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Аннотация
Hugh Mulvane comes to Pons and Parker at 7B Praed Street to tell them the truly lurid tale of the life and death of his creepy uncle, whom he is now accused of having murdered. Simon Hardcastle was a hermit who almost never left his home, Chalcroft Manor, and was resentful when his nephew Hugh left it as well. Nevertheless, one cold winter night the old man left the manor and was later found dead in the family mausoleum. It is subsequently discovered that though the body was fully clothed when found, the man had been stark naked when he was killed! Bizarre footprints left near the body resemble devil's feet, thus raising the specter of the Legend of the Devil's Claw.
Pons interrogates the odd cast of characters: Peters, the estate manager and his drop-dead gorgeous wife, Sarita; Mulvane's girlfriend Sybil Masterson; Vincent Tidmarsh, the music master at a nearby college; and even the maid, Angela. The problem is that only Hugh Mulvane has any obvious motive for wanting the old man dead. Believing in the innocence of his client, Pons perseveres and eventually uncovers an astoundingly diabolical conspiracy.

Out of Basil Copper's many stories continuing August Derleth's detective Solar Pons (himself a pastiche of Sherlock Holmes), he offers only this single novel. Solar Pons Versus the Devil's Claw is a grand story, harking back somewhat to The Hound of the Baskervilles, hinting as it does of death at the hands of supernatural agencies. Of course Pons sees through that blind so soon as Mr. Mulvane brings him the eerie news, embarking on yet another intensive criminal investigation at yet another English manor with his faithful assistant Dr. Parker. Be sure that they solve the mystery, weeding through the many suspects and the hat full of clues that seem to point in every direction.

This book was published in a very small edition by a specialty press, is now out of print, and I gather that very few current owners are willing to part with their copies. I don't blame them. Therefore it sells for a small fortune in the collectors market.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Though written some twenty-five years ago, my only Solar Pons novel has never before been published, so this is its first time in print.

I am not writing NEW Solar Pons stories. My Solar Pons material was authorised and commissioned by Arkham House Publishers, Inc., back in the 1970s, and was written then but, owing to changes at Arkham House, they were never published by that imprint. The tales remained in limbo for something like twenty years before the originals began to be published by Fedogan and Bremer of Minneapolis. All date from the 1970s and early 1980s so perhaps original copyright lines should have been printed together with the new publication dates which would have obviated all misunderstandings. So, the present volume and all other Pons tales from my pen were commissioned and authorised by the then editorial and legal personnel at Arkham House (who, incidentally, were hoping that I would write the 12 volumes I had originally promised them) and by the estate of the late August Derleth who was a great friend of mine and very enthusiastic about my work.

Basil Copper



INTRODUCTION

‘Sherlock Holmes is dead. Long live, Sherlock Holmes!’ This was the cry that arose in December 1893 when the Strand Magazine shocked its readers by publishing Dr Watson’s account of ‘The Final Problem’ with its ominous frontispiece showing ‘The Death of Sherlock Holmes’. It seemed that the great detective had met his end at the Reichenbach Falls locked in the arms of his arch rival, Professor Moriarty. He had certainly disappeared, but he could never die. He returned in many different guises. John Kendrick Bangs portrayed him as the leader of the Shades in The Pursuit of the Houseboat (a sequel to an earlier book, The Houseboat on the Styx), and others followed suit. Rivals stepped into his shoes and claimed to be his direct heir. Sexton Blake, who made his debut in 1893 in the pages of the Halfpenny Marvel, took rooms on Baker Street and for well over half a century delighted readers with adventures narrated by many different hands.
Holmes himself was far from dead. The Hound of the Baskervilles burst upon the world in 1901, and in 1903 readers celebrated his Return and discovered that he had been living and working in London since 1894. He remained at 221b Baker Street until his retirement to the Sussex Downs after the turn of the century. Thereafter he could on occasion be coaxed into activity, and he made his last bow in 1914 when he came to the aid of his country at the outbreak of the First World War. The last of Dr Watson’s narratives was published in 1927. As Sir Arthur Conan Doyle prepared to lay down his pen, an unlikely successor was waiting to pick it up. This was August Derleth (1909-71), a native of Sauk City in Wisconsin, who had started writing at the age of thirteen and by seventeen had won his way into the well-respected pulp magazine, Weird Tales. In 1928 he wrote to Doyle asking if there would be more stories and was told there would not. He explained how it came about in a letter to Fred Danny (one half of ‘Ellery Queen’) and again in a letter (dated 21 February 1944) to Vincent Starrett, the great Sherlockian expert: ‘I was badly bitten by the Holmes bug in my teens, and finally, when I was 19, wrote to Sir Arthur to complain that there were no new adventures of the immortal Sherlock. He made no promise to write more; so I determined to carry on the tradition as best I could.’ A note on the back of an early manuscript suggests that Doyle was not averse to the idea. The stories were to be pastiches in honour of the ‘master’, but they would not bear his name. The new detective was, in Vincent Starrett’s phrase, ‘an ectoplasmic emanation of his great prototype’. He was christened Solar Pons (the ‘bridge of light’) and was a younger and more clubbable man (having been born in 1880). He had worked in British Intelligence during the Great War and was at his peak in the 1920s. He had his own ‘Boswell’, Dr Lyndon Parker; a brother, Bancroft (similar to Holmes’s brother Mycroft) and a long-suffering landlady, Mrs Johnson. He did not live in Baker Street but at 7B Praed Street, a location which was suggested to Derleth (who had never visited London) by John Rhodes’ book, The Murders in Praed Street.
A batch of stories was soon ready for publication. ‘The Adventure of the Black Narcissus’ was the first to appear in Dragnet (February 1929), and three more followed in the same magazine. Unfortunately the magazine then ceased publication because of the dire economic situation. Two more were published in other pulp magazines (Detective Trails and Gangster Stories), but the remainder were set aside. Derleth’s ambitious plans were put on hold, but his enthusiasm was undiminished. On 4 November 1929 he wrote to Conan Doyle describing himself as ‘an intense admirer’ and asked if he might have an inscribed copy of The Sherlock Holmes Short Stories (which John Murray had just published). Doyle tore the letter in half and replied in a short note: ‘I am interested in the Psychic & General Bookshop, 2 Victoria Street, S.W. Any books ordered there I would autograph, ‘ACD.’ An order was placed and Doyle inscribed a copy on 19 December 1929. It was six months before his death.
The Pons stories remained in limbo until 1943 when Derleth offered one to Fred Danny (of ‘Ellery Queen’ fame) for inclusion in The Misadventures of Sherlock Holmes (1944). It was so well received that Derleth decided to revise some of the earlier stories and to work on new ones. Twelve were collected in 1945 as In Re: Sherlock Holmes — a work. The book was published at Arkham House (which Derleth and Donald Wandrei had founded in 1939), but it had its own distinctive imprint: ‘Mycroft and Moran’. It was followed by further volumes which mirrored the Sherlock Holmes canon in their titles and in the number of cases within them: The Memoirs (1951), The Return (1958), Some Reminiscences (1961), and The Casebook (1965). Other important ‘Pontine’ publications include a novel, Mr Fairlie’s Final Journey (1968), The Chronicles of Solar Pons (1973), and a collection of previously unpublished work, The Final Adventures of Solar Pons (1998).
The stories have a touch of burlesque. Pons, as one critic said, is ‘a clever impersonator, with a twinkle in his eye’. He is not Sherlock Holmes, but his mentor suffuses his every action. The stories stand apart and have their own internal logic. Derleth’s greatest concern was that his knowledge of England and of the English rhythms of speech was often inadequate. A number of English authors with whom he corresponded were called in to correct errors which might otherwise have crept into the later stories. They pointed out, for example, that Pons should be described as living ‘in’ Praed Street rather than ‘on’ it; that Ascot had no definite article (unlike the Derby) because it was a place rather than a race, and that the head of Devon police would be a Chief Constable, not a High Commissioner (which is the name given to the ambassadors of the member states in the British Commonwealth).
Basil Copper was among those with whom Derleth corresponded towards the end of his life. He was embarking on a literary career and had written asking if Arkham House would be interested in publishing his work. Derleth responded at once in a warm and friendly manner, and a bond developed between them.
After Derleth’s death, Copper fulfilled Derleth’s long-held desire for an omnibus edition. He corrected the slips which had arisen through Derleth’s lack of familiarity with English usage and terminology and The Solar Pons Omnibus appeared in 1982. By then Copper was also the author of a series of sequels which were written with the blessing of James Turner (the new acting manager of Arkham House). The second series consisted of six volumes of stories and one novel. The first four had a slightly chequered history as they were published in paperback by a New York company, Pinnacle, who made textural changes which destroyed much of the 1920s atmosphere. They were The Dossier of Solar Pons, The Further Adventures, The Secret Files, and Some Uncollected Cases, and they appeared in 1979 and 1980. The Exploits and The Recollections followed in 1993 and 1995, published in attractive editions by Fedogan and Bremer of Minneapolis. The last in the series is the present volume, The Devil’s Claw.
It is perhaps the finest of them all for it combines the qualities for which Basil Copper is famous — a cleverly- constructed plot, worthy of the author of the Mike Faraday thrillers, and touches of gothic horror, worthy of the author of Necropolis. There are echoes of Wilkie Collins, Sheridan le Fanu, M.R. James, and of Doyle and Derleth. The crypt where the crime takes place recalls the one which Holmes visits in ‘The Adventure of Shoscombe Old Place’ and the legend of the Devil’s Claw bears comparison with that if the Hound of the Baskervilles. The story also recalls Derleth’s account of ‘The Devil’s Footprints’ — which he based on the mysterious footprints in the snow discovered in Devon in 1855.
The Devil’s Claw offers a bizarre and compelling problem for Solar Pons. What is the explanation behind the mysterious affair at Chalcroft Manor? Are the wet claw marks round the corpse of Simon Hardcastle those of the devil? Pons and Parker are at hand to unravel the threads. Vincent Starrett said that the Solar Pons stories are ‘the only substitutes for Sherlock Holmes that satisfy’, and he added: ‘I recommend them to nostalgic Holmesians as stories that come as close to the great originals as perhaps it is possible to come’. Basil Copper is the equal of August Derleth and both are worthy heirs of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.

Richard Lancelyn Green
London, 2004



One: DEATH OF A TYRANT

“A penny for them, Parker.”
“Eigh?”
I struggled up in my armchair in the familiar sitting-room at 7B Praed Street, conscious that the fire was dying on the hearth and that I had been neglecting my duty. In truth I had been out late the night before on a serious case and had had only three hours’ sleep.
Consequently, nature had caught up with me and when I had come in at tea-time I had at first dozed intermittently in my chair and had then, I suppose, passed into a deep sleep.
“What time is it, Pons?”
“A little after six, Parker.”
The lean, aquiline features of my friend, Solar Pons, looked solicitously in my direction. He went over to the scuttle and replenished the fire with coal, sending great red sparks dancing up the chimney. It was a bitterly cold day in early January and a rime of frost sparkled on the roofs outside under the pale glare of the street-lamps. I was about to get up to assist him when he pressed me gently back in my chair.
“Do not disturb yourself, Parker. You must be tired after your efforts of yesterday.”
I passed my hand over my eyes and came to full consciousness.
“It was a trifle fatiguing, Pons.”
My companion proceeded to the switch by the door and flooded the room with light. He hastened to the window and drew the thick curtains against the night.
“Mrs Johnson will be up in a few minutes. She has prepared an excellent high tea, I understand.”
He smiled mischievously.
“I take it you have no objection if we eat early this evening. I have been up to North London on a case and have passed most of the day out of doors with no opportunity of eating.”
“By no means,” I said. “I could do justice to anything in this weather, but Mrs Johnson’s cooking is always exceptional.”
“She would be pleased to hear you say so,” said my companion equably, throwing his greatcoat casually over the back of a chair and going to warm his thin fingers at the reviving fire. I was on my feet now, feeling considerably better after my hour’s rest, and made haste to clear the table of my stethoscope and some medical journals.
“Your day must have been more strenuous than mine, Pons.” He sat down in his own armchair and stretched out his feet to the warmth from the hearth.
“I do not know about that, Parker, but it was deuced cold at any rate. I was keeping a hot meat shop under observation.”
He chuckled again at my expression.
“Or at least the apartments above it. I fancy Roscoe Abernathy will be out of his stride by the appearance of Scotland Yard officers with warrants in the early hours of tomorrow morning.”
I paused near the door, conscious of our good landlady’s stately tread on her way up the stairs from the regions below. “What had he been up to, Pons?”
Solar Pons tented his slender fingers before him and looked dreamily into the fire.
“Forgery and murder among other things, Parker. Undone by a child’s pinafore button. One would hardly credit it, given the nature of the man.”
“It sounds an interesting case, Pons.”
“It is, it is,” he said languidly. “But I am at present engaged on something that promises to be entirely more bizarre and deadly. Come in, Mrs Johnson!”
The well-scrubbed face of our good-natured landlady appeared round the door-panel, her nose much reddened, I surmised, from her shopping expedition that afternoon in the searching wind of the bitterly cold streets.
She gazed at us with satisfaction.
“Ah, I thought you were both in, gentlemen. I hope you are ready for your tea.”
“We are indeed,” I said, going to help her with the tray.
There was an agreeable aroma from the covered dishes Mrs Johnson was setting out and for a few moments there was silence in the room apart from the muted noises of crockery and cutlery being placed in position. I sat myself down eagerly at table while Mrs Johnson paused on her way to the door.
“What time is your visitor expected, Mr Pons?”
“At a little after seven, I believe. We have just time to do justice to your excellent repast.”
Mrs Johnson beamed with satisfaction.
“Thank you, Mr Pons. I will send him up as soon as he arrives.”
Our landlady had no sooner quitted the room than we set to with a will. In the brief interval between the first and second courses I put the question to Pons I had been pondering over ever since Mrs Johnson’s question.
“You have a client, Pons?”
“I have, Parker, and I would like you to stay when he arrives, if you are not too fatigued.”
“I should be extremely interested.”
Solar Pons nodded with satisfaction.
“You mentioned something earlier, Pons, about a bizarre and deadly affair on which you are engaged. Might this be it?”
“It might indeed, Parker,” he returned gravely. “Take a look at this if you would be so good.”
He passed a slip of pasteboard across to me. I took it and studied it curiously.
It bore the legend, ‘Hugh Mulvane’ and the address given was Chalcroft Manor.
In a firm but somewhat hastily scrawled hand was written across the visiting card: For God’s sake help me, Mr Pons, in this terrible affair. I will take the liberty of calling upon you soon after seven o’clock tomorrow evening.
I took a look at the postmark of the envelope which lay by my companion’s plate.
“Posted at six o’clock yesterday, Pons. So he will be here tonight.”
“You are constantly improving, Parker,” said Solar Pons, little sparks of humour dancing in his eyes. “I believe we had agreed that this was so.”
I studied the card again.
“Chalcroft Manor, Pons? Have I not read something about it, earlier this morning or in yesterday’s paper?”
“You have indeed, Parker,” he said gravely. “There was a lengthy report in yesterday’s Times. I must say I have not been so intrigued with a case for a long while.”
He rose from the table and went across to a jumbled mass of journals and newspapers near his armchair. He returned a moment or two later with The Times and folded it to the Home News page before handing it to me. I soon saw what he meant for he had ringed the article round with ink, no doubt preparatory to cutting the material out to paste into his albums of criminal records.
It was with considerable expectation that I smoothed out the page and settled down to read over my second cup of tea. I was not disappointed. As usual, Pons had not exaggerated.
The article was headed: RECLUSE DIES IN BIZARRE CIRCUMSTANCES, with the sub-heading: Mysterious Affair at Chalcroft Manor.
The account began: The small village of Chalcroft in Buckinghamshire has been terrorised for some months by mysterious happenings which culminated last night in the death of a wealthy recluse, Mr Simon Hardcastle, in shocking circumstances.
Mr Hardcastle, who lives at Chalcroft Manor on the outskirts of the village which takes its name from the mediaeval manor- house, was found dead by his butler at about midnight, near a private family burial ground on his estate.
Although Mr Hardcastle was apparently uninjured he was quite dead and there was such an expression of fear and loathing on his face that the man who found his body, Mr James Tolpuddle, aged 57, came near to fainting. Round the body were singular, six-toed footprints which villagers refer to as ‘the devil’s claw’.
In the nearby cemetery one of the family tombs had been opened; the lock of an iron door leading to an underground vault was unbroken and there were wet claw-prints leading down the stone steps.
Because of the unusual circumstances the Coroner, Dr Erik Backer, has adjourned proceedings while police investigations continue. Villagers have spoken of many bizarre circumstances surrounding Mr Hardcastle and the manor house, where he lived as though in a state of siege.
Mrs Sidona Sheldon, the local postmistress told The Times correspondent today, ‘The neighbourhood around Chalcroft Manor is a terrible place. A poacher was found dead there after dark last year and there have been strange goings-on. People in the village have heard a weird tune being whistled near the old graveyard late at night. And gamekeepers on the estates roundabout have found foot-prints which were hardly human.’
When pressed on this last point Mrs Sheldon would only say that they were neither human foot-prints nor animal tracks. Certainly the villagers of Chalcroft have seen strange and sinister things, or claim to have done so.
I looked at Pons queryingly but he was engaged in pouring tea for both of us and merely gazed at me with narrowed eyes, so I turned to the newspaper again, devouring the narrative between forkfuls of Mrs Johnson’s delicious shepherd’s pie.
“Mrs Johnson has excelled herself this evening,” I was impelled to remark.
“Has she not, Parker?” said my companion urbanely, reaching out for another covered dish.
I read on in silence. It was certainly an extraordinary story and the residents of that comer of Buckinghamshire were either incredibly imaginative or had seen or heard some very strange and bizarre things.
The dead man’s nephew, Mr Hugh Mulvane, declined to make any statement to The Times correspondent, the report concluded.
“Your client is discreet, Pons,” I remarked as I passed the newspaper back to him.
He put down his knife and fork with a faint clinking in the silence of our cosy chamber.
“Ah, the tailpiece about Mr Mulvane. You have seen the significance of that, have you, Parker?”
I stared at him, I fear, rather owlishly.
“Significance, Pons? I meant only that he had shown the discretion any person would feel toward publicity in such a situation.”
“Perhaps, Parker. But I would postulate there is something else in it for The Times is not given to exaggeration and most people would have seized the opportunity to set the record straight.”
“Set the record straight?”
Solar Pons smiled as he replaced his cup in the saucer.
“You have an unfortunate tendency toward repetition, Parker, which would become somewhat wearisome in a person less amiable than you.”
“That is uncalled for, Pons,” I said somewhat warmly, and my companion’s eyes began to sparkle with little points of light.
“You are too thin-skinned, my dear fellow. Some of the more popular newspapers have put the matter more bluntly in the Chalcroft case. Reading between their rather smudgy and ill- inked lines, it would appear that Mr Mulvane himself is suspected by the locals of having, in some manner, done away with his uncle.”
“You do not say so, Pons!”
“I must insist, Parker.”
Solar Pons stretched out a languid hand and smoothed the sheet containing The Times report. He scanned it in silence while we concluded the first part of our meal.
“You do not normally take into account stories in the popular press, Pons,” I ventured when I had at last satisfied my appetite.
The humorous irony was back in my companion’s eyes again.
“Neither do I, Parker, but general indications may be arrived at by taking a consensus of the reports. And finally one is left with a residue of bitterness and suspicion on the part of the locals against my client.”
“The Times says nothing of it, Pons.”
Solar Pons put down his empty cup and stared over toward the window.
“The Times correspondent is too much of a gentleman to report what he would probably consider local tittle-tattle, Parker. But nevertheless it has given me some general indications.”
I moved over near the fireplace and sank thankfully into my armchair.
“To what purpose, Pons?”
Solar Pons joined me at the opposite side of the fire and tented his thin, delicate fingers before him.
“We shall see, Parker, we shall see,” he said dreamily. “In any event it does not do to anticipate. And Mr Mulvane himself will be with us in less than half an hour.”



Two: THE TERRIFIED TEACHER

Pons’ client, announced by our motherly landlady, Mrs Johnson, was a youngish man who contrived to look middle- aged by his worried expression; the bald patch on the crown of his head, around which stood a halo of sandy-coloured hair; and a general dishevelled appearance. He wore a tweed suit which gave him a distinctive country appearance and his eyes blinked short-sightedly behind thick pebble glasses.
He had already surrendered his heavy overcoat and scarf to Mrs Johnson and he glanced awkwardly round him, his face much reddened and roughened by the bitter January wind. He crossed over toward the fire and held out thick white fingers to the blaze.
“It was good of you to see me at such short notice, Mr Pons, extremely good.”
“Not at all, Mr Mulvane. This is my friend and colleague, Dr Lyndon Parker.”
Mulvane’s face brightened as he came forward to shake hands with each of us in turn.
“I have heard a great deal of you also, doctor. Boswell to your Johnson, sir, if I may make so bold.”
Solar Pons smiled and his eyes twinkled ironically in my direction.
“You are too flattering, Mr Mulvane. Pray take a seat. A Whisky would not come amiss on such an evening?”
“You are very kind, Mr Pons.”
Our client seated himself in the easy chair my companion dragged between our two armchairs and we three sat for a moment or two until, hastily remembering my duties, I bustled about with the sideboard decanter and glasses. Pons’ client took a great gulp of the golden spirit with a murmur of contentment. I re-filled his glass and splashed some soda into it and he sat back, toasting his feet at the fire, and looking from one to the other of us as though he did not know how to begin.
We three were alone now as Mrs Johnson had retired to her own quarters downstairs.
“You got my card, of course, Mr Pons.”
Pons inclined his head, his slender fingers cupped round the stem of his thick glass.
“I have it here, Mr Mulvane. It was obvious, reading between the wording, that something serious was afoot at Chalcroft Manor. Apart from the public newspaper reports, of course.” Mulvane nodded, his eyes bright.
“Ah, you saw that already, Mr Pons. My own observations on your abilities are not wide of the mark.”
“What might be those, Mr Mulvane?”
The tweedy figure made a shrugging motion of its thick shoulders.
“Only what I read in the newspapers and journals, Mr Pons. I am something of a student of criminology and collect such things in a series of scrapbooks I have compiled. I am a great admirer of your methods and have amassed a volume of notes on your most celebrated cases.”
A flicker of amusement passed across Pons’ mobile features. “Ah, then you and Parker will have a great deal in common, Mr Mulvane. Eigh, Parker?”
“Certainly, Pons.”
Mulvane was silent for a moment, swirling the whisky about in his glass.
“What do you make of the case, Mr Pons?”
“That there is something deeper in your uncle’s death than even the somewhat sensational reports warrant. That Chalcroft village contains a number of frightened people who may have exaggerated some bizarre happenings but who are certainly correct about the danger there; and that you yourself are putting a bold front on something which has badly frightened you.” There was an abrupt silence and Mulvane stared at Pons for a few moments in astonishment.
“You speak truly, Mr Pons. What else can you tell about me?”
Pons lit his pipe and blew out a gentle plume of blue smoke toward the ceiling.
“You are an artistic and somewhat impractical man, though you have a very practical streak; you are in your early thirties though you look older; you have been a pupil or are almost certainly a teacher at Chalcroft College; I should incline to the latter due to certain obvious indications; you are a heavy smoker; have charge of the College library in addition to your other duties; ride a bicycle about the countryside a good deal, though you could certainly afford a car; and do your own photographic developing.”
Mulvane stared at Pons with his mouth open and I could not forbear a smile, though I was almost as staggered, familiar as I was with my companion’s methods.
“That is miraculous, Mr Pons.”
Solar Pons shook his head impatiently.
“On the contrary, it is self-evident, Mr Mulvane. You are certainly wearing the tie of Chalcroft College, so it is certain you were either a pupil or a teacher there.”
“Both, Mr Pons,” said Mulvane with a wry smile.
“Why a teacher, Pons?” I said.
“He has chalk-marks on his sleeve, Parker, the infallible sign of the profession,” Pons continued imperturbably. “Mr Mulvane is certainly no older than thirty-five, obviously, seeing him at such close quarters, yet his thinning hair and a certain casualness of dress, which also denotes the academic, makes him seem older.”
“And the smoking, Pons?”
“Tut, Parker, that is elementary. Mr Mulvane’s fingers are stained almost orange with nicotine.”
Mulvane stared shamefacedly at his hands as Pons went on without hesitation.
“There is also the distinctive odour of photographic developer, with its unmistakable musty smell, hanging about Mr Mulvane’s clothes.”
Our visitor gave a short laugh at this point.
“You are correct on every account, Mr Pons, though I still think it remarkable. I must apologise for not having changed my suit but it is an old and comfortable one and I wear it much at the college and while doing my photographic work.”
I glanced at Pons inquiringly.
“But the bicycle, Pons?”
“That is equally evident, Parker. The turn-ups of Mr Mulvane’s trousers bear the deeply-indented grooves worn by the clips over the years of such activity. As if that were not enough I see tell-tale marks of grease higher up Mr Mulvane’s trousers, which are certainly caused by contact with a bicycle chain.”
“There is no getting round you, Pons,” I grumbled. “But how on earth were you able to deduce Mr Mulvane was the College Librarian?”
“An inspired guess, Parker. Mr Mulvane has a typed brochure protruding from his right-hand jacket pocket. It is headed College Librarian and relates to current book-stocks, if I am not mistaken.”
“You have hit the bulls-eye every time, Mr Pons,” said our visitor enthusiastically. “You are certainly the man to cut a way through the terrible web of intrigue which surrounds me.”
His good-natured face had clouded again and he was silent as he stared moodily into the fire. Pons said nothing but merely blew out a spiral of blue smoke and waited patiently for Mulvane to continue. He put down his glass nervously and turned from me to my companion as though greatly troubled beneath his quiet fa9ade.
“You have gained most of the salient facts from the newspapers, Mr Pons?”
“I would prefer to hear them from you, Mr Mulvane.”
The young man nodded slowly.
“Very well, Mr Pons. I will be as brief as may be within the limits of accuracy. Hopefully, you will be able to see your way through this terrible business if you would be kind enough to travel to Buckinghamshire to observe things for yourself.”
Solar Pons took the pipe-stem from between his strong teeth. “That would be my intention, Mr Mulvane, if this affair is as strange as it appears.”



Three: RUMOURS SPREADING

Our visitor nodded.
“It is strange enough, Mr Pons. Briefly, as you have so rightly deduced, I am an English Master at Chalcroft College, a position I have held for the past three years. It is an establishment of some eight hundred boys and, as you can imagine, I am kept very busy with my duties at the school. Nevertheless, I accepted the post to be with my uncle at Chalcroft Manor which is only some half-mile from the school and because of its proximity I reside — or should say resided — with my uncle at the Manor instead of boarding at the College.”
Solar Pons’ eyes were very bright through the tobacco smoke.
“Why did you uncle invite you to live with him, Mr Mulvane?”
The young man stared at Pons sombrely, slight surprise on his features.
“Ah, you have seen that point have you, Mr Pons? It was something I have often asked myself. My uncle, as you may have read, was a very reclusive and mean man, despite his immense fortune. It was my impression when I first came to Chalcroft that he wanted someone at hand to assist him and act as a sort of personal secretary.”
“Thus saving him money?” I put in.
Mulvane nodded.
“You have hit it exactly, Dr Parker. But there was another factor also, and one that came home forcibly to me as week succeeded week. It was that my uncle feared something or someone and that he had to have a trustworthy person about him at night. And for my uncle to trust someone completely he had to be a relative. Apparently I filled the bill.”
Solar Pons narrowed his eyes, blowing out a thin plume of fragrant tobacco smoke.
“That is extremely perceptive, Mr Mulvane. What were the circumstances when you first came to Chalcroft Manor? How did your uncle come to offer you the opportunity to live with him?”
“I was very surprised, Mr Pons. I was at a small private school near Tunbridge Wells, in Kent, and I had not been in contact with my uncle for years. He was one of my few surviving relatives. At almost the same time he wrote me, a post for an English master fell vacant at Chalcroft College and the opportunity of accepting both offers was too good to miss. My uncle was disappointed, though.”
“Why, pray?”
“It was my impression, Mr Pons, that he expected me to accept the post of secretary-companion at a miniscule salary, but I was quite firm with him. I insisted upon continuing my academic career and though he was at first put out, he later came to see the advantage to him in being obliged only to supply me with bed and board.”
“You will forgive me for saying so, but your uncle does not seem to have been a very amiable character, Mr Mulvane,” I observed.
Pons’ client looked at me shortly and burst into laughter.
“That is one thing you may be sure of, Dr Parker, but I am not a highly-paid man. School-teaching is a wretchedly remunerated profession and I was only too glad of the opportunity of taking up residence under the opulent roof of Chalcroft Manor.”
Solar Pons looked at our visitor evenly through the hovering wisps of smoke.
“To say nothing of any expectations you might have had as Mr Hardcastle’s prospective heir?” he said equably.
Young Mulvane flushed slightly and bit his lip.
“That is a hard thing to say, Mr Pons, and from any other man but yourself I would have found it extremely offensive.”
Pons’ eyes glittered with approbation.
“Well said, Mr Mulvane,” he observed with some warmth. “I am merely repeating one of the less scurrilous innuendoes voiced by the popular press. Needless to say I do not share their opinion. If I may say so, you have passed my little test with flying colours.”
Mulvane relaxed again and the smile was back on his face, albeit a rueful one.
“You are right, as usual, Mr Pons. There have been some scandalous things said, which is why I have come to you. Between the four walls of this room I have no ambitions in the direction of my uncle’s money, though as I have already said, the berth was a comfortable and welcome one. But I earned my bed and board, Mr Pons. When I was not at the school, and particularly through the holidays, I was at my uncle’s beck and call. The atmosphere of that mediaeval house is sombre in the extreme and the proximity of the private cemetery; the miasmas that rose from the neighbouring ponds in the grounds; and the weird goings-on there, have made me bitterly regret leaving my comfortable post in Tunbridge Wells.”
Pons nodded, his keen eyes fixed hypnotically on the young school-teacher’s face.
“We will get to that in a moment, Mr Mulvane. I would prefer you to briefly sketch in your uncle’s background, if you would be so good.”
“He was a hard man, Mr Pons. It was not only his meanness, but something else. His early life was somewhat obscure. I know that he had kicked around in the rough and remote places of the world and he was a handy man with his fists when a youngster, as I have heard him tell more than once. He must have been well over sixty when I first came to Chalcroft but he could still tear a pack of cards in two with his bare hands.”
Pons raised his eyebrows.
“Indeed. A formidable customer, Parker.”
“Assuredly, Pons,” I ventured.
“Did he ever say how he came by his money, Mr Mulvane?”
“Industrial diamonds, I believe, Mr Pons, though he had held directorships of various companies in South Africa, India, and elsewhere. He had also made shrewd investments in the City in his time and his affairs in general had prospered for I must admit he had a keen business brain. The manor had been in the Hardcastle family for generations, of course.”
“What staff have you at Chalcroft Manor?”
“Few enough for the size of the place, Mr Pons. Apart from Peters, the estate manager, my uncle divided the higher administration duties between himself and me. There were some five men engaged in forestry and farming activities, though I had little to do with that. For the house there was a gardener and inside, a butler, a housekeeper and four general maids. When I say that the Manor has upwards of forty rooms you will see that I speak the plain truth.”
“I never doubted it, Mr Mulvane,” said my companion disarmingly.
He tented his thin fingers before him and stared at our visitor penetratingly.
“I always like to get the general background clearly in my mind, Mr Mulvane, before proceeding to specific detail.”
“Do you mind if I smoke? I favour rather strong cheroots which is why I have not inflicted them on you before but I am afraid I cannot go an hour without indulging.”
Pons smiled encouragingly.
“By all means, Mr Mulvane. Parker here is quite used to being fumigated at regular intervals.”
I made a wry mouth at our visitor.
“That is only the literal truth and a trifle more tobacco smoke can do little further damage.”
Mulvane raised his eyebrows, bringing out a gold case from his pocket with evident relief and lighting up as though his life depended upon it.
“Thank you, gentlemen.”
He blew out pungently-perfumed smoke. I made a subtle gesture to Pons. Our visitor had certainly not exaggerated the strength of his cheroots.
“It did not take me long, gentlemen, after taking up residence at Chalcroft Manor to see into what a strange milieu I had strayed. My uncle was civil enough, though grasping and pinching in his ways, but his manners to his own servants and outdoor staff were abominable.”
Pons’ eyes narrowed to pin-points.
“So that he was not much liked by his own employees?” Mulvane shook his head.
“Your terms are an understatement, Mr Pons. The house was weird in the extreme, too, though I will not go into detailed description as I hope you will come down and see it for yourself.”
“By all means,” said Pons smoothly. “The newspaper reports mentioned your uncle living like a hermit and being afraid of something.”
“The first assertion is somewhat exaggerated, Mr Pons. The second is certainly true.”
Mulvane paused and blew out pungent blue smoke.
“It all began last summer as I recollect, Mr Pons. About six months ago. I am a person who, though gregarious by nature, is often abstracted by the preoccupation of my scholastic duties, of my uncle’s estate and of my private interests. But I was friendly enough with the village people and they with me. That is, until about the end of last July, when I found them beginning to change toward me.”
“In what way, pray?”
“In somewhat subtle ways, Mr Pons. Where all had hitherto been open and friendly, I found instead furtive whispering and muttered remarks behind my back.”
Pons’ eyes were very alert now and he leaned forward in his chair.
“That is surely singular, Parker?”
“Is it not, Pons.”
“To what do you attribute their attitude, Mr Mulvane?”
There was genuine puzzlement on our visitor’s features.
“I am at a complete loss, Mr Pons. So far as I know I had done nothing to merit their displeasure.”
“And your uncle? Did his attitude remain the same?”
“That changed too, Mr Pons, in a rather devious manner. I saw him more than once give me rather smug looks, as though he knew of the villagers’ disapproval of me and was secretly pleased.”
“Perhaps he was glad to see his nephew tarred with the same brush,” I put in. “A sharing of the opprobrium, if I might put it like that.”
Solar Pons chuckled.
“You might, Parker, by all means. And rather picturesquely phrased, in your usual somewhat florid style. But I fancy there is something more behind it than that.”
Mulvane moved agitatedly in his chair.
“Ah, then you have seen some significance in it, Mr Pons.”
“I would prefer not to speculate at this stage, Mr Mulvane,” Pons rejoined quietly. “What happened next?”
“It is difficult to put an actual period to it,” our visitor went on, “but my uncle became even more strange and secretive as last summer went on. He had always been very careful about locking up in the evenings and that sort of thing but it became an actual mania with him. I found it increasingly difficult to get in and out in the evenings, particularly in this latter winter weather. For my work at the school, you understand, and even I enjoy a little socialising at times. I had the occasional dinner-party with parents of pupils and I do like the odd evening down at the village pub.”
“Naturally,” I agreed.
Solar Pons blew out a plume of fragrant blue smoke.
“So what did you do, Mr Mulvane?”
“Came to an arrangement with the housekeeper,” the young schoolmaster replied with a smile. “She let me in and out at prearranged times but my uncle still did not like it and remonstrated vociferously.”
Mulvane broke off and looked moodily for a moment into the fire.
“Have you ever heard of the Ram Dass Society, Mr Pons?”
My companion looked puzzled, his eyes hooded with concentration.
“Of India, Mr Mulvane?”
“Why yes, Mr Pons. Their headquarters were in Bombay, I believe. My uncle spent some time there when he was out East in earlier years.”
He lowered his voice to a whisper.
“They were apparently one of the most dreaded secret societies, with an horrific record of murder and torture. Mr Pons, I am convinced my uncle knew a great deal about them and that they were responsible for his death. He dreaded their power and was in deadly fear of his life!”



