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dUU LUSIT JELUNU COCOUNIETr WIIn 1né " Lircic
of Terror.”

_ By‘the Author of *“ The League of the Greea Triangle,” stc.

| CHAPTER I.
Mr. Vickers Slone Speaks His Mind—And Receives a Shock.

round. Hia four commpanions each helped themielves, and there
lwés a pauwse in the couvcersation while the expensive weeds were
being lit.

ME. Stone had just been laughing at an excellent joke of Cross’s, and
+ the littlo party, altogether, was in high good humour. '

. % Well, that little yarn is an absolute fact,”” said Mr. Edmund Cross,
between puffs. ' Can any of you fellows beat it?”

**I'll havo a good try, anyhow,’”’ laughed Sir Joha Linke.

Aund the baronet at once commenced telling—with buge gusto—an old
chestnut which had been known to his four companiors for ycars past.
But they listenod patiently, and rather amusedly; for Sir John's way of relat-
. ing the joke wus somewhat humorous-in itself. '

o five men, all in evening-dress, were 6cated in a private box at the
latial Pallaseum, just off Piceadilly Circus. The great music-hall was
airly full, and tho orchestra waas playing away merrily at a lively mavch.

‘The performance was not quitc half over. Several excellent turna bad
appeared, and the interval was now in progress. After that would cowmne the
Lig revue—really the actual ** show.”
~ As soon as tho curtain had descended upon the turn before the interval Me.

Vickers Slone had suggested a general adjournment to tho big saloon. But

'tll:llrco of the party had vetoed Lthe iden, and so all had remained in the box,
chatling.
. Alt ive mmen were wealthy and over middle age. Vickers Sloue, chair-
man of the Grand Impcriaf Assurance Company, Limited, waa the hcet.
He was a huge man, weighing nothing under seventeen stone, and was fulle
gix feet in height. Clean shaven, his face was largely and heavily featured.
When he laughed his skin went into a thousand tiny puckers aund creasce.
Slone was very- popular wherever he went, for he Lad a host of goad storice,
and was a blaff, hearty type of man.

8ir John, Lioko was big, too, but ho was simplo and rather inaz>. His
: Bopulnnty rested mainly upon the fact that he was estremely wealthy.
" Pereonslly, he had no special attractions. -

MR ‘VICKERS SLONFE chuckled, and passed his well-filled éigar-caae
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Of the others, none were of special interest cxcepting, perhaps, Mr,
Edmund Cross, the influential City finavcier. He was exactly the antithesis
of Slone, Leing short, thin, and lean-jawed. His hair was dark, and his
cyes scemed just o shade tco emall for his features. But he was a keen
maan of business, and was well liked cnd cstecined in tho City ° And he
could tell a story—humorous or olherwise—superbly,

‘The Lrilliant lights of the huge Pallaseuwin were all going, and the builde
g WAas humming with life. A white curtain: was down at the present
moment, and various advertisement slides werc lLeing projected upon the
temporary screen. oo . | -

Nolody was taking particular notice of the advcrtisements, howorer.
The party in the box, indeed, bad not read a eingle slide so for, and il
cverybody in the building was the sawe, then the advertisems were simply
paying money for nothiug. | ‘ | - |

But, suddenly, Mr. Vickers Slone uttered an ejaculation. .

* By Jove!” he exclaimed, with a Jaugh. ‘“‘1I thought, for a moment—"’

ITe paused, chuckling. The others followed the direction of his gaze, and
suw a brithantly<coloured advertizement projected rather dimmly upon the
zcreen. Dut there was nothieg in it {o cause any special comment. It
concerned somebody’s special too_th-sm.ste.

'* What's wrong, Slone:" asked Edmund Croas.

‘“ Oh, nothing,” was Sloue’s casy reply. *“ I3ut the advert. slide scemed
rather familiar for the noment. Don’t you fcllows see anything familiar
about it? 'l'hat particular eign, in a.different forn, has been seen cnough °
in l.ondon lately, at all events.”’ : .

‘““ \WVhat, Colmore’s Tooth Paste—""' : -

““No; I wasn’t referring to the advertiscinent at all,” interjected Slone,
** 1 mcant the style of the slide.”’ ' ‘

The®other four men iooked at the screen curiously.

'HIOh!” exclaimed Fdmund Cross. ‘‘ You mecan-the circle—the purple
circle?” e . . | -

‘““ Exactly ! g

‘“Well, I'm hanged”* said Siz=John Linke. * Fancy not jumping to it
Leforo! Of course, that sign is ouls too familiar, Slone, confound 1t!"

As the baronet spoke tke slide was flashed T and replaced by another.
But all five- men had observed that the information about Colmore’s Toollh
Paste was surrdundcd by a broad purple circle. It was merely a striking
way of displaying the publicity matter—nothing more. DBut tho circle
itec)f instantly bronght 10 mind something of a very different nature.

“ By George! 'The purple circle—the sign of the mysterious criminal
baibd which calls itselt the Circle of Terror,” exclaimed Edmund Croes.
* Thoso infernal fellows have Leen quiet for a weck or twe. Lel’s liope
tkey’ll remain quict:*’ . |
* The Southern Countics Railway was hard bit,’”" remarked Slone.
** ITudson, the chairmarm, is an acquaintance of mine. * What an idiot the
Jnan was to knuckle under to the brutes. He was weak—absurdly weak!™

‘“1 don’t know about that,”’ faid one of the ather men argumentatively,
“ Perzonally, I consider Hudson stuck out just as long as ho could. Some
say, indeed, that he ought to have paid up long beforoﬁm did.’’ o

“‘ Nonscnse !”” scoffed Slone. ‘‘ Ilc ought never to have paid at all{” .

Edmund Cross shrugged his shouldere. C e e

*“ You arc entlitled to your opiniow, of cource, mny dear Slone,” he said.
“* But t‘;w railwaly suflered al:lioilt as much n; it could st:;Ind beTor ti sur-
rendeved,---A-1nilwway- s not like a private business; ] e” publi
conbideritt ﬂlli‘lq-nb,:onr e : e ‘ ?SJ'!'!‘?"P‘ o to
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And all excepl Slono nodded in agreement. -,

Tho matter they had referred to had beon tho sensation of (he wholo
oountry only o weck or #o before. Suddenly, one day, Yondon had been
smothered with nent giltcdged cards, ou which wag printed a purple
circle. And within it were tho myetic words, ** T'ho Circle of Terror.”

"or days ‘nobody had tho slighteat idea of what the things mscant. Al
Eugland wase puzzled and startled. Strange rockets had been sent up from
all quarters of London, aud, bumting in the night sky, they forrcd then:.
sclves into qurplc circles. Tho very next day au unknown acroplane flew
_Tight over tho City and West Fnd, scattering papers on which the crclo
again appearod—this time with o mysterious intimation that the Circle of
Terror was about to etart ita great campaign.

And every town in Groat Britain— every large town, that is —suffercd from
tho same epidemic: I'urple circles became a nightmare.  Chalked RIgFI 4
had been found on all tho principal pavements of London. DBut what it nll
meant nobody had known.

And then, suddenly, the bombshell had exploded.

Sir ‘Roger Hudson, chairman of (ho. Southern Countics Railway, had
reccived a curt demand for £20,000! This swn was to Lo deposited ul a
loncly spot on the railway trfick, and left thero to be tiuken nway by an
emissary of the Circlo of Terror. Sir Roger bad laughed at the thing,
and had disregarded il.

As a resull, one of the company’s expresses had been deliberately wrecked.
Still Sir Iloger Iludson defied the inysterions criminals.  And one of tho
company e hnest bridges had been blown to atoms. Furllicr misiortuncs
followed, and at last the railway company had adinitted defzat, and had
paid up. It had been the only way in which to put a stop to the wholc:ale
-deslruction. _ '

The unknown Circle of Terror had won the day—had won it by sheer
terrovivm and incthods of ruthlessness which made everyl Ty stand aghast,

Sir Rober 1Tudson had approached Mr. Nelson Lee, th~ :.iious eriminolo-
gisl, of Gray's Inn Road. And Nelson Leo hed worke:! hard and had sue-
ceeded in rescuing from the Circle’s clutches the railvay company’s general
manager—who had been kidnapped. DBut even Lee had been unably to put
-0 stop to the ruthless incthods of the Circle.

