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  Chapter I




  "THE STOWMARKET MYSTERY"




  "Mr. David Hume."




  Reginald Brett, barrister-detective, twisted round in his easy-chair to permit the light to fall clearly on the card handed to him by his man-servant.




  "What does Mr. David Hume look like, Smith?" he asked.




  "A gentleman, sir."




  Well-trained servants never make a mistake when they give such a description of a visitor. Brett was satisfied.




  "Produce him."




  Then he examined the card.




  "It is odd," he thought. "Mr. David Hume gives no address, and writes his own cards. I like his signature, too. Now, I wonder--"




  The door was thrown open. A tall, well-proportioned young man entered. He was soberly attired in blue serge. His face and hands bore the impress of travel and exposure. His expression was pleasing and attractive. In repose his features were regular, and marked with lines of thought. A short, well-trimmed beard, of the type affected by some naval men, gave him a somewhat unusual appearance. Otherwise he carried himself like a British cavalry officer in mufti.




  He advanced into the room and bowed easily. Brett, who had risen, instantly felt that his visitor was one of those people who erect invisible barriers between themselves and strangers.




  "My errand will occupy some time, perhaps half an hour, to permit of full explanation," said Mr. Hume. "May I ask--"




  "I am completely at your service. Take that chair. You will find it comfortable. Do you smoke? Yes. Well, try those cigarettes. They are better than they look."




  Mr. Hume seemed to be gratified by this cordial reception. He seated himself as requested, in the best light obtainable in a north-side Victoria Street flat, and picked up the box of cigarettes.




  "Turkish," he announced.




  "Yes."




  "Grown on a slope near Salonica."




  "Indeed? You interest me."




  "Oh, I know them well. I was there two months ago. I suppose you got these as a present from Yildiz Kiosk?"




  "Mr. Hume, you asked for half an hour, Make it an hour. You have touched upon a subject dear to my heart."




  "They are the best cigarettes in the world. No one can buy them. They are made for the exclusive use of the Sultan's household. To attempt to export them means the bastinado and banishment, at the least. I do not credit you with employing agents on such terms, so I assume an Imperial gift."




  The barrister had been looking intently at the other man during this short colloquy. Suddenly his eyes sparkled. He struck a match and held it to his visitor, with the words:




  "You are quite right, Mr. David Hume-Frazer."




  The person thus addressed neither started, nor sprang to his feet, nor gasped in amazement He took the match, lit a cigarette, and said:




  "So you know me?"




  "Yes."




  "It is strange. I have never previously met you to my knowledge. Am I still a celebrity?"




  "To me--yes."




  "A sort of distinguished criminal, eh?"




  "No man could be such a judge of tobacco and remain commonplace."




  "'Pon my honour, Mr. Brett, I think you deserve your reputation. For the first time during eighteen months I feel hopeful. Do you know, I passed dozens of acquaintances in the streets yesterday and none of them knew me. Yet you pick me out at the first glance, so to speak."




  "They might do the same if you spoke to them, Mr.--"




  "Hume, if you please."




  "Certainly. Why have you dropped part of your surname?"




  "It is a long story. My lawyers, Flint & Sharp, of Gray's Inn, heard of your achievements in the cases of Lady Lyle and the Imperial Diamonds. They persuaded me to come to you."




  "Though, personally, you have little faith in me?"




  "Heaven knows, Mr. Brett, I have had good cause to lose faith. My case defies analysis. It savours of the supernatural."




  The barrister shoved his chair sideways until he was able to reach a bookcase, from which he took a bulky interleaved volume.




  "Supernatural," he repeated. "That is new to me. As I remember the affair, it was highly sensational, perplexing--a blend of romance and Japanese knives--but I do not remember any abnormal element save one, utter absence of motive."




  "Do you mean to say that you possess a record of the facts?" inquired Hume, exhibiting some tokens of excitement in face and voice as he watched Brett turning over the leaves of the scrap-book, in which newspaper cuttings were neatly pasted, some being freely annotated.




