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THE FIRST CHAPTER.
An [mportant Visiter,

- RY. BARDELL, Sexton Blake's house-
M keeper, ope.ud the deor” of the

congulting-room.
“Mister Biake,”
lessty, “A gentleman to see you!
Huabert Brewster! -

adoming the dull persenality of one of these
commereial knights whese only claim to im-
portanee lay in a large bank balance. He rose
from the chair, and the visitor came im,
affecting a certain cordiality ef manner, which

the detective partially froze with mere pro- |

fessional politeness. %

“How do you de, Mr. Blake?
pleasure to call upen. 0 distinguished a
detective, although,” he added, “my mission
is a far from pleasant onel!”

“It is the way with mest of my sttozq,
Blake said, with a half-smile. “I trust i% is
nothing very serious !”

"*&0———50—0 said the knight, as though he
were not sure that he was speaking the
truth. “Not—er— ovez’whelmixw!y serious, Mr.
Blake!”

“In view of that,” said Blake, “it did not
occur to you to try the po!nee‘ or your
soliciter, or, perhaps, some young i;westiga,tor
just- startmg in—7"

“I came to you as the head of vour pro-

fession, Mr. Blake®

“That is very coniplimentary!™ said Blake.
“But, as L ply my trade more for pleasure
than pmﬁt I am—er—a little arbitrary in
the choice of my cases!”

Sir Hubert Brewster fumed inwardly, con-
eealing his anger with as much success as an
setive volcano conceals terrestrial fires. He
kad been twice snubbed already, but Blake’s
Bbint had been so courteously given that he
could not take wviolent e\ceptxon to it.

“QOf course, if you consider my case benea’rh
your notice, Mr. Blike!” he snorted.

“Not at all ” the detective said.. “How can
that be when I know nothing about it, Sir
Hubert? If you will be good enough to state
your trouble I shall be only- too happy to
Hsten.”

The knight became rather mollified, and
groped quickly in his pocket for some Dapers.

Blake waited  with a certain show of
interest, satisfred that Sir Hubert Brewster’s
blustering ego had received the jolt it needed
-so badly.

~“As you know, Mr. Blake,” the knight said
presently, “I am a person of some importance

she said tome- }
Mister Sir

tresnmw}
The name was familiar to the defective as |

It is a}
F prise all the greatest magnates in the B
P world of hmmg and selling. It w
3 ha.ph the ol

[ and sigee the

| Sic  Hubert. Brewster went -on,
| Club is ome of the mest exclusive
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matters.”
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Sir ~ Hubert

‘at him,

stared amd - fhen

and I am also
other business cone I have h
this year as ‘zeerktary nz the Si
whieh I bave been a member for

It was the business of the de
become famifiar with the name and
of évery club and society he could -
otherwise. He knew the Sixty Club o
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“As you are dﬂ},hﬁcﬂs aware, Mr. Blake,”
“the

in the
worlkd.”
“Necessarily, I
thought fuliy.
of money in the world, atter altt”
“Koney,”
merely the fruit of commercial acumen. It
is the tree we are proud of, Mr. Blake, and
not the fruit! The members of the Sixty

suppose,” ~ Blake. said

- Club stamd for éverything that is great and |
We are §

progressive in_ the werld’s. trade.
the committee of the natioms ' bartering.
There is not a name upon our lists which "is
not synonymous  with integrity and
character. Therefore it is a matter of very
great concern both to us and to the busi-
ness world that any members of our club

shouid be held up to disrepuie, or that their |

names should be misused in connection with
anything shady or doubtful!”

“And have these names bheen misused?”
Blake asked, hurrying him teo the poimt.

“They have!” snorfed the knight angrily.
“And in the mest vulgar and impudent |
manner! I have here an advertisement

taken from a newspaper. I have protested
in person to the proprietors of this paper.
But, although they have read'ly printed a

Sixty |

“There is gnly a certain amcunt

said Sir Hubert sententiously, “is |

| ence.

-LEON KESTREL.
Blaff, >’ e o8y

claim to Dave aceepted and
ertisements m all good faith.

ed Bi’nkc a cutting, which Tinker

fo examine as wetll. ¥t was a w

1 advertisement, and a strange li

the detective’s eyes when he sa
of the eompany which was
Bt ronu:

JTHE WAR PROFITS LIQFTD ATION
1 S¥N i)I(. ATE.
> suditors of the above company, Raving
ined it§ balance-sheet and confirmed. the
~0\mw of a very su bst(wtml profit fo# the
= . December, 9, it i3 proposed
irectors to renew their activities with
ureater zeal during the coming year, and
to extend the zome and mature of the syndi-
cate’s aetivities in whbatever direction may
prove mmost remuncrative to  the  ghare-
hoiders.
The Poard has decided to .initiate a great
and protracied offensive during the coming
year, and, in order to launch the attack in

L

 the most auspicious manner, the-

GHNEROUS AND UNSTINTED PATRONAGE

of the undermentioned distinguished gentle-
men will be secured. It is eonfidently antici-
pated that they will contribute Jargely to
the making of a record year in 1926:

Sir Hubert Brewster, K.C.B.,
The Right Hon. Lord Evescourt ECE.,
Sir Bdgard Trewling, Bart.,
Mr. Rufus Levis, 0.B.E.,
Mre. Wolter Cowling-Smi‘th,
- Ete., ete., etc.

The Board has every reason to hope that
the names of further distinguished patrons
wilk come before the public very shertly. :

(Signed) LIONEL KING
(Chairman of Directors).”

To the eye of the ordinary reader there was
nothing remarkable in .the advertisement,
wedged in the paper among the reports of
company meetings and general financial news.

But to the eye of Blakée amd Tinker the

 calm and impudent announcement stood out

25 a monument of bluff and sheer impertin- _
For they both knew that the name
of Lionel King concealed the personality of
Leon Kestrel, the master-mummer and one
of the most dangerous cnmmals who had
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ever harried and puzzled the police systems
of two continents.

Sexton Blake and Tinker knew to their
costs of the many activities of this pernicious
syndicate, which went from scoop to scoop
garbed in the lamb’s clothing of virtue,
skinning the profiteers certainly, hut using the
proceeds of their thefts for the one charitable
purpose which begins at home.

Blake could not forbear a smile as he read

between the lines of the announcement. The
ironic humour was so typical of the
mummer.

He claimed—and one could almost see the
thin-lipped smile of the man-—the “generous
and = unstinted patronage” of Sir Hubert
Brewster and others who were *confidently
anticipated ” to “contribute largely to the
making of a record year in 1920 for the
syndicate.

It was a threat—distinet and as thinly-
veiled, as Kestrel cared to make it. Their
“generous and unstinted ” patronage meant
that” Kestrel had them selected as his next
vietims; and it would require all the brains
in the Sixty Club to save these members
from being fleeced.

The well-camouflaged announcement was
tantamount to a declaration by the master-
mummer that he was once again upon the
war-path. The nefarious activities- of the
syndicate, bad enough in 1919, were to bhoom
immensely in 1920.

And the ex-actor and arch-crook had with
characteristic bluff and impertinence deeided
to make his New Year debut with a ftting
pomp and eircumstance.

“What do you make of it?”
Brewster asked presently.

“It is a rather strange
Blake said, with a smile.

“It is a deuced impertinent one!” the
knight said angrily.

“You have no interest
then?”

“Of course not.
pure bounce—or else insult!
I could find out!”

“You have no
King?”

“Not in the least. But I haven't the least
doubt that it conceals the identity of some
unprinecipled skunk who-—"

“It does!” Blake said quietly.

“You know him, then?” asked the knight
sharply, his deep-set eyes fixed upon the
thin, almost expressionless face of the detec-
tive. “You know this man King?”

“Yes.”

“Who is he? What is he?”

“ An unprineipled skunk, as you say,” Blake
said—“and ecleverer than a skunk at throw-
ing you off his trail!”

“What is he? What's his idea of printing
this thing?” He tapped the paper. “Is he
being insulting, or iust trying to be funny?”

“A little of the lattér—but not much,”
Blake said. “What he has essayed in' that
respect he has achieved. It is funny.”

“I fail to see its humour!”

“l am not surprised. But this is merely
what I should call a public announcement,
Siv Hubert.”

“Public announcement!” he snorted.

Sir Hubert

announcement,”

in this syndicate

Never heard of it. Bounce,
By Heaven, if

idea who 1is this Lionel

“Yes. ~Rather unconventional, but an
announcement, all the same. It probably
has a strong element of truth, too.”

“But—but my dear sir,” stormed the

knight, “will you permit me to ask if you
know what you are talking about? Neither—
neither Evescourt, *‘nor Trewling, nor any of
us ever heard of this deuced concern. It is
all lies. ~“We aren’t patrons, or anything of
the sort, and the papers have told the public
so this morning!”

“Maybe not,” Blake said. “But you will
notice that the syndicate merely states that
vou will be secured.”

“How do they know that? What the
deuce right has this man King to-—"

“He has no right at all. But that does not
count with him. He will attempt to secure
you, all the same. He may succeed.”

“I don't foliow!™ snorted the knight.
vou know this man, Mr. Blake, I should like
to know his name. Who is he?”

“His name is Leon Kestrel,”
quietly.

The knight stared at him: his brows con-
tracted in rather a puzzled way.

“Kestrel—Kestrel!” he muttered. “I have
heard the name. I-I—" He looked up
suddenly. “Surely you don’t mean this
criminal—this swindler—who worked that
swindle on the “Mercury "—who shanghaied
Nordenstrom, the scientist?”

“The same man,” Blake said.

- “A crook!" )

Blake said

“If

“One of the cleverest the world has ever
been plagued with, and certainly the boldest.”

Sir " Hubert began to look .alarmed.

“Then—then what is the meaning of this
advertisement, Mr. Blake? Why has he paid
money to insert a notics like this?”

“He has a weakness for the theatrical,”
Blake said. “He is an ex-actor and the
greatest master of make-up there is; but he
is never flippant. I should strongly advise
you to take this matter seriously.”

“Why, Mr Blake?”