Four: THE DEVIL’S WALTZ

A longish silence ensued.
I was filled with astonishment but Pons merely stirred in his chair.
“Indeed,” he said coolly. “You surprise me, Mr Mulvane.”
“How so, Mr Pons?”
“I know a great deal about the secret societies, cults and sects of this world, past and present, but I have never run across them.”
“Come, Pons,” I protested. “This may be something local to Bombay and of fairly recent origin, with which you are not acquainted.”
“That is hardly likely,” said my companion mildly. “And the society would have been long-established had Mr Hardcastle known it in his youth.”
I clicked my tongue in annoyance.
“I beg your pardon, Pons. I had quite forgotten that.”
“Your ratiocinative faculties are badly congested this evening, Parker.”
“Be that as it may, Mr Pons,” said Mulvane earnestly, “this is what my uncle assured me.”
“How did this arise, Mr Mulvane?”
“We were having an argument one evening when I had come in at what he considered a ‘disgracefully late hour’.”
Our visitor gave a wry smile.
“It was eleven o’clock, Mr Pons. I asked him point-blank what he was frightened of and why he kept his doors and windows bolted and barred, day and night.”
“And what did he reply?”
“He said there were more things in this world than I had knowledge of; that he had had dealings with the Ram Dass Society in Bombay years ago and that they had threatened him.” Mulvane shrugged.
“Of course, Mr Pons, I thought he was talking about some commercial company and a financial quarrel but my uncle harshly disabused me. He seemed to regret having taken me into his confidence but had evidently gone too far to turn back. He spoke of his wild youth and his dabblings in occult matters. He had crossed the Society in some way and they had threatened him. They had a long arm and a long memory, apparently.”
“I see.”
Solar Pons’ voice was soft and languid and his eyes seemed to stare into far distances.
“He said much more in the same vein, Mr Pons. He was quite garrulous on this occasion. He said he had received some sort of threat through the post earlier in the year, which was why he was taking such precautions about the estate. He asked me to keep the matter secret.”
“And did you, Mr Mulvane?”
“By all means, Mr Pons.”
“You did not discuss it with the police recently, after Mr Hardcastle’s death?”
Mulvane shook his head.
“It all seemed rather fanciful and I was being pestered with press people at the time.”
“Quite understandable, Pons,” I interjected.
“As you say, Parker,” my companion responded slowly. “There are some rather intriguing aspects here, Mr Mulvane. Let us come a little closer to the period of your uncle’s death.”
“Well, Mr Pons, as I have indicated, my uncle was miserly, reclusive and not liked by his servants or tenants. Latterly, something of that dislike had seemed to descend to me, though my pupils, my colleagues at the College and the parents, continued in the same friendly relationships we had always enjoyed. Now I must speak of these extraordinary village tales that got about.”
“You mean the Devil’s Claw?” I put in.
Mulvane nodded.
“They were certainly a matter for some alarm, though one must allow, as always, for the exaggerations of village gossip.” Solar Pons smiled faintly.
“You were going to mention the death of the poacher last year, were you not?”
The surprise was evident on Mulvane’s features.
“How on earth could you possibly have known that, Mr Pons?”
“Intuition. It is something vital to the private investigator, a sixth sense which, coupled with a certain amount of imagination, may lead to an inspired guess from time to time.”
Pons sent a plume of dense blue smoke dancing toward the ceiling.
“That it must, however, be allied to a scrupulous regard for all available data goes without saying.”
“Of course, Mr Pons. But you were right. The poacher may have seen something in those woods surrounding my uncle’s estate, but it is my belief his death was due to natural causes. He had been drinking; it was a bitterly cold night; and his death, the police surgeon decided, was due to heart failure. Nevertheless, the coroner adjourned the proceedings.”
He paused and gave my companion a quizzical look.
“Thus do legends accrete about quite simple matters, Mr Pons.”
“My own feelings exactly, Mr Mulvane.”
“There has been some talk about the Devil’s Claw, Mr Pons. It was my own impression they were old wives’ tales until I myself saw them. There have certainly been some queer indentations in the earth about the woods and once, near the old family burial ground.”
Mulvane produced an envelope and a stub of pencil from his pocket.
“I myself saw them on more than one occasion. As far as I can recall they were like this.”
He began drawing on the envelope and passed it to Pons. He studied it for a moment or two, his face impassive, before handing it to me. I saw the representation of what appeared to be the footprints of a large, clawed bipedal animal.
“Singular, Pons,” I ventured.
“Singular, indeed,” he returned, frowning at our visitor.
“As far as you can recall, Mr Mulvane? Surely you saw these latest marks, made the night your uncle was found dead.” Mulvane pursed his lips.
“Indeed, Mr Pons. But they were somewhat thicker.”
“In what way?”
“Well, Mr Pons, if you are referring to the wet marks leading to and from the family vault, they were somewhat thicker and subtly different.”
Pons smiled.
“I should imagine so,” he observed softly. “Did you not think it strange, Mr Mulvane, that wet prints should have been left on such a bitterly cold night when the ground was frozen.”
I looked at Pons in surprise.
“Strange, now that you mention it, Pons.”
“As you say, Parker. I commend that factor to you both. It is of the utmost significance.”
He turned to our visitor.
“Were the same marks visible in the earth on the occasion when the poacher was found dead?”
Mulvane nodded grimly.
“They were, Mr Pons. That was when the local stories gained in strength and depth. In fact, some of those newspaper reports were not exaggerated so far as feeling in the village goes latterly. And with my uncle’s death one might say there is something of a reign of terror about Chalcroft.”
“I am not surprised,” I put in.
“But even stranger things were in store,” Mulvane went on. “I was coming back from the village one evening last autumn, round about eleven o’clock, when I heard a strange whistling sound.”
It had suddenly become very quiet in the room and the creaking noise made by Solar Pons’ chair when he moved in its depths, almost startled me.
“Whistling, Mr Mulvane?”
My companion’s brilliant eyes were fixed intently upon our visitor’s face.
“Someone was whistling in the darkness near the high wall that runs around the Hardcastle family graveyard adjoining the grounds of the Manor. It was a most sinister thing to hear in the darkness at that time of night.”
“What sort of whistling, Mr Mulvane?”
“Slow, graceful and stately, Mr Pons. Extremely sinister. I have heard it again since then, and it has always impressed me powerfully.”
“Hmm.”
Solar Pons put the tips of his thin fingers together, his brow furrowed with concentration.
“You could not see the person who was doing the whistling?”
Mulvane shook his head.
“It was too dark and whoever it was was on the other side of the wall. It was my impression that the person responsible for that melancholy tune was actually within the graveyard.”
“Good heavens, Mr Mulvane!” I could not forbear exclaiming.
“You may well say so, Dr Parker,” Mulvane went on. “I let myself in at the side-gate of the Manor and walked back toward the sound, keeping on the grass and in the shadow of shrubbery. I stopped, however, because I became aware of furtive footsteps in the gravel of the driveway that appeared to be keeping pace with me. It was dark, as I have said, with an occasional moon and I stopped behind the bushes and kept watch. The whistling went on and a few seconds later I saw a tall figure pass my hiding place. Mr Pons, it was my uncle!”
Solar Pons slapped his thigh with a sudden cracking noise that sounded like an explosion in the quiet sitting-room.
“Singular, Parker. Here we have a reclusive man who is frightened for his life, if we are to believe Mr Mulvane and the press reports; who has been threatened by an Indian secret society; and yet who wanders about his estate alone in the dark, late at night. What do you make of it, my dear fellow?”
I looked at him helplessly, conscious of Mulvane’s inquiring eyes.
“None of it makes sense, Pons.”
“Exactly, Parker. Which is why there must be a pattern somewhere. In what direction was your uncle going, Mr Mulvane?”
“Toward the graveyard, Mr Pons. Toward the source of that unearthly whistling.”
“You did not follow?”
The school-teacher shook his head.
“I am afraid I lost my nerve, Mr Pons. I went back to the house as quietly and speedily as possible.”
“You were extremely wise, Mr Mulvane. You kept watch on your uncle, of course.”
Mulvane’s eyes held a deep look of approval.
“Indeed, Mr Pons. On three more occasions I observed him going out toward the old graveyard at night, though I cannot now remember whether there was whistling on those occasions. There certainly was on one.”
Pons pulled nervously at the lobe of his right ear.
“It seems as though the whistling were a signal and that to Hardcastle it indicated an assignation. There was evidently no harm at that stage in the meetings as your uncle returned safely on each occasion.”
He looked sharply at our visitor.
“Before you go any further, Mr Mulvane, I should like to hear that tune, if you can remember it reasonably accurately.” Surprise showed on the teacher’s face.
“Certainly, Mr Pons, if I can manage it. Though I am no musician. I did, in fact, ask the College music master, Tidmarsh, about it. He failed to recognise it, though I am sure I gave a fair impression of it.”
“Let us just hear it, if you please.”
Pons sat back in his chair and closed his eyes, an expression of intense concentration on his lean, aquiline face. I listened intently as Mulvane pursed his lips and gave vent to a high, keening whistle. The tune was slow, melancholy, yet recognisably had something of the dance swirling somewhere within it. Despite our familiar, comfortable sitting-room with its cosy lamp-light and the warm fire I felt a stirring of the thrill that our visitor must have experienced as he heard it in the darkness of the night near a graveyard wall.
Mulvane came to the end of the phrase and started on another. Despite his disclaimer he was doing well though I had, of course, no knowledge of how accurate his rendition had been. The last plaintive notes died away and to my surprise I saw the rapt, intent expression on Pons’ face change to a smile. He abruptly opened his eyes.
“Splendid, Mr Mulvane! You have excelled yourself.”
“Have I been of some help, Mr Pons?”
Pons rubbed his fingers briskly together.
“Of the greatest help, Mr Mulvane. This business begins to assume a recognisable pattern.”
He smiled at me disarmingly.
“It is an old Irish folk-tune, Parker, little remembered today. It is called, if I remember it accurately, The Devil’s Waltz.”



Five: THE CEMETERY AT NIGHT

There was a long silence, broken only by my getting up to reach for the steel poker and to prod the fire into a brighter blaze. I put on more coal from the scuttle and went back to my armchair. The cosy sitting-room of 7B seemed to crouch beneath a more palpable cloud than hovered within it from Pons’ pipe and our visitor’s strong cheroot. There were furrows of concentration on the latter’s face as he turned again to my companion.
“Remarkable that you should know the tune, Mr Pons. But what does it all mean?”
Solar Pons reached out for the small metal instrument he used to clean the bowl of his pips and frowned.
“That is a major question, Mr Mulvane, and one impossible to answer at this stage. We have several strands here and it will be possible only to unravel them on arrival in Buckinghamshire. I take it you have told me everything of relevance up to the incidents immediately preceding your uncle’s death?”
“That is so, Mr Pons,” said the teacher quietly. “I think I have kept everything in sequence, just as I remember it.”
“Yet there is something further, if I am not mistaken. On your card you said ‘For God’s sake help me in this terrible affair’. I presume from that that something even more horrifying happened round about the time of Mr Hardcastle’s death to warrant you committing such a phrase to paper.”
“You are correct, Mr Pons. I do not recall having been so frightened in my life.”
He looked apologetically at his questioner.
“I am an academic, Mr Pons, it is true and one who is shy and retiring, but I can assert myself when required and in earlier years broke many a nose upon the rugby field.”
He again looked apologetically at Pons.
“By accident, I assure you.”
“I believe you, Mr Mulvane,” said Pons gravely. “But we digress. I must ask you to recall the events of that fatal evening as precisely and in as much detail as you can remember.” “Certainly, Mr Pons. I am not likely to forget it.”
Pons prodded briskly at the bowl of his pipe and tapped out the dottle on the fire-irons. He leaned back in his chair and stuffed more tobacco into the bowl, his alert eyes never leaving Mulvane’s face.
“It was a bitterly cold day, like this evening, Mr Pons. Indeed, as you know, the weather has been bleak for the past few weeks. Our comer of Bucks was no exception and it was so inclement when I left the College in the late afternoon that I determined to forgo my planned visit to my local inn, The Three Cardinals. It was my intention to enjoy a good, hot dinner at the Manor, and then retire to the study with a book and a glass of Whisky in front of a roaring fire.”
“Nothing better,” I asserted stoutly.
Solar Pons shot me an amused glance and then again focused on the worried face of his client.
“But something happened to break the pattern?”
“Unfortunately, yes, Mr Pons. I enjoyed the dinner, it is true, but events conspired to cheat me of the treat I had looked forward to all day. My uncle had been acting in a peculiar manner for several days, but that was something I had been getting used to over the past months. I had gone up to my room to fetch a book and was on my way to the study when the butler told me that Mr Hardcastle wished to speak to me in his office.” “That was what time, Mr Mulvane?”
“About a quarter to nine, Mr Pons. We had dined at seven, a little earlier than usual.”
Pons frowned, turning over his pipe in his hands.
“You mentioned Mr Hardcastle’s office?”
“Yes, Mr Pons. It was an old, wainscoted room on the ground floor. It was literally an office, for Mr Hardcastle had converted it to that use and all the affairs if the estate were carried on from there.”
I see.
“Well, I went in to see my uncle, Mr Pons, and he was in a curious mood. I had been out in the evenings several times earlier that week and I had gained the impression that somehow he knew I had seen him about the grounds at night. Anyway, he made some excuses for my getting out some estate figures that evening and gave me a sheaf of papers to deal with, asking me to let them have them the following morning. He was restrained in manner, but seemed to be in an evil temper, so I did not argue with him. I sensed however, that the documents were the merest subterfuge.”
“In what way, Mr Mulvane?”
“Why, to keep me within the walls of the Manor that evening, Mr Pons. So being, as I said, still young and rather stubborn, I resolved to keep watch upon my uncle. I had no sooner got back to the study than I realised that the papers he had given me were of the most trivial nature. Now, you will see the lay-out when you get to the Manor, Mr Pons, but you must realise that to get from my uncle’s office to the front door of the house one must pass the study door. I made a few pencilled notations on a separate sheet of paper so that I should have the required details ready for my uncle the following morning and then went over and left the study door ajar.”
“You thought your uncle intended to go out and did not wish you to know he had left the house?”
“Exactly, Mr Pons. I could hear him moving about in his office from time to time until about ten, so I knew where he was. However, I sat in my wing chair, near the fire, half-turned away from the door. It had been quiet for some time when, a short while later, I became aware of a very unpleasant sensation.”
“In what sense, Mr Mulvane?”
“As though I were being watched, Mr Pons. I could not quite make it out, for the room was shadowy, but I fancied there was someone or something watching me from round the edge of the slightly-opened room door leading to the hall. It is difficult to convey here tonight, Mr Pons, but it was extremely unnerving.”
“Indeed,” I put in.
“However, there was a small oval mirror hanging to one side of the fireplace in front of me, and by slightly turning my head in the chair, as though I were intently studying my papers, I could make out the general area of the door. There was a white blob about halfway up the door-frame and I presently recognised the head of my uncle. He was intently studying me as I sat there in the quiet of the firelight and there was an expression of intense cunning and ferocity on his features that made me feel quite faint.”
“Great heavens!” I exclaimed.
“You may well say so, Dr Parker,” our visitor observed earnestly. “I closed my eyes for a second or two and when I reopened them my uncle had gone. A few seconds later I heard a door close somewhere in the house. I knew my uncle had not gone to the front door because he would have needed to unbolt it and that would have made a considerable noise.”
Solar Pons had an extremely intent expression on his face now.
“You were convinced your uncle wanted to go out of the house without you knowing, Mr Mulvane?”
“Exactly, Mr Pons. There was a way he could do it without anyone being aware of it. The servants had retired to bed as they keep early hours, having to be up betimes in the morning, though the butler and sometimes the house-keeper stay up late. There were two other doors my uncle could easily have used; one at the rear of the house, opening on to the formal gardens; the other was a small door in the servants’ quarters which leads to the side.”
Mulvane took a small sip at his glass and stared at my companion sombrely.
“I was absolutely convinced he had given me those papers for a specific purpose and that he wanted to personally make sure I was in the study engaged on the task he had set me, before leaving the house for some obscure reason of his own. So I waited for a reasonable interval and then decided to follow.” “You thought Mr Hardcastle had some appointment near the family graveyard and that his rendezvous was so urgent as to make him ignore the threats to his life?”
Mulvane pursed his lips.
“I did, Mr Pons. In the event I was proved right.”
“Pray be very precise as to detail now, Mr Mulvane.”
“Very well, Mr Pons. I did not attempt to follow my uncle immediately, for I was certain I knew in what general direction he was going.”
“Excuse me, Mr Mulvane,” Pons interrupted, “there is a curious gap in your narrative so far.”
The teacher looked puzzled.
“What might that be, Mr Pons?”
“You have not yet said why you did not attempt to follow up your suspicions regarding this mysterious whistler in the night. You did nor visit the cemetery, for example, or question the servants?”
Mulvane shook his head emphatically.
“There was a very good reason for the latter, Mr Pons. I had no wish that my uncle should know of my suspicions regarding his nocturnal wanderings. Not that I had any precise suspicions. If I had questioned the servants the matter would have inevitably have come to his ears.”
“Fairly answered, Mr Mulvane. But you have not yet answered my other two.”
“As to that, Mr Pons, my reasons are rather intangible, I am afraid. As I have already indicated, I am a shy and retiring man. I was considerably shaken and somewhat frightened the night I heard that whistling. Nothing would have induced me to go within the graveyard alone at night. It is a grim and forbidding place, as you will see in due course. If I had gone there during the day it is so relatively close to the house that someone on the outside staff or even the indoor servants would have seen me and sooner or later the fact would have been reported to my uncle. I resolved to keep watch and try to solve the problems in my own way.”
“Again, fairly said, Mr Mulvane. Why then, should you set out at such a late hour of night, alone and in the direction of that cemetery, a place you normally shunned?”
Mulvane flushed and his voice was a little higher than normal as he replied.
“If you will forgive me saying so, Mr Pons, the matter was slightly different. I was convinced my uncle was going there; he was an old man, who had indicated to me he was in fear of his life. If he could go there safely, so could I. Furthermore, I was convinced he was meeting a second person and I hoped to overhear something of their conversation, which would help explain these odd circumstances. I trust that satisfies you, Mr Pons?”
Pons smiled, taking his pipe-stem out of the comer of his mouth.
“For the moment, Mr Mulvane,” he said politely. “I beg leave to return to the matter at a later time, should circumstances so dictate.”
Mulvane breathed a sigh of relief.
“Now that is cleared up, Mr Pons, I will continue. It was a bitterly cold night, as I have said, and I was pleased to see there was quite a heavy mist coming up, which was admirable for my purposes. I let myself out of the front door, with no attempt at concealment. It was them about half-past ten and my uncle’s butler, Tolpuddle, came out into the hall, considerably surprised. I explained that I had an urgent letter to post in the village and he seemed satisfied with my explanation. The last post goes at eleven o’clock which made the circumstances seem plausible. I told him not to wait up, as I had my key, and he retired.”
“What sort of man is this butler, Mr Mulvane?”
“Extremely reliable and full of common sense, Mr Pons.”
“Did he realise Mr Hardcastle had gone out so late and on such a night?”
Mulvane shook his head.
“It was my impression he did not, Mr Pons. And, of course, I had no direct proof that my uncle had left the Manor, though I was convinced in my heart that he had done so.”
“Based on his flimsy excuse of giving you non-existent work to do on those documents and his furtive observation of you from the doorway.”
“Precisely, Mr Pons. I waited in the porch until I was certain that Tolpuddle had left the hallway. The fog was thickening up nicely and I went off down the drive, out of the circle of lamplight cast by the porch lights, just in case any of the servants were watching from the windows.”
Mulvane paused and took another sip of his drink as though his long narrative had made his throat dry.
“When I was certain that I had not been seen, I circled round, keeping on the grass verge and again passed in front of the house, this time in the shadow of the shrubbery and set off down the side drive which leads to the stables and outhouses and, eventually, to the old family graveyard area.”
“You heard nothing all this time?”
“Nothing, Mr Pons. But then the fog blanketed everything and it was some minutes earlier that my uncle had quitted the house.”
“You were certain he had left by that time?”
“I am convinced he had made sure I was engrossed in my papers and had then set off as fast as he could. For what purpose I did not know but I was determined to find out. I had to observe extreme caution when going through the area of the stables and outbuildings, as outside staff often worked late and I did not wish to risk bumping into anyone there at that time of night.” Solar Pons fingered the lobe of his right ear meditatively. “Surely the same objective would apply to your uncle had he passed that way, Mr Mulvane?”
“No, Mr Pons. There is a small side-lane, thickly screened by foliage, which is more direct and also leads to the side-door giving onto the road. I was convinced my uncle would have gone that way to avoid the stables but I did not wish to follow the same route in case he had stopped for some reason.”
“Your uncle could have used the side-door to gain the village, surely?”
There was a light hesitation in out visitor’s manner.
“He could have, Mr Pons, but I was convinced he had not. If I found no trace of him near the graveyard entrance I intended to use the side-gate and find out whether or not he had gone to the village. As I have said, it was bitterly cold, and I was extremely uncomfortable by the time I had left the area of the outhouses, which were completely deserted as far as I could make out.” “What sort of man was your uncle, Mr Mulvane? Physically, I mean.”
“Tall and well-made, Mr Pons. Extremely active and well preserved for his age. He had often passed for a much younger man. He had a thick black beard, which made him appear younger. It was jet black, actually, though his heavy head of hair was sprinkled with grey.”
“Yet he was well over sixty, I believe.”
“Indeed, Mr Pons. He was reticent about his age, though he might well have passed for fifty. The newspapers have not reported it correctly, or perhaps I should say those few journals which had essayed a figure have got it wrongly.”
“What makes you say that?”
“Because of the dates my uncle had let slip about his experiences in the East. Even allowing for the fact that he had been a young man, he could not have been less than sixty-eight at the time of his death. He was quite a gallant so far as the ladies were concerned. My own friend, Miss Sybil Masterson, commented about it on a number of occasions.”
Pons’ eyes twinkled.
“Ah, so there is a lady in the case, Mr Mulvane?”
The teacher flushed and shifted in his chair.
“Hardly that, Mr Pons. We are great friends, it is true, but there is no question of an understanding or anything of that sort. She teaches languages at the school.”
“I see. So Mr Hardcastle was a strong, vigorous man belying his years and would have made short work of the distance to the graveyard area and the bitterly cold conditions on Wednesday evening; that is to say, two nights ago.”
“That is correct, Mr Pons. I used extreme caution in following my uncle, as may be imagined. He was, as I have said, an extremely strong man, with an almost uncontrollable temper and I had no wish to come upon him unawares in the fog. Furthermore, I did not wish him to know I was spying upon him; and finally, as this seems to be an evening for frankness, I had no wish to leave the comfortable living conditions at the Manor to seek out lodgings in the village or even avail myself of the somewhat austere single masters’ quarters at the College.”
Pons nodded slowly, his eyes intent on our visitor’s face.
“At last, however, Mr Pons, using extreme caution I approached the old graveyard area. It is divided from the estate proper by a gloomy belt of trees and the estate walls take a sort of jink about it, to screen it from the stabling and outhouses. The mist was still thickening and I had no sooner arrived than I realised something out of the usual was taking place.”
“In what way?”
“The main gates of the cemetery were ajar, Mr Pons. To the best of my knowledge they were always kept chained and padlocked. Mr Pons, I am not a brave man and there was no love lost between me and my uncle, but somehow I felt it my duty to go forward. I sensed deadly danger and I felt I had to brave whatever wrath he might feel. There was something inexpressibly sinister about that graveyard and so, after making sure there was no-one about, I crept cautiously forward and went in through the gates.”
“Your laudable sentiments do you great credit, Mr Mulvane. Danger to whom?”
“Not to me, Mr Pons. I felt certain of that. But I had the strangest feeling that some deadly danger threatened my uncle.” “The Ram Dass Society, Pons,” I put in somewhat excitedly. “And may not this whistling be something to do with dangerous snakes? I have heard that these Bombay secret societies use reptiles extensively…”
“Tut, Parker,” said Pons disparagingly, “your romantic disposition is running quite away with you. You have been reading far too much Conan Doyle.”
“Come, Pons,” I rejoined with some asperity. “I am only trying to help.”
“And we are grateful for your views, my dear fellow, but we must stick to the facts and India is far from my thoughts at this moment. Pray continue, Mr Mulvane.”



