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Two guests, who were not staying the night at Cranleigh Court, left at shortly past eleven o’clock. Marcus Hunt saw them to the front door. Then he returned to the dining-room, where the poker-chips were now stacked into neat piles of white, red, and blue.

“Another game?” suggested Rolfe.

“No good,” said Derek Henderson. His tone, as usual, was weary. “Not with just the three of us.”

Their host stood by the sideboard and watched them. The long, low house, overlooking the Weald of Kent, was so quiet that their voices rose with startling loudness. The dining-room, large and panelled, was softly lighted by electric wall-candles which brought out the sombre colours of the paintings. It is not often that anybody sees in one room of an otherwise commonplace country house, two Rembrandts and a Van Dyck. There was a kind of defiance about those paintings.

To Arthur Rolfe—the art dealer—they represented enough money to make him shiver. To Derek Henderson—the art critic—they represented a problem. What they represented to Marcus Hunt was not apparent.

Hunt stood by the sideboard, his fists on his hips, smiling. He was a middle-sized, stocky man, with a full face and a high complexion. Equip him with a tuft of chin-whisker, and he would have looked like a Dutch burgher for a Dutch brush. His shirt-front bulged out untidily. He watched with ironical amusement while Henderson picked up a pack of cards in long fingers, cut them into two piles, and shuffled with a sharp nick of each thumb which made the cards melt together like a conjuring trick.

Henderson yawned.

“My boy,” said Hunt, “you surprise me.”

“That’s what I try to do,” answered Henderson, still wearily. He looked up. “But why do you say so, particularly?”

Henderson was young, he was long, he was lean, he was immaculate; and he wore a beard. It was a reddish beard, which moved some people to hilarity. But he wore it with an air of complete naturalness.

“I’m surprised,” said Hunt, “that you enjoy anything so bourgeois—so plebeian—as poker.”

“I enjoy reading people’s characters,” said Henderson. “Poker’s the best way to do it, you know.”

Hunt’s eyes narrowed. “Oh? Can you read my character, for instance?”

“With pleasure,” said Henderson. Absently he dealt himself a poker-hand, face up. It contained a pair of fives, and the last card was the ace of spades. Henderson remained staring at it for a few seconds before he glanced up again.

“And I can tell you,” he went on, “that you surprise me. Do you mind if I’m frank? I had always thought of you as the Colossus of Business; the smasher; the plunger; the fellow who took the long chances. Now, you’re not like that at all.”

Marcus Hunt laughed. But Henderson was undisturbed.

“You’re tricky, but you’re cautious. I doubt if you ever took a long chance in your life. Another surprise”—he dealt himself a new hand—“is Mr. Rolfe here. He’s the man who, given the proper circumstances, would take the long chances.”

Arthur Rolfe considered this. He looked startled, but rather flattered. Though in height and build not unlike Hunt, there was nothing untidy about him. He had a square, dark face, with thin shells of eyeglasses, and a worried forehead.

“I doubt that,” he declared, very serious about this. Then he smiled. “A person who took long chances in my business would find himself in the soup.” He glanced round the room. “Anyhow, I’d be too cautious to have three pictures, with an aggregate value of thirty thousand pounds, hanging in an unprotected downstairs room with French windows giving on a terrace.” An almost frenzied note came into his voice. “Great Scot! Suppose a burglar—”

“Damn!” said Henderson unexpectedly.

Even Hunt jumped.

Ever since the poker-party, an uneasy atmosphere had been growing. Hunt had picked up an apple from a silver fruit-bowl on the sideboard. He was beginning to pare it with a fruit-knife, a sharp wafer-thin blade which glittered in the light of the wall-lamps.

“You nearly made me slice my thumb off,” he said, putting down the knife. “What’s the matter with you?”

“It’s the ace of spades,” said Henderson, still languidly. “That’s the second time it’s turned up in five minutes.”

Arthur Rolfe chose to be dense. “Well? What about it?”

“I think our young friend is being psychic,” said Hunt, good-humoured again. “Are you reading characters, or only telling fortunes?”