Three mmen had becu arrested, but they all refused to make any slale-
nient, and it was not wilhin any magistrate’s power to give themn long terms
of imprisonment-on the evidence which tho police produced. 1t was per-
foelly obviows that they wero merely tools in the hands of other, aud more
cexparienced, men ) o

‘t'ho Circle of Terror had shown its fangs—and they had proved to be
formidable., ‘ .

The very name of tho mysterious criminal sociely revealed the cold,
calculating ruthlessness of its system of cxtorting moncy. There wes no
defying it. For defiance only led to disnster. And, rather Lhan risk uiter
destruction, the Southern Counties Ilailway bad *f kouckled under.” IV
Jrad been the only safe course. _ . _ .

Sir Vickers Slone, apparently, did ot agreo with the railway’s decision.

‘“ Hudson mever ought te have paid,” he declared again. .

‘“ Supposing you had been in his position,” asked Cross smiliugly, * what
would you havo done?™ _ o

*“ I should havo defied the unknown villains to do their worst !’ :

"¢ And risked the lives of your passengers?” o

‘“ Certainly. The railway could nol bo responsible for tho machinatious of

& gang of ‘murderous criminals,” replied Vickers Slonc, dropping W .gph,
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from his cigar on to {he Noor besido his chalr, * It wae up to the laolicﬁ
to put a stop to the whole business,’” :

““ Put they faited—and Neleon Leo failed,’ said Cross. :
‘- Nelson Lee didn’t fail,”” was Slone’s ropl{v. “ 1 have a very high opinion °
of Mr. Nelson Lee. MHe is a clever man. Mo was suceessful in reseuing the

ratilway'(-om}mny's manager from the gang's clutchew, Aud he wounld have
heen cuceessful altogethier if o had had time.” '

Edinund Cross shook his head.

““If he had kad time!” he repeated.. ‘* That is a Jargo statement, Slone.
Time was eversthing in the whole affair. Delay only meant further risk
and further cvidence of ruthlecss power. Why, the company would have
been rimed i Sir Roger had held out much longer. A boycolt of tho rail-
way had practically heen commenced just prior to the surrender. The
public don’t fancy traveiling in trains which stand a chance of heing
deliberately wrecked, yvou know,”

“That’s «0,”” commented Sir John Linke sagely, “ That’s s0, my dear
(Mross,” |
Vickers Slove thock his head obstinately,
“1 stick to my original opinion,”” he said,

lo Zive in.”

“ But ke was forced— -

“ Poreed e hanged ! snapped Slone. “If T Niad Leen in his position [
should huve resieted all along the line. If Hudson had shown the Circlo

¢f Terror that he absolutely would not be terrvorised, they would have
dropped the eame.”

“You thiuk s0?” asked Cross thoughifully. o

“1 am sure of at. It was firmness which Hud:on Jacked. Tirmness and
strength wonld have made juwst the diiference between suceesa and failure.
And now, of course, these unknown and unseen criminals will have sained
the impres=ion that they and their precions society ave all-powerful.”

“ It ccems to me they are all-powerful,”” said Cross gravely.

“ They ouzht to have me to deal with!’? exclaimed Vickers Slone, rolling
his cigar to the other corner of bis wmouth, “ If [ had been in Iludson’s
shorss I should have put my foot down flatly—firnly. Under no cir-
cunastances shonld I have considered agreeing to the demands. Twent
thousand pounds, indced! Good heavens, [ would have shown the brutes
what was what ! . | _

Slone uttered the words in a tone of contewmpt, and his companions did
net answer him.  As a matter of fact, they all thonught that Slone was
inclined to brag ‘o little too much. Edmund Cross was plainly irritated,
and if the curlzin had uot riscn at that woment a heated argument would
1 rebably have foilowed. _

But Vickers Slona was known to he something of a boaster. A genial,
LInd man, but more than a little inclined to overrate his own powers. And
it was =carc2ly an exhibition of good taste on his part to brag of what he
would have dane when he was quite positive that he would never have the
Ll)i:ullllllit)’ of dizplaying the ** firmness ™ and ** power ** of which he spoke.
"It was, of courve, absurd to suppose that the Circle of Terror wou!d choose
as one of ils victims the Grand Imperial As:urance Company. ‘The con-
cean was, no doubt, immensely rich, but it did not offer the same opeuings
for the Circle’s ruthless methody as the big railway had done, _

The subject wau dropped by mutnal consent, and the five men became
interested ju (he revne, But there was a slight feeling of restraint. ilonoa
companions did not quite like the boastful tone ho had udo ted. U }"—‘
hod been.ludsan | ete., founded rather contemptilo.  Blares knew, that he

“ J{udson was a weak fonl
> ,
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- wonld never be called upon to prove his words. And it {s easy for a man
_z.:‘ayitwhlt he would bave donc—when he is sure that bhe wil:l’ nere: have
o it. :
But the feeling of rcstraint soon wore off as the revue progreasod. Under
the influence of the wit and humonr of the big production, the Gve men were
~soon laughing and chatting ns clicerily as ever.
And wben they parted company, later on, outside a famoua restaunrant,
they were all in the beat of wpirits. They went their variows ways, the
Circle of Terror and all its works forgotten. ’

Mr. Vickers Slone, however, was to be reminded sharply the next morning
of his statements in tho Pallascum box.

Slone attended his offico with clockwork-like regularity whenever he was
in town. The insuranco commpany’s palatial building was gituated in a
prominent position in Oxford Strcet, and the very eplendour of it proclaimed
the immena2 wealth of the concern. The Grand Imperial, id fagt, had
. really more money than it knew what to do wilh; and o a staggering suin

hod been spent upon the creclion of a magnificent buildiog in tEe heart of
the West End. '

The chairman—in spitc of war-tims economy-—drove up in a huge Roll-
Royco landaulotto. This particular moroing wa3 bright and sunuy, and
Slone wne dressed with hia wsnial nentneas and cxpensive splendour.  He

sased into the wido lobby of the building through the gigantic swing-

cors, and entered the lift. Within fivo minutes he was in his own office.

* This was a eplendid, noble apartmeut, well-lired wilh bookcuses, and
with a smaller room adjoining. A communicating door lcd from one room
directly into tho other. This was for the conrtenicnco of Mr. Salo, Slonc’s
private aud confidential secretlary. :

A bright fire was buruing in the grate of tho chairman’s private sanctum
when he entered, and he stood belore it for o few moments holding hi.
hands to tho blaze. Then, lighting a fresh cigar, he tonched his table-bell.

Mr. Sale entered at once.

“ Oh, you aro herc, sir,’
queerly.

“I'm big enough to acc, anyhow—ek, Sale?”’ cxclaimed the chairman,
with a chuckle. *‘ Anything particular this morning "

*“ There is onc letter—or, rather a communication—which I am concerndd
about,” replied BMr. Sale. “'I opened all your letters, of course. Dut thia
particular letter rather worrica me—"' '

‘“ Let me sco it, Sale—let me sce it,” said Slone crusply.

The eecretary, a quict, .gentlenanly, middle-aged mau, retired into his
own office, and returned in & moment with a bundle of letters. Without a
word he handed to his employcr tho top one—a sheet of expensive uote-

aper. .
| p ‘ Now, let me sec,” exclaimed Slone, adjusting his pince-mez.  *“Woe

mustn’t have you worried, Sale. That won't do, will it> Ah! What have
we hero—— {Vhy. good gracious! This—this—"" |

~ Slone’s voize truiled away, and his face assuined a purple hue’ ns he read
the letter in his ehaking hands. The cigar dropped from his lips aad feli
heedleasly upon the rich carpet. For the first thing which met the chair.
man’s gazo upon the sheet of notepaper was—a neatly printed purple circle’
..« And 08 Slono read the priuted words of the letter—priuted, not tyE-
. written—he panted hoarsely. and his eyes blazed with nlarm aod fury. Uo
. was put to the test mow, with a vengeance!
. Tho letter was o demand from the Circle of Tetror! . . 1 "'l ll
. . And Vickers 8lone, liko mast braoggorts, almost crumpled up whea ca foo

said the secretary, lookivg at Slono rather
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upon to live up to his own boastful assertions. Never in l:ia. wildest dr
had he imagined that the Circle of Terror would approach the Gi‘:t:ds

Imperial Assurance Company! It oucht to bav d hi Yo
[atal to be too sure. Pany : 8 Ve prove to bim that it is

Slone held out the paper, and it fluttered shakily in bis fingers. e had
r:ad every word of the communication, and his good huinour had flown to
the four winds. Ie glared at Mr. Sale fiercely and furiously.