  "Yes. The daily press supplies my demands in the way of fiction--a word, by the way, often misapplied. Where do you find stranger tales than in the records of every-day life? Ah, here we are!"




  He searched through a large number of printed extracts. There were comments, long reports, and not a few notes, all under the heading: "The Stowmarket Mystery."




  Hume was now deeply agitated; he evidently restrained his feelings by sheer force of will.




  "Mr. Brett," he said, and his voice trembled a little, "surely you could not have expected my presence here this morning?"




  "I no more expected you than the man in the moon," was the reply; "but I recognised you at once. I watched your face for many hours whilst you stood in the dock. Professional business took me to the Assizes during your second trial. At one time I thought of offering my services."




  "To me?"




  "No, not to you."




  "To whom, then?"




  "To the police. Winter, the Scotland Yard man who had charge of the business, is an old friend of mine."




  "What restrained you?"




  "Pity, and perhaps doubt. I could see no reason why you should kill your cousin."




  "But you believed me guilty?"




  The barrister looked his questioner straight in the eyes. He saw there the glistening terror of a tortured soul. Somehow he expected to find a different expression. He was puzzled.




  "Why have you come here, Mr. Hume?" he abruptly demanded.




  "To implore your assistance. They tell me you are the one man in the world able to clear my name from the stain of crime. Will you do it?"




  Again their eyes met. Hume was fighting now, fighting for all that a man holds dear. He did not plead. He only demanded his rights. Born a few centuries earlier, he would have enforced them with cold steel.




  "Come, Mr. Brett," he almost shouted. "If you are as good a judge of men as you say I am of tobacco, you will not think that the cowardly murderer who struck down my cousin would come to you, of all others, and reopen the story of a crime closed unwillingly by the law."




  Brett could, on occasion, exhibit an obstinate determination not to be drawn into expressing an opinion. His visitor's masterful manner annoyed him. Hume, metaphorically speaking, took him by the throat and compelled his services. He rebelled against this species of compulsion, but mere politeness required some display of courteous tolerance.




  "It seems to me," he said, "that we are beginning at the end. I may not be able to help you. What are the facts?"




  The stranger was so agitated that he could not reply. Self-restrained men are not ready with language. Their thoughts may be fiery as bottled vitriol, but they keep the cork in. The barrister allowed for this drawback. His sympathies were aroused, and they overcame his slight resentment.




  "Try another cigarette," he said, "I have here a summary of the evidence. I will read it to you. Do not interrupt. Follow the details closely, and correct anything that is wrong when I have ended."




  Hume was still volcanic, but he took the proffered box.




  "Ah," cried Brett, "though you are angry, your judgment is sound. Now listen!"




  Then he read the following statement, prepared by himself in an idle moment:--




  "The Stowmarket Mystery is a strange mixture of the real and the unreal. Sir Alan Hume-Frazer, fourth baronet, met his death on the hunting-field. His horse blundered at a brook and the rider was impaled on a hidden stake, placed in the stream by his own orders to prevent poachers from netting trout. His wife, née Somers, a Bristol family, had pre-deceased him.




  "There were two children, a daughter, Margaret, aged twenty-five, and a son, Alan, aged twenty-three. By his will, Sir Alan left all his real and personal estate to his son, with a life charge of £1,000 per annum for the daughter. As he was a very wealthy man, almost a millionaire, the provision for his daughter was niggardly, which might be accounted for by the fact that the girl, several years before her father's death, quarrelled with him and left home, residing in London and in Florence. Both children, by the way, were born in Italy, where Sir Alan met and married Miss Somers.




  "The old gentleman, it appeared, allowed Miss Hume-Frazer £5,000 per annum during his life. His son voluntarily continued this allowance, but the brother and sister continued to live apart, he devoted to travel and sport, she to music and art, with a leaning towards the occult--a woman divorced from conventionality and filled with a hatred of restraint.