Henderson hesitated. His eyes moved to Hunt, and then to the wall over the sideboard where Rembrandt’s “Old Woman with Cap” stared back with the immobility and skin-colouring of a red Indian. Then Henderson looked towards the French windows opening on the terrace.

“None of my affair,” shrugged Henderson. “It’s your house and your collection and your responsibility. But this fellow Butler: what do you know about him?”

Marcus Hunt looked boisterously amused.

“Butler? He’s a friend of my niece’s. Harriet picked him up in London, and asked me to invite him down here. Nonsense! Butler’s all right. What are you thinking, exactly?”

“Listen!” said Rolfe, holding up his hand.

The noise they heard, from the direction of the terrace, was not repeated. It was not repeated because the person who had made it, a very bewildered and uneasy young lady, had run lightly and swiftly to the far end, where she leaned against the balustrade.

Lewis Butler hesitated before going after her. The moonlight was so clear that one could see the mortar between the tiles which paved the terrace, and trace the design of the stone urns along the balustrade. Harriet Davis wore a white gown with long and filmy skirts, which she lifted clear of the ground as she ran.

Then she beckoned to him.

She was half sitting, half leaning against the rail. Her white arms were spread out, fingers gripping the stone. Dark hair and dark eyes became even more vivid by moonlight. He could see the rapid rise and fall of her breast; he could even trace the shadow of her eyelashes.

“That was a lie, anyhow,” she said.

“What was?”

“What my Uncle Marcus said. You heard him.” Harriet Davis’s fingers tightened still more on the balustrade. But she nodded her head vehemently, with fierce accusation. “About my knowing you. And inviting you here. I never saw you before this weekend. Either Uncle Marcus is going out of his mind, or…will you answer me just one question?”

“If I can.”

“Very well. Are you by any chance a crook?”

She spoke with as much simplicity and directness as though she had asked him whether he might be a doctor or a lawyer. Lewis Butler was not unwise enough to laugh. She was in that mood where, to any woman, laughter is salt to a raw wound; she would probably have slapped his face.

“To be quite frank about it,” he said, “I’m not. Will you tell me why you asked?”

“This house,” said Harriet, looking at the moon, “used to be guarded with burglar alarms. If you as much as touched a window, the whole place started clanging like a fire-station. He had all the burglar alarms removed last week. Last week.” She took her hands off the balustrade, and pressed them together hard. “The pictures used to be upstairs, in a locked room next to his bedroom. He had them moved downstairs—last week. It’s almost as though my uncle wanted the house to be burgled.”

Butler knew that he must use great care here.

“Perhaps he does.” (Here she looked at Butler quickly, but did not comment.) “For instance,” he went on idly, “suppose one of his famous Rembrandts turned out to be a fake? It might be a relief not to have to show it to his expert friends.”

The girl shook her head.

“No,” she said. “They’re all genuine. You see, I thought of that too.”

Now was the time to hit, and hit hard. To Lewis Butler, in his innocence, there seemed to be no particular problem. He took out his cigarette-case, and turned it over without opening it.

“Look here, Miss Davis, you’re not going to like this. But I can tell you of cases in which people were rather anxious to have their property ‘stolen.’ If a picture is insured for more than its value, and then it is mysteriously ‘stolen’ one night—?”

“That might be all very well too,” answered Harriet, still calmly. “Except that not one of those pictures has been insured.”

The cigarette-case, which was of polished metal, slipped through Butler’s fingers and fell with a clatter on the tiles. It spilled cigarettes, just as it spilled and confused his theories. As he bent over to pick it up, he could hear a church clock across the Weald strike the half-hour after eleven.

“You’re sure of that?”

“I’m perfectly sure. He hasn’t insured any of his pictures for as much as a penny. He says it’s a waste of money.”

“But—”

“Oh, I know! And I don’t know why I’m talking to you like this. You’re a stranger, aren’t you?” She folded her arms, drawing her shoulders up as though she were cold. Uncertainty, fear, and plain nerves flicked at her eyelids. “But then Uncle Marcus is a stranger too. Do you know what I think? I think he’s going mad.”

“Hardly as bad as that, is it?”

