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  I. LARRY HOLT IN PARIS


  Larry Holt sat before the Café de la Paix, watching the stream of life flow east and west along the Boulevard des Italiens. The breath of spring was in the air; the trees were bursting into buds of vivid green; the cloud-flecked skies were blue; and a flood of golden sunshine brought out the colours of the kiosks, and gave an artistic value even to the flaring advertisements. Crowded motor-buses rumbled by, little taxis dashed wildly in and out of the traffic, to the mortal peril of unsuspecting pedestrians.


  A gendarme, with cloak over his shoulder, stood in a conventional attitude on the kerb, his hand behind him, staring at nothing, and along the sidewalk there were hurrying bareheaded girls, slow-moving old men, and marching poilus. Itinerant vendors of wares loafed past the tables of the café, dusky-faced Arabs with their carpets on their arms, seedy-looking men who hawked bundles of picture post cards and would produce, at the slightest encouragement, cards which were not for the public gaze. All these things and people were a delight to Larry Holt, who had just returned from Berlin after four years' strenuous work in France and Germany, and felt in that holiday spirit to which even the mind of a detective will ascend.


  The position occupied by Larry Holt was something of a mystery to the officials of Scotland Yard. His rank was Inspector, his work was the administrative work of a Commissioner; and it was generally understood that he was in the line for the first vacant assistant commissionership that came along. The question of his rank, of his prospects, did not trouble Larry at that particular moment. He sat there, absorbing the sweetness of spring with every breath he drew. His good-looking face was lit up with the sheer joy of living, and there was in his heart a relief, a sense of rest, which he had not experienced for many a long day.


  He revealed himself a fairly tall man when he rose, after paying the waiter, and strolled round the corner to his hotel. It was a slow progress he made, his hands in his pockets, his soft felt hat at the back of his head, a half-smile on his parted lips as he gripped a long black cigarette holder between his white teeth.


  He came into the busy vestibule of the hotel, the one spot in Paris where people hustle and rush, where bell-boys really run, and even the phlegmatic Briton seems in a frantic hurry, and he was walking towards the elevator when, through the glass door leading to the palm court, he saw a man in an attitude of elegant repose, leaning back in a big chair and puffing at a cigar.


  Larry grinned and hesitated. He knew this lean-faced man, so radiantly attired, his fingers and cravat flashing with diamonds, and in a spirit of mischief he passed through the swing doors and came up to the lounger.


  "If it isn't my dear old friend Fred!" he said softly.


  Flash Fred, Continental crook and gambler, leapt to his feet with a look of alarm at the sight of this unexpected visitation.


  "Hullo, Mr Holt!" he stammered. "You're the last person in the world I expected to see—"


  "Or wanted to see," said Larry, shaking his head reproachfully. "What prosperity! Why, Fred, you're all dressed up like a Christmas tree."


  Flash Fred grinned uncomfortably, but made a brave show of indifference. "I'm going straight now, Mr Holt," he said.


  "Liar you are, and liar you will always be," said Larry without heat.


  "I swear to you on the Book—" began Fred vigorously.


  "If," said Larry without resentment, "you stood between your dead aunt and your failing uncle, and took an oath on Foxe's Book of Martyrs, I wouldn't believe you." He gazed admiringly at Fred's many adornments, at the big pin in his tie, at the triple chain of gold across his neatly tailored waistcoat, at his white spats and patent shoes, and then brought his eyes back to the perfectly brushed hair.


  "You look sweet," he said. "What is the game? Not," he added, "that I expect you to tell me, but it must be a pretty prosperous game, Fred."


  The man licked his dry lips.


  "I'm in business," he said.


  "Whose business are you in now?" asked Larry, interested. "And how did you get in? With a jemmy or a stick of dynamite? That's a new line for you, Fred. As a rule, you confine yourself strictly to picking crumbs of gold off the unwary youth of the land—and," he added significantly, "in picking the pockets of the recently deceased." The man's face went red.


  "You don't think I had anything to do with that murder in Montpellier?" he protested heatedly.