  "Beechcroft, the family residence, is situated four miles from Stowmarket, close to the small village of Sleagill. After his father's death, the young Sir Alan went for a protracted tour round the world. Meanwhile his first cousin, Mr. David Hume-Frazer, lived at Beechcroft during the shooting season, and incidentally fell in love with Miss Helen Layton, daughter of the rector of Sleagill, the Rev. Wilberforce Layton."




  Hume stirred uneasily in his chair, and the barrister paused, expecting him to say something. But the other only gasped brokenly: "Go on; go on!"




  "Love lasts longer than death or crime," mused Brett.




  He continued:




  "In eighteen months Sir Alan the fifth--all heirs had same name--returned to Beechcroft, about Christmas. His cousin had been called away on family business, but returned for a New Year's Eve ball, given by Mrs. Eastham, a lady of some local importance. Sir Alan and Helen Layton had followed the hounds together three times during Christmas week. They were, of course, old friends.




  "David sent from Scotland--his father's estate was situated close to Inverness--some presents to his future wife, his cousin, and others. The gift to Sir Alan was noteworthy and fatalistic--a handsomely inlaid Japanese sword, with a small dagger inserted in a sheath near the top of the scabbard. David reached Beechcroft on the day of the ball. Relations between the cousins seemed to the servants to be cool, though the coolness lay rather with the baronet, and David, a year older, it may be here stated, was evidently taken by surprise by Sir Alan's attitude.




  "The three young people went to the ball, and shortly after midnight there was something in the nature of a scene. Sir Alan had been dancing with Miss Layton. They were in the conservatory when the young lady burst into tears, hurried to find David, and asked him to take her at once to her carriage. Mrs. Eastham was acting as chaperon to the girl, and some heated words passed between her and the two young men.




  "Evidence showed that Sir Alan had bitterly upbraided Miss Layton on account of her engagement, and hinted that David had taken an unfair advantage of his (Alan's) absence to win her affections. This was absolutely untrue. It was denied by the two most concerned, and by Mrs. Eastham, who, as a privileged friend, knew all the facts. The young men were in a state of white heat, but David sensibly withdrew, and walked to the Hall.




  "Mrs. Eastham's house was close to the lodge gates, and from the lodge a straight yew-shaded drive led to the library windows, the main entrance being at the side of the house.




  "In the library a footman, on duty in the room, maintained a good fire, and the French windows were left unfastened, as the young gentlemen would probably enter the house that way. David did, in fact, do so. The footman quitted the room, and a few minutes later the butler appeared. He was an old favourite of David's. He asked if he should send some whisky and soda.




  "The young man agreed, adding:




  "'Sir Alan and I have commenced the year badly, Ferguson. We quarrelled over a silly mistake. I have made up my mind not to sleep on it, so I will await his arrival. Let me know if he comes in the other way.'




  "The butler hoped that the matter was not a serious one.




  "'Under other circumstances it might be,' was the answer, 'but as things are, it is simply a wretched mistake, which a little reasonable discussion will put right.'




  "The footman brought the whisky and soda.




  "Twenty minutes later he re-entered the room to attend to the fire. Mr. David Hume-Frazer was curled up in an arm-chair asleep, or rather dozing, for he stirred a little when the man put some coal in the grate. This was at 1 a.m. exactly.




  "At 1.10 a.m. the butler thought he heard his master's voice coming from the front of the house, and angrily protesting something. Unfortunately he could not catch a single word. He imagined that the 'quarrel' spoken of by David had been renewed.




  "He waited two minutes, not more, but hearing no further sounds, he walked round to the library windows, thinking that perhaps he would see Sir Alan in the room.




  "To his dismay he found his young master stretched on the turf at the side of the drive, thirty feet from the house. He rushed into the library, where David was still asleep and moving uneasily--muttering, the man thought:




  "'Come quickly, sir,' he cried, 'I fear something has happened to Sir Alan. He is lying on the ground outside the house, and I cannot arouse him.'




  "Then David Hume-Frazer sprang to his feet and shouted:




  "'My God! It was not a dream. He is murdered!'




