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To my beautiful dog, ‘The Knave’, who, in his short life, gave
me all that he had, and, by so doing, left behind him a bankrupt
who can never be discharged.
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CHAPTER I



THE UNFINISHED STATEMENT

I BECAME a beggar when | was twenty-two.

The blow was as heavy as swift, for till then I had always been given

the best that money could buy. From the day I was born I had wanted for

nothing at all, and, though my parents were dead, I had never been led to

expect any other estate. And then, one fair June morning, when the sills of

the windows of Oxford were gay with flowers, I learned that my sole trustee
had gambled my fortune away.

By the help of the Dean of my College, I soon obtained work in London
for which I was paid just thirty-five shillings a week, and though I believe
that I might have done better than that, in my efforts to rise I met with so
much unkindness that [ presently withdrew from a battle for which I was ill-
equipped.

I had another reason for staying in Red Lead Lane.

I had a companion in misfortune—a man of some fifty summers, who,
too, had seen better days. His name was Matthew Gering—or so he said: for
though he looked English enough, his speech sometimes betrayed an alien
blood. That he was of gentle birth was unmistakable and I think that he may
have been gifted—till misery dulled his wits. He seemed the better for my
coming to share his lot, and after two or three months I moved to the humble
lodging at which he had lived by himself for thirteen years. It was soon after
this that I knew that I could not leave him, if only for pity’s sake.

This was the way of it.

The manager of the warehouse at which we were used as clerks was a
man upon whose vitals class hatred seemed to feed. Disappointed of bigger
game, he preyed with a bitter fury on what he had. For fifteen years poor
Gering had been his butt, enduring ‘the slings and arrows’ of what I can
only describe as ‘a mind diseased’: but my arrival did something to take the
strain, for he had to divide his attentions if I was to have my share of
inhumanity.

And so I stayed where I was for nearly two years, when two things
happened together, to set me free.

One gusty, April morning poor Gering could not rise, and when I had
brought him a doctor, against his will, the latter told me plainly that he was a



dying man.

“He has no resistance,” he said. “A chill could have put him out—and
this is congestion of the lungs.”

Of course I did what I could, but when I came back from my work on
the following day, I knew at once that Gering had seen his last dawn. And so
did he.

“Not very long now,” he said quietly. . . .

It must have been near ten o’clock, and we had spoken no word for
nearly an hour, when he put a hand under the blankets and drew out a sheet
of foolscap, folded in four.

“I would like you to read this,” he said. “I wrote it down years ago. But
no one has ever read it. It—it would not have been well received. I have
even considered all day whether I should show it to you—you who have
done so much for a broken man. You see, I am like a dog that has been ill
used for so long that he is suspicious of kindness and ready to bite the hand
that makes to caress his head.”

With his words he began to cough, and the paroxysm which followed
frightened me out of my life. At least five minutes went by before the
seizure had passed, and this left him so weak and shaken that even a child
would have known that the end was at hand. Indeed, I had forgotten the
paper, when his trembling fingers thrust it against my sleeve.

I sat back on my heels and read the following words:

My true name is Rudolf Elbert Virgil and I am the ninth Count
of Brief—an ancient Austrian House. My mother died when [ was
three. Her only other child was my twin-brother, born half an hour
after myself. He was, as they say, a bad hat. In 1910 I married an
English girl and a daughter was born to us in 1912. We lived with
my father at Brief, which stands to the east of Innsbruck, from
which it is distant a hundred and twenty miles. In the spring of
1914 my father received some news from the English police. My
twin-brother was under arrest on a charge of forgery. I left for
England that night to see what could be done. Arrived in London,
I sought a solicitor, and, on my going surety, my brother was
admitted to bail.

The case was unanswerable. And from what the solicitor said
it was perfectly clear that if Ferdinand stood his trial, he would be



sent to prison for several years. When we were at last alone, my
brother fell on his knees and begged me in the name of our mother
to help him to make his escape. Like a fool, I agreed to do so.

The day was Thursday. Early on Friday, I left my brother in my
rooms and went out to make arrangements for him to leave. All 1
did, I did surreptitiously. A ship was to sail for South America at
noon on the following day. I booked his passage in an assumed
name. I procured him an outfit and had the things sent on board.
That evening I returned to my rooms to tell him that all was well.
A telegram from Brief was awaiting me. My father and wife were
both dead. They had been killed that day . . . in a car . . . on the
Innsbruck road. The news stunned me. As a man in a dream, I did
as my brother said, for now it was I that was helpless and he that
took charge. All I knew was that I must get back. . . .

That night he packed for me and told me what he had done. 1
was to leave the next day by the two-o’clock train. He had
arranged everything. All that I had to do was to go to the Bank the
next morning and draw for him the money which he was to have.
That he dared not do, though I gave him my cheque. And when I
had drawn the money—five hundred pounds—I was to bring it to
the station from which his train would be leaving at half-past ten.

As he said, so I did. I had no brain to argue. The only thing I
could see was the Innsbruck road.

They arrested me on the platform. . . .

They thought I was Ferdinand. I do not blame them at all. You
see, he was my twin-brother. Only my wife and my father could tell
us apart. AND THEY WERE DEAD.

When they searched me, they found the money—and
Ferdinand’s ticket for the boat. Unknown to me, he had put this
into my pocket—to gain his terrible ends. And he had left for
Innsbruck whilst I was still at the Bank, by an earlier train, of
course. He was across the Channel before I went to my cell.

So he and I changed places.

He took my father s title and all that was mine, and I was sent
to prison for seven years.