  "I don't think you shot the unfortunate young man," admitted Larry, "but you were certainly seen bending over his body and searching his clothes."


  "For identification," said Fred virtuously. "I wanted to find out who did it."


  "You were also seen talking to the man who did it," said Larry remorsefully. "An old lady, a Madame Prideaux, looking out of her bedroom window, saw you holding him and then saw you let him go. I presume he 'dropped'."


  Fred said nothing at first. He hated a pretended gentleman who descended to the vulgarity of employing the word "drop" for "bribe".


  "That's two years ago, Mr Holt," he said. "I don't see why you should rake that thing up against me. The examining magistrate gave me a clean bill."


  Larry laughed and dropped his hand on the man's shoulder. "Anyway, I'm off duty now, Fred. I'm going away to enjoy myself."


  "You ain't coming to London, I suppose?" asked the man, looking at him quickly.


  "No," said Larry, and thought he saw signs of relief.


  "I'm going over today," said Fred, in a conversational tone. "I was hoping we'd be fellow-passengers."


  "I'm grieved to shatter your hopes," said Larry, "but I'm going in the other direction. So long."


  "Good luck!" said Fred, and looked after him with a face which did not indicate any desire for Larry Holt's fortune.


  Larry went up to his room and found his man brushing his clothes and laying them out on his bed. Patrick Sunny, the valet he had endured for two years, was a serious young man with staring eyes and a round face, and he grew suddenly energetic on Larry's appearance. He brushed and he hissed, for he had been in a cavalry regiment.


  Larry strolled to the window and looked down on the Place de L'Opera at the busy scene.


  "Sunny," he said, "you needn't brush those dress things of mine. Pack 'em."


  "Yes, sir," said Sunny.


  "I'm going to Monte Carlo by the night train."


  "Indeed, sir?" said Sunny, who would have said exactly the same if Larry had expressed his intention of going to the Sahara or the North Pole.


  "To Monte Carlo, Sunny!" chortled Larry. "For six bright, happy, expensive weeks—start packing at once." He picked up the telephone from the writing-table and called the Travel Bureau.


  "I want a sleeper and a first-class reservation for Monte Carlo by tonight's train," he said. "Monte Carlo," he repeated louder. "No, not Calais. I have not the slightest intention of going to Calais—thanks." He hung up the receiver and stood looking at his servitor. "I hate talking to you, Sunny," he said, "but I must talk to somebody, and I hate your name. Who gave you that horrible name?"


  "My forefathers," said Sunny primly, continuing his brushing without looking up.


  "They rather missed the 'bus, didn't they?" asked Larry. "For if there is anything less like a bright spring day than you, I should like to avoid it. But we're southward bound, Sunny, to this Cote d'Azur, to the land of flowers and folly, to the orange groves—do you like oranges, Sunny?"


  "I prefer walnuts, sir," said Sunny, "but fruit of any kind means nothing to me."


  Larry chuckled and sat on the edge of the bed. "We're going to be criminals and take people's money from them," he said, "instead of nosing about the criminal practices of others. No more robberies, defalcations, forgeries and murders, Sunny. Six weeks of dolce far niente."


  "I don't play that game myself, sir," said Sunny. "I prefer cribbage."


  Larry picked up the afternoon paper and had turned its columns. There were quite a few items of news to remind him of his profession and its calls. There was a big bank robbery at Lyons, a mail coach had been held up in Belgium by armed robbers; and then he came to a paragraph.


  "The body of a man picked up on the steps leading down from the Thames Embankment has been identified as Mr Gordon Stuart, a rich Canadian. It is believed to be a case of suicide. Mr Stuart had been spending the evening with some friends at the theatre, and disappeared between the acts, and was not seen again until his body was discovered. A coroner's inquest will be held in due course." He read the paragraph twice, and frowned.


  "A man doesn't usually go out between the acts of a play and commit suicide—unless the play is very bad," he said, and the obedient Sunny said, "No, sir." He threw the newspaper down.