“Because it is a distinet threat.
these other gentlemen are in
danger!”

“You think so?” he gasped.

“I am sure of it. I advise you to go
straight to Scotland Yard and ask their
advice and assistance. You may tell them
that you have been to me. The character
of this man Kestrel is well known to the
C.I.D., and they are not likely to under-
estimate the danger you are in.”

The face of the knight had changed colour
visibly. He picked nervously at his weighty
watch-chain.

“You think robbery is the object he—~he
has in view, Mr. Blake?” he asked.

“Undoubtedly. But he. is entirely callous.

You and
imminent

If murder serves his purpose more
adequately—"
“Good heavens, Mr. Blake, this—this is

most disquieting!” He picked up the adver-
tisement again and studied it, and his fingers
trembled visibly as he held it.

“War profits liguidation!” he read slowly.
“What—er—what do they mean by that?”

“Simply that Kestrel believes all profits
made out of the war to be iniquitous,” Blake
said. “That is why this syndicate choose as
their victims only those who have made
money out of Armageddon. He considers
that they have the blood of their brothers
upon their hands. He is not alone in that
belief,” Blake added quietly.

“Rubbish!” snapped Sir Hubert. “Stuft
and nonsense! Only born fools talk in that
manner!” 3

“I have known some born fools with a
remarkable insight into the truth,” Blake

said—for he did mot like this man over-
much.
“Please, Mr. Blake-—please!” cried the

am a business man.

knight impatiently. “I . !

I have not time for chieap epigrams.

He paused and glanced up with a ﬁuslr)ed
DMrs,

face as the door opened suddenly and
Bardell reappeared.

JACK ik f'b;rarx 3

“Mister 'Arker, from the Yard, sir! Shali
I show him up?”

“Please!” Blake said, without hesitation—
and the magnate looked annoyed.

“There seems to be a queer conception of
courtesy on these premises, Mr. Blake!” he
snapped. “If you will permit me to conclude
my interview before you invite a stranger
into—-—"

“If you find fault with our courtesy,” Blake
said, “you may conclude your interview
straight away, Sir Hubert. My friend Harker
is one of the most able men in the Criminal
Investigation Department of Scotland Yard,
and I thought that his arrival might be very
opportune!”

“Oh, indeed! Yes; I beg your pardon!”

The knight was still framing clumsy apolo-
gies when Hirker came into the room, nod-
ding with a friendly smile at Blake and
Tinker, and, as he bent to pat the warm,
lithe body of Pedro, the bloodhound, darting
a quick glance from his dark eyes at the
face of the visitor. :

Blake introduced them a moment later
explaining in a few words the purport of
Sir Hubert's call, and handing him the adver-
Yisement to read.

A strange look came over the face of ths
Yard man as he saw through the transparens’
impudence of the threat. His lips wers
twisted in a wry smile.

“Do you know, Blake,” he said, turning te
the investigator, “I believe we are going to
have an ugly time with this gang. You know
I don’t suffer with nerves, and am not tha
victim of idle fancies, but I was followed
Liere to-night!”

“You were?”

“1 am sure of it. I can't say T saw any-
thing tangible to warn me. But all the way
I had that unpleasant sense of being
watched.”

The eyves of the magnate were fixed with a
strange stare upon the Yard man. It seemed
that Harker, with his quiet words, had sud-
denly charged the atmosphere with ex-
pectancy. In the silence that ensued one
could hear the ticking of the huuter in the
Yard man's pocket.

“There is no light in your
Blake?” Harker asked suddenly.

bed-room,

“No. Why?" Blake said sharply.

“You have no objection to my seeing for
myself ?”

“Good- heavens, no! But what's the
matter?”

Tremlin siaggered back as a figure seemed to drop from the
: clouds., :

U.J.—No. 864,
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“Nothing,” Harker said, with a smile. “I
am emrious, that’s all. 'Pinker!”

He beckoned te the lad, and they passed out
of the room, leaving Blake rather curious
and Sir ITubert Brewster frankly alarmed.
Tinker also wondered at the Yard man’s
manner as he entered the bed-room.

“Neither the guv'nor nor I have been in
here Ahis evening, Mr. Harker,” he said.

“What makes you ask whether there was a
light?”

“Oh, nothing!
all,” Harker said.

He crossed to the window and peered out
into the street below, and Tinker pressed
his face to the pane heside him, not knowing
what he was looking for.

For quite a minute the Yard man stood
there, peering silently. Presently a slight
grunt escaped him.

Tinker.,” he said quietly, “you see that
porchway opposite, a little to the right—the
one in deep shadow?”’

“Yeg,?

“Look at it hard for a moment.”

“I am watching it!”

“You have pretty good eyes, hoy. Do
you notice that one part of the shadow is
dceper than--

“Yes. Ther

“Motionless ?”

“Yes, I can determine the face now.
scem to be watching this place.”

“Is it a man or a woman?’ Harker asked
slowly.

A man, I should say.”

A sharp, matter-of-fact grunt broke from
the C.L.D. man—a grunt which scemed to
enap the sharp tension of that moment.

“1 thought as much!” he muttered. “Gee,
but I'd like to know \what that” party is!

you ask the guv'nor to—— No, it
doesn’t matter. We don't want to alarm old
Moneybug. I'll drop him the. word to slip
out and take a quiz for himself?”

hey returned to the consulting-room, and
Biake met them with a glance, half humnrouq
half-questioning.

“Well2®

“The strategic value of t{hese premises,
Biake, is rather spoiled by the presence of
valuable observation-posts mear at hand,”
Harker said, with a smile. “Buc—hut this
adverbisement, Mr.—er—1 heg your pardon,
tir Hubert. = Have you tried to trace the
1\*1';(;11 who inserted 2"

“Yes. I have—I have been to the editor of

I wanted to be®sure, that's

someone standing there.”

They

{i:e newspaper which printed it, and—= Oh,"

my Heaven, what was that?”

There had come 3 suddén bang upon the
window as though a heavy stone had been
hurled into it, followed by the 'splintering ol
ginss.  Almost simultaneously something had
whizzed 80 near to the liead of the ‘magnate
that, with a c¢ry of fear, he sprang bhack,
stumbling, and: falling. heavily’ into a chair.

For'a moment the others.stood. transfixed,
and then there came II.ul\el s yoice, sharp
and hoarse:

quck’

“Crouch!
window!” ° ¢

Blake had stepped instinctively - into the
corner of the wall beside the window.' Tinker
crouched down by the fireplace. -

Only Pedro remained in the centre of the
room, - and- he had sprang to his 'feet,” his
ticad stretched forward in defiatice, his fa Angs
bared flercely..

4 deep growl from the bloodhound broke the
silenee ag the men stood waiting. Sir Hubert
irewster had recovered his balance upon the
¢ n air, and he was trembling in all his limbs.

“Wh-what 1is this?” he asked hoarsely.

“ Wh-what is happening?”

No one heeded his question. Blake remained
for 'u few more seconds, his face drawn into
arim, mask-like expression, his cycs fixed
1 the window. Then he strode across the
root, and from the canvas of an oil-painting
on the "wall which fdaced the ‘window. he
snatched an arrow, which had ‘penetrated just
i le :r the upper parf of the heavy gilt frame.

‘A pleasant souvenier, Sir uberi!” he
saud, extending it for inspection.

A whistle broke from the Yard man’'s lips
2 gasp came came from the knight.

y Heaven! Is that what it was?”

“Yes. And it is a missive as well as a

missile, See, here is a little note attached

Stand clcar from the

to the feather. I think you may emerge
ow from your dug-outs. We must have
ers fitted to that window, Tinker.”

But—but what does it mean?” ‘asked the
it in a scared tone. “Did that thing
v come through the window?”

1t nearly came through your head
vl Bl'xke sald grimly,

L J.—No. 864.
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“But it was one of our mutual friends—eh,
Harker?”

“The same one who followed me here!” the
Yard man growled> “I1 have just seen him!”

“You have? Where?” Blake asked quickly.

“From your bed-room window. He was
waiting opposite, in the shadow of a porch.
You remember my rﬁm‘\'}\ about observation-
posts?”

Blake nodded grimly, and then turned again
to the visitor.

“You are rather surpri
Sir Hubert,” he said.
really. Bub in our prof on we make it a
rule to be surprised at nothing, But this
little maid, here, has been murdered several
times. A genuine Joan of Arc—eh. Harker?”

He turned and pointed the arrow at the
oil-painting, which depicted a little maid
seated upon a horse, with a broad vista of
hill and plain in the background.

“When I bought this,” Blake
magnate, “I thought it was a Rommney. I
have found since that it is a very clever
imitation. .That is why I leave it here. Do
| you sec this small round hole in the bonnet ?”?

The knight nodded.

“That was -made by the builet: from a
powerful air-pistol. It took the tassel of my
smoking-cap before it entered the canvas!”

Blake smiled at the expression of horror on
the knight's face.

‘And this jagged hole on the left,” the
deter‘tne went on, pointing with his arrow.

“Harker was here when that little souvenir
arrived. I have it in my museum. A bolt
from a cross-bow. My good friends have tried
all sorts of weapons to hasten my demise—
the very oldest and the most up-to-date. I
re;zz'rd these as honourable scars, Sir Hubert.
That is why I am loth to have my painting
restored. But let us lunk at the latest
missile !” =

Blake moved over to his armchair, and
seated himself as nonchalantly as if the letter
which he was detaching from the arrow had
been dropped through the front door into the
mail-basket.

In a few moments he detached the letter
and cast-a swift glance at the arrow bel’ore
haudmo it to Harker.

A pretty piece of workmauis ship, that,” he
said. “That shaft, if I mistake not, has been
turned down from an ebony rule.- Notice how
the steel head has been socketed on, and this
feather let-into the hilt. I seem to know
that workmanship. What do you think?”

Harker took the arrow and examined it
carefully, while Blake unfolded the piece of
paper which had been artfully contrived to
assist in the balance of the iissile. .As he

ed—rather shocked,
ought we to be,

said to the

note of the fine workmanship of the arrow,
swung round-upon "his’ master.

