they had come: that was obvious.


There was just a second's silence, during which Dobree's
sunken eyes glanced from one to another of the young men.
Then he leant forward, a hand on either knee, and said, in
a low but vibrant voice:


"You two young men have taken the liberty to make a
great many inquiries about me and my past life. I think you
have spent all the last few days in making such inquiries.
Investigations perhaps is a better word. You have spent
the last few days in making investigations about me, and
about old Mr. Powell, who used to own this house, and about
Manning, my friend here. Now, I should like to know why.
What is the reason for you two young men giving up time and
trouble, and spending your money on such an employment as
that?"


Neither of the young men was altogether surprised by
this. They had not troubled to think very much about it,
but all the same it had been, of course, fairly obvious
that Dobree could quite easily have been acquainted with
all their recent movements and inquiries; especially as
they had taken no great trouble to disguise these, but had
called, written, and telephoned to his various houses and
offices in pursuit of him, besides coming to "Mockways" in
person.


Compton, putting a bold face on it, replied bluntly:


"Well, sir, you're rather a mysterious person, you
know, and our curiosity was roused by the disappearance of
Falkland."


"Disappearance?" Dobree caught heavily at that word.
"Where has the disappearance been? Edward Falkland was
engaged as my secretary, and came here to 'Mockways'
to help me make some investigations about the reputed
hauntings."


"So you say, sir," replied Compton, undauntedly; "so, of
course, we must accept; but I was inclined to think it all
a little odd: what you might call a romantic story. And I
suppose there's no harm in trying to find out what one can
about a public character like yourself, sir?"


Beale glanced at him in admiration for his impudence:
successful impudence, it seemed, for Dobree made no answer,
and Manning cast down his eyes.


"We couldn't get any answer out of Falkland, you see,"
resumed Compton, cheerfully; "and so, sir, we tried to find
out things for ourselves."


"And found out nothing," said Manning curtly; "nothing
whatever; because, Mr. Compton, there was nothing to find
out."


Dobree now looked up sharply.


"And there was no occasion for you to come here armed,"
he remarked. "Please, gentlemen, put your revolvers on the
table."


Compton calmly refused. If he had to sit up all night
looking for ghosts, he would rather be armed, he stated.


"In case there's any trick, sir; it's always best. I've
been in haunted houses, before, and believe me a revolver's
a very useful thing."


At this, Beale saw a look leap into Manning's eyes that
he believed meant trouble, immediate and certain violence.
But he was mistaken. Manning moved away towards the window,
and Dobree merely shrugged his heavy shoulders, saying:


"Very well; as you please. But firearms are of no use in
'Mockways.'"


No one answered this, and Edward Falkland entered the
room, with a portfolio of papers, which he placed on the
table.


"This room is supposed to be the haunted room,"
announced Dobree, as coolly as if the preceding
conversation had not taken place, and he was the best
of friends with all the young men. "That is why we five
here—why there is always some one here; so that if
any appearance is made we cannot fail to see it."


"But you don't, I suppose," asked Beale, copying his
careless tone, "sit up every night?"


"No," agreed Dobree; "not, of course, every night. We
take it turn and turn about. To-night, however, I think
"—he added—"we will all sit up. Something
very curious occurred last night, and we are very anxious
to see if it will be repeated. First of all, I have
something to see about in my office, and Mr. Falkland will
entertain you till my return."


Beale thought at once:


"So we are to be given a chance to talk together, and no
doubt some one will be listening to what we say!"


Outwardly, he smiled, and made some trivial remark.


Compton asked if Miss Conway ever joined this grim party
of watchers.


"Sometimes," replied Dobree, "but not, I think,
to-night."


"What's the story associated with the ghost?" asked
Compton, easily, lighting a cigarette.


"A story of crime, of course!" replied Falkland, at
once.


All three of them looked at Manning and Dobree. "A story
of crime?" repeated Beale.


"A story of murder," said Falkland.








CHAPTER XXIV


THE word "murder" rang gloomily round the
tall, sombre room, and for a little space no one spoke.


Then Dobree rose clumsily, and with what seemed a sigh,
and bade Manning follow him.


When they had gone, Falkland spoke at once.


"Of course, there is a purpose in leaving us alone here;
they will be listening to hear what we say. But it doesn't
really matter. They know quite well why you've come."


"Are you a prisoner here?" asked Beale, eagerly. "Tell
us all you can, no matter whether we are overheard or not.
We must know where we stand."


Falkland putting his hand to his head with a weary
gesture, replied:


"I don't know myself where I stand. There's nothing to
go on, nothing whatever. Of course, I and Miss Conway are
both prisoners here—watched and spied on at every
turn; our letters intercepted, and no possible chance given
us to escape, or communicate with the outside world. They
found out through your letters to me what you were up to,
and I fear they mean to hold you prisoners too. That's why
I tried to warn you to clear out: you can't help us, and
you'd better save yourselves."


He spoke like a man whose nerve was broken, or breaking,
and the other two looked at him with some alarm.


"Can't you tell us what happened?" they both asked,
together.


"No, I can't; that's the really horrible part of it.
Nothing has happened; here I've been and here she's
been—just shut up in our separate rooms, and meeting
here at meal times and in the evenings; and all having to
pretend that we're looking for ghosts. And, of course,
ghosts don't enter into it at all. But we have to pretend;
we daren't show outwardly that we really understand there's
something else on foot."


"But I can't see where I am," protested Beale.
"What is this other thing that's on foot?"


"That's what I don't know," said Falkland, desperately;
"but I can't persuade them I don't know. They think I'm
looking for what they're looking for, and I'm not. I
don't even know what it is."


And he raised his voice frantically, hoping that the two
men spying outside would hear, and believe what he said.
But he also, at the same time, laughed at himself for this
hope.


"No good!" he said, sinking in an exhausted fashion into
the arm-chair by the fireplace; "they won't believe, ever
since I said that name 'Sarah Lomax,' they won't believe
that I know nothing about it."


Falkland sighed with an air of bitter strain.


"Well, here we all are," he said; "and here we're likely
to remain, I think. They don't intend to let any of us go
until they discover just how much we know or how much we
can find out. This ghost-stalking is all nonsense, just to
test and rack our nerves for us. I believe they're playing
tricks all along the line, like that trick they played on
you, Beale, in Bitterne woods, and the trick on me about
Mathews."


Beale was at this point going to tell Falkland about the
interview with the girl who had called herself Sarah Lomax,
and also his talk with the old man in the backwaters of
the cathedral town nearby; but he quickly stopped himself,
for he felt that Dobree, or Manning, or both would be sure
to be listening, and he did not wish to give them this
information, such as it was.


He turned away, therefore, and said as casually as
possible, not for the benefit of Falkland but for the
benefit of those unseen listeners:


"Well, it all seems to me a lot of trouble and bother
for nothing. I'm sick of 'Mockways' and the ghost of
'Mockways'; I'll clear off early in the morning, quite
satisfied to have seen the place. You seem to have got
a very dreary job, Falkland, and if I were you I should
throw it up. Personally, I don't like these eccentric
millionaires."


Falkland took the cue, and yawned as if he were tired
and bored.


"We found out nothing about either Dobree or Manning,"
Beale declared. "They are both, I should think, perfectly
straight. Probably a little crazy, but nothing more than
that."


And he tried to signal Falkland that he spoke merely
to deceive the spies, who undoubtedly were, of course,
listening.


For the same reason, all three young men now turned
the talk on commonplaces, and after they had been talking
in this strain for a moment or two Dobree and Manning
returned, as if they had either seen through the ruse or
were weary listening when there was nothing interesting to
be heard.


The vigil began with the wearisome preparations by now
so well-known to Falkland. Several nights since he had come
to "Mockways" had been spent in this manner, at once so
futile and so sinister—and contrived for what purpose
he knew not. But to-night he was particularly on his guard,
since he felt convinced that both Dobree and Manning meant
to do something to dispose either of the suspicion or the
company of the two newcomers.


The two windows were set wide on the winter night; the
lamp was put out, and two candles were placed on the table,
round which the men grouped themselves.


"The ghost, or whatever it is," smiled Dobree, "comes
in from the garden, and here we sit and watch its passage
across the room. I think it has something to say—a
message to give us; and for that we wait. Every night
Falkland takes notes of the time and manner of its
appearance."


"I take notes," added Falkland, "of what you and Mr.
Manning say, you see, Mr. Dobree. For myself "—and
he glanced at his two friends—"I have never seen
anything whatever."


"But you will," murmured Manning, in a sort of purr;
"you will see something, Mr. Falkland, without a doubt;
and perhaps to-night!"


"They have prepared a trick, no doubt," thought
Falkland, wearily; "some faked apparition."


So far he had, indeed, seen nothing. All the hours he
had spent, seated at this table between Manning and Dobree,
sometimes with the valiant but terrified Isabel Conway
in the company, he had certainly seen nothing, though it
had been horrible enough to observe Dobree and Manning
rise up, turn, stare and mouth, as though they were held
and fascinated by some appearance which came in through
the window, crossed the floor and disappeared through the
closed door.


This was what they declared they saw, and what Falkland
had to make copious notes about.


He now prepared his paper and pencil, and seated himself
beside Compton and Beale, who brought out a pocket-book and
asked if he could make a sketch of anything he chanced to
see.


"I might," he suggested, "behold an apparition
that would make a very good foreground to my picture
of 'Mockways,' if I ever am allowed to paint it, Mr.
Dobree."


And Dobree gave a rather sharp ghastly grin, and said he
would be only too pleased if Mr. Beale would make such a
drawing of any appearance he chanced to see.


"For," he added, "to me it alters. Some nights it takes
some form, some nights another. We want," he said in a
peculiar tone, "to identify it, Mr. Beale; to identify
it."


"And now," said Manning, "we must be quiet. Nothing
comes whilst we talk, you know. Silence, please, all
of you; and keep awake and alert—and watch the
window."


Beale thought, as Falkland had thought before him, that
the only person available to play any tricks was Mathews;
and he reminded himself that Mathews was short and wizened,
so that he could identify him under any guise he might
assume.


Silence fell, and for a while there was nothing but this
silence. A long while it seemed to the three young men in
this sinister atmosphere of the gloomy room, lit with the
two dim candles, and those two tall windows open on the
dark, while Manning and Dobree, sat heavily and solemnly at
the table, staring out at the night. If they were doing all
this for effect, they were doing it pretty well, for there
was no doubt that the atmosphere was very horrible. Even
Compton felt uneasy. As time went on the tension became
greater and more pronounced. The clock struck several
times, and no one did more than stir slightly in his
chair.


Compton would have spoken, but Manning raised one of his
powerful hands, and breathed "Hush! hush!" and again there
was the long, dragging silence.


Dobree sat as if in a stupor, with his heavy eyes
closed; and Manning, too, appeared to be half asleep or
drowsy, with his gaunt shoulders hunched up to his ears,
and his large, ugly hands folded on the table in front of
him.


"They're both armed, I suppose," thought Compton,
wondering if it would be wise to make a dash for it out
through the open window. "But," he thought, "that is
perhaps just what they are hoping we shall do, so that they
may have a chance of shooting."


At last, out of the unbearable stillness, there did come
a faint noise—a rustling or shuffling—outside
the window in the intense darkness of the night; the moon
was overcast with heavy clouds and there was no light
whatever beyond the window.


"Look out!" whispered Beale. "I think there is something
coming."


Manning and Dobree did not move, but Compton and Beale
crowded eagerly forward in front of the table, and fixed
straining eyes on the window.


"What do you see?" breathed Falkland; and he himself,
for the first time in these vigils, thought he saw
something himself: the dim, quavering figure of an old man
outlined in the window.


At this moment the door behind them was flung open
violently, and Mamie rushed in, shouting:


"Quick, sir; quick! Miss Isabel has found the papier
mâché box."








CHAPTER XXV


MANNING got silently to his feet, while
Dobree, still with drowsy air, gazed over his shoulder at
the newcomer as if stupefied by her words.


Mamie advanced into the room; she was in an obvious
state of considerable agitation.


"It's all a funny business, isn't it, sir?" she
quavered. "Miss Isabel thought she heard some one
outside the door—the ghost perhaps, just a light
shuffling and tapping on the stairs, as you might
say—and we both crept to the door, and there's
a faint light travelling up the stairs, brighter than
the lamps what's there, sir—and we follows it
up—and—and—" her eyes grew round with
terror, "there was footsteps in the rooms you've given the
two young gentlemen—and then in that funny place got
up like a forge—"


She paused, with every aspect of quivering terror, and
her pallid face and dark figure in the light of the one
candle looked ghastly enough.


"Go on," said Manning, who was watching her keenly and
seemed absorbed by her relation, while Dobree regarded her
with dull heaviness.


"Well, sir, we crept in there—and there was a
light in the room, like moonlight, but I couldn't say where
it was coming from, and there, on that rusty old anvil, was
the papier mâché box—one of them old things like
you said you was looking for—"


Dobree's great head sank on his breast; he heaved a
sigh; Manning shot a dark glance at Falkland.


"And what did you do with it?" he asked softly. "What
did you do with it, eh?"


"Bless you, sir!" cried Mamie with an air of stupid
candour. "We left it there, I can tell you! Perhaps you'd
like to go and see it for yourself!"


"Yes," said Manning in an absorbed manner, "yes. There
are some valuable jewels in that box, Mamie, if it is
the right box—old Mr. Powell hid them, he was very
eccentric, you know—"


"But it's odd how it got on the anvil, isn't it?"
whispered Dobree in a husky voice. "Are you sure you
haven't been hunting about yourself, Mamie, and found it,
eh?"


He rose and caught hold of Manning's arm as if he was
stiff from long sitting; his bulky body cast a deeper
shadow into the murk of the room; his face looked the
colour of tallow in the candle-light—the second
candle of the vigil, now burning to the socket; he and
Manning both appeared to have forgotten the three young
men, to be wholly held by Mamie's story.


"I wish I had," she answered. "I'd have held it up
for a bit of a reward, sir, but we was that scared by
the funniness of it that I never thought of that!
Miss Isabel's so frightened she's shut herself in her
room—"


"Come up and look," said Manning to Dobree as if they
were alone in the room. "Perhaps we have found it at
last—"


They left the room with a certain heavy quickness and
Mamie remained staring at the three young men across the
solitary candle.


"Hush!" she breathed and held up her hand.


The footsteps of Manning and Dobree died away on the
stairs; Mamie leant forward and whispered:


"Got them!"


"A trick?" breathed Falkland, who, like Isabel Conway,
was always in cruel uncertainty as to the good faith of
Mamie.


"Yes," she answered swiftly. "Of course, there was no
box—I made all that up—pretty good, eh?"


"Bravo!" said Compton, but Mamie cut short even this one
word.


"Clear!" she whispered, "clear out! You've only a
moment—quick—"


"Where?" asked Beale.


"Through the windows!" she breathed impatiently.
"They're open, ain't they?"


"And Miss Isabel?" asked Falkland.


"She's coming—as soon as she hears them pass her
door she's slipping down here—"


This convinced Falkland at least of Mamie's faith, but
Compton still feared a trap, and said:


"Where are we going—like this—out into the
dark, in this lonely place?"


Mamie turned on him:


"Anywhere—you'd better clear, they mean to
shut you up—if not worse—they're getting
desperate."


The door opened softly and Isabel Conway crept into the
room, dressed in coat and hat and carrying a small bag; she
went at once to Falkland, saying with pale lips:


"Take me away, please—this is just a
chance—Mamie planned it—"


Falkland needed no more; he took the girl's arm and
hurried out into the night.


The whole transaction had only taken a moment or so;
Mamie put out the candle; from the dark, only faintly
scattered by the dying fire embers, she whispered:


"You'd better clear out, I tell you, they are getting
desperate—they've gone so far they've got to go a bit
farther."


Despite this Compton wanted to stay and see the thing
out; he hated leaving the adventure in the middle, as it
were; but Beale, more prudent, seized him by the arm.


"We ought to help Falkland and that unfortunate girl, I
don't like the look of things at all—they're lunatics
at best."


"Come on—come on," urged Mamie with real terror
now in her voice. "They'll kill me for this—I've done
me best for you—"


Compton could resist no longer; he stepped out of the
long window on the lawn, after the other two; the vigil had
been longer than he had believed it to have been; a dismal
pallor of dawn was overspreading the wintry sky.


"Do you know your way?" whispered Beale.


Compton replied that he did and smiled to think that
this was the second time that he had left "Mockways" under
these circumstances; they hastened round the lawn in the
shrubbery and soon overtook Falkland and Isabel; none of
them could forbear looking back at the black square of the
house against the ghastly cold gray sky; in one of the top
windows was a dull flickering light.


"Oh, make haste!" whispered Isabel frantically. "Make
haste!"


They plunged forward into the dark, decaying shrubs,
goaded by an unnameable fear; Compton led them sharply away
from the house and in the direction of that former gap in
the railings through which he had entered himself, though
he recalled grimly enough that escape by that means was now
impossible—still he knew of no other way that it was
worth while taking—the other side of the house was
the mausoleum and acres of a wilderness of park, and he,
clear headed as he was, felt a little dazed by that long
vigil and its sudden interruption.


"Hark!" whispered Mamie suddenly.


A low howling broke on the gray stillness of the
reluctant winter dawn.


"The dogs!" cried Falkland. "Some one has loosened the
dogs! They've been shut up these last few nights!"


They had all broken into a run now, for the dogs sounded
behind them; and they felt sure that Dobree and Manning,
certainly armed, were behind the dogs.


"Shoot the brutes," said Compton as they dodged in and
out of the trees in the avenue.


"Can't see them," gasped Beale.


In the avenue indeed it was yet almost dark, for many
of the trees were evergreen, oak or ilex, and still heavy
with sombre leaves; the half lights—vague, gray and
dim—the dense shadows were most confusing—they
lost each other—they called to each other, they ran
backwards and forwards in this treacherous twilight.


Falkland still had, and always kept on him, the keys he
had found in Mathews' cottage, the keys that Manning had
not been quite clever enough to snatch away and hide; he
now told Compton this as they hurried side by side through
the dark.


"Idiot," said Compton, "why didn't you tell me
that before? There is a side door in the wall near
here—"


They fumbled their way down the avenue, turned out of
it and found the door in the high surrounding wall; they
had to flounder through a bed of rank nettles and weeds
to reach it; but neglected though it thus appeared it was
padlocked as securely as the mausoleum had been padlocked.
Falkland was lagging behind with Isabel Conway, who,
utterly exhausted, could not hasten; Mamie ran back to
him and fetched the keys which Compton proceeded to try
one after the other, Beale striking matches to help the
uncertain light.


Suddenly Beale exclaimed:


"I've dropped my revolver pitching through that
undergrowth—"


He turned back, undecided, vexed, his hand to his torn
pocket. Compton was absorbed in trying the keys—one
did open the padlock. The young man threw wide the door on
the hillside and turned back to hasten on the others.


He could not find any one; he plunged down the wrong
path; he rushed back to find Beale and Mamie at the open
door.


"It's all right, the others have gone ahead!" she cried;
the dogs sounded very near; they all three dashed through
the door and banged it behind them so that the latch jumped
into place, and scrambled over the rough hillside beyond
the wall.


The light was now fairly clear, but they could not see
Falkland or Isabel Conway.








CHAPTER XXVI



THE little party proceeded across the heath. It looked
gloomy and dreary enough in the pallid light of the new
day, a slight ground frost gave a bloom of rime to the
ground; the clouds were low, dull and threatened rain; it
was a gloomy enough prospect.


The two young men were now composed and almost inclined
to laugh at their late adventure. There was something in
that scramble through the park which was more ludicrous
than terrible in the recollection.