  "Sunny, I'm getting into bad habits. I'm taking an interest in lunacy, and for that same reason I notice that you've folded my trousers so that the crease comes down the side. Unfold 'em, you lazy devil!" He spent the afternoon making preparations for his journey, and at half-past six, with his trunks in the hands of the porters and Sunny carrying his overcoat, he was settling his bill at the cashier's desk, had folded up the receipt and was putting it in his pocket when a bell-boy came to him.


  "Monsieur Holt?" he asked.


  "That's my name," said Larry, and looked suspiciously at the thing in the boy's hand. "A telegram?" he said. "I don't want to see it." Nevertheless, he took it in his hand and opened the blue paper with a disapproving grimace and read: "Very urgent, on special police service. Clear the line. Larry Holt, Grand Hotel, Paris.


  "Very worried about Stuart drowning stop case presents unusual features stop would be personally grateful if you would come over at once and conduct investigation." It was signed by the Chief Commissioner, who was not only his superior but his personal friend, and Larry put the telegram in his pocket with a groan.


  "What time do we arrive in Monte Carlo, sir?" asked Sunny when he joined him.


  "About this day twelvemonth," said Larry.


  "Indeed, sir?" said Sunny, politely interested. "It must be a very long way."


  II. SIR JOHN HASON


  Flash Fred, whose other name was Grogan, had a genuine grievance; for, after he had been solemnly assured by a reputable officer of the law that he intended going to Monte Carlo, he had found him on the Paris boat train, and though he carefully avoided him he knew that Larry was well aware that they were fellow-passengers.


  At Victoria Fred made a rapid exit from the station, not being perfectly satisfied in his mind that Larry's business in London was altogether unconnected with Fred's own activities. Larry saw the disappearing back of the crook, and smiled for the first time since he had left Paris.


  "Take my things to the flat," he said to Sunny. "I'm going to Scotland Yard. I may be home tonight, I may not be home until tomorrow night."


  "Shall I put out your dress things?" said Sunny. All that concerned him was the gentlemanly appearance of his employer. To Sunny the day was divided into three parts—tweed, broadcloth and pyjamas.


  "No—yes—anything you like," said his master.


  "Yes, sir," responded the obliging Sunny.


  Larry drove straight to the Yard, and had some difficulty in making an entry, because he was unknown to the local officials; but presently he was ushered into the big room where Sir John Hason rose from his desk and came across to meet him with outstretched hand.


  "My dear Larry," he said, "it is awfully good of you to forgo your holiday. You are a brick! Of course I knew you would come, and I've given you room forty-seven and the smartest secretary I have seen in Scotland Yard for many a day." They were old friends and old school-mates, John Hason and Larry Holt, and between the two men there was an affection and a confidence which is rarely found between men in the same profession.


  "I don't know forty-seven," said Larry, taking off his overcoat with a smile, "but I'll be happy to know the smartest secretary in Scotland Yard. What's his name?"


  "It isn't a he. It's a she," smiled Hason. "Miss Diana Ward, who's been with me for about six months and is really the smartest and most reliable girl I've ever had working with me."


  "Oh, a female secretary!" said Larry gloomily, then brightened. "What you say goes, John; and even this paragon of virtue doesn't worry me. I suppose she's got a voice like a file and chews gum?"


  "She is rather unprepossessing, but looks aren't everything," said Sir John dryly. "Now sit down, old man; I want to talk to you. It is about this Stuart case," he began, offering his cigarette box to the other. "We only discovered yesterday that Stuart was a very rich man. He has been living in this country for nine months at a boardinghouse in Nottingham Place, Marylebone. He was a mysterious individual, who went nowhere, had very few friends, and was extraordinarily reticent. It was known, of course, that he had money, and his bankers in London, who revealed his identity when they discovered he was dead, were in his secret; that is to say, his secret so far as his identity is concerned."


  "When you say he went nowhere, what do you mean? Did he stay in the boarding-house all the time?"