  "Unquestionably--"




  But the barrister's cold-blooded synopsis of a thrilling crime proved to be too much for his hearer's nerves. Hume stood up. The man was a born fighter. He could take, his punishment, but only on his feet.




  Again he cried in anguish:




  "No! It was no dream, but a foul murder. And they blame me!"




  Chapter II




  DAVID HUME'S STORY




  Brett closed the book with a snap.




  "What good purpose can it serve at this time to reopen the miserable story?" he asked.




  Curiously enough, Hume paid no heed to the question. His lips quivered, his nostrils twitched, and his eyes shot strange gleams. He caught the back of his chair with both hands in a grasp that tried to squeeze the tough oak.




  "What else have you written there?" he said, and Brett could not help but admire his forced composure.




  "Nothing of any material importance. You were arrested, after an interval of some days, as the result of a coroner's warrant. You explained that you had a vivid dream, in which you saw your cousin stabbed by a stranger whom you did not know, whose face even you never saw. Sir Alan was undoubtedly murdered. The dagger-like attachment to your Japanese sword had been driven into his breast up to the hilt, actually splitting his heart. To deliver such a blow, with such a weapon, required uncommon strength and skill. I think I describe it here as 'un-English.'"




  Brett referred to his scrap-book. In spite of himself, he felt all his old interest reawakening in this remarkable crime.




  "Yes?" queried Hume.




  The barrister, his lips pursed up and critical, surveyed his concluding notes.




  "You were tried at the ensuing Assizes, and the jury disagreed. Your second trial resulted in an acquittal, though the public attitude towards you was dubious. The judge, in summing up, said that the evidence against you 'might be deemed insufficient.' In these words he conveyed the popular opinion. I see I have noted here that Miss Margaret Hume-Frazer was at a Covent Garden Fancy Dress Ball on the night of the murder. But the tragic deaths of her father and brother had a marked influence on the young lady. She, of course, succeeded to the estates, and decided at once to live at Beechcroft. Does she still live there?"




  "Yes. I am told she is distinguished for her charity and good works. She is married."




  "Ah! To whom?"




  "To an Italian, named Giovanni Capella."




  "His stage name?"




  "No; he is really an Italian."




  Brett's pleasantry was successful in its object. David Hume regained his equanimity and sat down again. After a pause he went on:




  "May I ask, Mr. Brett, before I tell you my part of the story, if you formed any theories as to the occurrence at the time?"




  The barrister consulted his memoranda. Something that met his eyes caused him to smile.




  "I see," he said, "that Mr. Winter, of Scotland Yard, was convinced of your guilt. That is greatly in your favour."




  "Why?"




  Hume disdained the police, but Brett's remark evoked curiosity.




  "Because Mr. Winter is a most excellent officer, whose intellect is shackled by handcuffs. 'De l'audace!' says the Frenchman, as a specific for human conduct. 'Lock 'em up,' says Mr. Winter, when he is inquiring into a crime. Of course, he is right nine times out of ten; but if, in the tenth case, intellect conflicts with handcuffs, the handcuffs win, being stronger in his instance."




  Hume was in no mood to appreciate the humours of Scotland Yard, so the other continued:




  "The most telling point against you was the fact that not only the butler, footman, and two housemaids, but you yourself, at the coroner's inquest, swore that the small Japanese knife was in its sheath during the afternoon; indeed, the footman said it was there, to the best of his belief, at midnight. Then, again, a small drawer in Sir Alan's writing-table had been wrenched open whilst you were alone in the room. On this point the footman was positive. Near the drawer rested the sword from which its viperish companion had been abstracted. Had not the butler found Sir Alan's body, still palpitating, and testified beyond any manner of doubt that you were apparently sleeping in the library, you would have been hanged, Mr. Hume."




  "Probably."




  "The air of probability attending your execution would have been most convincing."




  "Is my case, then, so desperate?"




  "You cannot be tried again, you know."




  "I do not mean that. I want to establish my innocence; to compel society to reinstate me as a man profoundly wronged; above all, to marry the woman I love."




  Brett amused himself by rapidly projecting several rings of smoke through a large one.