“Yes, go on,” the girl suddenly stormed at him. “Say it: go on and say it. That’s easy enough. But you don’t see him when his eyes seem to get smaller, and all that genial-country-squire look goes out of his face. He’s not a fake: he hates fakes, and goes out of his way to expose them. But, if he hasn’t gone clear out of his mind, what’s he up to? What can he be up to?”

In something over three hours, they found out.

The burglar did not attack until half-past two in the morning. First he smoked several cigarettes in the shrubbery below the rear terrace. When he heard the church clock strike, he waited a few minutes more, and then slipped up the steps to the French windows of the dining-room.

A chilly wind stirred at the turn of the night, in the horn: of suicides and bad dreams. It smoothed grass and trees with a faint rustling. When the man glanced over his shoulder, the last of the moonlight distorted his face: it showed less a face than the blob of a black cloth mask under a greasy cap pulled down over his ears.

He went to work on the middle window, with the contents of a folding tool-kit not so large as a motorist’s. He fastened two short strips of adhesive tape to the glass just beside the catch. Then his glass-cutter sliced out a small semi-circle inside the tape.

It was done not without noise: it crunched like a dentist’s drill in a tooth, and the man stopped to listen.

There was no answering noise. No dog barked.

With the adhesive tape holding the glass so that it did not fall and smash, he slid his gloved hand through the opening and twisted the catch. The weight of his body deadened the creaking of the window when he pushed inside.

He knew exactly what he wanted. He put the tool-kit into his pocket, and drew out an electric torch. Its beam moved across to the sideboard; it touched gleaming silver, a bowl of fruit, and a wicked little knife thrust into an apple as though into someone’s body; finally, it moved up the hag-face of the “Old Woman with Cap.”

This was not a large picture, and the burglar lifted it down easily. He pried out glass and frame. Though he tried to roll up the canvas with great care, the brittle paint cracked across in small stars which wounded the hag’s face. The burglar was so intent on this that he never noticed the presence of another person in the room.

He was an incautious burglar: he had no sixth sense which smelt murder.

Up on the second floor of the house, Lewis Butler was awakened by a muffled crash like that of metal objects falling. He had not fallen into more than a half doze all night.

He knew with certainty what must be happening, though he had no idea of why, or how, or to whom.

Butler was out of bed, and into his slippers, as soon as he heard the first faint clatter from downstairs. His dressing-gown would, as usual, twist itself up like a rolled umbrella and defy all attempts to find the arm-holes whenever he wanted to hurry. But the little flashlight was ready in the pocket.

That noise seemed to have roused nobody else. With certain possibilities in his mind, he had never in his life moved so fast once he managed to get out of his bedroom. Not using his light, he was down two flights of deep-carpeted stairs without noise. In the lower hall he could feel a draught, which meant that a window or door had been opened somewhere. He made straight for the dining-room.

But he was too late.

Once the pencil-beam of Butler’s flashlight had swept round, he switched on a whole blaze of lights. The burglar was still here, right enough. But the burglar was lying very still in front of the sideboard; and, to judge by the amount of blood on his sweater and trousers, he would never move again.

“That’s done it,” Butler said aloud.

A silver service, including a tea-urn, had been toppled off the sideboard. Where the fruit-bowl had fallen, the dead man lay on his back among a litter of oranges, apples, and a squashed bunch of grapes. The mask still covered the burglar’s face; his greasy cap was flattened still further on his ears; his gloved hands were thrown wide.

Fragments of smashed picture-glass lay round him, together with the empty frame, and the “Old Woman with Cap” had been half crumpled up under his body. From the position of the most conspicuous bloodstains, one judged that he had been stabbed through the chest with the stained fruit-knife beside him.

“What is it?” said a voice almost at Butler’s ear.

He could not have been more startled if the fruit-knife had pricked his ribs. He had seen nobody turning on lights in the hall, nor had he heard Harriet Davis approach. She was standing just behind him, wrapped in a Japanese kimono, with her dark hair round her shoulders. But, when he explained what had happened, she would not look into the dining-room; she backed away, shaking her head violently, like an urchin ready for flight.