  "I'm coming to that," said Sir John. "He did go somewhere, but why, nobody knows. Every afternoon it was his practice to take a motor drive, and invariably he went to the same place—to a little village in Kent, about twenty-five miles out. He left the motor-car at one end of the village, walked through the place, and was gone for a couple of hours. We have made inquiries and we have discovered this, that he spent quite a lot of time in the church, an old Saxon edifice the foundations of which were laid a thousand years ago. Regularly as the clock he'd return after two hours' absence, get into the car, which was hired, and be driven back to Nottingham Place."


  "What was the name of the village?"


  "Beverley Manor," said the Chief Commissioner. "Well, to resume. On Wednesday night, departing from his usual practice, he accepted the invitation of a Dr Stephen Judd to go to the first night of a new show at the Macready Theatre. Dr Stephen Judd is the managing director of the Greenwich Insurance Company, a small affair and quite a family concern, but having a pretty good name in the City. Mr Judd is a genial person who dabbles in art and has a very beautiful house at Chelsea. Judd had a box for the first night of the show—which is a perfectly rotten one, judging by the newspaper notices—Box A. Stuart came, and, according to Judd, was very restless. In the interval between the second and third acts he slipped out of the theatre, unobserved, and did not come back, and was not seen again until we found his body on the Thames Embankment."


  "What sort of a night was it?" asked Larry.


  "Bright in the early part, but rather misty and inclined to be foggy later," said Sir John. "In fact, the constable who was patrolling that particular beat where the body was found reported that it was very thick between half-past three and half-past four."


  Larry nodded. "Is there any possibility of his having mistaken his way in the fog and fallen into the water?" he asked.


  "None whatever," replied Sir John emphatically. "Between the hour he disappeared and half-past two in the morning the Embankment was entirely clear of fog, and he was not seen. It was a very bright night until that hour."


  "And here is another curious circumstance," the Commissioner went on. "When he was discovered, he was lying on the steps with his legs in the water, his body being clear—and," he added slowly, "the tide was still rising."


  Larry looked at him in astonishment.


  "Do you mean to say that he hadn't been deposited there by the falling tide?" he asked incredulously. "How could he be there, with his legs in the water, when the tide was low, as it must have been, when he came upon the steps?"


  "That is my contention," nodded Sir John. "Unless he was drowned immediately he left the theatre when the tide was high and was falling, it seems almost impossible that he could have been left on the steps at daybreak, when the tide was rising."


  Larry rubbed his chin. "That's queer," he said. "There's no doubt about his being drowned?"


  "None whatever," replied the Commissioner, and pulled open a drawer, lifting out a little tray on which were a number of articles. "These were the only things found in his pockets," he said. "A watch and chain, a cigar case, and this roll of brown paper." Larry took up the latter object. It was about an inch in length, and was still sodden with water.


  "There is no writing on it," said Sir John. "I opened it when it first came in, but thought it better to roll it back and leave it as it was for another inspection when it dried." Larry was looking at the watch, which was an ordinary gold half-hunter.


  "Nothing there," he said, snapping back the case, "except that it stopped at twenty past twelve—presumably the hour of his death." Sir John nodded.


  "The chain is gold and platinum," mused Larry, "and at the end is a—what?" There was a little cylinder of gold about an inch and a half long.


  "A gold pencil fitted in here," said Larry. "Have they found the pencil?"


  Sir John shook his head.


  "No, that is all we discovered. Apparently Stuart was not in the habit of wearing rings. I'll have these sent to your office. Now will you take on the case?"


  "But what is the case?" asked Larry slowly. "Do you suspect foul play?"


  The Commissioner was silent.


  "I do and I don't," he said. "I merely say that here are the elements of a terrible crime. But for the fact that he has been found on the steps with the tide still rising, and it was obviously low when he died, I should have thought it was an ordinary case of drowning, and I should not have opposed a verdict of accidental death if the jury reached that conclusion."


  Larry looked at the watch again.


  "It's strange," he said, speaking half to himself, and then: "I'll take these things into my room, if I may."


  "I expected you would want them," said the Commissioner. "Now will you see the body?"


  Larry hesitated.


  "I'll see Doctor Judd first," he said. "Can you give me his address?"