They were rather cold, and shivered. The men were
without their coats, and Mamie only wore her thick stuff
house-dress. She, however, tripped along cheerfully enough,
keeping a sharp look-out for Falkland and Miss Isabel.
"They must," she said, "have taken another turn, but it
does not matter, as they know where to go."


"What do you mean?" asked Beale: "'They know where to
go?'"


"Well, there was an appointment made," said Mamie,
hurrying along through the wet heather.


But Compton interrupted her.


"But are you quite sure they got away?" he asked. "I
mean, that they are safely this side of the gate?"


They paused to look round them and listen. They could
still hear the baying of the dogs, though this was faint,
and with every step farther in the distance.


"Yes," said Mamie, "I am quite sure that they got away;
I saw them run through the gate. They've happened to take
another way, I suppose; but both of them know their way,
and Miss Isabel will explain to Mr. Falkland like I'm going
to explain to you, sir," she added, as they hurried along
over the rough heath—not able to get along very fast,
but steadily getting away from the house as the light of
day brightened.


"This, you see," she added, "is the doing of Miss Sarah
Lomax. She arranged it all, though there was no time to
tell you about it before, when our one idea was to get away
from the house."


"Sarah Lomax?" repeated Beale, in surprise, "what do you
mean by that? How could she have arranged this?"


"She arranged it," said Mamie, with a cunning look,
"because she is hidden in 'Mockways.' She comes in and out
of 'Mockways' just as she likes, sir. Not that she'll tell
me quite how—but that doesn't matter from her point
of view, sir, does it? And I'm sure I only wish I knew how
she does it. But she doesn't trust me that far."


"Oh!" said Beale and Compton, both at once. "That
explains a great deal!"


"I suppose Miss Lomax has been this third person hidden
in the house, that surprised so many of you with these
goings-on? The person who sent the message in the knot of
red silk, eh?" said Compton.


"Yes, that's right, sir; she got into touch with me
almost at first—that day that Mr. Falkland and Miss
Isabel made their escape. She confided in me, but only up
to a point. She's a very strong-minded young lady, and not
much inclined to confide in any one. But she told me this
much—" panted Mamie, trying to keep step with the two
men—"that she could get in and out of 'Mockways' just
as often as she liked, and that with all them secret rooms
and trap-doors it wasn't much trouble for her to overhear
all that was going on."


"Ah," said Beale, "I suppose that's what made her come
and warn me. She saw that Miss Isabel and Falkland were
prisoners."


"Yes," said Mamie, "she told me she was going to do
that; but she didn't mean you to come to 'Mockways.' She
thought that was a silly thing to do; she knew you could
do no good there, sir. But still, we seem to have got away
now. It was she that suggested this. She said she'd ordered
a car to meet us by the cross-roads. I know where they are.
We passed them on our way here from 'The Elms,' and I'll
just hunt about till I find 'em. It won't take long, I
don't suppose."


She was talking rather incoherently in her excitement,
and it was not very easy for the two men thoroughly to
understand what the girl said.


"Does Miss Isabel know all this?" asked Compton.


"Yes, of course she does; we've talked it over again and
again, ever since Miss Lomax told me about it. She said we
were to wait till there was the next ghost-sitting, and
then to play this trick, whether you two were there or
not. And while Dobree and Manning were upstairs, we were
all to get out into the park and out of the park some way
or other, and so to the crossroads, where the car will be
waiting. Miss Isabel will tell Falkland that. They must
be ahead of us somewhere," she added, anxiously, looking
round over the brightening landscape. "I don't see them
in sight, but it is wonderful how soon any one can get
ahead—even a step or two will do it."


"And we've left Miss Lomax behind in 'Mockways,'"
remarked Beale. "That doesn't seem quite fair, does it?"


But Mamie only grinned.


"She's quite able to take care of herself, sir, I can
tell you."


Mamie now had to sit down on one of the heath-fringed
boulders on the hillside; she was exhausted, and no
wonder—she had been up all night, waiting for a
favourable moment in which to work her trick, and then had
come that desperate rush through the park with the dogs
behind them.


The two men waited while she recovered herself, taking
biscuits from her pocket and munching them.


"What's Mathews' part in all this?" asked Beale. "Is he
playing Dobree's game or no?"


"Of course he is," replied Mamie, contemptuously. "He
tried to get to warn Mr. Falkland, and then they gave
him such a shock that nothing would open his mouth about
anything now, and I don't think he really knows very
much—only just enough to make him suspicious, and to
make them keep him shut up here. I'm tell you, sir, it's
all a fair tangle to me too. But I know there's no good
about it," added the woman, shrewdly; "no good at all. I
can tell you that. And I'm fair sorry for Mr. Dobree in a
way, for I think Manning's got hold of him. I think he's
holding something over his head, to force him to give him
Miss Isabel; and if he don't make him marry her I think
Manning's going to make it dreadful for Mr. Dobree."


"What makes you think all that?" asked Beale
curiously.


She shook her head.


"I don't know, sir; but I've been shut up in that house
for a bit, and I've picked up this and that. This listening
and being listened to, and watching and being watched, you
can't help making some sort of a tale of it in the end. And
that's the tale that I've made out—that Manning's
holding something over Mr. Dobree; and though they're
putting up this pretence about ghosts, I don't think it's
altogether a pretence, as far as Mr. Dobree is concerned:
I think he really believes it. The ghosts, I mean—I
think he's scared by them."


"Well," said Compton, with a sigh and a yawn, "it all
seems to be rather flat as far as I'm concerned. Nothing
but a watch in the dark, and a chase in the dark, and
nothing happening. I suppose we're clear of 'Mockways'
now, and not likely to get into it again. It only remains
to get Miss Isabel to her friends, and get all we can out
of Falkland. But I doubt if he will have any case against
Dobree, considering the man's money and position. We shall
have to be quiet about the whole thing, and let it peter
out."


"Leave it to Miss Sarah Lomax, you mean," grinned Mamie.
"I can tell you, she doesn't mean to give up in a hurry.
She's in and out of that place like a rat, watching 'em all
the time."


They had now got in sight of the high road along which
Miss Isabel and Falkland had escaped before; and there,
by the lonely cross-roads, they could see, in the grey
distance, a large car waiting.


"Miss Lomax told me it would be there," said Mamie,
triumphantly, "and there it is. I knew she wouldn't go back
on us!"


"Who's in the car?" asked Beale.


"Only a hired man, sir. It's a kind of taxi from the
neighbouring town, where she lives, I think, in between her
visits to 'Mockways.' She told me she'd hire it, and tell
the man to come here and wait—all night, if need be.
Of course," she added, anxiously, "we mustn't say anything
to him about a queer adventure. It's got to be all part of
this ghost-haunting business, sir. We mustn't say anything
to reflect on Mr. Dobree or Mr. Manning. Miss Lomax was
very careful about that. She impressed that on me, and on
Miss Isabel."


"'Ghost' is the cue, apparently," laughed Compton,
"We've all got to talk about ghosts, though none of us
has seen or heard anything of them, so far as I know," he
added, regretfully.


"But what was the old man?" asked Beale, interestedly.
"There certainly was an old man in the window, just as Mamie
came in."


"That was old Mathews, dressed up, I expect," said
Mamie, contemptuously.


Both the young men thought that it had not been at all
like Mathews, but altogether too frail and quavering an
outline to have been that of a human being.


They now were nearing the car waiting by the
crossroads.


"I don't see Falkland or Miss Isabel," said Mamie,
nervously; "but I suppose they've got inside the car >for
warmth—" for the morning was certainly raw and chill.
The heavy ground-frost still covered the hillside with
vapour. They all thought that they, too, would be glad to
get into the car: be glad, indeed, to reach the town and
have a good breakfast and a good rest.


When they reached the car, they found it was empty.
Neither Isabel nor Falkland was there.








CHAPTER XXVII


ISABEL and Falkland had got clear on to
the hillside; and then Isabel had missed Mamie, and called
out to her in a panic.


Falkland told her not to shout, as it might attract the
attention of possible pursuers. She then broke away from
him and ran into the park, wringing her hands and looking
about for her faithful friend.


In the confusion of the interlacing shadows and dubious
lights, she turned down the opposite path from that taken
by Mamie, and was soon out of sight of the gate. When
Falkland saw that she did not return, he too went back into
the grounds of "Mockways," and after her. He chanced to
meet her, but could not see any of the others. They called
as loud as they dared, and ran about here and there looking
and peering through the interlacing boughs and low, dark
greenery.


When, at last, they made their way back to the gate,
they found this closed on them; and Isabel, in terror,
cried:


"We have been caught again!"


But Falkland found the gate was open. It was merely the
latch in place; the padlock swung open. He had given his
keys to Compton, of course. Compton had got away: this was
what he told Isabel. But she would not believe it. She said
they were all somewhere in the park, and she could not
abandon them. And, weeping hysterically, she refused to
escape.


"I can't leave Mamie to it," she said; "I simply can't.
They will revenge the whole thing on her. We must go back
and face it out."


In vain Falkland tried to persuade her that Mamie had
certainly escaped, and no doubt at this moment was looking
for her on the hillside.


Isabel was overwrought and unnerved, and would not
believe this consolation. She felt, she said, quite
incapable of leaving the park while there was any question
of the escape of Mamie.


"We must give it up," she said; "we cannot be meant to
escape."


She did not tell Falkland about Sarah Lomax and the
waiting car on the cross-roads because she was in too much
despair to trouble. She sat down and put her face in her
hands, disconsolate and weary, among the dead leaves; and
Falkland could do nothing but lean against the wall and
gaze at her.


He himself believed that the others had got away; but
indeed there had been such confusion, and the mingled
light and shade of the cold winter dawn was so bewildering
that he could not definitely have told what had really
happened.


The only thing that was clear was that they were there,
a step from liberty, and must not take it.


"Oh, Mamie, Mamie!" lamented Isabel. "She's done all
this for me. She's been so wonderful; so good and so
clever. And I doubted her, I warned you against her: that
is what I can't forgive myself! But I have been so confused
and bewildered from the first, I really thought that she
was one of them—one of those dreadful people!"


And poor Isabel shuddered.


"But she isn't. She's done everything for me! And she's
been so clever, too, getting into touch with that Miss
Lomax who's hiding in the house."


"Hiding in the house?" asked Falkland, quickly. "Do you
mean to say you've got into touch with Miss Lomax, and that
she's in the house? You never told me that."


"I didn't have a chance," said Isabel. "When do we get
a chance to say a word? I haven't seen Miss Lomax myself.
It's been Mamie who's got some kind of signal up with her.
There was to be a car waiting for us, at the cross-roads.
Miss Lomax managed that, and she suggested the trick Mamie
played to-night about the papier mâché box."


"A car waiting at the cross-roads?" said Falkland,
eagerly. "Then come along. Let's make for it. Even if the
others haven't got away, there's no reason why I should
not see you into safety. I could always come back for
Mamie."


And he held open the door on to the hillside, and
again implored the girl to move. But Isabel had taken her
resolution. She was convinced that Mamie had not escaped,
and she had decided that she could not leave her in
"Mockways." Her gratitude and devotion to the poor nurse
were unbounded, and it was impossible for her to consider
for a moment abandoning her to Manning and Dobree.


"I'd rather go through anything myself," he declared.


And at the very moment when Compton, Beale and Mamie
had reached the empty car at the cross-roads, Isabel was
abandoning her excellent chance of escape, and turning
back, with heroic resolution, to the prison of "Mockways,"
followed by Falkland, who had, indeed, no choice at
all in the matter, but whose soul was full of the most
bitter despair at this excellent lost opportunity. He was
convinced, in his own mind, that the others had made good
their escape, and felt that he must be a fool not to have
been able to persuade the girl of this.


"We might, perhaps, find them in the park somewhere,"
said Isabel, drearily. "They seem to have called the dogs
off; I don't hear them any more. We might wander away and
perish in the woods," she added, wildly. "That is what I
would rather do than go back to the house. And yet there's
Mamie to be thought of," she added, desperately. "But we
might hang about until we discover if she really got away
or not."


"Not much use in that," said Falkland, dryly. "If you
want to stick by Mamie, we'd better go back to the house
and see if she is there. After all, it's easy to find some
sort of a flimsy excuse for running out into the park. We
can say," he added, ironically, "that we saw the ghost; and
I certainly did see something, though I suppose it was a
trick."


They continued to wander aimlessly through the park, the
half-fainting girl hanging on to Falkland's arm. And they
had not wandered very far before they saw Manning coming
towards them, a couple of large wolfhounds at his heels.


He took off his hat and gave Isabel a mocking bow; and
she hung so heavily on Falkland's arm that that young man
thought she had fainted.


"Good-evening—or good-morning, Miss Conway,"
sneered Manning. "Whatever it ought to be. This is becoming
rather foolish, don't you think—these wild jaunts
with Mr. Falkland. Such a damp, dismal sort of jaunt, this
one," he grinned, "a wretched, frosty dawn in winter. I
can't think of a more disagreeable time in which to wander
in a neglected park."


"We were frightened by the ghost," said Falkland,
putting the best face on it that he could. "Or rather, Miss
Isabel was frightened."


"What was Miss Isabel doing down in the parlour?" asked
Manning.


"She ran down," said Falkland, "when you had gone up to
look for the box. She was scared, as she well might have
been. You'll be answerable for the consequences, Manning,
if she loses her wits through all this. She was scared, and
ran down; and we had to run after her: and what's become of
the others I don't know."


"Gone away, no doubt," said Manning, "not altogether
liking the hospitality of 'Mockways.' And as to the
box—that was a lie on the part of your devoted
Mamie," he added, looking closely at the girl. "Perhaps on
your part, too."


"I know nothing about it," she whispered, in the
extreme of terror. "But where's Mamie? What's happened to
Mamie?"


"I don't know," said Manning. "I thought she was with
you."


And they both knew that he had spoken the truth, and
Falkland had the great bitterness of knowing that Mamie
really had escaped and that they might have joined her.


Meanwhile, Manning spoke again.


"You had better come back to the house," he purred,
in his evil whisper. "Miss Isabel looks quite worn out.
I don't think you'd better keep her walking up and down
this damp path any longer, Mr. Falkland. I'm sure she
will be glad of breakfast and a rest. We must stop this
ghost-watching, if this is going to be the result."


"Well," said Falkland, as they turned back towards the
house, trying to disguise his heart-sickness, "I think I
saw something this time."


"Saw something?" asked Manning, quickly.


"Yes."


"What was it you did see?"


"I don't know—an old man."


"An old man?" ejaculated Manning. "You saw an old man?"
And he spoke in such a manner that Falkland was at once
convinced that he had not prepared any tricks in those
long, dark windows, but that whatever it was that they had
all seen, it was not any doing of Manning's.


"I thought I saw an old man," he declared. "The wavery
outline of an old man."


"Nonsense!" cried Manning, quickly. "Nonsense! Of
course, you didn't see anything of the kind! Hurry along.
I'm sure Miss Conway wants to get home and rest: she looks
to me quite done for."


Half-dead, indeed, Isabel Conway clung to Falkland's
arm, and passed without demur for the second time over
the threshold across which she had made two such valiant
efforts to escape.


There was now no Mamie to look after her, to console her
and succour her. Alone the girl had to go up to her room,
and Manning followed her and turned the key in the lock.


"You'd better stop all this folly," he said, coming down
to Falkland, who was sitting in an attitude of despair by
the dead embers of the fire. "This is twice you have tried
this on, and I should think you would see by now that
it's quite hopeless. I've means of getting hold of you,"
he added, "even if you did make a getaway—which you
won't. As for Miss Conway, I suppose you know by now that
she's engaged to me? She's going to be my wife."


"That's a lie," said Falkland, "and you know it."


Manning only smiled.


"I can bear a good deal of that sort of talk," he said.
"It doesn't fetch me! At the same time, I should advise you
not to indulge in too much of it, Mr. Falkland."








CHAPTER XXVIII


EXHAUSTED, dispirited and disappointed
as Falkland was, he was at once roused to take up the
challenge in Manning's last words. He rose to his feet
and faced the sinister figure the other side of the
ember-strewn hearth.


"If you are going to take that tone," he replied, "I
may as well take it also; there is no need for disguise, I
suppose, any longer. What you are up to—you and your
employer—I don't quite know, but you are certainly
keeping me and Miss Conway here by force, and, as I suppose
you have realised, my friends have got away now, and will
soon find means of getting in touch with me again. Your
game, whatever it is, is up."


"Oh, is it?" sneered Manning. "My game, as you call it,
is certainly not up; and as for your friends, what excuse
do you think they will have to return to 'Mockways' again?
I believe you'll find that they have had their lesson, and
won't be so very keen to get another."


Falkland was silent for a second; he could, indeed,
think of no very good reply to this. Casting over in his
mind the possible future actions of the two young men and
Mamie, he was at a loss to know what they would be likely
to do. After all, there was still nothing against either
Manning or Dobree except this forcible detention of himself
and Miss Conway; and that would be difficult indeed to
prove. If he got away from "Mockways" himself to-morrow, he
would not know what kind of a charge to make against his
late employer and Manning. There was nothing tangible to go
on, and the extremely clever disguise of the ghost-hunting
would cover up all possible eccentricities and strange
behaviour.


Seeing his desperate bewilderment and sullen silence,
Manning laughed.


"You see that there is nothing you can do, I suppose?"
he remarked. "Therefore, you had better keep civil; you'll
stay in 'Mockways' just exactly as long as I choose that
you shall stay, and you'll do as you're told, and you
won't waste your time trying to communicate with any one
outside."


"I'm perfectly well aware," replied Falkland, bitterly,
"that all my letters are intercepted and stolen."


"Are you?" said Manning. "A bit of guesswork on your
part, then; there's no proof of that, you know, nor of
anything else. You've come here to help in investigations
about ghosts; this is a haunted house, and we're here to
investigate. And meanwhile we are looking for a certain box
that an old man—a silly, eccentric old man—hid
thirty years ago; a papier mâché box with one or two
good jewels in it. There's nothing in that, you know, Mr.
Falkland; nothing whatever."


Falkland replied, boldly and angrily:


"I think that there is a very great deal in it and I'm
not going to rest till I've found out what. That is," he
added, "if you insist on keeping me a prisoner here. If you
let me go and return Miss Conway to her friends, I, as I
told you some time ago, will say nothing about anything. As
you said before, it's no business of mine—"


But Manning interrupted fiercely.


"No. No business of yours, but you thrust yourself into
it, didn't you? And now you're paying for it."


"I didn't thrust myself into it," retorted Falkland.
"I was dragged into it. I happened, most unfortunately
for me, to render Mr. Dobree a service; and this was the
result."


"You happened," said Manning, "to mention the name of
Sarah Lomax, didn't you? And that's the result. What do
you know about her? What did you mean, saying her name?"


"I knew nothing about her at all," replied Falkland.
"I've tried to explain that to you and Mr. Dobree. It was
just a chance shot, and if I had happened to guess the
consequences—"


Manning took up the words with a sneer.


"I can well understand that if you had happened to know
the consequences, you wouldn't have said it. But you did:
and here you are!"


"And here she is!" Falkland wanted to say. He would have
very much liked to tell Manning what he had heard from
Isabel, that Sarah Lomax came in and out of the house,
watching them, spying on them, and looking herself for the
papier mâché box. Perhaps Manning knew this; perhaps, on
the other hand, he didn't. Anyhow, Falkland did not feel
justified in giving the girl's secret away.


"What do you want to do with me?" he asked, biting his
lip. "What's the sense of keeping me shut up here like
this? Are you trying to break my nerve down, or drive me
crazy? I cannot see the sense of it. You ought to know by
now that I am quite innocent of any attempt to spy on you
or find out your affairs or those of Mr. Dobree. I am not
concerned with any of it; I've told you that again and
again," he repeated, violently.