Six: TERROR IN THE VAULT

“There is little more to tell, Mr Pons, and I fear I weary you. When I say there is little more, that little filled me with such horror that the memory of it is with me most vividly, as though it were present in the room at this very moment. I crept forward and then froze as through the mist I heard that strange, unearthly whistling. The tune was, as you have informed me, The Devil’s Waltz.”
Pons’ eyes were very bright now and he kept them fixed upon Mulvane’s face.
“As you may imagine, Mr Pons, in that place and in that sombre atmosphere with funeral monuments all about me, my knees went to water. But I kept going forward, as there was a stubbornness within me. I had come that far and I would not go back without penetrating the sinister mystery surrounding Chalcroft Manor.”
“Highly commendable, Mr Mulvane,” I muttered.
“Imagine my astonishment, Mr Pons! I had gone no more than a dozen yards or so before I saw light shining from the depths of the cemetery.”
“Light, Mr Mulvane?”
I had never seen such interest on my companion’s face as he stared at our visitor.
“Indeed, Mr Pons. I had been walking on the grass verge, though I had to go carefully even there as the turf was bonded with frost. I rounded one of the large monuments and saw a strange, unearthly light, low down near the ground. I summoned up all my courage and crept forward again until I could see that it came from the vault entrance of one of the tombs.”
“The vault entrance? Presumably the Hardcastle family vault mentioned in the press reports?”
“That is so, Mr Pons. It was originally the village churchyard in the fifteenth century. There was a flight of steps leading down to this particular tomb, and an iron gate giving on the entrance to the vault below had been thrown back. I had set my hand to the matter and I had no intention of quitting. There was no-one about that I could see.”
“The whistling still continued, Mr Mulvane?”
“No, Mr Pons. It had stopped.”
Pons gave a sudden intake of breath. I looked at him sharply. “You think that of significance, Pons?”
“It may be, Parker. It may be.”
“Well, Mr Pons, I was almost at the tomb entrance now. The light was a golden, mellow one, like that shed by an oil lamp. Somehow my fear fell from me. I went quietly down the steps and found myself in a sort of stone tunnel. It was much warmer in here and the passage led downward, the glow coming from the far end. The light naturally increased as I crept forward and then the passage broadened out into a large chamber set about with funeral monuments. The light indeed came from an oil lamp which was set down on one of the tombs. I had stopped by this time because it was an eerie place and I realised that I was alone and vulnerable there.”
Mulvane paused and took another sip from his glass, looking anxiously from one to the other of us.
“There was a sudden breathless hush as though I were not alone in the place. I eased out from behind the marble sarcophagus which shielded me from the light and my movement revealed to me a canvas camp-bed and an oil-stove which were set down upon the vault floor.”
“A camp bed?” I could not resist interjecting.
“Yes, Dr Parker,” Mulvane said seriously. “You may well think with me what strange objects they were to find in such a charnel place. As though the dead were merely sleeping and might wake at any moment.”
“Quite,” said Solar Pons succinctly. “But you may be sure there is a more prosaic explanation.”
“Perhaps, Mr Pons,” said Mulvane soberly, “but I am afraid I am unable to enlighten you further. My boot made a sudden grating noise on the floor of the vault and at the same moment I heard a horrid screaming noise behind me.”
“A screaming, you say?”
“Yes, Mr Pons. Like a soul in torment. It froze my blood and I turned rapidly toward the source of the noise. As I did so a great shadow fled across the roof of the tomb and I knew no more.”
Mulvane drained his glass sombrely.
“When I came to myself I was lying on the grass verge near the graveyard, deathly cold, and with a throbbing headache.” Solar Pons smiled grimly.
“It was certainly no supernatural force which struck you, Mr Mulvane, and I am equally certain that no extra-terrestrial power transported you there.”
Mulvane nodded.
“I felt sick, Mr Pons, and indeed I found a large lump on the back of my skull, with blood crusted there. I staggered to my feet and was making my way out of the graveyard when I heard a terrible cry. I recognised the voice as being that of Tolpuddle, as he continued calling for help. Fortunately, the mist was still thick, and by circling round I was able to approach the butler from the direction of the house. I told him I had just returned from the village and had heard his cry when I was coming down the drive.”
“Why was that, Mr Mulvane?”
“Because I did not wish to incur my uncle’s displeasure, Mr Pons. However, I was then horrified to see the body of my uncle lying on the ground near the closed cemetery gates. I did not tell Tolpuddle of my adventure and, fortunately, he was too upset to notice my condition, for I confess that when I returned to the house I found there was dust on my clothes, my features were chalky white and traces of blood were still on my hair and scalp.”
“You have had a dreadful experience, Mr Mulvane,” I said warmly.
“Has he not, Parker,” remarked my companion. “What time was it when you saw Tolpuddle standing over your uncle’s body?”
“Close upon twelve, Mr Pons. The butler had gone to the front door and opened it, as he later told me, because he was worried that I had not returned from the village. Some time later, as he was standing in the porch smoking, he heard a screaming sound from the direction of the stables. With commendable courage, it may seem to you, he lit a lantern and hurried to the spot, where he found the corpse of my uncle.”
“Hmm.”
Solar Pons was silent for a moment, his eyes fixed on the dancing flames of the fire.
“And what did you find when you searched the vault?”
“All that came later, Mr Pons, when the local police, headed by Inspector Stapleton, had arrived. I had my uncle’s body removed to one of the stables but it could not have been until between one and two in the morning before we made a search of the graveyard. A C.I.D. man called Inspector Stone then took over from Stapleton.”
Pons had been making a few pencilled notes on a pad of paper on his knee for the past few minutes and now he scribbled energetically.
“It was a dreadful business, Mr Pons. The Inspector and his men found some of those horrible footprints I have drawn for you imprinted in the ground. There was no sign of anyone, of course, and no strangers had been seen in the neighbourhood.” “No Indians?” said Pons with a malicious little smile in my direction.
“No, Mr Pons.”
Pons gave our visitor a sharp look. “The footprints are curious, are they not? For the ground was frozen hard, as it had been for some weeks, Mr Mulvane.”
The teacher shrugged.
“Well, there it is, Mr Pons. Whatever made those diabolical footprints must have been a terrific weight.”
“Perhaps. And you say there were wet imprints down the steps leading to the vault?”
“Yes, Mr Pons. And along the corridor. The thing seems quite impossible but there they were.”
“You found nothing in the vault, of course?”
Mulvane gave my companion a wry smile.
“You are correct, as ever, Mr Pons. There was no trace of a bed, stove, or anything else, except the bare stone walls and the tombs. Perhaps that part of my experience was pure hallucination, due to the knock on my head.”
“Such a thing is quite possible, Pons,” I ventured.
Solar Pons put the tips of his thin fingers together and studied them frowningly.
“It may be so, Parker,” he conceded. “What about the floor of the burial chamber, Mr Mulvane?”
“Nothing, Mr Pons. It was quite clean.”
There was a gleam in Pons’ eyes.
“Really, Mr Mulvane. You surprise me. I should have thought such a vault would have been thick with dust. I commend that factor to you both.”
Again Mulvane looked confused.
“There may have been dust, Mr Pons. I really cannot remember, but the area was much trampled over by the boots of the police.”
“I have no doubt,” said Pons drily. “Such has been my invariable experience.”
“As you say, Pons,” I put in.
“And the padlocked chain on the gates leading to the cemetery had been forced or broken, Mr Mulvane?”
“Forced. I believe, Mr Pons.”
My companion cast a quick glance at his notes and consulted his watch.
“Time goes on apace, Mr Mulvane. I have only one or two more questions. There was some doubt as to the cause of Mr Hardcastle’s death, I believe.”
“That is why Dr Backer adjourned the inquiry, Mr Pons. The post-mortem findings were inconclusive, I understand.”
Pons gave me a meaningful glance.
“Here is an opportunity for you, Parker.”
“I would be glad to do what I can, Pons,” I said. “Providing I am given the option.”
There was silence for a moment and Pons continued his frowning inspection of his finger-tips.
“Well, Mr Mulvane, you have given us quite a weighty problem.”
“I am sorry to burden you with it, Mr Pons. It is horrible, baffling and grotesque.”
Pons looked at him sympathetically.
“Horrible and grotesque, perhaps, Mr Mulvane. Hardly baffling.”
“You see light, Pons?” I asked.
“It is too early to say, Parker. But there are some indications. Well, Mr Mulvane, I will be with you tomorrow, as early as may be.”
Mulvane leapt to his feet and pumped my companion’s hand. “God bless you, Mr Pons. You will not find me ungrateful,” he said impulsively.
“Come, Mr Mulvane,” said Pons, smiling, “I have not yet done anything other than sift the facts in my mind. Are you free to accompany me, Parker?”
I nodded.
“It is Thursday evening, Pons. I have a clear week-end.”
Pons smiled again.
“Ah, then I have until Monday morning, Mr Mulvane, to solve this riddle if I am to retain the services of my devoted chronicler. Good night to you. You have a train back to Chalcroft leaving within half an hour.”
And he plunged back into his notes as I saw our grateful visitor to the door.



Seven: ENTER ANDREW PETERS

The train rattled and rumbled through the misty air, frost sparkling on the windows, despite the warmth of the carriages. Pons had been sunk in a brown study for some minutes, his pipe emitting furiously-ejected puffs of aromatic blue smoke.
“You are obviously bursting with ideas, my dear fellow. Let us have the benefit of your suggestions.”
I looked at him with some wariness.
“You are surely not serious, Pons.”
“You know me well enough to realise that I find your little recitals of immense value.”
I glanced across the carriage with knitted brows.
“Something you said last night puzzled me.”
My companion ejected a plume of sweet-scented smoke from his mouth.
“And what might that be?”
“You said, if I remember correctly, that Mulvane was an artistic and somewhat impractical man though with a strong practical streak in him.”
“And so he is, Parker, and you must excuse my vanity for saying so.”
“Vanity, Pons?”
Solar Pons smiled cryptically.
“In many ways Mulvane has acted oddly and impractically in the case.”
“I give you that, Pons,” I said grudgingly.
Pons smiled blandly at me.
“But he has called me in, Parker. There is his practical streak.”
I could not forbear joining in his little joke, but I then set myself to seriously considering his suggestion.
“We have a series of weird and inexplicable events.”
“Kindly enumerate them under concise headings.”
“Very well, Pons.”
I ruminated for a moment, while the train drew shudderingly into a small suburban station. Two elderly clerics bore down on our carriage but retreated in disgust when they saw the great swathes of blue smoke surrounding our figures. My companion chuckled.
“It is unfair really, as we are occupying a non-smoker.” “Good Lord, Pons,” I said. “I did not realise that or I would never have lit up.”
“Calm yourself, my dear fellow. There is plenty of accommodation elsewhere on the train and we really need the carriage to ourselves in order to set our thoughts in order. Just let me have your views.”
“Well, Pons,” I began somewhat hesitantly. “There are a number of factors which stand out. He used his nephew as a sort of glorified employee.”
I paused and looked at the sombre, ice-bound countryside which glided past the windows.
“He had been threatened with death by an Indian secret society and was apparently in fear of his life, yet he had no hesitation in going not once but several times to the lonely family graveyard on the estate at dead of night.”
Solar Pons nodded approvingly at me.
“Excellent, Parker. That is a vital factor and one which jumped immediately to the foreground. I am glad to see its significance has not been lost upon you.”
I looked at my companion, suspecting irony, but found none discernible on his features or indeed in his tones.
“That is all very well, Pons,” I said, “but I am afraid I do not possess your gifts so am unfortunately unable to read its significance.”
“Well, well, Parker,” he said equably. “It is no great matter, for you have helped to formulate the situation clearly in my mind.”
“We have mysterious whistlings in the night,” I went on. “The Devil’s Waltz was the tune, I believe you said. Either a signal or a warning.”
“Good, Parker, good.”
I was warming to my subject now.
“A poacher was found dead a year ago with mysterious, claw-like footprints about him. The same marks that were found round the body of old Hardcastle. Apparently made by the same strange creature that left wet imprints on the floor and steps of the vault.”
Pons’ face was deceptively bland in the dim lighting of the carriage.
“What is your view on that, Parker?”
I shook my head.
“It is completely baffling, Pons. The weather has been bitterly cold and icy. Could some creature have come out of the ponds on the estate about which Mulvane told us?”
Solar Pons blew out an elegant plume of blue smoke from his pipe.
“Perhaps, Parker, perhaps,” he observed blandly. “It is an interesting theory and one all of a part with your colourful imagination. Though rather more Jules Verne than Conan Doyle on this occasion.”
“You are making sport of me, Pons,” I chided.
He shook his head vehemently.
“On the contrary, Parker, I find your lucubrations invaluable. Please continue with your musings.”
“Even stranger is the presence of a camp bed within the vault,” I said.
Pons nodded approvingly.
“Excellent,” he murmured. “Detail after detail. I am glad to see that you have grasped most of Mulvane’s long and involved narrative.”
I must confess I glowed inwardly at his remarks, though I made no outward sign that I valued his approbation.
“Our friend was certainly struck on the head by something,” I said. “And we still do not know whether Hardcastle died of shock at some dreadful apparition he had seen.”
Solar Pons made a decided gesture of disagreement with his shoulders.
“Ah, there we can be on reasonably sure ground,” he said. “Which is no doubt why the Coroner, Dr Backer, adjourned the proceedings.”
“I am not certain I understand.”
Again the amused, ironic glance.
“Why, Parker, I myself would rule out heart disease or anything of that sort. We have heard that Hardcastle was a strong, vigorous, well-preserved man who could tear a pack of cards in half without effort in his sixties. He is hardly the type of person who is going to have a heart attack on seeing something in that cemetery. Besides, he came there for a specific purpose.” “Of course, Pons. You are certainly right. My medical training should have told me immediately.”
Pons smiled gently.
“Medical training is of little importance unless allied to forensic and criminal experience, Parker. You have no reason to reproach yourself.”
“You suspect murder, then, Pons?”
“Undoubtedly.”
“But we are no nearer to untangling the truth of this baffling problem, Pons.”
“It is complex, Parker, but I have no doubt we shall come to the heart of the matter once I have had a chance to examine the circumstances.”
He glanced out of the window.
“Ah, we must postpone any further mental ponderings. Here, if I mistake no, is our destination.”
The train was already gliding into the station and a few moments later, amid the slamming of carriage doors and the hiss of steam, we made our way through the knots of fellow passengers to the entrance. The air was bitterly cold and stung the face and I was somewhat dismayed to see Hugh Mulvane muffled against the elements, at the reins of a smart-looking dogcart with blue painted wheels, drawn by a restless chestnut pony.
“Good heavens, Pons!” I grumbled. “He might at least have had the common sense to bring a closed motor vehicle with him.”
My companion chuckled.
“Tut, Parker, we travel only some half a mile from the village and country air is excellent for health and the circulation, and I have heard you prescribe it yourself on many occasions.”
“That is all very well, Pons…” I began as Mulvane jumped down from the driving seat of the trap with a smile of recognition.
“Thank you for being so prompt, gentlemen. Welcome to Chalcroft. I hope you will forgive me for bringing the trap but my uncle’s car is currently out of commission. I do hope you will not find the drive too chilly.”
“Not at all, Mr Mulvane,” I hastened to assure him, conscious of Pons’ ironic smile in my direction.
We two got up into the back of the trap, through the little door that Pons’ client opened for us, and indeed with all the cushions and blankets he had provided we were soon ensconced comfortably enough and were clopping through the pleasant redbrick hamlet of Chalcroft at a spanking pace, the chestnut evidently anxious to be back in the warmth of its stables.
Pons smoked pensively opposite me, seemingly inattentive, streamers of blue vapour whirled back in the draught of our passage, but there was little going on in the streets that escaped the attention of his keen eyes, I felt.
There were few people about, though a sprinkling of motor traffic went to and from the direction of the station, and the pony’s hooves rang like great hammer blows on the icy tarmac of the road. We skirted a fountain at the junction of two streets, where the water stood in sheets of ice in the basin and in the horse-trough beyond, and I saw smoke going up straight in the icy air from the mock-Tudor chimneys of the houses, as clear- etched as though it had been drawn with a ruler.
“There is your inn, I see, Mr Mulvane,” said Pons, casting a glance over his shoulder, and I saw the cheery windows of The Three Cardinals, a large hostelry of gracious mellow brick, sliding past at the edge of the road.
“Indeed, Mr Pons,” said Mulvane, hunched over the reins and making a little whip that he carried sing in the air, though I noticed that he carefully kept it away from the pony, which trotted on willingly enough.
“I have spent many a pleasant evening there.”
We were now crossing a busy part of the village, where three roads bisected, and Mulvane took the central one, which led to a more rural area, with only a few cottages set back in gardens edging the lane. Moments later we passed a set of lodge-gates with carved eagles on pedestals and armorial panels on the redbrick gate-posts, and a long drive led to a massive Tudor pile in the far distance.
“That is Chalcroft College, gentlemen,” said Mulvane, pointing with his whip with some justifiable pride.
“An impressive building, Pons,” I ventured.
“Indeed, Parker,” said Pons succinctly, moving his suitcase on the seat beside him and turning to that side of the road. I noticed his eyes were stabbing up and down the vista as though he were evaluating things that were impenetrable to my mind.
“It is just a step now, Mr Pons,” said our driver encouragingly. “I hope you are not too cold.”
He cast an apologetic glance over his shoulder.
“Nor you too, Dr Parker, of course.”
“I am fine,” I replied and in fact I was so interested in our new surroundings and refreshed by the air that I had temporarily forgotten the weather, though Pons had retained my earlier remark at the station, as I could see by the faint smile that hovered about his lips.
We were passing down a narrow country lane now, skirting a high brick wall at the left, where the horse’s hooves rang out mightily in the stillness, and the gaunt, leafless trees which edged the road were hemming in the sky. Mulvane grunted as another dog-cart appeared round the bend and the driver slowed the pace of his cob, raising a hand in respectful salute.
“Good morning, Mr Mulvane! Good morning, gentlemen!”
Mulvane saluted in turn with his whip.
“Good morning, Mr Peters! Gentlemen, this is Andrew Peters, our estate manager. Dr Parker. Mr Solar Pons.”
The dark-bearded man, who had reined in the cob, touched the brim of his wide-awake hat, his white teeth gleaming in the beard.
“Delighted to make your acquaintance, gentlemen, though I am afraid you come at a bad time.”
He shook his head mournfully.
“A terrible business, gentlemen.”
“Ah, you mean Mr Hardcastle,” said Pons casually, letting out a great plume of blue smoke from his pipe. “Bad enough, I daresay.”
A sombre expression passed over Peters’ face and his vivid blue eyes looked across at the bleak vista of frozen hedgerow and leafless trees about us. With his smart hacking jacket; riding breeches; leather boots; and the silk scarf pinned in at the neck, he looked every inch the estate manager. His lemon-yellow gloved hands held the reins gently but firmly. He glanced from one to the other of us as though questioningly, and then gave the cob its head.
“Well, gentlemen, I must get on down to the forty-acre wood to supervise that felling. If you need me for anything, Mr Mulvane, you know where to find me.”
“Yes, indeed,” said Mulvane carelessly and then the vehicles had parted, the two animals stepping out with great strides until the distance rapidly broadened and the progress of the other cart was blotted out by the intervening trees.
“An admirable man, that,” said Mulvane thoughtfully. “The estate will certainly depend upon his management now, for I’m sure I make a sorry fist of such matters.”
“He seems a good cut above the average,” I ventured. Mulvane glanced back over his shoulder as we turned a dangerous bend in the road.
“You may well say so, doctor. His wife is a most superior woman also. A great beauty hereabouts.”
He chuckled deep in his throat.
“Not that this remote comer of Bucks is noted for great beauties. She comes from South America, I believe.”
“Indeed,” said Pons languidly. “A rather exotic flower to find in such an obscure spot, as you so rightly observe.”
He turned to me with deceptive mildness.
“You will have great scope for your celebrated observation of the human condition, Parker.”
He had no sooner finished speaking than the trap came out from the last of the bends and the great bulk of Chalcroft Manor, its many tall brick chimneys smoking to the lowering sky, sat square before us down an open driveway which faced the road.



Eight: CHALCROFT MANOR

As we approached, I made out the massive architectural detail if the oak-beamed edifice that reared to the freezing sky, and then became aware of a closed motor vehicle that was bumping down the gloomy, rhododendron-flanked drive in front of us. The machine turned in a gravel concourse in front of the house to face us and drew up before the huge timbered porch Pons’ client had mentioned in his narrative.
I had been prepared for something out of the ordinary but nothing on this scale and I just had time to notice the drive passing on its way toward another group of buildings in the far distance, which I took to be the stables, when a stocky, fresh-faced man in a discreet check suit jumped down from the driving seat of the Morris Cowley.
Mulvane’s face was gloomy as he reined the chestnut in in front of the great, sombre facade of the house and descended to the ground. Pons was already out of the trap and I followed with my own hand luggage.
The strongly-built man came toward us, a welcoming smile on his square-jawed face.
“Ah, Mr Mulvane. You were quite elusive yesterday and so I thought to find you this morning.”
“I have not fled, Inspector Stone,” said Mulvane evenly.
The Inspector paused and bit his lip.
“It has hardly come to that, Mr Mulvane,” he said gently. “I meant only that there were urgent matters to be discussed and time is of the essence in this business.”
“Well spoken, Inspector,” put in Pons approvingly.
His deep-set eyes had been watching the two men attentively during the short conversation. Mulvane had recovered himself now, though dull red spots burned on his cheeks.
“I forget myself. Inspector Stone of the Buckinghamshire C.I.D. This is Mr Solar Pons and Dr Lyndon Parker.”
There was slight surprise on the police officer’s face now as he came forward to shake hands and he looked with obvious interest at my companion.
“Honoured, gentlemen.”
He inclined his head toward Pons as they shook hands.
“Your fame precedes you, sir.”
“You are too kind,” said Pons briskly. “I take it you have discovered something of importance from the post-mortem.”
There was approval on the Inspector’s face but he said nothing as there came the rattling if a bolt in the frosty silence. The four of us were walking toward the front door now, Mulvane having tied the chestnut to one of the porch uprights. The door was already open and a tall, grave-looking man in dark, formal clothes and with grey mutton-chop whiskers on his florid cheeks, came down the steps.
“You might get someone up from the stables to see to Sunshine,” Mulvane said carelessly. “It is too cold for him to be left outside without his rug.”
“Certainly, Mr Mulvane,” said the butler smoothly. “I will take him down myself it you will give me leave of absence for a few minutes.”
“By all means,” said Mulvane, leading the way through the big front door. Inside, the gloomy hall was enlivened by a roaring fire in a great stone fireplace and I could see worn oaken steps leading up to what looked like a minstrel gallery in the shadows.
“Come in, gentlemen, come in.”
We all hurried instinctively over toward the blaze and dropped into big velvet wing chairs which were grouped in a semi-circle on the polished stone flags before the fireplace. I had no time to absorb my surroundings and had only just removed my overcoat and scarf and stretched out gratefully to the warmth before the Inspector opened the conversation.
He looked toward the shadows, peering backward over his shoulder before he spoke in low tones.
“Is it perfectly all right to talk here, gentlemen?”
Mulvane nodded.
“The domestic staff are in the rear quarters preparing lunch.” He looked up with a sudden glint of amusement on his features.
“Or should be,” he said. “But it is forty feet to the doorway yonder and one would have to have the ears of a bat to pick up your confidence at that range.”
The Inspector sank down in his own high-backed chair midway between Pons and myself. Now he turned toward my companion.
“That was a remarkable question just now, Mr Pons.” “Indeed. About the post-mortem? How so?”
The Inspector rubbed his fingers together and held them out toward the ruddy glare from the fire.
“How could you have possibly known that, Mr Pons?”
“Then I was right?”
The Inspector nodded, his brown eyes fixed inquiringly in Pons.
“Tut, Inspector, it was not so very difficult. I have heard a detailed resume of the case from Mr Mulvane here. Unless something totally unexpected had happened, the post-mortem findings were the only area in which one could expect further developments at this stage.”
The Inspector smiled crookedly.
“An inspired guess then, Mr Pons.”
He drew his chair closer to Mulvane with a harsh rasping noise on the flags that sent strange echoes stirring in the vast, panelled hall. He reached in the pocket of his thick suit and took out a long buff envelope.
“This makes the case more baffling then ever, Mr Mulvane. It was obvious to everyone that foul play was involved in Mr Hardcastle’s death. But it was not until our police surgeon had re-examined the body in a far more thorough and detailed manner that the truth came out.”
He broke off and looked searchingly at Pons.
“We had thought originally that Mr Hardcastle had collapsed of a heart attack. We found instead that an incredibly thin instrument had been inserted into the heart. The entry wound was a tiny puncture under the armpit.”
He looked at me grimly.
“What do you make of that, doctor?”
“Extraordinary,” I said.
“You may well say so, sir.”
He leaned forward in his chair.
“You are not averse to us working closely together on this case, Mr Pons? It would be a great honour.”
“I should be delighted,” said Pons warmly. “I appreciate your welcoming me onto your own ground in this manner.”
Inspector Stone nodded again.
“We shall need more than two heads on this one, Mr Pons.” He looked round the hall once more and lowered his voice.
“I haven’t told you all of the surgeon’s findings, gentlemen. There was no puncturing of the dead man’s clothing to make the entry wound. I am sure the significance of that will not have escaped you, Mr Pons.”
Solar Pons smiled slowly.
“The inference being that Hardcastle was dressed in his outdoor clothes after he was murdered.”
Stone frowned gloomily.
“The wound was an upward one, entering, as I have said, beneath the armpit. This means that when he died Hardcastle was naked in the open air of a bitter January night!”



Nine: PONS INVESTIGATES

Solar Pons was the first to break the oppressive silence.
“An interesting little problem,” he observed blandly. “And one in which I am sure you will have no objection to my assistance. What do you make of it, Parker?”
I was aware of the somewhat stupefied expression on our host’s face and hastened to reply.
“It is only one more baffling strand in a case which is already almost nonsensical in its complexity.”
Solar Pons pulled gently at the lobe of his left ear, his eyes gazing almost dreamily into the depths of the fire.
“I would not put it quite like that, Parker, but I must confess I have not been so taken with the details of a crime for some time. I am sure you will forgive me, gentlemen. Professional enthusiasm, you know.”
“Of course, Mr Pons. I quite understand. I will have Tolpuddle show you to your rooms, gentlemen, and then perhaps Inspector Stone would join us for lunch.”
“Delighted,” said the Inspector. “But first, Dr Parker, perhaps you would just care to familiarise yourself with our surgeon’s findings.”
“By all means,” I said, taking the buff envelope from him. But Solar Pons was already on his feet at the slam of the front door.
“All in good time, Mr Mulvane. It is only half-past eleven at the moment. If you have no objection, I would like to go over the ground before lunch-time.”
“Of course,” said Mulvane getting to his feet. “Tolpuddle will take the bags to your rooms.”
The butler had already entered the great hall and stood discreet and almost anonymous in the dusky shadow.
“Very good, sir. Lunch is at one o’clock, if that meets with your requirements.”
“Excellent,” said our host. “I will lead on, then, if the Inspector has no objection.”
“It is your property, sir,” said the police officer politely as we all buttoned our coats.
Once outside in the biting air we waited a moment while Stone retrieved a thick tweed overcoat from the front passenger seat of his car. With his carefully-trimmed moustache and blond hair, turning slightly grey at the temples, he looked like a military man who had retired to the country. I had formed quite a favourable impression of him so far and I could see that Pons was of the same mind.
Mulvane led the way along the vast timbered facade of the house which crouched like some ominous symbol above us. Green moss and lichen discoloured the ancient red tiles of the roof and the whole place had a brooding atmosphere which I found difficult to shake off. This was partly due to the great banks of rhododendron and evergreen shrubbery which seemed to pen the house in and encroach on the gravelled drive which was sadly overgrown with weeds here and there.
But Pons seemed completely unaffected by this ambience and strode along behind Mulvane, his keen eyes taking in every aspect of the scene. The air was still bitterly cold and there was a thin mist rising here, diffusing the rays of the weak winter sun which had now fully emerged.
“This is the small lane which leads to the side-gate?”
He had paused where the drive divided, the main part going on, as I could see, to a group of red-brick and timbered stables and outbuildings fronted by a cobbled yard; to the left a path led through the dense shrubbery in the direction of the high wall of the estate.
“That is so, Mr Pons. Do you wish to see that part?”
Pons shook his head.
“I think not, Mr Mulvane. It will tell me little that I do not already know. I merely wish to get the geographical details of the estate clear in my mind.”
Our small party strode on, breath smoking from mouths, feet rasping crisply in the bonded gravel in the biting air. Pons was walking with our host now and I fell into step with Inspector Stone who wisely kept his own counsel and looked about him with bright and intelligent eyes.
We were still some way off the courtyard area, from which I could hear the sharp tapping of a hammer, when I became aware of a thickening of the mist away to the right. The trees thinned at that point and I could see the faint sun shimmering on a reflective surface below the haze. Mulvane turned at that moment, as though I had asked a question.
“That is the area of the old ponds, gentlemen. They are of immense depth and were originally for the stocking of fish for the estate. Unfortunately, they are responsible for much vapour and humidity hereabouts, as you can see and my uncle often spoke of having them drained.”
Pons nodded, his thin fingers hunched into his ulster, his hooded eyes on the ground.
“They certainly add to the oppressive atmosphere of the estate,” I ventured.
Mulvane inclined his head in the affirmative.
“Peters has a number of interesting ideas to improve things, doctor. I may give him his head.”
“I should like to see him again,” said Pons shortly. “In fact, I would like to see everyone connected with the estate if that were possible.”
“It can easily be arranged, Mr Pons,” said Mulvane. “Perhaps this afternoon would suit for the estate and domestic staff. I have invited Peters and his wife to join us for dinner this evening, if that is agreeable to you.”
“Admirable, Mr Mulvane.”
We were now approaching the outbuildings and stables and our feet rang crisp and clear on the icy stones of the courtyard. The door of a cottage to our left was suddenly flung open and a strong, well-made man in early middle-age gave Mulvane a respectful salute.
He said nothing but glanced at our small group keenly as we passed. Beyond the outbuildings could be seen the thick belt of trees Pons’ client had mentioned, and I now saw where the high wall at the left took a curious crook-leg to separate the domestic quarters from the old graveyard.
Presumably the small lane continued along in that direction but was, of course, completely hidden from us by the thick screen of shrubbery. The tapping of the hammer from the interior of one of the sheds continued now as we walked on. Pons had his chin sunk on his breast and his eyes fixed idly on the ground but I knew that his sharp gaze missed nothing.
“Tell me, Mr Mulvane, why was it that the butler could hear this high scream from the porch of the house while the people living in the stable area heard nothing?”
Mulvane shrugged.
“A good question, Mr Pons, and one I am afraid it is impossible for me to answer.”
“Why so?”
“It was very late at night when all this happened, Mr Pons, and our people are in the habit of retiring early. They have to be up betimes in the mornings. So far as I know the police questioning elicited nothing on that point.”
“That is so,” Inspector Stone put in.
He glanced at Pons’ impassive back curiously.
“No-one in the cottages heard anything. I have the depositions here if you would care to see them, Mr Pons.”
“I think not,” said my companion carelessly, following the general direction of the path, which had curved to accommodate the changed angle of the estate wall.
“It may be that someone could have heard it but was too embarrassed to mention it.”
“Embarrassed, Mr Mulvane?”
“You must realise there has been something of a reign of terror about Chalcroft, Mr Pons. The people here are rather superstitious and fanciful, full of old country tales and lore; perhaps they heard the scream and were too frightened to investigate.”
“You may well be right,” said Pons casually. “It is an interesting point, nevertheless, and one which tends to confirm my general theories.”
“And what might those be?” Inspector Stone asked quickly.
Pons inclined his head back over his shoulder and gave the C.I.D. man a somewhat mocking glance.
“All in good time, Inspector,” he murmured.
We had now come to the place where the screen of trees fell away and an old stone wall loomed up before us, broken at the end of the path by pillars bearing ornamental urns and flanking the two open halves of a massive, rusted iron gate with elaborate scrollwork. Pons was alert now and Mulvane and I fell back as Inspector Stone hurried forward to point out salient features to Pons.
There was a large square of canvas lying some yards from the gates and as Pons and the officer went forward, the helmeted head of a police constable suddenly ejected itself from the bushes.
“Ah, it’s you, Inspector,” said the young officer with the handlebar moustache, evident relief on his pinched features. “It’s been regular monotonous, sir.”
“But necessary,” said Stone sharply.
Then, his manner relenting, he glanced at Mulvane.
“If it’s all the same to you, Mr Mulvane, Entwhistle could get an early lunch now as we shall be around here for some time.”
“By all means, Inspector. Just ask your man to apply to Tolpuddle. Everything is laid on.”
“Thank you, Inspector.”
The young officer hurried eagerly up the path and was lost to view. Pons was already kneeling by the canvas sheeting and had drawn it back and to one side. He had his powerful lens out and was going over the frozen ground minutely, completely absorbed in the curious markings before him.
I knew better than to interrupt him at such a time but the Inspector had no such inhibitions.
“What do you make of it, Mr Pons?”
My companion’s lean, feral face expressed nothing but absorbed attention.
“Interesting, Inspector.”
I had joined them now but kept well back, observing the claw-marks in the ground. As Mulvane had indicated to us in his drawings they were singular indeed. They were deeply indented despite the intractable nature of the soil, which was completely bonded with frost and even the canvas covering had not melted the area, so severe was the weather.
One curious aspect of the configuration was that they were not only deep as though something of tremendous weight had stepped there but they were striated, as though some monstrous creature had repeatedly scratched round the old man’s body. Naturally, there was no mark where the body had actually lain, so it was impossible, I should have said, to pick out any signs of a struggle. The claw-marks seemed to begin about the body and made a rough, fan-shaped pattern before wandering away toward the cemetery gates.
Pons had finished now and was on his feet while the Inspector re-arranged the canvas. He next knelt by the gates themselves and examined the broken chain and padlock.
“Smashed with some tool or other, Mr Pons?” observed Stone. “That was my conclusion, at any rate.”
“You were undoubtedly correct, Inspector,” returned Pons, his deep-set eyes searching the sombre area of gravestones and monuments carefully. The lichen-encrusted tombs made a depressing background and it was not difficult to imagine the effect the place must have had on a young man like Mulvane at dead of night under such circumstances.
The teacher licked his lips nervously as though the same thought had occurred to him and stepped closer to our small group. The claw-marks went along the gravel path between the tombs, though they were now several yards apart. Pons was smiling thinly as he followed the Inspector.
“You are on to something, Pons.”
“I am reaching some conclusions, Parker. What are your own?”
“Why it seems as though the thing is making gigantic hops in its progress through the cemetery.”
“Does it not, Parker. Ah, this must be the tomb of which you spoke, Mr Mulvane.”
“That is correct, Mr Pons. It contains the sarcophagi of Hezekiah Hardcastle and his family. Five monuments in all.”
“A cosy little family group, Parker,” said Pons, his eyes twinkling. “I am sure you will forgive my levity, Mr Mulvane, but as I see by the inscription that the late Mr Hardcastle died in the eighteenth century, the event is far enough removed to avoid offence.”
“By all means, Mr Pons,” said the teacher, smiling a little. “Anything that will bring some relief to this business is welcome.”
Pons laid a hand on his shoulder.
“We progress, Mr Mulvane. I begin to see light where all was impenetrable before. You say there was no trace of the claw-marks in the vault itself?”
“No, Mr Pons. The wet marks faded out before they reached the interior of the burial chamber. And, of course, the marks within the vault itself have long since dried.”
Pons nodded almost absently.
“You saw them yourself, Inspector?”
“Indeed, Mr Pons. They were approximately similar to the impressions you have already noted.”
We had now reached the entrance to the tomb of which my companions were speaking and lichen-encrusted steps descended some fifteen feet to the rectangular doorway.
“An odd puzzle for the zoologists, Parker,” Pons murmured. “A clawed creature which apparently flies from the trees to settle near Mr Hardcastle’s body. It then scratches up the area all round the body; hops or flaps its way through the graveyard; pauses to dip its claws into water — I have not forgotten your ponds, my dear fellow! — and then simply disappears within the tomb. A remarkable animal; one might almost say mythological.”
He chuckled.
“Too good to be true, in fact. What do you say, Parker?”
“I, Pons? I am all at sea.”
“No matter. Just bear my observations in mind. Lead on, Inspector, if you please.”
The C.I.D. man had already produced an oil lamp from a recess at the tomb entrance and he lit it quickly with a match, trimming the wick until it gave an even yellow glow. Pons looked at him sharply.
“This was not the lantern Mr Mulvane saw within the tomb?” “No, Mr Pons. This is one of a number I had brought from the stables on the night of the murder.”
Pons nodded, his eyes darting round the smooth stone tunnel in which we found ourselves. I saw that the floor was covered with dust but it was also heavily indented with the marks of many boots. Stone noticed Pons’ glance and said quickly, “It proved impossible to avoid walking in here, Mr Pons. As you can see, the passage is so narrow.”
Pons’ eyes were very alert now in the golden light of the oil lamp which Stone was carrying. Our shadows were thrown, heavy and distorted, on the smooth white walls.
“Tell me, Inspector, did you happen to notice the state of this floor when you first arrived?”
Stone frowned, his disengaged hand stroking his chin.
“There were already marks in the dust here, as though a number of people had passed along.”
Pons smiled with satisfaction.
“Excellent,” he said shortly.
We followed closely behind the Inspector as he led us through the corridor. It was warm and dry, as Mulvane had already told us, and even in company it was an eerie place. Every now and again Pons would dart aside and examine the walls or parts of the floor with his powerful lens but he said nothing and his pale, lean face was completely absorbed in his observations.
After a short distance we turned a slight curve and came to the burial chamber of which Pons’ client had told us. It was a large, dry chamber, surprisingly warm and with smooth, plastered walls. There were niches here and there which had once, I suppose, contained floral tributes or garlands of some sort because in two of them were tall vases made of some heavily tarnished and discoloured metal.
The large circular space contained some five tombs of white stone or marble, with elaborately carved figures, urns and ceremonial flowers. I saw that Pons did not waste time on the pompously worded inscriptions in red and black lettering but instead focused his attention on a large, flat area in one part of the chamber. The tombs were on plinths set about in a semicircle but there, almost at the centre, was a sheltered space.
“Was this where you saw the camp bed and the stove, Mr Mulvane?”
“Yes, sir,” said the young teacher quietly. “And the oil lamp was standing on top of the first tomb here.”
“I see.”
Pons pulled at his ear-lobe with a thin, febrile hand.
“Perhaps you would be kind enough to place the Inspector’s lantern exactly as you remember it on that evening.”
Mulvane nodded and took the lamp from the C.I.D. man, its wick sending our shadows scampering and scurrying on the low, arched roof.
Pons stood back, his deep-set eyes raking round the funeral chamber, his silhouette elongated and sharp-etched against the wall.
“Excellent.”
He next turned his attention to the floor, getting to his knees and going over the area at the far side of the mausoleum with his powerful pocket lens. There was suppressed energy in his body and a glint of excitement in his eye that affected me too.
“You have found something, Pons?”
“A few indications, Parker, which tend to support some tentative theories I am forming. Look at those scratches there. What do you make of them?”
I joined Pons and peered intently through the lens he held out for me.
“They are scratched, Pons. The Devil’s Claw, perhaps?” “Perhaps,” he said enigmatically, getting to his feet and dusting down the knees of his trousers.
“Could I see, Mr Pons?”
It was Inspector Stone, his eyes shining.
“By all means, Inspector. Just take the lens if you will.”
Pons shot me a wry glance as the police officer went minutely over the floor in his turn.
“Extraordinary, Mr Pons. As Dr Parker says, they do look like those claw-marks we have already seen.”
“And yet there is a subtle difference, my dear Inspector. I commend it to you,” said Pons softly.
“You have formed some conclusions, Pons?”
Solar Pons rocked gently back on his heels, his sharp eyes raking the chamber.
“One or two, Parker. This place is very dry, for example. The marks on the floor are significant. There is a distinct smell in the air, faint but unmistakable.”
I sniffed tentatively. Now that my friend had mentioned it there was something rather musty. It reminded me of a fishmonger’s shop for a moment.
“You do not think it could be those fish-ponds in the grounds, Pons?”
My companion shook his head.
“Hardly, Parker. Fish-ponds have no such distinctive aroma and if they did the odour would not penetrate here. These small points taken together tend to significantly strengthen Mr Mulvane’s story. But we shall have to wait for events to crystallise before we are able to postulate a viable hypothesis.”
I saw Inspector Stone make a wry grimace in Mulvane’s direction and a slight feeling of amusement swept over me, even in the charnel gloom of that sombre place.
“Have you seen enough here, Mr Pons?”
“For the moment, yes, Inspector.”
We followed the trim figure of the police officer out from the foreboding atmosphere of the place. Pons was silent until we had quitted the passage and were waiting at the entrance for Mulvane to rejoin us.
“Tell me, Mr Mulvane,” said my companion. “Is there any other entrance to this graveyard?”
Our host looked startled I thought but he pointed off through the misty silhouettes of the tombs and monuments that stretched into the middle distance.
“There is a side gate farther round. It is not used nowadays but I believe in earlier times gravediggers and women utilised it to avoid opening up the main entrance.”
He smiled apologetically.
“Social etiquette was very formal in those days, as you no doubt know.”
“Just so,” said Pons equably. “I should like to see it if you have no objection.”
“By all means, Mr Pons.”
The three of us fell in behind Mulvane as he led the way round the high wall of the cemetery perimeter. After a minute or so we came in sight of a strong iron gate set into the wall. Pons went down on his haunches, examining the ironwork and hinges with great attention, his lean, feral face alive with interest.
“Hullo!” he said suddenly.
Inspector Stone’s strong face was intent and concentrated as he joined my companion.
“You have found something, Mr Pons.”
“Indeed, Inspector. These hinges have been oiled and greased recently. I commend the fact to your attention.”
He unlatched the heavy iron wicket, moving it noiselessly to and fro in its metal sockets.
“How ridiculous!” cried Mulvane. “Who on earth would want to do that?”
“Who indeed,” said Pons softly, his keen eyes looking off to the far distance.
“What is that handsome house yonder?”
Mulvane had drawn nearer as Inspector Stone bent to examine the gate in his turn.
“Yeoman’s. My estate manager and his wife live there. It is an Elizabethan property and they have made extensive improvements.”
“I can imagine,” said Pons. “Perhaps it would be possible to pay Mr and Mrs Peters a visit.”
Before our host could reply there came a thudding vibration of the turf across the parkland and a white horse ridden at a headlong pace by a tall, willowy woman with dark hair flying, erupted from the mist.
“Why, there is Mrs Peters now!” cried Mulvane. “Come along, gentlemen. There is no time like the present.”