“ What is this, Sale?”” he roared. ** What is this, 1 say?"”

The secrelary was rather startled by Slone’s terriLle anger.

! It}. scewiy to be -a demand for thirty thousand pounds, sir!" he replied
quictly. ’

“ The impudence of the thing—the inferaal fmpudence!" thundered
Slene. ** Great Ueaven alove! Are we to 1w pestered with this nuisance,
1202 Are.we to be prtsecuted the same as the Southern Countieg—'"

‘Ihe chairinan breke off, and paced rapidly up and down tbe apartment,
Lis big frame literally quivering and shaking.

' Yon have read it, you say, Sale?” he demunded suddenly.

‘““ Yer, eir, of course.’” . .

“ And what do you think of 1t?" L

** T scareely know what to think, sir,”’ veplied Mr. Sale. ** Bul, remember-
ing \:l]mt bapyened to tbe railway cowpany 1 ghould imagine—"" }la
amnsedad, .

. Well?”” demmanded Slone. ‘“ Go ont”

“ 1 should imagine our bust course would be to pay the money quietly
and without any attempt to resist—-="’ L |

Vickers Slone slammed his fist down upon the deok.

" Oh! You imagine that, do your" he shouted. ** You are a fool, Sale—
a confonuded fool! Ring up Scotland Yard at once, and tell them to cend
2 man here without any less of timme. Don’t stare at mne, man--do asg 1
{211 you!"’ -

Mrj: Sale, fluvied, and taken aback at his cmployer’s jueult, was ecarccly
capable of replying. DBiting his lip, he went over to the telephone, and
1ang up Scotlaud Yard. Ue was talking for a few minutes, and then bung
up the receiver. ) _ o

** They are sending Decteclive-inspeclor Lennard, sir,’”” he said, tuming.

But Slone was beside him. The chairinan was still £nrple in the fuce,
‘and he tcok mo potice of Sale’s remark. Instead, he picked up the receiver
"and ehouted a certain number into the transmitter. Then ho sat. down in
Lis padded arm-chair, and waited. g _

** Hallo! 1Is that Nelson Lee?’” he shouted. “ Fh? What? Nipper?
Confound you, hoy, I don't want to speak to you--I want your master. He

" is at home? -Good! Tell him to come to the 'phone atf once!” - .y

It was, indeced, Nipper, who was at the other cnd of the wire. Nelson
l.ce's astute young assistant was more than a little incensed at the bullying
tones of the ran who was bellowing through the ‘phone. And Nipper ywas
the last pereon in the world to bully with impunity. . .

“ Half a mo’,”* he said calmly. °‘ \Who is it speaking?”

‘““Don’t be impertinent, boy—"’ o ] |

‘“* Not at all, sir. I’'m not impertinent,” safd Nipper, looking round at
his master, and winking. ‘' But I can’t bother Mr. Lee until I know
whecther you are important cmough for him to be dls.tu_:!)gf_: Mr. ILee 18
fecarfully busy jnst now.”’ - IR

Copgidering that Neleon Lee was lolling Lefore the cousnlting-roomn fire,
reading the morning’s newspaper, this was, perhapm, a trifle exaggerated,

140 o ndetot leovlihavelf looked up andramiled, - Phin wasinotthe'-first time
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'Nipper bad had an altercation over the ‘Phonc.  Such intertudes were in-
vatiably amwsing. .

“ You confounded young riscal ! roared tho voice ot the olher cnd of
the wire. ‘I shall make you pay for this ttnpudence.  ‘fell your master to
come to tho tolecphone at once. At once, do you hear?"

“I ghould think a dcaf man could hear'" remarked Nipper. “ You'vo
nearly busted tho telcphone wirca nlready!'

‘““ By—by Qcorge! Will you do as I say?"

“ Yes—when you give me your name,” replicd Nipper firmty.  ** Not
before, sir. It can’t Le did, you know. It's wo good bullying me. In
another two ticks I shall ring off.  Nawe please’” adde t\?ip[wr im-
porturbablly.

Thy ad beard a kind of gulp.
“You—you—— I am Mr. Vickers Slone, chairman of the Tniperiat

Assurance Company,” roared the voice. “‘ I want to rpeak to Mr. Iae ou
most urgent and important busiteas.”’

“That’s botter,”’ said Nipper coolly, turning, and placing his hacd over
the tramsmitter. ‘' Mr. Vickers Slone, sir,”” le added, to his maater.
* The insurance compauy merchant. Shall I tell him you're out*"”

Nelson Leo jumped wp.

* You young'sweep!" ho exclaimed. ‘I didn't know you were engnzedl
in a elanging match with such a distinguished city man as Vickers Slone.
You were quite right, however, to get his name. Apparently Mr. Slouo
is m a tempor.” ‘

‘““ Fairly bubbling over, guv'nor,”” grinned Nipper.

Lee took the instrumcnt, and announced that he was lhere.

‘““Ah! I want you, Mr. Lee,”” exclaimed Slone urgently. ““ Can vou
como round at once? I have reecived an impudent demand for mousy from
the sooundrels who call themselves tho Circle of 1error!”

*“Dear me!’ eaid Nelson Leo smoothly,

*Can you comnc, Mr. Lee—"'

‘“I will be with yon within fiftecn minutea, Mr. Slone,” replied the great
.detective, and he hung up the recciver without further ado. Theu he
turned, and regarded I‘?ippcr rather curiously. |

‘““I am not surprised at My. Slone being in a furious temper, young ‘un,”
he said casily. ‘° It appcars that he has received a demand for mouey from
the Circle of Terror. That explains our owa little communication. It
scems that strenuous times are ahead of us.’

“ Phow!"* whistled Nipper. |

But both he and his master were in no wise upset. Yet, by tuat morning’s
.post, a plaio, courteized envelope had been delivered. Withiu the envelope
the great detective bad found a gilt-cdged card. On the card was nothing
‘but a pueple circle, with tho two words within: :

“ DON'T INTERFERE'"”

It was now apparent that Nclson Lee had been waruod not to interiere in
. the affair of the Graud Imperial Assurance Company. But the detective had
been warned by the Circle before, while he had been engaged wpon the
‘'Southern Counties Railway affuir, and Lee had takcu utterly ao not:ce of
"tho grim warnings. .
Yet he knew perfectly well that they were no idle threats.

.- It would not do, howevor, to obey the commaands of the unsecn eoemy.
.That would ba a completo admission of defeat. and Nelsan Lee would never
- submit to.that . Il he were commissioned to undertake an:inveatigaton, 84
A he thought it worth his whilo to do so—well, he would undertaks it. The
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Circle of Terror was no doubt powerlul, bat Lee was a power to'be reckoned
with, too.

And, true to his promisce, the great criminologist was round at the Grangd
Imperial building within fifteen minutes. |

CHAPTER 11, -
‘The Demand—Two Great Fires—Slone Gives In—Nipper is Rash,

DEI‘ECI‘I\'E-L‘ESPECTOR LEXNARD, of Scotland Yard, stepped from a

{axi opposite the wide,-imposing cntrance of the insurance compauy’s

chicf oflfice in Oxford Street. DBy a curious chance, Nelson Lee arrived
al almost the same wmoment. - '

At least, he jumped frcm his own taxi just as Lennard was about to push
his way through the swing-doors. Within the lobby Nelson Lee shook hands
with the official detective, and noted that the latter was looking grave.