“TThis is, the work of Lessing; if -you ask
me, guv'nor,”. he said. “Lessing,
suenttﬁe mstrument maker—Kestrel's man!”

Blake nodded his eyes med on the paper.

b “That, was my impression,” he said.
thig: proves’ it.”

“What proves it, guv'nor?”

“This note—it is from Kestrel.
‘Harker!” :

. He gave the crumpled note to the Yard
man . upon which had. been typed in script
h,ttexs the follovymg brief message:

“Syndicate hear persistent rumours of your
early retlrement.‘ Trust they. are mot too
exaggerated.” As a sporting. oﬁer I will lay
" odds - of snty to one against on the first,
race. <

See here,

"A la mort, -
2 * LEON REGTREL &

. Harker read the short note, and glanced
with a wry face af, Blake.

“This is the first time you have heard
of him in the New Year, eh?” he asked.

i¥en 1t .
=1 told \rm things were looking ugly,
Blake.” He turned to the knight. “You will
find it unpled&lnt, Sir Hubert, to come under
the notice of this man. He is diabolically
clever.”

“And ruthless,” said Blake.

“So it seems,” Sir Hubert said, trying to
keep his voice steady. “He has already tried
to—er—threaten me, it seems. . But it is
absurd, preposterous! As ecapable detec-
tives I put it to you. Do you mean to say
‘there is no- way to curb the murderous
activities of *a criminal like this?”

“He is as elusive as. a . will-o’-the-wisp,”
Blake said. “The man has the ability to

“My Heaven, yes! 1 felt something pass
within an inch or so. But—but this is in-
creditable, Mr. Blake! Who fired it?” :

“That I can't say,” Blake said, smiling.

-hardly

did so Tinker, who had himself taken careful-|’

the
-passed |

_Blake -
M And

- his automatic, he fired twice

-other side

oz

escape in a score of personalities. It is when
he shows his hand that we have a chance
~—and then only!”
“And I am to go
untib—"
“The risk is the fault of your wealth and

in terror of my life

your—your  public position,” Blake said
quietly. *“The terror, of course, rests with
yourself!”

“ But—Dbut surely, Mr. Blake—— I-1 am

not used—I am not accustomed to the peril
ofa‘of' )

“Your peril,” Blake said meaningly, “is &
thousandth part of the peril which the men
went through in France and elsewhere, Sir
Hubert, to make your wealth secure. I am
sure Mr. Harker, as an officer of the Yard,
will do -his best to preserve the safety of
your *——Blake was going to say “skin,” buf
he added the word “life ” out of conslderw
tion for the magnate’s middle age. “It is
fairly obvious that Leon Kestrel and his
syndicate have some plan of robbery under
way, but we cannot tell what shape his
plan will take nntil—"

He stopped suddenly as something tinkled
distinetly into the fire, and Pedro, still on
the alert, sprang forward to the grute with
a bark as a distinct fizzing arose. The blood-
hound barked again, and then there came
a hoarse choking from the throat “of the
dog, followed by an almost pitiful whine of

pain. )
f8«"ith a sharp ery Blake sprang to his
eet. S

“(Gas, Tinker—gag!” he rapped out. “Out

of the room—all of you—for your lives!”

With closed eyes and lips sealed Ughth
holding his breath, he sprang forward, seizing
up the writhing and heavy body of Pedro
where he had fallen upon the mat. The
sizzling had ceased upon the fire, and there
was nothing to see in the room—no visible
evidence of gas or noxious fumes.

Yet  Blake's instant conception of the
danger had saved them all. He hustled the
others quickly on to the landing outside, siam-
ming the door and laying Pedro gently down,
where the poor brute lay whining in agony.

“Mustard gas!” Blake said ,quickly to
Harker. It came down the chimmey. Get
your automatic ready, and shoot quickly!”

“But--but where are you going?” Harker
gasped.

“To the roof, man!” Blake snapped. “That
was a glass gas- bomb—d“opped from above.

:Quu,kly~ follow me!”

He sprang up the ‘stairs to the emall
landing above which a trap-door opened to
the roof. He sprang up - the ladder which
he kept in readiness and slid the bolt, ihrust-
ing the trap-door up cautiously with his liand.
The slight sound of a 'movement ..above,
perceptible, en]mned an instant
caution. -

He paused, and, poermg down at Tmher
pointed - to a woolly-headed . mop - which

stood in @ corner of the landing, ‘a_piece of

apparatus with which Mrs. Bardell ficked the
cobwebs from sinaccessible -corners. - Tinker
it 1o him silently, and .once more
raiged. the -trap- door cautiously and
thrust the bead. of the mop through the
opening inch-by inelr until-——: . .
- A smashing blow descended, sp]mtering the
mop from the shaft, hurhng the. trap-door
back into its- socket with such force that
B]ake swayed upon -the ‘ladder, nearly - fall-
ing on ‘to the.white, upturned faces of the
thréea men below..
. 1 thought, so!?

hke gasped “The mur-
derous skuuk! By Jove, if—— . Hark! He's
running. Up, you fellows! After-me!”

With a irantic rush he thrust the trap-
door outwards and raced up the lidder, his
arm- extended first, his automatic clutched
tightly -in his ﬁand..

Half-way through the apertune he - c‘mgl\t

sight of a small hgure moving swiftly in the

shadow of the chimney-pots, and, levelling
{n qumk succes-
gion, the -sharp reports echoing over the
deserted roofs of the metropolis.

“Have you got him?” came Harker's voice
f10m helow him on the Jadder.

*“No, hang it! I believe I've mlas(‘d This

way!”

He sprang on {o the roof and raced across.

"]‘nen,.'\\ai no avenue of escape .except. by

crossing the roofs of two neighbouring build-
ings -and- scaling a steep. slope which led
to the summit of a-higher edifice. From the
of this Blake knew therc was
an outside stairway down which {he fugitive
might find his. way to safety.

3ut he would have to be.mighty quick to
do it with the short start he had. And there
was that slope to megotiate,
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The roof above the Baker Street apartments
of Sexton Biake had heen the arens of
many a thrilling encounter and grim experi-
ence,” and had taught the detective to know
eacli minor parapet and gutter as he knew
his own consulting-room. ‘

The night was pitch-dark, and the lights of
the street below served more to blind than
assist him now. But he dashed forward with-
out hesitation, taking the nearest route fo
the place for which he guessed the fugitive
was nsaking.

He veered suddenly, narrowly .nissiag
collision with a low wooden'tub which had
once contained a small tree of sorts, a relic
of the time whén a tenant had started to
turn the place into -a roof-garden.

His eyes fixed ahead, he swung round a
heavy chimney-stack. and then a figure
shot forward under his feet, tripping him so
cleanly that he came down heavily and
painfully.

Blake was .conscious  of a quick snarl, of
a man’s hot hreath close to his face; he felt
a man's hands eclutching murderously at his
throat. 2

He writhed spasmodically and flung himself
over, tearing with his own hands at the arms
of the man above him. And as he lay with
his ear to the roof he heard the clatter of
footsteps approaching.

“Tinker! Harker!” he called hoarsely.
“This way!” - He relled again, hunched his
shoulders, fluitg himself forward, and gripped
with all his force at the coat of his assailant,
using the remnants of his breath to cry out
again: “This way! T have him!”

A fearful Spanish oath broke from the lips
of the figure beside him. He felt the man’s
lithe body squirm like that of a puma, and
‘then break free.

He sprang after the man, as he fled only a
7 yards ahead, cursing the unlucky fate
‘bich had sent his automatic fiying from his

hand _into the darkness as' he had fallen,
slithering with a metallic ring across the

cement roof.

With his aufomatic now he could have
riddled the man. He could have brought him
down as easily as

A’ sudden hoarse cry came from ahead, a.

snarl, and the sound of someone falling
heavily.  Blake "hoped and prayed that it
was this mwan. Bub he knew the next instant
that it was Tinker who had gone down in the
collision, and Blake himself” almost collided
with Harker as he came up, panting.

For an instant Blake paused, and caught the
Yard man by the arm.

“There he is! There he is!” he panted. “I
have turned him!. He cannpt escape that
way! If we are careful we shall get him!
Don’t be afraid to shoot if he turns on us!”

The fugitive had now been trapped into a
small isthmus of the roof, from which there
was no escape, and Blake and Harker charged
down upon him, They saw him lurking in the
shadow of the parapet, -they saw him leap
up suddenly, and stand distinetly—a black,
silhouette figure against the dark grey of the
SKY. :

Harker raised his revolver, but Rlake
clapped his hand upon his arm. -

“Not yet—not yet! If he wants to. commit
suicide—" . - . e -

“By Heaven, he is!”

The man had risen suddenly erect upon the
parapet. They saw -him raise his-arms to
their fullest extent above his head, the hands
hrought -together, in the manner of.a high
diver. <

“Stop, you fool!”

Blake shonted the words hoarsely, but the
strange fugitive took no notice. Without a
sound he leapt out from.the parapet, and dis-
appeared into the chasm below. <

With a ery the two detectives sprang for-
ward, peering down into Baker Street.. wait-
ing with a strange feeling of physical nausea
for the inevitable thud. It did not come.
And yet the man’s death was inevitable.

Blake and Harker leaned far out, trying to
penetrate the gloom—to discern something
tangible upon the poorly-lighted pathway
beneath them. In the darkness the altitude
did not seem so great. They were hardly
aware of the fact that Tinker had joined
them, and was peering down from round,
seared - eyes. They "did not notice. the
trembling figure of Sir Hubert Brewster
approach—only just emerged from the safety
of the house. :

“He ‘struck before we ‘got here!” Harker
muttered, breaking the tense silence. “It
doesn’t take long to drop, poor fool!” he
-added grimly.

£ We had better get below,” Blake satd, “I

fancy when we get there we shall find ¢ne
less of the syndicate to deal with.”

“You think this was one of Kestiel's men,
guv’nor?” 3

“I am sure of i6!”

“He dropped the gas-bomh?”