Ten: THE MAID’S STORY

The slim beauty on the white horse had reined in her mount and was regarding us curiously.
“Mr Mulvane. Delighted to see you, sir.”
Mulvane reached up to shake her by the hand and she then descended, her fine, dark eyes fixed on us.
“These are my friends, Mr Solar Pons and Dr Lyndon Parker, who have come to help in the matter of my uncle’s death. Inspector Stone I think you already know.”
The dark eyes were clouded now.
“Ah! A terrible business and one which has brought much sorrow to the estate. Honoured, gentlemen.”
She held out a small, dainty hand to each of us in turn. She had the very faintest accent but anyone could tell by the dark mass of hair and the vivid configuration of the beautiful, sensual face that she hailed from the Latin countries.
“My husband was speaking of the matter only this morning, gentlemen. You have not seen him, Mr Mulvane?”
Our host nodded, his eyes fixed on the tall, slim woman’s face. I should have said she was about thirty or thirty-two and her well-cut riding habit was spattered with mud as though she had ridden her mount through the shallows of one of the ponds. Otherwise, the ground was too hardened with frost to throw up mud in that way.
Pons said nothing but I knew his keen, deep-set eyes were taking in every detail of the remarkable woman before us. I say remarkable advisedly because there was a quiet, resolute strength and a sort of smouldering, passionate nature inherent in her which gave a vividly exotic flavour to the mundane Buckinghamshire scene. I wondered how a man like Peters had come to meet her.
“Within the hour, Mrs Peters. He has gone down to the forty- acre wood.”
“Ah!”
She gave a brilliant smile to each of us in turn.
“I will go there then, gentlemen. I have something to say to him.”
“You have not forgotten you are both dining with us this evening?”
Again the brilliant smile.
“I would not miss it for anything… Until eight.”
The quick clasping of hands and then Mulvane helped her to the saddle and she was galloping off into the far distance, hair flying, teeth bared, until the mist had swallowed her up. For a long time thereafter we could hear the sound of the white horse’s progress until all was still again.
“A remarkable woman, Pons.”
He glanced at me shrewdly.
“Indeed, Parker. You may well say so.”
He turned back to Stone.
“What do you make of that gate, Inspector?”
Stone gave him a curious, tight-lipped smile.
“I am reserving judgement, Mr Pons. But I have my own theories.”
“Admirable, Inspector. You are of a cut after my own.”
The Inspector coloured slightly and shuffled his feet. When we were well in the way back to the house I fell in with Pons at the rear of the small procession.
“What do you really think of the lady, Pons?”
“I was glad to have the opportunity of observing her at close quarters. A great beauty.”
And he said no more. Back at the Manor, Tolpuddle announced lunch in gravely lugubrious tones and after we had changed our clothing and made our toilets in the palatial panelled rooms our host had assigned us, we descended to an excellent repast, served by Tolpuddle himself, assisted by a pretty clear-complexioned girl whose downcast eyes and timid demeanour could not conceal her innate vivacity or her attractive exterior. Following lunch we returned to the Great Hall.
After we had smoked by the fire for a while, Pons suddenly rose and went through the hall into old Hardcastle’s office. At Mulvane’s invitation, Stone and I followed a short distance behind. It struck a little cold in there and I observed as much to Pons.
“Nothing has been touched in the office since my uncle’s death,” Mulvane volunteered. “I thought it best and I had the Inspector’s full approval.”
“That is correct, Mr Pons,” said Stone. “Our people have been over the room thoroughly and I think there is little more to be observed. By all means light a fire if you wish, Mr Mulvane, as we have finished here.”
He came forward, extending his hand to my companion.
“An honour to work with you, Mr Pons. I have to get back to my office now but I will return tomorrow, when I will be at your disposal.”
“I am obliged, Inspector,” said Pons absently, his keen eyes looking beyond the stocky figure of the C.I.D. man to the maid who had answered the bell Mulvane had just pressed. I noticed it was the same girl who had served us lunch.
When Mulvane had given his orders for a fire to be lit and the girl and Stone had both left the room, Pons went round the big, panelled chamber with long strides, his eyes stabbing keenly into the shadowy comers, across the sombre, well-worn furniture; and the oak-panelled walls. As Mulvane had said the place was used literally as an estate office and the shabby condition of the fittings here bore out its years of hard use.
Mulvane sank into a big wooden-backed chair, keeping tactfully silent. I smoked placidly, while keeping alert in case Pons should need my services. He opened one or two drawers in a desultory manner, glanced across at the door, which was standing ajar, and used his lens on the desk top, the murdered man’s chair and a section of bare boarding just beyond the worn pile carpet.
Presently he went over to the big stone fireplace and raked about with a steel poker among the cold ashes of the fire. He gave a low exclamation, holding up a scrap of paper and I hurried over to see what he had found. It was a piece of blue notepaper, only a few inches across, much charred at the edges, and obviously part of a much longer letter or note.
Pons’ eyes were shining as he handed it to me.
“What do you make of this, Parker?”
I stared at it for long moments, conscious of the sudden racing of my heart. I made out, in flowing handwriting, the four letters Ange, the charred edge of the paper intervening. There was then a blank space in the roughly triangular fragment, followed by the single sentence, “I must see you”. Mulvane had joined us and we were standing in a tense group before the grate.
“It could be a woman’s handwriting,” I began.
“Undoubtedly, Parker. Anything else?”
“Addressed to Mr Mulvane’s uncle? Perhaps to lure him out of the house at night?”
“Excellent, Parker! You improve by the minute.”
Warmed by his words and encouraged by the approbation on Mulvane’s face I went on.
“The old man undoubtedly intended to destroy the letter but a fragment remained unconsumed by the flames. The fire was not lit again due to the police investigation, hence this part of the letter survived.”
“And those four letters above?”
“Angela, perhaps?”
Young Mulvane’s mouth opened in astonishment and he glanced toward the door as the sound of the maid’s footsteps came back. He turned to Pons and observed in a low voice, “This girl’s name is Angela Coutts”.
“Why, Pons…” I began, but he held up a warning hand.
The girl had approached us now but instead of making the fire she put down the copper bucket of coals, wood and paper and stood twisting her hands hesitantly.
“Excuse me, Mr Mulvane, but I should like to speak to Mr Pons on a rather delicate matter.”
“By all means, Angela.”
The girl glanced at my companion.
“I understand you wish to question all the staff shortly, Mr Pons. I would prefer to see you now, privately, if that were possible.”
She spoke in a well-modulated, refined voice and Pons looked at her keenly.
“By all means. You have no objection, Mr Mulvane?”
“I? Certainly not.”
The girl screwed up her face as if she were going to cry and then hurried on quickly as though her courage would fail her.
“I am sorry to speak so in front of Mr Mulvane, who has always been kind and courteous but Mr Hardcastle was a hard and horrible man. I have to earn money to help my widowed mother and jobs are difficult to come by or I would have left long ago.”
Pons smiled sympathetically at the girl.
“You may speak freely here,” he said gently. “What you say will not go beyond these walls.”
Angela Coutts turned her face to the floor and then went on again.
“I just wanted to say that there were many occasions when Mr Hardcastle made improper suggestions to me.”
Her cheeks were burning now.
“I am engaged to be married, sir, but even if I were not, no decent girl would have entertained for a moment what Mr Mulvane’s uncle proposed. I know nothing of his death but I must confess that I am not sorry he has gone. It has lifted a great shadow from the house.”
I looked quickly at Pons, who stood quietly, his eyes fixed on the slim form of the young maid.
“I shall have to ask you certain questions during my general examination presently,” he said softly, “but you may rest assured that they will not touch upon the matter of which you have just spoken.”
The girl looked at him gratefully, her expression lightening.
“Thank you, sir,” she said with quiet dignity and then bent to the grate.
Mulvane had already walked over toward the doorway where Pons and I shortly joined him.
“It is disgraceful, Pons!” I said heatedly.
“Is it not, Parker. But the matter does throw light into some dark comers if Mr Mulvane will not take my remark amiss.”
The young teacher shook his head.
“You may rest assured, Mr Pons, that there was no love lost between my uncle and myself. The maid’s revelations can do little more to blacken his memory.”
He left the room with an angry set to his shoulders. I then drew Pons aside so that we could talk a little more privately.
“May it not be, Pons, that this girl has seen you may establish a sordid connection between her and the uncle and has sought to disarm you by an assumed confession.”
Solar Pons stood still, the smoke from his pipe curling upward toward the hall ceiling, for we had now quit the study and stood to one side, watching the flickering flames from the great fireplace sending dancing shadows jumping across the ceiling beams.
“It may be so, Parker,” he murmured abstractedly. “You really are improving, my dear fellow.”
“You are making fun of me, Pons.”
My friend shook his head, his deep-set eyes shrewd and concerned.
“Not at all. Pray do not think so. You are constantly turning my mind in fresh directions. I find that both helpful and refreshing.”
Before I could make any rejoinder our host was coming back toward us, his sandy hair a ruddy colour in the lamplight, his face harassed and uncertain.
“So much has happened today, Mr Pons,” he muttered apologetically, “that I quite forgot to tell Tolpuddle about the placings for tonight.”
“The dinner, you mean?”
“Yes, Mr Pons. I must apologise to you also and I hope my arrangements will not incommode you. I have in fact invited other people in addition to Mr and Mrs Peters. There is the young lady from Chalcroft College, of whom I have already spoken” — and here his face changed colour again — “and my colleague, the music master. I thought the presence of others not directly involved in this tragedy would lighten the atmosphere.”
Solar Pons smiled enigmatically.
“By all means, Mr Mulvane,” he murmured. “I shall be delighted, and no doubt Dr Parker also. Their comments may throw fresh light in dark comers. Eigh, Parker?”
“Most certainly,” I assented.
Solar Pons rubbed his thin, febrile fingers together energetically.
“And now, Mr Mulvane, if you would be good enough to get your man to strike that gong in the comer I should like to question the servants at length if you have no objection.”



Eleven: DINNER AT THE MANOR

I had just finished preparing for dinner when there came a tapping at the door. It was Pons, well-groomed and with the customary alert expression on his face, though I was struck immediately by the strange aspect of his eyes.
“I have been incredibly obtuse, Parker!” he said, after he had carefully closed the door behind him.
“In what way?” I asked, considerably surprised.
“The will, Parker. It may have been changed.”
I looked at him sharply.
“But Mulvane told us the estate goes to him. The press inferences…”
Solar Pons put up the forefinger of his right hand to the side of his nose as though to enjoin caution.
“The press supposition was just conjecture, Parker. Perhaps someone wanted people to think that. There is a cunning mind at work here. I must arrange to see the solicitors tomorrow morning.”
His eyes had a hypnotic quality now.
“Messrs Tanner and Tanner, I believe,” I said. “You were examining those papers in the desk earlier.”
“That is so. And I must find an ironmonger’s in the village.”
He glanced round quickly as there came a stealthy step in the corridor outside.
“We are just coming, Mr Mulvane!”
He turned back to me, whispering urgently. “Not a word of this at dinner, Parker. We must proceed very circumspectly now.”
“Ah, then you have discovered something during your examination of the servants this afternoon?”
He nodded sombrely.
“I have come to some conclusions, Parker. Not definitive, certainly, but there was a process of elimination at work. Though much is still obscure a certain line of action is indicated.”
And with that I had to be content as we hurried downstairs in the wake of Mulvane. The grey mutton-chop whiskers and florid features of Tolpuddle materialised on the landing of the great staircase as we arrived at the last flight.
“Mr and Mrs Peters have already arrived, sir,” he greeted his master. “They are waiting below.”
Mulvane led us quickly to a graceful room panelled in some glowing wood at the far end of which a great fire burned. Peters, the estate manager, smart in a dark suit was seated at ease in a wing chair in front of the fireplace, engaged in a low conversation with his wife who sat facing him across the blaze. Both rose at our entrance but Mulvane, after shaking their hands and again introducing Pons and myself, saw everyone seated comfortably in a semi-circle.
“A little sherry before dinner would not come amiss, I think.”
Tolpuddle had already appeared with a tray of glasses and while he busied himself among the company I found time to take close stock. The lady was even more beautiful than I had supposed; she wore a semi-formal evening gown of some blue material with a high collar and with her vivid Spanish looks seemed supremely at home as she leaned back in her chair, engaged in animated conversation with her husband, while her liquid eyes regarded Pons and myself with interest.
She was indeed a magnificent, not to say dazzling, sight in those ancient English surroundings and the elaborate coiffure of her jet-black hair was held in place by glittering silver and tortoiseshell slides and combs which gave her an even more extravagant aspect.
“Splendid, is she not, Pons,” I muttered to my companion as the drinks went round.
“You are becoming quite a ladies’ man, Parker,” he observed drily.
“No, no, Pons,” I protested. “I meant her headdress, though the lady herself has a striking beauty.”
I could not keep the irritation out of my voice and Pons shot me an amused glance.
“Brazilian, if I mistake not,” he said softly. “I have made a study of such matters though the Spanish term for such an elaborate coiffure escapes me for the moment.”
And he said no more upon the matter.
Peters also was a fluent and polished conversationalist and though I followed the thread of his remarks to Pons about Elizabethan architecture I watched Mulvane closely, noting his unease and the way he started at the slightest sound from the hall outside and kept his eye on the room door as Tolpuddle and the maid passed to and fro; for the latter had now joined us, her bright eyes fixed on Pons from time to time as though she feared he might forget his pledge of confidentiality to her that afternoon.
It seemed to me as a long twenty minutes passed and the silver tray went round again, that everyone in the room was at pains to find some topic of conversation that did not turn upon the mysterious death of old Simon Hardcastle. Not that I blamed them. Chalcroft Manor was a place of gloom and brooding terror at the moment; I had seen that during our investigations and the conversations with Inspector Stone for all that the presence of Pons and myself had helped to lighten the atmosphere.
Presently there was the slam of the great front door and, a short while after, a muffled conversation from the direction of the hall. Mulvane excused himself and hurried out. After another five minutes he returned with a tall, slim girl whose fair hair hung down almost to her shoulders; and a broad-chested, well- made young man with dark curly hair. Both their faces were fresh and glowing from the bitter cold without and their host led them to the fire while the rest of us rose.
“These are two of my colleagues from Chalcroft College,” Mulvane introduced them somewhat hesitantly, shooting a glance at Mr and Mrs Peters.
“They are, of course, known to our friends here. Mr Solar Pons and Dr Lyndon Parker have come to help me in the present troubles. Miss Sybil Masterson; Mr Vincent Tidmarsh who is in charge of the music department at the College.”
We shook hands and made places for the newcomers at the fire while Tolpuddle reappeared with the sherry. When we were again settled, Miss Masterson, who seemed self-assured and of an easy manner, smiled warmly at Mrs Peters.
“Good evening, Sarita. It is pleasant to see you and Andrew again.”
Mulvane, who seemed quite transformed now that the girl had arrived, beamed happily round him as though he had quite forgotten the dark mystery which had brought Pons and myself there.
“Yes, it must have been the occasion of the College Dance at the New Year, Mr Pons.”
“Indeed, Mr Mulvane,” murmured Solar Pons quietly, his pipe-smoking making tangled wreaths in the air as it ascended to the high, beamed ceiling, his keen eyes missing little of what went on round him.
“Please do not let our presence inhibit you. I take it you are all thrown much together in a small place like Chalcroft.”
Mulvane nodded, his pleasant face less troubled as his glance rested affectionately upon the girl before passing on.
“It is true Chalcroft is a small place, Mr Pons, and we are a small society; the vicar, the doctor, two or three solicitors and the local landowners, as you infer. But during term-time with hundreds of students in residence, we are a busy and thriving community.”
“No doubt,” Pons concurred. “Most of your students board at the College, I take it?”
“Good heavens, yes, Mr Pons!” interjected the music master. “We have a large boarding wing with spacious dormitories. Chalcroft could not cater for such an influx.”
“Quite so,” Pons assented. “So the students would be gone by the time the New Year Dance was held.”
“Of course, Mr Pons,” Mulvane put in politely. “The College broke for the Christmas holidays on December 15th and the students will not return for another fortnight. Our New Year Dance is for College staff and local people only.”
I sat watching quietly, finishing off my second glass of sherry, content to let the conversation wash round me without taking part. I was well aware of the purport of my companion’s seemingly innocent questions. Probably before we even came here he had given his mind to the possibility that one of the students could have been responsible for this abominable business. Now he was merely verifying that they had been gone from the neighbourhood for some weeks when Hardcastle’s murder took place.
It would, I soon realised, have been an almost impossible task for Pons and police alike if they had to look for suspects amid the hundreds of students at the College. I wondered idly what Inspector Stone and his uniformed officers were doing. They had not been in evidence for some hours but I knew that Pons was well aware of what was in Stone’s mind and that they would keep closely in touch with one another.
In the meantime I studied our host’s fellow members of the teaching profession. Miss Masterson was indeed a striking young lady with steady grey eyes, fine teeth beneath the full, sensuous lips and an agreeable way of laughing which I found engaging. Like Mrs Peters she wore a long, semi-formal gown which suited her full-breasted figure and she presented a picture of animation as she sat between Mulvane and Peters, her hair flying as she directed her gaze first in one direction and then another as the conversation went round the wide semi-circle of chairs set about the fire. Tidmarsh was sitting almost opposite me and I noted that despite his athletic build the music master had a pallid face which was accentuated by the heavy black moustache he wore.
It was obvious before a quarter of an hour was out that Mulvane doted on the girl and that she was equally fond of him. It was also fairly self-evident that all the guests were putting themselves out to be agreeable; no doubt in deference to our host and in order to forget, if only for a few hours, the dark shadow that lay across not only Chalcroft Manor but the entire neighbourhood.
Though these people were part of a tightly-knit community Pons was by no means excluded from the conversation and I could see by the ripples of laughter that greeted some of his more spirited sallies that he was more than holding his own. But I confess as I stared into the fire and accepted a third glass of sherry that my attention was wandering and eventually I became aware that Pons had asked me a question.
“Is it not so, Parker?”
I dragged my attention abruptly to the circle of absorbed faces about me.
“I am afraid that I was not listening, Pons.”
My companion gave me a severe look in which, however, there was no asperity.
“I was merely observing, my dear fellow, that there was not so much difference between town and country as the more casual observer might suppose. That sinister events can erupt in the deceptively smiling atmosphere of the rural scene as in the most squalid kennels of the East End of London.”
“Quite, Pons,” I responded, realising that my companion had deliberately shifted the balance of the conversation.
“You have certainly had experience of both, Mr Pons,” Peters said, exchanging a glance with his wife.
His bearded face had a ruddy glow in the firelight which reminded me of an old carved statue of Mars I had once seen in a museum somewhere. Mulvane and the girl looked sympathetically at each other and the music teacher stared impassively at the floor.
“Take this business of your uncle, Mr Mulvane,” said Pons tersely, his words emphasised by the deep and ominous silence that had fallen upon the assembly.
“It is bizarre, Mr Pons! It is horrible!” Sybil Masterson burst out, giving a fiercely protective look at Mulvane, and I saw her clasp his hand impulsively as it lay on the arm of his wing chair. “And the most dreadful things are being said about Hugh.”
Pons sat placidly, apparently watching the smoke from his pipe ascending, yet in reality observing everyone in the room with the most minute attention.
“They are quite untrue,” he said.
“Of course they are untrue, Mr Pons!” the girl replied with rising colour.
“That is self-evident,” Pons replied and there came a murmur of assent and clearing of throats from the semi-circle of chairs. Pons turned his eyes up toward the deep shadows of the beamed ceiling.
“It is horrible, Miss Masterson. It is bizarre, as you say. It is in fact like something from a Gothic novel in its trappings. Too bizarre, too horrible to be true, perhaps.”
“You are on to something, Mr Pons?” said Peters, his voice cracking in his excitement.
Pons ignored the remark, his eyes continuing to circle the company.
“A very clever brain is at work here. And yet the solution will turn out to be so simple that the police will wonder why it did not occur to them immediately.”
There was another long pause during which the two couples in the room exchanged puzzled glances while the music master stared at Pons as though thunder-struck. I turned my own gaze back to Pons, realising he had some deep purpose behind his apparently random musings.
“May we have the benefit of your further thoughts upon the matter, Mr Pons?” Tidmarsh said at last.
“Not at this stage, Mr Tidmarsh,” Pons answered politely. “But I will communicate my findings to the official force in due course.”
“That means you have come to some definite opinion,” said Sybil Masterson nervously.
Pons raised his eyebrows, ejecting another elegant arabesque of fragrant smoke from his pipe.
“Perhaps, Miss Masterson. But it would be unwise to theorise at his stage without further proof.”
There was a general stirring about the room but whatever other questions the various guests might have asked were cut short by the arrival of Tolpuddle at the door to announce that dinner was served, in the grave, ringing tones he reserved for his more formal announcements.
“That has given them food for thought, Pons,” I murmured, as we fell in at the rear of the procession as it proceeded across the hall toward the dining room with Mulvane and the girl at the head.
“Has it not, Parker,” my friend retorted. “You are constantly improving in your employment of puns.”
He glanced at the dial of the massive grandfather clock in the far corner.
“We must not be too late this evening. I shall be up betimes tomorrow for there is much to do. What say you to a brisk walk into Chalcroft no later than nine o’clock if it would not incommode you too much?”
“I would not miss it for anything, Pons.”
The tall, spare form of my companion stopped abruptly, a faint smile spreading across his features. I saw the figure of the maid Angela standing motionless in the shadows. Then she moved forward in the direction of the dining room.
Pons laughed shortly.
“That young woman has reminded me that the needs of the inner man must be met. Shall we join the ladies?”