‘“ We've been expecling this at the Yard,” said the inspector. “It's o
week or two now since the imfernal Ciicle first made itselfl known, and wo

didu’t think thci would remain quiet for Jong. Looks to me as if this'll he
a2 repetition of the railway affair?”’ o .

*\What's the deinap for?’* asked Lee. :

““Dou’t know. We’'ll soou learn, I suppo:e,’ was Lennard’s veply. *‘ Good
Leavens, Lee, 1 feel a bit [unky, to tell the truth. If I only knew who these
Cirelo’ men were 1 should be quite comunted. IDBut it's like fighting in the
dark-—grappliag with somebody you can’t sce, and who can sce you!”

““Tho Circlo of Terror have certainly got their eycs open,”” said- Nelson
Ice. *“ But their success won’t last for ever, my decar fellow, I {rankly
aunticipate several victories at the start. It is quite possible that the Circle
will win this round of the game—and tho next and the next. But, eooner
pr luler, either you or I will locate a weak spot in the armour, and then our
time will come !’ o '

I' ‘;‘lLet'ﬁ hope it will be soon, then,’”” growled the inspector, not very hope-
I.I [ L ]
T%oy wcnt"up in the )ift, and were woon ushered jato Vickers Slonc’s
privale oftice. They found the grecat man—great jin two scnses—pacing his
ranctum in obrious angitation. Iis bands were clasped behind his back, and
a balf cigar, uvevenly emnoked, stuck at an acute angle from the corner of
bis mouth. . .
*Ah, Mr. Tcc !’ he exclaimed, as tho defective culered. “° You have heen
quick. Aund this genllemman is Mr. Lennard, I presume? Well, gentlemen,
you know winy you are here. Here is the demand I received this morning.*”

DBoth Nelson Lee and the inspector read the commuuication together. It
was certainly a striking epistle, and but for the scrionsacss of the situation
would have scemed almost humosous. ’

“Y won’t pay a farthing !’ declared Klone flatly. S .

‘“*That's what Sir Roger Hudson said,”” commented Deteclive-inspector
T<nnard grufly. ‘“Oo had to pay, though, didu't be? This dexnand, 1 see,
w for thirty thousand- ten thousand advance on the original. 7The Circle 1s
vaising its price !’ L ' e e
" Vickers Slone ruorted angrily. ' ST e

**Deo you think I am going to submnit 1o this infamy?” he asked. “ Do
vaou think I am going te pay that money? 1 should uever bold up my head
1w M I tampely admitted defeat avd, paid up?”® _ . | . ‘I',.'m . "
L LEN ¥ITIEN TY 74 ¥ery serions,  Mr. Nlone,” qaid'-'l-h'e'im{]écctor. **'This un
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known Circlo of Terror is vory powcrful, and the fact that it works in Lhd
dark—{rom a background of ohacurity—renders it immuue from attack.”>

Leo re-read tho notice. '

“You havo got until to-morrow, NMr. Slone,” he remarked. ** You havo
. called mo in, I undorstand, to give you my advice—for what it is worlh——
and to take up the investigation of tho wholo case?

“I bave called you in, Mr. Lee, to ask you to prevent this barefaccd
robbery!” eaid Vickers Slone. *‘ Perbaps that iy wrong. though. Tacre is
no nccesdsity for you to provenl tho robbery, for I bave quite mads up my
miud to act firm ().: I shall not pay a peony. ‘What I waot you to do i3 o
obviate any possible altuck upon mo or upon the company.”

““I am afvaid tbat ie a tull order, Mr. Slone,” replied Nelson Lee. ‘At
. this early slago in tho strugglo I casuot make any definite promiscs. But,
for your own sake I strongly advise you to pay over the money to-morrow.*’

“ What!"" shouted Mr. Slone. ‘I refuss! I will not pay anything!”

"“Very woll, I will say no moie,” replicd Nelson Lee quietly. “ Perhaps
wo may bo ablo to contrivo some echemo wherevy the Circle of Terror will
be defeated. But it will bo a3 well not to count too much on that.”

‘I demand protection,’” declarxd Slone heavily. .

‘“Tho police, of course, will protect you from personal attack,” put ia
Datective-inspector Lenvard. ‘' If you don’t pay this mcoaey it may {»-:: the
Circle’s intention to lay hands on you, with the idea of holding you to
ransom. Tbal game cau be frustratod, but you will bave to act cautiously,
- Mr. Slonc. And it will bo as well for you to understand the exact naturo ¢f
tho thing. This i1s no child’s play. Wo are not up agaiust a small, pelty
gang of blackmaiicrs. The Circlo of Terror i3 an orgaunised society, aud it
has power—amazing powér!”’

Vickers Slone recalled his words of the nirht before. Little had he
imagined thom that ke would have to prove his mettle so soon!

‘“1 shall tako a firm stand,”” be said augrily. * Under no circun.:tacces
will I submit to be robbed. Goced heavens! The audacity of the scovnirels!

¢ is almost beyond belief! They meau to send a man here—to my very
offico! He will bo arrcated the sustant he presents himselt, of course!™

“That ig for you to decide,” replied Lenuatd. ““ Until the man actually
commits an offcuce ho cannot be arrested. Awud even when we have got hin -
what then? In all probability we shall meraly detain him, and tacn let him
go. . Wo oau’'t prove anything, whatover we may suspect. The police con't
arrest men without full acd adequate reason, Mr. Slone. It strikes nie we
aro in a diflicult position.’”

The inspeotor picked up tko sheet cf notepaper again. In the centre, at
the top, was a ncatly printed purple circle, and below it the follewing
cémmunication was priated:

*“ Headquarters.
“ Date as postmark.

“Mr. Vickers Slone,—The Grand Lperial Asaurance Company 1 rica--
too rich. Thercforo, we have decided to relicve you of some of your surplus
wealth. On Thursday, tho 14th inst., our representative will call upon you
at six o'clock in tho evening. He will expect to be received courte= sly ac:d
without delay. You will then bard hiun a bag containing bankavies aud
-treasury noles to the exact value of £30,000. :

‘“ Our roprescobative must not by plaowd under arrest, and on no account
must ho be subjeclod to any system of watching or supervision. It the
- banknotes and Treasury notes are stoppod or afterwards traced, troable will
" follow swiltly. | TS O PRSI
¥ Remember whal happeacd to thie Southern Counfies, Railwas) The
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.onditions in your case are simaple and perfcelly casy to comply with, You
will refuse this demand at your peril. We arp all-pewerful. {\'e are ruth-
less. Our motlo is, " We tlerrorice!” Dear these faels in mind. '

' ) ' | ““ Tue CircLe oP TERBOR.”

It was undcubt~dly an amarzing epistle. For the utter audacily of the
demand was startling. The Circie of Terror was actually going to eend a
reprresentative to Slone’s office, and this individual was to gcﬁlan ed the sum
cf thirly thousand pounds! . . ’

In tke first case tha Circle had demanded gold. But now they wonld
cvident)y be satisfied with paper incney. But it was not to be traced, under
pain of —trouble. * What that trouble was likcly to be remained obscure.
But Nelson Lee, ¢ least, was sure that the Circle would act drastically. *

On the face of it the dewmand was farcically absurd. But unforturately it
was deadly serious.® J{ the Circle’s ‘ representative’ did not reecive the
money demavded the insurance company would have to pay dearly for its
defiance. That was the actual hidden mezning of the letter. As for thoe
Cirele’s emissary, it mattered little whether he was arrested or not. If so,
it would merely prolong the uegotiations; in the ¢nd the Circle of Terror
would have its way. - -

Nclson Lee was under no false imipression regardiug this strange business.
The great detective did not consider it a sign of weakness to knuckle under
tamely; i3t was merely 2 5i2n of wisdom. Fecr, as surely as the sun was

shining, the mysterioua sociely wounld gain the day. L

[eo had scarcely had time to Lring his remarkable powers into full use

yet. He bad worked hard duriug the first episode in the caveer of the Circle
. of Terror; but in that affair there had been absolutely nothing tangible for
the detuclive to grasp or follow up. Io hoped for better Juck this time.