"That may be," sneered Manning; "but your two bright
young friends outside have been spending all their time and
money trying to find out things about me and Mr. Dobree,
and about old Mr. Powell too."


"Well," protested Falkland, "I suppose that was only
because they couldn't understand why I was shut up here.
That's natural enough, isn't it? And then the strange way
you behaved—the trick about Beale in the Bitterne
woods, and the trick about Mathews in the shed—all
those things make people wonder, you know, Mr. Manning.
Sane people, as a rule, don't take all that trouble to play
tricks unless there's something behind it."


Manning merely grinned at him.


"Whether there's anything behind it or not," he
remarked, "you don't leave 'Mockways,' that's decided. And
Miss Conway doesn't leave, either. As I told you just now,
she's going to be my wife, and I'm going to look after her
properly."


"Look after her properly!" cried Falkland, furiously.
"In a place like this! And now without any sort of a nurse
or attendant."


"Oh, I'll get her a nurse or an attendant all right,"
smiled Manning. "There's no difficulty about that, I assure
you; and presently, as soon as ever I've found what I'm
looking for, Mr. Falkland, I shall take her away. We shall
be married," he added, softly, "and go away together. The
south of France, I think—somewhere where she'll get a
chance to recover from all this."


"She doesn't intend to marry you, and she shan't marry
you," retorted Falkland. "This is all just bluff and
bullying on your part, and you know it."


"Oh, I do, do I?" said Manning. "Don't you just think
you'd better be a little careful? After all, you seem to
think I'm a very dangerous character. You might remember
that," he jeered, "when you try to provoke me so."


"As I said before," Falkland remarked, as quietly as he
could, "you had better, for your own sake, be careful. My
friends have got away, and they will have a funny tale to
tell, won't they?"


"Will they?" asked Manning, quite unmoved by these
veiled threats. "Will they? I don't think so. They were
invited to 'Mockways' to join in a ghost-search party.
They sat up all night looking for the ghost, and when the
ghost came they got scared, and took to their heels and
ran away, and I suppose are still wandering about the
hillside: they're rather cold and hungry, I should think,
Mr. Falkland!"


Falkland had a card up his sleeve here in the matter of
the car waiting at the cross-roads. He did not mention it,
but it gave him considerable satisfaction. He was sure that
by now the three of them would be in the cathedral town,
enjoying their breakfasts and making their plans. He was
convinced that they would not abandon him, and though he
could not conceive what the steps would be which they would
take towards his liberation, he was quite sure that they
would not be slow or idle in his interest.


At the same time, he had a sickening feeling that he
could not go on like this; he felt that his nerves and
health would break, as no doubt Manning intended they
should do.


Useless, of course, to appeal to him; but for the moment
Falkland had felt the impulse to do so. He was so hopeless,
so exhausted.


He rose with a groan and turned towards the window,
which now let in the light of a grey, winter day.


Manning turned to leave the room. Well he knew that
there was no need to lock Falkland in; as long as Isabel
Conway was shut up in "Mockways," Falkland was safe not to
attempt to leave it. Therefore, he made no attempt to close
the windows, or lay any embargo upon the unfortunate young
man. He was only too well aware how securely he was tied to
the awful house.


Falkland turned wildly over in his distraught mind the
possibility of coming to some arrangement with Manning, of
bribing him or persuading him to let them go; but it was
hopeless, he knew, and with a groan he dismissed the idea.
The only thing for him to do was to try to keep his head,
control himself, use all the patience he could command
in yet another endeavour to get Isabel Conway free from
"Mockways."


As he stood still in an attitude of despair by the
open window, he heard the door softly close behind him,
and, looking round, saw that Dobree was in the tall,
gloomy room, looking at him; and looking at him with a new
expression.


It seemed to Falkland that this expression was almost
one of fear; yes, fear—as if even Dobree had been
infected by the foul atmosphere of the house.


The heavy man came slowly to the window, and laid his
arm on Falkland's shoulder.


"What did you see last night?" he whispered. "In the
window, I mean. Did you think you saw something?—"


"Yes," said Falkland, briefly, in no mood to be
discussing ghosts. "I thought I saw an old man—just
the outline of an old man—self-deception, I
suppose."


"Not an old man?" asked Dobree, anxiously. "Surely you
didn't think it was an old man?"


"Yes, I did; a wizened old man. But what of it, sir?"
he added, wearily. "There's something else to think of,
besides ghosts, in this house, it seems to me."


"There is indeed," said Dobree, "a great deal to
think of;" and he sighed. "But I hope," he added, "that
you didn't see an old man. That's rather dreadful, Mr.
Falkland, if there's the ghost of an old man walking about
'Mockways.'"


"I thought you'd seen a good deal yourself, sir,"
said Falkland, not knowing how to take this, and feeling
bewildered to the point of craziness by it all.


"Yes, I've seen a good deal," said Dobree, in an
absorbed manner; "and now I want to talk to you, Falkland;
I want to talk to you very, very seriously. Will you come
into my office—you know, the room next here; but
not now, in an hour or so, when you've had some food and
rested. What I've got to say requires a very clear head. It
is most important."


Falkland felt his spirits leap at this. Anything
was better than nothing; any action better than long
suspense.


"Very important," repeated Dobree, with another sigh.








CHAPTER XXIX


FALKLAND went about the house without
further molestation from Manning. He managed to scribble
Isabel a note, bidding her cheer up and trust in him, which
he pushed under her door.


Mathews, sullen and hostile, served him with food, and
Falkland took some sort of a rest. He could not eat, but he
forced himself to lie down on his bed and rest.


He was considerably excited by the promised interview
with Dobree. There had been something very peculiar in that
man's manner which excited the curiosity and even the hope
of Falkland. All that heavy, sullen, bullying air had gone;
the man seemed frightened—even humble and timid.
Perhaps a ruse, a trick, a trap; but Falkland could not
turn over in his mind too many of such possibilities. He
must try to nourish what hope he could, and there did seem
a gleam of hope in Dobree's behaviour.


Perhaps he could get from him the freedom which he had
asked for in vain from Manning; perhaps, even, some clue to
the mystery or whatever motive was behind all this.


When he went downstairs at the appointed time, he was
delighted beyond measure to find Mamie in the parlour,
lighting the fire and tidying up the room with a brisk and
cheerful air, as if she had been comfortably in bed all
night, and not tramping the heath.


She had changed her dress, and looked decent and tidy,
as well as placid, and even cheerful.


"So you've come back?" cried Falkland, in his pleasure.
"Good, brave Mamie, you've really got back?"


"Of course, I've got back," she answered,
contemptuously. "Do you think I'd stay away while Miss
Isabel was here? Of course, I came back, and at once. I
made them drive me up to the gate, and there I just rung
the bell and waited till Mathews let me in; and he was
pretty glad to see me, I can tell you. He said it cheered
him up a lot to have me back again."


"It cheers me up too," cried Falkland, "and Miss Isabel
will be absolutely overjoyed. It makes all the difference
in the world to all of us, Mamie, and I feel I owe you an
apology—"


She stopped him instantly.


"What are you talking about?" she said, in a loud voice.
"A lot of trouble you've put me to this night, scaring
Miss Isabel with your ghosts, and letting her run across
the park, sending me chasing after her and getting lost. I
can tell you, I've had a fair time of it, all through this
silly nonsense about ghosts."


Falkland saw at once the cue she wished him to take up.
No doubt the clever woman had been able to persuade even
the suspicious Manning that she had been making an attempt
to recapture Miss Isabel. No doubt, also, she had been able
to persuade him that she had not left the park, but had
wandered about nearly all night looking for her charge. It
was not likely that Mathews would give her away on this
point. He was silent, realising that somebody was probably
listening—possibly Dobree himself, in the next
room.


"Go up to Miss Isabel as soon as you can," he said,
anxiously. "She'll want to see you."


Mamie nodded, and went on with her work. Evidently her
delay was given with the object of not rousing any doubt as
to her stupidity and fidelity to Manning. She did not wish
to rush up to Isabel Conway in any manner to show undue
devotion to her charge.


Falkland left her, and went into the little office
where Dobree had told him to come. He found his employer
sitting heavily by the desk, a glass of wine on the dirty,
neglected table near him.


His head was sunk on his breast, his arms hung by his
side; his whole attitude was one of slackness, almost one
of despair.


If this man had not got something terrible on his
conscience he could not be quite sane, Falkland thought.


"Sit down, Mr. Falkland," he said, without looking
up. "Sit down. But first—" he interrupted
himself—"lock the door. I don't wish any one to come
in on us; I don't want any one to overhear us."


As Falkland locked the door, he remarked:


"Mamie has come back, sir," and he was sure that his
keen scrutiny of Dobree's face was not deceived: a look
of relief, even of pleasure, passed over those heavy
features.


"Come back!" said Dobree. "I'm glad of that! Has she
gone up to Miss Isabel?"


"I don't know, sir; but she's back, and you may be sure
she will not easily leave Miss Isabel again."


"Good! good!" said Dobree.


"Well, sir," said Falkland, moved by his evident
pleasure in this protection for his ward, "if you feel like
that about Miss Isabel, why don't you send her away from
this horrible place? This is no house for a young girl to
stay in; she'll be ill, sir—perhaps sent out of her
wits. Can't you consider that, and let her go?"


Dobree did not answer; his head sank lower on to his
breast.


"Good, good," he repeated; "sit down; sit down close to
me."


Falkland took the shabby chair on the other side of the
neglected desk. He felt his heart beat rapidly. Surely,
now, there was going to be some sort of revelation? But
first of all he must try to secure some mitigation of the
unhappy lot of Isabel Conway, and he continued to urge his
plea in an agitated voice.


"Couldn't you send Miss Isabel away, sir?" he urged.
"Whatever the trouble is, couldn't you put her right out
of it—send her and Mamie away somewhere bright and
cheerful, where she could be with her friends? Only do
that, sir, and then let everything else settle itself!"


Dobree looked round furtively, and then, in a low voice,
replied:


"I can't! I can't!"


"Can't let Miss Conway go?" repeated Falkland, in
horror. "Why not, in heaven's name?"


"Because Manning intends that she shall remain," replied
Dobree, again looking round.


"And has Manning all this power?" asked Falkland,
desperately. "Are you bound to do, sir, as Manning
says?"


Dobree did not reply. He gave Falkland a thoughtful
look, and rose and began pacing up and down the floor.


"I'm in a dreadful situation," he said, at last, in a
low, heavy voice; "a terrible situation, Mr. Falkland; an
unspeakable situation. I'm in that man's power. I dare say
that seems very odd to you, but that's the truth. I'm in
that villain Manning's power."


"How is that possible?" whispered Falkland, overawed
by the terrible look that Dobree gave him. "How can you
possibly be in his power?"


"I am," said Dobree. "That's what I asked you to come
here and listen to—my tale of how I am in Manning's
power. And yet I can't tell you," he added, with another
sigh of despair. "The whole thing's gone too far. There's
no way out; at least, only one way, and that's what we must
discuss."


"Any way!" said Falkland, eagerly. "Any way to help Miss
Conway and you, sir!"


Dobree stopped deliberately in front of him, and took up
his words keenly.


"Any way, did you say?" he repeated. "You would take any
way to save Miss Conway?"


"Yes; and yourself, sir," said Falkland, resolutely.
"Manning is a villain, of that I am convinced."


"He certainly is a villain," said Dobree, "that I
know. And he has made me into a villain too. But that's
no matter of yours," he added, darkly. "Here I am in
Manning's power; here we all three are."


"But," said Falkland, more eagerly still, "if there are
the three of us against one, what's the trouble, sir? Why,
a man in your position, with your influence—"


Dobree seemed to shudder at these words.


"I tell you, none of that is any good against Manning,"
he replied.


"Well, he's only a human being, like you and me,"
urged Falkland. "He's not the devil, I suppose, or any
supernatural creature? Surely, whatever it is, it can be
met and mastered!"


"No," said Dobree, "it cannot be, it certainly cannot
be mastered. Only," he added, with sinister emphasis, "in
this one way. Are you, Falkland, prepared to take this one
way?"


"Any way, of course," said Falkland, at once. "This life
is torture—absolute torture; and I can't stand by and
see Miss Isabel forced to marry that loathsome brute. I
tell you, Mr. Dobree, I don't ask what your secret is, or
what the hold is that Manning has over you: I am prepared
to do anything you suggest to help you—and not to
ask any questions, either," he added impetuously. "It's
no business of mine, any of it. I only want to get Isabel
Conway clear, back to her friends, and get away myself
to my ordinary life. Just that, sir, believe me! Nothing
else is any concern of mine." He repeated himself in his
desperate attempt to convince Dobree of his sincerity.


"I believe you," replied the older man.


"You said you would take any way," he said, with
emphasis. "Isn't that so, Falkland?"


"Yes, sir," replied the young man, resolutely; "of
course, I'll do anything—whatever you suggest."


"There is only one way," said Dobree, putting his face
close to Falkland's. "Absolutely one way, Falkland. I want
you to kill Manning."





CHAPTER XXX


FOR a terrible second, Falkland thought he
had to deal with a madman. He gazed, petrified, into the
glaring eyes of Dobree, now so close to his own.


"Kill Manning?" he breathed, doubting the evidence
of his own senses. "Did you say 'Kill Manning,'
sir?—"


Of all things, he had not expected this. The horrible
words had taken him utterly by surprise.


"Yes, I said 'Kill Manning,'" said Dobree; "kill him at
once, quickly, swiftly, without any possibility of escape.
Then you and Isabel Conway will be safe, and I," he added,
with a deep sigh, "shall be at peace, for the first time
for thirty years at least, Mr. Falkland."


The young man recoiled from him, and went and sat down
in the chair by the desk. He was shivering all over. Just
when he had thought there was some way of escape opening
to him, some solution of his immense and terrifying
difficulties offering, he found himself involved in an even
more dreadful situation. Was Dobree mad? Was the suggestion
a trap? He could not decide; he could not even speak, but
sat there, dumb and shuddering.


Dobree came slowly and heavily towards him, leant on
the back of his chair and, bending down, whispered in his
ear:


"Kill Manning, I said! Why can't you? I can arrange it
all."


"Why," said Falkland, shrinking back, "don't you do
it yourself, sir? Why should you put me on this ghastly
business?"


"Do it myself!" muttered Dobree, with a ghastly look;
"but I can't! I daren't! If I had dared," he added, "I
should have done it years ago; but I can't.  Why couldn't
you, though? You said you'd do anything—that you'd
take any way; and this is the only way."


"But it can't be!" cried Falkland, trying to maintain
some reason and balance. "It can't be the only way. I don't
know if this suggestion is a test on your part—"


"No, no," said Dobree, hurriedly and impatiently. "Don't
bother about that; I'm not testing you—I'm talking to
you in desperation. I've about come to the end of things,
and so, I suppose, have you. Therefore, I'm giving you this
chance. The only alternative is madness, or death, for all
of us." And he added, bitterly: "I tell you this: I shan't
be able to save that girl upstairs; nor will you."


Falkland shivered to his soul.


"But perhaps you'd tell me something of what all this
means," he begged. "Tell me what all this frightful mystery
is, sir, and why killing Manning is the only way out."


"Because Manning is a fiend," said Dobree. "Because
nothing will move or change him; because he has set his
mind on marrying Isabel Conway."


"But why," interrupted Falkland, feverishly, "are you
bound to give way to him? The girl is in your charge; she
is your ward. Surely you could send her away from this
place."


Dobree gave him a diabolical grin.


"Haven't I told you that I'm in his power?" he said. "He
has got me in his clutches, and I can't get away."


Dobree's voice sunk to a whisper as he repeated:


"I can't get away. We're rats in a trap, Falkland, you
and I—I even more than you. But I can help you to do
this. Yes," he muttered, as if communing to himself, "we
might do it, you and I, if we were very, very careful."


"Do what?" whispered Falkland, leaning forward.


"Get rid of Manning, of course," replied Dobree, again
furtively glancing round the cold, dreary room. "Get rid of
him. Leave 'Mockways,' and leave him in it, Falkland. Clear
out—all of us—and enjoy life without any shadow
on it."


"Enjoy life!" repeated Falkland, almost hysterical.
"Enjoy life, with a murder on our minds?"


At the word "murder," Dobree winced.


"It has been done, I believe," he grinned. "And there
would be no great harm in ridding the world of a villain,
of a scoundrel, like Manning."


"But," argued Falkland, in great agitation, "if he is
such a villain and scoundrel, surely he can be brought to
book: he can be denounced and dealt with by the law."


"The law!" cried Dobree, wildly. "You don't suppose that
I can bring in the law? If I had been able to do that I
should not be where I am now."


"No," said Falkland, slowly, "I suppose that's at
the bottom of it all, Mr. Dobree: you've done something
yourself—something that put you in the power of
Manning."


"Yes, I have," admitted Dobree, sullenly. "But that's
neither here nor there, Falkland; it won't help either of
us to talk about that now," he added, wildly. "We've got to
consider Manning, and get rid of Manning."


But Falkland rose, and said, desperately:


"I can't do it; I don't know whether you're mad or sane.
But I can't do it."


"Not even," whispered Dobree, "not even to save Isabel
Conway? Couldn't you do it for that?"


Falkland was silent.


"Won't you tell me more?" he cried, frantically. But
Dobree clutched him heavily by the shoulder.


"Don't raise your voice," he whispered, "don't raise
your voice! Haven't I said that this is all secret? Any
minute we may be spied upon or interrupted. Once Manning
knows I've spoken to you—" he stopped abruptly.


Falkland could no longer doubt his sincerity, at least
on this point. He was genuinely and deeply terrified of
Manning.


"Perhaps I can guess this secret," said Falkland,
talking wildly in the dark but trying to force Dobree into
some sort of confession. "Perhaps it had to do with old Mr.
Powell and young Mr. Vane."


"Ah, then, you do know something!" breathed Dobree,
softly.


"Who was Sarah Lomax?" he asked. "Can you tell me that,
sir? Has she to do with Manning or with you?"


"With both of us," said Dobree, sullenly. "With both
of us. But we are getting away from the matter in hand,"
he added advancing closer to Falkland and fixing him with
a baleful look. "Will you, or will you not," he added,
sinking his voice till it was a mere husky breath, "will
you or will you not get rid of Manning for me?"


Falkland, in his frantic desperation, could not decide
whether it would better to accede to this terrible request
or not. Surely the best thing to do would be, by some means
or other, to gain time.


"I must think it over," he muttered. "I can't say yes
all at once to a proposition of murder, you know, Mr.
Dobree! However frantic the circumstances!"


"I should have thought," said Dobree, cunningly, "that
where Miss Conway was concerned you would have agreed to
everything at once. I can tell you," he continued in the
lowest possible voice, "she's in the very greatest danger.
Manning won't wait much longer. He insists on her marrying
him, and one of these fine mornings, Mr. Falkland, there'll
be a car at the door and we shall all be taken off to the
local church; and there you'll see Isabel Conway married
to Manning. He always carries a special licence in his
pocket."


"She will never consent," said Falkland.


"Won't she?" said Dobree. "I can't count on that;
neither can you, Falkland. You know well enough that the
wretched girl can't resist for ever. She will soon be in
such a state that she will do everything Manning tells her;
and so, no doubt," he added, desperately, "will even you
and I."


"But all this is madness," cried Falkland, struggling to
throw off the nightmarish atmosphere of the whole ghastly
interview. "It really is madness, Mr. Dobree: there must be
some way out!"