  "So you really are innocent?" he said, after a pause.




  David Hume rose from his chair, and reached for his hat, gloves, and stick.




  "You have crushed my remaining hope of emancipation," he exclaimed bitterly. "You have the repute of being able to pluck the heart out of a mystery, Mr. Brett, so when you assume that I am guilty--"




  "I have assumed nothing of the kind. You seem to possess the faculty of self-control. Kindly exercise it, and answer my questions, Did you kill your cousin?"




  "No."




  "Who did kill him?"




  "I do not know."




  "Do you suspect anybody ?"




  "Not in the remotest degree."




  "Did he kill himself?"




  "That theory was discussed privately, but not brought forward at the trial. Three doctors said it was not worthy of a moment's consideration."




  "Well, you need not shout your replies, and I would prefer to see you comfortably seated, unless, of course, you feel more at ease near the door."




  A trifle shamefacedly, Hume returned to his former position near the fireplace--that shrine to which all the household gods do reverence, even in the height of summer. It is impossible to conceive the occupants of a room deliberately grouping themselves without reference to the grate.




  Brett placed the open scrap-book on his knees, and ran an index finger along underlined passages in the manner of counsel consulting a brief.




  "Why did you give your cousin this sword?"




  "Because he told me he was making a collection of Japanese arms, and I remarked that my grandfather on my mother's side, Admiral Cunningham, had brought this weapon, with others, from the Far East. It lay for fifty years in our gun-room at Glen Tochan."




  "So you met Sir Alan soon after his return home?"




  "Yes, in London, the day he arrived. Came to town on purpose, in fact. Afterwards I travelled North, and he went to Beechcroft."




  "How long afterwards? Be particular as to dates."




  "It is quite a simple matter, owing to the season. Alan reached Charing Cross from Brindisi on December 20. We remained together--that is, lived at the same hotel, paid calls in company, visited the same restaurants, went to the same theatres--until the night of the 23rd, when we parted. It is a tradition of my family that the members of it should spend Christmas together."




  "A somewhat unusual tradition in Scotland, is it not?"




  "Yes, but it was my mother's wish, so my father and I keep the custom up."




  "Your father is still living?"




  "Yes, thank goodness!"




  "He is now the sixth baronet?"




  "He is not. Neither he nor I will assume the title while the succession bears the taint of crime."




  "Did you quarrel with your cousin in London?"




  "Not by word or thought. He seemed to be surprised when I told him of my engagement to Helen, but he warmly congratulated me. One afternoon he was a trifle short-tempered, but not with me."




  "Tell me about this."




  "His sister is, or was then, a rather rapid young lady. She discovered that certain money-lenders would honour her drafts on her brother, and she had been going the pace somewhat heavily. Alan went to see her, told her to stop this practice, and sent formal notice to the same effect through his solicitors to the bill discounters. It annoyed him, not on account of the money, but that his sister should act in such a way,"




  "Ah, this is important! It was not mentioned at the trial."




  "Why should it be?"




  "Who can say? I wish to goodness I had helped your butler to raise Sir Alan's lifeless body. But about this family dispute. Was there a scene--tears, recriminations?"




  "Not a bit. You don't know Rita. We used to call her Rita because, as boys, we teased her by saying her name was Margharita, and not Margaret"




  "Why?"




  "She has such a foreign manner and style." "How did she acquire them?"




  "She was a big girl, six years old, and tall for her age, when her parents settled down in England. She first spoke Italian, and picked up Italian ways from her nurse, an old party who was devotedly attached to her. Even Alan was a good Italian linguist, and given to foreign manners when a little chap. But Harrow soon knocked them out of him. Rita retained them."




  "I see. A curious household. I should have expected this young lady to upbraid her brother after the style of the prima donna in grand opera."




  "No. He told me she laughed at him, and invited him to witness the trying on of a fancy dress costume, the 'Queen of Night,' which she wore at a bal masqué the night he was murdered."




  "When did she get married?"