Aud, first and foremost, it was necessary for Vickers Slone to ‘‘ dab up.”
By doing so quictly he wculd obviate any violeut cousequences, and Ice
would, perbaps, have a chance of getting on the track.

But after Slone's hoasting stalement Lo his four fricuds he cculd not very
well tame!z admit defeat hefore he bad cven put up a vestige of a fight.
Morcover, Slone still belicved that a firm, pointblank refusal would have due
cfiect.: : .

- Do was to dircover, however, that he was ssdly mistaken. .

During the remainder of that day the police did their utinost to get on
{he track. Bu! how was it possible to get on the track when there was
none? That was the stu:nbling-block always. There was nothing to grasp!
The police had already done their very utmost lo trace the source of t
mysterious gilt-edged cards, aud the printed communications. But 6o clever
was tho man who was at the bead of the Circle of Terror that nothiung
wlalever bad come 1o light,

Nclson Lee worked hard, too, but ke met with the same emply result. He
had advised Slone, Lowever, and now it remained for the chairman of the
Crand Linperial to leara his lesson. Trutb to tell, Vickers Slone was fearful
and uncasy. All his hoasted power and firmness bad vanished.

Now that he was put to the Lest he failed. Sir Reger Mudson, of the
Southern Counties Railway Ccmpany, although he had given way in the
cne, had displaycd far more determination than Slose was exhibiting. And
yet Slone had reviled the unfortunate Sir Roger for having heea  weak.”
In a way. it was a judgment upon VYickers Slene for having hragged so

foolishly. - .« L, .- . e
v Ha\'i{gﬂ fakew the stand, bowever, Slene -could not withdraw without'
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appearing utterly ridiculous. It would be a pitiful : o
pa!:athe demandod eum without any fight utp:illl.u come-down, indeed, if ae

. 80 when six o'clock came on the following evening. Viekes

waiting in his oflicc with IJ':.-:l«:-l::i.iW-il'm[monr'h:nF Lr-mmrtgl' nntICk:.:;llE:'c:'nE T:*

official. And, pro_mptly to the winute, the Circle’s cmitssary arrived, H.e
roved to be s quict-looking man of about forty, well dressed and re-orved
ut, as Lennard afterwards said, to an experienced cyc there was a

certain “ stamp ** about him which at once revealed his true character.

He was quietly arrested and taken away. And Slone, far from heine
relieved,  was almost in a panic. He insisted upon being escorted from
the office to his home, and was very obviously in a etate of nervous
“funk.”” All hia bluff had vanished, and he was almont ready to give
way. It was the unscen, unknown character of the encmy which unnecved
tho insurance company chairman.

‘And proof was forthcoming that very wight of the Circle of Terror’s

- ruthless method of showing their power.

"At about midnight n terrible fire broke out in a great drapery ware.
house in the ncighbourhosd of St. Iaul's Churchyard. An:dl even while
tho fire brigade were vainly trying to quell the flames, another con-
flagration broke out ucar Aldgate, in a huge chemical warchouse. Both
firce were disastrous, although, fortunately, no lives were lost.

On the following morning Nelson Lee visited Vickers Slone at the latter's
officc. Slone was crumpled up and utterly subducd.

““ You have read about the two big fires last might, Lee®” asked the
chairman listleasly. *‘ Doth those firms were #sured by the Grand
Imperial. The company will have to pay immeuse sums in insurance."’

“ You realise, of coursc, that the Circle of Terror is responsible?” asked
Nelson Lce quictly. '

‘““I havo guessed ns much. Bul I have been thinking, Lee,”" went on
Slone, suddenliy awakening into fierceness. ‘13 the company responsibler
Of course not! Necither of the firms can lodge a claim——'

**T think they can—and I am sure they will!"’ said Lec dril?'.

‘“ But the fires were dceliberate—the result of incendiarisin!’™.

‘“I have not the least doubt that you are right,” replied Lee. ‘‘ But
can it bo proved? That is the vital question, Mr. Slome. Can it be
proved? You aud I and the policc may suspect as we like—but suspicions
are useless. We must have proof before we can make a positive state-
ment. As it stands, thoso two fires were both accidental. And large claumns
will certainly be madc. And, what is more, the insurance company will
bhave to pay.” ik ' o

* The scoundrels!'’ grated Slone barshly. ‘‘ The ijuferuval rogucs!”
~ Nelson Lce smiled. ' . .

“1 don’'t like to say ‘I told you so,” but you must admit, Mr. Slone,
that you were warned. Taking a firm stand is no good whatever. The
firmer you are, the moro ruthless becomc the metheds of the Circle.
‘Undoubtedly thcy are having everything their own way at present.”

Lee was quite right regarding the two great fires—which were even
now smouldering—and Slonc was forced to admit the fact. The police
strongly suspected that the conflagrations were the result of incendiarism
~and if proof of this could bo found, then the claums agoinst the Grend
Imperial would fall to the ground. S a
ut it was morally cortain that the Circle of Terror would not bave
blundered so badly. To hit at Slone they had deliberately burned own
:4wo great- warchouses, and they had performed thedt wolks mghirslt wus.
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not possible to obtain proof of any description. Tle fircs had been dis-- -

covercd—and that was all.

Aund, even while Nelson Lee was with his clicnt n kEnock came at the
door and Mr. Sale cntered with a note which had just been delivered by a
district messenger boy. Nelson Lee looked at it grinly as Slone’ tore
open the flap. The great detective guessed what that cnvelope contained.

Vickers Slone jerked his great frame round and rose toweringly to his
feet. s very cheeks were quivering like jellies, and he banged down
in front of Lee a neat piece of notepaper, -

“Again!"’ exclaimed the chairman furiously. ‘* Do you sce it, Lee?
They have lost no time! But they say nothing of what they have done—

they make no mention of the firea. DPerhaps, after all, they were really

accidental®”’

Iee shook his head as he scanned the printed words Lefore hira, They
were short, and simply ran: . -

“We will give you another chance. You were foolish not. to take
advaniage of cur original demand. By remaining obstinate you will only
prolong the affair needlessly and run grave persenal risks. As before,
our representative will call to-day—Friday, the 15th jnstant-——at six p.m.
reciecly. Do not fail on this occasion.—Tue CincLk or TeERROR.” .

‘* It 18 perfectly obvious, my dear Mr. Slone, why no incotion ie mado

of the two fires,”” commented Nelson Lee. ‘‘ Surely you have realised that.

vourself? If the Circle had admitted their rcs‘pousibility in regard to

the Gres they would have defeated their own cndas in one blow. For you.

would have proof, then, that arson had Leen committed, and the 1nsurance,
therefore, would not have to.be paid. As it is, your company will lose

far more over those fires than the Circle of Terror demard.”
Slone laughed harxhly.

‘ Double—treble !’ he exclaimed, Encing the floor restlessly. * Let mo

“admit to you, Mr. Lee, that I bave been a fool. When my sccretary, Mr.
Nale, advised ine {o give way without a fight T called hin a fool. I shall
apologise to him for that incult. Dy rejecting his advice—and your
advice—I have cauvsed the commpany to lose a scrious sum.”

“ But you can afford to pay it, surely?" suid Lee with a smile.

Slome rubbed his chin. .

*“ Yes, of course,” he said grufily. “ We are n rich company, NMr. Lee.

But we don’t like paying out uvcedlessly. Confound this infernal Circle -

of Terror! Unlesy I pay that sooney te-night there will be further
disasters.”’ ' - ‘

‘** Undoubtedly.”’ | . _

'“ Then you would advise mec to surrender at once?” .

‘“ Again, ceriainly,”. replied Lee. e . -

‘“ It gocs against the grain to do 60,” raid Vickera Slone. ‘1 hate
the very idea of adwmitting inyself beaten hl{ an unknown gang of foul
uriminafs. Let ns hope that they will Le 'brought to justice before so
very long.”’ _ . . _ o

*“ Just as soon as I can get on their trail,” said Lee with a grim note in
his voice. * I am glad you have taken this attitude, Mr. Slone.”