Twelve: IN THE GRAVEYARD

I was up betimes the next morning and had joined Pons at the breakfast table a little after eight o’clock. It was a fine, bright day with hazy sun though there had been a severe frost and ice rimed the small-paned windows of the dining room, despite the heat given off by the log fire. It had been a cheerful and entertaining meal the previous night and I felt I had gained a little more knowledge of our companions before the evening was over.
I had had no time to discuss the case with Pons and he had disappeared immediately to his room as soon as we and Mulvane had seen the parting guests to the door. It was after midnight by then. Mr and Mrs Peters had come in their closed car but the other two guests had arrived by taxi from the College and the estate manager and his wife had insisted on taking them back.
I had slept well though I had pondered a while on Pons’ somewhat cryptic remarks and now I was full of questions as I joined him in front of the silver dish covers that Tolpuddle was just removing to reveal the heaped mountains of bacon and sausages from the hot-plates covered with fried eggs. Pons enjoined silence with a subtle flicker of his eyelids and we restricted our conversation to commonplaces until the maid had left the room and Tolpuddle had resumed his station at the huge sideboard out of earshot.
Our host had not yet put in an appearance and it was as though we were quite alone in the vast apartment.
But Pons maintained his silence and it was not until we had almost finished out repast that Mulvane put in an appearance. He looked a little less tense than yesterday, I thought.
“My apologies, gentlemen. I do hope you have been looked after.”
“Excellently,” said Pons. “You have remembered my instructions from last night?”
“Indeed, Mr Pons. You have only to ask at the cottage.”
“And you will evince no surprise or confusion no matter what I choose to say publicly about the will?”
Mulvane sat down at the head of the table, waiting until Tolpuddle had placed the heaped plate before him and withdrawn to his station by the sideboard.
“I am entirely in your hands, Mr Pons. If only this horrible thing were lifted from my mind and heart.”
My companion finished off his coffee and put the empty cup down in a silence only broken by the distant crackling of the fire.
“Have courage, Mr Mulvane,” he said soothingly. “We shall soon put matters to rights, have no fear.”
“I am indeed reassured to hear you say so, Mr Pons. You will be back in time for lunch?”
“I hope so. In the meantime I would be glad if you could remain here in case Inspector Stone rings with any message. You will find us at Chalcroft. The village is not very large, I fancy. And a telephone message would reach us via the post office. I will call in there well before lunch-time.”
“Very well, Mr Pons. It shall be as you say.”
I had listened to this conversation with mounting curiosity but now I was considerably surprised and not a little irritated when Pons rose abruptly from the table, reaching for his pipe. I had not quite finished my coffee and I was forced to gulp it down quickly, to our host’s evident amusement.
“Adieu, Mr Mulvane,” Pons said crisply.
I trailed behind him into the hall where the maid reappeared with our thick outdoor clothing. Pons silenced my protests with a penetrating glance from his deep-set eyes.
“I apologise for my abruptness, Parker, but as I have already observed we have much to do today. And I must bait the trap before dark.”
We had already crossed to the door of the porch and the girl was out of hearing now.
“I do not know what you are talking about,” I grumbled. Pons allowed himself a thin smile.
“It would not be the first time, Parker.”
Then we were outside in the freezing air. To my surprise my companion shunned the driveway and went to the right, along the great facade of the Manor which loured over us, and set his course toward the stables. There was a thin mist rising from the cobbles but despite the bleakness of the day, the weak sun obscured by haze, there was much evidence of life from the estate employees; the clatter of footsteps on the setts; the noises of livestock; a hammer sounding from a forge and once, as we passed a half-open doorway, we saw two men intent on their task of cutting up logs on a mechanical saw-bench.
A tall, broad-shouldered man with mutton-chop whiskers was waiting for us in front of the last cottage in the row. He saluted as Pons came up and produced a huge metal tool, rather like an enormous pair of garden shears.
“Mr Mulvane told me you would be needing these, sir.”
His piercing grey eyes looked at Pons with intense curiosity but he asked no questions.
“If you would leave them yonder when you have finished I will get one of my men to pick them up in due course.”
“Very good, Smithers. And thank you.”
The man saluted again and turned away as Pons carried the heavy tool in his gloved right hand, moving aside into the shadow of the trees as we followed the estate wall along. In a few moments more we came to the misty outline of the cemetery gates. As we drew closer we could see that they were closed and chained.
Pons’ eyes were bright and penetrating as he stared about him, the only sound now the melancholy cawing of rooks from the area of the distant lakes.
“Exactly as I thought, Parker.”
He bent to examine the chain and padlock which secured the two halves of the gate.
“These are new, Parker. You remember the chain had been broken before and the gate was already open.”
“Inspector Stone? Or Mulvane…?” I began.
Pons shook his head, a faint smile on his lips.
“This has been done by other hands, my dear fellow. By people who do not want their affairs examined too closely.”
I must confess I felt a slight prickle of excitement as I stared about me in this decayed and sombre place. But Pons seemed oblivious to the atmosphere. He bent quickly, fitting the curved ends of the huge metal pincers round the links of the heavy chain. There was a metallic click and the two broken segments of one link fell away. Pons cleared them with a grunt of satisfaction. Then he put the pincers down on a nearby stone mounting block and put all his strength to the right-hand wing of the gate.
The hinges went round with a wild shrilling that set my teeth on edge. The sound was so unexpected and penetrating to the eardrums that I staggered back, putting my hands over my ears. Pons laughed shortly at my expression.
“How did you know about this, Pons?” I asked, staring at the huge pincers on the stone.
Pons pulled gently at his left ear-lobe in a gesture I had grown to know well.
“Intuition merely, Parker. But the pieces are beginning to come together. There is your screaming! That is what Mulvane heard in the dead of night near the cemetery wall.”
I stared at him in astonishment.
“You are right, Pons!”
“Am I not, Parker?”
“But what was the point?” I said. “Surely not to draw attention to what was going on here.”
Solar Pons shook his head impatiently.
“You are tackling the question from the wrong end, Parker. Remember those little ratiocinative lessons which you have been good enough to accept from my hands.”
I took a step toward him.
“It was a signal, Pons?”
“Good,” he observed. “It is my opinion that it served a twofold purpose. To let the person approaching know that for some reason or other it was not safe to go there. And perhaps to frighten any of the superstitious locals who might be about at that late hour.”
“There is something diabolical here, Pons,” I muttered.
“You are right, Parker,” he said equably, setting the gate screaming on its hinges again. Nothing stirred in the silvery mist that blurred the huddled gravestones of the old burial ground. Then Pons replaced the gate as he had found it and fixed the padlock and chain so that it looked, at a cursory glance, as though it were still secure; then he moved so swiftly along the cemetery wall that I was hard put to keep up with him. In a minute or so the wicket gate loomed up out of the mist. My companion bent and examined the iron structure with bright eyes. It was unlocked and as he tested it with his right hand it went round on smoothly greased hinges, just as it had on the previous occasion.
“Singular, is it not, Parker?” he said softly.
“I don’t follow, Pons.”
Then I saw his drift and before he could reply I went on. “Ah, yes, the main gate. Obviously, no funerals have taken place here for many years. But this small gate is probably used by estate workers when they cut the grass and tidy the area.”
Pons had a thin smile on his face as he sucked on-his empty pipe stem.
“Perhaps, Parker, perhaps,” he said slowly.
He led the way back through the side lane to the postern gate in the estate wall, enabling us to join the main highway a good deal farther down.
After a brisk walk of some twenty minutes, during which we were both silent, we passed the imposing entrance gates of Chalcroft College and soon after came once again into the main street of Chalcroft itself, which now presented a scene of bustling animation. I realised it was Saturday and people were busy about their shopping, while smart motor vehicles and pony carts were drawn up in front of the imposing inns, including The Three Cardinals, and public houses we had passed on our arrival.
Accustomed as I was to the somewhat eccentric behaviour of my companion I was nevertheless more than surprised when he asked me to wait on the pavement while he went into a large ironmonger’s shop. I saw him through the window engaged in an earnest conversation with a black-coated assistant and in a few minutes he had emerged carrying a small brown paper parcel tied with string. There was a look of suppressed excitement on his sharp, feral features that had not been there before.
“I have just two more calls to make in the middle of the village, Parker.”
“The lawyer’s?”
He nodded.
“And the library. I see it is just before us. Let us enter without further delay, though I fear it may be too small for the type of reference work I seek.”
He led the way forward to the imposing sandstone building and while he occupied himself in a prolonged conversation with a forbidding-looking young woman wearing horn-rimmed spectacles in the reference section, I occupied myself with a perusal of that morning’s Times in the reading room, which was separated from the reference area by a clear glass screen. Presently he rejoined me with a wry expression on his face.
“It is as I thought, Parker. The work I seek is not held in stock. We shall have to call in at the Post Office opposite; it would be too tedious and time-consuming to have to return to London for such a relatively simple matter. But as it is vital to my inquiries I must try to get the answer today.”
I followed him into the small, wood-framed post office building and after Pons had had a short conversation with the postmaster, Sheldon, a portly middle-aged man in a faded grey suit, he entered a large wooden booth set against the near wall. The only other person at the dark mahogany counter was an elderly woman filling in some sort of official-looking form, and as the postmaster had retreated into a large glass cubicle which I supposed was his private office, I had little to do but watch pedestrians passing in the street outside. My reveries were interrupted by Pons beckoning me into the booth; it was a spacious structure with a wooden shelf and two wooden stools and I seated myself while my companion waited for his connection.
“There is nothing private about this, my dear fellow,” he said. “But I would not wish my inquiries to get about the district so I would appreciate it if you could warn me if anyone approaches too closely.”
I slewed my stool toward the glass window and kept watch while Pons was obviously connected, judging by the clicking noise from the telephone. He glanced round quickly, lowering his voice to a whisper.
“London Library? I wish to speak to Professor Brewer. Yes, I will hold.”
He spoke to me over his shoulder.
“If you have a sheet of paper and a pencil I would be obliged, Parker.”
I rapidly searched my pockets.
“Will this envelope do?”
“Admirably.”
His party was on the line and after a few pleasantries Pons asked, “Have you any volumes on legend and superstition? I’m looking for anything pertaining to an old folk tune, The Devil’s Waltz.”
I looked at him sharply but he had his eyes fixed through the glass window of the booth, his hand held over the mouthpiece of the telephone. Presently Brewer came back again and the conversation resumed. Pons drew in his breath.
“Admirable, John. I thought as much. Would you mind reading it to me?”
The pencil fairly danced across the paper as he covered the envelope with his minute, precise writing.
“Yes, yes,” he was saying. “All I wanted to know. We must have dinner together some time.”
His eyes were gleaming as he put the receiver down.
“We progress, Parker. I will explain in good time.”
He was out of the booth before I could say anything and I regained the street while he paid the postmaster. A few moments later he rejoined me on the pavement, returning my pencil and placing the envelope with his notations with great care into his wallet.



Thirteen: ATTEMPTED MURDER

“Now for old Hardcastle’s lawyer. It should be down the far street on the opposite side of the road if what the postmaster tells me is correct.”
We threaded our way through the thickening traffic and found ourselves in a narrow lane fronted on both sides by a mixture of private houses and commercial premises, mostly offices, interspersed with those of solicitors and doctors.
“Ah, here is the brass plate, Parker. I would prefer you not to come in, if you will forgive me. If you would just ensconce yourself in a comer of the tea-shop yonder I will join you directly.”
Although it was only an hour and a half since we had breakfasted, the sharp walk and the even sharper weather conditions found me receptive to the suggestion and from the bottle-glass windows of the quaint old establishment, which was already crowded with people taking their morning coffee, I awaited his return.
He came back a few minutes later, still carrying his parcel and with an expression on his face which told me that he was on the right track. As he joined me at the table he put the package carefully down between us and sank into the wooden Windsor chair with a grunt of satisfaction.
“Our man is out of the country. He has gone to Bermuda on urgent business for the firm and will be away at least six weeks, I am told.”
I raised my eyebrows slightly.
“It is important, Pons?”
“Extremely. From my point of view, that is.”
He would say nothing more and it was not until we had finished our coffee and were again outside in the street that he broke his silence, and that was in answer to my own question.
“It was what you hoped to hear?” I ventured, referring to our recent conversation. There was a gleam in his eye now.
“Possibly, Parker, possibly. But it does make my task a little easier. And tends to confirm my belief that Mulvane was speaking the truth when he told us that he was not interested in the terms of his uncle’s will.”
We were interrupted at that point by a frantically waving person who ejected himself from the post office doorway opposite. It was the postmaster, who darted into the road, dodging bicycles, pony-traps and the occasional motor vehicle with incredible agility.
“Mr Pons? Mr Solar Pons? And Dr Parker?” he asked breathlessly as soon as he had reached us.
“The same,” said Pons, looking at him curiously. “Might I ask how you come to know us?”
“Inspector Stone has just rung through with an urgent message. He repeated your descriptions, gentlemen, and of course I told him you had just been in.”
“Thank you. He is on the telephone now?”
“Yes, sir, if you’ll step across.”
“Please take care of this, Parker, if you please. I shall not be a moment.”
Pons thrust his small parcel into my hand and was gone in a second, rapidly disappearing into the throng of shoppers in the wake of the bobbing figure of the postmaster. I had not long to wait. Not more than three minutes had passed when Pons returned, his face grim. Quickly, he hailed a passing cab that was returning to the railway station forecourt.
“Jump in, Parker! There is not a moment to lose.”
When he had given the driver his instructions he sank back in a corner of the vehicle, the parcel on his lap, his face dark and sombre.
“What has happened, Pons?” I said in a voice low enough to prevent us from being overheard by the driver.
“Events are moving, Parker. Though this is something I did not foresee.”
His slim fingers were as agitated as those of the antennae of an insect, as he moved in the seat, his features furrowed with concentration.
“That was Stone, as you will have gathered from the postmaster. We are wanted back at the house. Peters has been attacked. His body had been found half-in, half-out of one of the ponds, the victim of a savage assault.”
“Good heavens, Pons!” I remarked. “Is he dead?”
“It was not clear from what Stone said,” Pons went on. “That is more in your province than mine. Stop here, driver!”
He rapped peremptorily on the window as the vehicle had now drawn alongside the wall of the great estate and he was already running for the gateway as I fumbled with my change to pay the driver. Pons was nowhere in sight as I passed through the brick archway into the grounds of old Hardcastle’s manor house but as I hurried to catch up I saw his dim figure hastening through the thin mist that was rising out here. He led the way swiftly to the stable block, where an anxious knot of people awaited us.
Mulvane’s face was a mixture of dismay and anger.
“This is a terrible business, Mr Pons.”
The trim form of Inspector Stone was beside him. He ushered us quickly to one of the outbuildings where there was a warmer atmosphere with massed bales of straw stretching almost to the ceiling. Thick blankets had been produced from somewhere and a blue-faced bearded figure lay swathed in them. A motherly-looking woman was bent over him, trying to spoon brandy into a corner of his mouth.
“Your department, I think, Parker,” Pons murmured quietly, stooping to thank the woman, who moved aside with an anxious look upon her face.
“We have done all we could, doctor,” Stone said brusquely. “He has only just been brought in here and we have applied such rough and ready remedies as suggested themselves.”
“You have done wisely,” I told the Inspector. “Has Mrs Peters been informed?”
“Not yet,” Stone replied. “We did not wish her to fear the worst until we had expert medical advice.”
“We certainly have that,” Pons put in. “What is your diagnosis, my dear fellow?”
I was already examining the gash on the back of Peters’ head and I had checked that warmth was returning to his limbs.
“Favourable,” I said. “He has certainly had a great shock and immersion in bitterly cold water on such a freezing day is sometimes sufficient to stop the heart entirely. I am certain he will recover with warmth and care. He must be moved indoors as soon as possible.”
“Excellent!” Stone exclaimed. “Then he may be able to tell us something of his attacker.”
“Perhaps,” said my companion softly.
“He was obviously attacked from behind, Pons,” I said. “So he would not have seen who was responsible.”
Solar Pons put a long, thin forefinger alongside his nose and surveyed the small cluster of anxious estate workers who crowded the stable doorway.
“Perhaps, Parker. But I think you are forgetting the frozen ground. It would be difficult to approach someone in the open without footsteps being audible on such a hard surface.”
I rose, noting the trembling motion of the estate manger’s eyelids, asking the woman to continue the stimulus of brandy, enjoining caution as to the amount.
“I think everything had already been done that can be here,” I said. “Mr Peters should be moved to the warmth and comfort of his own home as soon as he regains consciousness. And we should be careful not to alarm his wife unnecessarily. In the meantime ought not we to go over the scene of the crime, Pons?” “The attempted crime, Parker,” said Pons languidly, his keen eyes raking over the recumbent form of Peters, who now bore all the signs of returning animation.
A uniformed sergeant had appeared from somewhere and when Stone had given instructions for Peters to be conveyed to the house, the C.I.D. man led the way through the freezing air and across the misty grounds towards the steely sheen of ice glimmering beneath the feeble rays of the low sun.
We skirted the area of the large pond, one of several, each over a hundred yards across and intersected, I saw now, by small strips of solid ground.
“Gravel pits,” Stone ventured, answering my companion’s unspoken question. “Old Mr Hardcastle refused, for some reason, to have them connected up. The estate people thought it would have been more useful to have them all one large lake. Apparently the shallower ponds dry up in the summer season when it is exceptionally hot.”
“Note that interesting husbandly detail, Parker,” said Pons drily, his head thrust forward into the collar of his warm overcoat, his deep-set eyes stabbing here and there. I noticed he still carried the small parcel under his right arm and my curiosity as to its contents increased.
Stone opened his mouth as if to remonstrate but broke into a broad smile as Pons continued, “It is this attention to the minutiae of the case which marks the Inspector as an outstanding officer. You will go far in the force, Stone, mark my words.” “You are too kind, Mr Pons,” said the C.I.D. man, a warm flush on his cheeks.
We had now come to a large open space where a few curious country people had gathered, despite the bitter cold. They drew back respectfully as our small group came up and I saw where the ice had been broken near the bank of the pond. Close by much water had been deposited upon the surface of the frozen ground, obviously where Peters had been brought to shore. Lying near was a large hurdle, the means by which he had been rescued.
“Fortunately, Amos Brown here, was passing on his farm duties and saw Peters floating in the water,” Stone said. “Undoubtedly he would otherwise have died. With commendable speed Mr Brown supported the body with this hurdle and as Peters was too heavy to extricate unaided he then ran for help.”
“Excellent,” said Pons, glancing curiously at the elderly man with a white moustache who stood with his hands thrust deep into the pockets of his corduroy jacket. “I am sure Mr Brown deserves Mr Peters’ warmest thanks.”
I had circled round while this conversation was proceeding and now saw that Mulvane, who had remained behind to supervise Peters’ transfer to his own house was hurrying to rejoin us, his form a dark spot through the enshrouding mist which hung like some pallid pall across the estate. Pons was crouching on the bank now, his glass to his eye and working up and down like some sporting dog upon the scent.
He rose to his feet eventually and put the magnifying lens back in his pocket.
“You will notice there is no sign of the Devil’s Claw, Parker,” he said mockingly, his eyes fixed upon Inspector Stone, who stood watching the gradually approaching figure of Mulvane.
“The ground is too hard, Pons,” I said.
He nodded impatiently.
“Exactly. But that did not prevent such indentations on a previous occasion when murder had been done and the freezing weather conditions were exactly the same.”
“The Ram Dass Society, Pons…” I began.”
He gave me an amused look.
“Your sense of fantasy is growing apace, Parker,” he said.
Before I had time to reply he had moved away, working across the broken ground, back from the edge of the pond. He turned as I came up.
“The would-be murderer approached from that thicket yonder,” he observed. “There is just enough cover behind the evergreens. It seems I must revise my earlier theory, formed before I had been over the ground. So far as I can make out Peters must have been standing at the edge of the pond, perhaps ascertaining the condition of the ice. He would have to have been stationary for such an attack. As you can see from the position of the thicket the attacker, who may have been there for some time, could have rushed up behind Peters to strike him and push him in before his victim was aware of his presence.”
He pulled gently at the lobe of his left ear.
“Yes, Parker, I think that scenario fits the available facts.”
“It looks as though the case may take some time to unravel, Pons,” I said. “If you wish I can phone my locum and make arrangements for him to take over for the coming week. Fortunately, my list is rather light at the moment.”
Pons looked at me sharply.
“I would greatly appreciate that, my dear fellow,” he said softly. “Your presence is invaluable, as you must know, though I am afraid that when I become so absorbed, the fact may not always be evident to you.”
I mumbled my thanks, making a mental note to telephone as soon as we had returned to the house.
“You think the attack would have been unpremeditated, Pons?” I ventured.
He shook his head.
“Hardly, Parker. Peters was followed, without doubt. Let us just say opportunistic. Hard as the ground is I have some small indications of our man’s movements. If I am not mistaken he moved off after the attack, going in the direction of the old cemetery.”
“That is interesting, Pons.”
“Is it not, Parker.”
“Then why do we not proceed there immediately?”
My companion smiled, exchanging a shrewd glance with
Inspector Stone, who was standing a few yards away from us.
“Because there are many extremely faint impressions about here, mostly of hobnail boots in the frozen grass, undoubtedly made by the estate people when Peters was rescued from the pond. Despite the hardness of the terrain I was able to make that out. But some farm employees came from and returned in the direction of the cemetery, while others no doubt accompanied the unfortunate Peters across the area of the ponds, toward the stables direct. I have already seen what there is to be sent here, so I do not think your question would be profitable, though I appreciate your intentions, my dear fellow.”
I glanced at my watch.
“I think I ought to get across to Yeoman’s to see how my patient is doing.”
“By all means. Ah, here is Mr Mulvane.”
Our client was looking pale and grim-faced as he approached, his heavy boots making crackling noises among the roots of the frost-bonded grass.
“How is Mr Peters?” I asked. “I think I ought to call in at his house.”
Mulvane shook his head.
“There is really no need, Dr Parker. I have just been there and Mrs Peters told me there is no further cause for alarm. She has given him a sleeping draught and he is warm and comfortable in bed. The cut on his head is the most serious consequence but she has treated it with antiseptic and bandaged him in a most expert manner. I was allowed to look at him from the door of his room. Mrs Peters gave me the impression that she is quite skilled in medical matters.”
“That is all right, then,” I said with relief. “But if you telephone Mrs Peters later in the day would you please tell her that I will call round later in the early evening.”
“Certainly, Dr Parker. I am afraid this terrible business has my nerves on edge.”
Pons moved over and took our client by the arm.
“It is always darkest before daybreak, Mr Mulvane,” he said comfortingly. “I have no doubt all will be well in due time.”
Mulvane’s face brightened.
“You have found a way through this black business, Mr Pons?”
My colleague gave him a reassuring smile.
“I would prefer to say nothing at this moment but there are certain promising aspects that present themselves.”
He turned on his heel.
“And now, friend Parker, it is surely time to make out way to the house for the excellent lunch that I am sure has been prepared for us.”
As we traversed the spits of land that connected the series of frozen ponds and regained the stable area, something caught my eye as we began to move back up the misty lane in the direction of the great house. I had brought up the rear and suddenly glimpsed a shadowy figure crossing the stable yard. It was that of a tall man carrying a large suitcase. It was difficult to make out detail in the misty light but I could have sworn he wore a turban. In a state of high excitement I turned to my companion but bit back the words that sprung to my lips. The man would have been too far away to catch in any case by the time I rejoined Pons, who had now drawn some way ahead. I resolved to keep my own counsel for the time being.



Fourteen: CHALCROFT COLLEGE

“Just why are we going here, Pons?” I said, having difficulty in keeping up with my friend’s brisk pace along the frosty road. It was early afternoon and the ornate gates of Chalcroft College were beginning to compose themselves from out the mist.
“It is as well to maintain the social niceties, Parker,” he replied airily. “We have already met Mr Vincent Tidmarsh in the elegant setting of our host’s mansion. It is only fitting that we pay a return call on his home ground.”
“Good heavens, Pons,” I mumbled. “You surely do not suspect the music master of being involved in this?”
My companion turned a bright eye upon me.
“I suspect no-one and everyone, my dear fellow. I have a desire to glance at his own library. According to Mulvane he has an extraordinary taste in rare books.”
“Ah!” I said. “A pretext, Pons. You really mean to see if there is a lady teacher on the College staff whose Christian name is Angela? You have not forgotten the fragment of that half- burnt note in old Hardcastle’s study?”
Pons took the empty stem of his pipe out of his mouth. “Sometimes you really amaze me, Parker,” he said evenly. Before I could reply, a young man, tightly muffled against the bitter weather, rode a bicycle out of the main gates of the College and slowed to a halt at Pons’ signal.
“Could you direct me to Mr Tidmarsh’s quarters?”
“Ah, the College music master. I understand he is in this afternoon. Go straight past the chapel and his study and library are in the first quadrangle on the right.”
Pons thanked our informant and a few moments later we had passed an imposing chapel which looked as though it had been designed by Lutyens and turned into a quadrangle of handsome sandstone buildings with oriel windows. I followed Pons up a flight of stone steps and through the big oak doors where we found ourselves in an echoing corridor, filled with the sound of distant footfalls and voices.
“The real essence of academe, Pons,” I felt impelled to remark.
“As you say, Parker.”
My companion tapped politely on a pine-panelled door which bore Tidmarsh’s name in gold lettering. There was no reply and we went through into a handsomely appointed study with a large green-leather topped desk with elaborate gilt tooling; row after row of mahogany filing cabinets; and comfortable matching green leather wing chairs.
“It seems as though Mr Tidmarsh has found himself a comfortable billet, Parker.”
“Indeed, Pons.”
“As our man is not here it would appear that the music room itself is through yonder door.”
He was walking across the room when he gave a sudden exclamation and altered course toward a massive glassed-in bookcase against the far wall. I followed him and saw row after row of heavy leather-bound volumes. Pons had opened one door of the case and I glanced at the titles.
“The Essence of Jarloism, Pons? What does that mean?”
“An obscure 18th-century Swedish sect, Parker. Our man is nothing if not esoteric. I should imagine this is his own private library. One may learn much from a man’s preference in reading material.”
“As you say, Pons.”
He was easing out volume after volume now and he paused to remark over his shoulder, “I’d be obliged if you would open the music room door a crack to see if our friend is about. I would not wish him to think that we are prying into his private affairs. As we are, of course,” he added with a tight smile.
I did as he bade and opened the door an inch or so.
“Mr Tidmarsh is sitting at one of the far desks studying papers under a shaded lamp,” I whispered. “There are about a dozen students present.”
“Good,” said he.
He gave a sharp exclamation at this point.
“You have found something, Pons?”
He held up a red cardboard folder and I crossed quietly to read the title on the cover: THE LEGEND OF THE DEVIL’S CLAW.
“Good heavens!” I said.
“You may well say so, Parker.”
He went through the typed sheets swiftly.
“But this is not conclusive. It is merely a copy of the entry in the volume about which I telephoned the British Library.”
“But this may be more to the point,” I said, reaching out for another volume.
“Ancient Folk Tunes of Old Ireland, Pons!”
“You are quite right, Parker,” Pons commented, with a twinkle in his eye. “I think we have learned something this afternoon.”
He quickly replaced the material in the case, closed the door and turned the key. We went out the Librarian’s study the way we had come in, walked along the corridor outside and entered the music room by the main doors. Tidmarsh had seen us coming and got up quickly and came toward us, holding out his hand with a ready smile.
“Dr Parker! Mr Pons! This is indeed a pleasant surprise. Though I do not know what brings you here this inclement afternoon.”
“Merely a social call, Mr Tidmarsh,” said Pons easily. “We were out for a walk and came though the College gates on impulse.”
He glanced round at the intent figures bent over their desks.
“I understand all the students had left for the Christmas vacation.”
Tidmarsh gave a short laugh. “Oh, these young men all live within a radius of about seven miles. Some are studying, others merely reading for pleasure.”
He shrugged. “I should imagine some of them may be bored by being cooped up at home in such weather as this. But will you not step into my study, gentlemen, for a glass of sherry. I keep a good cabinet full of healing waters, if I do say so myself.”
“You are very kind, Mr Tidmarsh,” I said.
“Not at all, gentlemen, not at all.”
We followed him straight back to the far end of the library and he ushered us through the door into his study. We were soon ensconced in two deep leather chairs while the music master bustled about with glasses and a decanter.
“I think you will find this excellent, gentlemen. I get it in cask from a firm in St James.”
“Indeed,” Pons said gravely, taking a tentative sip. “You have not exaggerated, sir.”
“Certainly not,” I said.
Tidmarsh suddenly paused as though on a sudden impulse.
“I have something interesting to show you, gentlemen. No, please don’t get up.”
He crossed over to the glass-fronted bookcase and took down the folder with the red cover, which I instantly recognised.
“The Legend of the Devil’s Claw! I think you will find it of great interest. Obviously the source of these silly tales that are circulating following poor Mr Hardcastle’s mysterious death. I had it copied through a friend of mine, a professor at the British Library.”
“Extraordinary,” Pons murmured, giving me a warning glance over the rim of his glass.
He took the folder Tidmarsh extended to him and pretended to study it intently, as though it was the first time he had seen it. Presently he passed it to me.
“Most interesting,” he told our host.
“What do you make of it, Mr Pons?”
My companion shrugged, holding his glass up to the light, with an appreciative expression on his face.
“This really is the most superb sherry.”
“Allow me to press you to another glass. But you have not answered my question.”
“It was a difficult one,” Pons said slowly. “There are a number of very tangled threads in this case. I cannot pass any judgement at the present time.”
Tidmarsh got up from his own chair to replenish Pons’ glass and then did the same for me. He resumed his seat and raised his own glass in silent salute to the two of us.
“That is most disappointing, Mr Pons. I had expected something extraordinary, given your reputation.”
Pons gave him a wry smile. “I am not a miracle worker, Mr Tidmarsh. I only wish I were. I have seen too many distressed people in my consulting room over the years. I am thankful to say I was successful in a goodly percentage of those cases but inevitably there were others where I was not able to arrive at a veritable truth. This may be one of them.”
Tidmarsh took another delicate sip at his glass. His eyes looked blank and his pallid face accentuated the black moustache.
“I am indeed sorry to hear you say so, Mr Pons.”
“C’est la vie,” Pons murmured, turning again with an appreciative air to his sherry glass. He looked across at me with a sharp, penetrating gaze.
“Tell me, Mr Tidmarsh,” he said abruptly, “what do you think of this murderous attack on Mr Peters? I presume you have already heard about it?”
A shadow passed across the music master’s face.
“Yes, indeed. Mr Mulvane telephoned me at lunch-time. I did, in fact, call at Yeoman’s an hour or so ago, but Mrs Peters said her husband was resting and recovering, so I did not actually see him. A terrible accident, perhaps?”
Pons shook his head.
“Hardly an accident, Mr Tidmarsh. A man cannot receive a terrific blow on the head out of a clear sky when he is standing on the bank of a pond with no other human being apparently nearby. You can testify to the ferocity of the attack, can you not, Parker?”
“Certainly. It was a murderous blow and the push that propelled the unfortunate Mr Peters through the ice was intended to be the coup de grace in my opinion.”
Tidmarsh bit his lip.
“I did not quite understand, gentlemen. Mulvane was somewhat reticent on the telephone and as Mrs Peters did not volunteer any detailed information I put her reaction down to her overwrought condition.”
“Quite understandable,” said Pons crisply. “But you may take it that the situation is as I have already described it. Just another strand in this bizarre tangle.”
He got up with a quick movement, putting his glass down on a polished mahogany table at his elbow.
“But we have already taken up far too much of your time. This was purely a social visit and I have no doubt your students will need to call on your expertise even though this is a Saturday afternoon. Good day to you.”
Tidmarsh got up to shake hands with both of us.
“You have given me much food for thought.”
We were back in the corridor again before Pons spoke.
“Well, I am waiting for your impressions, my dear fellow.”
“I cannot make it out, Pons. I was sure Tidmarsh was a prime suspect until he suddenly produced the dossier on the Devil’s Claw and it has thrown all my suppositions awry.”
My companion gave me a crooked smile.
“Ah, there are your imponderables, Parker. They always throw one off the track. Human nature is often unpredictable. That is why the current problem is so fascinating.”
“I am glad you think so, Pons,” I grumbled. “I must confess I am all at sea.”
He gave me one of his enigmatic smiles.
“It would not be the first time…”
He paused.
“There, if I am not mistaken, is Miss Masterson in the far distance. A fortuitous meeting, as it turns out. One may learn a great deal from a lady; things that would never occur to a man.” “As you say, Pons. I presume from her presence here that she must live in the College.”
“That is so, Parker. According to Mulvane her home is somewhere in the north of Scotland.”
“Ah, that explains it.”
The young lady had reached us now, somewhat flushed and animated but her eyes were shining. Evidently she had not heard the news about Peters. I wondered why Tidmarsh had not told her but perhaps there had not been time. It was obvious why Mulvane would not have wished to worry her further. She shook hands formally and then fell into step with us along the corridor.
“It is good to see you again, gentlemen. Your coming has been such a relief and I know that Hugh sets great store on your intervention in this terrible business.”
“That is good to know, Miss Masterson, but one must not expect too much. I have no supernatural powers, whatever the popular press may say.”
But there was a twinkle in his eye to which Miss Masterson responded at once.
“I have followed your cases, Mr Pons, and the splendid chronicles of the doctor here and I know you would not be persevering unless you could see some light in this affair, however dim.”
I must confess her praise at my humble auctorial efforts brought a flush to my cheeks but neither my companion nor our fair interlocutor seemed to have noticed.
“That’s as may be, Miss Masterson. But I am glad we have run into you. I would like to ask you a question or two in order to clear up a few points.”
“By all means, Mr Pons.”
As though by common consent we three had drawn into an angle in the corridor though there was no-one in view in all the echoing length of the passageway to be witness to the conversation.
“I wanted to ask about old Mr Hardcastle’s will. Mr Mulvane has not yet seen a copy, I presume?”
The girl shook her head.
“I am not really sure, Mr Pons. This whole thing had been such a shock that there was little time to consider such matters. Though I do believe that Hugh said that the old man’s will was kept in a tin box in his office. Hugh had some expectations of inheriting the estate and I told him many months ago, that as he was Mr Hardcastle’s only surviving relative, he was sure to inherit.”
She paused and then went on with a smile.
“Unless he cares to leave everything to a cats’ and dogs’ home!”
She passed a pink tongue across her full lips and both Pons and myself were constrained to return her smile.
“I am certain that that would never be the case, Miss Masterson,” said Pons. “I fancy he would want things to carry on as before, though I am certain that Mr Mulvane’s regime will be far more liberal than the old man’s.”
The girl pushed a lock of fair hair back from her eyes before turning to look over her shoulder to make sure the whole sweep of the corridor was empty.
“You can be sure of that, Mr Pons.”
“Especially if you were the mistress of Chalcroft Manor,” said my companion with a grave face.
The girl flushed and looked from one to the other of us.
“Ah, you have noticed that, Mr Pons. Apparently nothing escapes your attention.”
“I do try to keep my eyes open,” Pons replied. “Incidentally, I would prefer you to keep this conversation to yourself for the moment. I would not wish Mr Mulvane to misinterpret my motives in inquiring about the will.”
“Certainly, sir. I quite understand. But there was something else you wished to ask?”
“Only in general terms, Miss Masterson. It was just whether you had seen or heard anything suspicious about the estate over the past few months. I presume Mr Mulvane has taken you into his confidence regarding his problems.”
The girl bit her lip and turned her eyes to the floor. The rime of frost on the window pane opposite cast a stippled light across her features but without destroying their beauty.
“I knew he was troubled, Mr Pons, but he did not want to involve me too deeply in this business as he knew I would only worry on his behalf.”
“I see. Perfectly natural, Miss Masterson. You may be sure I will keep you au fait with any progress in the case as matters develop.”
“I am most grateful. And now, if you have no further questions, I have an appointment in the village. Doctor, Mr Pons.”
Again she shook hands formally and had then gone along the corridor, with quick, hurried steps, as though her heart were lightened.
“A nice girl,” I said as we once again returned to the bitter air of the outdoors and left the ornate gates of Chalcroft College behind us as we strode back along the misty lane that led to Chalcroft Manor.
“Apparently she has not heard about Peters.”
Pons turned sombre eyes to me.
“I should imagine he had no wish to worry her further. She is already burdened with Mulvane’s troubles, far more than she shows on the surface. Let us hope that I will be able to set all her fears at rest in due course.”
And he lapsed into silence as we strode on through the mist.