My daughter became his daughter, my life became his life. You
see, it was so easy. Only my wife and my father had known why I



went to England. For the rest, I had gone away and now had come
back. If my manner seemed in any way strange, the double loss |
had suffered was blamed for that. And Ferdinand was careful. He
even denied my cheque for five hundred pounds. He said that I had
forged it. . . .

Seven years is seven years. By the time I came out of jail, my
cause, which had always been hopeless, was dead and buried as
though it had never been. So I changed my name and sought work
—I had to have bread.

That is my story. I cannot prove it, of course. I can only say it
is true.

M.G.

As I folded the paper, the dying man caught at my arm.
“Do you believe it?”” he whispered.

“Every word, sir,” said 1. “I wish you had told me before. I’'m young and
I might have done something——"

“Listen. I say in that statement that I have no proof. But I have. 1 have
always had it—a proof that I could not use.”

Shaking with excitement, poor Gering raised himself up, and, since it
seemed best not to thwart him, I put my arm about him to lend him strength.

“The House of Brief has a secret—which has passed from time
immemorial from father to son. Only two persons know this: and they are
the Count and his heir. Ferdinand cannot know it: but I who was the first-
born—/ know the secret of our House. And to you, who have been my son, I
will pass it on. It may be that you can use it, but I cannot see so far. By
rights, Elizabeth—that was my daughter’s name. . . .”

And there his voice faltered and died, and the light in his eyes slid into a
sightless stare. As I made to lay him back on his pillows, he lifted a
trembling hand, to make the fretful gesture of a man who would brush aside
something that spoils his view.

“I am losing control,” he quavered. “Old visions I have not summoned
are closing in. What was it that I was saying?”

2

“Never mind, sir,” said L. “Let it go. When you have rested a little




“No, no,” he cried, starting up. “I know that it was important. What was
it, Exon? What was it?”

He was breathing hard now, and the sweat was out on his face. To bring
him peace at the last, I did as he said.

“You spoke of a secret, sir. The secret of Brief.”

“Yes, yes. That was it,” he gasped. “Listen. The great tower of Brief—
the great tower. There is a doorway there which no one would ever find. You
must go up, counting your steps. And when you have . . .”

And that was as far as he got.

For a moment the poor jaws worked. And then the head fell sideways
and the body went slack in my arms.

So died the ninth Count of Brief. And the secret of his House with him.

Two days later I learned that an uncle of whose existence I had been
hardly aware had recently died in Australia, leaving me all he had. And he
was a very rich man.

Though my adversity lasted no more than a short two years, it would
have been strange indeed if it had not altered my outlook for good and all.
My values were radically changed, and I found not worth the picking nine-
tenths of the fruit which was once more within my reach. I cared for none of
those things which had lately seemed to me to compose a young man’s life.
For the ways of the world of fashion I had no use, and all my pleasure was
in the countryside. Only the company of Nature seemed to be able to banish
the spectre of Red Lead Lane; and the song of a bird succeeded where costly
distractions failed. Indeed, for the whole of that summer I moved in the
English country from inn to inn, spending not a tenth of my income and
every day more thankful for my deliverance.

With the approach of winter, I grew more self-possessed, and before
November was in, I had settled down in a very pleasant manor, which had
been a famous seat, but was now an hotel. The peace and dignity of my
surroundings, the beauty of the old building and the gentle breath of
tradition, with which every chamber was quick, did much to complete my
cure by recommending to me the work of men’s hands; and I think I can say
that with the new year I entered the plain state of mind in which, for better
or worse, I have been ever since. This was reserved and sober, but not



unnatural. I did not shun, though I never sought company. Extravagance
made me uneasy, whatever its guise. And if I could help it, I never spent a
night in town.

It must not be thought that I had forgotten Gering or the statement of his
which I held. I remembered him constantly, and more than once I wondered
if it was not for me to take action upon the facts which I knew. And then it
always seemed best to let sleeping dogs lie. I had looked up the House of
Brief and had found two things—first, that the pseudo-Count was still a
widower and, secondly, that on his death the title would pass to his daughter,
the Lady Elizabeth Virgil, now twenty-four years old. The dreadful injustice,
therefore, was over and done: it had in fact come to an end with Gering’s
death: and though the wicked flourished, the good was beyond his reach. In
a word, there was no wrong to be righted. There was, of course, a scoundrel
who richly deserved the fate which parricides used to meet: but, if I were to
publish the truth and be believed, the scandal would cost the daughter
extremely dear. But if I let things alone, she would in due course succeed to
the dignity which was hers. In due course. . . . That was the fly in the
ointment with which I salved what sense of duty I had. In fact, she was the
Countess. When Gering died in my arms, the Lady Elizabeth Virgil became
the Countess of Brief.

And then a strange thing happened.

Summer was coming in, and I had been out in my car for the whole of
the day. I entered my rooms in the evening, to bathe and change, when I saw
upon my table an envelope covering something, but not addressed. Opening
this, I found a passport within—and knew at once that some servant had
made a mistake. A guest had arrived from abroad and the office had asked
for his passport, from which to fill up the form which the police requited.
And now it had been returned—to me, instead of to him.

The passport was that of Percy Elbert Virgil, born in London in 1910,
and domiciled at Brief. And the face was the face of a clever unscrupulous
blackguard, with as close-set a pair of eyes as ever I saw.

I sent the passport back to the office, lighted a cigarette and sat down to
think things out.

Unknown to Gering, before he had been arrested, his brother had had a
son. That son was now twenty-six and dwelled in his father’s house. And
father and son were both evil. How did the Lady Elizabeth fare between two
such wolves?