And that evening, at six o'clock, the representative of the Circle of
Terror presented himeelf as bold as brasa. lic was a younger wan this

time, and hcearried the thing through with a busincsi.like air which:

was intensely galling. The man went off as though it were mercly an

ordin;;xp,_m;jnqqla}_., atier of business. When be departed he bade Slone-
)

a l't'f*u;gl-';l-llq;f [;.)'_quing_!'_.' mtd'_mnrclwl..o,ut, ol the: great Imperial
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Assursnce Company building wilh a small handLag containing £30,609
in Bank of England and Treasury noles.

It ncarly broke Sloue’s heart Lo Ict Lhat greal sum go without making
the slightest allempt to trace the scoundrels who were respousiblc. Tho
pelice, -although working their hardest, knew betler than to set any ol
-their men on the Circle representative’s trail.

Tho siluation, lo an outsider, gcemed an impoisible one. If there waa
any law in Great Dritain at all, this sorl of thing could not continue. A
reien of terror had eet in. It was albsurd to (fcuy it. The my-terious

aoc?cty had only to dewmand a cerlain sum of a certain firm—and the moncy

had to be paid.

But what was to be done? -

It was obviously impossible lo bring the thing to a slop immediatd!y.
Scolland Yard was the first to realize thalt weeks and months wonll
probably go by bLefore the secret was discovered and the formidable Cirels
of Terror exposcd. '

And Nelson Lee, commissioned by Mr. Vickers Slone to iavestizate
the whole business, was of the spma opinion. Indeed, the celebrated detec-
tive was more than half inclined to think that his own days were mam.e
bered. The Circle appeared lo pevforin ity work wilh ama2ing isepunity;
and surely, if the inystic “ Illigh Lord ** willed it, I¢e's death could casily
be accomplished.

The identlity of the Iigh Tord, similar Lo everything else in thiz siagular
affair, was hidden behind the bars of the unknown. On one occasion only
Nelson I.ee had reccived a conuinunication froin the Circle of Terror, signed
by the Migh Lord. And in that communication the detective had Leen
informed that his life would be taken hke thut of a fly if he dared (o
inierfere in the Circle’s business.

Nevertheless, Nelson Lee was interfering ‘very energetically; or, at least,
he would interfere if he could only get on the correct scent. He knew well
enough, however, that he was taking his life in his hands. Already the
Circle had proved that it was utlerly ruthless and delernined.

Under the circumstarces Nelson Lee decided Lo acl very cauwliously, anl
to obey the Circle’s commaud--lo all appearance. Yet all the time he
would be probing into the depths of the mystery, in the hope of slnking
a Langible thread. '

It was left for Master Nipper to acl recklessly. And it was left for
Nipper to learn 8 very sharp lesson; a lesson which would linger in las

* memory for years, and which instilled into his brain a wholesome re-pect
for the hidden encmy.

With the commendable inlenlioa of getting straight on to the track,
Nipper had stationed himsclf outside the Grand Imperial building at five-
thirty. And when, just after eix, the Circle of T'error's rcpresentative
emerged, Nipper Lecame aware of the fact that a mau in a bowler hal
‘rnd overcoat was following the young man with the valuable handbag.

So, without hesitation, Nipper shadowed tho shadower.

The {ad little kunew bow:-that adventure was to cud!
[

CHAPTER IIL.
The Empty Poiler—A Fearful Predicament—The Only Chance.

IPPFR was well aware of the threat which the Circle of Terror had
N issued regarding the fate of anybody who was rash enough to shadew

the woau who left the insurnmee company’s premites with ‘the ‘moacy. :
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Awl Nipper, although he acted recklesaly, was not quite so foolhardy.
as it appeared atl first sight. .

Mzro curiosity had taken him to the spot. e had originally intende¢d
wailing until six o'clock in-order to sce what the * representative ™ looked
like After Nipper had been on the spot ten minutes, however, ho became
aware of the fact that a man in n bowler hat and overcoat was lounging

about acar by. The fellow was very apparently keceping his eye on tho
Graud Imperial building, too.

“ A.Yard detective, as aure an a gun,’”” Nipper (old himself.

The lad waa convinced that the stranger was an official detective from
Scotland Yard, told off to shadow the gircle wan. An idea immediately
presented itaclf to Nipper's astute brain. |

Alone, he wonld not have ventured 1o fly in the face of providence by
‘hadowing the Circle representative. But that would not be nccessary
row, Surely it would be safe enough to follow the Yard man? Nipper
himsell would Le in no dauger, and might, indeed, moko himsell wscful
f thiogs bccame ** hot.” | .

Nipper waa never long in waking up his mind. _

Anu{wwhvn he raw the two men walking off, a respectable distance npart,
he at once quictly walked olong, and kept the bowler-batted individual
in «ight. Nipper, shrewd as ho ,was, had no idea that a tbird shadower
v.as behind him! ]

1he Circle of Terror waa taking no chances! | -
Nipper was eager and curions. }e told himsel( that thero was a chanee
A m--s‘ing an anportant discovery. Evea if thoe Yard man failed, the lad
inight be able to ** spot " somncthing. -

Ag lic walled down Oxford Street he just kept the man in the bowler
pabl du right. The other man--with the bag of money—waus lost in the
abeeurity ahecad. Dut Nipper cared little whelber he saw this interesting
ialividital or not.  His solo concern wan to shadow the official dqlcctlve.
By doing o lio would, of course, be shadowing the Circle’s repreecntativo also.

" Well, I'm Llewed i [ know whero I'm being kd to, _btlt_. let’s hope
[ hit upon something good,'’ thought Nipper. * .[t'.ll Lo ripping if I go
hiome to tho ;zuv’nor with vome really definite information.”

The lad wan rather surprired at the direction taken., The mon fu the
bowler hat wallcd atraight down Oxford Street, into New Oxford Street, and
then down Holbourn owards the City. It was rather a good distance, and
Nipper was somewhat surprised that the jonrney was Leing accomplished on
foot. DBut it was all the Irelter for him, and =0 ho had no objcction to make.

It was quite dark and inclined to he windy. DBut the air was mild and
somewhat moist.  Nipper kept his quarry well in sight, and was quito con-
vinced that bis attcntions were unknown to the Yard mnn.

At laat thp Monument was reached, and then Nipper found himself etriding
‘o(Uy down the dark nvisome strects which bordered the river below lLondon
Ilridge. ‘The charo went on for rome little timo after this, and Nipper
hcame even more curious than ever. Jle suspecled that he was ou his way
lo tke Circle's headquarters; und his intereat in the ‘)roccrdmga bceamo
even more acute. At the same time, he was forced to display greater cantion.
For these strecta were altost deserted amd very quiet. lle feared inord than
once that hio would ho secn. - '

llut tke mon-in the bowler hat never once turncd his head.’” Ho strode -
strasicht on, cbviously in chase of the Circle’s agent. > v . - .

Abumt wncannily o very wfit, curious whistle wdunided behind- Nipper.
't utement lll!gld'took po-nolice. - The-whistle‘attmdd (0 prdeced from



- THE YELLOW MASK 18

eoms source other than a buman one, and the young detective did not
realise its significance. But tho next moment ho realised it quite a-lot.

For without warning two arms wore thrust round him, and he was held
tight. And ho eaw the man in the bowler hat running ewiftly back upon
his own track. Nippcr struggled like & youyg demeon,

*“ Buck up!"’ he panted ficrcely. °* Rescwe!™ \

The maun he bad Leen ehadowing arrived on the spot. Dut, coantrary to
Nipper's ospectations, he mado no attempt to render the lad any aasist-
ance. Instecad, his first act proved very conclusively that he was not a
Scotland Yard dctcetive—but anolher cmissary of the Circle of Terror

Nipper thought swiltly for just ten scconds; and those flocting thoughts
wero very bitter oncs. © Ho had Leen rash—bo had been reckless. While
thioking himeelf emart ho bad merely proved himself to bo entirely the
opposite.  Solely ome to his own foolbardy behayiour he was now a
prisoncr in tho enemy’s hands. .