"I've told you the way out," said Dobree; "I've told it
you, and I can't stay any longer to argue the matter with
you. Will you or will you not get rid of Manning?"


Falkland shuddered, and parried this fearful question by
asking:


"What way did you propose to get rid of Maiming, Mr.
Dobree?"


"If you agree to do it, I'll tell you," replied the
cider man, grimly. "Not before you do so."


"I can't agree," replied Falkland. "After all, it's
risking hanging, you know."


"It's risking nothing!" said Dobree, eagerly. "I can
easily arrange that. No one will suspect anything. You
don't suppose I haven't thought all that out, do you?"


Falkland shuddered the more to hear this. Three loud
raps on the door interrupted them.








CHAPTER XXXI


"IT'S Manning!" shivered Dobree; and the
great, hulking man shivered and cowered where he stood.


"Well, what if it is?" breathed Falkland, though he,
too, felt a strong sensation of fear. "We're locked in,
aren't we? You needn't answer the door."


"But I must," whispered Dobree; "I must. I've got to let
him in. I expect he's been listening—listening to
what we've been saying and planning."


"We've been planning nothing," protested Falkland,
almost hysterically; "planning nothing. And as for
listening—" he added, his nerve seemed to be breaking
fast—"as for listening, Mr. Dobree, there's nothing
else but listening in 'Mockways'; every one is listening
one to the other. We can get out of this room, can't we?"
he added, clutching at Dobree's arm. "There's the window:
if he's after us we can get out by the window!"


"Of course, he's after us!" smiled Dobree, with a
ghastly grin. "Of course, he's after us! Of course, he
knows what we've been talking about. He knows everything.
But we can thwart him yet, if you'll act—and act
quickly!"


"Don't let him in!" said Falkland, again.


But Dobree was already at the door, and had unlocked
it.


It was Manning who stood without, in the dark
corridor.


"I don't want to disturb you, sir," he said turning to
Dobree; "but I was wondering what you were talking about
with Falkland. You've been shut in here a good while."


"I wasn't talking of anything of any importance. Nothing
whatever, Manning, I assure you. Mr. Falkland's getting
rather tired of 'Mockways' and our ghost search, and
thinks it's time things came to an end or a climax; and I
must say," he added, with a sideway look at Manning, "I'm
beginning to think so, too."


"Oh, you are, are you, sir?" smiled Manning, blocking up
the doorway. "You are thinking things ought to come to a
climax? Well, I dare say they will!"


"This box, now," said Dobree, heavily, as if oppressed
and almost overwhelmed by the power of the other man
present. "Suppose we give up looking for it, eh, Manning?"
His husky voice held almost an appeal. "Suppose we let it
go! A few jewels aren't of much importance, after all. The
thing's getting on our nerves—on our brains; we shall
go crazy if we keep on searching, searching like this for
that papier mâché box."


"Certainly," remarked Falkland, trying to bring things
on to some sort of a sane and normal level, "it seems to
me lunacy to keep on searching like this for a few jewels
hidden by a lunatic old man thirty years ago. Why, the
whole thing may be a trick—when you find the box it
may be empty!"


Dobree laughed dismally.


"If I thought that, Falkland, I'd give up the search, An
empty box is no good to us, is it, Manning?"


"Nor a few jewels either, I should have thought," said
Falkland, looking carefully from one to the other.


"Nor a few jewels either!" echoed Manning, in a sinister
tone. "No, you're quite right, Falkland; a few jewels
aren't of much interest to us."


"Then it's something else you're looking for," asked
the young man, taking this as a challenge, or perhaps a
confession. "You may as well tell me what it is."


"No," said Manning, "I may as well not tell you!
If you chance to find the box you'll find out for
yourself; and if you don't chance to find it, you'll never
know—that is, if you don't know now."


"He doesn't," said Dobree, with a sort of eagerness.
"I'm convinced of that. We might as well let him go.
Manning, for he really knows nothing. The mention of that
name," he added, nervously, "the name of Sarah Lomax, you
know, was just chance, I'm sure. He really knows nothing of
anything at all; he might as well go."


"Of course," agreed Manning, quietly. "Mr. Falkland
can go whenever he likes. The way is open; let him leave
'Mockways' to-day, if he wishes. I'm sure, sir, you will
quite easily be able to find some other secretary." And he
smiled evilly at Falkland, knowing what held the young man
to "Mockways"; knowing that he would not leave the dreadful
house while Isabel Conway was a prisoner there.


Falkland hung his head.


"Well," said Dobree, with a certain eagerness, turning
towards him, "do you hear that? You hear Manning's
suggestion and advice—you can go. Go, if you
like."


"I'd rather stay," said Falkland, sullenly. "And both of
you know why, don't you?"


Dobree did not reply to this, but he said
immediately:


"I'm glad; I'd much rather you did stay, Falkland; very
much rather, indeed."


Falkland made a desperate effort to break that sense
of spell that Manning's presence gave him—a spell
that he was sure that Dobree felt also. He straightened
himself up, and, facing that formidable, sinister creature,
said:


"But I agree with Mr. Dobree that things ought to be
brought to a conclusion—to some sort of a climax.
Here we all are, waiting and searching—for no purpose
as far as I know. And we can't go on. I can't go on, Miss
Conway can't go on, and I don't think," he added, with
meaning, "Mr. Dobree doesn't want to go on either. Do you,
sir?"


"No," said Dobree, heavily, "no. I think, Manning, we
had all of us better leave 'Mockways,' and leave it quite
soon."


As he spoke, he looked at Manning in a challenging way.
It was a defiance that was instantly taken up. Manning
advanced into the room, and assumed the air of a master.


"We don't leave 'Mockways' till I choose, Mr. Dobree,"
he said. "And when I shall choose I don't know. It won't
be just at present, I don't think. Now I'm here—now
I've come back, after thirty years—there's one or
two things I want to find out; one or two accounts I want
to settle. When that's done we can leave—and not
before."


Falkland looked apprehensively at Dobree, thinking he
would surely fall on Manning for this insolence. But Dobree
did not. With a long shudder that shook his great hulking
body, he turned away.


Manning shot a long, evil glance at Falkland, and turned
to leave the room.


"We'll have another ghost-sitting to-night," he
remarked, as he went through the door. "Till then, I think
you can enjoy plenty of leisure, Mr. Falkland. No doubt you
would like a rest, after your adventure last night."


He did not see either Manning or Dobree for the rest
of that day. He was allowed to wander about unmolested.
Manning knew well enough that he would not try to
escape. He might go out as he pleased into the dank, wet
park—by the mausoleum down to Mathews' cottage, round
the walls; he might peer through the gates.


As he did this, he reflected bitterly that Compton had
gone off with his precious bunch of keys. He was without
even that small aid now—the possible chance of the
use of those keys which had proved so useful on the day
they had nearly escaped.


In the afternoon, he went upstairs to the top storey,
and looked into the two room occupied by Beale and
Compton for such a short time. Their two valises stood on
the floor, and their few clothes were put about in the
wardrobe. He noticed that there was nothing there but
clothes, and surmised that anything else they might have
brought had been taken from them during their absence at
supper.


From there he went to look at the room which had always
fascinated him—the old forge—with the dirty
shreds of two or three crude wallpapers hanging in strips
from the plaster, which was full of holes and cracks; the
room where Mamie had declared she saw the papier mâché
box, resting on the old anvil.


There was certainly nothing there now; and though
Falkland made another restless, almost mechanical, search
among the rubbish accumulated there, he again found
nothing.


Wandering dismally downstairs, he entered the room
which he had occupied the first few nights he had been at
"Mockways," and tried another search for the secret door
by which Mathews had entered. He could not find it, and
Mathews was now far too terrorised ever to give him any
information about anything. He resolutely refused to enter
into any communication with Falkland whatever. Evidently he
had been very badly frightened indeed.


The horrible emptiness of the house oppressed him
dreadfully; he felt his nerves all ajar, his limbs
shivering. At the least sound he started.


Manning and Dobree had disappeared. For all he knew,
they were chasing each other with murderous intent through
the dismal chambers of this foul house.


This pause was more dreadful than any activity, and
Falkland, wandering from one to another of the atrocious
rooms illuminated only by the ghostly light of the short
winter day, began to turn over horribly in his distraught
mind the ghastly proposal that Dobree had made to
him—the proposal of getting rid of Manning.


To such a pass had he come from his residence in
"Mockways" that now he was considering—actually
considering murder!


He paused in one of the large ground-floor back
rooms—a room that seemed once to have been used as
a drawing-room, for the few pieces of tarnished furniture
bore the remains of tattered satin covers—covers that
were now faded to a dismal red, like old bloodstains.


Here Falkland sat down and gazed through the long,
uncurtained windows into the dank, dreary tangle of green
beyond. One portrait still hung on the discoloured walls,
which no doubt, had once been gay with many pictures; and
Falkland found himself idly staring at it, while these
horrible thoughts raced through his agitated brain. It was
the picture of a woman, and as Falkland gazed at the dark
dirty canvas he noticed the portrait wore a locket with
the letters "S.L.", and he thought of the name "Sarah
Lomax."








CHAPTER XXXII


AS soon as the meaning—or the
possible meaning of these two letters "S.L." on the locket
penetrated to Falkland's receptive mind, the portrait
became to him of supreme interest, and fixed itself in his
brain as being the most important object in the dilapidated
room—perhaps in the whole hateful house.


He stared at it for a moment fascinated; it was a
picture painted, probably, about the 'nineties; an
indifferent performance, already darkened from bad varnish
and dirt. It represented a pale, long-faced woman in a
rather clumsy evening dress, leaning forward and gazing
out of the picture in a conventional attitude; wearing no
ornament but this one locket, which was at first almost
indistinguishable in the dark folds of the bodice.


Falkland approached the picture, which hung some way
above his head. When he was close he could see, even in
this indifferent light, the form of the ornament, which
very distinctly showed the letters "S.L."


Several times since his enforced stay in "Mockways" he
had been through this gloomy room, but had never noticed
this picture, which was insignificant enough, and one well
in tone with the gloomy wall on which it hung.


He now took one of the chairs which stood about, and,
mounting on it, took hold of the picture. With a little
effort he was able to detach it from the hooks, and lift it
to the floor.


Turning it round, he saw written on the frame of the
canvas: "Sarah Lomax, afterwards Mrs. Powell."


The blood leaped quickly in his veins. Here, if not a
clue, was at least one definite fact: Mrs. Powell had been
a Miss Sarah Lomax. Quite what that had to do with the
mystery, or what amount of enlightenment it would throw on
it, he did not know; but at least it was a definite fact,
and one that had not occurred either to him or to Beale or
Compton; indeed, when these two last had looked up the will
of old Mr. Powell, it had never occurred to them to look up
his marriage, or some time ago they would have discovered
what Falkland had discovered now by this odd chance: that
the name "Sarah Lomax," which seemed to mean so much, which
seemed, indeed, the key to everything, was that of old Mr.
Powell's wife. "And this girl," thought Falkland at once,
"is probably some descendant. Daughter she can't be; but
granddaughter she may be, and it is some wrong done to this
woman that she is trying to avenge, I've no doubt."


He turned the picture round again, and stared long at
the dingy canvas from which the plain, conventional face
looked so blankly out, giving no indication whatever of
what manner of woman this Mrs. Powell had been—this
original Sarah Lomax whose name had come to mean all that
was sinister and dreadful to Falkland.


The young man tried to fumble his way into some sort
of solution of the mystery while he stared at the painted
face, which seemed to gaze at him with a certain wistful
plaintiveness.


Falkland went over in his mind the last dreadful
interview with Dobree, when Dobree had spoken of being in
the power of Manning. He could not doubt the sincerity
with which Dobree, moved and agitated to the last degree,
had spoken. There could be no doubt whatever that there
was some dreadful secret, and that, whatever it was, Sarah
Lomax was connected with it. But it could have nothing to
do with the property of old Mr. Powell, since that was
worthless.


Falkland leant against the wall feeling disheartened,
agitated and baffled. He turned the picture round again and
this time he observed, sticking into the frame, a small,
filthy envelope, coated with dust and cobwebs.


Eagerly he took this out and unfolded it. Probably it
was only some note left by the painter or frame-maker,
but Falkland unfolded it with trembling eagerness,
nevertheless. In his atrocious situation, shut up in this
dreadful house, every trivial incident had come to take
on a portentous meaning. The atmosphere of tension, of
this perpetual search, the thought of the girl shut up, a
prisoner in the room above, were all breaking his nerve
down; and he opened the faded, stiff paper with trembling
hands.


There were some lines of writing on it, half effaced
with age, in faded ink; and Falkland could not at once
decipher it. Turning it over, he took it to the window,
which looked upon the back of the house, and as he did this
he was aware of Dobree entering the room.


Falkland could not control himself.


"Don't keep following me about!" he almost screamed.
"Don't keep coming behind me like this! Don't keep spying
on me and watching me!"


Dobree looked at him fixedly.


"It seems to me that I've got to keep a watch on you,"
he muttered. "What are you doing here? And why have you
taken that picture down?"


"Why shouldn't I take it down?" cried Falkland,
furiously. "I've got to do something, haven't I? You
keep me shut up here like this, wandering round these
detestable, dilapidated rooms. I only wonder I didn't
see the picture before, because I find it's one of Sarah
Lomax, and she seems rather an important person in our
concern."


Dobree took no notice of any of this.


"What's that you've got in your hand?" he asked with
a snarl, advancing on the young man. "What's that you're
trying to conceal from me?—"


"Only a scrap of paper," said Falkland, putting his hand
behind his back.


"Yes—something you've found," exclaimed Dobree.
"Something that may be a clue, for all I know."


"A clue to what?" asked Falkland, violently.


"A clue to the papier mâché box, of course!" said
Dobree, stepping nearer to him.


With a sudden, nervous laugh, Falkland held out the
paper.


"Here—take it," he said. "I don't care what's on
it. Read it, whatever it is—rubbish, I suppose."


Dobree snatched the paper and unfolded it. He seemed
able to read it at once, and with the greatest ease.


To Falkland's surprise, he at once held it out to him,
and told him to read it aloud.


Falkland did so, but only with some difficulty, and with
Dobree helping him with a word here and there.


The message ran:


 


"I have found a secure place in which to
hide what I wish to hide. Those who find it will be very
clever or very lucky. When they do they will know the
truth. I am afraid it will be a long time before this truth
comes to light, but there it is hidden away, and when it
is found everything will be cleared up. In that will be my
message, my instructions, my wishes. I charge whoever may
find it to act on these as they value their immortal souls.
I am being watched and spied upon; I shall never be allowed
to communicate with the outside world again; I have not
very long to live. But I have managed to get the better of
them in this—that I have written and hidden a full
account of everything and they know it."


(Signed)


James
Powell.


These last lines "and they know it" were underlined.
What Falkland had taken to be but a few lines turned out to
be several, for the paper was folded over and over again in
an intricate manner so as to form a sort of pellet which
could be wedged in the frame.


"Queer I should have overlooked that," muttered Dobree,
who seemed to have forgotten Falkland.


"Queer with all this searching up and down I should
never have thought of that picture—never thought
of looking behind it. That'll be the same with the final
hiding-place. I expect we pass it every day and never think
of looking."


"This refers, I suppose," asked Falkland, "to the
papier mâché box?"


And Dobree nodded his head sullenly.


"Yes, you see, the old villain hid it away somewhere.
That was his only means of revenge: to hide it away and let
us know he'd hidden it. I dare say he's left several little
notes like this," added Dobree, with an evil grin, "trying
to put people on the track."


"It doesn't help much, does it?" said Falkland. "Can't
you tell me what it's all about, Mr. Dobree?"


"Can't you," asked Dobree, with some violence, "get rid
of Manning for me? And then it will never matter what it's
all about."


Though Falkland shrank, shuddering, away from all this;
he could not lose sight of the fact that Dobree was far
more useful as an evil friend than as a foe. His one chance
seemed to be an ally of Dobree, so he tried to receive this
monstrous suggestion quietly.


"If I am to help you in any way against Manning," he
suggested, "then you must tell me all there is to tell."


"That I can't!" said Dobree, grimly. "If I were to tell
you that would be to give yet another one power over me.
And that I won't do. No, I won't!" he repeated, advancing
on Falkland. "I won't tell you anything; and I'll see you
don't find out anything."


He stuffed the paper in his pocket, and strode up and
down the gloomy room. Falkland put his hand to his aching
head. To gain time seemed the only thing to do.


"How would you suggest," he asked, "that we should 'get
rid' of Manning, as you call it?"


"I'll show you," said Dobree, instantly. "Come with me,
Falkland, and I'll show you."


He turned and left the room, and Falkland, as if
fascinated, followed him.









CHAPTER XXXIII


FALKLAND followed Dobree upstairs past the
room where the forge was kept.


Dobree led him on, through the ramifications of the old
rooms which had so many times been rebuilt, altered and
readjusted, till they seemed a mere warren, without plan or
consequence; and finally, taking a key from his pocket, he
unlocked a door in a part of the house where Falkland had
never been before, because it had seemed so dark, gloomy,
shut away and dust-choked; and told Falkland to follow him
into this room.


Falkland did so, and could not resist an involuntary
start of surprise and horror.


He thought at first he had come into the company of a
lot of horrible human beings—lunatics or deformities;
but a second glance showed him that he was in the presence
of the waxworks which he had heard about, and which Beale
had told him he also had heard about from the old man in
the cathedral town.


The room was large and unfurnished: only these waxworks
occupied it. Some of them were seated; some standing; there
were about a dozen in all, all differently clothed. These
clothes were moth-and rat-eaten, and tattered; but, more
than that, the waxworks had been partially destroyed. They
were ripped open—their arms sued legs pulled off,
their garments torn from their backs, their wigs cast down,
in many cases their faces battered and cracked. Straw and
tow and other stuffings were scattered about the dirty
floor, and fragments of lace and silk flung here and there
on the floor.


"What a ghastly sight!" muttered Falkland.


"Yes, it isn't pretty," agreed Dobree, with a horrible
grin. "It isn't pretty at all. This was one of the fancies
of old Mr. Powell. When I was in his employment," he added,
in an absorbed manner, "I used to have to look after the
waxworks."


Falkland passed in through the miserable wreckage.


"What has happened to them?" he asked. "Some one has
broken them up—tried to destroy them—haven't
they?"


"Manning," answered Dobree, briefly; "Manning. But
there's something here that even Manning doesn't know
about," he added, with a look of ferocity; "something that
will come in very useful for you and me, Mr. Falkland."


"Ah," said Falkland, "you, then, have your secrets from
Mr. Manning?"


"I've got this one," whispered Dobree, touching him
lightly on the arm—"just this one. But we'll have to
be very careful, I assure you." And, moving back, he locked
the door.


Falkland shivered to find himself shut in with Dobree
and these ghostly waxworks; in this lonely, dismal room,
which was only lit by one window, and from which the
daylight was almost blotted out by a curtain of rusty and
decaying ivy and the shadow of the cedar beyond. If Dobree
chose to turn round on him here and murder him, he would
not have much chance of escape, nor even of defence. No
doubt, he reflected, biting his lips, Dobree was heavily
armed, while he had nothing. Even the razor, which at first
he had cherished, had been stolen. Manning, with a sneer,
had long since provided him with a safety razor.


Falkland thought of this with a sort of hysteria, and
leaning against the wall, laughed weakly. Dobree looked at
him and began to laugh too, and the laughter of the two men
quavered up, higher and higher, in the awful chamber.


"I'm going crazy," thought Falkland, "I'm surely going
crazy! I must hang on to things—to real, normal
things."


And, controlling himself with a great effort, he asked:
"Take care, Mr. Dobree, take care; Manning will hear
us."


Dobree stopped laughing.