Her position was ugly. I mean, she stood in the way. Ferdinand’s secret
was safe—at the price of allowing his niece to sit in the seat of his son . . .
and heir . . . 1 found it hard to believe that there were not times when he
found that price very high. The wicked seldom care for the children of those
they have wronged, and when they are bound to prefer them before their
own flesh and blood . . .

I began to feel ill at ease.

It was, of course, none of my business. I happened to know the truth, but
that was all. Gering had made no request: he had simply told me his tale.
But then he had not been aware that his brother had a child of his own: and
he had not expected that I should ever be free. For all that, it was none of my
business.

I put out my cigarette and began to change. Even if I made it my
business, what could I do? It had never entered my head to doubt the truth of
the statement which Gering had made. But how on earth could I prove it?
By declaring the existence of some secret I did not know? By alleging the
existence of a doorway ‘which no one would ever find’? The thing was
absurd. I had no proof. Gering himself had done nothing, because he had
known very well that there was nothing to be done. And yet. . ..

If T did not like Percy’s portrait, the moment I saw him that evening I
liked him less. Not at all resembling his uncle, he was a tall, dark man, over-
dressed and scented, old for his age. His supercilious air denied the dignity
which it was meant to boast: his elegance of gesture was vulgar: but the way
in which he treated the servants was offensive beyond belief. His mouth was
big and unkindly, and now and again a curious glint would enter and leave
his eyes. But he looked a capable man: more than capable—shrewd. I could
see him committing crime, but I could not see him arrested for what he had
done. It occurred to me that his mother must have been wise. She had had no
truck with Gering. After all, a rich brother-in-law is of very much better
value than a penniless husband in jail.

I had been something surprised that such a man as he should choose
such an hotel, but I saw that he sat at the table of one of the residents—a
quiet, sad-faced old fellow, whose name I knew to be Inskip, who used to go
up to London twice in the week. The two spoke hardly at all, and I had no
doubt that business was to be done. I found myself hoping that Inskip knew
what he was about.

That night I took Gering’s statement and read it again. Then I took pen
and paper and wrote down the verbal statement which he had made to me.



After that, I made two fair copies and sealed the originals up to be lodged at
my Bank. And then I went to my bed, proposing to sleep on a matter which
seemed to call at least for inquiry, into which I was not armed to inquire.
And yet nobody else could do it. There was the rub.

But, though I was weary enough, I could not rest—because I had called
up spirits which now would not let me be. The life and death of Gering and
the horror of Red Lead Lane demanded recognition in detail and would not
be denied, and it was not till day was breaking that out of sheer, mental
exhaustion I fell asleep.

When Winter called me that morning, I asked him if he could tell me
what Inskip’s profession was; and he said at once that he was a diamond
merchant and added that he had heard say that he was ‘a very big man’.

Winter was the valet who always attended to me. He was an excellent
servant, quick and deft and willing and very quiet. He did for me much that
could not be called his duty, and, because he was so pleasant, I had come to
know him better than anyone else I had met since Gering died. He was only
thirty years old, and I sometimes used to wonder that a man so strong and
upstanding should have chosen a valet’s life: but he told me once that,
though he had been trained for a chauffeur, the only posts he could get
would have held him in Town, and I think that, to be in the country, he
would have broken stones for the roads.

That day I went to London myself—with a vague idea of engaging a
private detective to shadow Percy Virgil and follow him out to Brief: but,
instead, I purchased some Austrian ordnance maps and then, on a sudden
impulse, walked into a motor-car dealer’s and spent an hour discussing the
virtues of various cars.

From this it will be seen that I was as good as half-way to leaving for
Brief myself. Indeed, all that held me back was the thought that however
shameful the state of affairs there might be, I could do nothing at all to put
them right. I had a fine bow to bend, but not a single arrow to fit to its string
—an agonizing position, if game got up. I knew. Impotence had his
headquarters in Red Lead Lane.

And then another thing happened.

Winter did not call me next day—for the first time for nearly six months.
As the man who had taken his place made to leave the room

“Where’s Winter?” I said. “He’s not il1?”

“He’s gone, sir. He left last night.”



“Gone?” said 1.
“That’s right, sir. He’s—Ileft the hotel.”

After breakfast I asked the porter for Winter’s address, and fifty minutes
later I ran my friend to earth at his sister’s home.

When I asked him why he had left, he looked distressed.

“I lost my temper, sir. That’s one of the things a servant’s paid not to do.
In a sense it wasn’t my fault, but the manager couldn’t pass it. If I’d been
placed like him, I wouldn’t have passed it myself.”

I bade him tell me the facts.

“It was that foreign gentleman, sir. Mr. Virgil, I think was his name. He
was to have left this morning. I expect he’s gone. He’s—he’s not a nice way
with servants. I waited upon him as well as ever I could, but—well, I don’t
think he fancied me and I really believe he set out to twist my tail. He rang
for me seven times in the same half-hour. ‘Do this,” he’d say, and stand there
and watch me do it: and when I was through, ‘Do that.” And at last I turned.
‘Do it yourself,’ I said, ‘and be damned for the cad you look.” I give you my
word, I was angry. I believe if he’d answered me back, I’d have knocked
him down. But he jumped for the telephone. . . .”

“I don’t blame you at all,” said I. “And next time, perhaps, there won’t
be a telephone.”

“Next time?” said Winter, staring.
I laughed.

“I was thinking aloud,” I said. “Never mind. Would you like to be my
servant? [’'m going abroad.”