“You had better wake up your uncle,” Butler said briskly, with a confidence he did not feel. “And the servants, I must use your telephone.” Then he looked her in the eyes, “Yes, you’re quite right. I think you’ve guessed it already. I’m a police-officer.”
She nodded.

“Yes. I guessed. Who are you? And is your name really Butler?”

“I’m a sergeant of the Criminal Investigation Department. And my name really is Butler. Your uncle brought me here.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. He hasn’t got round to telling me.”

This girl’s intelligence, even when over-shadowed by fear, was direct and disconcerting. “But, if he wouldn’t say why he wanted a police-officer, how did they come to send you? He’d have to tell them, wouldn’t he?”

Butler ignored it “I must see your uncle. Will you go upstairs and wake him, please?”

“I can’t,” said Harriet. “Uncle Marcus isn’t in his room.”

“Isn’t—?”

“No. I knocked at the door on my way down. He’s gone.”

Butler took the stairs two treads at a time. Harriet had turned on all the lights on her way down, but nothing stirred in the bleak, over-decorated passages.

Marcus Hunt’s bedroom was empty. His dinner-jacket had been hung up neatly on the back of a chair, shirt laid across the seat with collar and tie on top of it. Hunt’s watch ticked loudly on the dressing table. His money and keys were there too. But he had not gone to bed, for the bedspread was undisturbed.

The suspicion which came to Lewis Butler, listening to the thin insistent ticking of that watch in the drugged hour before dawn, was so fantastic that he could not credit it.

He started downstairs again, and on the way, he met Arthur Rolfe blundering out of another bedroom down the hall. The art dealer’s stocky body was wrapped in a flannel dressing-gown. He was not wearing his eyeglasses, which gave his face a bleary and rather caved-in expression. He planted himself in front of Butler, and refused to budge.

“Yes,” said Butler. “You don’t have to ask. It’s a burglar.”

“I knew it,” said Rolfe calmly. “Did he get anything?”

“No. He was murdered.”

For a moment, Rolfe said nothing, but his hand crept into the breast of his dressing-gown as though he felt pain there.

“Murdered? You don’t mean the burglar was murdered?”

“Yes.”

“But why? By an accomplice, you mean? Who is the burglar?”

“That,” snarled Lewis Butler, “is what I intend to find out.”

In the lower hall, he found Harriet Davis, who was now standing in the doorway of the dining-room and looking steadily at the body by the sideboard. Though her face hardly moved a muscle, her eyes brimmed over.

“You’re going to take off the mask, aren’t you?” she asked, without turning round.

Stepping with care to avoid squashed fruit and broken glass, Butler leaned over the dead man. He pushed back the peak of the greasy cap; he lifted the black cloth mask, which was clumsily held by an elastic band; and he found what he expected to find.

The burglar was Marcus Hunt—stabbed through the heart while attempting to rob his own house.

“You see, sir,” Butler explained to Dr. Gideon Fell on the following afternoon, “that’s the trouble. However you look at it, the case makes no sense.”

Again he went over the facts.

“Why should the man burgle his own house and steal his own property? Every one of those paintings is valuable, and not a single one is insured! Consequently, why? Was the man a simple lunatic? What did he think he was doing?”

The village of Sutton Valence, straggling like a grey-white Italian town along the very peak of the Weald, was full of hot sunshine. In the apple orchard behind the white inn of the Tabard, Dr. Gideon Fell sat at a garden table among wasps, with a pint tankard at his elbow. Dr. Fell’s vast bulk was clad in a white linen suit. His pink face smoked in the heat, and his wary lookout for wasps gave him a regrettably wall-eyed appearance as he pondered.

He said:

“Superintendent Hadley suggested that I might—harrumph—look in here. The local police are in charge, aren’t they?”

“Yes. I’m merely standing by.”

“Hadley’s exact words to me were, ‘It’s so crazy that nobody but you will understand it.’ The man’s flattery becomes more nauseating every day.” Dr. Fell scowled. “I say, Does anything else strike you as queer about this business?”

“Well, why should a man burgle his own house?”