"Yes, we must be careful," he whispered, "or Manning
will hear us."


"Who are these waxworks?" asked Falkland, moving among
them and turning over wax heads and plaster masks, the tow
wigs, broken wooden limbs and heaps of stuffing. "Why has
Manning destroyed them? I should have thought he might have
found them useful," added Falkland, thinking of the trick
with Mathews.


"Yes, I dare say," said Dobree, ferociously, "he would
find them very useful but he has slashed them up and
knocked them about looking for the box, Falkland; don't
you understand? He thought this would be the very place
in which Mr. Powell would hide the box; for this was his
special room, and here he used to like to come and sit and
talk with his friends, as he used to call them. This one,"
added Dobree, standing over a figure which still remained
seated in the skeleton of an arm-chair from which all the
stuffing had been ripped, "this one was his wife, Sarah
Lomax. Let me present you, Mr. Falkland, to the original
Sarah Lomax."


And with a start of genuine horror, Falkland found
himself gazing at a ghastly figure of a woman, still
wrapped in the remnants of a tattered black evening gown,
her hair hanging down on her shoulders and her gaunt face
staring out blankly, while her arms had been pulled off and
lay across her lap.


There was a likeness to the picture downstairs, and
even, Falkland thought, a likeness to the girl who had
spoken to him in Bitterne woods.


"This was his fancy, you see," continued Dobree;
"to have these things up here and come up and sit with
them—all his old friends, he used to call them;
people who had been kind to him once; people whom he had
lost, or who were dead. You see, he trusted nobody; he
didn't want to see anybody. He was just happy with these.


"And that "—Dobree touched with his foot the remains
of another figure like a gigantic doll, with a crude,
pink-and-white face and a mass of yellow hair—"that
was supposed to be his daughter, whom he treated cruelly
and never would see. And yet he used to come up and
stare at this image of her. What do you make of that,
Falkland?"


"His daughter?" said Falkland. "I didn't know he had any
children."


"Yes," said Dobree, "he had a daughter. Now," he added,
lowering his voice and coming close to Falkland, "Manning
has an idea, a fixed idea, that the box is hidden here. I
don't know why—perhaps from something the old man
said, or just from some idea he has in his head, he is
convinced that some where in this room the box will be
found. Now, I think I could get him up here for another
search."


"Well, and if you did?"-asked Falkland, fiercely.


"Well, if I did," smiled Dobree, lowering his voice
still more, "you and I could contrive that he never came
out again; and that would be the end of all the trouble for
you and me, Mr. Falkland."


"Oh, would it?" said Falkland. "I'm to murder your
enemy for you, I suppose—the man who seems to be
blackmailing you—and then, when we get out, you can
denounce me. Is that the idea—eh?"


"No, no," said Dobree, quickly, "of course not. I shall
stand by you through everything."


"Why don't you do it yourself?" suggested Falkland.
"That would be a good deal easier, I should think."


But Dobree shook his head and sighed.


"There's a reason for it," he muttered; "a very good
reason. Now, don't let's waste time; I expect that
scoundrel will be following us. He'll be up here soon.
He's watching us, I can tell you! He or that wretched
Mathews—whom he has quite terrorised."


"What does Mathews know?" whispered Falkland, furiously.
"You both of you seem a bit afraid of Mathews."


"Mathews doesn't know anything very important," muttered
Dobree, "but he does know just a little bit that might
be dangerous. Don't stand staring at those waxworks,
Falkland," he added impatiently. "Tomorrow we can make
a bonfire of the lot—even a bonfire of the whole
house, if you like! Yes," he added, as if this idea gave
him fiendish delight, "that wouldn't be bad, would it,
Falkland?—make a bonfire of 'Mockways' and all that's
in 'Mockways'—eh?"


Falkland moved cautiously between the waxworks, unable
to resist a fascinated gaze at their staring faces,
yellowed and faded in some cases, cracked and distorted in
others, but all with that look of inanimate life—a
kind of petrified and evil humanity.


Dobree had now removed the damaged figures of two old
men in the remains of Victorian clothes, and showed that
there was a large chest behind them.


"Manning has been over this again and again," he said,
"but there is one thing about it which he did not notice."
He opened the lid of the chest, and Falkland peered
fearfully within. It was quite empty. Dobree ran his hand
round it.


"Quite empty," he remarked; "you see there is nothing in
it?"


"Certainly," said Falkland, "there is nothing in it.
What do you mean?—"


Dobree put his hand in again, and touched some sort of a
spring, for the bottom of the chest slid back, and Falkland
found himself looking into blackness—into what seemed
to be a fathomless well.


"There is a drop there," said Dobree, bringing his
yellowish face close to that of the young man, "right to
the bottom of 'Mockways'—one long shaft; rather
useful, don't you think? Any one could easily fall down
there, Falkland, saying they were searching and prying:
looking for something. Looking for a papier mâché box,
for instance! Head first into this! Two other men could
push him down—don't you think?—and then there
would be an end of all the trouble. We could slide the lid
back, put the waxworks on top; and who should know any
better than that Mr. Manning is away on a holiday? A long
holiday! A holiday for you and me too, I think, Falkland!"
And he peered down, long and earnestly, into the blackness
revealed at the bottom of the shaft while Falkland stared
at him in fascinated horror.



 





CHAPTER XXXIV


"DON'T talk like that," said Falkland,
turning away, sick and giddy, "whatever Manning's done,
it's not for you and me to bring him to justice. There
must be another way out, Mr. Dobree. This way lunacy
lies—don't let's talk about it any more!"


And then he added, frantically:


"But why did you want to bring me into it? Couldn't you
settle scores with Manning without bringing me into it?"
And he cast a frantic glance round the horrid room, filled
with those rifled and dishevelled waxworks. The whole thing
was like the setting of a nightmare, and he felt his spirit
fail.


Dobree, leaning on the open chest, continued to gaze as
if fascinated, down the blackness of the shaft.


It was a large hole, quite sufficient for a
big and heavy man to fall down. It must have been
made—Falkland thought—with some very sinister
intent. Perhaps it dated back to the first building of
the house, and was some means of getting rid of possible
prisoners. Perhaps the existence of this ominous shaft had
something to do with the horrid reputation of "Mockways";
he wished that Dobree had not shown it to him, and
suggested that they should now leave the room, which he
felt he could not endure much longer; adding, in frantic
persuasion, the argument which he thought most affected
Dobree:


"Better come away, or Manning will see us! He'll
certainly find us out. He won't lose sight of us both for
very long, I'm sure. Hadn't we better come away if you want
to preserve that secret?"


At this Dobree moved instantly, and, sliding the false
bottom into position, slammed down the lid of the chest.


"Yes, we'll come away," he repeated, quickly, "we'll
come away. And we'll find a means of getting him up here.
He'll come if he thinks we've found the place where the
papier mâché box may be."


Falkland did not answer. He went to the door, waiting
impatiently for Dobree to open it. He felt that he could
not with sanity have endured another moment of the company
of these waxworks and that awful shaft. If this went
on much longer he would himself have had to jump down
that black hole, and end the strain, the tension and the
suspense that way.


They went down the dingy stairs, each looking fearfully
round for Manning. It was horrible and alarming, the way
that Manning impressed them both. Even when they could not
see or hear him they were thinking about him. He seemed to
be there always—like a shadow behind them; like an
echo in the wall; like a step on the stair beside them.


"He's more than a mere man, surely!" muttered Falkland;
"he's something more than human."


"He's an embodiment of evil," replied Dobree. "You're
right; he's something more and something less than a man.
I'm going to find him now," said Dobree, in the lowest of
cautious whispers. "I'm going to begin to work him up with
an account of that room. I'm going to tell him that I've
found something that may lead to discovering the box. He
doesn't want me to find it, and he'll be up there himself,
I can tell you; and then will come our chance." Chuckling
to himself, Dobree left Falkland and shambled away down
the dusty corridor, and the young man, with a shudder of
relief, went in the opposite direction.


He was fortunate enough—at least to him it seemed
fortunate—to meet Isabel. She, by Mamie's advice, had
left her room, and was walking up and down the corridors
for a little exercise and change of air. She knew that
it would be quite impossible for her to attempt to leave
"Mockways," and she no longer had the spirit or energy to
wish to do so. But she was trying to preserve some health
and sanity by this pathetic exercise up and down the
passage outside her room, and in and out those other empty
rooms beside her own.


When she saw Falkland she advanced at once to meet him,
but exclaimed at his haggard looks.


"What has happened?" she asked. "You seem dreadfully
upset. What's the matter, Mr. Falkland? Oh, don't say some
other terrible thing has happened!"


Falkland did not know that his inward terrors and
apprehensions betrayed themselves so clearly. He tried to
reassure her, but felt that his words rang hollow.


"Everything is all right," he tried to say; "nothing
whatever has happened!"


But she shook her head.


"It seems to me," she murmured, "that everything is far
from all right. I think we shall all go mad. Would it not
be better for me to say that I would marry Mr. Manning?"
she added, wildly, sinking her voice to a trembling
whisper, "and get us all out of this? It seems to me that
is the only way!"


"No," cried Falkland, with soft violence; "that is not
the only way." And he thought of the gruesome alternative
suggested by Dobree himself, and thought of it with relief.
Sooner that, whatever the consequences to himself, than
this most awful sacrifice of Isabel. "You must not think
of any such thing. There is no need to despair: Dobree is
coming round to our side—he is almost an ally. You
may expect some protection from him. As for Manning, he
stands almost alone, and it will go ill with me if I can't
defeat him."


The girl looked at him anxiously, and seemed to derive
some courage from these brave words, so much braver than
she knew; for Falkland was speaking from the extremity of
fear and despair. He knew that if he could save the girl
it would probably only be in the ghastly manner Dobree
had indicated, and, though he would not, in an extremity,
shrink from doing this, it was a ghastly prospect.


"Mathews is getting very frightened," said Isabel; "he
has tried to talk to Mamie. They've scared him rather
badly, I think. He won't stand much more. They keep
terrifying him until he is half-crazy. If you tried, I
think perhaps you might get something out of him, not very
much, perhaps, but all he knows."


Here she looked fearfully round, and, imagining that she
heard a footstep crept away back to her room, shutting her
door behind her.


Falkland at once took advantage of her hint, and went
downstairs to find Mathews. He was fortunate enough to
discover him attending to the fire in the first-floor
parlour, where the grim travesty of afternoon tea was
already on the table. The sight of the cups and saucers,
indeed, of the whole dismal equipage, gave Falkland the
desire to laugh hysterically.


He approached Mathews, who indeed looked shaken and
shrunken, and who was muttering to himself as if his mind
was unhinged, while his trembling hands replenished the
fire, piling up lumps of coal on the dismal iron grate.


"Look here, Mathews," whispered Falkland, quickly, "Miss
Isabel has just told me that they're going too far with
you. That we are all in rather a desperate plight, I can't
disguise; but couldn't you tell me what you know? It might
help."


Mathews looked up at him suspiciously out of his little
bleary eyes.


"What I know ain't much," he whispered, nervously, "but
I dare say they'd wring my neck if they found out I'd
spoken."


"I dare say," replied Falkland grimly, "they'll wring
your neck even if you don't speak, so you may as well tell
me, Mathews."


Mathews sighed and shivered, and again went on his hands
and knees before the hearth, carefully picking up bits of
coal and cinders, and piling them on to the central blaze,
which now sent a grotesque, red leaping light round the
dreary room. It was getting on to late afternoon again,
and "Mockways," always a place of shadows, was once more
full of them—all the crossing shadows of approaching
evening.


Falkland shivered and drew nearer the fire, holding out
his hands.


"Won't you tell me what you know, Mathews?" he urged,
desperately. "Maybe it would be something that will clear
up what baffles me. I've found out that Mr. Powell had
a wife, that her name was a Sarah Lomax, that she had a
daughter. I think that Dobree and Manning wronged these,
but I can't find out how this could have been, since Mr.
Powell left nothing."


"Left nothing," said Mathews, quietly, gazing into the
fire; "that's just it, sir; that's just where you've hit
it. Mr. Powell did leave something: he left a very big
sum—all the means which Mr. Dobree has built up his
fortune on."


"No, he didn't," said Falkland; "my friends found
out his will. He left nothing but this house and its
contents."


"And its contents; that's just it," said Mathews, with a
cunning intonation. "And you don't know what the contents
of 'Mockways' was—do you, sir?"


"You mean—" asked Falkland, anxiously and eagerly
"—you mean there is something hidden here; something
no one knew about?"


"Something Mr. Manning and Mr. Dobree knew about,"
breathed Mathews, so faintly that Falkland, though bending
close to him, could hardly catch the words; "something that
I knew about; and that's why they had to pay me to keep
quiet. I found out, sir, you see; and I was the only one
who did."


There was a silence, while the wretched Mathews tried to
pluck up courage to speak. That he wished to say something
important was clear to Falkland, who waited with what
patience he could. At last, still crouching down before the
fire, and whispering in the lowest tones, Mathews said:


"You've seen that room with the forge, sir,
upstairs—the room with all them torn shreds of
wallpaper?"


"Yes, yes," cried Falkland, impatiently; "I've seen
it."


"Hush, sir! Lower your voice, please—don't talk
so loud! But, as you say, probably we'll all get our necks
wrung anyhow, so here goes:


"Well, sir, behind that wallpaper was sheets of gold,
and holes where all kinds of jewels was poked away. That's
what was up there!"


This sounded to Falkland like joking or raving.


"What you say is impossible," he said, almost angry in
his disappointment; "it's no good trying to tell me a tale
like that."


"Tale like that or not, sir," retorted Mathews,
bitterly, "it's the truth. Mr. Powell used to have all his
money brought up in sovereigns, and he used to beat it flat
on that anvil and then pin these sheets and strips up on
the wall and have them papered over. In between, he used to
make holes and stick diamonds into the plaster. That was
his form of madness, sir, and no one knew it but Manning
and Dobree."








CHAPTER XXXV


MATHEWS rose; and, as Falkland bent over
him, continued his story in a thick, hurried whisper.


"This is what I wanted to tell you before,
sir—what I meant to tell you that day I made an
appointment in the kennels; but I never dared. It don't
seem to matter much now."


"Hush!" said Falkland. "They may come in upon us at
any moment. Hadn't we better wait—be a little
careful?"


But Mathews, though fluttering with fright, seemed
desperate.


"It don't seem to matter much," he repeated, "whether
they know or whether they don't know. As you said just
now, sir, I expect we'll get our necks wrung anyhow. And
besides," he added, "I don't think they'll come listening
after us." He gave an evil chuckle. "They are too busy
chasing each other, sir—chasing each other up and
down and in and out of the house, looking for that there
papier mâché box—looking for a chance to wring
each other's necks, perhaps."


Falkland shivered. Had Mathews possibly overheard the
fearsome conversation of Dobree with himself?


But Mathews evidently was not thinking of this, but of
something else, for he added, in a horrid whisper:


"Do you know what Mr. Manning's been after me for, sir?
Trying to sort of mesmerise me into getting rid of Mr.
Dobree—getting rid of you! Wants me to do it and take
the blame, I dare say." And the little man shivered and
shuddered, while the teeth clicked in his head.


Falkland could have laughed in ironic despair. The two
men were, then, double-crossing each other! While Dobree
was trying to get him to put Manning out of the way,
Manning was trying to get Mathews to put them both out of
the way! Perhaps even by the same means: for all he knew,
Manning might also be aware of that ghastly trap in the
waxwork room—of that deathly shaft running down the
side of the house by the black cedar tree.


Everything he heard and every turn the adventure took
made it all the more bewildering and the more horrible.
It seemed that they could not all live a day more in this
house without there being murder. Murder was the word that
Mathews breathed, leaning on to Falkland and peering up to
whisper into his face.


"Murder, sir," he murmured—"murder! That's what
they're out for: trying to murder each other. That's what
it's come to. What else could you expect, shut up in this
house, knowing what they know, thinking all the time of
old Mr. Powell—seeing his ghost, no doubt hanging
about and urging 'em on. Oh, I can tell you I've fair had
enough of it. If they put me out of the way quickly I don't
care."


"Ssh, ssh," whispered Falkland; "we may get the better
of them yet. You and I must keep together, Mathews. We
at least are sane, and have nothing on our consciences.
I don't think you could say the same for either of them.
Come, now, what was that you were telling me about old Mr.
Powell, and the way he used to hide his money? It sounds
fantastic."


But Mathews assured him that he had only spoken the
truth.


"The old miser didn't trust any one or anything long
before he came to 'Mockways'; and his one intention was
to hide his hoard so that no one could possibly find it.
He despised crude and easy methods as hiding it in chests
or burying it in the ground, and thought out this scheme,
which he congratulated himself upon as being likely to
baffle the shrewdest.


"But he didn't baffle them long," continued Mathews, "as
you can understand, sir; and even me, hanging about the
house I got wind of it, though I don't think the other two
servants ever knew what he was up to.


"He put all his money into jewels, sir—at least,
nearly all of it—and the rest he used to take out
of the bank in sovereigns; you could get sovereigns in
them days: real gold, sir. He used to get it up there and
beat it out on that forge and plaster it up on the wall;
and he knew something about jewels, too—he used to
put his money into fine stones, and then he'd stick them
into the plaster up there with the sheets of gold and have
wallpaper put all over it. He used to do that himself,
sir—I had to fetch the rolls of paper and the paste
and leave them at the door. And then, when he'd papered
over one lot, he'd stick some more and put some more paper,
thinking all the while that no one knew anything about it.
Just a hobby of his, he said, that forge was, like the
waxworks. But I can tell you that it wasn't long before
Mr. Dobree knew better. Yes—and Mr. Manning too. You
see, he had to trust some one because he got so old and ill
he couldn't leave the house. By that time Mr. Dobree had
been with him a good while, and he was trained up to know
something about jewels, and used to be sent up to London to
buy them—all the good ones, whose value wouldn't go
down. And it was up in London he met Mr. Manning, I think.
Mr. Manning's something to do with that trade, he gave up
doctoring for it—and not in a very honest way either,
young as he was then; and he got in with him and sold him
some jewels, and then he came down here to value them. And
then he saw the game the old man was up to—it was
finished for all of them, I can tell you, once Mr. Manning
came on the scene."


"Did he let Mr. Powell know that he had discovered
this hoard?" asked Falkland at the end of this breathless
recital.


"Not he, sir—he was too cunning for that! He just
pretended he didn't see anything; but all the time he knew.
He knew it was worth while digging himself in here in
'Mockways'; worth while waiting; worth while going through
anything! I tell you it was a big fortune the old man stuck
behind the walls in this house."


Mathews paused, shivering, and glanced furtively and yet
with a certain defiance round the room.


"There, now, sir, I've told you, and you make the
best of that you can, remembering that 'Mockways' and
contents—and contents, sir!—were left to
Mr. Dobree; and the contents included what was behind the
wallpaper in the old forge room. Now perhaps, sir, you can
see a bit o' daylight. When your friends went and looked
up Mr. Powell's will that's what they found," he repeated.
"'Mockways' and contents. And now, >sir, you know what
part of that contents was—something worth taking a
bit of trouble for, wasn't it?—"


"If you're sure of what you say," sighed Falkland, in a
low voice, "it certainly was. And that's why there was this
grievance with the wife and daughter, I suppose? They were
cut out of all that money that the old man was sticking up
on the walls of that room. I think I do begin to see things
a bit clearer."


"As for the wife and daughter, sir," said Mathews,
sullenly, "I don't know anything about them. Mr. Powell
had quarrelled with them pretty long ago; some sort of
trouble and grievance there was, but I don't know who was
in the right or who was in the wrong of it. But you may be
sure that when the old feller got into the clutches of Mr.
Dobree there wouldn't be any pickings or any leavings for
any one else."