Looking back upon the order of our going, I cannot believe that any
enterprise was ever undertaken with so hazy a plan of action or so indistinct
a goal. All I knew was that [ meant to put up at some village not far from
Brief and from there somehow to observe the state of things prevailing
within that house. But because I had set no course, I was perhaps the more
ready to catch at such chances as happened to come my way; and but for
these I should have accomplished nothing and so, of course, should have had
no tale to tell.

I set out for Innsbruck in June, taking Winter with me and making the
journey by road.



To Winter’s pride and delight, I had purchased a fine Rolls-Royce, and
though at first I felt very much ashamed of owning so handsome a car, [ was
very soon more than thankful for what I had done. I took with me the maps I
had bought and two powerful binoculars; and a certain Bank in Innsbruck
was ready to honour my cheques. And that, I think, was all—except that I
carried two pistols, in case of accidents. And these lay in the Rolls’ tool-box,
wrapped in rubbers and hidden beneath the tools.

I crossed the Channel by night, and before the next day was over had
come to Basle. There I lay at a well-known house on the banks of the Rhine,
and, liking the look of the place, decided to spend a day there, before going
on.

It was not that I was weary, and if [ was to rest by the way, I would have
preferred to stay in the countryside; but I had set out, not thinking my task
would be easy, but proposing to let my embarrassments make themselves
felt. And now the first one had done so. And since, so far from being
outwitted or even reduced, it was likely to hang as a millstone about my
neck, I felt I must have time to reflect before going on.

I could speak no language at all, except my own.

I dare say this would not have mattered, if [ had been but a tourist, with
nothing to do but visit famous places and stay at the best hotels. But that was
not my mission, and the helplessness I had known ever since I had landed in
France had not only opened my eyes but had shaken me up. I could not even
order a meal. As for ‘pumping’ some Austrian peasant. . .

Though I had said nothing to Winter, the more I considered this
drawback, the more disconcerted I felt, and I strolled about Basle that
pleasant sunshiny morning, cursing my education and wondering whether
the German which Austrians spoke was as paralysing a language as that
which the Swiss employed.

In this uneasy mood I presently repaired to the garage in which the Rolls
was bestowed, to have a word with Winter—to whom, I may say, the curse
of Babel seemed to be matter for mirth—and see that the car was no worse
for her full day’s run.

As I walked into the place, [ saw a nice-looking fellow half-sitting on the
wing of a Lowland, with his hat on the back of his head. The owner of the
garage stood before him with outstretched hands, as though to declare his
regret at being unable to please, but the other looked up to heaven and
mournfully shook his head, and then said something or other which made



the foreman beside him laugh outright. He was very plainly English and
might have been thirty-five: his merry face was belying his injured air: and,
to tell the truth, it did me good to see him, for his gaiety was infectious and
his careless, easy manner was that of a man on intimate terms with Life,
who can always count on his crony to see him through.

The moment he saw me he smiled and put up a hand. Then he touched
the proprietor’s arm and pointed to me.

“There you are,” he said, using English. “The hour produces the man.”

Recognizing me, the proprietor bowed and smiled, and I stood still and
waited to know what was wanted of me.

The other went straight to the point.

“I desire your ruling,” he said. “Will you be so very good as to say what
this Lowland is worth? And put it as low as you dare. You see, I’'m inclined
to buy her: but Mr. Schelling here is asking me rather too much.” He turned
to Schelling. “You can’t say that isn’t fair.”

“But how can I say?” said I. “She looks all right, but ”

“Assume she’s in perfect order, two years old and has done twenty
thousand miles.”

I raised my eyebrows and took a look at the car.

In fact, I was in a position to give the ruling he wished, for I had had a
Lowland until I had purchased the Rolls.

The others watched me in silence.
At length—
“I think she’d be cheap,” said I, “at three hundred and fifty pounds.”

“Im much obliged,” said Herrick—to give him his name. “Well,
Schelling, what about it?”

The garage proprietor sighed.
“What will you?” he said. “I go to make out a cheque.”
As he made his way to the office—

“I beg,” said Herrick, “that you will lunch with me. If you hadn’t
appeared when you did, I should now be the poorer by exactly one hundred
pounds.”

“But I thought——"



“I know. I was selling the car—not Schelling. I asked him three hundred
pounds, and he wouldn’t go beyond two. He swore she wasn’t worth more,
and I couldn’t wait. Is that your Rolls over there?”

I told him ‘yes’, and we moved to where Winter was fussing about his
beautiful charge. Whilst I was talking to him, Schelling returned with a
cheque for three hundred pounds and, when he had pocketed this, Herrick
repeated his invitation to lunch.

Ten minutes later we entered a good-looking café where he was plainly
known, for the host himself conducted us up some stairs and gave us a table
beside an open window, commanding an agreeable prospect of lawns and
trees.

“Now, isn’t that nice?” said Herrick, regarding the pretty scene. “Sit
down with Madam Nature, and your meal, however humble, becomes a
repast. Of course you must have fine weather. A picnic in the rain can
provoke more downright misery than anything I know. I envy you going to
Innsbruck. I had a stomach ache there in 1912. Eating too many figs, I think.
And the country round is superb. Then, again, the people are charming—the
peasants, I mean. Always do anything for you. What about some trout to
begin with? And while we’re worrying that, they can squeeze us a duck.”

Since I was accustomed to keep no company, the entertainment he
offered was like some gift from the gods, and I found myself talking and
laughing as I had not done since I left Oxford—three years before. I never
enjoyed myself so much in my life, and to-day I can remember that
luncheon down to the smallest detail of what was eaten and said.