“No, no, no!” growled Dr. Fell. “Don’t be obsessed with that point. Don’t become hypnotized by it. For instance”—a wasp hovered near his tankard, and he distended his cheeks and blew it away with one vast puff like Father Neptune—“for instance, the young lady seems to have raised an interesting question. If Marcus Hunt wouldn’t say why he wanted a detective in the house, why did the C.I.D. consent to send you?”

Butler shrugged his shoulders.

“Because,” he said, “Chief Inspector Ames thought Hunt was up to funny business, and meant to stop it.”

“What sort of funny business?”

“A faked burglary to steal his own pictures for the insurance. It looked like the old, old game of appealing to the police to divert suspicion. In other words, sir, exactly what this appeared to be: until I learned (and today proved) that not one of those damned pictures has ever been insured for a penny.”

Butler hesitated.

“It can’t have been a practical joke,” he went on. “Look at the elaborateness of it! Hunt put on old clothes from which all tailors’ tabs and laundry marks were removed. He put on gloves and a mask. He got hold of a torch and an up-to-date kit of burglar’s tools. He went out of the house by the back door; we found it open later. He smoked a few cigarettes in the shrubbery below the terrace; we found his footprints in the soft earth. He cut a pane of glass…but I’ve told you all that.”

“And then,” mused Dr. Fell, “somebody killed him.”

“Yes. The last and worst ‘why.’ Why should anybody have killed him?”

“H’m. Clues?”

“Negative.” Butler took out his notebook. “According to the police surgeon, he died of a direct heart-wound from a blade (presumably that fruit-knife) so thin that the wound was difficult to find. There were a number of his fingerprints, but nobody else’s. We did find one odd thing, though. A number of pieces in the silver service off the sideboard were scratched in a queer way. It looked almost as though, instead of being swept off the sideboard in a struggle, they had been piled up on top of each other like a tower; and then pushed—”

Butler paused, for Dr. Fell was shaking his big head back and forth with an expression of Gargantuan distress.

“Well, well, well,” he was saying; “well, well, well. And you call that negative evidence?”

“Isn’t it? It doesn’t explain why a man burgles his own house.”

“Look here,” said the doctor mildly. “I should like to ask you just one question. What is the most important point in this affair? One moment! I did not say the most interesting; I said the most important. Surely it is the fact that a man has been murdered?”

“Yes, sir. Naturally.”

“I mention the fact”—the doctor was apologetic—“because it seems in danger of being overlooked. It hardly interests you. You are concerned only with Hunt’s senseless masquerade. You don’t mind a throat being cut; but you can’t stand a leg being pulled. Why not try working at it from the other side, and asking who killed Hunt?”

Butler was silent for a long time.

“The servants are out of it,” he said at length. “They sleep in another wing on the top floor; and for some reason,” he hesitated, “somebody locked them in last night.” His doubts, even his dreads, were beginning to take form. “There was a fine blow-up over that when the house was roused. Of course, the murderer could have been an outsider.”

“You know it wasn’t,” said Dr. Fell. “Would you mind taking me to Cranleigh Court?”

They came out on the terrace in the hottest part of the afternoon.

Dr. Fell sat down on a wicker settee, with a dispirited Harriet beside him. Derek Henderson, in flannels, perched his long figure on the balustrade. Arthur Rolfe alone wore a dark suit and seemed out of place. For the pale green and brown of the Kentish lands, which rarely acquired harsh colour, now blazed. No air stirred, no leaf moved, in that brilliant thickness of heat; and down in the garden, towards their left, the water of the swimming-pool sparkled with hot, hard light. Butler felt it like a weight on his eyelids.

Derek Henderson’s beard was at once languid and yet aggressive.

“It’s no good,” he said. “Don’t keep on asking me why Hunt should have burgled his own house. But I’ll give you a tip.”

“Which is?” inquired Dr. Fell.

“Whatever the reason was,” returned Henderson, sticking out his neck, “it was a good reason. Hunt was much too canny and cautious ever to do anything without a good reason. I told him so last night.”

Dr. Fell spoke sharply. “Cautious? Why do you say that?”