“Yes. But let’s hurry. I have not warned
Mrs. Bardell! If she goes upstairs while
we—-"

He did not finish, but sprang back across the
roof to the trap-door. Quickly they passed
down again into the house. They found Mrs.
Bardell at the foot of the ladder, trembling
and apparently in tears.

“Oh, gracious alive, Mister Blake, what's
'appened now ?” she asked hdarsely.

“We've spilt some mustard-gas,” Blake said.
“You've got a touch of it aiready, old lady.
Get below quickly! It will take some time to
disperse!”

“Oh dear! Oh dear!” the old lady whined.
“My eyes is scorching as if I'd been peeling
onions in pecks! What—what hawful stuff,
Mister Blake! It ain't «right to have sich
things in that labottlery of yours, sir! Reely
it o

“Come below, quickly,” Blake said. “Be-
fore it gets worse. Put your apron over your
face. I will lead you!” -

He enjoined the others to close their eyes
tightly and to hold their breath as they
pasged across the landing outside the con-
sulting-room, for the insidious gas was already
percolating through the lower chinks of the
door.

They groped their way quickly to the
grotund-floor, and, leaving Mrs. Bardell gasp-
img and mopping her red eyes, he sprang
quickly to the front door, followed by the
others.

Blake half turned as the City magnate
followed them.

“I advise you to remain in the house, Sir
Hubert!” he said grimly.- “I am afraid the
—the sight will not be a pleasant one!”

Sir Hubert came, however. He had that
morbid curiosity which is stronger than fear.
He followed the others as Blake led the
way along the footpath to a spot heneath
the part of the parapet i{rom which the
fugitive had leapt.

“Ah!”

A quick, low ery broke from Blake’s lips,
and he paused, with a natural reluctance; as
there appeared, a few yards ahead, the
huddled figure of a man. 5

“Smashed, poor fool!” muttered the Yard
man, striding forward.

There was less imagination in the Yard
man’s make-up- than in Blake’s. In order to
approach the pitiful figure of the man Blake
had to overcome a swift repugnance which
familiarity could never master. Harker had
reached a point in his career when he was
conscious of little else except tlie matter of
faet.

He approached the body. and went down
swiftly on one knee, groping for the wrist
doubled under the body.

“My heaven!” he eried.
The man still lives!”

“Alive!” eried Blake, in astonishment, for
after such a leap it seemed impossible.

“Yes. He does not seem too badly
smashed, either! Wonders will never cease!
Give me a hand to get him over, Blake!”

Blake bent and took the feet of the
prostrate figure, and they turned him care-
fully, revealing as they did so a small pool
of blood upon the pavement beneath him.
The limbs of the man seemed quite intact;
the head was not battered.

“It is marvellous!

‘The eyes of both detectives were fixed |

wonderingly upon the poo! of blood. It did
not seem to fit in at all with their pre-
conceptions.

“That’s very strange, ien't it, Harker?”
Blake muttered.
“Deuced strange!”. Harker muttered.

“But let’s get him in gently.

“Hadn't I'better fetch a stretcher?” Tinker
asked. :

“No. It doesn’t matter. If you will sup-
port him in the middle on this side, Mr.—er—
Sir Whatyoumaycall—perhaps you will sup-
port him on the left here!” .

Harker could not be bothered with parti-
culars of etiquette at this moment. The
magnate stepped forward obediently, falling
into the natural rut of service as such men
will in matters out of their normal sphere.

Together they bore the prostrate figure of
the man into the hall, and Jlay him down
upon the broad mat. Harker reached up to
increase the light from the lamp above,
while Blake bent over the ficure of the man,
loosening the stiff and immaculate collar
from the throat.

&ir Hubert Brewster, having mastered an

inclination to faint, stepped forward, and
ventured a . peep into the pallid, uptutned
featurcs of the dying man.

They were regular features, clean cut, and
distinguished with no hint of swarthines;
fact which had sent a quick thrill of surpr
through the nervous system of the detective.
Sir Hubert bent, and then bent a little
lower.

Suddenly he threw himself down upon his
}mees and peered wildly into the upturned .
ace.

“My heavens!” he cried hoarsely
this is Tremlin—Tremlin! Oh, my
how—how——"

“Tremlin! Who is Tremlin?” Blake rapped
out swiftly, turning upon him.

“My secretary—my private secretary!” tle
magnate gaspe

He peered again into the white face, and
then rose unsteadily to his feet, staring first
at Blake and then at Harker, in utter and
abject terror and bewilderment. <

Blake watched him for a moment. His
brows narrowed strangely. He shof presently
a swift look at Tinker, and then he bent
again over the body of the man on the rug
beneath. Taking out his knife, he t

“But
heavens,

quickly the clothing away from the spot T
the right lang where the blood was issuing.

The detective himself was dumfounded. it
was pogsible that in falling he had struek
some sharp promontory which had pierced
the thorax. But even that did not account
for his amazing freedom from injury in other
respects.

A leap from that altitude was sufficient ta
snap the vertebree of a man a dozen times—
to break his neck—to shatter his head on the
stone and splinter the chief bones in his hody
—to do all of it at the same time. Yet there
were no visible signs of injury about this
man’s head. His limbs seemed quite intact.
His back was certainly not® hroken, otherwise
they would not have carried him as they had.

And as Blake with deft, quick #fingers
stripped tbe clothing from the man there were
reveaied upon the flesh not even a had bri
The detective, who at the work of first
was the equal of any doctor, cut the white

shirt of the prostrate man away -from his

chest, leaving 'the flesh bare. Tinker
appeared swiftly with a bowl of warm
and a sponge, and Blake took the Ilatt
quickly, sponging the .wound clean, and
vealing a small white gash in the flesh no!
halt an inch in width, and harely visible until
the blood flowed, which it did with =«
dangerous freedom. S

With a puzzled expression Blake leans:
forward and forced open the clenched jiy
revealing the presence of blood in the mou
of the victim. It was evidence to Blake that
the wound was deep; it had penetrated to
the lung.

In that instant ecertain facts hecame
obvious which left Blake completely and
utterly dumbfounded.

The wound from which this man ‘was
suffering had not been contracted in bis fali.
He was not suffering from uny injuries of
concussion !

Sexton Blake stared up into the inguiring
faces of Harker and Tinker. -

“There is a mystery here I cannot fathom
for the life of me!” he said. “It is inex-
plicable!" Do you know what has happencd
to this man?” 3

“No—what?” they gasped.

“He has been stabbed,” Blake said grimly.
“Stabbed with a dagger or a stiletto thro
the left lung. ‘Ring through to the police
Tinker. The case is urgent!” e

i

THE SECOND CHAPTER.

A Change of Venus.
£ ERHAPS it is as well, my Iad, that
we’'ve changed headquarters for a
few days,” Blake said, looking across
at Tinker as the lad lay back in the

depths of a sumptuous armechair,
* “The Baker Street front was developing a
certain liveliness, guv’nor,” the iad said, with

a smile. =

The detective nodded and glanced round on
the luxurious comfort of the private roocin

‘which be had secured pro tem. in the Hote!

Burleigh. The mustard gas, which had been
so cleverly and daringly released in the con-
sulting-room at Baker Street, had driven them
to find other accommodation until the anti-
dote which Blake had set in action hefore
leaving should have time to work its cure.
Poor old Pedro, suffering from a very bad
sniff of the insidious condoction, had heen
taken to the veterinary surgeons for treat-
ment, And even Mrs., Bardell ‘had been
= T.J.—No. 864,

x
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iransported to the hotel, her eyes watering
copiously from a mixture of gas and grief,
of which the proportions of the former were
much in excess of the latter.

The removal of the old lady, even for a
few days, was like uprooting an oak, and it
was only after Blake had rescued her hox
with the aid of a gasmask that she would
consent to accompany him and Tinker to the
big West. End hotel.

The remainder of that dramatic evening,
when the thrilling hunt upon the roof had
terminated in a tragic and impenetrable
mystery had been so full of incident that
even in the clear mind of Sexton Blake events
had grown a little confused. =

There had been the arrival of the police
and a brief explanation by Harker, after
which the body of the injured man had been
removed post-haste to the hospital, where
only half an hour ago—so Biake gathered via
the telephone—he still hovered on the hrink
ot death.

There had followed the removal to the
hetel, the instalment of Mrs, Bardell--which
was not so easy a matter as one might
imagine—and Blake's subsequent return to
the flat to test the density of the gas and
to release the antidote which he kept ready
bottled -in the laboratory.

e had slept that night the sleep of sheer
exbaustion, both - physical and  nervous,
altbough he was up betimes in the morning,
back at Baker Street, searching for some clue
which . might throw somz light upon the
mystery. i
But he had found nothing except what
firmed their dramatic experience of the
Jbrevious night. :

Gaining aeccess to his own reoof by the
escape staircase of the neighbouring building,
he made a close: and thorough - serutiny.
found ample evidence’ of the violent struggle
he had had with this man in the lee of the
mney:stack. He found the heavy piece
of piping, evidently picked up on the roof,
with- which the man had made the first
niurderous onslaught at the trap-door, where
the mop had suffered instead of Blake by the
joint good offices of Fate and foresight.

Blake found distinct and unmistakable
marks upen the parapet from which he and
Tinker as ~well as Harker had seen him
burl himself; and a swift optical comparison
assured Blake that this part of the parapet
was almost vertically above the spot on the
pavement where they had come across the
huddled figure of Tremlin, the secretary of
Sir Hubert Brewster. ;

What could this man Tremlin have becn
doing upon the roof? Was it possible that
he was a new agent in the Kestrel Syndicate?

Above all, why had he not been dashed to
pieces when he leapt? How came he to be
ci the brink of death from stabbing?

They were the primary and superficial
problems which challenged solution, which
sent Blake back to the scene of the struggle.

And now as he sat in the Hotel Burleigh,
his eyes fixed upon the youthful face of
his assistant, he felt himself as far removed
as ever from the solution of the mystery.