It was when they had brought the coffee that Herrick spoke of himself.

“I’'m really a tout,” he said: “at least, I was. Employed by a firm in
England to sell their stuff over here. I sometimes think I was meant for
better things, but when you come down to concrete, a double-blue at
Cambridge i1s about as much good in the City as the art of elocution would
be to a Trappist monk. As it was, my French and German got me the job.
And it’s not been too bad, you know. Quite a good screw, and out and about
all day. And I’ve not been dismissed, you know. You mustn’t think that. The
English company’s failed. . . . I might have guessed when I didn’t get my
quarterly cheque. But I’'m not too good at money, and when at last I wrote,
they said the cashier was ill. And then, two days ago, I found they were
bust. . . . Hence the sale of the Lowland. . . . Thanks to you, my dear Exon, I
can now discharge all my debts and travel back to England in that degree of
comfort which an insolent flesh demands.”



“And then?” said .
Herrick considered his brandy.

“I shall take a new job,” he said. “Between you and me, it won’t be for
very long. My uncle, Lord Naseby, is failing, and I’m his heir. He hates the
sight of me—a family quarrel or something: I don’t know what. But he can’t
do me out of the money—he would if he could. But that’s by the way. I've
always reckoned my sentence would work out at fifteen years. And twelve
were up in April, so I’ve only got three to go. And now tell me about
yourself. You’ve had your cross to bear, or I’ll bolt a bucket of bran.”

“You make me ashamed,” said I, and said no more than the truth.
With that I told him my tale.
When I had made an end—

“I don’t blame you at all,” he said. “When a man has no hope, one year
of hell can easily break his heart. And you had two. . . . I admit that I’ve had
twelve years. But they haven’t been years of hell, and, what is more to the
point, ahead has shone certainty. Nothing so flimsy as hope. An absolute
certainty. When Uncle Naseby goes out, I shall have the ancestral home and
four or five thousand a year. Not a bad Rachel to wait for, my bonny boy.
And a damned sight more attractive than I found her at twenty-four.”

“I—I congratulate you,” I said slowly, “on several things.” I got to my
feet. “And thank you very much for the last two hours. Will you dine with
me to-night? I’m not going to dress.”

“I will with pleasure,” said Herrick. “Can you make it nine o’clock? I"d
like to clear everything up before I come.”

“Nine o’clock,” said 1. “I’ll be in the hall.”

But long before then I resolved to obey my impulse and made up my
mind to offer John Herrick a job.

It was when we had dined that night and were sitting above the river,
which hereabouts seemed to be a gigantic race, that I told him Gering’s story
and gave him the statements to read. Then I spoke of Percy Virgil and,
finally, of the business which I had set out to do.

“And now,” I concluded, “we come to the water-jump. I need a
companion in this, an Englishman who can speak German, a man that I can
talk to, who’s willing to work with me if there’s work to be done. In a word,



I want you. Your expenses, of course, would be mine from beginning to end,
and, if you say ‘yes’, I shall pay your fee in advance.”

“I don’t want any fee,” said Herrick.

“I know,” said I. “But I want you to feel independent: and if I’ve all the
money, you can’t. Please don’t forget that I’ve been much poorer than you.”

“All right,” he said, and a hand went up to his brow. “I’m on, of course.
I'll love it. And I’'m greatly impressed by this business. More than
impressed. I’'m dazed. You see, I know something of . . . Gering. In fact, I
was a page at his wedding. His wife, the Countess Rudolph, was one of my
mother’s best friends. And I've stayed at Brief. I was only twelve at the
time, and I’ve never been back. But I still remember the house and the seven
staircase-turrets which led to the upper floors. But I never was in the great
tower. The Count of Brief had his rooms there, and, if I remember aright, it
was holy ground.”



CHAPTER II



WE SPY OUT THE LAND

ow my idea had been to discover some village, not very far from

Brief, at which we could take up our quarters for as long as we meant

to stay. From there we could make such approaches as circumstances
seemed to permit, and though these excursions demanded long and irregular
hours, we should always have rest and shelter a few miles off. We could
only begin, I considered, by keeping observation on Brief and thus getting to
know the habits of those who lived and moved upon the estate. With that
knowledge, we could go further, either by getting in touch with one of the
staff or by going right up to the castle to learn what we could for ourselves.

Herrick approved these plans—if, indeed, they deserve the name, and,
after two nights at Innsbruck, we left that city at six o’clock in the morning,
travelling east. At nine o’clock we had breakfast, some twenty-five miles
from Brief, and, after that, we set out to prove the country, working, of
course, by the map and aiming at finding a reasonably comfortable lodging,
which was neither too near nor too far.

Neither Herrick nor Winter nor I will ever forget that day. To and fro and
around and about we went, stopping and starting and turning and losing our
way, condemning this inn on sight and entering that—only to see some
objection before we had tasted our beer. Some of the inns were too busy, and
some were foul: this one was short of a coach-house, and that had a host that
was sick, and one would have done very well—but it had no roof, because a
fire had destroyed it the day before.

I must confess that the country through which we ran was some of the
very finest I ever saw. On all sides forest-clad mountains were neighbouring
streams and pastures and delicate woods. We climbed a majestic shoulder,
only to drop to a drowsy, land-locked valley where elms rose out of deep
meadows and a lazy water mirrored the drinking cows: we stole through a
whispering beechwood, where the pretty speech of a brook was fretted now
and again by the fluting of birds, and ten minutes later we crossed a fall of
water the steady roar of which could be heard for a quarter of a mile. Now
our world was a watch of summits lifting their casques of fir trees into a
cloudless sky: and now it was a comfortable pleasance, where the dawn was
never challenged, where Husbandry and Nature had kissed each other.