“Well, for instance. I take three cards on the draw. Hunt takes one. I bet; he sees me and raises. I cover that, and raise again. Hunt drops out. In other words, it’s fairly certain he’s filled his hand, but not so certain I’m holding much more than a pair. Yet Hunt drops out. So with my three sevens, I bluff him out of his straight. He played a dozen hands last night just like that.”

Henderson began to chuckle. Seeing the expression on Harriet’s face, he checked himself and became preternaturally solemn.

“But then, of course,” Henderson added, “He had a lot on his mind last night.”

Nobody could fail to notice the change of tone.

“So? And what did he have on his mind?”

“Exposing somebody he had always trusted,” replied Henderson coolly. “That’s why I didn’t like it when the ace of spades turned up so often.”

“You’d better explain that,” said Harriet, after a pause. “I don’t know what you’re hinting at, but you’d better explain that. He told you he intended to expose somebody he had always trusted?”

“No. Like myself, he hinted at it.”

It was the stolid Rolfe who stormed into the conversation then. Rolfe had the air of a man determined to hold hard to reason, but finding it difficult.

“Listen to me,” snapped Rolfe. “I have heard a great deal, at one time or another, about Mr. Hunt’s liking for exposing people. Very well!” He slid one hand into the breast of his coat, in a characteristic gesture. “But where in the name of sanity does that leave us? He wants to expose someone. And, to do that, he puts on outlandish clothes and masquerades as a burglar. Is that sensible? I tell you, the man was mad! There’s no other explanation.”

“There are five other explanations,” said Dr. Fell.

Derek Henderson slowly got up from his seat on the balustrade, but he sat down again at a savage gesture from Rolfe.

Nobody spoke.

“I will not, however,” pursued Dr. Fell, “waste your time with four of them. We are concerned with only one explanation: the real one.”

“And you know the real one?” asked Henderson sharply.

“I rather think so.”

“Since when?”

“Since I had the opportunity of looking at all of you,” answered Dr. Fell.

He settled back massively in the wicker settee, so that its frame creaked and cracked like a ship’s bulkhead in a heavy sea. His vast chin was outthrust, and he nodded absently, as though to emphasize some point that was quite clear in his own mind.

“I’ve already had a word with the local inspector,” he went on suddenly. “He will be here in a few minutes. And, at my suggestion, he will have a request for all of you. I sincerely hope nobody will refuse.”

“Request?” said Henderson. “What request?”

“It’s a very hot day,” said Dr. Fell, blinking towards the swimming-pool. “He’s going to suggest that you all go in for a swim.”

Harriet uttered a kind of despairing mutter, and turned as though appealing to Lewis Butler.

“That,” continued Dr. Fell, “will be the politest way of drawing attention to the murderer. In the meantime, let me call your attention to one point in the evidence which seems to have been generally overlooked. Mr, Henderson, do you know anything about direct heart-wounds, made by a steel blade as thin as a wafer?”

“Like Hunt’s wound? No. What about them?”

“There is practically no exterior bleeding,” answered Dr. Fell.

“But—!” Harriet was beginning, when Butler stopped her.

“The police surgeon, in fact, called attention to that wound which was so ‘difficult to find.’ The victim dies almost at once; and the edges of the wound compress. But in that case,” argued Dr. Fell, “how did the late Mr. Hunt come to have so much blood on his sweater, and even splashed on his trousers?”

“Well?”

“He didn’t,” answered Dr. Fell simply. “Mr. Hunt’s blood never got on his clothes at all.”

“I can’t stand this,” said Harriet, jumping to her feet. “I—I’m sorry, but have you gone mad yourself? Are you telling us we didn’t see him lying by that sideboard, with blood on him?”

“Oh, yes. You saw that.”

“Let him go on,” said Henderson, who was rather white round the nostrils. “Let him rave.”

“It is, I admit, a fine point,” said Dr. Fell. “But it answers your question, repeated to the point of nausea, as to why the eminently sensible Mr. Hunt chose to dress up in burglar’s clothes and play burglar. The answer is short and simple. He didn’t.”

“It must be plain to everybody,” Dr. Fell went on, opening his eyes wide, “that Mr. Hunt was deliberately setting a trap for someone—the real burglar.