  "Last January, at Naples, very suddenly, and without the knowledge of any of her relatives."




  "She had been living at Beechcroft nearly a year, then?"




  "Yes, she went South in the winter. The reason she gave was that the Hall would be depressing on the anniversary of her brother's death. She had become most popular in the district. Helen is very fond of her, and was quite shocked to hear of her marriage. The local people do not like Signor Capella."




  "Why?"




  "It is difficult to give a reason. Miss Layton does not indulge in details, but that is the impression I gather from her letters."




  Hume paused, and Brett shot a quick glance at him.




  "Finish what you were going to say," he said.




  "Only this--Helen and I have mutually released each other from our engagement, and in the same breath have refused to be released. That is, if you understand--"




  The barrister nodded.




  "The result is that we are both thoroughly miserable. Our respective fathers do not like the idea of our marriage under the circumstances. We are simply drifting in the feeble hope that some day a kindly Providence will dissipate the cloud that hangs over me. Ah, Mr. Brett, I am a rich man. Command the limits of my fortune, but clear me. Prove to Helen that her faith in my innocence is justified."




  "For goodness' sake light another cigarette," snapped the barrister. "You have interfered with my line of thought. It is all wriggly."




  Quite a minute elapsed before he began again.




  "What caused the trouble at Mrs. Eastham's ball?"




  "I think I can explain that. It seems that Alan's father told him to get married--"




  "Told him!"




  "Well, left instructions."




  "How?"




  "I do not know. I only gathered as much from my cousin's remarks. Well, it was not until his final home-coming that he realised what a beautiful woman the jolly little girl he knew as a boy had developed into. She was just the kind of wife he wanted, and I fancy he imagined I had stolen a march on him. But he was a thoroughly straightforward, manly fellow, and something very much out of the common must have upset him before he vented his anger on me and Helen."




  "Have you any notion--"




  "Not the least. Pardon me. I suppose you were going to ask if I guessed the cause?"




  "Yes."




  "It is quite unfathomable. We parted the best of friends in London, although he knew all about the engagement. We met again at 6 p.m. on New Year's Eve, and he was very short with me. I can only vaguely assume that some feeling of resentment had meanwhile been working up in him, and it found expression during his chat with Helen in the conservatory."




  "Did you use threats to him during the subsequent wrangle?"




  "Threats! Good gracious, no. I was angry with him for spoiling Miss Layton's enjoyment. I called him an ass, and said that he had better have remained away another year than come back and make mischief. That is all. Mrs. Eastham was far more outspoken."




  "Indeed. What did she say?"




  "She hinted that his temper was a reminiscence of his Southern birth, always a sore point with him, and contrasted me with him, to his disadvantage. All very unfair, of course, but, you see, she was the hostess, and Alan had upset her party very much."




  "So you walked home, and resolved to hold out the olive branch?"




  "Most decidedly. I was older, perhaps a trifle more sedate. I knew that Helen loved me. There were no difficulties in the way of our marriage, which was arranged for the following spring. Indeed, my second trial took place on the very date we had selected. It was my duty to use poor Alan gently. Even his foolish and unreasonable jealousy was a compliment."




  Brett threw the scrap-book on to the table. He clasped his hands in front of his knees, tucking his heels on the edge of his chair.




  "Mr. Hume," he said slowly, gazing fixedly at the other, "I believe you. You did not kill your cousin."




  Chapter III




  THE DREAM




  "Thank you," was the quiet answer.




  "You hinted at some supernatural influence in relation to this crime. What did you mean?"




  "Ah, that is the unpublished part of the affair. We are a Scots family, as our name implies. The first Sir Alan Frazer became a baronet owing to his services to King George during the '45 Rebellion. There was some trouble about a sequestered estate--now our place in Scotland--which belonged to his wife's brother, a Hume and a rebel. Anyhow, in 1763, he fought a duel with Hume's son, his own nephew by marriage, and was killed."




  "Really," broke in Brett, "this ancient history--"




  "Is quite to the point. Sir Alan the first fought and died in front of the library at Beechcroft."