“Baker Street was getting lively,” he said
presently, resuming the trend of their first
remarks, “and I shouldn’t be surprised if
things get lively all round. I'm inclined to
think that this is the bheginning of the
mummer’s New Year offensive. The first
ige, my lad! ”

“He is_after our morale, guvnor.” the lad
said, with a grim smile. “He thinks he can
put the wind up us, like ‘ Jerry’ tried to.
That arrow, through the window, telling
us our number’s up, reminds me of the Bosche
when he dropped » bomb and a few leaflets
one after the other.

‘And it is likely to prove just about as
ffective,” Blake said.

“Of course,” said Tinker. “But then he
tries another trick by gassing us. If
j‘:nu had not tumbled 5

; ) ! quick, gnv’nor, to that
ittle surprise-packet which trickled down the

“himney we should have all been in a hospital
and mot an hotel. I suppose this rellow
4l lin is a new merchant which the
mer has hribed into the syndicate, And
let himself in first time, poor fool !”
Elake shrugged his shoulders.

‘I don’t know. There are some strangely
contradictory facts to face, my lad. When
Erewster comes this evening he may be able
to shed some light. The man’s condition
last evening was far too abject to extract
anything useful.”

“Brewster may not be able to tell us
much,” the Iad said. “He recognised the man
ag bis secretary, f#and. the fact obviously
upset him. There is no doubt ahout his sur-

being genuine. And if Tremlin. has
—No. 864.
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beein in league with Kestrel, conspiring
against his own employer, you can bet that
he has been careful to throw sufficient dust
in Sir Hubert’'s eyes.”

“We have two sets of faets,” Blake said
thoughtfully, “whi fit in quite normally
except in one particular. And that par-
ticular is co important and the disparity in
facts on that point so prepostercus that,
literally, I don’'t think we know where we
are, my lad.” G

Tinker knew pretty well what his master
referred to, but he directed an inquiring gaze
upon the steady grey eyes. A repetition of
those facts would help him to clarify the
problem in his own mind.

“We’'ll' present it simply,” Blake said,
“leaving the question of Kestrel and his
syndicate oub of - it - altogether. Tirst, we

have the dropping of a gas-bombh into the fire-
place—a neat and obvious attempt to put
us ail hors de combat for some weeks—-if not
months.

“The dropping of that bomb indicates
pretty assuredly the presence of an enemy
on the roof, and when we all repaired thither
we find-that presence very - forcibly con-

firmed. I fire at the man and miss, and
subsequently close with him, but he gets
away. We head him off, however, into a part
of the roof from whieh there can be no
escape except over the parapet—to his
death!

“By the evidence of our own eyes we
saw the man mount the parapet and leap—
evidently preferring suicide to capture. The
height from that parapet to Baker Street is
a hunderd feet if it is an ineh.
alive could leap from a height of a hundred
feet on to a stone pavement without being
shattered to bits.

“Consequently, we go below confident in
finding the shattered remains of the man
on the pavement or in the street immedi-
ately below that point in the parapet. And
we find his huddled body—as we anticipated.
The fact that he is Brewster's secretary is,
for this argument, beside the point. We
find him. That is the first set of facts.

“Secondly, we take up the hody of the
man and carry him inside, having found, to
our astonishment, that he still lived. And this
is where an utter mystery enters. We find
him dying—but not from the effect of his fall.
Instead, we find his limbs and body intact,
showing abselutely no signs of violent con-
cussion; .and we discover that he is suffer-
ing from being stabbed over the lung by
o dagger or stiletto.

“Can  we- wonder, then,” the detective
added, with lips pursed, “that Sir Hubert
Brewster has been reduced to a very sorry
mental condition? Can we be surprised that
Harker is tearing his bhair and wondering
whether he is awake?”

Tinker was fully conscious of the almost
absurd nature of the mystery; and yet there
was something almost flippant in  Blake's
attitude towards it at times which made him
hopeful” for an easy solution. He procceded
to pump Blake now discreetly.

“You have a theory, I suppose, guv'nor?”

“No; I refuse to theorise u{n‘,il I have the
facts of Brewster and of Tremlin himself—
if he recovers.” *°

“But if he doesn’t?”

“Don’t put forward premature hypotheses,
my lad,” Blake said. “Yes, boy?'-for a
messenger had entered at that moment.
“What name?”

“Sir ’Erbert Brewer, sir. Here’s his card.”

“Show him up,” Blake said; “and have
another look at the card as you go down to
see if you've got the name right.”

“Yessir!” said the boy-—who made that
stereotyped reply to every request whether
he intended to comply with it or not—and a
little later he returned, ushering the magnate
into the room with a great show of cere-
mony.

Sir Hubert looked remarkably subdued and
rather pale.

“Well—well, Mr. Blake,” he said,
there any developments
horrible business?

“The-hospital tells me that your secretary

“are
in this—er—this

is no better and no worse this evening. He
is still hovering on the brink.”
“So I have been informed. Poor devil!

Really, my brain has never been so racked.
I can hardly think at all. I have had two
men from Scotland Yard and two from the
police. I could hardly remember cnough 'to
give them a tangible reply. I am afraid I
am suffering from shock, Mr. Blake.”
“Undoubtedly,” Blake said. “But I should
refrain from worry. It serves no purpose--
except a bad one. Excuse me a mocment!”

No manm

"~ He leaned over,
some brandy-and-scda, and -once

pushed a bell,  ordered
more lay

-back in his chair.

“I advise you to go home and go to hed,
Sir Hubert,” he said. “A good night's rest
will work wonders with you. I -should de
so without delay.”. T

The detective’s advice was not alfogether
disinterested. He wanted to see the back
of the knight as scon as he had. extracted
the _desired information.

“I think I will, Mr. Blake. But, of course,
duty first. If I.can be of any service—-"

“There are two or three questions—that is
all,” Blake said .quietly. “They concern this
secretary of yours, Mr. Trerhlin. How long
has he been in your serviee?”

“Seven years,” said Sir Hubert. -

“Indeed. And have you-always found his
characker beyond reproach?”

“Absolutely beyond. all reproach. Hea is,
to some extent, a relative. He married &
niece of mine. He is more like a son- than
an employee: He and hig wife are part heirs
in my will, Mr. Blake, and-—" .

“I see. He would benefit from your death.”

“Really, Mr. Blake—er—you must not say
that. It is too terrible to .suggest——" .

“1 suggest nothing. I merely ask for
statement of fact. How long have you
known Tremlin?” ;

“Since he was a boy at school. He was my
own son’s bosom companion.”

“And he comes of good family?”

“One of the best. He belongs to the
Tremlins of Nottingham. The family has an
irreproachable record, Mr. Blake.” :

“Yes, I am preparcd to belicve that he
has. Now, tell me, Sir Hubert—can you
account for the presence of Tremlin upon my
roof last evening and of his murderons attack
upon me?”

“1t is totally, utterly inexplicable!” 5

“He had, 1 suppose, no financial worries?”

“None at all. I have seen my niece to-
day, and I asked her that. She was amazed
at the question. He and she have a joint
account. They are well provided for, Mr,
Blake.” 3

“H'm! And I suppose the presence of your
sceretary outside my flat when you were
inside is equally mysterious?” S

“An absolute mystery, Mr. Blake—if I die
where 1 sit!” P

“You have not the least conception of how
he came to be stabbed?”

“Not the least. = It is toe strange, too
tragic to comtemplate. My poor niece is
distrait—distrait, Mr. Blake!”

The detective nodded sympathetically.

“When did you last see Tremlin-—previovs
to the discovery of his body outside the
flat?” he asked presently. &

“I saw him immediately before..coming to
see you. I left him at my office.”

“And you came  straight from there to
Baker Street?” .

“By taxi—yes.”

“Did he know where you were
Blake asked.

going 27

“Yes. I had discussed the matter with
him. It was partly at his suggestion that I

came to you.” :

“ Oh, it was!” said Blake quickly.

oyan

‘“ And have you heen able to ascertain any
particulars of his movements after you left
prior to our discovery?”

‘“ Yes; but not many,” the merchant said.

‘“ We had both remained rather later that
evening. The staff had all gone except the
porter. I told Tremlin. to go home just

before I left, but he said he would stay for
another half an hour to clear up his corre-
spendence.” = .

‘“ And did he stay that half an hour?”

“No. I learned from the porter that he
left almost immediately -after me.”

“ He did?”

“ Yes.” -

Blake gazed thoughtfully into the fire for a
moment.

““ Where is your office, Sir Hubert?"” -

‘““In Benlay Street.”

“Then it might take your secretary about
forty minutes to forty-five to walk to Baker
Street ?”

“ Quite. that. Nearer an hour, T should
say.”

Blake's gaze resought the glowing embers,
and he was silent for a while. Presently he
looked up again.

“ Do you happen to.  know
Tremlin spent his leisure time?”

“He is a member of the Junior Constitu-
tional Club, and is well known there. But he
is of a studious nature, and studying for the
actuarjes’ exam,” He spends a great deal of

how Mr.
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time at home. I am sure of that. He has
few friends, but what he has he keeps.”

Blake nodded, and rose from the chair, put-
ting out his hana to the magnate.

““ Thanks very much!” he said.
a good night's sleep, Sir Hubert!
you need it.”

The detective’s well-affected concern for
the welfare of the knight had the desired
cffect of dismissing him gracefully. Blake
turned again to Tinker.

‘“Tremlin is either perfectly innocent, my
lad,” he said, *“ or else he is of the water

- which runs deep.. Of course, he may have
learned the art of camouflage from. Kestrel,
but somehow I don't think so. 1 wonder how
the old lady is getting on? She does not
tumble to hotel life at all.”’

Blake was as solicitous for the comfort of
Mrs. Bardell as for his own mother, and he
passed now up the stairs and along the broad
corridor, pausing at-the dcor of the bed-room
he had taken for her.

He tapped at the door several times, and,
eliciting no response, opened it slightly and
peered in.  The -bed-room was empty, but
from the small boudoir leading out of it there
came the sound of voices.