- The whole thing was obvious to the lad in a moment.

The man ho had mistaken for a Yard officianl was merely another agent
of tho enemy, nnd the fact that he had been seized from behind clearly

roved Lhat etill another Circle man had Leen on the alert. In all proba-
Eility the fellow with the £30,000 had taken a totally different direction.

Nipper had simply walked Llindly into the trap.

And he struggled fierc:ly and with renewed energy. He was wild now—
eavage with himnaelf for having displayed euch a lack of commoa precau.-
tion. 1bo lad, bowever, was rather harsh with himself, for bhe was rot a0
very much to blume, after all. Ilc had certainly had no idea of the Circle

of Terror's thorough tactics. |

And his slrugglo was one against overwhelming odds.  Plucky and
det-rmined as ho was, he could not very well hope to gaia the mastery over
two strong men. And he was prevented from shoutiog for help by the fact
that a large hand was placed forcibly over his mouth. Oge little action
cn Nipper's part ccded the struggle quickly and abruptly.

In a sudden acccas of fury Nipper opened his mouth and bit into the hand
which was clapped over it. Ard to such good purpose did he bite that ke
was sure thal ‘:m teeth penctrated tho skin.

A furious curso was euddenly rappcd out in & harsh whisper.

That was all Nipper beard. For the bitten man, jerking his hand away
with a snarl, brought something down t:fon Nipper's Lead with stucniuy
force, and tho lad sank limply auvd dazadly to the ground. He was not
ctunnedleompletely, but so dazed that turther action on bkis part waa
impossible.

e had mo clear recollection of what happened immediately after that.
When next tbe lnad was fully aware of his surroundings, and when ho was
able to think and see clcarly, Lo was coanscious of a most overpoweringly
unplcasant odour.

Hias head was throbhing nastils;: and when he opened his eyes he counld
sce nothing whalever. Total Llackuews surrounded him, and, as though far
away, he could hoar a faint sound of lapping water. -

. On many an occagion Nipper had Leen bound and: gagged, and ho knew
well enough that he was in that unfortunate position now Breathing was

rather dilhcult, and his mouth was choked with something which felt like

. an old pieoe of rag. It was imposasible for him to expel it, for a stout biud-

ing was wrapped completely round his mouth, and sccured firmly. When

he ehifted bis hands, howover, he felt that they werq, aulpisequied- by & |
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rough picce of rope. Aund the nmnpleasant emell reninded Nipper etrongly
of an adveuture he had once bad.bencath the hold of an old sailing ehip.

The snell was exactly like that of foul bilge-water. |

Obviously, he was near the riverside, and guessod that his exact position
was in the bilge of some ship or other. If 80, he was in an unpleasant pre-
dicamcnt indeced. Escape wae certainly impossible, and he might find
{ﬁmscll‘ out to sea, bound for some far distant forcign port, before so very
Jdong. - - :

":g\\'hat a fool I was!”’ thought the Iad bitterly. ** My stars! And I was
roing to show the guv’'nor how jolly sinart I could be! Looke to mo as
though I sha’n’t ece him again !” -

It was a terrible thought, but Nip{)er was not a lad to worry necdlessly.
ITe was fully convinced that he had been cast into the bilge of rome river-
+ido ship; and this, at all events, was something to be salisfied about. If
the Circle agents had intended to murder him they would surely bave cast
Lhim in the river while he was dazed and helpless. 7The fact that ho was
€till alive, and-bound and gagged, seemed to point to the fact that he was
vo be spared. : | ' - .

But Nipper was eoon to be disillusioned on that point. -

For almcst at once ho heard something overhead clank, as though some-
thing made of metal had been shifted. And then the bright light or a
¢ 221l electric torch flashed down ll{:ﬁll Nipper's head.

Curionsly enough, Nipper’s first thought at that moment was on2 of arger,
Lecause he believed the torch to be his own. But with his elbow he managed
to feel in the vicinity of a small secret pocket just within bis jacket. And
ho felt, at once, that his own torch was reposing there. |

“* Ah! Yon hdve come to vour wits, I ree,’” exclaimed o soft voice from
above. ' Well, Master Nipper, I am afraid you have boen jost a little too
~tnart on this occasion. . The Circle of Terror will teach you a lesson.”

The unseen man Lehind the light chuckled harshly. -

‘“ Perhaps that is wrong, though,’”” he went on. *‘ It is your master who
=il he taught the lesson. You, yourself, will be unable to appreciate the
affair, for 1n lces than an hour’s time you will bave breathed your last.
Quite dramatic, ¢ch? Well, the Cirele of Terror docs not do things by halves,
voung man. ' Observe where you are—and perkaps you will unsemtand the
meaning of my words.” o : L

It was quite impossible for Nipper to sco the speaker, for the bright Leam
of the electnic torch dazzled the Jad’s e‘yea so that it was impossible for him
to see ‘beyond the lizht. Bul he was fully capable of cycing his surroundings,

At first Nipper was greatly puzzled., : .

Ile was lying on hard mctal, which, in turn, was smothercd with a ooat-
ing of damp mud. Thus, his resting-placo could scarcely be described as
1 pleasant -one.” His prison was small and confined, the light itself being
po higher-than fonr fcet above hiin—and he was lying flat., - '

The sides were quito circular and bluck with ruet. Hero and thero a tiny
hole was visible, where the metal had rotted completely through.

"Apparenty the man above saw the purzled look in Nipper’s cyes, for, after
= Ehort pause, ho vouchsafed some further infermation, T :

* Just to make you fully realise bow childishly absurd it was for you to
attemnpt to get on our trail, I will tell you wlere you are,’”’ said the unknown
man.  “° You are in such a position that no help can come to you, and cven
if you frecd yongself from your Londs—which is quito impossible—you would
Le no better off.  And even if your gag was removed, phouting for help would
bo cqually udeless. * Your voice would neot carry ten yards beyond the Junit
~¢ 4 hig botler:
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Nipper opened his eyes wider.

“ Yes, my young friend, your pricon i3 an old boiler, long since disused
and rusted. P(:t_'!mps you have scen il youmself, during one of your tei
down the river?” snecred the man.  “’It lies upon a arlicularly loncly
stretch of mud near some ruined warchouses. At low lhﬁ--;m at present—
!ho lnml_cr s 1n l:ull_ view. Dut at lugl,:h tide Lhere is absolulely no vestipge of
14 S]lO“’Illg. It is, in fﬂ(‘t, tOt:l“)’ 61 IllC‘l‘gﬂl. S'.In‘ly I havo sanul cnough?"

Ior a rccond_ @ look of horror came into Nipper's cyes -but only for o
¢ccond.  Then it changed Lo one of definnce amd determination. If heo had
been able _to speak at that momeut he would have made eeveral veey foreiblo
and caustio remarka. _-

!ts it was, he was unahlc_ to d-_a anvthing whatever exeepl glave,

. The man had, indecd, said quite snfficient for Nipper Lo realise tho gravity
of his position, , -

o was imprisoned in an old disused boiler, which lay upen a steetch of
mid beside a particularly lonely portion of the ‘Thames. ~ 1o was hound and
gagged, and unable to help himself in the slightest degree.  What would
ba tho result? When tho tide changed and the river rose the water would
find its way into the Loiler by means of the holes which time had rotted in
tho metal sides. “Thesn holes were very small-—the larscst heing no wider
tian an inch acrozs. But they wero fully capalle of ndmilting the water
gradually, relentlessly, )

Nipper would be drowned like a rat in a trap!

It was an appatling prespect, and the lad l'c?t a leveible fury within nm,
It excmed almost impossible to him that any human being could be 80
iurderonsly cruel. liut then, such a plan of revenpe was only in keeping
with everything ctso that the Circle of Tervor hud pervformed. Utter, alxo-
lute ruthlessucea was Lhe Circle’s known policy.

And there was, after all, much in favour of this horrible schieme. Tf he
had been merely thrown into the river his body would probably have been
recovered. And as malters were, he would lie in the old hoilee month
rfier month, and the myslery of his disuppearance would never he claared
wp. Nipper would simply vanish off the Jacc of tho carth; and in all hike-
liliood Nelson Leo would receive aa intimation that hiy young areistant had
been effcclively dealt with, | .