  Sir John looked up at the clock over his mantelpiece.


  "He will be at his office. He's one of those indefatigable persons who work late. Number 17 Bloomsbury Pavement; you can't miss the building."


  Larry gathered up the tray and moved to the door.


  "Now for the unattractive secretary," he said, and Sir John smiled.


  III. THE SECRETARY


  Room No. 47 was on the floor above that where the Commissioner's office was situated. It lay at the end of a long corridor, facing the detective. He carried the tray in one hand and opened the door with the other, walking into a comfortable little bureau.


  "Hallo!" he said in surprise. "Am I in the wrong office?" The girl, who had risen from her desk, was young and extremely pretty. A mass of dull gold hair, dressed low over her broad forehead, gave an added emphasis to clear grey eyes that were regarding him with surprise. She was neat and slim of figure, and when she smiled Larry thought he had hardly ever seen so gracious and pleasant a lady.


  "This is Inspector Holt's office," she said.


  "Good Lord!" said Larry, coming slowly into the room and shutting the door behind him. He went to the other desk and put down the tray, and the girl looked puzzled.


  "This is Inspector Holt's office," she repeated. "Are those things for him?"


  Larry nodded, looking at the girl in wonder.


  "What is that?" he asked suddenly, pointing to a glass and a jug on a side table which was covered with a small white cloth.


  "Oh, that is for Inspector Holt," she said.


  Larry looked into the jug.


  "Milk?" he said in wonder.


  "Yes," said the girl. "Inspector Holt is rather old, you know, and when I asked the Commissioner if he would like something after his journey, the Commissioner suggested invalid's food and milk; but I can't make invalid's food here, and—" His shriek of merriment stopped her, and she stared at him.


  "I am Inspector Holt," he said, drying his eyes.


  "You?" she gasped.


  "I'm the lad," said he complacently. "John, the Commissioner, has played a joke on you, miss—I don't know your name. Now, would you be good enough to ask the aged Miss Ward to step in?" A smile twitched her lips.


  "I am Miss Ward," she said, and it was Larry's turn to stare. Then he put out his hand with a smile.


  "Miss Ward," he said, "we're companions in misfortune. Each has been equally a victim of a perfidious police commissioner. I'm extremely glad to meet you—and relieved."


  "I'm a little relieved," laughed the girl as she went to her desk, and Larry, watching every movement, thought she floated rather than walked.


  "Sir John said you were sixty and asthmatic, and told me to be careful that no draughts should come into the office. I've had a draught excluder specially fitted this afternoon."


  Larry thought a moment.


  "Perhaps it's as well I didn't go to Monte Carlo," he said, and sat down at his desk. "Now let us start, shall we?" She opened her book and took up a pencil, whilst Larry examined the trinkets that lay on the tray.


  "Take this down, please," he said. "Watch made Gildman of Toronto, half-hunter, jewel-balanced; No. A778432. No scratches on the inside." He opened the case and snapped it again, then tried the stem winder. "Wound less than six hours before death took place." She looked up.


  "Is this the Stuart case?" she asked.


  "Yes," said Larry. "Do you know anything about it?"


  "Only what the Commissioner's told me." she replied. "Poor man! But I'm getting so used to horrors now that I'm almost hardened. I suppose one feels that way if one's a medical student. I was a nurse for two years in a blind asylum," she added, "and that helps to toughen you, doesn't it?" She smiled.


  "I suppose it does," said Larry thoughtfully, and wondered how young she had been when she started to work for her living. He put her at twenty-one and thought that was a fairly generous estimate of her age. "Do you like this work?" he asked.


  She nodded.


  "I love it," she said. "Sir John says that one of these days he's going to make me a—" She hesitated for a word.


  "A sleuth? Don't say you're going to be a sleuth," begged Larry. "I thought we had this business to ourselves. Female competition today—"


  She shook her head.


  "You're neglecting your work, Mr Holt," she said. "I've got as far as the watch."


  He chuckled a little and resumed his inspection.