"And you don't know what became of them?" asked
Falkland, cautiously. "You don't know who this present
Sarah Lomax is?"


"The present Sarah Lomax?" said the old man, fearfully.
"I don't know of any present Sarah Lomax. There ain't one
as far as I know, sir."


"But there is," said Falkland, cautiously, "some one
about the place. You remarked on it yourself. Don't you
remember the first night, when I came here, you came flying
out to the gate in a panic because of some one you'd seen
up a tree? Who was that?"


"Well, sir," admitted Mathews, reluctantly, "I thought
that was Sarah Lomax—the old one—come back
like she used to be when she was a girl. There used to be
pictures of her about—photographs in the old man's
time—standing round; though they've all disappeared
since he died. I remember her; and that's what she looked
like—up in a tree. She wouldn't have been up in
a tree if she'd been an ordinary human being—she
wouldn't have been in 'Mockways' at all. I'd been worrying
about it and thinking about it, shut away here; and when I
saw that face looking down out of that tree—"


"Ssh! Nonsense!" said Falkland. "Just an ordinary girl;
and she'd climbed up into 'Mockways' that way—got
hold of some of the branches, I suppose, and swung herself
up. I saw a motor cycle outside. There is a present
Sarah Lomax—she's on the track of Mr. Dobree and Mr.
Manning."


"Well, good luck to her if there is!" sighed Mathews,
incredulously; "but I don't believe so: I believe it's
just a spirit, sir—a spirit come here to haunt Mr.
Manning. That's what I think, sir. I never heard tell of
no Sarah Lomax living now," he said, shaking his head. "If
there is anybody about this place, it's a ghost."


"Ghost!" said Falkland. "The only ghost I've seen seemed
to me the ghost of an old man."


"Ghost of an old man?" asked Mathews, at once.


"Yes—it was you dressed up, I suppose," said
Falkland, irritably. "So much fooling goes on here one
doesn't know where one is."


"It wasn't me dressed up, sir," said Mathews,
obstinately. "If you saw an old man I expect you saw old
Mr. Powell. He's come back, hunting for those papers
himself. Isn't it enough to bring him," he added, on a note
of rising hysteria, "—all this searching, up and down
and in and out and through and round, for something what he
hid thirty years ago: something that was pretty important
to him? Isn't that enough to bring his ghost back?"


"I dare say," said Falkland; "I certainly thought I saw
a shape in the window that night."


"Well, that's him, you may be sure—it's always
thinking of him that's enough to bring him back. I he'd
point out where them papers are," he added; "that'd put an
end to anything."


"I don't quite see that it would," said Falkland; "and
even if we get hold of them—what should we do with
them? Where should we go with them? We can't get out of
'Mockways,' either of us."


"Well, they don't seem to put many obstacles in your
way, sir."


"That's because they know I can't leave Miss Conway.
While that unfortunate girl's shut up here how can I get
away from the house?"


"I don't see what good you do by staying," said Mathews.
"Why don't you get off, sir, and see if you can get some
help from outside?"


"What help can I get?" asked Falkland, desperately; "the
whole thing is still moonshine, still in the air—even
that fantastic story of yours about the forge, and the
hidden jewels behind the wallpaper. It sounds like a fairy
tale—whom am I going to get to believe it? And if I
did get some one to believe it—what could they do?
They couldn't go and break into 'Mockways' on that excuse!
The thing's not proved, and probably never will be."


"It might be proved if you found the papers, sir," said
Mathews.


"Yes; if I could find the papers and get away with them,
there might be something in that; but it doesn't seem to
me very likely I shall find the papers. We shall all
be dead, or crazy, or murdered, long before we find any
papers."


"There's your two friends outside, sir—can't they
do something? They seemed energetic young men."


"They're in the same state as I should be," said
Falkland, helplessly. "What can they do? They can't very
well make a noise and a scandal: begin saying things about
Mr. Dobree, who's got nothing against him; and also against
Mr. Manning, who also seems to have quite a good reputation
and record. What on earth can they do? They can't bring
police and detectives round about 'Mockways!' If they were
to tell any one that I and Miss Conway are prisoners here,
they wouldn't be believed. And even if they did get any
one to believe it, as I say, what sort of action could be
taken? They couldn't have the place forced, could they? No,
Mathews, we are in a trap, I can tell you, and it's only
our own wits can get us out. Look here!" he added, sharply:
"do they know that you know the secret of the forge?"


"Well, sir, they do and they don't. I never dared tell
'em that I knew it, but they thought I did; and that's why
they kept me here. They sacked the other two—that
they were sure knew nothing; but me they kept on, calling
me the caretaker. And I was old and hadn't got any other
work; I didn't mind settling down in the cottage, with
the dogs. Pretty high they paid me, I can tell you! A
little bit too high for an honest bit of work. What was
I getting all that money for—just living in that
cottage and doing nothing, year after year?"


"You've been there thirty years?" said Falkland,
incredulously.


"Thirty years, sir! I was a youngish man too, at the
time; and I'm getting old now. I don't say that I haven't
liked the post. A bit solitary, but I didn't mind that.
I used to get out, cycling about and seeing things,
and I forgot all this, until lately, when they came
down—coming in here; and I saw that creature in the
tree, began to hear movements in and out of the house:
then it all came back to me. I don't say they haven't paid
me well—but what have they paid me for? Not looking
after 'Mockways,' but for keeping quiet about what was up
in that room, the forge room."


Falkland asked him if he remembered old Clement, the
gardener.


He said yes, he remembered him quite well.


"But he doesn't know anything, sir; he was always
working outside, in the garden. He wouldn't know."


"People heard this rumour about jewels," said Falkland.
"I thought the old fellow was in his dotage, or babbling,
but according to you it's quite true. He thought there were
jewels hidden in that box."


"Yes, I know," grinned Mathews; "that's what they told
all of us. Jewels! They didn't want to go looking for
jewels hidden in a box when they'd got all them jewels
plastered into the walls; and sheets of gold, too. There
was something else they was looking for, I can tell you!
The old fellow was terrorised—just like they've got
me terrorised now. He couldn't get away from them; he
couldn't get out. Manning was supposed to be a kind of
doctor, looking after him. He wouldn't let him move, even
when he did have the strength to get out of bed. He used
to write, and hide it away, hoping somebody would find it,
some day."


"Yes, I know," said Falkland, thinking of the envelope
he had found tucked into the frame of the picture. "At
the same time it may all have been a delusion. You know
what people are when they are ill and half senile: he may
have thought he'd written something and never done it. And
what had he got to write about. His secret of the money, I
suppose—his secret as to where he'd hidden all his
money away: was that it?"


Mathews looked obstinate and stared down at the
ground.


"Well, I think I know what it was, sir, but I'm getting
away from what I know, now, and only into what I guess,
sir; and I'd rather not speak."


"Well," said Falkland, "you seem to me to have said
quite enough: you might say a bit more. What is it you
think?"


"I'm not going to tell," said Mathews; "I've said
quite enough. I've told you all I know," he repeated,
obstinately, "and I'm not going on with any guesswork.
As you said yourself, sir, it seems to me we're in a
trap, and I don't see who's to help us—unless we do
something desperate ourselves." And he looked furtively at
the young man as he spoke. His suggestion, though put so
differently, was no doubt the same as the suggestion made
by Dobree—to get rid of Manning.








CHAPTER XXXVI


FALKLAND felt that things were getting
very near to a climax—perhaps a terrible climax.
Certainly things could not go on as they were: the tension
was more than unbearable; it was absolutely insupportable.
Something must happen soon.


One of the men would, in time, turn on the other. He
could not think quite which it would be. He cast over in
his mind whether Dobree would fall on Manning, or Manning
on Dobree, or Mathews on either of them, or he on any of
them: and he laughed hysterically and desperately at the
picture this conjured up.


All these people shut up in this atrocious house,
chasing each other, pursuing each other, suspecting each
other; ready, almost, to murder each other.


Not "almost," in some cases. For he knew that Dobree
was perfectly ready to murder Manning, just as Manning, no
doubt, was perfectly ready to murder Dobree, himself and
Mathews. He thought of Manning as a wholesale criminal, and
was prepared to believe anything of him, so much had the
man's sinister and powerful personality impressed him.


"And I shall be drawn into it, too," he thought,
frantically. "They'll make a murderer of me. It seems to
me I must murder or be murdered." And he began to play
with the gruesome idea of acceding to Dobree's request and
getting rid of Manning.


After all, might they not call it an accident? Wouldn't
it be an accident, if they got Manning to look down into
that awful chest, and then pushed him down the shaft?
Dobree would be on his side, and he would support the tale.
There would be no other witness. Mathews certainly would
not accuse them for the sake of Manning! Mathews detested
and feared Manning.


Falkland tried to shake off this dreadful temptation;
but when he thought of Isabel Conway, shut up there, and
the fate before her, he did not find it so easy to shake
off.


His distraught mind turned to Sarah Lomax. Where had
she been lately? He had seen no trace nor heard any sound
of her in "Mockways." Had her secret way in and out been
discovered by Manning or Dobree? Had she given up the task?
He did not think that likely; but perhaps some misfortune
had overtaken her. Anyhow, he could not think that she was
any longer coming in and out of the house. There had not
been a sound—ghostlike or human; nor in any of the
gloomy rooms into which he wandered had he seen any trace
of her. Perhaps Manning had discovered how she got into
"Mockways" and had blocked up the entrance: and Falkland
had a horrible picture of the girl, perhaps locked away
for ever in some subterranean passage—shut away in a
cellar, beating and striking in vain against some door or
some obstacle which Manning had placed. Her high adventure,
undertaken at least with a great deal of skill, gallantry
and ability had come, perhaps, to this gruesome end.


This thought was too ghastly to be endured. Falkland
flung himself from the house, and walked up and down the
drive; then across the neglected lawn, and directed his
steps towards the pagoda where he made his futile attempt
at escape with Isabel Conway.


Gaunt and blank in the dismal winter afternoon the tower
rose up through the leafless trees, and to Falkland's
surprise he found the door open. Probably there was now
no need to lock it, since Manning would have taken all
precautions against any escape by this means.


Falkland peered aimlessly into the empty tower, which
rose up, one long, straight shaft, very much like that
other dark, sinister shaft by the side of "Mockways." Here,
he thought, was another way for some one to meet their
death, falling from the top of that tower! Then he laughed
at his own craziness, feeling his brain was going: for,
without stairs, how could any one get to the top of the
tower?


As he reflected this, he walked out and looked round,
and saw, to his surprise, that there were small notches and
footholds in the outside of the tower by which means it
would be possible to get to the top.


He wished he had asked Mathews about this tower:
perhaps he could have told him something of it. It seemed
an extraordinary building, without purpose, and certainly
without any beauty. Was it merely the cloak and shield
for that underground passage, built, perhaps, by Mr.
Powell?


He wandered round and round, more or less listlessly,
trying to distract himself by wondering the purpose of this
horrible-looking tower; but he could find nothing.


Walking round by the kennels, he found Mathews there
feeding the dogs, and asked him about the tower. Mathews
did not answer at once.


"They seem to allow you a good deal of liberty," he
said, suspiciously. "You'd better look out, sir."


"Well, I can't stay in that house, listening to Miss
Isabel pacing up and down her room," said Falkland,
nervously. "I thought I'd rather take a turn about the
grounds, to keep myself more or less steady. They'll be up
to something soon, I've no doubt—probably tonight.
And I've been looking at that old tower—the one where
we nearly made our getaway We might have tried it again,
but I expect the passage has been blocked up. I shouldn't
care to risk it now, though the door is open."


"That there old tower," said Mathews, reflectively;
"yes, it is a queer place, isn't it, sir? Old Mr. Powell
had it built: it was supposed to be a sort of watch
tower."


"Whatever for?" asked Falkland. "The man must indeed
have been a lunatic!"


"Lunatic or not, sir, he had that built for a watch
tower. There was the idea that you could get up to the top
of that and see who was entering the grounds. You can see
all over the grounds, sir."


Falkland remembered that he had had this idea when he
had first seen the tower. It had seemed to him a wonderful
vantage ground to look all over the park of "Mockways."


"There aren't any stairs inside," he remarked.


"Well, there's some kind of steps or stairs outside,"
said Mathews, "or used to be. I don't know whether they've
decayed away now, sir. It's not so high as that—only
just above the tree tops. Old Mr. Powell was always
fidgeting with that tower. I remember, the year before he
died, he had the workmen in, making a new parapet to it: a
kind of seat, or outlook place, where you could climb up
and then stand and look round."


"I should rather like to get to the top myself,"
said Falkland. "One might see something—some way
out—some possible escape."


Mathews shook his head:


"That ain't very likely, sir; there ain't no way of
escape they've overlooked, you may be sure!"


Falkland wandered back to the house, hoping against
hope that at the midday meal he might possibly see Isabel
Conway. The meal was laid in the dreary parlour, but there
was no sign of the girl—not even her footsteps
overhead, now.


Mamie was laying the table with her usual cheerfulness,
and Dobree was sitting by the fire with such a look on his
face that Falkland felt his blood run cold, and for the
first time the idea occurred to him that he ought to warn
Manning. That seemed a grotesque thought; but was he not in
honour bound to warn Manning? If ever a man's face meant
murder, surely Dobree's face meant it now! And Falkland's
sympathies were with Dobree—with the blackmailed; not
with the blackmailer: with the man who was trying to put up
some sort of feeble defence for Isabel Conway; not with the
man who was persecuting her to the last extremity.


"Mr. Manning," said Dobree, with sinister softness, "is
still looking for the papier mâché box: a very patient
searcher, is he not, Mr. Falkland?"


"Where's he looking?" asked Falkland, tersely.


"He's looking upstairs," said Dobree, "—raking
round the attics again. I shouldn't be a bit surprised if
he went into the waxwork room."


"You've put him on the trail, I suppose," thought
Falkland. "You're trying to get him to look down that
chest!" And again a struggle went on in his mind whether or
no he should rouse the suspicions of Manning. He tried to
console himself by thinking that probably Manning already
knew that Dobree was set against him, that he had gone too
far in his life-long persecution of Dobree, and now the
moment had come when the victim had turned.


Whatever it was he knew against Dobree, he had held it
over his head for a very long while, and surely the time
had come when Dobree had the right to defend himself!


Falkland had the sensation, as he stood there and looked
at the heavy figure and white face of the man sitting by
the fire, that whatever he had done he had surely paid for
it!


They had their meal together in silence, and Mamie took
up food to Miss Conway, taking the opportunity to remark
that Miss Conway was, quite well and happy, and that there
was no need for either of them, she said, with meaning, to
worry about her.


"Quite well and happy!" said Falkland. "That sounds
ironic enough, doesn't it?"—and he looked at Mr.
Dobree.


Dobree gave one of his queer, heavy sighs. He ate a
little food, drank a glass of wine, and then rose from the
table.


"We won't have any more ghost searches," he said; "we
won't have any more hunts for the papier mâché box,
Falkland. We will go away from here, all of us."


Falkland looked at him in horror. What did his words
mean—where was Manning? Had he already seen to
the end of Manning? Had he already secured his freedom?
Falkland could not help feeling a leap of joy at this
thought. As long as he had no hand in the getting rid of
Manning he could scarcely expend any sorrow at any fate
that might overtake that scoundrel.


"Why doesn't Manning come down to dinner?" he asked.
"Where is he?"


And Dobree gave a ghastly grin.


"Hunting for the box," he said; "he isn't tired of the
search, though we are!"


Falkland could eat nothing. He felt the food choke in
his throat, so heavy was the air with dread and tension.


"I should not stay in the house," suggested Dobree,
softly. "Why don't you take another walk in the park?"


Falkland did not answer. Was this meant as a hint to him
to keep clear while Dobree worked his will with Manning? In
that case, if this was so meant, what was he to do? Was it
his duty to interfere—to try and warn the victim? He
could not think so. Whatever the matter there was between
these two men was no concern of his. He had been dragged
unwillingly into the whole terrible affair, and had nothing
to do but to think of the safety of the defenceless girl
also involved, and then his own. So he thought: "Well, I
may as well take the hint and clear out. As long as he
doesn't ask me to do anything active, let them settle it
between them. It will be better for Isabel Conway to be in
the power of Dobree, even if he proves himself a murderer,
than in the power of Manning."


It was raining—a flat, grey drizzle blotted out
the park, but Falkland threw on his coat and plunged out
into the wet. There was a certain satisfaction in the cold
sting of the rain on his face—in tramping over the
wet leaves and under the bare trees.


Relaxing of physical tension was refreshing after this
long nervous tension, but he could not help continually
looking back over his shoulder at the blank, dark, ugly
shape of "Mockways" which now rose up so sharp against the
winter sky; there being no leaves on the trees near by
save the black blot of the cedar which leant against that
horrible wall which hid the shaft.


He thought wildly:


"I couldn't help Manning if I wanted to; I've got do
weapons. Manning himself has seen to that. Mathews couldn't
help him, either."


He remembered that Mathews was down by the kennels; he
would not be able to come if he wished to; and Falkland
thought ironically that he was not at all likely to wish
to. If Dobree intended to come to issues with Manning, he
certainly had the field clear.


To give some sort of direction to his nervous walking,
Falkland returned to the tower, which fascinated him from
its curious sinister aspect, and from having been the scene
of his abortive attempt at escape.


This time he began to mount the outside by means of the
iron loops and notches in the stone. It was not, after
all, a very difficult ascent: the tower was not high, and
the steps were firm and neatly placed together; with a
little scramble, Falkland got to the top, where there was a
platform and a sort of seat built out, just as Mathews had
described.


There had been a weather-vane, and this was lying,
broken, on the roof.








CHAPTER XXXVII


FROM the top on the tower, Falkland could
just see above the trees across the park, and as there
was no longer any foliage, he had a very good view of the
domain of "Mockways," stretching right to the high wall in
one direction and to the ditch and railings in the other,
which shut out the estate from the bare hillside.


He gazed on this forlorn prospect with a feeling of
gloom and apprehension. Gaunt and hideous, the house rose
up in the midst; very clearly he could see the shape of
it, against the blank, rainy sky; and his thoughts were
with what was being enacted there: Isabel and Mamie shut
in their room, Dobree and Manning pursuing each other,
watching each other, up and down, in and out the rooms. For
all he knew, murdering each other.


He felt that he should not have left the two women to
this; that he ought to return. He wondered how it was he
could have gone from "Mockways" at such a moment; he had
not thought about the two women shut up there—only of
getting out of the way, while Dobree and Manning came to
grips. But though he knew that he could not do much, still
he thought that he ought to go back for the sake of Isabel
Conway.


He turned to descend the tower, and in doing so, struck
against the vane, which, rotting from age and neglect, had
fallen across the tiles. Two or three of these same tiles
were loose, and Falkland noticed with curiosity that the
displacing of these tiles had revealed an iron ring, rusty
from age and neglect.


He leant forward across the roof and pulled at this.


After a little effort, he found that it raised a small
stone under the tiles, and disclosed an aperture in the
roof, carefully lined with concrete. In this aperture was
an iron box.


Falkland felt his heart thrill with excitement.


With trembling fingers he drew the box out. It was not
very large; like a smallish, old-fashioned cash-box. Nor
was it locked. He opened it and found there ¦as something
inside, wrapped round and round with stout waxed paper.


Without stopping to examine inside, he began the descent
from the tower, and after only scratching his hands a
little against the rough walls, found himself once more on
the ground. To be out of the rain, which deface or soil
any possible treasure there was in the little cash-box,
Falkland stepped into the tower, and there unwrapped his
prize.