Fifteen: THE MISSING WILL

“I am afraid I forgot to tell you that I have now perused the post mortem findings on that tramp who died in the woods,” I said.
It was after tea and we were sitting in old Hardcastle’s office, while Mulvane went through some of his uncle’s effects. It was a bleak prospect indeed outside the windows but our host had a cheerful fire going in the massive chimneypiece, which he replenished with logs from time to time. Pons stirred in his deep easy chair, his thin, febrile fingers tented before him.
“And?”
I shook my head.
“There was no sign of any puncture as in the case of Simon Hardcastle. And the death was entirely due to exposure. In other words, natural causes. So those strange marks round the body must have been made by some beast after he died.”
My companion cleared his throat with a thin rasping noise in the silence of the room.
“As I suspected. But I am glad to receive such official confirmation.”
Mulvane had stopped what he was doing and was listening intently to our conversation.
“So there was no connection whatsoever with those weird tales that got about the village.”
Pons gave him a mysterious smile.
“But someone who came across the body decided to capitalise on the circumstances to spread the rumour. As I have said there is a very clever brain behind all this.”
“Or some thing, Pons,” I pointed out.
He shook his head.
“Once more you are wide of the mark, old fellow. There is nothing supernatural about these mysterious happenings, believe me.”
“But it is devilish, Mr Pons!” said Mulvane, with a break in his voice. “I have really been at my wit’s end. Someone has been spreading rumours about me in Chalcroft and I am getting ill- favoured looks from some of the people every time I go there.” Pons gave a short laugh.
“Think nothing of it, Mr Mulvane. There are always people of limited intellect who will believe any story, however wild or improbable. Please calm yourself. We shall soon be in less stormy waters, you may be sure.”
“It is good to hear you say so, Mr Pons.”
Mulvane turned away from the shelves at the back of the office to his late uncle’s great desk, nervously lighting one of his cheroots as he did so.
“Tell me, Mr Mulvane, you mentioned something about a housekeeper when you first engaged my services. Yet she did not appear when I was questioning the servants.”
“Oh, that. I am afraid it is my fault. She has been called away to the bedside of her sick sister in Manchester, and I forgot to tell you.”
“I see.”
At this point I took the opportunity to go out into the vast hall of Chalcroft Manor to telephone my locum and when I returned it was to find both Pons and Mulvane kneeling at the side of the desk, intent on a number of bulky documents which our host had pulled out of the drawers. I did not disturb them but went back to sit in my chair by the fire, my thoughts much occupied by the bizarre situation in which Pons and I now found ourselves. There had been no word from Inspector Stone this afternoon, though he was expected in the early evening, I understood.
Pons broke off the search to give me a quizzical look and I was able to tell him that I would be able to stay on at the Manor until he had concluded his investigations. He stood up then, dusting the knees if his trousers, turning his finely chiselled face toward Mulvane, who had a dejected look.
“With your permission, I will telephone Somerset House to see if they have any record of the Hardcastle will. I know one of the officials there and I am sure he would be able to give me some details of any beneficiary on a friendly basis, when I tell him how important this is. As luck would have it your solicitor, Mr Tanner, is currently in Bermuda on business, so I drew a blank there. We are at an impasse in that direction. You do know, also, that a simple letter of intent would serve the purpose, providing the signature is proved genuine.”
“Indeed, Mr Pons, and I am most grateful for all the trouble you are taking. However, my uncle indicated more than once many months ago that I was his sole beneficiary and that the will was deposited here in his office. Of course, I took that with a pinch of salt as I have never been able to rely on his intentions.” “You may well say so, Mr Mulvane, as it does not rule out a sudden change of mind in more recent times.”
A worried look passed across Mulvane’s face.
“I do hope that is not the case, Mr Pons.”
My friend paused at the door.
“I trust that will be so, Mr Mulvane, but we must be prepared for all eventualities. I shall not be long.”
He closed the door behind him and we were left in a heavy and ominous silence. Mulvane went across to the fire and vigorously poked it into a blaze and then returned to the desk, sank into his uncle’s battered old swivel chair and listlessly began sifting through the drawers once more. When Pons returned some ten minutes later he was rubbing his hands briskly.
“My friend is nothing if not thorough, Parker. He has had a meticulous check made and nothing has been deposited there.” Mulvane gave him a despairing glance. Pons also had a wry expression on his mobile features.
“We must make every effort to find that document within the office here, if it exists, and ascertain both the beneficiary and the date.”
“I will use all my best efforts, Mr Pons.”
My companion looked at him sharply.
“You have taken no-one else into your confidence regarding this?”
Our client shook his head.
“Certainly not, Mr Pons.”
Pons nodded with satisfaction.
“From now on, Mr Mulvane, you must keep this office securely locked.”
“You surely do not suspect that someone within these walls may be involved in my uncle’s murder, Mr Pons?”
“One cannot be sure of anything,” said Pons crisply. “I have no special reason for my supposition but it is as well to be prudent. This case is far from over and your own life may be in danger for all we know.”
“Good heavens, Mr Pons! You cannot mean it!”
Pons was grim-faced now. “I have never been more in earnest, Mr Mulvane. Money is at the back of this. That had been plain from the beginning though I saw no reason to mention it until now. A very clever and a very evil person is trying to get control of your estate. I do not think you are in any danger here at the Manor but I should prefer you to be accompanied by Parker, myself or a trusted person whenever you are outside these walls.”
“Good Lord, Pons!” I interjected. “I had no idea….”
Pons continued without a pause, “I am not being an alarmist but the situation is now developing. The attack on Peters, the fragment of letter and all the things leading up to Hardcastle’s death are obviously interconnected. Now that we are on the scene our man is not only on his guard but may become desperate. We must be prepared for that.”
Mulvane sat down heavily behind the desk.
“Well, you know best, Mr Pons,” he said slowly. “But Miss Masterson…”
Pons put a finger to his lips.
“I have spoken to her earlier today. Of mainly mundane matters, but we touched on the business of the will.”
Mulvane passed an unsteady hand across his brow.
“I have not yet informed her of the attack on Peters as I had no wish to alarm her. But I was going to ask her help over the will. The old devil may have removed that tin box and secreted it elsewhere.”
Pons’ reaction was a cautious shake of the head.
“This must remain restricted to the three of us. I do not wish Miss Masterson worried. She is a brave girl and would obviously be concerned for your safety. We must tread carefully and be on our guard at all times.”
“As you say, Mr Pons.”
My companion pointed to the massive iron key in the lock of the office door before we left the room. I turned back for a second and saw that Mulvane’s abject posture had dropped from him. As I closed the portal I saw him re-commence a vigorous search of the desk drawers.



Sixteen: DEADLY POISON

There was the hesitant sound of footsteps as Pons pulled at the iron bell-chain in the massive oak porch of Yeoman’s. Though light still lingered in the afternoon sky, a pallid mist hung over the old graveyard through the distant trees, and the harsh, discordant cawing of rooks added to the sombreness of the day. Yeoman’s was a typical hall-house of the mid-fifteenth century, I should have said, though I am no expert in such matters, and I was admiring the beautiful dark timbering against the white plaster walls, when there came the sliding of bolts behind the stout iron-studded front door.
It went back on smoothly-oiled hinges and Mrs Sarita Peters stood hesitantly in the opening. She looked white and drawn, as well she might have been, since I last set eyes on her. Gone was all her brilliance and vivacity and she almost sagged against the door-post as she caught sight of my companion and myself.
“I am sorry to trouble you, Mrs Peters,” said Pons in a reassuring voice. “But Dr Parker and I were concerned about Mr Peters’ condition and have called to see how he is.”
“Of course, gentlemen! Do come in. It is really good of you. I am afraid the maid leaves early on these dark winter afternoons as she has to walk back to Chalcroft now that my husband is indisposed, although my housekeeper lives in. Please step into the drawing room.”
We crossed the magnificent timbered hall which reached to roof height and found ourselves in an elegant apartment furnished mainly with highly polished antique furniture, the black and white alternation of oak beams and plaster walls enlivened with vivid water colours of what I took to be South American scenes.
“May I offer you anything, gentlemen? I am afraid I am forgetting my manners due to these recent terrible events.”
Pons smilingly declined.
“My colleague was concerned about your husband’s condition and would like to make an examination of Mr Peters if that would be convenient to you both.”
“By all means, Mr Pons. I believe Dr Parker said he merely needed warmth and rest. I have given him soup last night and today and then he went to sleep again. He may still be asleep but do go on up, doctor. Have you any medicine with you that I ought to give him.”
“Nothing but a sleeping draught,” I said, handing her a small packet of the powder, with the dosage written on it. “Such a strong constitution will recover of itself with rest, sleep and regular meals.”
“Andrew is certainly strong,” said Mrs Peters, some of the vivacity returning to her face and manner. “Though who could be behind these dreadful events? What do you make of it, Mr Pons?”
My companion shrugged.
“I have only just arrived on the scene, Mrs Peters. The case certainly presents some baffling aspects. Do you mind if I smoke?”
She shook her head, the mass of black hair glistening dully in the firelight.
“Not at all, sir. Our bedroom is the first door on the right at the head of the stairs, doctor.”
“Thank you.”
I went quickly across the vast hall, and up the oak staircase with its massive newel posts carved with the heads of dragons. I looked in at the bedroom she had indicated. Peters appeared to be fast asleep and I was about to withdraw when I realised that the room was deathly cold. I then saw that one of the big diamond-paned windows was wide open to the bitter air. I crossed to it quickly and found it had been secured open by its iron latch. As I went to close it, I could have sworn I saw a dim figure hurrying away between the trees surrounding the graveyard. Then it had disappeared in the mist.
Somewhat perturbed I hastily closed and secured the window and pulled the thick curtains to. I then went across to the bed and examined my patient carefully. His face was deathly cold. I was certain that had the window been left open for some hours longer the situation might have proved fatal. I went back downstairs with a heavy foreboding. Mrs Peters got up from the fireplace as I came in.
“Mr Pons and I have been having an interesting conversation. Is all well, Dr Parker?”
“Certainly, Mrs Peters. He is sleeping peacefully. I did not disturb him.”
“Ah, that is good.”
There was relief on her face.
“Will you not stay for tea, gentlemen?”
Pons shook his head.
“No, thank you, Mrs Peters. We have already taken up too much of your time.”
Our gracious hostess showed us to the porch and stood looking anxiously after us as we went down the small lane. As soon as the front door slammed I halted Pons and drew him into the side of the building. He listened with a grim expression as I outlined the situation I had just discovered. He had re-lit his pipe and its bowl made angry red stipples on his strong features.
“You did well not to mention it to the lady, Parker. No need to alarm her unnecessarily. What about the figure you saw moving away?”
“It was certainly a man, Pons,” said I. “But I could not make out the detail.”
“Well, there was nothing you could have done, old fellow. Peters is safe enough now. But just let us look about the house.” He led the way round the huge timber structure and we circled it cautiously. After going in a semi-circle in the fading light we found two more heavy oak doors. The one on the far side of the house was securely locked. We returned to the other, which was equidistant between the two extremes of this solidly built mansion. Pons gently tried the huge iron latch. The door gave inward revealing huge oak treads leading upward.
“The back stairs,” Pons breathed softly.
He mounted the stairs quietly while I waited outside. He was on his knees now, busy with his magnifying glass. He returned smiling.
“Our man came this way. Well, well, Parker. Things are becoming more interesting by the hour.”
“The person who tried to murder Peters and probably succeeded with Hardcastle?” I said.
We were back on the narrow lane again, going past the end of the graveyard.
“Perhaps, Parker, perhaps,” he said slowly. “It is more than likely that having failed with Peters he was trying to finish the job by making it look like natural causes. Pneumonia might well have ensued. You were wise not to alarm Mrs Peters. It would have caused unnecessary distress and put the would-be murderer on his guard.”
He puffed vigorously at his pipe as we set off down the lane back toward the Manor.
“But why Peters? What possible motive could he have for trying to kill him? Perhaps he had some hold over Peters and was trying to blackmail him?”
Pons’ eyes twinkled in the misty light.
“Your theories do you credit, Parker, but it is hardly likely. Blackmailers do not kill the goose that lays the golden egg. No, there is something infinitely deeper here, that will obviously take some while to unravel.”
“And why was that door unlocked?” I said. “Though the housekeeper will undoubtedly lock it last thing at night. Will you be telling Inspector Stone?”
“Of course. I gave him a promise and I am sure he would be equally open with me. But we must restrict this latest incident to the three of us. If only Peters were in a fit state to be questioned, he might be able to throw some light on the matter.”
“That is regrettable,” I admitted.
When we arrived back at the house the alert figure of Inspector Stone greeted us in the Great Hall. He pumped our hands most warmly.
“What news, Mr Pons?”
My companion drew him aside near the fireplace where the flickering flames cast strange patterns on their faces. It was a long conversation and when they rejoined me, Stone’s square- jawed face beneath the blond hair looked pensive.
“I am much obliged to you, Mr Pons. These latest developments certainly need looking into.”
Pons lifted up an admonitory finger.
“But please remember what I said about not disturbing Mrs Peters. We must interview Andrew Peters in private once he has recovered. Otherwise we may alert the person responsible for the attack upon him.”
“Certainly, Mr Pons. You have my word on it.”
Stone shook both our hands again and began shrugging on his heavy overcoat. Mulvane had appeared from somewhere behind us and now he strode forward, Tolpuddle hovering in the background.
“Will you not stay for dinner, Inspector?”
“Very kind of you, I am sure, Mr Mulvane, but unfortunately I have many other pressing duties. You may be sure I will telephone tomorrow, even though it be Sunday, and no doubt Mr Pons will apprise me of any developments in the meantime.”
“Certainly, Inspector,” said Pons firmly.
“What news?” I asked, after Mulvane and the police officer had disappeared through the front door.
“Merely routine matters, my dear fellow,” he rejoined. “You know how the official force works.”
“You have told him everything you know?”
He inclined his head with a wry smile.
“A slight correction, Parker. I have told him everything I have observed, plus your own story of Peters and the man you saw hurrying away through the mist. I have not told him of the conclusions I have drawn from the data so presented.”
His smile grew broader as he took in my expression.
“Do not worry, Parker. Stone is a very smart officer. He is quite capable of drawing his own conclusions, and he has the advantage of the official force at his back.”
I was about to reply when Mulvane returned to the hall, locking the front door carefully after him. He came across to us, rubbing his hands together and held them out to the welcoming flames of the log fire that burned so cheerfully in the hearth.
“Dinner will be in an hour, gentlemen. In the meantime please join me in the study for a drink beforehand. There is an excellent fire in there.”
“Delighted,” I said, for I was still chilly from our walk in the freezing cold. When we were ensconced in comfortable armchairs, flanked by phalanxes of leather-bound books, Mulvane busied himself with a silver tray and glasses on his desk.
“Whisky or sherry?”
“I will take Whisky, if you please.”
“And you, Mr Pons?”
“I will take the sherry. I need to keep a clear head for my ratiocinative activities.”
He smiled mischievously at me as I took the cut glass tumbler from Mulvane.
“I say, Pons,” I grumbled. “Mr Mulvane will think me a toper if you go on in this manner!”
Mulvane joined in my companion’s laughter. The former went back to sit behind his desk with his own glass, his expression serious again.
“Are you any further on, Mr Pons?”
“I am making some progress,” said Pons, lighting his pipe at our host’s extended invitation. Mulvane lit one of his own cheroots but I refrained from smoking as I found it dulled the taste of the Whisky. It was an excellent blend, as I had expected. “You have not yet found the will?”
Mulvane shook his head.
“Not yet, Mr Pons. But I have high hopes.”
“A tin box should be easy to find,” I ventured.
Mulvane gave me a wry grimace.
“Normally it would be, doctor, if this were an ordinary suburban villa, say. But Chalcroft Manor is a vast place, as you can see. My uncle could easily have secreted it in one of the attics, for example.”
Pons leaned forward in his chair and picked up his glass from the small octagonal walnut table in front of him.”
“Yes, but you are forgetting one thing, Mr Mulvane.”
“And what is that, Mr Pons?”
“Why, if someone leaves a will — especially if it is a single copy — it would be pointless hiding it if nobody knew where it could be found. Surely your uncle would have left some notation or a written description as to its whereabouts.”
Mulvane brought his fist down on the surface of the desk with a crash that momentarily startled me.
“By heaven, I had not thought of that, Mr Pons. Perhaps I have been searching for the wrong thing!”
Pons nodded.
“There is another strange aspect also. That huge door to the family vault. There is no lock on it or means of securing it. Singular is it not?”
Mulvane’s face cleared.
“Oh, that is easily explained, Mr Pons. There was a lock and a mighty big one. But it rusted away in the course of time and my uncle never bothered to replace it. It was hardly likely that anyone would wish to visit such a charnel place.”
“I see.”
The rest of the evening passed in a moody silence. Pons was busy making notes in his room so I did not disturb him as I knew that sometimes he preferred to commit his ideas to paper. I browsed in Mulvane’s extensive library where Tolpuddle brought me a decanter of sherry before the dinner hour. I did not see Mulvane all this time but I imagined he was continuing his search for the missing will in various comers of the house, The dinner hour had passed with commonplace conversation and we were still at the table at ten o’clock, an excellent repast concluded, when there came such a dramatic interruption that the memory of the events following are with me yet.
It erupted with a tremendous thundering tattoo that emanated from the great front door. As one we rose from the table and hurried out into the hall, where Tolpuddle was already unbolting it. I was close behind him and was suddenly seized by a dread premonition. A gust of bitterly cold air came in and then a hideous, distorted face was thrust into my own. I must confess I reeled backward with the shock and then saw that the visage was that of the wretched Andrew Peters. I say wretched because the estate manager was, to my trained eye, in extremis.
He still had the bandage round his head and his eyes were staring, his face blue and cyanosed. He was trying to speak but collapsed into my arms, white froth dribbling from the comers of his mouth.
“Good God, doctor!” Mulvane gasped as he and Pons joined me while the startled Tolpuddle closed the front door. I knelt by the dying man — for it was obvious to me that he had not long to live — and tried to make sense of the incoherent mumblings that came from his mouth.
Pons had found a cushion and I placed it beneath Peters’ head and bent to his lips as he was painfully struggling to say something. I could just make out the words, “I know who is responsible — ” and then he was unable to articulate further. By the alert expression on ray companion’s face I knew he had heard also.
“Is there anything you can do, Parker?” he said urgently. “This is vitally important.”
I shook my head.
“I am afraid not, Pons. There is little anyone could do for the poor fellow. It is my expert opinion that someone has administered a slow-acting poison. He displays all the symptoms of it.”
“How appalling!” Mulvane ejaculated through trembling lips. “This is truly dreadful.”
“You may well say so, Mr Mulvane,” said Pons, kneeling by my side.
“Can you speak, old chap?” I gently asked the dying man.
Peters’ eyelids flickered, he made a feeble attempt to grasp the lapels of my jacket, but the effort was too much for him. His teeth glistened in the dark beard and the blue eyes were glazed. A tear rolled down his cheek — a poignant last reaction, which I have often observed in the dying — and he fell back lifeless on the flagstones. Mulvane seemed beside himself and made an involuntary move toward the fireplace, where the telephone stood, while Tolpuddle was also overcome.
“No, no, Mr Mulvane!” Pons snapped peremptorily. “On no account must we inform the widow of this tragedy by telephone. Parker and I will call at the house just as soon as I have informed Inspector Stone and we have carried this poor fellow into one of the ground floor rooms and locked the door. There will have to be a post mortem and a police investigation, of course, but I am certain my colleague’s diagnosis will prove to be correct. I have the utmost faith in his judgement in medical matters.”
“But how on earth could this have happened?” said the distraught Mulvane, gratefully accepting the Whisky Tolpuddle presented to him, while urging the dazed butler to take one himself.
After Pons and I had carried the body into a ground floor salon and placed it on a divan before covering it with a sheet Tolpuddle produced from somewhere, Pons had a staccato telephone conversation with Inspector Stone. He had to get his home number but that energetic officer said he would be with us within the hour, together with the police surgeon, a sergeant and two constables. Pons came back from the telephone with a face taut and grim. He took Mulvane quickly aside.
“Not a word to Miss Masterson, Mr Mulvane. We do not want her troubled at this time of night. She will have to know in due course but she is already concerned at your own safety. Promise me you will stay here until we return. This creature may strike again.”
Mulvane shook his head.
“Nothing would induce me to step outside tonight, Mr Pons. I am afraid I am becoming like my uncle regarding these horrible events. Everything is blackness, I am afraid. You will give Mrs Peters my deepest sympathy, of course, and assure her — though it will seem trivial to her at this stage — that her tenancy of Yeoman’s is secure and it is my hope that she will stay on and help to continue her late husband’s work.”
“By all means, Mr Mulvane. Your attitude does you great credit. Inspector Stone will probably be here by the time we return. I presume you have enough accommodation to provide sleeping quarters for him and his men if they wish to stay the night.”
“Certainly, Mr Pons. We shall all feel much safer for their presence.”
Pons nodded.
“We will be off, then.”
As we crossed the hall, Pons whispered to me, “You might fetch your revolver, Parker. It is probably a needless precaution but it is as well to be prepared as the nights are long and dark at this time of year.”
I rejoined him in the hall a few minutes later and we set off down the misty lane, hearing the slamming of the great door behind us. Pons had a powerful flashlight with him and shone its brilliant beam into the dark shrubbery as we proceeded on our sombre errand.
“It is all my fault, Pons,” I said bitterly.
“Why so, Parker?”
“It was that open door,” I said. “Someone obviously returned and administered a relatively slow-acting poison — I suspect strychnine — to the wretched Peters before escaping down the back stairs.”
“You are certainly right there but no blame can be attached to you. It was my understanding that Mrs Peters or at least her housekeeper would make all secure at the house before they retired for the night. It would seem an obvious precaution in view of all the horrifying events of the recent past.”
“That may well be so, Pons,” I said. “I still cannot believe it. And old Hardcastle’s funeral has not yet even been arranged.”
“It is ironic, old fellow,” he said, still flashing the torch carefully from side to side. “He will no doubt join his own ancestors in the same vault, close to where he met his death.”
I could not resist a slight shiver at this.
“Why did not Mrs Peters give the alarm when the murderer returned? I assume it was the same man I saw earlier today.”
“No doubt, Parker. But I should imagine that Mrs Peters, in view of her husband’s injuries and general condition, would have slept in another room, though perhaps looking in on the invalid from time to time.”
“Well, here we are almost at Yeoman’s at last,” I said as we caught a glimpse if faint light through the trees that fringed the graveyard. “There are times, Pons, when I hate, both as a medical man and as a human being, to be the harbinger of bad tidings.”
Pons gave me a wry smile in the light of the torch.
“You are certainly right there, my dear fellow.”



Seventeen: NIGHTMARE

It was three A.M. when I sought my bed. It had been a night fraught with alarm and emotional crisis. The most difficult part had been our interview with Mrs Peters. She was a strong person but even her iron resolve had given way under the stress of her husband’s murder. There was a medicine cabinet in the bathroom and I had given her a strong mixture to calm her nerves. We had suggested that she remove herself to the Manor for the night but she would not hear of it.
As Pons had supposed she had slept in a ground floor bedroom so as not to disturb her husband. Her housekeeper had retired early, was a sound sleeper and had heard nothing. I had advised Mrs Peters not to view the body and she had taken that advice. The housekeeper, a motherly-looking woman in her early fifties, had strong nerves and was a great support to her mistress. We stayed more than an hour and when Sarita Peters was calmer I admired her courage and fortitude for she was still a splendid figure despite her grief. She did not know why the side door had been left unlocked and blamed herself bitterly for her husband’s death but we were unable to disabuse her on that point.
It turned out that the housekeeper thought that Mrs Peters had locked up, when Pons questioned her privately. Pons did not, of course, mention the earlier incident when I had seen a man moving away or the fact that the door had then been unlocked, for he had no further wish to burden her. She could throw no light on the reason for the murder and had no idea who the intruder might have been. She was amazed that her husband had the strength to stagger all the way to the Manor to give the alarm instead of rousing the household, and in truth, as a medical man, I was also astonished; it is incredible sometimes how people in extremis are able to do the most incredible things that one would imagine to be far beyond their strength.
Pons had been down to the side door where he made a careful examination; there were still damp traces of footprints on the wooden stair, but they told him nothing other than that the assassin had worn heavy shoes with broad cleats such as golfers wear though as thousands of people purchase such shoes the information was more or less worthless. When he had firmly bolted the door and made all secure we had finally left Mrs Peters and her housekeeper with suitable expressions of condolence. She had promised to come to the Manor the following morning to see Mulvane and to answer any questions that Inspector Stone might put to her, but she had our assurance that it would not be an ordeal.
When we at last returned to the Manor I was surprised to find that the time was still short of one a.m as we had seemed to have been away for far longer, such is the effect strong emotion and horrifying events have upon the human mind. A grim-faced Inspector Stone was there with an alert sergeant named Matthews, and two strong and determined constables. Peters’ body had already been removed by ambulance to a nearby town and the whole house was a hive of activity, with servants being questioned and depositions taken.
I seldom dream but during the dark hours that remained of the night I was oppressed with the fearful phantoms that may come when we are completely mentally exhausted and off our guard. It began with a vague floating feeling as though my bed was rocking in the swell of a sullen sea. Then, just as I was frightened that I was to be thrown into the water, it lifted into the air. There was misty cloud and through the swirling vapour I saw human figures, among them my own. We were back at the dinner table such a short while ago, before darkness and brutal murder had descended.
Pons was there and then the two of us walked into Vincent Tidmarsh’ study at the College. I was reading from the flyleaf of a thick leather-bound tome. The writer’s name was blurred but the lettering on the paper was black and clear. I read: Author of the Chains of Chastity.
“Oh, come Pons!” I protested. “Such a book…”
Solar Pons blew out an aromatic grey plume of smoke from his pipe.
“Not so, Parker. The springs of sex are mysterious, primitive and atavistic.”
“I did not know you knew so much about the human psyche,” said I.
He gave me a wry smile.
“Human nature is my business, Parker.”
Then the scene blurred again and we were in the Great Hall of Chalcroft Manor with Pons expounding on the case to a room packed with servants and the persona of the drama.
“I have called you here this afternoon to make a very important announcement, which concerns the future of everyone on this estate.”
Mulvane’s face was pale and drawn as he stared round at the assembled staff in the hall where the vast heaped fire of logs cast a warming glow and threw flickering shadows on the walls and furniture.
Mulvane held up his hand.
“For a particular reason I have asked Mr Pons to tell you about it. The discovery that Mr Pons has made is of such momentous import that I have taken the unprecedented step of bringing in everybody on the estate, so that each family employed by my late uncle is represented here this afternoon.”
I gazed in puzzlement at Pons, who stood a little apart from Mulvane, warming his slim fingers at the fire, his deep-set eyes stabbing over the massed ranks of the house servants and outdoor staff who stood or sat in an awkward semi-circle about the great paved floor. There was no sign of Inspector Stone or any other police official so I gathered that Pons had deliberately excluded them from the gathering, though I was just as curious as everyone else present regarding Pons’ pronouncement as he had not confided in me, either before or after lunch.
An odd silence had fallen and I then realised that a strange, bearded figure with a bandage about its head, was pushing slowly through the throng, murmurs of astonishment and even horror arising above the crackling of the fire to mark his passage.
Our client started forward, his sandy hair dishevelled, his eyes startled beneath the thick pebble glasses.
“Mr Peters! You should not be here after such an ordeal as you have suffered!”
The estate manager shook his head worriedly, his own eyes fixed on myself and Pons.
“I am quite recovered, Mr Mulvane. But when I heard from my wife that you had called this important meeting I could not keep away.”
He accepted the Whisky glass Tolpuddle handed him and said in a sonorous and far away voice, “What I have to say is for Dr Parker’s ears alone. My saviour…”
I rose and approached him, when the glass slipped from his hands and shattered on the stone floor.
“I know who is responsible, Dr Parker,” he said in a strangled voice. “His name is…”
There was mocking laughter as he fell into a black pit. I had just time to see Miss Masterson move from the other side of the fire and draw close to Mulvane, her face concerned and troubled, when the laughter went on in such a loud fashion that I thought my brain would split.
“What does this mean, Pons?” I said stupidly. “The Society of Bodgers?”
Pons’ laughter went on echoing round the vast subterranean vault.
“So you missed the name of the murderer. You would be eminently qualified for membership of that Society, Parker, given your past record…”
“Oh, come Pons!” I protested, when I became aware of Tolpuddle’s solicitous face hovering over me.
“I did knock, sir, but there was no reply. Then I heard you calling out and I took the liberty of coming in. I hope you will forgive my rudeness.”
I struggled up in the familiar bedroom of Chalcroft Manor, glad to be fully awake.
“Most certainly, Tolpuddle. There was no rudeness involved. I am glad to be awake, I can assure you, as I was having the most frightful dream.”
The gravity of the butler’s face deepened.
“Ah, you may well say so, sir. I think that nobody here slept well last night after such a dreadful occurrence. It has just turned nine o’clock, sir, and Mr Mulvane thought you might be glad of a cup of hot chocolate. I can assure you that neither he nor Mr Pons are up and that breakfast can be served at any time to suit.” “That is good to know,” I said, as he placed the tray at my bedside. “Please give Mr Mulvane my thanks and say that I will be down within the next half hour.”
“Very good, sir.”
Tolpuddle withdrew in as dignified a manner as he had come in and I drank the hot chocolate gratefully, my churning thoughts slowly settling as I returned to a semblance of normality. As it happened I was first in the dining room and sat down to await my companions, with slightly lightened spirits, despite the thick mist and heavy rime of frost on the window panes.