It was half-past five that evening, and we were beginning to wonder
where we should spend the night, when for the fifth or sixth time we lost our



way.
As I brought the Rolls to rest—

“I decline to apologize,” said Herrick. “I know I’m holding the map, but
the map is wrong. Where did you get the swine?”

“It’s an ordnance map,” I protested. “It can’t be wrong. If we’d turned to
the left at——"

“If you say that again,” said Herrick, “I shall tear the map into fragments
and strew them about the road. I may even masticate them. D’you usually
turn to the left when you’re trying to get to the right?”

bk

“Not as a rule,” said I. “But from what I’ve seen of this country——

“And there you’re right,” said Herrick. “The land’s bewitched. Eighteen
inns to date—and I’d swap the lot for a supper of bread and milk and a truss
of hay.”

“To be frank,” said I, “I’m not very much surprised. But you said you
knew the place. And you swore that the inns were out of the golden world.”

“So they were,” raged Herrick, “ten years ago. It isn’t my fault they’ve
changed. Ten years ago I stayed at an inn by Villach some twenty-five miles
from a train. I paid five shillings a day, and they served my food on silver
and gave me clean sheets every night, and wept when I left.”

“Well, we’ve two hours yet,” said I. “Let’s give the map a rest and go as
we please.”

“Every time,” said Herrick, and closed his eyes. “Don’t wake me when
we come to a village. Just go and look at the inn and then get back in the car.
The rite must be observed—as a matter of form. But I don’t want to know
about it. I’ve had enough shocks to-day. Oh, and where’s that roll I stepped
on?”

Winter spoke from the back of the car.
“You gave it to the pig, sir, at Goschen.”

“So I did,” said Herrick. “So I did. You know, it’s almost biblical. I
picked at my omelet this morning—a succulent, mushroom omelet fit for the
gullet of a king. And to-night I would fain fill my belly with the crusts that
the swine did eat. Learn of me, Winter—and never let me do that again.”

“Very good, sir,” said Winter, obediently.
I let in the clutch. . . .



For more than a mile to come we threaded a dark green forest of close-
set firs, and then we passed over some ridge and began to go down between
meadows of very fine grass. No signs of habitation were to be seen, but that
meant little enough, for the country was very blind and more than once that
day we had taken a bend to find before us a village which we had supposed
to be yet a long way off. And then, on a sudden, there appeared a fork in the
road.

As I set a foot on the brake, I threw a glance at Herrick, to see him
asleep, and after a moment’s reflection I switched to the left. I confess that
the way to the right was the better road, but that climbed up once more,
while that to the left led on down, and, to tell the truth, I was more for the
comfort of country that man administered than the proud domain which was
ruled by Nature alone. Facilis descensus. . . . Before half a mile had gone by,
I had an uneasy feeling that we were making the most of some private road,
but since I could not turn round there was nothing to do but go on. Another
two furlongs proved my suspicion just, and I rounded a bend to see our way
swallowed up by the shade of two mighty chestnuts which were standing,
like Gog and Magog, before a substantial farm.

Now I could not turn the Rolls round without driving past the chestnuts
and so right up to the house, and since, if we were observed, we could
scarcely withdraw without excusing ourselves, it seemed to me that we
might as well ask where we were and then endeavour to find the farm on the
map. But when I put this to Herrick, he only bade me proceed and let him
be, and when I said that we could no longer go on, he said he was glad to
hear it and settled himself for a further and better sleep.

I decided to force his hand, and drove up to the house.

The doors and windows were open, but no one was to be seen, and I saw
at once that here was more than a farm, for the house was more important
than any of those we had passed.

As Winter opened my door, a pleasant-looking woman appeared at the
head of the steps. . . .

I had no hat to take off, but I bowed and smiled. Then I pointed to the
map in my hand, and, speaking, for some absurd reason, in what I believed
to be French, announced that we were lost and requested the name of the
house.

The woman smiled.

“I think you are English,” she said.



I could hardly believe my ears, and I think my look of amazement made
her laugh. Be that as it may, the two of us laughed together as though at
some excellent jest, till a bright-eyed girl came running, to see what the
matter might be.

Her mother addressed her in German, still shaking with mirth, and the
two of them laughed together before returning to me.

“My mother,” said the girl, “can only speak two or three words, but I am
better, sir, if you will say what you want.”

“She’s better than I am,” said 1. “And you are extremely good. Have you
ever been in England?”

“Oh, no. But every summer an English family stays here. They come in
August to fish. And they have been good to teach me as much as I know.”

“Do you mean that they stay here?” said I. “That they lodge with you?”

“Always,” said Brenda, proudly—for I later learned that that was her
name. “They have made us a beautiful bathroom two years ago.”

“Listen,” said 1. “From nine o’clock this morning my friend and I have
been scouring the countryside to try and find an inn at which we could
possibly stay. We could not even find one at which we could break our fast.”

Brenda nodded sympathetically.
“The inns are no good,” she said.

“Will you receive us?” I said. “We shan’t be any trouble, and my servant
here will do all he can to help.”

The girl consulted her mother. I watched them with my heart in my
mouth.

Then—
“We shall be pleased,” she said simply, “until the end of July.”

I could have flung my arms around her neck. Instead, I shook hands with
them both and then ran round to rouse Herrick and tell him my wonderful
news.