“ Of course, T know as how there’s a bath-
room, my dear,” came the old lady's familiar
voice, ““ but if I stepped out to try and find
it I should be as ’elpless as one of the babes
in the wood. ’Owever you find your way
about, my dear, Hi can't think. It's enough
to bewildefy anyone, and that’s a fack! Not,
mind you, that I don't like a wash, and ’ave

‘“ Now for
I am sure

one, mind, like every other person what
helieves. in  reg’lar daily® ablotions; but,
between you and me, dear, us sort”—she

fowered her voice—‘‘ there's nothink like a
quiet. sluiche in the sink!"”

Reflected in -a mirror. Blake caught sight
of the rather amused face-of a chambermaid.

‘“ But if you would ring, ma’am,” she said,
“‘[ would bring you hot water up here, so
that—-""

‘““0Oh, .no; not me!"” exclaimed the old
lady. “1 ain't one of them sort, my dear,
and don't think it. I simply ‘ate bells, which

as 1 know bow your pore pretty 'ead must:

ache with ’em—always a-ringing and a-tin-
tabulating, as the saying is, making the
kitchen sound as if it was being bombardiered
by ’undreds of inwisible muffin-men! No,

If T should want 'obt water or any-

dear.
think, I'll come to the stairs an ’oller!”

“ But the other guests might object,”
chambermaid pointed out.

“ Let 'em!” snapped the old lady. “I'm
a guest, toe, ain't I? And it's nothink to do
with them if somebody else is paying for me!
Tell the manageress to send ‘em up to me,
my dear! But I suppose I've got to get ready
dinner now, which as I'd better far be
king it,”” the old lady said wistfully,
‘ instead of setting down there, feeling that
dressed up and frilled, like a perfect old
‘ambone, my dear! 1 suppose there's no
chance of gettin’ a bite below stairs, is there,
wy pretty 2"

“I'm afraid the manager,”” the chamber-
maid said, * would be—be annoyed.”

“ That's not the manager I see popping up
and down like a Jack-in-the-box in that ’ere
cage, is it, my dear?"” the old lady asked.

“ No, that's a lift-man,” said the maid,
repressing a smile.

‘“ Whoever he is, he wants pushing over the
banisters!” Mrs Bardell pronounced gener-
ously. * Thank you, dear, for popping in for
a chaw! If it wasnt for you I should be
downright miserable!”

Blake retired, closing the door silently
while he had the opportunity, and there was
a smile on his face as he returned to his
room. He had suspected that the old lady was
a little bored by life in a fashionable hotel,
but she would never have thought of admit-
ting that fact to him or Tinker, which made
it rather diflicult to remedy. He was still
wondering how soon it could be that the old
lsdy might be returned to the more congenial
atmosphere of Raker Street, when there came
@ tap on his shoulder. He swung round.

“ You, Harker?"’ he said quickly.

“ Yes. I want to see you for a few minutes,
Blake. I can't stop longer. The chief is
properly shaking things up over this business.”

“ (‘ome in here, and tell me all about it.”

He led the way into the room, where Tinker
looked surprised and pleased to see the Yard
man enter with his master. Harker sat down
in a manner which indicated plainly that he
Liad not time to stay

the

et

“ You've told the chief cverything, of
course ' Blake said.

“ Yes, everything. About this advertise-
ment which Brewster came to you about,

about the
business.”

“ What does he zay?”

“ He thinks I'm suffering from hallucina-
tions or something in respect of - this man
Ir_edm!in and the stabbing mystery,” Harket
said.

“ He well may,” Blake said. ** But you told
him 1 could corroborate in every detail 2"

arrow, and then this gas-bomb

“ Yes. But he's got a grouch on with you,
Blake.”

“ With me! Why?

“1 told him you would know nothing

about it.”

‘“ About what?”

“ This advertisement ¢f yours.”

“ Advertisement ! Blake repeated, staring
at him. * My dear chap, please start at.the
beginning ! What's the trouble now?”

“ Sorry!” .larker said, with a wry smile.
“ My brain’s a bit woolly this evening. But
the chief den't improve matters when he
starts tearing his hair. Look here!™

He drew a small newspaper cutting from
his pocket, and Blake took it, with a slight
feeling of nausea. He was becoming sick of
the sight of newspaper cuttings. It had
evidently been taken from the small adver-
tisements of a leading daily, and a fierce light
sprang into the eyes of the detective as he
read it. It ran:

“SEXTON BLAKE & COMPANY, the well-
known Detectives and Private Inquiry Agents,
beg to announce that, in view of the total
inefficiency of the Police and Official Service
to deal with important eriminal investiga-
tion, they will undertake same in any case
where the remuneration is satisfactory.
Shadowing, deciphering. Private reports.
Blackmail experts.—Apply Box 1078.”

JACK Zibrapsy’

“What is it?”

“A moneybugs’ masked dance and ball.
Mrs. Nouveau-Riche, with a few fathoms of
pearls, and wants to wear ’em all! Gee, but
it -makes me- tired! These people ask for
t‘rgl‘xble! Old Brewster is a shining light in

“Really! What. dance is it? Whose?"”

“The Sixty Club. It is an annual rite, I
believe. this ball—a sort of religious carnival
given by the high priests of dollar wcighip!
But L must be off!”

Blake smiled for an instant, but his face
became immediately grave and thoughtful.

“Shall you tell the chief I know nothing
of this beastly advert, or shall T ring him up
myself?”

“Ring him up, and talk to him like a Dutch

¢ By Heavens, it’s Evescourt!?®’

cried Harker, pale to the iips.

Something akin to a snort of anger broke
from the detective as he read the notice.
It was a paragraph which struck him in
perhaps the most vulnerable portion of his
armour—his professional pride.

“Whose work is this, Harker?" he snapped,
crumbling the paper in his hand.

“Yours, presumably,” the Yard man said,
with a half-smilc.

“Mine be hanged! The chief doesn’t think
that 1 inserted this—this infernal tosh, man!”

“I told him you didn't!”

“But he thought that I might?”

‘“Apparently, ues.”

“Then tell him-—tell him he's a——— That I
thought hetter of him!" Blake said angrily.
“I'm hiclined to think that this iz some of
Kestrel’s prefty wit. What, are you going,
Harker?”

“Yes. 1've got to dig out come facts
respecting this man Tremlin. I'm working
1‘1i;.:lht» and day these times. I've got a
watching brief to-morrow night, at one of
these - infernal social functions! 1 don't
know why the chief sends me to these

1

coneerns.

have
so-

uncle,” Harker said. “He ought to
known you better than, to question it!
long!”

The Yard man passed out, leaving behind
him in the minds of Blake and Tinker the
impression of a man tired and mentally
weary. >

Blake paced the room for a quarter of an
hour, his lips pursed, his brows contracted in
chagrin.

He sat down presently, and, seizing a pen,
wrote a quick note to a prominent Press
agent, asking him to publish in all the papers
a Idimer of the impudent paragraph. He
also instructed the agent to circularise the
Press, asking them to confirm by telephone
any notice of advertisement sent for inser-
tion under his name.

It was this, in none too pleasant a mood,
that he went a little later with Tinker down
into the grill-room of the hotel, where dinner
was served. Mrs. Bardell had already
descended, and, standing rather awkwardly,
glancing about her in obvious discomfort at
the array of diners, had wondered when her
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would arrive to her self-
usness.

She watched the waiters enviously, thinking
how much more at home she would have been
in their positions. She was conscious of
wick, amused glances from the men, of a
certain distant haunteur in the manner of
the women, many of whom, under the war:
time spell of official gallantry, had acquired
a certain familiarity with unfamiliar luxuries.

Mrs. Bardell was not an actress in any
scnse, When she felt awkward, her looks, if
anything, exaggerated her feelings. And she
could almost have eried with relief when a
%xrl with a gentle, oval face, and eyes which

inkled merrily from under slightly droop-
ing lashes came up to her unassumingly, and
drew her off into the comparative seclusion
of a resplendent palm.

“it is so irritating when iriends keep you
waiting!” she said. . “I am waiting, too, so I
ihought we might chat until, both lots turn
up !’

She laughed merrily, and the old lady's
worried expression died away. Her Tface
broadened and beamed at the frank smiles
awd ingenuous manners of the pretty stranger,
In & remarkably short time she had entrusted
a number of private confidences to Mrs.
Burdell.  How she was a country girl, and
not used to hotels—how everything bewildered
her, and she did not know which knife or
fork to use at table—how her father wanted
Lier to he engaged to a voung clergyman, and
how she did not care for him.

To ali of which Mrs. Bardell listened, open
mouthed, ané in return imparted a number
of mnﬁdences concerning her own petty in-
conveniences, and how she had been forced to
an hotel because their own house was full of
some sort of gas—mot what you used for
wiantles and lights, and sich, but some kind of
stuft with mustard in it.

It was thus in close confidential parley
th Blake and Tinker found her, and it was
‘with a swift glance into the face of the
detective and ‘a half-how that the ingenuous
girl surrendered Mrs. Bardell into Blake's
keeping.

Then, with a smile, she turned on
heel, leaving Blake staring after her,
Tinker, too.

For in an instant they had recognised the
tiful face and the strangely-drooping lids
h gave such a strange, inscrutable ex-
sions -to those eyes. There was a half-
Lumorous mockery in the subtle grace of her
carriage as she swept away, a hint of banter
o3 the red lips, slightly twisted, as she shot
one quick glance over her shoulder.

They knew this girl for the daughter of
Fuather Bierce, the old serviter of Leon
Kestrel.  There were in the whole perilous
srmoury of the Kestrel Syndicate no weapons
more potent nor more insidious than were
ihese inscrutable eyes of F\'fette, the adven-
s, the red, quick-smiling lips, the copper
which fell in the disarray of studied art
dbrul“ her low forchead.

And it was the figure of Fifette which they
saw now meoving Swiftly across the hotel
until it disappeared.

T

eTe Was something gently voluptuous in
he music so hidden that it seemed to
cmanate from the very petals of the cluster-
g bloomis. The soft lights from five huge
candelabra found a shimmering reflection in
thie glass-like floor. In the centre of the ball-
. concealed lights of every hue played on
leﬂpmg fountain, and turned the spraying
columi, a8 if by fairy magie, into a geyser of
fire,

The Masque of the Sixty Club was famous
for luxury and splendour, and to-night all the
ts of the Sybarite had combined to present
o spectaele which had never heen surpassed.