  The barrister commenced to study the moulding in the centre of the ceiling.




  "He was succeeded by his grandson, a little lad of eight. In 1807, after a heavy drinking bout, the second Sir Alan Hume-Frazer cut his throat, and chose the scene of his ancestor's duel for the operation."




  "A remarkable coincidence!"




  "In 1842, during a bread riot, the third baronet was stabbed with a pitchfork whilst facing a mob in the same place. Then a long interval occurred. Again a small child became the heir. Three years ago the fourth baronet expired whilst the library windows were being opened to admit the litter on which he was carried from the hunting-field. The fate of the fifth you know."




  Brett's chair emitted a series of squeaks as he urged it closer to the wall. At the proper distance he stretched out his leg and pressed an electric bell with his toe.




  "Decanters and syphons, Smith," he cried, when the door opened.




  "Which do you take, whisky or brandy, Mr. Hume?" he inquired.




  "Whisky. But I assure you I am quite serious. These things--"




  "Serious! If my name were Hume-Frazer, nothing less than a runaway steam-engine would take me to Beechcroft. I have never previously heard such a marvellous recital."




  "We are a stiff-necked race. My uncle and cousin knew how strangely Fate had pursued every heir to the title, yet each hoped that in his person the tragic sequence would be broken. Oddly enough, my father holds that the family curse, or whatever it is, has now exhausted itself."




  "What grounds has he for the belief?"




  "None, save a Highlander's readiness to accept signs and portents. Look at this seal."




  He unfastened from his waistcoat his watch and chain, with a small bunch of pendants attached, and handed them to Brett. The latter examined the seal with deep interest. It was cut into a bloodstone, and showed a stag's head, surmounted by five pointed rays, like a crown of daggers.




  "I cannot decipher the motto," he said; "what is it?"




  "Fortis et audax."




  "Hum! 'Strong and bold.' A stiff-necked legend, too."




  He reached to his bookcase for Burke's "General Armoury." After a brief search, he asked:




  "Do you know anything about heraldry?"




  "Nothing whatever."




  "Then listen to this. The crest of your, house is: 'A stag's head, erased argent, charged with a star of five rays gules.' It is peculiar."




  "Yes, so my father says; but why does it appeal to you in that way?"




  "Because 'erased' means, in this instance, a stag's head torn forcibly from the body, the severed part being jagged like the teeth of a saw. And 'gules' means 'red.' Now, such heraldic rays are usually azure or blue."




  "By Jove, you have hit upon the old man's idea. He contends that those five blood-coloured points signify the founder of the baronetcy and his four lineal descendants. Moreover, the race is now extinct in the direct succession. The title goes to a collateral branch."




  Brett stroked his chin thoughtfully.




  "It is certainly very strange," he murmured, "that the dry-as-dust knowledge of some member of the College of Heralds should evolve these armorial bearings with their weird significance. Does this account for your allusion to the supernatural?"




  "Partly. Do not forget my dream."




  "Tell it to me."




  "During the trials, my counsel, a very able man, by the way--you know him, of course, Mr. Dobbie, K.C.--only referred to the fact that I dreamed my cousin was in some mortal danger, and that my exclamation 'He is murdered!' was really a startled comment on my part induced by the butler's words. That is not correct. I never told Mr. Dobbie the details of my dream, or vision."




  "Oh, didn't you? Men have been hanged before to-day because they thought they could construct a better line of defence than their counsel."




  "I had nothing to defend. I was innocent. Moreover, I knew I should not be convicted."