  "Chain made of platinum and gold, length twelve inches, swivel at end, and container of a gold pencil—at least, I presume it was gold," he dictated.


  "The pencil wasn't found?"


  "No," she said. "I particularly asked the sergeant who brought the goods whether the pencil had been found."


  Larry looked at her in surprise. "Did you notice that?"


  "Oh yes, I noticed that too," said Diana calmly. "The knife has gone too."


  He looked across at her in genuine amazement. "What knife?" he asked.


  "I guessed it was a knife," said she. "The swivel is too large to be attached to a pencil only. If you look you will see a little ring—it has probably got entangled with the ring holding the pencil. It was broken when it came in, but I pressed it together. It looked as if somebody had wrenched it off. I guessed the knife," she said, "because men so often carry a little gold penknife there."


  "Or a cigar-cutter?" suggested Larry.


  "I thought of that," she said, nodding, "but they'd hardly have taken the trouble to nip off a cigar-cutter."


  "They?" he asked.


  "Whoever killed Stuart," she said quietly, "would have removed all weapons from his possession." He looked at the chain again and saw the other ring, and wondered why he had not noticed it before.


  "I think you're right," he said after a further examination. "The ring is much larger—it had slid up the chain, by the way—and there are distinct scratches where the knife was wrenched off. Hm!" He put down the object on the table, and looked at his own watch. "Have you seen the rest of the things?" he asked.


  She shook her head.


  "I've only examined the watch."


  He looked around for some receptacle, and saw a cupboard in the wall. "Is this empty?" he asked, and she nodded. "Then we'll leave the examination of these until I come back. I have to see somebody." He slipped the tray into the closet and locked the door, handing the key to the girl. He was halfway to the door when he remembered.


  "You won't be here when I come back? I suppose you have some sort of office hours?"


  "I make it a practice never to stay after two o'clock in the morning," she said gravely.


  She met the frank admiration in his eyes without embarrassment.


  "I don't think I have ever met a girl like you," he said slowly, and as though he were speaking his thoughts aloud.


  She flushed and dropped her gaze. Then she laughed and looked at him again, and he thought that her eyes were like stars.


  "It may be that we have never met anybody like each other," she said.


  And Larry Holt left Scotland Yard, conscious that a new and a very potent interest had come into his life.


  IV. FLASH FRED SEES A CLIENT


  Flash Fred had seen Larry Holt off the premises of the railway terminus; for, though he had left the station building first, he had waited until Larry's taxi had gone.


  He had a particular desire that he should not be shadowed that evening, and to this was engrafted a wholesome respect for the perspicacity and genius of Larry Holt. On the Continent of Europe, wherever crook met crook, it was generally and unanimously agreed that the first person they wished to meet on the other side on the Styx was Larry Holt. Only they did not say "on the other side of the Styx"; they said, simply and crudely, "in hell". The ruthlessness of this man, once he got his nose on to the trail, was a tradition and a legend; and Fred, more than any other man, had reason to fear him.


  He gave Holt ten minutes' start and then doubled back to the station, left his suit-case at the cloak room and came out at one of the side entrances where the cabs were ranked, and, choosing the first of these, he gave an address. Ten minutes later he was set down in a quiet Bloomsbury square, devoted in the main to lawyers' offices. There was an exception to these. The building at which he alighted was a narrow and tall erection of red brick, and though no light showed in the lower office, there was a subdued gleam in the windows of the upper floor. A commissionaire on duty in the hall looked at Fred askance.


  "The office has been closed for hours, sir," he said, shaking his head. "We open at nine in the morning."


  "Is Dr Judd on the premises?" asked Flash Fred, shifting his cigar from one corner of his mouth to the other.


  The commissionaire hesitated.


  "Mr Judd is still busy, sir, and I don't think he wants to see anybody."


  "Oh, you don't, don't you?" sneered Fred. "Now, you go upstairs to the governor and tell him that Mr Walter Smith wants to see him. Don't forget the name—It's an unusual one," he added humorously.


  The commissionaire looked dubiously at the visitor.