Lord Evescourt was the master of the
ceremonijes, and he had won a name among
the opulent as a master of-effect. It was he
who gave Veritably a blank cheque to the
directors of the most resplendent hotel in
Europe, and said, “Surpass yourselves!” And
ihe pregent gorgeous ~ettmg of the ball” to-
nj:}gng embodled the highest result of all their
efforts. -

master

mollify

her
and

THE THIRD CHAPTER.
The Rance.

BE ihythmic lilt of a haunting waltz
rose in a sweet diminuendo from the
concerted  violing of the - famous
o.ches’tra of the Hotel \Ia«niﬁque

E\Fn the mxlhonanes gasped audibly. and
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rubbed their hands, and ushered in their
bejewelled womenfolk with an air of pro-
prietory. pride.

The gentle lilt of the opening waltz grew
"radualiv in volume, and quaintly bizarre
figures moved out in pairs, and, moving grace-
fully, became, as it were, merged in the gentle
rhythm of the scene.

The committee of the Sixty Club had a
weakness for disguise. It was their whim at
the annual ball to insist upon fancy dress,
and now upon the pohshed floor \Iotley
reignéd supreme in infinite variety.

Pierrot and pierette, columbiné and clown,
Titania and Obercp, and on the hands and
throats of the women gleamed a fortune in
gold and precious stones

Lord Evescourt and the Ball Committee
had done their best to create an atmosphere
of luxury and carnival, of unalloyed pleasure
and ahandon; and the magic playing of the
fountain, the subdued lights, the haunting
lilt of the band, proved irresistible. The
dancers were caught up as if by magic and
transported to a world of fairyland—a world
where jewels were as plentiful as crystals of
falling water, where music was the speech
of the happy denizens, where dancing was
perpetual and fatigue unknown.

The soft speech of the men and the gentle
laughter of the women filled the hall. The
floor was thronged, the spell was cast.

But there was one guest at least who re-
mained aloof from the sensuous magic of the
ball.  Detective-Inspector Harker, of the
C.I.D., stood alone in a corner of the hall, his
eyes searching the whirling throng, his lips
moving slowly in a muttered malediction on
the senseless discomfort of evening-dress.

He was there not as a unit of pleasure, but
as a camouflaged policeman. He also was in
fancy-dress, and a little too fanciful for his
liking. His sharp eyes caught the glint upon
the slender fingers of the women as they
swung gently by. He took professional note
of the. gorgeous pearls which encircled the
white columns of their throats. There was
a magnificent tiara in the coiffeur of a stout
lady which made Harker bite his nails.

“Jewellery ought
muttered. “It makes more crooks than any-
thing else in the world. I shouldn't be sur-
prised to see any of this stuff go. And I
should stand the rub for it.”

A stoutish man with broad shoulders and
a heavy step shuffled up and peered at
him between the slits of a black silk mask.
Harker knew him by his build.

"Hallo Browning! You been detailed,
. The chief told me I should find you
Why don’t you wear a poke-face?”

“I’'ve got one in my pocket. I'm going to
put it on in a minute. What do you think
of it?”

“Wonderful ! Harker,
wicked waste!”

“If they've got it they might as well spend
it. But I never saw so many sparklers at
one gathering. They would make a pretty
haul for an enterprising spirit, Browning!"

The plain-clothes man pursed his lips and
nodded.

“These sort of people ask for trouble much
more often than they get it,” be mused.
“One bad man with & shooting-ircn and a few
buck-jumpers could make a nasty stir in this
hiop, Harker. Still, I reckon they haven’t let
in anyone without proper credentials—eh!”

“I hope not,” Harker said, with a smile.
“But I wish 1 could chan"e this tarnation
collar. It’s cutting my ears Soff 1

Browning smiled and peered
room. -

“Who's old Sir

But, gee, what a

across the

Galahad looking at over
there?” he muttered, without making any
indication of the direction. *Standing be-
side the fourth pillar beneath that spray of
orchids.”

Harker glanced over casuaily at the figure
of a stoutish man in & very excellent imita-
tion of a coat-of-armour. There was some-
thing in the pose of the headpiece which
gave the impression that the eyes beneath
were fixed upon them.

The Yard man’s eye fixed upon the man in
the coat of mail as he kept on talking glibly.
Although he did not realise it, the music and
atmospherz of the place~was having ils effect,
even upon his spirits.

“Richard the Lion Heart, I expect,” he
said. “Rather picturesque get-up, isn't it?
Still, I’'d rather be trussed up in this suit
than I‘d have on that pair of corrugated
pjjamas Must feel as if you've got your

napper in an incubator—eh, Brownie?”

“Yep,” said Browning, who affected a few
Americanisms. - “T knew- a chap once in the
States who went te a ball in a suit of mail,

| him,

to be abolished!” he,

He got
there in a taxi, but he couldn’t dance and
he couldn't sit down, so there was nothing
for it but to stand up in the bar and jerk

and he cussed his choice ever since.

cocktails through his visor, The result was
that he got very blotto; so much, in fact,
that he began to imagine that he was the
Blak Prinee and went out. He hailed a cab,
and offered to make the cabby a feudal baron
if he’d drive him to inxncourt The cabby |
advised kim to go pack to the dance, and
so he told the Jehu to drive to the deuce
instead, and he’d walk!”

“And he tried? said Harker,
chuckle,

“It was very late,” Browning said, “and
the streets deserted. But that didn't worry
He walked on for a bit until he saw
a lady, and, thinking it was Joan of Ark, he
chased her. Result was he fell down and
couldn’t get up again, so he rolled into the
gutter, pulled his visor down, and went to
sleep. When he woke up he was on a
stretcher in the museum off Madison Square,
with a couple of policemen trying to take
his trousers off with a screw-driver. But,
talking of Mephisto—— He comes, that
merchant!”

Sure enough, * the mail-clad figure was
moving over towards them, and as bie stopped
before them a smile of amusement came to
the face of both the men.

with" a

“Good-evening, Sir Lancelot!” Browning
said.

“Good- wemng' Do T recognise Mr.
Harker ?”

“Yes. Whom have I the pleasure Ty

The mailed man raised his visor, and

Jarker saw enough of the rather fiaccid
featutes underneath to recognise an acquaint-
ance of the previous eventful evening. The
face was still very pale, as it had been when
Harker saw it last.

“You, Sir Hubert?”

“Yes. I did not expect yeu would bhe here,
though I knew that certain of your fraternity
would he detailed.”

“My colleague—Mr. . Browning,” -~ Harker
said, indicating his companion. / are the
only two, I believe, on the insic I {rust

we shall not bhe required.”

“I think not,” Sir .Hubert Brewster said.
“I sincerely trust not. I have seen Lord
Evescourt, and he has assured me that the
very greatest care has been taken in respect
of the invitations.”

“Which is Lord Evescourt?” Harker asked.

“That is he in the ermine cloak and the
judicial wig. I faney it was his ambition once
to be a judge. I know he favours the
costume.”

Harker half-turned, and his eyes sought out
the spare figure of the peer. He was seated
upon a little dais at the farther end, talking
to a small group of heiewelled ladies whe

appeared to be enjoying his society im-
mensely.

“He is a splendid raconteur,” Sir Hubert
told them. “The women adore him. Yet he

is a confirmed hachelor!”
“So I believe. His private life is rather

isolated, isn’t it?” Harker said.

And the knight nodded, glancing at his
dance-card.

He muttered a word of apology and
lowered his visor cnce more, moving off in
apparent search of his partner, Halncr@
hand sought his pocket, and, turni he

assumed a violet strip of slotted sil 1ich
produced a remarkable change in his appear-
ance. -
His hand resting lightly upon the arm of
his colleague, he “moved forward along the
ball-room, pausing now and then to watch
the dancing of an interesting couple.
Browning, though not such an efficient
officer, had a keener sense of humour and
enjoyment than Harker. As they traversed
the room he emitted: periodic exclamations
of surprise_and admiration, .amusing Harker
with a running fire of amusing comment.
“Gee, Harker!” he - muttered. “That
courtier there with the goatee heard and ti

spindleshanks with sholt feet, He's missed
his part. He should have been a sat Y
pair of compasses. And look at Justice in
her robes! My lzat, Harker, but-what_ a
peach!”

The Yard man smiled and glanced listie
at the tall, girlish figure with the oval face
and white silk handerchief bound acrdss her
eyes, with two slits ‘u‘tful!v contrived so that
she could see.

“Blind justice!” Harker murmured. . “Eh?”

“Exactly! And with -auburn hair. She
moves like a sylph. Gee, Harker, but she'd
make a man commit a crime so that she -
mvght even frown upon him!”

“How many Scotehes did you have before

1y




you came here?” the Yard man said, smiling.
“ You're getting sloppy, Browning!”

“1 saw a few advertisements—that's as
near as I got to a drink!” Browning retorted
good-humouredly. “What’s this fellow?
Clawie Duval for a cert!”

“The highwayman johnnie, Dick Turpin,”
saiid Harker. “It’'s a good get-up, Brownie.”

“Shades of the highway!” muttered the
other, looking after the tall figure of the
daneer. “If he had any dog-sense, he’d have
a real iron, too, in that belt of his. 0ld
Turpentine never had a chance like this.
Any one of these females would give a
stage-coach a thousand-dollar start and beat
it: walking! But Harry Freeman’s in the
“har. What about a wet?”

- A bar, artfully contrived bebind a shield
of greeuery, dispensed everything in drinks
at the expense of the Sixty Club, and it
was here that the two detectives repaired
for a while, knowing the place to be a
mignet for any of the fraternity who might
‘Lﬁ iance have secured an entry to the
4

The bar offered also a useful observation-
post; and the primary duty of the two men
was observation.