“He believed that a certain person might try to steal one or several of his pictures. He probably knew that this person had tried similar games before, in other country houses: that is, an inside job which was carefully planned to look like an outside job. So he made things easy for this thief, in order to trap him, with a police-officer in the house.

“The burglar, a sad fool, fell for it. This thief, a guest in the house, waited until well past two o’clock in the morning. He then put on his old clothes, mask, gloves, and the rest of it. He let himself out by the back door. He went through all the motions we have erroneously been attributing to Marcus Hunt. Then the trap snapped. Just as he was rolling up the Rembrandt, he heard a noise. He swung his light round. And he saw Marcus Hunt, in pyjamas and dressing-gown, looking at him.

“Yes, there was a fight. Hunt flew at him. The thief snatched up a fruit-knife and fought back. In that struggle, Marcus Hunt forced his opponent’s hand back. The fruit-knife gashed the thief’s chest, inflicting a superficial but badly bleeding gash. It sent the thief over the edge of sanity. He wrenched Marcus Hunt’s wrist half off, caught up the knife, and stabbed Hunt to the heart.

“Then, in a quiet house, with a little beam of light streaming out from the torch on the sideboard, the murderer sees something that will hang him. He sees the blood from his own superficial wound seeping down his clothes.

“How is he to get rid of those clothes? He cannot destroy them, or get them away from the house. Inevitably, the house will be searched, and they will be found. Without the blood-stains, they would seem ordinary clothes in his wardrobe. But with the blood-stains—”

“There is only one thing he can do.”

Harriet Davis was standing behind the wicker settee, shading her eyes against the glare of the sun. Her hand did not tremble when she said:

“He changed clothes with my uncle.”

“That’s it,” growled Dr. Fell. “That’s the whole sad story. The murderer dressed the body in his own clothes, making a puncture with the knife in sweater, shirt, and undervest. He then slipped on Mr. Hunt’s pyjamas and dressing-gown, which at a pinch he could always claim as his own. Hunt’s wound had bled hardly at all. His dressing-gown, I think, had come open in the fight, so that all the thief had to trouble him was a tiny puncture in the jacket of the pyjamas.

“But, once he had done this, he had to hypnotize you all into the belief that there would have been no time for a change of clothes. He had to make it seem that the fight occurred just then. He had to rouse the house. So he brought down echoing thunders by pushing over a pile of silver, and slipped upstairs.”

Dr. Fell paused.

“The burglar could never have been Marcus Hunt, you know,” he added. “We learn that Hunt’s fingerprints were all over the place. Yet the murdered man was wearing gloves.”

There was a swishing of feet in the grass below the terrace, and a tread of heavy boots coming up the terrace steps. The local Inspector of police, buttoned up and steaming in his uniform, was followed by two constables.

Dr. Fell turned round a face of satisfaction.

“Ah!” he said, breathing deeply. “They’ve come to see about that swimming-party, I imagine. It is easy to patch up a flesh-wound with lint and cotton, or even a handkerchief. But such a wound will become infernally conspicuous in anyone who is forced to climb into bathing-trunks.”

“But it couldn’t have been—” cried Harriet. Her eyes moved round. Her fingers tightened on Lewis Butler’s arm, an instinctive gesture which he was to remember long afterwards, when he knew her even better.

“Exactly,” agreed the doctor, wheezing with pleasure. “It could not have been a long, thin, gangling fellow like Mr. Henderson. It assuredly could not have been a small and slender girl like yourself.

“There is only one person who, as we know, is just about Marcus Hunt’s height and build; who could have put his own clothes on Hunt without any suspicion. That is the same person who, though he managed to staunch the wound in his chest, has been constantly running his hand inside the breast of his coat to make certain the bandage is secure. Just as Mr. Rolfe is doing now.”

Arthur Rolfe sat very quiet, with his right hand still in the breast of his jacket. His face had grown smeary in the hot sunlight, but the eyes behind those thin shells of glasses remained inscrutable. He spoke only once, through dry lips, after they had cautioned him.

“I should have taken the young pup’s warning,”’ he said. “After all, he told me I would take long chances.”