  "I shall only get into trouble," he grumbled, as he stepped into one of the two small elevators and, pressing the automatic knob, he went quickly up out of view.


  Apparently Mr Judd's office was situated on the top floor, for it was some time before the whine of the motor ceased. After a while it began again, and the commissionaire descended.


  "He'll see you, sir," he said. "Will you step this way?"


  "You ought to know me by now, sergeant," said Fred as he walked into the lift. "I've been here pretty regularly the past few years."


  "Maybe I wasn't on duty," said the commissionaire as the lift slowly ascended, "There are two of us here, you know. Were you a friend of Mr David's, sir?"


  Fred did not chuckle, he did not even smile. "No, no," he said airily, "I don't know Mr David."


  "Ah, very sad, very sad!" said the commissionaire. "He died suddenly four years ago, you know, sir."


  Fred did know, but he did not confess the fact. The death of Mr David had robbed him of a possible source of income by right, whereas now he only had that income by favour, and might at any time lose that and gain a term of imprisonment if the jovial Dr Judd grew tired of paying blackmail.


  The lift stopped and he stepped out and followed the commissionaire to a door, at which the uniformed man knocked. A loud voice bade them come in, and Flash Fred swaggered into the handsome apartment with a cool nod to its occupant.


  Dr Judd had risen to meet him.


  "All right, sergeant," he said to the commissionaire, and flicked a silver coin across the room, which the man caught deftly.


  "Get me some cigarettes," he said. And when the door had closed: "Sit down, you rascal," said Dr Judd good-humouredly. "I suppose you've come to get your pound of flesh." He was a tall, stout man, florid of face and heavy of build. His forehead was bald, his eyes were deep-set and wide apart; he had about him an air of comfort and boisterous good humour, Fred, in no wise abashed, sat down on the edge of a chair.


  "Well, doctor," he said, "I'm back." Dr Judd shook his head and searched his pockets for a cigarette.


  "What do you want—a cigarette?" said Fred, reaching for his case, but the doctor shook his head and his smile was broad, good-humoured but significant.


  "No, thank you, Mr Grogan," he said with a chuckle. "I don't smoke cigarettes that are presented to me by gentlemen of your profession."


  "What is my profession?" growled Flash Fred. "You don't think I was trying to dope you, do you?"


  "I was expecting you," said the other, without answering the question, and seated himself. "If I remember rightly, you have a strong objection to taking cheques."


  Flash Fred grinned.


  "Quite right, governor," he said. "That is still my weakness."


  The doctor took a bunch of keys from his pocket, walked to the safe, snapped back the lock, and then, looking over his shoulder: "You needn't watch this too closely, my friend; except when I have to pay blackmailers, I never keep money in this safe."


  Fred made a little grimace.


  "Hard words never killed anybody," he said sententiously.


  The doctor took out a packet, slammed the door and turned the key, came slowly back to the desk and threw down a fat envelope. Then he consulted a little book which he took from a drawer.


  "You're three days ahead of your time," he said, and Fred nodded admiringly.


  "What a brain you've got for figures, doctor!" he said. "Yes, I'm three days ahead of my time, but it's because I've got to get out of England pretty quick to meet a friend of mine in Nice." The doctor threw the packet across to him, and he caught it clumsily.


  "There are twelve hundred pounds in that envelope. You needn't count them, because they're all there," said Dr Judd, and leaning back in his chair, he took out a golden toothpick, eyeing the other straightly and thoughtfully. "Of course I am the biggest fool in the world," he said, "or I would never submit to this iniquitous blackmail. It is only because I want to keep the memory of my dead brother free from calumny that I do this."


  "If your brother goes shooting up people in Montpellier and I happen to be on the spot," said Flash Fred unctuously, "and help him to escape—as I did, and I can prove it—I think I'm entitled to a little compensation."


  "You're an unutterable scoundrel," said the other in his pleasant way, and smiled. "And you amuse me. Suppose, instead of being what I am, I were a bad-minded man? Suppose that I was desperate and couldn't find the money? Why, I might do anything!" He guffawed at the thought of doing anything very terrible.