He heard me out in silence.
Then—

“Young man,” he said, “from now on I shall take a back seat. I’'m very
much wiser than you—to turn to the left like that was the act of a fool—but



you’re one of Fortune’s darlings, and that’s worth all the wisdom in all the
world. And now let’s consider the flesh. I think we might prove that
bathroom—as soon as we’ve had some beer.”

As may be believed, we did no more that evening than minister to our
needs and stroll in content about our heritage. The house, which had been a
bailift’s, was full of fine rooms: our apartments were all that two men could
ever desire: and the Rolls was lodged in a coach-house which would have
accepted three cars. All this was well enough, but the honest goodwill that
was shown to us was such as a man remembers as long as he lives. With it
all, no questions were asked and we were left to ourselves.

After breakfast the following day, we returned to the map. We found our
bearings at once, for the farm was marked. The name of it was Raven: and
Brief lay eleven miles off. Such a distance was very convenient, for while
we could have gone to the castle in twenty minutes or less, we were out of
the range of such gossip as comes to a servants’ hall.

The estate was large, but the castle stood to one side: and that, of course,
was something, for if it had stood in the middle, unless we were ready to
trespass, we could have seen nothing at all. About the estate stood
mountains—so much was clear. But whether, by climbing one, we should
have a fair view of the castle was more than we could divine. Still, we
carefully pencilled the roads which, so to speak, by-passed Brief on the
southern side, for that was the side upon which the castle was built. And
then we set out to prove them. Unless the map was lying, if Brief could be
commanded from any point, that point could only be reached from one of
our pencilled roads.

At half-past ten that morning the three of us entered the Rolls, and I
drove leisurely westward, while Herrick and Winter regarded the
countryside. It seemed as well to get our surroundings by heart.

At every side road, I stopped, and we studied the map, so that, though
our progress was slow, we all of us knew continually where we were. And
then I turned north and on to our pencilled roads.

It was half-past twelve and we were among the mountains, when the
way which we were using began to rise very steeply, after the way of a pass.
This was so much to the good, but hereabouts the map and the country
agreed together so ill that we could not determine the heights which we were
beginning to climb. As though to confuse us still more, the road bent to and



fro and doubled upon itself, while the woods through which we were
moving were very thick and the trees upon either hand met over our heads.
Though we were not lost, we were as good as blindfolded, and after five
minutes had passed we knew not which way we were going nor whence we
had come. For all that, our surroundings were lovely—a twisting, irregular
tunnel of lively green, and since we could do nothing until this came to an
end, we gave ourselves up to enjoying a bewildering passage which, if they
had known of its beauty, a great many people, I think, would have travelled
a long way to make. The air was most sweet and cool and, because of a
thousand springs, the earth gave off a fragrance which put to shame the
bouquet of any wine: the glare of the sun was tempered to a delicate
brilliance which lighted the tenderest detail without besetting the eye: and
the heavy curtains of foliage, hanging on either side, were quick with the
pipe and the flutter of countless birds.

We must have threaded this natural gallery for nearly two miles, when
we heard, at first very faint, the roar of falling water some distance ahead.

“And very nice, too,” said Herrick, cocking an ear. “This means a break
in the trees. Stop when we get there, my boy, and, as the dog to his vomit, so
I will return to the map. I need hardly say that it shows no sign of water. In
fact, I’'m inclined to think that they guessed this bit. The temptation, no
doubt, was great. Nobody seems to come here: so who on earth was ever to
say they were wrong?”

Whilst he was speaking we had been rounding a bend, and, though we
could not yet see it, the song of some great cascade was growing more
impressive with every yard. Then we floated over a crest, and there was a
bridge before us, some forty yards off.

I am sure that neither Winter nor I will ever forget the moment when we
walked on to that bridge. We had never before encountered so tremendous a
head of water falling from such a height; and what with the terrible might of
the sheaves and tresses of foam, the everlasting roar and the definite quaking
of the ground upon which we stood, we felt both dazed and abashed and
looked the one to the other, as men in the presence of something they cannot
conceive.

I do not know how long I stood staring, but I suddenly found that
Herrick had hold of my arm. Because of the tumult I could not hear what he
said, but I let him turn me about and bring me up to the parapet of the
bridge.



I now had my back to the fall and at once I leaned over and down to see
if the splendour below us compared with the grandeur above, but Herrick
would not allow me to do as I wished, jerking my arm and shouting, until in
some impatience I lifted my head.

And then I saw he was pointing—not at the raging water, but out of the
gap in the trees.

A crow’s mile away stood a castle, built on the spur of a foothill against
the green of the woods. With the naked eye I could see four staircase-turrets,
and towards the left of the pile was rising one great, round tower.

Ten minutes later, perhaps, I made Winter a little speech.

Herrick and I had strolled on, out of sound of the fall, and Winter had
taken the Rolls and had caught us up.

“I want you to know,” said I, “why we three are here and what we are
out to do. In that castle you saw I believe there to live three people. One is
the present owner, the Count of Brief: the second, his only child: and the
third, a nephew of his—a Mr. Percy Virgil, by name.”

“The same, sir?” said Winter, shortly.
“The same,” said 1.
“Thank you, sir,” said Winter, between his teeth.

“Now though Mr. Virgil lives there, he is not the son of the house, and
the castle is not his home. It is his cousin’s home—and yet he lives there. . . .

“I have reason to think that the Count of Brief prefers Mr. Virgil, his
nephew, before his only child: and since the Count is about as big a sweep as
Mr. Virgil himself, I think it more than likely that, between the two, his
cousin has a very thin time. And his cousin is a girl—the Lady Elizabeth
Virgil, just twenty-four years old.