Eighteen: PONS IS ENIGMATIC

Late down as I was, Pons was later still. We two and Mulvane ate breakfast in a strained silence and the atmosphere was not improved by the thick fog that curled at the windows. Afterward, Mulvane excused himself and went out on various errands about the estate, after expressing his intention of calling to offer his condolences in person to the unfortunate widow. Later, Pons sat smoking by the fire in our client’s study, while I settled in a comfortable chair opposite, trying to pay some attention to that morning’s Times, which had just been delivered.
Presently Tolpuddle appeared at the door to say that my companion was wanted on the telephone. He returned in ten minutes or so, rubbing his thin hands together, an alert expression on his face, that told me he was making progress on the case, most aspects of which were baffling to me.
“That was Stone. An able officer. There has been a preliminary post mortem on Peters. As I thought, you have been proved right, old fellow. Though the pathologist, of course, would not commit himself definitely until he has completed all his tests, all the indications are that some slow-acting corrosive poison was administered to the unfortunate Peters in liquid form as he lay asleep. It would taste like medicine but would start its deadly action within ten minutes or so. That was why Peters found the strength to run here not only to get medical help but to indicate the murderer. If only he had stayed conscious for another few minutes.”
“It is indeed unfortunate, Pons,” I observed.
“However, we must raise our edifice with whatever bricks are to hand,” he said, sinking back into his fireside chair. “Just let me have your thoughts on the case. Sum it up, if you will, as succinctly as may be. I always find your observations invaluable, even though sometimes they may be a little wide of the mark.” “Very good of you to say so. Old Hardcastle was murdered, possibly to get possession of Mulvane’s estate, by a person or persons unknown, as they say. Though terrified of a secret sect called the Ram Dass Society, he nevertheless went out late at night to the old graveyard on numerous occasions. Though the weather was bitterly cold, he had earlier been naked when found near the vault, apparently stabbed with something like a thin stiletto, and then dressed in his own clothes afterward. Local people have been alarmed by the activities of some beast which leaves strange tracks known locally as the Devil’s Claw. The same marks were found round the body of a dead tramp in the woods, as well as that of old Hardcastle.
“A weird tune whistled in the graveyard at dead of night turns out to be an old Irish air known as The Devil’s Waltz.
“Vincent Tidmarsh, the music master at Chalcroft College not only has a typescript of the legend but probably knows about the old air from the book of ancient Folk Tunes of Old Ireland we found in his bookcase. Conversely, he was quite open about these things, and himself drew them to our attention.”
“Admirable, Parker,” said Pons as he sat with his eyes closed, ejecting a fragrant plume of smoke from his pipe. “Pray continue.”
“Then we have a number of equally baffling things,” I went on. “Wet claw-marks on a bitterly cold night when everything was frozen solid. The same claw-marks going into the vault and not returning. A secret chamber, in which the murderer secreted himself, until the hue and cry had died down?”
“Perhaps, Parker, perhaps,” said my companion dreamily, his eyes still closed, though I knew his brain was working at full speed.
“The strange perfume in the vault. His lawyer in the Bahamas for several weeks at this crucial time, so that we are unable to find out who is the beneficiary. No such will lodged at Somerset House. And we must not forget the malicious rumours spread about Chalcroft to blacken Mulvane’s character.”
“You are right on track, old fellow.”
Warming to his implied praise, I pressed on.
“Miss Masterson knows nothing of the matter but Mulvane is extremely worried, both for his own safety and hers. The attacks on Peters are equally baffling. No less than three attempts on his life by an extremely daring murderer, who struck again and again, finally being successful. So daring, in fact, that he risked going to Yeoman’s not once, but twice.”
“I commend that unlocked door to you, Parker,” Pons put in sharply.
I stared at him open-mouthed.
“You surely do not suspect someone inside the house? The maid or the housekeeper, perhaps?”
“We must not overlook any possibility.”
“We are involved in a diabolical web of intrigue and murder, Pons,” I said.
“Are we not?” he replied with satisfaction in his tones.
I did not reply to that as I realised that my companion was working within parameters that were normal to him, though abnormal and baffling to the man in the street. That did not mean to say that Pons was devoid of pity for the people involved; on the contrary, he had deep sympathy where the victims of crime were concerned, but he had an iron will and always kept his inner feelings well under control.
“Then we have the note in the grate, Pons. Whoever made the assignation was writing to Ange, if I remember correctly. One of the maids is called Angela.”
Pons gave a short, barking laugh.
“You are not still on that tack, Parker. I thought we had disposed of that supposition. And you have got the facts the wrong way round, old fellow. The note was to old Simon Hardcastle, not from him. And as for Ange… try Angel. A term of affection used among lovers, I am told.”
“You may be right, Pons,” I mumbled.
“Undoubtedly,” said he in a rather smug voice. “But you are certainly correct in your admirable summing-up of the case, so far as it goes.”
“Have I missed anything out, Pons?” I asked.
“There are a few other indications worth pursuing, Parker, but I think we may leave these aside for the moment. As you know I dislike working without sufficient data.”
“As you wish. But where do we go from here?”
Pons tented his thin fingers in front of him and stared moodily into the fire.
“That is rather up to our opponents. At the moment we are working with one hand tied behind our backs.”
“Opponents, Pons?”
He smiled grimly in the firelight.
“I fancy this is a case where thieves fell out. I sense a conspiracy somewhere to get hold of the estate.”
“Good Lord, Pons!” I cried. “You surely do not think Peters may have been involved in something underhand?”
“I exclude nothing. Money talks and there is a vast sum involved here with the Manor itself and such a huge estate. Apart from any money the old man may have left. Hardcastle is eliminated. That leaves only Mulvane in the way of a fortune. Desperate men — as we have seen in action so far as Peters is concerned — may do anything under pressure, especially when the stakes are high. Do not forget that Peters was more or less master of the estate and its financial affairs — albeit under the direction of the old man. Mulvane only relatively recently came into the picture. Things may have been stirring in envious minds for years. Supposing an unscrupulous colleague put suggestions in Peters’ mind. This is all supposition, of course, as nothing can now be proved, unless any documentary evidence turns up, and I very much doubt that.”
“You mean someone subordinate to Peters who worked on the estate?”
“It is not beyond the bounds of possibility, Parker. Conversely, there is another theory. That Peters, absolutely in charge of the estate in its day-to-day running, stumbled on to something suspicious. A plan hatched by a cunning mind, as I have formerly intimated, to get hold of the Hardcastle fortune.” “You cannot mean it, Pons!”
“I am deadly serious, Parker. He would probably not have confided in anyone, until his suspicions were confirmed. But then suppose that the murderer himself suspected that Peters was a threat and decided to remove him from the scene to avoid exposure. We are dealing with a devilish plot here, old fellow. Unless he makes a false move it is difficult to see how we can make progress until he reveals his hand.”
“You have given me much food for thought, Pons.”
“There is, of course, yet another aspect,” my companion went on, leaning forward in his easy chair.
“And what might that be?”
Pons smiled affectionately.
“I feel we should leave things as they are for the moment. I do not wish to overburden your mind with too many possibilities.”
“As you say, Pons,” I deferred. “We have certainly a number of avenues to explore.”
“We are in a difficult position now,” he went on, “especially if Mulvane is in danger, because we do not know from what direction it may come.”
“Heavens, Pons!” I said, starting forward in my chair.
“If young Mulvane is alone about the estate…”
“Calm yourself, Parker,” Pons said, smiling. “Stone has assigned Sergeant Matthews from Chalcroft Police Station, to guard him and accompany him whenever he ventures outside these walls. He will be safe enough in such hands, if I’m any judge of character.”
“That is good, Pons. You had me worried for a moment.”
“I am afraid you have been worried since this case began. You have your revolver safely locked away in your valise?”
“Of course. And the chambers are empty. But surely you do not…?”
He shook his head.
“It is better than being wise after the event, Parker.”
And he lapsed into silence until Tolpuddle appeared to announce that lunch was served.



Nineteen: THE RUINED TOWER

It was early afternoon and Mulvane had still not returned. I was rather concerned about our host as there was a thick pall of fog hanging over the grounds outside the house. But Tolpuddle had come in to tell us that Mulvane had just telephoned to say that he was delayed on business and was lunching with friends in Chalcroft. He would see us later in the afternoon. Tolpuddle was hovering deferentially in the background after imparting this information when Pons made what I thought was rather a strange request.
“Have you such a thing as a map of the estate?”
“Yes, sir, we have a large-scale one which is kept in the study. Shall I bring it to you?”
“No, no. We will come with you if you will point it out.” “Very good, Mr Pons.”
We followed the butler across the Great Hall, where maids scurried by. I caught sight of Angela near the study entrance and she gave us a timid smile as we passed. All about us were the sounds of a great house resuming its normal routine. It was somehow reassuring to realise that despite the terrible happenings if the past days Chalcroft Manor would continue to function, almost as a living entity, with hundreds of years of history behind it.
Once in the study Pons closed the door firmly behind us, while the butler crossed to a large bookcase in the far comer. He mounted a leather-topped library ladder and took from the top shelf a long leather case. He brought it down, carefully dusting it with his handkerchief.
“This is it, gentlemen. As I said it is very large-scale and will cover the entire top of the desk yonder if we clear it.”
“Very good, Tolpuddle. I would appreciate it if you said nothing about the map or our interest in it to anyone in the household.”
“Certainly, Mr Pons. You may rely on my discretion.”
After Pons and I had carefully cleared the desk top Tolpuddle eased out the huge map, which was linen-backed and etched in different colours; when spread out on the desk and secured at the comers with brass paperweights it made a vivid splash of brilliance in the sombre atmosphere of the study.
“Would that be all, sir?”
“I would appreciate it if you would stay a little longer, to point out matters of interest. I take it you have been in service here a good many years?”
“More than thirty, sir,” the butler replied gravely.
“Ah! Then you are just the man.”
The next few minutes were spent poring over the huge map. As Mulvane had indicated the estate was vast with thousands of acres of arable land and at least seven farms, together with a great many workers’ cottages. It was almost like a small empire and Pons became more and more absorbed as the minutes ticked by.
Suddenly, he stabbed out his finger.
“What is this ruined tower here, beyond the ponds?”
“That is early fifteenth century, gentlemen. Ruined, as you suggest, but the stone staircase is intact and there is a wonderful view of the estate from the top on a clear day.”
Pons stroked his chin.
“Interesting. Is it not, Parker?”
I nodded.
“If one likes ruins, Pons.”
He chuckled.
“Even they may have their uses.”
He turned to the attentive butler.
“Many thanks, Tolpuddle. I think I have mastered the topography now.”
“Very good, sit. Please ring if you need anything.”
He made a silent exit like the well-trained servitor he was. Pons looked at his watch.
“We have more than an hour of daylight, Parker. What say you to a short expedition to this ruined tower. It has given me an idea. Are you game?”
“If it is any help to you, of course, Pons.”
The cold seemed, if anything, more biting than ever as we set out, well muffled against the elements. Pons had made a rough sketch map from the one in Mulvane’s study, which was now back in its position on top of the bookcase. He consulted his copy from time to time as the landscape was often obscured by the thickening mist. Presently he gave a grunt and diverged from the path that led toward the stables-.
“I think, if we take a wide swing to the right, in order to skirt the ponds, we should be in range of our destination in fifteen minutes or so.”
“I do not really know why we are going there.”
He put his right forefinger alongside his nose in a familiar gesture.
“All in good time, Parker. It may be the means for us to bait a trap if the circumstances are favourable.”
And he said nothing further, as we ploughed on, the breath smoking from our mouths and the frost crackling among the grass stems beneath our stout boots. In a few minutes more we saw a dull, metallic sheen, like a broad mirror, emerging from the mist.
“We must go carefully here, as it is difficult to see, under these conditions, where terra firma ends and the lakes begin,” said my companion.
We kept well back and took a wide swing away from the withered sedges which marked the fringes of these great pools where a grim drama had been played out only a relatively short time ago. My breath was coming faster and my heart hammering in my throat as we started going uphill. Pons, whose keen eyes had been stabbing to and fro as he surveyed the drifting mist, said suddenly, “If my calculations have not led us astray, we should be almost there. Ah, there it is!”
Soon, I saw what his exceptional eye sight had already picked up. A great tower, made of stone blocks, clothed in mosses and thick ivy that slowly composed itself before us. It was a drunken sort of folly because it seemed to lean awry and a once solid oak door, which had rotted on its hinges hung askew in the black oblong of the doorway. I marvelled as we drew nearer, at its great height, and its castellated battlements which surmounted the whole bizarre edifice.
“A Gothic folly, Pons,” I breathed.
“Is it not, Parker. You are out of period but it would not disgrace the Castle of Otranto. Though it is all of a piece with the weird happenings in which we have involved ourselves.”
He led the way at a swift pace toward the tumbledown ruin and peering inside the entrance we could make out a series of massive stone steps that led upwards in a spiral and which were illuminated by slits in the walls which allowed a little light to penetrate.
“As I expected, Parker, there is no handrail so we must be careful both going up and in particular coming down. I should not wish to be the cause of an unfortunate accident to such a valued colleague.”
“But if you should fall, Pons, you would have expert medical attention on the spot!” I could not resist saying mischievously.
He looked at me with a broad smile.
“Touché, Parker! You are developing a very pretty wit.”
As I laboured upwards behind my friend, in what seemed an endless series of twists and turns to the top of the tower, I could not resist saying, despite my shortness of breath, “Just why have we come here, Pons? You said something about baiting a trap.” “Indeed, I did. But you must just be patient a little longer until we reach the summit, as I will then be able to see if the setting is sufficiently suitable for my purposes.”
And with that I had to be content and I must confess I was a little blown until we had reached what I gathered must be the top, judging by the lightening of the sky and another ruined door that lay forlorn upon a broad stone platform that obviously led toward the open sir.
As we stepped out on to the litter-strewn pavement enclosed by the square castellations of the battlements, we were presented with a scene of desolation that was all of a piece with the sombre atmosphere of Chalcroft Manor and the horrifying circumstances surrounding it. But Pons seemed oblivious of all this and looked round appreciatively, as he bit with strong teeth on the stem of his empty pipe.
“Impressive, is it not, Parker?”
“If you like this sort of thing,” I said grudgingly.
He shot me one of his amused looks.
“But surely it will give you broad scope for one of your excellent fictional exercises delineating our little adventure.” “Excellent, yes, Pons, but as to fiction I must return a decided negative!”
He chuckled.
“As you will, Parker. But you must admit this wild, not to say savage scene, will give ample scope for your picturesque pen.
He was certainly right there for I had seldom seen such a sombre landscape that presented itself. For we were above the ground mist and could see way beyond the extensive areas of the lakes which gave back a dull sheen reflected from the leaden sky. In fact, as the mist eddied and swirled at the base of the tower, giving occasional glimpses of the ground, I realised that we were at a giddy height and instinctively reached out for the reassuring solidity of the parapet.
But Pons was already pacing eagerly about the large area enclosed by the battlements. There was a massive square of stone blocks in the centre of the paving and by the jagged and weathered stump of splintered wood set in the middle, I conjectured that it had once been the base of a flagstaff. I noticed that some of the blocks were loose and Pons was working away at one with his pen-knife, to loosen it further.
He gave a sudden grunt and lowered the heavy stone to the paving. A sizeable gap was disclosed and I was astonished to see Pons scrabbling among the scattered stone fragments on the floor of the tower. Eventually he found what he was looking for; a much thinner piece of stone which more or less fitted the hole he had made. He slid it into position until it was almost flush with its fellows. He turned his lean, feral face toward me.
“I think there is room enough. Now, if only we can find something like a small tin box at the Manor, we are almost ready for the next stage of the drama. But I need to set the scene and that may take some doing. One might even have to sleep on it.” He turned away abruptly and I followed him protestingly down the spiral stairway, all my unanswered questions hanging in the misty air.



Twenty: EXIT INSPECTOR STONE

As we were walking back to the Manor in the growing dusk, I was startled to see a coarse-looking man with a heavy moustache, and dressed in a thick overcoat of glaring check suddenly loom up in front of us. He tipped his bowler hat with an ironic smile on his face.
“Sorry, guvnors. I didn’t mean to startle you. I am looking for Mr Peters.”
Pons was immediately alert.
“Ah! I am afraid you have come too late. But if we could have a word in private… Excuse me, Parker.”
He took the visitor aside and though I could no longer see them because of the encroaching mist, I could hear a muffled colloquy going on through the thickening blanket of vapour and presently I could hear angry expostulations. Then all was silent apart from the heavy footsteps of the departing visitor and Pons’ own confident tread. He rejoined me with a wry smile on his face.
“What was all that about, Pons?”
“An interesting development. This fellow is a local bookmaker and apparently Peters owes him a lot of money. I persuaded him not to worry the widow and mollified him somewhat by telling him that he would be paid out of the estate. But it does look to me as though Mulvane will have to settle eventually.”
“As you say, an interesting development,” I said, falling into step with him as we made our way back to the house. “Do you think…”
“There are many possibilities,” he interrupted. “But it would be wiser not to speculate too much at this stage, although another piece of the puzzle had just fallen into place.”
On our arrival back at the Manor we were confronted by the sight of Inspector Stone’s Morris drawn up in the concourse. The Inspector himself, who had apparently observed us from one of the hall windows, opened the front door before Pons had a chance to ring the bell. The two men shook hands gravely.
“What news, Inspector?”
The officer’s face was grim beneath the thatch of blond hair.
“Very little, I am afraid, Mr Pons. I have just been to interview the widow. I was extremely discreet, as you may imagine, but she is unable to throw any light on her husband’s death or any possible motive for it. I must say she seems to be bearing up very well under the circumstances.”
“A brave woman,” I put in.
“Well said, doctor,” Stone retorted, breaking into a brief smile.
There was no sign of Mulvane and Tolpuddle had discreetly disappeared so we three were alone in the Great Hall. As though by tacit agreement we went over to seat ourselves in a semicircle round the blazing fire.
Stone gazed into the heart of the burning logs with a bleak expression.
“Unfortunately, Mr Pons, I am called away to London from tomorrow to give evidence in a major criminal case at the Old Bailey, which may occupy my time for two or three days.”
Pons had a sympathetic expression on his face.
“You may be sure, Inspector, that if there are any major developments here I will reach you immediately by telephone.”
“That is very good of you, Mr Pons. And much appreciated. Court Number Four.”
“We will not forget.”
Stone swivelled in his wing chair to take in the pair of us full face.
“And you, Mr Pons. Any developments regarding your own investigations?”
My companion shrugged.
“Nothing of any major importance. But there is one thing.” The C.I.D. man leaned forward in the chair, his eyes fixed on my companion’s face.
“And that is?”
“Peters was considerably in debt to a local bookmaker,” Pons said tersely. “Not in Chalcroft but just far enough off to avoid being the source of interest to people in the town.”
Inspector Stone gave a thin whistle and blew his cheeks in and out a few times.
“That is interesting, Mr Pons. I am obliged to you once again. What do you make of it? And more to the point, how did you come by this information?”
“It only came to my attention a few minutes ago. We were out walking in the estate when we ran into him. He did not know of Peters’ death and was considerably put out. I advised him in the strongest terms not to disturb the widow.”
“Very wise.”
Stone had his notebook out now.
“His name, if you please.”
“Brice. You will find him in the trade section of the county directory, I fancy, if you wish to question him.”
Stone shot him a quizzical glance.
“You did not find out the amount?”
Pons shook his head.
“No, Inspector. I did not think it my business. But I appreciate that the official force must take cognisance of the minutiae in such cases.”
“But you do not think the matter of any importance?”
Pons smiled thinly.
“On the contrary, I think it is of the greatest importance. There is a motive. But I make it my business to obtain information, not to draw conclusions that may run counter to what the official force may think.”
Stone was smiling broadly now.
“Well put, Mr Pons. And in a most polite way, if I may say so. You are a man after my own heart, as you yourself observed of me when we first met.”
“If I may venture to trespass on your preserves, Inspector, I would think it best for you yourself to interview the man. I do not think it would be advisable at this stage for an officer of the uniformed branch to do so.”
“You may rely on that, Mr Pons. My own sentiments exactly. Is there anything else you wish to tell me?”
“Not at the moment, Inspector. But I can assure you that I have not withheld any vital facts from you. Is that not so, Parker?”
“Eigh?”
I tore my gaze away from the heart of the fire and came to myself again.
“Exactly, Pons. You gave the Inspector your word and you have not swerved from it.”
“I had no doubt, doctor,” said Stone, smiling.
He rose from his chair with regret in his eyes as he surveyed our comfortable surroundings.
“Well, gentlemen, I must get back to my office and then make preparations for my journey to London. I may say that I am not looking forward to it. But I keep you to your promise, Mr Pons. I can always come back here at short notice, as a major criminal inquiry must always take precedence.”
“We are certainly floundering about in a morass, Inspector,” I said. “I doubt whether anything vital will crop up during your absence.”
The Inspector smiled again.
“That is not very flattering to Mr Pons, doctor!”
“I say, Pons,” I began. “I did not mean…”
“Parker will have his little joke, Inspector,” said Pons drily, getting up from his chair.
Stone came forward to shake hands with both of us.
“Please give my best wishes to Mr Mulvane. No, thank you, I can see my way out.”
He hurried across the hall to get his thick overcoat and a few minutes later we heard the heavy slam of the front door. There was a deep silence between us as we resumed our chairs and sat staring into the fire, which sent great shadows dancing over the walls in the Great Hall as the electric light had not yet been switched on, while the dusk grew outside the misty windows. Eventually I stirred myself to break the silence.
“So what is our next move, Pons?”
He shifted in his chair and took out his pipe from his pocket, tapping it against the huge fire irons in the hearth before replying.
“That is the great question, my dear Parker. We must be both bold and circumspect, if such a thing were possible.”
“I do not quite follow.”
“What I mean is that the slightest miscalculation could cause the whole edifice I am in process of constructing to come crashing to the ground. I am currently attempting to find a bait sufficiently alluring to bring our man to the net.”
“It sounds intriguing, Pons. Am I to be taken into your confidence?”
He leaned forward into the firelight, his lean, clear-minted face expressing sympathy.
“Do not misunderstand me, Parker. I have the greatest confidence in your loyalty, integrity and in the valuable assistance you have given me in the past. It is just that I do not like to go into too much detail in case a plan misfires. But at any event, we must now break off, for here comes Mulvane.”
His sensitive ears had already caught the sound of distant footsteps and almost immediately the Great Hall was flooded with light and our client appeared, walking swiftly and with greater confidence I had yet seen in him since he entered Pons’ consulting room in such an abject condition.
“I trust Miss Masterson is well,” Pons said smoothly.
An astonished look passed across our host’s face. Pons shot me an amused glance.
“That young lady’s company would be the only thing that could possibly lighten your mood at the present time, Mr Mulvane.”
The librarian gave a short laugh.
“Shrewdly observed, Mr Pons, but you are certainly correct. We have been for a short drive to a delightful tea-room in Chalcroft…”
Here he paused, having caught the expression on Pons’ mobile features.
“Chaperoned by Inspector Stone’s faithful police sergeant, of course.”
“I hope he did not cramp your style,” said Pons archly.
Mulvane sat down in the chair vacated by Stone and gave me an amused glance.
“Not at all, Mr Pons. He sat at an adjoining table and had a very boring hour of it, I am afraid.”
“Though these things have their humorous side, you may be sure there were good reasons for these precautions, Mr Mulvane, and I hope you will not see fit to breach them for any reason whatsoever.”
“You may be certain of that, Mr Pons,” said Mulvane solemnly. “I have given my word.”
He glanced round the Great Hall as Tolpuddle appeared as though summoned by a bell.
“Now, gentlemen. Refreshments before dinner? A sherry for you, Mr Pons, and a whisky for the doctor. And then you must give me your latest news.”



Twenty-One: BAITING THE TRAP

The next morning Pons’ apparent lethargy had disappeared and he was suddenly galvanised with energy.
“You have thought of a plan, Pons?”
He nodded, his face animated and transformed.
“Yes indeed, Parker. But I would prefer not to divulge the details at this stage.”
“Very well. You know best.”
We had just left the breakfast table with Mulvane and Tolpuddle was out of hearing, supervising the maids clearing away.
“Let us just go into your study, Mr Mulvane.”
When the door was firmly closed behind the three of us, my friend made a curious request.
“Have you an old cash box, of about this size?”
He held up his hands to indicate something roughly six inches long. Mulvane looked a little startled, as well he might have done.
“I think so, Mr Pons. Do you need it right away?”
“If you please. The matter is not to be mentioned outside these walls. And an old letter or document of your uncle’s, with examples of his handwriting.”
“I can fill both those bills without any trouble, Mr Pons, if you will give me a few minutes.”
“By all means.”
Pons lay back in his chair and lit his pipe with evident satisfaction at the effects his strange requests had upon both our host and myself. In a few minutes, after searching in various drawers and cupboards, Mulvane produced the requisite articles. Pons picked up the battered old japanned box eagerly.
“Excellent! Just what I require. Now let us have a look at the document.”
He was absorbed for a few moments more and then asked, “Have you an old, long envelope in which I can enclose this material?”
“Not here, Mr Pons, but I think I can find what I want in my uncle’s office.”
Mulvane was away about ten minutes and during that time Pons sat in his chair, blowing out streams of fragrant blue smoke with an air of absolute contentment, oblivious of the mist at the windows and the ice on the panes. I forbore to question him on the matters he had set in motion as I knew he would have told me otherwise. Mulvane returned, making motions with his hands as though brushing away cobwebs.
“Is this what you want, Mr Pons? It must be twenty years old at least.”
Pons took the yellowing envelope with an air of satisfaction.
“Splendid! Just what is required.”
He went over to Mulvane’s desk where he seated himself with a sheet of paper on the blotter and made a number of inscriptions, all the while looking at old Simon Hardcastle’s letter, as though he were trying to copy the script.
“Yes, I think this will do.”
He painstakingly inscribed something on the envelope, put the letter inside and sealed the flap, before crumpling up the sheet of paper and throwing it casually into the fire, all the while being watched by our host with a puzzled look. Then my friend rose with an air of great decision.
“I shall only be an hour or so* gentlemen. I have no doubt you can find many pleasant things to do within the walls of the Manor during my absence, Parker.”
“Certainly. We could play a game of billiards, doctor. You have not yet seen our billiard room. You will not find a better.”
“One further request,” said Pons, as we were going out the door.
“Do you have a pair of powerful field glasses I could borrow?”
“By all means, Mr Pons,” said Mulvane. “You will find that brown leather case on top of the cupboard contains what you want.”
Mulvane then led me to a luxuriously appointed billiard room with leather banquettes set around the walls, but I must confess my mind was not on the game and though I did not play too badly I was nowhere up to my usual form. Mulvane won the first two games by narrow margins, but I pulled up and won the last two, which made us all square.
Pons was away much longer than expected and it was well after two o’clock before he returned, his outer clothing shining with droplets of water for the mist was thickening outside the windows. We had held up lunch for him and he sat down to eat with us, his face expressing complete satisfaction with whatever arrangements he had made on his mysterious errands. He rubbed his thin fingers together and held them out in the direction of the blazing fire with mischievous glints in his eyes.
“I have done just as you directed,” said Mulvane. “Miss Masterson and Tidmarsh were both at the College and readily accepted my invitation to an early dinner. I also rang Mrs Peters, thinking the occasion might mitigate her loneliness, as you also suggested, and she too has accepted. I am sending Sunshine and the dogcart for her at half-past six.”
“Sunshine?” I said, sniffing appreciatively at the big soup tureen Tolpuddle was just placing on the table.
“The pony, Parker,” said Pons gravely. “There will be a driver as well, of course, though I understand the little beast is extremely well trained.”
Even Tolpuddle’s grave demeanour lightened as the laughter ran round the table.
“Oh, yes, I remember,” I said. “He certainly knows how to find his way to the stables.”
“And the rest?” Pons asked.
“I telephoned my foreman at the cottages and asked him to circulate your message to the rest of the estate workers, though not letting him know that the message emanated from you. I have told the house servants, of course.”
“First-rate,” said Pons, taking in the aroma of the hot soup Tolpuddle was just ladling out. “Now, as nothing further can be done until this evening, I suggest we pass the intervening time the best way we can. We are certainly making an excellent start.”
And he dipped his spoon into the appetising soup before him.
The dull afternoon passed, for me at least, in a state of suppressed excitement. During that time I had telephoned my locum in London to see how the practice was proceeding and after receiving a satisfactory report from my colleague, I wrote two fairly important letters on medical matters, in my room before descending to the Great Hall where I perused The Lancet before the roaring fire. Pons was nowhere to be seen but at about six o’clock there was the sound of wheels in the drive and, in a few minutes more, Miss Masterson and Vincent Tidmarsh were announced, both with reddened cheeks from the bitter air outside.
Mulvane was already in the hall when I saw Pons descending the stairs. After greeting the two newcomers, whom Mulvane led rapidly to the fire, Pons drew me aside and lowered his voice.
“Whatever happens this evening or whatever I say, please, on no account, my dear fellow, express surprise. I will explain all a little later. Also, be prepared for a little expedition this evening. We may need your revolver, so bring it along. I have already filled a Whisky flask, courtesy of our host. Now all I need is to bait the trap. Before the night is over I hope to unravel some major skeins in this tangle at least. I have formulated my theories and tonight will prove or disprove them.”
“I trust it will be the former, Pons,” I said gravely.
“Let us hope so. Now, let us join the others.”
Tolpuddle was already serving hot punch from a silver bowl and a sombre group was slowly transformed into a more cheerful assembly, though when Mrs Peters arrived a few minutes later, a hush fell upon her entrance. Although still a beautiful woman her recent ordeal had marked her indelibly, and there were deep shadows beneath her eyes. Pons studied her closely and when Mulvane ventured some remark expressing deep regret, she drew herself up and said in a firm voice, “I appreciate the kindness of you all, but I beg you to make this occasion as normal and as cheerful as possible. What is past is past and nothing can change it. I have no wish to be the skeleton at the feast.”
“You will never be that, Sarita,” said Miss Masterson impulsively, moving to her side and the two women, both beautiful in their own fashion, briefly brushed cheeks.
When we eventually went into dinner the conversation was more animated and without reserve, and now and again small bursts of discreet laughter passed round the table, even Sarita Peters joining in from time to time.
As far as I was concerned the evening seemed to pass in a dream-like fashion. The conversation went mostly over my head and I responded mechanically, whenever anyone asked me a direct question on a specific point of interest. The terrible events at Chalcroft Manor seemed to be temporarily forgotten for my mind was taken up with Pons’ mysterious activities today and even the excellent food seemed dry and tasteless in my mouth. Pons seemed to sense this for he gave me a sympathetic glance from time to time and skilfully turned the conversation away from my end of the table though the assembled company were completely unaware of this.
The meal ended in just over an hour and when we were all gathered round the fire in the Great Hall for a nightcap, the conversation took a different turn. In a sudden silence Pons said quietly, “I know you will all be interested to hear that Mr Mulvane has been disturbed at not being able to discover old Mr Hardcastle’s will. He is the rightful heir to the estate, of course, as his uncle had often told him, but the relevant document cannot be found. Today I cabled his solicitor, Mr Tanner, in Bermuda and I got a reply to say that he had no knowledge of the will and nothing had been filed in his office. No such will has been deposited at Somerset House, for I have checked.”
A ripple of interest had run round the circle of faces in the dancing firelight at Pons’ words. Miss Masterson was the first to break the deep hush which had fallen. She leaned forward in her chair next to Mulvane, her eyes eagerly searching my companion’s face.
“Just what exactly does this mean, Mr Pons?”
“An evident impasse, my dear young lady. But for one thing. Mr Mulvane and I have discovered a letter in a recess in Mr Hardcastle’s desk in the study today. It was a somewhat bizarre document, but I gather from our gracious host that it was all a part of his uncle’s peculiar character.”
I noticed that Tolpuddle was standing in the shadows by the door, his body straining forward to catch the import of Pons’ words. Nobody spoke and then my friend went on.
“This letter indicated that the will was in a deed box at the top of the ruined tower on the estate. I believe it is known as The Folly, according to an old map.”
“A sort of treasure hunt,” Mulvane put in.
Pons nodded.
“I went up there this afternoon but I could not find anything specific. All those ancient blocks of stone are bonded and in remarkable condition for such an early structure. But it is good to get some better news and a glimmer of light in this terrible affair. With Mr Mulvane’s permission I am going to get up a mason from the village tomorrow morning and have some of these stones removed. If we are successful and we find the box then Mr Mulvane will have a clear title to his inheritance.”
There was a sudden murmur from the guests as he finished speaking and as I glanced up I saw that Tolpuddle had left his position in the shadows and was gliding silently through the door. Half an hour later the guests had departed with many thanks and interested questions that Mulvane had some difficulty in answering.
When he returned to the hall Pons put his finger to his lips to enjoin silence and sprang to his feet, his lithe figure vibrating with energy.
“We will give it half an hour,” he said softly.
“What does this mean, Mr Pons?”
“Ah, so you are still in the dark, Mr Mulvane. I have baited the trap, as I have indicated to my friend Parker here. Now we must see what comes to the net.”
“Whom do you suspect, Pons?” I could not resist asking.
“Everyone, Parker. The estate workers. Someone with a grudge in the village. We must not forget those poisonous rumours which were spread about you, Mr Mulvane.”
“But not our guests, surely? Or my own household staff?”
“We have a good selection, Mr Mulvane. Please carry out your normal routine before retiring. I would appreciate a key to the front door, as Parker and I may be in for a long vigil.”
“Good heavens, sir! You do not propose going out on such a night?”
“It is absolutely vital, Mr Mulvane, if we are to clear this up.”
He turned swiftly to me.
“Now, Parker, your revolver if you please. And wrap up warmly. I have the Whisky flask in my overcoat pocket. I see a thick scarf on the stand yonder, Mr Mulvane. I wonder if I might borrow it.”
“By all means, Mr Pons. And I will make sure the front door is left unbolted, though locked. I will fetch a spare key from my study if you will give me a moment.”
When I returned dressed for outdoors, with the butt of the revolver comfortingly against my hand, I found Pons already muffled and armed with a thick walking stick.
Two minutes more and we had said goodbye to our host, who locked the door behind us, and were striding out through the encroaching mist with the warmly lit windows of the manor sliding backward behind us until they were lost in the eerie whiteness as we pressed on to our lonely vigil.