The waltz was succeeded by a one-step, and
that by a fox-trot, which enlivened the
of the dancers and set the p:wennt
gaiety moving with swift merriment.
Browning. peering through the wall of
flowers, set down his drink to peer more

- closely.
& “What's

lo!” he muttered.
v Lady Justice?”

Harker joined him, and they saw the girl
moving quickly through the dancers—moving
§§nr{msdully, with a serious set to her red
ips.
She looks distressed,” said. Hurker. “Per-
haps her last partner has Just proposed.”

“ie hadn’t the pluck,” Browning said

quietly. “He looked something of a we
I don’t think it's that. 1 saw her ﬂlauun;.
down ut her necklace and start as if she'd
lmf cumethmg"
, help!” breathed the Yard man. “Don’t
(‘muuu up trouble, old son. If she's lost
anything—- By Jove, I believe you're right!
She's going up to the judge!”

“She is~to Evescourt. I suppose that is
where Justice would make her first appeal
1, Harker? But he’s the M.(., don’t for-

Let's wander round.”
he two men wandered round idly from the
bar, chatting listlessly, but dlrectm" their
steps towards the spot where the tall, blind-
folded girl stood talking to the peer.

The two bad excited no curiosity among the
other dancers. Only the two detectives
witiced the puckered brows of the Master of
Ueremaonies.

up with

“But -are you sure you had it, Miss
Walsingham?” they heard him ask.

“1 am quite sure. It was a large pendant
ruby in the form of a heart. It is very
valuable, your lordship.”

“Yes, yes; I am sure it must be. But do

you think you -could possibly h,ue dropped
it while you were dancing-—-

Harker and Browning sed out of ear-
shot—paused—chatted idly, and strolled back
again. S

“Cut off'” they heard Tord Evescourt say
sharply. “But surelv it is preposterous!
YVour last partner:

“1 cannot think it wase he.
it was there when—"
e more the two detectives D
of (dI“-hOt, and, pausing at o disereet distance,
watclied the reflection of the pair- in a con-
yenient mirror. They saw the peer give his
arm to the girl and lead her towards a small
room off the hall-room. They saw another
inan emerge a few minutes later and return
aa*z*g(11r11:111ie('l by a portly dancer in & coat of
mail.

Giee, they're fetching Brewster!” Brown-
ing muttered. - “Our numbcr will be called
in a moment, Hark

And the detective’s remark proved pro-
tic—as Barker thought it would. They
the mailed®igure ,of Sir Hubcrt Brewster
emerge and look about, making a Lée-line for
tuem He led them into an alcme

Vill you come with me, please?” tie said,
in a low tone. “There is a little matter 8

5 tone was nervous and disquieted, and,
vith a grunt, Harker accompanied. him to
the small room where Lord Evcsconrt look-
ing his part better now that he was solemn,
awaited them. The figure of Justice, -the
famons scales exquisitely embroidered upon
lier loose gown of silk, stood by him visibly
“agitated,

Vet I am sure

assed out

the introductions quickly,

Sir Hubert made
in a low toue.
“I am sorry to trouble you,

the peer-said. *1 did not anticipate the neces-
sity. 1 trust it will prove of no consequence.
But my friend here—Miss Walsingham—com-
plains that she has lost a ruby pendant of
great value from her necklace.”

Harker nodded and glanced at her, and,
though her eyes were concealed, Lier twitching
lips evidenced a real distress,

“Of course, I may have dropped it—as Lord
Evescourt says,” she said, in a low, perfectly-
nmodulated voice. “It may even have been
wrenched off accidentally. But I am rather
upset at. its loss. It was worth a thousand
pounrds—the stone alone. You see, it hung
here!”

She indicated the end of her necklace with
a finger upon which the diamonds scintillated
dazzlingly.

“1t may easily have
but you should have felt the wrenech, miss,”
Harker said. “May 1 glance at the neck-
lace a moment?"”

He took a small enlarging glass from his
waisteoat-pocket, and examined the part of

been wrenehed off:

the necklace from which the ruby had de-
pended. The next instant he glanced up
sharply. -

“This has been cut off!” he said quickly.

“Cut off!” echoed Lord Evescourt and Sir
Hubert together.

“Yes—deliberately, I should say.
whom did you have the last dance,

“With a
was introduced to me by Sir
ling,” the girl said. *“Here is
card. You see, he has signed it.”

Harker glanced at the card.

“Are you reasonably certain th:
the ruby when you began dancing

“Confident,” she =aid. “It is my
toy with it when I am talking. I remember
distinetly that T was doing so when Mr.
Melhuish came up and claimed me for the
fox-trot.”

Harker nodded and glanead at his colleague.
He looked again into the half-concealed face
of the girl.

“BDo you know this Mr. Melhuish ?”

“No; but he is quite a gentleman.
seems so  impossible  that  you
suspect——"

With
miss?”
gentleman named Melhuish,
Edgar

my

He
Trew-
dance-

vou had

habit to

Oh, it
should

“Utterly impossible!” snapped Lord Eves-
court. “Young Melhuish is the son of Sir

Henry Melhaish. Just up from Oxford. I
know them well. Tt is quite absurd!™

. Farker pursed his lips and looked thought-
ul.

“Of course, as officers of the law, my lord.
we can be no respecters of persons. This
ruby was very valuable?”

“Extremely so, I am sure,” said the peer.

“And it is very important that it should
he found?”

“Yes, yves; of course!

“1 presume you will pI'\co the matter in
our hands—leave it to our discretion?”

“Yes, you know best. It is your business.
His lordship hesitated, obviously

“1t is our duty, T think, to search this
young man, then, my lord,” Harker said.

“Oh, dear! Must you do that? Then I
cannot be here, Tt is so humiliating!”

“T am afraid T must insist !” Harker said.

“But, surely, Harker, can no other way he
found,” ial Sir Hubert Brewster, “without
m\nnv»

“1f the young man is sportsmanhkc he will

not make a fuss,” Harker said. “Browning,
1 believe you know Mellhuish. Perhaps——~

The other man nodded. and turned abruptly
away. With Browning business was business.
There was no standing on ceremony, no con-
siderations of etiquette or sentiment.

Lord Evescourt fidgeted uncomfortably
as they awaited the return of Browning. The

chesks of the girl seemed to have grown paler,
and her lips were compressed as though she
were about to pass through a particular
ordeal. Sir Hubert Brewster, too, was plainly
distressed. He drew Harker aside.

“Qf course., I—I realise it is your duty,”
he said. “But vou will be very discreet, Mr.
Harker—er—very circumspect, won't you? I
mean, it is a preposterous thing that young
Melhuish should he suspected of such a
thing! Sir Henry would be furious if any
faux pag like this were—"

He p.m@ed as Browning reappeared, bringing
with him the rather slender and foppish figure
of the younger Melhuish. He had chosen as a
fancy-dress an ordinary evening-suit cut out of
pale mauve cloth, and’ presented the faultless
appearance . of. a hero.in. revue. .~ Just down
from Oxford, the late partner of Justice had

gentlemen,”

maintained at the 'Varsity the inglorious
Melhuish traditions, which embraced = the
utter inability of the Melhuish - mind to

assimilate any useful knowledge or learning
whatever.

If there were anything in evolution the face
of the young man with Browning hore ample
testimony to the presence of a rabbit among
the early forbears of the family. Dighy
Melhuish was an obvious throw-back to thab
period, a distinet reversion to type. There
was something in the shape of his head and
the poise of his elongated ears which was
ludicrously like a hare. And his everyday
expression was one of utter surprise, like
the same animal in March.

As he entered the small room of the hall
he stared rather wonderingly at Harker and
Lord Evescourt, until his gaze fell upon the
face of the girl. Immediately there came
some intangible expression in his ears—he
opened his mouth like a squirrel about to
bite a nut.

“Helloh{” he said. “Have T butted in on a
jolly owld conqmra(‘v“”

“No, Mr. Melhuish,” she said.

“But I have

lost my——" 5
“Pardon - me, miss!” Harker interrupted
quickly. “Excuse me, gir, bhut I am a detec-

tive. I believe you had the last dance with .
this lady, Miss--er—Walsingham?”

‘Yea—)es. But, T say, Miss Walsingham,
Ay hope you aren't going to give me in
charge for doing it so deucedly b'xdlv’ I
L.now I'm a priceless qu

“You dance excellently!” she assured him,

wm a quick smile.
“Miss Walsingham lost a httle trinklet, Mr.
Melhuish,”” Harker said, “while she was
dancing with you. It probably dropped on the
floor.”

“QOh, T say, what rotten luck! Can I help
you search for it?” he asked quickly.

While Harker did the questioning, Brown-
ing stood aloof, his sharp eves fixed upon the
face of the young dude. He knew several con-
fidence men in town who could play this sort
of part to the letter. The modern “priceless
old thing”? of twenty-four or so was a
favourite part with them.

“Before we search the floor,” Harker said,
“1 swanted to make certain of one or two
trifling possibilities. I have known stones
and trinklets fall into queer, unsuspected
places. Would you mind letting me look in
the turn-up of your trousers, Mr. Meclhuish?”

“@Good heavens, yes, by all means! Hm’c a
jolly gcod forage round both of them! What
a perfectly uncatalogued ideah! H(‘dh, T
will put my foot up!”

He raised his feet alternately, and Huﬂiqr
his

ran his finger round the turn-up of
trousers, revealing nothing.

“No go?” he asked quickly.

“No go!” echoed Harker. “But if this

trinklet were jerked off suddenly it might
possibly have lodged in—— Pardon me a
moment, sir!”

He Shpp\,d both hands simultaneously into
the wuistcoat-pockets of the dude, who shrank
away with an exclamation of surprise and
indignation.

“But, 1 say, my deah priceless old streak,
take your beastly toasting-forks out of my
pockets immediately! Do you think that I
have pinched this thm,«z. whatever it was?”

“No, no, Mr. Melhuish! Mr. Harker only
wondered if Ly some freakish chance it had
fallen into—

“Then Mr. Mellunsh is a deuccdly clever
wonderer, Miss Walsingham!” spluttered the
young man. “I bave no’cluncr in my pockets.
But if this gentleman thounht I