“Well, we are here to find out if my suspicion is just. No more than that
for the moment—I may be entirely wrong.”

“I’ll lay you’re not, sir,” said Winter. “He’d cut his own mother’s throat,
if she stood in his way. Cold iron, he is—cold iron: an’ as truly wicked a
blackguard as ever [ met.”

“I’m inclined to agree,” said 1. “But we’ve got to make sure. And that’s
not going to be at all easy, because we must not be seen. But I think the first



thing to do is to keep some observation upon the castle itself. And what we
are able to see may give us a line to work on. . . .

“Mr. Herrick knows the castle—he stayed there before the War. But that
is as much as he knows, and we know nothing at all. So we’ve all got to use
our wits. We’re up against a blank wall, on the other side of which is the
picture we want to see. Well, we’ve got to climb it somehow, and if it’s not
to be climbed—well, damn it, we’ll have to go round.”

If that was as much as I said, it was more than enough to fan to a flame
the embers of Winter’s zeal, and from that time on he was heart and soul in
the business, as I shall show.

The astonishing chance which led us straight to the view-point to which
we had hoped to come was the only stroke of good fortune we met that day.
To be sure, it was handsome enough: but the fact remains that, so far as we
could discover, the bridge from which we had sighted the Castle of Brief
was the one and only point on the roads we had marked from which that
remarkable pile could be fairly surveyed. And this was provoking, for, while
the prospect it offered was all that we could have desired, as a post of
observation the bridge was untenable. Apart from drowning the voice, after
a very few minutes the uproar and the concussion the water made distracted
the wits; the bruised and battered senses began to demand relief; and I think
that no man that had stayed could have usefully given his mind to anything
else.

However, we now had our bearings, and, the map proving faithful once
more, we never lost them again. This to Herrick’s credit, for I never saw
country so blind. Unless we were high, we could see no distance at all, and
when we began to rise, the forests clothing the mountains directly obscured
our view. If clearings there were, we never came across them, and the very
few ‘windows’ we found were made by other cascades and did not happen
to face the way we wished. The estate of Brief itself seemed to resemble the
country in which it stood, and foothills hid the castle from all of the lower
roads.

By four o’clock that day we had compassed the property twice and had
never seen so much as the top of the tower, but, for what it was worth, we
knew the lie of the land and had marked the two entrance-drives and three or
four tracks which would have accepted a car. To a great extent we had the
ways to ourselves, and, except in one village, called Gola, I do not think our
passage excited remark. But we ran through that twice, which was foolish,



and the second time, looking back, I saw a smith and his helper run out of
the forge and stand staring after the Rolls, with their tools in their hands.

When I told Herrick, he sighed.

“Can’t be helped,” he said. “But a blacksmith’s forge is as bad as a
barber’s shop. Gossip. And that’s the worst of using a notable car. We’d
better give Gola a miss for as long as we can.”

It was after that that we climbed again to the bridge, and, berthing the
Rolls beyond it, turned to the arduous business of proving the woods
through which the cascade fell down. Except by entering these, we could not
possibly tell whether or no they were hiding some coign which commanded
Brief, for we could only survey them by looking up from below—an angle
which showed us no more than a billowing quilt of leaves.

For three full hours we fought with that mountainside, and for all the
good we did we might never have left the car. We could not even reach the
head of the fall, for after perhaps two hundred and fifty feet I came to a
hidden cornice of blue-grey rock, and though, in view of the tales which
men of the mountains tell, I hardly like to say that this could not have been
climbed, I should like to see the man that could have climbed it and, better
still, the manner in which he went to work. As for finding a point of view,
but for the roar of the water, we should not have known where we were, and,
until I came back to the road, I never found so much as a rest for the sole of
my foot.

Going down, I met Winter past speaking, clinging to the roots of a
beech, but of Herrick I saw no sign till I came to a brake of brambles not
more than sixty feet up. Here his hat was hanging, caught up on a venomous
sucker that sprang from a monstrous bush, and, since he was not to be seen,
I supposed that I had passed him by in my descent—for had he been coming
down, he would not have left his hat. I, therefore, shouted his name with all
my might, to be answered from the midst of the brambles by which I stood.

“I trust,” he said gravely, “that you have enjoyed your stroll. I’'m not
going to ask if you’ve viewed the promised land—first, because I know the
answer, and, secondly, because I am not interested in posts of observation to
which only an anthropoid ape can conveniently repair. And now, if Winter’s
alive, you might procure my release. I'll direct the operation—I’ve had
nothing to do for ten minutes but work it out.”

“You’re not hurt?”



“No. Merely disabled. If I don’t breathe, I hardly suffer at all. But to
move means laceration. You see, I'm embedded in something which simply
must not be touched. Transgress this law, and you’re savaged beyond
belief.” I heard him sigh. “I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve it. I know
I have certain failings, but I always thought this sort of thing was reserved
for the mute of malice and people like that. Still, of course, the saints went
through it. . . . I think that’s Winter coming. You might tell him to incline to
the right. If he were to drop upon me, you wouldn’t hear the fall for my
screams. And I should go mad and kill him before I died.”

So thick and fierce were the briers and so deeply was Herrick involved
that a quarter of an hour went by before we could haul him out, and though
both Winter and I were honestly sorry for him, our sense of decency failed
before the directions he issued and the bellows of pain which he let. Indeed,
we laughed so much that we could hardly stand up, much less extrica