Twenty-Two: NIGHT ON THE TOWER

After a few minutes’ brisk walk across the icy surface of the lane Pons began to swing round in a wide circle to avoid the stable area and the dimly-lit windows of the cottages. Soon we had cautiously skirted the edges of the ponds and were nearing our destination, the breath smoking from our mouths.
“I still do not know why you did not take me into your confidence,” I whispered.
Pons replied, “You are so straightforward and transparent in everything you do, that you might have given things away by your demeanour. You would probably have been thinking all evening about the announcement I was going to make. This is not a criticism, Parker, but a tribute to your character. And you know that you are a very bad actor when it comes to concealing your true feelings.”
“That is all very well, Pons,” I grumbled, but he took me sharply by the arm and put a finger to his lips, silencing my protests.
We were now very close to the ancient tower and I could already see its faint outline through the wavering curtain of the mist. When we had gained the foot of the great stone spiral staircase we drew to a halt. Pons put his mouth close to my ear and whispered, “I dare not use the flashlight so we shall have to be very careful climbing these steps. Keep close to the wall. If our man saw lights here he would immediately become suspicious. I do not think anything will happen for an hour or two but we cannot take the risk.”
I nodded and followed him up the winding stair. Progress was very slow for it was a dangerous place but a little light filtered in from the arrow slits in the outer wall so that eventually, as our eyes became accustomed to the lowered intensity of illumination, we made better progress. After what seemed an age, cold air blew on our faces, and we came out on the platform which led to the battlements at the top of the tower.
What can I say about that night, except that it was one of the longest of my life. We could not talk and it was as if I were alone with my thoughts, which would have been sombre enough in daylight, so caught up was I in the web of horror that had been hanging over Chalcroft Manor ever since our arrival. Pons was just a dim figure to my left but I knew that his alert brain was working on many of the problems that had so baffled me. Only his gentle breathing gave evidence of his presence and I knew that his empty pipe was back in his mouth, the stout stick to his left.
I had put down my revolver on top of a large slab which lay on the floor of the tower and which was close to my right hand in case of emergency. The hip flask lay on the paving between us and despite my thick overcoat the chill from these ancient slabs was beginning to penetrate my whole body. I must have dozed for a while and when I came to myself it was to hear the first strokes of midnight sounding from the stable clock, its reverberations made even more mournful by the echoes from the frozen ponds.
Then I caught the faint movement as Pons reached for the flask between us and a few seconds later it was put into my hand. I gulped the raw spirit gratefully and felt warmth beginning to creep back into my frozen limbs. I replaced the chained stopper and put down the flask without making a sound. Somewhere far off an owl hooted and its hunting cries were later answered from a different direction. The time dragged by, each minute seeming an eternity but at last one o’clock struck. The only sound for the next hour was the thin barking of a dog; it was probably miles away but the sound was remarkably clear through the frozen air. I had begun to think that we were on a fool’s errand when I felt Pons’ steel-like grip on my arm.
I instantly recovered myself, my heart hammering in my throat, and reached for the pistol. Then I heard what my companion’s keen ears had already caught; the thin, furtive scraping of shoe leather on the stone steps far below. I must confess that the sound in that place and at that hour of the night and all its sinister implications struck a chill to my soul. I sat there, as though frozen in time, listening to the shuffling steps coming ever nearer. There came a low mumble and then the faint flicker of a flashlight. Again I felt Pons’ slight pressure on my left arm.
I sensed his unspoken directions and quickly got across the paving so as to keep the central platform of stone between me and the ruined doorway through which the intruder must come, while Pons moved swiftly and silently beside me. We waited with heightened tension as the steps came closer. Then the glow of the torch, held low down on the stone flooring came into view as its owner negotiated the last flight. I could see nothing but a tall, dark form, which was bowed over as though carrying a heavy weight. As the torch swept low again I made out the large canvas bag from which came the faint jangle of metal.
Then I realised the man was carrying tools; I felt a sudden surge of energy. Pons had been right, as so often before. The person responsible for old Hardcastle’s murder and that of Peters was within a few feet of us, obviously intent on excavating the stone blocks to unearth the tin box purporting to contain the old man’s will. Of course, I knew that Pons had merely placed the tin in the empty space behind the loose coping stone and I knew also that as soon as it was discovered the murderer would realise that the game was up; that Pons’ statement had been a mere decoy.
As the niche that my companion had used for the purpose of bringing the criminal to us was on the other side of the platform, that might involve a tricky situation if the man was armed, as he might well be. Fortunately the eventuality never arose for as soon as the tall figure had reached the level platform and advanced toward our hiding place, the electric torch swung high again and as I shrank back to avoid its glare, the barrel of my pistol made a sharp scraping noise against the rough stone at my side.
There was a startled expression of breath and the tall figure wavered, dropping the bag of tools with a loud crash which tore at the nerves. I saw his arm come up quickly but Pons’ calm voice cut through the darkness.
“Your bird, I think, Parker!”
I raised my weapon instinctively and fired into the air. The roar of the explosion and the great flash of flame from the muzzle could have been heard and seen for miles around. Powder smoke stung my face and the dark intruder reeled. I shouted a warning but I was too late. He may have slipped on the greasy surface of the stone setts or perhaps he was so startled that he backed away. Whatever the reason he tottered at the edge of one of the low embrasures of the battlements and was then gone over, his agonised scream seeming to grow louder rather than diminish until I heard the crushing impact of his body striking the frozen ground far below.
I rushed to the edge of the tower and looked down, but could see nothing through the swirling mist, though I heard a faint scratching noise going rapidly away down the spiral staircase.
“My God, Pons!” I gasped. “I never meant it to end like this!”
He caught my arm, his lean face sympathetic in the glow of his own torch.
“It could not be helped, old fellow. But we had better get down. He may not be beyond medical help.”
I shook my head.
“Doubtful, Pons. But I will do my best.”
I picked up our visitor’s automatic and felt better then, for the safety catch was off and I was certain that he would have used it had I not fired a warning shot first. Pons was already working his way down the staircase as I picked up the Whisky flask, put it in the pocket of my greatcoat and followed as quickly as I could, guided by the dancing beam of his torch. When I gained the open air Pons was already halfway round the tower. I joined him to see a crumpled figure lying sprawled in the icy grass.
I turned him over gently, but I could see that he was beyond any human aid. He wore a thick scarf which had become loose and obscured his face. I pulled it away and was astonished to see the bloodied features of Vincent Tidmarsh, the music master at Chalcroft College. His face still wore the expression of surprise and shock I had so often noted in cases of sudden and violent death.
“Heavens, Pons!” I exclaimed. “He would have been the last person I would have suspected.”
“I am not surprised,” he said slowly. “Come, we can do no more here until the morning.”
“Then the case is closed, Pons?”
He shook his head grimly.
“Far from it, Parker. There was a woman up there with him. Did you not hear her light footsteps going down the stairway?”
I glanced at him in astonishment.
“I heard something, Pons. Surely you do not suspect Miss Masterson!”
He turned abruptly on his heel.
“Quickly, Parker! We must strike while the trail is fresh!”



Twenty-Three: A DEMON AT BAY

All secrecy was now abandoned and I followed Pons’ racing torch across the frozen ground. He was keeping up a tremendous pace despite the difficult terrain and I temporarily lost him through the encroaching mist until we were skirting the ancient graveyard where such terrible events had begun. By the time I had caught up with him, he was ringing the bell at the front door of Yeoman’s. The flustered housekeeper, in night clothes, eventually opened the door.
“Quickly, woman!” Pons said grimly. “I must see your mistress at once!”
“But she is in bed, sir.”
“I think not,” said Pons, brushing peremptorily past her. “Tell her to come down here or we will have to go up.”
“There is really no need, gentlemen,” said the calm voice of Sarita Peters.
She had opened the drawing room door to let a crack of light across the shadowy hall. She wore a dark dress and her face was white and strained, but she was in complete control of herself.
“Do come in, though I have no idea why you should make this brutal intrusion into a widow’s grief.”
Pons smiled sardonically as we followed her into the big room I recalled from our previous visit. I just had time to see that the lady’s damp overcoat and a dark scarf of the same material were lying across the arm of a chair and that the polished leather boots she wore bore traces of damp.
“You have been out, I see,” said Pons, sitting down at her abrupt gesture which included both of us.
She bit her lip.
“I went for a short walk. I could not sleep under these terrible circumstances.”
“I think not,” Pons continued.
He had noticed a metal instrument shaped like a trowel which was protruding from one of Mrs Peters’ overcoat pockets.
“A little night gardening, perhaps? Or were you intending to continue the masquerade of The Devils’ Claw?”
Sarita Peters whirled like a tigress and went to stand by the fireplace with quick, jerky movements. She looked like a cornered beast as she glared back at my companion. The elaborate combs of her high-piled coiffure glinted in the light of the lamps, echoing the fiery glitter of her eyes. I have seldom seen such a magnificent or menacing sight as this superb woman brought to bay but fighting back with all her strength, I had little inkling of Pons’ allegations and suspicions or how he had arrived at them, but I gazed open-mouthed at the titanic battle that was commencing to rage between these two well-matched opponents.
“I do not know what you mean, Mr Pons. And I must ask you and Dr Parker to leave my house.”
“It is not your house, Mrs Peters,” said Pons calmly, lighting his pipe and puffing contentedly as he surveyed his opponent over the glowing bowl.
“Smoke by all means,” Sarita Peters said sarcastically. “You have my permission.”
Pons inclined his head ironically.
“I repeat that this is not your house, Mrs Peters. And it never will be now that Mr Mulvane has Simon Hardcastle’s original will.”
I knew this to be incorrect but was staggered to see the effect it had on this cornered woman. Her eyes narrowed to pinpoints and she clawed at the air with her disengaged hand while she used the other to grip the mantelpiece until her knuckles showed white.
“I presume you have the document you induced the wretched Hardcastle to sign, turning over all his estate and possessions to you and your late husband. But it will be of no use to you with at least one murder to your credit and being an accessory to another. It is a great pity that your lover, Vincent Tidmarsh, is dead, or he would have been able to corroborate most of my suppositions.”
“So!”
She drew in her breath with a venomous hiss and looked at me with madness in her eyes.
“So you shot him, Dr Parker?”
I shook my head.
“No, Mrs Peters. I fired in the air to frighten. He fell to his death over the low battlements.”
Her figure seemed to crumple and I thought she was going to fall into the red embers of the fire and Pons went forward to her assistance but she threw him off roughly and sat down on the arm of an easy chair. Pons walked back toward me and surveyed her impassively, puffing blue streams of smoke from his pipe toward the ceiling.
“You are within a hair’s-breadth of a hempen rope, Mrs Peters, so I advise you to be more co-operative. Things will go better for you if you do so.”
She shot him another look of hatred.
“Never! I will deny everything. You have no proof…”
“But the circumstances are overwhelming. Let me just put some of the facts to you. Suppose, for a moment, that a fiery and beautiful woman was tired of her husband and of living on another man’s estate. Her husband, Andrew Peters, though outwardly a fine organiser and efficient manager of old Simon Hardcastle’s affairs, was deeply in debt to bookmakers, owing to his addiction to gambling on the turf.
“His wife was the prime mover in hatching a scheme to get the old man in her clutches. With her husband’s collusion she convinced Simon Hardcastle that she was in love with him. But to avoid scandal they used the old family vault for their assignations, a place where nobody had been for years. She and her husband revived an ancient local legend of The Devil’s Claw. A tramp died in the woods of natural causes and Peters used an obsolete nineteenth-century gardening tool to make strange indentations in the ground round the body. I know this is so because I purchased an identical tool at an ironmonger’s in Chalcroft, from their old stock in the cellar, and I have no doubt that Peters found it entirely suitable for your purpose.”
The woman sat dumbly, looking at Pons with smouldering eyes.
“He used an old folk tune which was whistled when the wife had assignations in the graveyard. If there was danger the gate was opened, making a screaming noise. After the murder the husband smashed the padlock to make it look as though it were the work of strangers. The wife used the term Angel, when writing letters regarding their assignations, unsigned we must assume. This was in order to keep up the pretence that the husband knew nothing of the liaison.
“Now we come to the night of the murder. They had an oil stove for warmth, as the vault was perfectly dry, and I caught the particular odour of paraffin and hot metal when I inspected the scene. It was overlaid by the faint traces of a woman’s perfume. The one you are wearing now, Mrs Peters. In addition Mr Mulvane had seen both stove and camp bed before he was struck down. You used the camp bed for your lovemaking, and I saw the four sets of scratches the metal legs had made — many of them — through repeated use. Then you both undressed and made love by the light of an oil lantern.”
“Good heavens, Pons!” I could not help exclaiming. “How disgraceful!”
Pons held up a finger, an ironic smile on his lips. He turned back to the crushed figure of Sarita Peters, and continued his discourse in the same calm, even tones.
“That night you had finally got him to sign the estate over to you. This is pure surmise, I agree, but it fits all the indications and will no doubt be confirmed when you come to trial. Old Hardcastle had outlived his usefulness. As you were preparing to dress, you killed him, Mrs Peters, in a most cold-blooded and diabolical manner!”
“It is a lie!”
“I think not,” Pons said.
He was at her side in an instant and to my astonishment plucked at the luxuriant mass of her hair. Something glinted in the lamplight as she tried to claw him away. Pons had a smile of triumph on his face as he turned back to me, so that I could see the long, thin steel blade, which had something like a brightly coloured bead at the end.
“A hatpin, Pons!”
“Hardly, Parker. But something of the sort. A very special one, no longer found in Europe. Six inches long, as you can see, once common in South America, I believe, to hold the thick coils of Latin ladies’ hair or to keep a mantilla in place. The hair was pulled back into a bun and the pin used to secure it, as in the case of Mrs Peters.”
He turned back to the crushed figure if the woman, who had resumed her seat on the chair arm.
“You stabbed him in cold blood, Mrs Peters, with this instrument I am holding, or one remarkably like it. It went in under his armpit, piercing his heart and killing him instantly. Unfortunately for you and your husband, Mulvane chose that night to investigate the mysterious happenings in the graveyard. Your husband came down into the vault to warn you. It was a desperate situation and you had only a short time to drag the body behind one of the funeral monuments, and turn down the lamp. As your employer came into the vault your husband sprang on him from behind and felled him with a heavy blow to the skull. He was lucky he was not killed.
“You then had all the time you needed. You dressed the corpse of old Simon Hardcastle before rigor mortis set in, though you both forgot to pierce his clothing with the pin, a vital omission as it turned out. Because of the freezing cold the wound had bled very little which was why it was not as first realised that the victim had been stabbed. You then cleared out the vault and made all good, dragging the body of Hardcastle into the graveyard and depositing the unconscious Mulvane nearby. As an added piece of Grand Guignol your husband produced a watering can from somewhere and walked backwards out of the vault leaving wet ‘claw marks’ with the gardening tool on the floor until they disappeared on the bitterly cold ground outside.”
“Brilliant, Pons!” I said.
He brushed away the remark.
“I have had a good deal of time to think about the circumstances. Am I right, Mrs Peters?”
She turned burning eyes upon him.
“You are a devil, Mr Pons!”
“Perhaps, but I have not quite finished. I cannot prove it but now you had the will your thoughts turned to the fact that a complete fortune was better than half. Much better. You needed a strong confederate for that, whom no-one would suspect; someone who had no connection with the estate. That was where Tidmarsh came in. You had obviously formed a liaison with him. You had grown tired of your husband and took another, better-looking lover.”
“You cannot mean it, Pons!” I protested.
“I do mean it, Parker,” he said gently. “This pretty rogue — who stands out even among the prize collection of scoundrels who came within the unfortunate Mr Mulvane’s orbit — was quick to seize his opportunities. He first pushed Peters into that icy pond and when that failed, the loving wife tried to induce pneumonia by leaving the window of the sick man’s room open, before Tidmarsh mounted the stairs to the wretched husband’s room and administered the poison. By appearing at the window, Parker, you obviously thwarted his plans and gave him a fright at the same time.”
“But how can you be so sure of the precise facts, Pons?” I asked.
He shrugged.
“The housekeeper would never have left that door unlocked all night. Servants are well trained and among their duties are those of checking all doors and windows at night and seeing that they are securely locked and bolted. Therefore, Mrs Peters was responsible for unlocking that side door after the housekeeper had checked it, in order that her confederate could creep in and commit murder. Unfortunately for this precious pair Peters was not quite dead and with superhuman energy was able to reach us, though he died before he was able to name the culprit. I have no doubt that Mrs Peters wrote to Hardcastle, as she knew there was a maid in the old man’s employ called Angela and that he had already made overtures to her.”
He smiled bleakly.
“Just another aspect of this danse macabre to add to the confusion.”
“All this is appalling, Pons!”
“Is it not, Parker. Many things in life are repugnant, including the ruttish inclinations of old Hardcastle. In this case the plural was singular.”
“I do not follow you.”
“It is simple, my dear fellow. A married woman with two lovers. I could not at first see where the music master fitted in. Though he was disarmingly open about The Devil’s Claw legend and the music whistled in the night, he was too open. Later I remembered that Mulvane had told us the music master did not know anything about The Devil’s Waltz when our client whistled it to him, yet it was included in his volume, relating to old folk tunes of Ireland. That was not conclusive, of course, but it did set my mind turning in that direction. He tried to throw me off but in the end he only roused my suspicions. And of course, being a colleague of Miss Masterson, he was able to glean information on what was taking place at the Manor, especially when she may have confided her worries to him.”
He glanced over his shoulder at the abject figure of Sarita Peters.
“A somewhat promiscuous lady, Parker.”
“Indeed, Pons, and more deadly than the male.”
“Aptly observed, if hardly original, my dear fellow.”
“You still have not explained why old Hardcastle was afraid to go out at night, and yet did so frequently to meet this lady.
The Ram Dass Society, Pons…”
He chuckled.
“There was no such thing, Parker. What he was really afraid of was that Peters would find out about the liaison with his wife. He could not have known that the husband condoned the affair in order to get the old man’s money. His assumed fears were also designed to keep the servants away from the graveyard at night.”
“But I saw an Indian at the stables the other day, Pons,” I insisted. “He wore a turban and was carrying a heavy suitcase.”
He chuckled again.
“I looked into that myself, Parker. I am not entirely unobservant in these matters. I made inquiries at the stable cottage and found that the man was often about Chalcroft village with others of his nationality. He was a travelling salesman who sold Oriental carpets to the estate workers!”
Pons’ face was stem as he went across to Mrs Peters.
“And now we must use your telephone, madam, in order to summon the police.”
The woman started up, her face distorted with anger and loathing. Quick as a snake she snatched up her handbag.
“You will not live to see me stand trial, Pons!” she screamed.
I saw the flash of metal and then a small nickel-plates automatic in her hand. I just had time to fire my pistol through my overcoat pocket. The explosion and the flash seemed to shatter the entire room. Sarita Peters gasped as she spun round, a scarlet stain spreading on her shoulder, the automatic bouncing across the carpet. Pons quickly put his foot on it as he lowered her to the floor. My overcoat was smouldering and I hastily removed my revolver in case the cartridges exploded. While I was beating out the little flames that had sprung up, Pons had laid Sarita Peters on the divan just as the frightened housekeeper appeared in the doorway.
“Don’t be alarmed,” I said. “There has been an accident. But you had better ring Chalcroft Police Station and get the Sergeant to come here.”
Pons turned a reassuring face toward me as I hurried to the divan.
“A mere flesh wound, I think, Parker. But your department, not mine.”
“You are right,” I said as I removed the woman’s jacket. “It is only a scratch but she has fainted with shock. A formidable woman.”
“Yes, Parker, and I would not be here but for your quick thinking,” he said. “I am most grateful.”
And he laid his hand on my shoulder briefly. I got a clean handkerchief from my breast pocket, mopped up the blood which was oozing sluggishly from the small wound and bound it round her upper arm. By this time the housekeeper had returned wearing a heavy dressing gown and slippers and I sent her for iodine and something more suitable for a bandage. When she had gone Pons looked at the beautiful face of the recumbent Sarita Peters for long moments.
“This is a woman who could have gone far if only she had not diverted her course into crime,” he muttered.
Then he crossed to the sideboard.
“Here are glasses, Whisky and a soda siphon. I think we have earned ourselves a drink this night.”
Mrs Peters stirred once or twice, but did not recover consciousness as I bandaged her on the housekeeper’s return.
Then Pons and I sat drinking in the heavy silence until we heard the sound of a car in the drive and then the impact of heavy footsteps in the gravel as they came towards the house.



Twenty-Four: CASE CLOSED

“It is most remarkable, Mr Pons! I cannot begin to tell you how much I owe to you and Dr Parker. A great shadow has been lifted from Chalcroft, but at what a price!”
“You may well say so, Mr Mulvane.”
It was two days later and we were all gathered in the Great Hall at the Manor just before lunch. Miss Masterson was there, as well as Inspector Stone, who looked wryly at my friend over the rims of his glasses.
“I am sorry you were not in at the finish, Inspector,” said Pons affably. “But things happened so quickly there was no time to warn you.”
“I quite understand, Mr Pons. I had my own theories about the case but I have met my master, after listening to your exposition. I take my hat off to you, sir.”
Pons shook his head, smiling.
“I want no credit for this, you understand. You will go far in the Force, as I have already observed. And I see that your mind was already working in the same direction as myself.”
“Which is more than mine was,” I put in amid general laughter.
Miss Masterson, who was standing with Mulvane’s arm about her waist, came forward impulsively and kissed Pons gently on the cheek, much to his consternation.
“My own special thanks, gentlemen,” she said, giving me her hand.
“I take it you will be coming to the wedding?”
“If there is one,” said Pons, giving her an interrogative look. She laughed.
“In May, gentlemen. You too, Dr Parker.”
“I shall be honoured.”
“You will both be available for the resumed inquests and the trial,” said Stone.
“Of course. Please keep me informed as to dates and times.” The police officer smiled faintly.
“And I can assure you that there will be no blame attached to you and Dr Parker regarding the death of Tidmarsh and the wounding of Mrs Peters.”
He paused and a shadow passed across his face.
“There is the matter of the use of firearms in this case. You are licensed, of course, Dr Parker.”
“Naturally,” I said.
“Anyway, I do not think we will worry about it. I will have a word with higher authority. And it is hardly likely that Mrs Peters will sue you for unlawful wounding, Dr Parker.”
I nodded.
“Especially as she was going to kill Mr Pons.”
When lunch was over and we were ready to leave, Mulvane saw the two of us to the door. Sunshine and the trap were waiting at the bottom of the stone steps and faint rays of luminescence were beginning to lighten the atmosphere around Chalcroft Manor as though in symbolic salute to the lifting of the dark shadow over the house. Mulvane came forward and pressed a long envelope into Pons’ hand.
“I am most grateful, Mr Pons. And you may be sure that both my future wife and myself will make you both very welcome any time you find yourselves this way.”
“I shall certainly bear that in mind,” said Pons.
When we were in the train on our way back to town Pons opened the envelope and his eyes widened as he saw the amount of the cheque Mulvane had written. He passed it over to me with a grunt.
“Our friend Mulvane is nothing if not generous.”
“Indeed, Pons,” I said, as he placed the envelope in his pocket book. “But there are still one or two things that puzzle me.
His eyes were twinkling through the wreathing blue smoke, for we had the smoking compartment to ourselves.
“Only one or two, Parker?”
“For example, how did you really know a will was involved in this business?”
He looked moodily at the misty fields that were whirling past the window.
“Because I had eliminated everything else, my dear fellow. The estate had to be the reason behind all the elaborate stage setting of The Devil’s Claw. Money is at the bottom of most things when one comes down to it. There was no will, of course, but that did not matter because Mulvane would have inherited by default. He was the only living relative so it had to be him. Besides, Hardcastle had expressed his intention in a number of letters and memos, which were found when Stone had a thorough search made. The document Stone found at Yeoman’s bore the old man’s signature all right and a date about two weeks prior to his death. It would have stood up in a court of law but Mrs Peters would have had to be very careful indeed when producing it. Probably as long as a year or two after Hardcastle’s murder. That would have been valid in law but it would have involved a long and expensive court case, as Mulvane would have vigorously contested it.”
He looked moodily out of the window again, his clear- minted face heavy with thought.
“An amazing woman, that. If only she had not let greed of possessions lead her into evil ways.”
“Now you are being romantic, Pons,” I said.
He chuckled appreciatively.
“Not so, Parker. But she was a worthy opponent. Though just think where it had led. Three unnecessary deaths. Four, if you count her own and if the verdict goes against her, as it surely must.”
“I still do not understand the poisonous rumours spread about Chalcroft regarding Mulvane.”
“It is my supposition that they were disseminated by Peters, his wife and Tidmarsh as well as by Hardcastle himself, in very subtle ways. They were designed to turn local people against him and divert attention from themselves.”
“But why, Pons?”
He shrugged.
“I cannot, of course, be certain but it will most certainly come out during the trial. My own theory is that that evil woman was preparing the way for Hardcastle to disown the nephew. I have learned of Hardcastle’s involvement from my talks with local tradespeople in the village, who said that he had hinted at financial irregularities on Mulvane’s part.”
“That is damnable, Pons!” I burst out.
“Those are the facts, Parker,” he said. “It is a very imperfect world, teeming with evil-minded people out there.”
“I still do not understand.”
Pons took the pipe out of his mouth with a grim expression on his mobile features.
“Quite possibly it would have smoothed the path for Sarita Peters. She might well have convinced Hardcastle that she would divorce her husband and marry him.”
“You cannot mean it, Pons!”
“But I do mean it, my friend.”
“When did you first begin to suspect Mrs Peters, Pons?”
He shook his head.
“Rather late in the case, I am afraid. My suspicions were first aroused by two sets of marks on that open staircase at the rear of Yeoman’s. You remember I said there were wet bootmarks on it.”
“Perfectly, Pons.”
“But I also picked up slight indentations in the dust at the edges of the treads. I am afraid it did not come to me until later. They were the marks that would be made by a woman wearing high-heeled shoes, who was moving up and down, keeping to the sides.”
“The housekeeper, going to check that the door was locked, Pons?”
He gave me a somewhat twisted smile.
“It was no housekeeper, for she would have locked the door. It was Mrs Peters going down to unlock the door so that her confederate could do away with her husband. Apparently even she was too squeamish to carry out the act herself.”
“The woman was a fiend, Pons!”
“You are certainly right.”
’’There is still one thing I am not clear about, Pons.”
“And what might that be?”
I studied the misty landscape gliding past the window.
“If Peters and his wife were still in the vault after the murder, who sounded the warning by making that rusty gate give out a screaming noise?”
He gave me a bleak smile.
“I have given that much thought, Parker. It all comes down to Mulvane’s state of mind during his ordeal in the graveyard. I have not gone into this but no doubt it will all come out at the resumed inquest and trial.”
He put down his copy of The Times, assumed a more comfortable posture in his comer of the compartment and regarded me steadily.
“There is only one explanation, which is a subjective one. And that is that he did not go immediately to the vault that night, as he thought, but was held in a paralysis of will induced by fear.”
He leaned forward.
“It is quite simple, really. It is my firm belief that he stood there indecisively for some time before plucking up enough courage to go down into the vault. And it needed a great deal of courage, as I am sure that, as a medical man, you can fully realise. During that time Mrs Peters, after committing that vile crime, called her husband down from the upper entrance, even her iron nerve having failed. They dressed the body between them and she then went up into the graveyard to keep watch while her husband brought the old man’s corpse up. She probably kept low and was unseen by Mulvane due to the mist and darkness. She must have been deeply shocked when she saw him there but being not only murderous but resourceful, she crept to the gate, waited until Mulvane moved forward and then warned her husband by the use of those rusty hinges. That gave Peters time to conceal the body and then strike my client down. The rest you know.”
“Admirable, Pons. That is certainly the explanation.”
I thought back over the sombre events we had just witnessed. “I shall be glad to get back to Praed Street, Pons.”
“You have something there, Parker. This morning I telephoned Mrs Johnson and I am sure she will have a tasty dish for supper. Ah, here we are!”
We gathered our luggage together as the train drew into the terminus and we were once more surrounded by the friendly atmosphere and familiar bustle of London.
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NOTE and FULL COVER

Richard Lancelyn Green sadly died shortly after sending Sarob Press the final draft of his introduction to this volume. It was an introduction he had promised, as a favour to Basil Copper, for some years.

Richard’s sister, on behalf of his family, has kindly given the publisher permission to include the introduction. Both Sarob Press and Basil Copper agree it should stand as both a thank you and a tribute to the memory of the author’s friend and one of the World’s leading experts on Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and Sherlock Holmes.
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