He saw what he had, in his excitement, expected to see:
inside the cash-box was another one ... a small, papier
mâché box, painted with a view of Windsor—a little
box, such as women used a few generations ago to put
trinkets in.


This box was locked; but the lock was so frail that
Falkland had no apprehension that he would not be able to
break it. He stared at the thing in a fascinated silence.
So there was a papier mâché box, and the old man
had taken that extraordinary place to hide it! What a
remarkable precaution! There must indeed be some vital
secret inside this little old trinket-box, for Mr. Powell
to have taken all that trouble to hide it.


And what an odd chance that his attention should have
been directed to it by the fall of the vane across the roof
which had displaced the tiles!


Falkland tried to think how old Mr. Powell could have
hidden it there. He must have told one of the workmen to
put it in there when he had had the vane and the seat put
up. It was odd how he could have got the men to keep the
secret, but probably they did not know what was in the
little cash-box; probably he told them it was some plan
or calculation to impress future generations, in the same
spirit that people would put Bradshaws or time-tables
underneath new buildings.


Well, anyhow, here it was, and Falkland gloated over it.
After all these days and nights of feverish and desperate
searching, he was the person who had found the prize at
last: not Sarah Lomax; not Manning, nor Dobree—but
he, himself. And whatever power went with this secret, that
power was his.


He felt so excited, and his hand trembled so that he
could scarcely force the lock. He began to turn over in
his mind what he should do with the secret when he knew
it. After all—his heart sank again as the reflection
came to him—after all it would not be very much use,
whatever it was, unless he could get clear of "Mockways."
It might even drive Manning to frantic desperation if he
knew he was in possession of the secret at last. Therefore,
Falkland decided to be very cautious, and not breathe to
any save to Isabel, if he had a chance to speak to her, the
information that he held the precious prize.


He left the tower, and hid the cash-box and rolls of
waxed sealed paper in the hedge, digging them deeply into
the litter of rotting leaves and the soft ground; then he
tried again to force the lid of the papier mâché box.
But, trifling as this looked, it was stronger than he had
thought; and as he had no weapons of any kind on him, not
so much as a pen-knife, he could not succeed. He would,
then, have to take it to the house and smuggle a knife from
the dinner-table or the kitchen.


He could tell Mamie, he thought; yes, he could trust
Mamie. And she would be able, no doubt, to give him
something, if only a pair of scissors, with which to open
the papier mâché box.


It was so small; he had never thought of it as small
as that, but as being large-sized. But here it was, small
enough to go into his outer pocket.


Hardly able to contain himself for excitement, he
hastened back towards the house. He had to pass the stables
and kennels; and as he did so, he stopped to speak to
Mathews, who was still pottering about with the dogs.


"I've been to the roof of the tower," he said, trying to
control his voice; "there's quite a good view from there,
as you said—a view of the whole park. But I don't
quite see the object of the thing! Did Mr. Powell ever go
up it himself?"


"Lord, no! sir," replied Mathews; "how on earth could he
get up there—and he bedridden for years; unable to
leave his room at least—besides, Mr. Manning would
have taken care that he didn't get up that tower, or get up
to any pranks like that. Old Mr. Powell thought a lot of
that tower," added Mathews; "he even had an account of it
written, and buried up in the roof—hidden away in one
of them tin cash-boxes: I dare say you'd find that, sir, if
you was to poke about. I remember him giving it to one of
the workmen. One of his crazy ideas, it was.


"'The tower's unique,' he said. 'Here's an account
of it! You just stick that up in the roof, underneath
the vane.' And I think there was some joke about that,
sir—Vane being Mr. Dobree's name in those days. Some
sort of feeling about the vane; I don't know what, sir, but
that's the way he spoke—as if there was more to it
than just the word."


So that was how the old miser had deceived the two men
who were watching and spying on him, was it? reflected
Falkland. He had had the cleverness to hit upon this bold
expedient—openly to give this cash-box, which was
supposed to contain an account of the re-building of the
odd old tower, and tell the workman to hide it in the roof.
A very clever idea indeed, and one that had thrown the
other two men off the scent. For evidently he had told them
his secret was hidden in a papier mâché box when he had
put this same box in an outer one of tin and hidden it in
the roof in the park. The workman would put it in there
unsuspectingly, no doubt, taking it merely to be the whim
of an eccentric, half crazy old man, and so, for thirty
years, Mr. Powell's secret had been safely hidden under the
vane of the old tower.


"Yes, I dare say it's there still," remarked Falkland,
as quietly as he could; "but I didn't see anything. The
vane's blown down and some of the tiles are loose. I dare
say the box has been destroyed by now."


"I dare say, sir," replied Mathews, indifferently. "Are
you going back to the house?" he asked.


"Yes," said Falkland, "I'm going back now: it seems to
me that matters have now about come to a head, and it's my
job to be as near to Miss Isabel as possible."


All was quiet when he returned to the house; he could
see Isabel sitting at her window, and trying to amuse
herself with a little sewing. She smiled down at him, but
he dared not say anything to her; he felt that "Mockways"
was all eyes, and he did not know who might be staring from
any of the windows.


He therefore merely returned her smile and passed into
the parlour, which was as familiar and dreadful as a place
visited many times in a nightmare.


He looked at once round the room for something with
which to open the papier mâché box, which lay, light
and snug, in his pocket. There was nothing: Manning was
always very careful not to leave any kind of weapons
about—not as much as a penknife.


Falkland wrenched at the box with his bare fingers, but
it would not give. Though the thing was little more than a
toy—just a trinket for a lady's table—it was
very strongly made. Though he did not wish to do so for
fear of injury to the contents, Falkland saw that he would
have to smash the thing.


Then he thought of Isabel and her sewing, and went out
again into the rain. She was still there with her white,
wistful but brave face, gazing out across the park. The
window was slightly open at the bottom.


"Can you throw me down a pair of scissors?" said
Falkland. "I've torn my nail."


She at once threw him out a pair of embroidery scissors,
suspecting far more than he said; for he had tried to throw
meaning into his words.


It was not a very difficult matter, with the little
scissors, to prise the lock open. There was, as he had
suspected, a roll of papers inside, very carefully tied
and sealed. They were little odd scraps of paper, closely
written on, some in red, and some in black ink, some
even in pencil—evidently scribbles put down at odd
moments, furtively and secretly.


Falkland, with one eye on the door, turned them over
hastily in the dull glow of the firelight, trying to find
beginning or end to them—for they were not numbered,
and seemed to be put together incoherently. Here and there
a sentence of big, spidery writing was clear to his anxious
glance.


 


"No one knows where I've hidden it: they
will never find it. No one will ever guess."


 


It was repeated again and again, till it seemed to Falkland
that he was merely about to read the babblings of some one
in delirium.


Then another line caught his eye:


 


"All I possess, all there is in
'Mockways,' to my wife and daughter absolutely. Everything
to them. I have charged them on their honour, on their
oath, to see that this is done."


 


This paper was signed "James Powell."


"Ah," thought Falkland, "I begin to see to the bottom of
the whole thing." And again he fingered the pitiful little
slips on which were written:


 


"I'm spied on—I'm being watched.
They won't let me out; they won't let me write; they won't
let me send for her. I've had to sign the will—they
won't know where to find this though."


 


And then again, on another strip, which seemed torn out
of a book:


 


"Whoever finds this will know I accuse
them, both of them of murder."








CHAPTER XXXVIII


FALKLAND heard a step, and the creak of
the door, and instinctively pushed the worn red cushion of
the chair over the bundle of scraps of paper and the small
papier mâché box.


It was, as he had expected it would be, Dobree who
entered. Where was Manning? It was always Dobree now,
creeping round the house. It was quite a long time since he
had seen Manning.


Falkland felt a thrill—a sense of
deliverance—from this absence of Manning, and even
from the discovery of the papier mâché box.


Dobree looked at him askance, came to the fire, took the
chair opposite, and, propping his heavy head in his hands,
gazed at him steadily and with a faint smile.


Falkland was forced to ask, almost against his will and
in a fascinated manner:


"Where is Manning? Where is Mr. Manning?"


"Manning is still looking for the papier mâché box,"
smiled Dobree. "That's what Manning's doing! Don't you know
by now that that is what every one is doing—hunting
for a papier mâché box? Miss Sarah Lomax," he added,
with a queer intonation, "is doing that too. She is here,
searching for a papier mâché box."


"Have you found her?" asked Falkland on a note of
dread.


"I've seen her," said Dobree; "I saw her just now.
Creeping in and out of my house like a thief! Well, she
is a thief, isn't she—looking for property of mine?
for," he added, with a cunning look, "'Mockways' was left
to me by old Powell, you know! 'Mockways' and all that was
in it. And if the papier mâché box is hidden here, then
it's mine, isn't it?"


"Don't bother about the papier mâché box," replied
Falkland. "I shouldn't trouble about that any more: I don't
think it's in the house, anyhow. What about Mr. Manning and
Miss Lomax—have you let her go?"


He wondered if the man before him was sane—if
what he said might be believed and taken as coherent
sense; or whether it was the mere babbling of one whose
brain had collapsed. Had he really seen Sarah Lomax? Had
that resolute, energetic young woman allowed herself to be
caught at last?


"I came upon her just now," said Dobree, softly,
"walking through the passage she's always used. Of course,
I've known for a long time that she used it, but I haven't
troubled about it very much. It wasn't likely, was it, that
she, creeping in and out of the house like that, would be
able to find what we've been looking for so long?"


And again Falkland asked:


"Where is Manning?"


This time Dobree did not reply. He sighed and stared
into the fire.


"I think you can leave 'Mockways,'" he said, at last.
"You and Miss Conway, and that Mamie creature. You may as
well go—tired of this place, aren't you?"


"Yes, we want to go," replied Falkland; "but what do you
mean quite by letting us go like this? What'll Mr. Manning
say?"


"Never mind, Mr. Falkland, about Manning: it doesn't
matter any more about what he says."


Falkland leant forward and whispered, hoarsely:


"What have you done with him, Mr. Dobree?"


Dobree grinned, and made no reply.


Falkland rose, and walked up and down the room. He was
still bewildered. He held in his hand what should have
been the trump card, but he did not know how to play it.
He had found the box; he had got the papers, and he knew
the dreadful things those papers said; but how to use all
this knowledge? How to use this powerful weapon? He was in
the power of Dobree—in the power of Manning, for all
he knew. Surely it were better to try some other means of
getting away from "Mockways," and from a safe distance use
the papers.


Dobree, in an absorbed voice, as if he hardly realised
there was any one else in the room, said:


"The ghost of an old man—that's what there is in
'Mockways'; the ghost of old Mr. Powell."


"I dare say," replied Falkland, "you think by now you
see that—after being shut up here—"


"Yes," replied Dobree, with a sigh, "I do think I see
it—the ghost of an old man." He seemed to shake
himself, as if to try to throw off the burden of some
nightmarish reflection. "I see it, Mr. Falkland—and
not only in 'Mockways.' I've been seeing it for thirty
years. One of these days I knew it would lure me back to
this house; and I knew that here we should meet, face to
face, at last."


"Can't we stop talking about these things?" asked
Falkland, in an awe-stricken voice. "It's all very
terrible, Mr. Dobree, and no affair of mine. As I said so
often before, let us go, and I will have no more to say or
to do in your business."


"It doesn't matter," answered Dobree, in a quiet voice,
"what any one has to say or do with my business, for I
think my business has come to an end now."


Falkland moved a step away from him. He believed that
he had by himself "got rid" of Manning, as he termed
it—that he was looking at a man who was twice a
murderer; for what had those pathetic scraps of paper in
the papier mâché box revealed?


He could no longer contain himself. Moving away towards
the window with a shrinking gesture, he said in a low,
quivering voice:


"Mr. Dobree, I may as well tell you after all: I've
found the papier mâché box."


To his astonishment, Dobree seemed to take no notice
of this—to be not in the least impressed by this
momentous declaration. He sighed, and, shifting his heavy
head from side to side:


"Oh, you have, have you?" he replied. "And what was in
it after all? Just a few scraps of paper, I suppose, with
the old man's babblings on them."


"Just a few scraps of paper," said Falkland, advancing
to the chair where these were hidden, "but they are quite
enough, I'm afraid, Mr. Dobree. The old man put on them his
final charge."


"His final charge to whom?" asked Dobree.


"His final charge to posterity—to any one who
found them—to see justice done."


"Justice, justice, justice!" repeated Dobree, dully.
"Yes, that was what he was after—justice—wasn't
it? A queer-sounding word, when you come to think of it,
Mr. Falkland: justice!" And again he lapsed into a heavy
silence, staring into the sinking fire.


"He said that he wished to leave his property to his
wife and child," whispered Falkland, "that he was prevented
from doing this, that he was terrorised by two men."


"Yes," said Dobree, "by myself and
Manning—principally by that scoundrel Manning."


"You kept him here," pursued Falkland, "shut away; he
was old—almost senile. You prevented his wife and
daughter from coming near him. He made a will in their
favour—this is the story as I take it—and you
destroyed or hid or in some way made away with that will;
and you forced him to make another, leaving everything to
you."


"Rather a commonplace sort of story, isn't it?" said
Dobree, quietly, as if these words did not refer to himself
at all.


"And you succeeded in all this villainy, and the poor
old man had no means of letting any one know what was
happening to him. You and Manning terrorised him, just like
Manning has terrorised you ever since, Mr. Dobree."


"Well? Go on, Mr. Falkland—you seem to know the
whole tale."


"Yes, I know it now," replied Falkland. "I tell you I've
found the papier mâché box, and everything fits in quite
well. Just an ordinary, commonplace story after all, Mr.
Dobree—but not a very pleasant one."


"No, Mr. Falkland, not at all pleasant," said Dobree, in
a mechanical voice.


"You knew that there was something in 'Mockways'
besides the rotten furniture and the few, wretched sticks,
didn't you?" said Falkland. "You knew that the old man,
half lunatic, had been plastering gold and diamonds behind
the paper in the forge room. All his fortune, whatever it
was, had gone into those jewels and those sovereigns that
you and Manning used to bring into 'Mockways' for him. You
knew what he'd done with them."


"Yes," said Dobree, "we knew what he'd done with them.
It wasn't likely that he'd be able to fool us."


"No; but he thought he had. Yet he knew himself
outwitted, too, when he made that will leaving you
'Mockways' and all its contents; and all he could do was to
write it down on little, odd scraps of paper as he got time
and opportunity."


"And where did he hide them?" asked Dobree, turning
slowly and heavily in his seat. "That's curious—he
used to keep taunting me with a papier mâché box in
which he'd written everything, in which he'd put down
about his wife, and the property, and what we were doing
to him: and now you say you've found it! Curious, Mr.
Falkland—curious!"


"He put it in an ordinary little tin cash-box," replied
Falkland, "and when he had that crazy old tower repaired
he gave it to a workman and told him to put it at the
top—under the tiles—under the vane. Vane was
your name in those days, wasn't it, Mr. Dobree? Well,
that's what he did. Said there was an account of the tower
in this little box, and the workman was to put it there.
And there he put it very safely, in a little aperture of
concrete, where wind and rain couldn't get at it for a
whole thirty years, Mr. Dobree. There, by just a fantastic
chance, I found it to-day."


"A fantastic chance," repeated Dobree. "And what, after
all, is in those papers, Falkland—just what you told
me: about being shut up here, and two young men taking
advantage of him? About a crazy old lunatic of a miser,
who used to beat out sovereigns and plaster them on to the
wall; and putting money into diamonds, to stick them into
that same plaster? Is that all there is in that paper?"


"There's just something else," said Falkland; "but since
we've come to issues like this, I don't know—" he
hesitated, and turned away. "There's something else, Mr.
Dobree."


"And what might that be?" asked Dobree, softly.


"I think," Falkland stopped, and gathered up the papers
from behind the shabby red cushion, and pushed them into
his pocket. As he did so, he revealed the small papier
mâché box, and he saw Dobree's eyes turn to it.


"That box! Yes, I remember. He used to have it in
his room. It was something he'd given his wife, years
before ... just a little trifle for her to keep her
trinkets in. And so that was where he put his secrets at
last. Do you know," he added, in an impersonal tone, "I
was never thinking of that box. I thought of something
large—never of that silly little box Sarah Lomax used
to keep her trinkets in."


"I don't know," replied Falkland, "whether there's any
need for me to say any more, Mr. Dobree. It seems to me I'm
still in your power—"


"Yes," said Dobree, slowly, "I suppose you are, in a
way. You needn't leave 'Mockways' if I didn't choose you
should. But you can go, if you like—out into the
world; anywhere."


"With this secret?" asked Falkland. "You don't care if I
go away with this secret? It's rather a dangerous one, you
know, Mr. Dobree—a bit more dangerous than I have yet
told you."


"You haven't told me the whole thing?" muttered Dobree.
"There's something else, is there—something else
the old man wrote on those scraps of paper?" And his eye
glanced over Falkland's hand, which lay upon his pocket
where the papers were hidden. "Well, you mustn't believe
all he wrote, you know—he was very old and very
queer. And as for his wife—he'd never been happy
with her; and she was a very great deal younger than he
was, and they quarrelled long ago. It wasn't altogether
my fault—or even the fault of Manning—that he
quarrelled with his wife, Mr. Falkland."


"No; but it was your fault that they were cut out of
everything—that they were left penniless, to struggle
along somehow. But they didn't forget, you see; the
daughter handed the story on to her daughter, and it's
she, the granddaughter Sarah Lomax, who's coming in and out
of 'Mockways' now, looking for the papier mâché box."


"Well, well," said Dobree, "it seems to me a tale
that's told; the whole thing's over, isn't it? Not such a
very terrific mystery, after all, Mr. Falkland—not
anything so very wonderful. Suppose we don't talk about
it any more? Supposing we let the whole matter come to an
end? I dare say Sarah Lomax will find herself provided for,
after all."


"I dare say," replied Falkland; "but it's rather
difficult for you to make amends now, you know, Mr. Dobree:
your fortune was built up on what was practically stolen
money. You and Manning between you robbed the old man, and
his wife, and his daughter. And it's not a thing you can
easily make good; or one that will be lightly forgiven."


"I don't ask to be forgiven," said Dobree, sullenly. "I
don't ask anything."


Falkland could not understand this new, quiet demeanour
on the part of Dobree. He had now played his last card by
revealing that he had found the papier mâché box and
knew the secret. He did not know how Dobree would take
this. It seemed impossible that he would let him go now.
The only thing was to overawe him and bear him down. The
time for subterfuge and concealment was over—it was
impossible for them to take up any game of pretence again.
And meanwhile, where was Manning? Falkland rather shuddered
as he thought there was still Manning to be faced.


Dobree rose, and seemed to stretch himself. He looked at
Falkland with a long, dull gaze.


"Tell me," he asked, "what else was there in that paper.
There's something else, you know: something beside the fact
that we robbed the old man."


"Yes, there is," said Falkland, goaded: "there's the
fact that you murdered him. He says there that he knew you
were going to murder him; and you did murder him!"








CHAPTER XXIX



DOBREE leant forward. He seemed to peer into Falkland's
face as if he was extremely curious and no more.


"Murder?" he said, softly. "Yes, that's the right word.
And the old fellow knew it, did he—that's rather
dreadful! He knew he'd got no chance?"


"I'm afraid he did," whispered Falkland. "He's written
it here—that you were tired of waiting, and that you
meant to murder him.


"He might have lived, you see, quite a long time. He
might have managed to get in touch with somebody outside.
It wasn't so easy for you to keep him shut up here, old and
feeble as he was. There were the servants: you were rather
afraid of them, weren't you. And there was the wife and the
daughter outside. They might have managed to communicate
with him, for all your care; and so you thought you'd make
an end of it, and you murdered the old man—when you'd
safely got the will out of him."