  "It wouldn't make any difference to me," said Fred. "But it wouldn't make any difference to you, either. I've got all the facts written down about that shooting—how I helped the man escape and recognized him in London as Mr David Judd when I came back—and my mouthpiece has got it."


  "Your lawyer?"


  "Sure, my lawyer," said Fred, nodding. He leaned forward. "You know, I didn't believe your brother had died. I thought it was a fake to get me out of the way, and I shouldn't have believed it if I hadn't seen it in the papers and been to the funeral."


  Dr Judd rose and replaced his toothpick. "That a man like you could besmirch a name like his!" he said. All the good humour had gone out of his voice, and he trembled with indignation and passion.


  He had passed to the other side of the table and stood glowering down at Flash Fred, and Fred, who was used to such scenes—for this was not his first blackmailing case—merely smiled.


  "He was the best man that ever lived, the cleverest, the most wonderful," said Dr Judd, and his face was white. "The greatest man perhaps that this world has seen." His voice shook with the intensity of his emotion. "And for you—" he reached down, and before Fred knew what had happened, the big hand had gripped him by the collar and jerked him to his feet.


  "Here, none of that!" cried Fred, and strove to break loose.


  "The money I do not mind paying," Judd went on. "It is not that which maddens me. It is the knowledge that you have it in your power to throw mud at a man—" Here his voice broke, and the other hand came up.


  With a cry like a wild beast, Fred flung himself back with all his might and broke the grip of his adversary. Suddenly, as if by magic, there appeared in his hand a revolver.


  "Put 'em up and keep 'em up, damn you!"


  And then a voice, the gentlest voice in the world, asked: "Can I be of any assistance?"


  Fred turned with a start. Larry Holt was standing in the doorway, an engaging smile upon his face.


  V. THE WILL


  Flash Fred looked upon the intruder, a picture of comical amazement.


  "You don't lose no time, do you?" The protest was forced from him, and Larry laughed softly.


  "For carrying concealed weapons, you're pinched, Fred."


  "It's no crime in this country," growled the other, putting up his gun.


  By this time Dr Judd had recovered himself.


  "You know our friend, Mr Grogan," he said easily. "He's a member of our amateur dramatic society, and we were practising a scene from the Corsican Brothers. I suppose it looked rather alarming."


  "Thought it was Julius Caesar," said Larry dryly. "The scene between Cassius and Brutus, though I don't remember the gun play."


  The doctor looked at Flash Fred and then at Larry.


  "I'm afraid I don't know you," he said. He was still rather white, but this tone had recovered its good nature.


  "I am Inspector Larry Holt from Scotland Yard," said Larry. "Now seriously, Dr Judd, are you charging this man with anything?"


  "No, no, no," said Judd with a laugh. "Honestly, we were only doing a little harmless fooling."


  Larry looked from one to the other. The managing director of an insurance company, even a small company, does not fool with a known criminal.


  "You know this man, I suppose?"


  "I've met him several times," said Judd easily.


  "You know also that he's a member of the criminal classes, and that he is in fact 'Flash Fred', who has served penal servitude in this country and a term of imprisonment in France?"


  The doctor said nothing for a while.


  "I'm afraid I guessed that too," he said in a low voice, "and in consequence my association with the man must seem rather curious to you—but I cannot explain."


  Larry nodded. The one perturbed person in the room was Flash Fred. He was in an agony of apprehension lest Dr Judd told his secret and the reason for his visit.


  But Judd had no such intention.


  "You can go now," he said curtly, and Fred, trying to summon up some of his old swagger, lit a cigar with a hand that trembled, and Larry watched the operation.


  "You want 'Nervine for the Nerves', Fred," he said. "I saw a chemist's shop open at the corner of the street when I came along."


  Fred walked out with a pitiable attempt at indifference, and Larry watched him go. Then he turned to the doctor.


  "I'm sorry I came in at such an inconvenient moment," he said, "though I don't think you were in any danger. Fred gets all his fine dramatic effects by pulling, not by shooting."
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