  The barrister well remembered the view of the case taken by the Bar mess. Even the redoubtable Dobbie was afraid of the jury. His face must have conveyed dubiety with respect to Hume's last remark, for the other continued eagerly:




  "It is quite true. Wait until I have concluded. After the footman brought the whisky and soda to the library that night I took a small quantity, and pulled an easy-chair in front of the fire. I was tired, having travelled all the preceding night and part of the day. Hence the warmth and comfort soon sent me to sleep. I have a hazy recollection of the man coming in to put some coal on the fire. In a sub-conscious fashion I knew that it was not my cousin, but a servant. I settled down a trifle more comfortably, and everything became a blank. Then I thought I awoke. I looked out through the windows, and, to my astonishment, it was broad daylight. The trees, too, were covered with leaves, the sun was shining, and there was every evidence of a fine day in early summer. In some indefinite way I realised that the library was no longer the room which I knew. The furniture and carpets were different. The books were old-fashioned. A very handsome spinning-wheel stood near the open window. There was no litter of newspapers or magazines.




  "Before I could begin to piece together these curious discrepancies in the normal condition of things, I saw two men riding up the avenue, where the yew trees, by the way, were loftier and finer in every way than those really existing. The horsemen were dressed in such strange fashion that, unfortunately, I paid little heed to their faces. They wore frilled waistcoats, redingotes with huge lapels and turned-back cuffs, three-cornered hats, and gigantic boots. They dismounted when close to the house. One man held both horses; the other advanced. I was just going to look him straight in the face when another figure appeared, coming from that side of the hall where the entrance is situated. This was a gentleman in very elegant garments, hatless, with powdered queue, pink satin coat embroidered with lace, pink satin small-clothes, white silk stockings, and low shoes. As he walked, a smart cane swung from his left wrist by a silk tassel, and he took a pinch of snuff from an ivory box.




  "The two men met and seemed to have a heated argument, bitter and passionate on one side, studiously scornful on the other. This was all in dumb show. Not a word did I hear. My amazed wits were fully taken up with noting their clothes, their postures, the trappings of the horses, the eighteenth century aspect of the library. Strange, is it not, I did not look at their faces?"




  Hume paused to gulp down the contents of his tumbler. Brett said not a word, but sat intent, absorbed, wondering, with eyes fixed on the speaker.




  "All at once the dispute became vehement. The more stylishly attired man disappeared, but returned instantly with a drawn sword in his hand. The stranger, as we may call him, whipped out a claymore, and the two fought fiercely. By Jove, it was no stage combat or French duel. They went for each other as if they meant it. There was no stopping to take breath, nor drawing apart after a foiled attack. Each man tried to kill the other as speedily as possible. Three times they circled round in furious sword-play. Then the stranger got his point home. The other, in mortal agony, dropped his weapon, and tried with both hands to tear his adversary's blade from his breast. He failed, and staggered back, the victor still shoving the claymore through his opponent's body. Then, and not until then, I saw the face of the man who was wounded, probably killed. It was my cousin, Alan Hume-Fraser."




  David Hume stopped again. His bronzed face was pale now. With his left hand he swept huge drops of perspiration from his brow. But his class demands coolness in the most desperate moments. He actually struck a match and relighted his cigarette.




  "I suppose you occasionally have a nightmare after an indigestible supper, Mr. Brett," he went on, "and have experienced a peculiar sensation of dumb palsy in the presence of some unknown but terrifying danger? Well, such was my exact state at that moment. Alan fell, apparently lifeless. The stranger kissed his blood-stained sword, which required a strong tug before he could disengage it, rattled it back into the scabbard, rejoined his companion, and the two rode off, without once looking back. I can see them now, square-shouldered, with hair tied in a knot beneath their quaint hats, their hips absurdly swollen by the huge pockets of their coats, their boots hanging over their knees. They wore big brass spurs with tremendous rowels, and the cantles of their saddles were high and brass-bound.




  "Alan lay motionless. I could neither speak nor move. Whether I was sitting or standing I cannot tell you, nor do I know how I was supposed to be attired, A darkness came over my eyes. Then a voice--Helen's voice--whispered to me, 'Fear not, dearest; the wrong is avenged.' I awoke, to find the trembling butler shouting in my ear that his master was lying dead outside the house. Now, Mr. Brett, I ask you, would you have submitted that fairy tale to a jury? I was quite assured of a verdict in my favour, though the first disagreement almost shook my faith in Helen's promise, but I did not want to end my days in a criminal lunatic asylum."
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