"So you've got the whole story at last," said Dobree,
with a smile. "Yes, that's quite correct, Falkland. We
murdered him. Or, rather, I murdered him and Manning
stood by; Manning was far too cunning to do anything
himself. He made me do it. And therefore, he was the worse
criminal," added Dobree.


"He made you do it that he might hold it over you
afterwards, just the same as you wanted me to murder
him, Mr. Dobree, that you might hold it over me
afterwards."


Dobree shook his ponderous head.


"No; no," he repeated. "That's not true. I wanted you
to murder Manning because I didn't know that I'd got the
courage to do it myself. Not a second time," he added, with
a sigh.


He moved away heavily, muttering to himself: "The old
man didn't suffer: he'd got no use for the money, and I
knew what to do with it—I knew what it would mean;
power, influence, everything in the world I could get with
that money. But what did he do with it? He was a lunatic,
hammering it out there on that anvil, pasting it up on the
wall, just one thought: to keep it hidden from people; his
mind going round and round like a rat in trap as to how he
was to keep that stuff hidden. How do you think that a man
like myself, full of ambition and youth, was going to stand
by and see that? And the moment I set foot in 'Mockways,'
Falkland, I made up my mind to get that money."


"And Manning, I suppose," replied Falkland, "made up his
mind to get you; and each of you got what you wanted.
You had the money and Manning had you. He stood by, like
the devil himself, and saw you do murder, and from that
moment your soul wasn't in your own keeping, was it, Mr.
Dobree?"


"You're quite right," said Dobree, dully. "From that
moment my soul wasn't my own. I had to keep Manning with me
always. He was always there, standing beside me; he never
spoke of it, and I couldn't look at him without thinking of
it: and that was my punishment, Mr. Falkland, for thirty
years."


"Punishment enough, I should think," said Falkland; and
he felt an impulse to cast those papers into the fire. The
crime was over now, and it hardly seemed to be his place to
avenge the old miser. Dobree had surely paid. And as for
Manning—


Looking at Dobree, he believed that Manning had paid
too.


"I prospered," muttered Dobree, thoughtfully, as if
talking to himself; "everything went well with me—I
made money, more and more money, and sometimes I quite
forgot where it all came from—sometimes when Manning
wasn't there. Manning had his share, you may be sure.
He had no sense of making money himself, but he got
all he wanted from me. But he seemed to want more than
money—he seemed to want to torture me."


"The sense of power," muttered Falkland; "the sense of
power—that's what appeals to characters like Manning.
He'd got you like you got your money, and he wanted you to
know it, just like you wanted other people to know that
you'd got money."


"It kept me away from people," said Dobree,
reflectively. "I couldn't get married; I couldn't make
friends; I was always moving about. Heaps of acquaintances,
you understand, Mr. Falkland, but no friends. But I began
to cease to be afraid. The years went on, and it seemed
so long ago; and I began to have a certain affection
for Isabel Conway. It seemed to me as if she might have
been my own daughter—and Manning began to have
an affection for her, too. And there was the trouble,
Falkland—there was the trouble.


"Then it began, my torment; I was fond of the girl,
and sorry for the girl, yet I'd got to give her to
Manning—a brute like Manning—a murderer like
Manning. Manning became violent—he demanded his
price, nothing else; for he was capable of telling the
whole tale, hanging himself to hang me."


And Dobree's lips curled in a horrible sneer.


"He was willing to bring himself down to blast me sooner
than give up the girl."


"Well, she's safe now," murmured Falkland. "You didn't
quite do it, Mr. Dobree."


"No," answered the old man heavily. "I've always
got that consolation; I didn't quite do it. I kept her
away from him; I did try to save her, if only by a
compromise."


A dull and heavy silence fell; the twilight was invading
the room. An awful gloom fell over the whole prospect.
The short winter day was drawing to an end, the rain was
falling heavily against the frame of the tall windows.


"And what now?" asked Falkland, putting his hand to his
aching head. "What now, Mr. Dobree? Shall I throw the whole
thing into the fire and say nothing more about it?"


"If you did," smiled Dobree, "you'd still know,
wouldn't you? Manning had no written evidence; but that
didn't help me."


"You don't think," asked Falkland, "that I'm a
blackmailer like Manning, do you?"


"I don't know," said Dobree; "but you'd always have my
secret, wouldn't you?"


"And what's the way out?" breathed Falkland.


"Well," muttered Dobree, "the way out is pretty clear.
Not both of us can go on living. I can't endure life
with some one knowing all that—all that you know,
Falkland. I've had thirty years of it."


Falkland wondered if this meant that he was after all
going to get rid of him by foul means. After his talk
of escape, of letting him and Isabel Conway go, was he,
after all, going to dispose of him now? Everything seemed
possible, and Dobree a murderer, even if a murderer under
provocation; even if for thirty years he had committed
no crime. He was capable of murder, and Falkland stood
in his power; and if once he disposed of him, what about
the unfortunate women overhead, whose footsteps he could
again hear, pacing to and fro in the chamber that was their
prison?


Useless to appeal to Dobree—that Falkland knew.
What he had resolved upon to do he would do without any
possibility of his being turned aside by what any one else
might say. Falkland folded his arms, looking with a frown
down on the dingy floor.


Dobree's story was out—a story pitiful and
commonplace, only rendered grotesque by the eccentricity
of the old miser, all was now clear. He could understand
the quest of Sarah Lomax, how the story had been handed to
her from her grandmother and her mother, and how, goaded by
disappointment and poverty and the consciousness that they
had been deeply wronged, she had endeavoured to discover
the secret of old Mr. Powell.


Somehow or other it had leaked out—probably
through the talk of the servants—that the secret lay
in the papier mâché box: and he could understand how
the high-spirited and resolute girl had set out on the
search.


"What are you going to do about Sarah Lomax?" he asked.
"Are you going to render any justice to her? After all,
she ought to be the heiress of 'Mockways,' and all it
contains."


"She and Isabel Conway," replied Dobree, softly,
"will divide my fortune between them. That is sufficient
reparation, I think; to those two dead women I can offer
nothing. To her, half my fortune. For," he added, with a
sneer, "it's all about money, isn't it? It's just money
she wanted, so she'll get it; and rather more than her
grandfather left. After all there wasn't so much underneath
that wallpaper, you know; nothing like as much as I made of
it. The old fool wasted his means in those stupid vagaries;
he knew how to hoard, but he didn't know how to make
money."


"That is reparation enough for the future, I think,"
said Falkland; "but you are a young man yet, Mr. Dobree.
What about the present? Are these two women to be
provided for, and how is Miss Conway to be saved from the
persecutions of Manning?"


Dobree grinned, and did not answer.


"Where is Sarah Lomax?" urged Falkland. "Won't you let
her go, if you have her shut up somewhere? It's absolutely
getting on my nerves—these women shut up in this
house."


"They may go," replied Dobree, "whenever they like."


"Have you told Sarah Lomax what you are doing for
her?"


"No," said Dobree; "it was scarcely worth while. I
told her she could stay in 'Mockways' and look for the
papier mâché box, and that there was no need to use these
secret entrances. She could come in and out as freely as
she liked. No need," he added, with a sneer, "for masks
and disguises, and messages hidden in knots of red silk.
'Mockways' is hers from now on. She can have it and do what
she likes with it. Yes, in my will I've left 'Mockways' and
all it contains—" and here his sneer deepened into
a diabolical ferocity—"to Sarah Lomax, as she calls
herself."


"But the contents of 'Mockways,'" said Falkland,
wondering what was meant by this, "are worth nothing now,
and I should think Miss Lomax would be glad not ever to see
the place again. It seems to me," he added, with a shudder,
"that if this place were burnt to the ground it would be
a good thing for every one. The place is nothing but a
nightmare; it is full of horror."


"Burn it," said Dobree, heavily; "burn it, if you
like."


"And these with it?" asked Falkland, holding out the
pathetic packet of scraps of old paper on which the
wretched miser had written his last wishes, his terror and
his fears and his prophecy of his dreadful doom. "Shall I
burn these with them, Mr. Dobree? They are of no use to
me."


"You mean you do not intend to use them?" asked Dobree.
"Is that it? Well, you can do as you wish about that."


"Justice is not in my hands," said Falkland. He took
the papers and advanced to the fire. He could see no use
in keeping them: after all, they were net definite proof.
He did not know that in a court of law they would stand as
any evidence whatever against either Dobree or Manning, and
he hated the thought of being burdened with another man's
secret, of trying in any way to hold a threat over Dobree.
"If I cast these into the fire," he asked, "will you let me
and Miss Conway go?"


"You will in any case go," said Dobree, "whether you
burn them or not."


Falkland, with an impulse that he could not altogether
account for, threw the scraps of paper and the papier
mâché box into the fire, where the low embers caught them
and smouldered them into charcoal at once.


Dobree watched them burn into black cinders.


"You can go whenever you like," he said. "I have nothing
more to say. You will find my money divided between those
two women—I can't do any more."


"No," said Falkland, "no; but what about Manning?"


"Manning," smiled Dobree, "has met with an accident."








CHAPTER XL


SARAH LOMAX stood hesitant in the big room
at 'Mockways'—the room where the portrait of her
grandmother had hung, where it now stood resting against
the discoloured wall. She was at a loss. After years of
absorption in one subject, after the most painful and
strenuous endeavours, after the greatest daring in pursuing
her ends, everything had come to an abrupt, and to her,
miserable conclusion.


Mr. Dobree, whom she regarded as the man who had
defrauded her, her mother and grandmother before her, had
met her, told her coolly that she was free of the house
and might search for the papier mâché box as much and as
openly as she wished.


The resolute and energetic young woman did not know
quite what to do. All the zest had gone out of the pursuit.
She saw her pretences, subterfuges and disguises seen
through. Dobree had spoken to her almost with contempt.


She decided, and decided with bitter reluctance, that
she must give up the search. If there was anything against
Dobree, it was not to be given to her to find it out. Now
that she was free to search "Mockways," all sense had gone
out of that same search.


Bitterly she supposed that Dobree's permission meant
that he had himself found the box or else had good evidence
to know that no such thing had ever existed.


Perhaps it was all a delusion, those tales she
had heard from her mother during their long, bitter
poverty—tales of the mythical fortune left by her
grandfather which should have been hers and which she had
been cheated of through the machinations of Dobree and
Maiming. Tales of the papier mâché box which had leaked
out through servants: no doubt old Clement, the gardener,
had mentioned to Mrs. Powell, when she had tried to get
some information from him, that the old man had been heard
to mutter that all his secrets were in a papier mâché
box.


Now all this had appeared to Sarah Lomax so much
fable.


All her weapons were taken out of her hands; she did not
know what to do, and she felt fearful for the safety of
that other woman shut up there, and of that of the young
man whom she had involved in all this.


She resolved to make one attempt to get into
communication with Isabel Conway and then to give the
whole thing up in despair. Dobree had looked at her so
scornfully, and at the same time so queerly that she wanted
to get away from "Mockways": the long search had broken
down even her hard nerves.


She turned and left the room, where the twilight was
gathering fast, and going upstairs, knocked on the door
where she knew Isabel Conway was confined. First, she had
listened over the banisters and heard Dobree and Falkland
talking to each other in the front parlour. Where Manning
was she did not know; it was some hours since she had seen
him.


Mamie answered the knock. Sarah Lomax stood outside
without any disguise now, and asked for Miss Conway. Isabel
came at once; she was amazed to see in this place a person
who had been to her just a name, almost a ghost.


"It's all over," said Sarah Lomax, sullenly. "I've
nothing more to do here."


"He's found it himself!" exclaimed Mamie; "that's what
it is. He or Manning have found it themselves."


"Or perhaps," said Sarah Lomax, "there was nothing to
find. After all, it was only a tale, something handed down.
But somehow it impressed me, got hold of me; I could not
get rid of it. And I thought I was so clever—pursuing
and frightening him."


"You frightened him all right," said Mamie.


"Yes, I frightened him too much—frightened him
into something desperate—frightened him down here
into shutting you up," confessed the girl, bitterly; "and
now I don't know how to get you out."


"Perhaps if he lets you go free," said Isabel,
hopefully, "he'll let me go too—me and Mr. Falkland.
I always thought there as something not so bad about Mr.
Dobree. It's more that he's in Manning's power."


"And there's Manning still to reckon with," said Sarah
Lomax.


"Where is he?" asked both the other women. "We've been
watching from the window and listening at the door, and we
haven't seen or heard anything of him all day, since quite
early this morning when he went upstairs."


"Perhaps," said Sarah Lomax, "he is upstairs now. I'll
go and look," she added, with a flash of her old spirit.


The other two women tried to hold her back.


"What do you want to go upstairs for looking for him?
Leave him alone."


"Well, I should just like to face him before I
leave 'Mockways' for ever. Mr. Dobree and Mr. Falkland
are talking down in the parlour, and I'll just go and
see—just make a last attempt; perhaps I'll charge him
with having found the box, and accuse him of what I believe
he did."


"And what was that?" whispered Isabel, fearfully.


"You know, I believe, what I think it was. I think
there was foul play: I think old Mr. Powell was done to
death."


Sarah Lomax turned away and went resolutely up the
darkening stairs. She really was determined to face
Manning. She had a bold, firm courage, and did not wish to
leave "Mockways" without seeing him.


The rooms were getting dark and the lamps had not yet
been lit. She looked from one to another, turned into the
two rooms occupied by Beale and Compton for those few
hours, and in which their few clothes still hung.


At last she came into the room where the forge still
stood, where the shreds of paper hung from the walls in
dismal rags and tatters. And there, on the floor, she saw
Manning stretched out, with his head near the forge and his
brains dashed out by one of the heavy hammers. He had been
done to death violently, brutally and, no doubt, suddenly.
The girl sprang back in an access of terror, and closed the
door violently. She stood for a moment unable to speak,
scarcely to think. Murdered! Manning had been murdered!
And by whom? There was only one person of whom she could
think—Dobree.


Inspired by terror, the girl dashed downstairs and again
knocked on the door of Isabel Conway and Mamie.


"Make haste!" she said. "Let's get away; let's get out
of this house anyhow. There's my secret passage: we'll go
through that."


Alarmed by her white face and frantic words, they
pressed her with questions.


"But we are watched: can we do it?"


"Never mind all that," she said. "Mr. Dobree is down
there talking to Mr. Falkland."


"But what," asked Mamie, "about Mr. Manning?"


"Never mind," shuddered Sarah Lomax, "about Mr. Manning.
He won't follow us."


The women, in nameless agitation, tiptoed down the
stairs. Sarah Lomax, shaken with great shuddering, the
others bewildered and terrified.


They did not walk so lightly, however, that Dobree did
not hear them. He opened the parlour door as they were
about to pass it and find the entrance which led to that
long, black shaft which opened from the waxwork room. That
was Sarah Lomax's secret way. Dobree, holding the door
open, looked at the three women, and behind him, Falkland
gazed at them all.


"So you're leaving 'Mockways '" asked Dobree, softly.


None of the women had the courage to answer. Even Sarah
Lomax's boldness had left her. What she had seen in the
forge room was too vividly before her eyes. She felt faint
and sick.


"Aren't you afraid?" asked Dobree, glancing from one
to another. "Aren't you afraid of trying to get away from
'Mockways?'"


"No," said Mamie, summoning a little courage; "we're not
afraid, Mr. Dobree—we're more afraid of staying here.
You've no right to keep us."


"That's quite true," muttered Dobree; "I've no right
to keep you, and I want you to go away. There'll be no
obstacle in your way," he added, with a queer look, "and
you might as well take Mathews with you. Mathews isn't a
bad sort."


"And what about you?" breathed Falkland. "What about
you, Mr. Dobree? Dü you intend to remain behind in this
house?"


"Yes; I'll remain behind."


"And what about Manning?" asked Falkland.


"Manning, too, will remain behind," smiled Dobree.


And Sarah Lomax could not repress a shuddering
exclamation.


"Of course, Mr. Manning will never leave 'Mockways,'"
she cried, hysterically. "Don't trouble about him, Mr.
Falkland."


"Oh! So you know he'll never leave 'Mockways,' do you?"
smiled Dobree. "Now, where have you been to find that
out?"


"I've been upstairs," breathed Sarah Lomax, through
white lips; "I've been in the forge room."


"Ah, you have, have you?" smiled Dobree, with an even
more cunning look. "Well then, you know all there is to
know. There's pretty well an end to everything, I think, as
far as I'm concerned. Matters will go on for you, and, Miss
Lomax, there is some provision made for you; some sort of
justice. Justice, Falkland—isn't that the word?"


"I don't know whether you call it justice or atonement,"
said Falkland. "Mr. Dobree," he added, to the two shrinking
women, "has left you provided for; he's going to divide his
money between you."


"What's this talk of money?" cried Sarah Lomax,
hysterically; "I don't want the money. I don't want
anything; let's get away."


"Yes, let's get away!" echoed Isabel.


Dobree stepped back and pointed to the windows, opened
on the rainy evening.


"Go, then!" he said. "Go at once! Don't stop for
anything. Pick up Mathews by the cottages. There's a
car there; you'll be able to drive it, I suppose?" He
looked gravely at Falkland. "Clear out, all of you. Go,
quickly!"


There was something in his look and gestures which
made them obey him immediately. The three women scurried
and cowered across the room, and out on to the bleak lawn
where the evening drizzle was falling with dull greyness.
Falkland was after them.


Better get away—get away and ask no questions.


Dobree pointed to the means of escape and looked after
them. Without another word, they left.


They did not even stop to discuss things among
themselves. Sarah Lomax did not even mention the horrible
thing she had seen in the forge room. They fled, with
feet winged with terror, down to the cottages, and called
Mathews, bidding him at once get the car ready.


While he was doing this, too scared to ask questions,
they stood looking back at "Mockways," seen gaunt and grim
against the darkening sky; and then they heard a shot ring
out—a shot that seemed to come from one of the upper
rooms.


"I guessed it!" cried Sarah Lomax. "There's an end of
both of them!"


None of the others spoke. They looked at the sinister
outline of the horrible house and presently they saw a red
light appear in the lower windows; a light that spread,
that surged out through the window frames in clouds of
smoke.


"He's fired the house!" said Falkland. "We only got out
in time. I expect he did that long ago, perhaps meaning to
consume us all."


"Don't say that," whispered Isabel. "Give him the
benefit of the doubt! Only let us get away: I don't want to
hear any more about him." But even she could not at once
withdraw her gaze. The three women and the two men stood
for a fascinated moment or two, watching the flames get
hold of the cursed fabric of "Mockways."


Then they turned, and went out, through the park and on
to the road which led to freedom and safety.


"No need to say what happened to any one," said
Falkland. "There was an accident, and the house was burnt
down with those two men in it. That will be enough, I
think. There is an end of 'Mockways!'"




THE END





Roy Glashan's Library

Non sibi sed omnibus



 

 





theshadowonmockways-tp.png
[l THE SHADOW
‘ ON MOCKWAYS

MARJORIE BOWEN
Author of “Withering Firey” ete.

LONDON 48 PALL MALL
‘W. COLLINS SONS & CO LTD
4 GLASGOW SYDNEY AUCKLAND






exlib.jpg





theshadowonmockways-dj.jpg
THE SHADOW
ON MOCKWAYS

FIRST TIME
PUBLISHED






theshadowonmockways-rgl.jpg
THE SHADOW
ON MOCKWRYS

~
’

MARJORIE BOWEN
RL Edition





cover.jpeg
THE SHADOW
ON MOCKWRYS

~
’

MARJORIE BOWEN
RL Edition