Nipper felt like exerting all his strength in a mad access of fury. Dut, hy
cheer will power, ho held himeelf in check.  Such an exhibition, he knew,
would Ls mistaken for fear. : -

Fven a3 he walched the light snapped out, and then he heard counds which
told him only too well what was Leing done. ‘T'he circular cover of the builer
was being bolted over the manbolo.  But there were one or two small rust.
holes above which would ecrve to release the zir femn tie Wwiler as the water
Lrickled in below. ' .
~ At last the work was done, and then all Lecame qaict.  Nipper was left
to ponder over his drveadful position aloue. And il was soon apparent to
him that the tide waa alveady creeping up.  For the splash of thé river
came distinetly to his cars, and the coid water commenced to lrickle in
ulowl?. 1{is feet were already covered. _ .

“Phis is the finish, I rcekon!” thought Nipper, clenching his tecth.
‘““ That chap was right cnough in what he said. I stand about as much
chance of escaping as the crew of a giddy submarine that's been rammed!

As a matter of fact, Nipper had scen the old Loiler on one or two occa-
sions, for it had ropoescd on the strelch of mud for years. At thal _p:_l,rt}t_:ullﬂr.
point the river waa quiot and utterly black after darkniv=s had tallen, “Therc
were no wharves within hail, and even if the lad had been guite freo it
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would luive made little difierence o his position. Free! Tho thought was
rather farcical. Where could not be much freedom within tbat meta) prisou.
The cover was bolled rccurely into position, and there was po other way
of cecape. Rusted through in places as the metal was, Nipper would need
o hammer and cold-chisc) to fight his wny out. And even that would take
him hours. | .
Whichever way he locked at it, the position was ulterly hopeless. ‘There

was not Lhe slightest prospect of escape. And gradually—relentlessly—tho
tide rose. Nolhing could stem that, '

Very noon Nipper corld Lear the sound of the water Enlriclv:ling in through
scveral of the loles in eteady streama. And the icy wafer swirled round
him, and stirred uwp the foul inud which had acewmulated. The lad struggicd
fulo a silling position, and. then to his knees. T'o stand was impossible,
for he could not raise htmself higher. ‘Tho water was a'ready over his knces
as ho kuell, proving that at least six inclics had risen. "

It would not be so loig now before the hoiler complelely filled.

“Oh, why waa T such a bewling ass?”” thought Nipper angrily. ‘I ought
{o have known that that fellow was another of these Cirele rotlers. Well,
I'm Leing taught a lesson, at all events. If I manago to scrape out of

rer

thig—-- - .

le stopped abruplly. How waa it poessible for him to cscape? Even if
he oblained the use of bis hands, he conld do nothing but beat upon the
tides of his prison. And thie sound would not be heard a hundred yards off.
Lven if it were, who would take notice? '

“If only I had my auntomatic!’ the lad told hiwmself. .“ I’ be able to
laose that off and attiract attention in no time. But those brutes pinched
tgi{’ shooter before they chucked me into this hole.”

-Nevertheless, to make sure, Nipper attempted {o fcel in his hip-pocket.
He succeeded in o partial degree, for ho was able to learn definitely that
his revolver waa missing., Something clse, however, attracted his attention.
It was the tiny clectric torch which occupiced a epecial littlo pocket in tho
lower part of hig jacket. Iy all else had been stolen from him, he bad that.

And it was scarcely surprising that the pocket Jiad been missed during the
senrching operations.  l'or it was cunningly hiddeu, and the torch itself
wae only a tiny thing, no bigger than a fat, short pencil. It was by Nelson
Lec’s orders thal Nipper alwavs carried the torch. The Fumous detectivo
kncw full well the value of a light when in a tight corner.

"My hat!” {hought Nipper, sitting quite &till on his heels. “I
wonder——"* - )

Tor o mowmeut he hardly darc ellow his trend of thought to continue its
coursc. Jor ho imagined he saw a faint thread of hope—just a thousand-
to-one chance. One moment before all had been hopelcss and black. Now,
as an inspiration came {o Nipper, tho aspect of things changed.

It was remarkable how a slim ray of bope bucked the lad up. He felt
inore chicerful; more enlhusiastic in iis cndeavours to win hig way to safely.
He sat perfeetly still in about eight inches of chilly water without even
poticing the discomforl. }e had something far moro imporlant to consider.
Nipper was a cool customer in the face of danger—aund the danger now
was 60 appnlling that he did net allow his thoughts to dwell too long upon
the possibilitics, le hiad been in many o ““ tight squeeze,” but this was
stirely o record. ' |

* Now, let's Jook al tbo thiug quictly and calmly,” he mueecd, forcing
hiis sudden excitement down by sheer power of will, *‘ Have I gol a chance,
or have I not? That's the point to sctitle. I don’t wont to raise my hopes
to fever-pitch, aud then be sgappointéd. An things how %tand, I'm doomed
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to drown in this old bhoiler like a ral. YWell, the chuuces are T shall Folloe
ibe example of the rat. &ull, it's best Lo be certain in 2 crisis of this sort ™

Nipper became aware of ‘he fact thal the waler had riven cowsiderably
during the last few minut. ..

‘“ Nol much time,”” his thoughts ran on. * About fifteen minutes, T shonlll
judge. Well, I've got my torch—and Lhat's all. Mow can it Lo werd? I
first job i3 to fich il out of my sky-rocket. If Lhat's imposible, Tin divdied

Nipper was desperate—terribly desperate. And hie wrenched at his weis®
bonds with all tho skill and ingenuity hie knew of. Minutes Passed, and b
sLill sat there silently working. And, without pause, the river continued
rising.

Atglust tbe lad gave the Lask up as hopeless.

o could pol free himself—it was an imposaibility,  But the ropsy were
Jcosened somewhat, and, by straining his armas unti[, the azony wus almo.d
unbearable, he succeeded in reaching round to the imer pocket. Nipp-r
kncw only too well Lhat preciows timo had sped by, Already the level ol
the water was up Lo his waist.

“ Got 1t !"* bhe multered suddenly, into his aag.

And ho had got it! At the cost of ecvernl inchies of <kin he hud gripp.d
hold of the clectric torch. His wrists were chafed until they Lied. But
that was n mero trifle. Mis very life was in the balance.

Panting heavily, tho lad pressed the switch over, and a narrow shafl of
strong light ehot across the interior of (he boiler. It revealed the tru»
state of affairs to Lho prisoncr. The water was rising wilh awful swiftuc. s
now. |

Nipper did not delay a single second. Edging Lis way forvard, be reached
tho rounded metal sido of kis prison, ind thrust the torch through oue of
the small rust-holes which dotted 4{lo old boiler. This wus the idea whici
had suddenly come to hhin like an inspiration. “Tle licht! Shouting w.
impessible, tml; a waving point of Light would possibly atiract attention
and causc eomebody to investigale. -

At all cvents, it was a chance--just a slight chance.

Nipper's hopes were hich at that momenl. Althouzh lie tried to convines
himself that ho was doomed, ho neverthelesy entertained the strovegest of
hopes that the light would be seen. Tne only question wus—would rescue
follow? _ : .

As thie minutes passed, bowever, ho began Lo realise that there was very
little chance for him. Not a sound rxcached his cars except the vteady
trickle of tho water, and the lap-lup of the liny waves against the side of
tho bLoilor. Aund coulinuously he kept shifting tho torch and switching on
and ofl. :

“Itv's no good!’ he told Limself at last. “ I'm Auished: I’oor old
guv'nor! ll¢'ll bo awfully cut up—"

" The Ind paused. Wus it fancy, or had he heard tho steady throb-throh
of n small engline? A police-lannch! A Thames Poiice boat! Nipper caught
Lis breath in sharply, and his heart almost stopped beating.

Then, tho next sccoud, all doubts were seltled,

Somecthing Lumped agaiust Lho outer sido of the boiler wilh a thud, ond-
then men’s voices camo to Nipper'a cars. ‘Thoso grull voices were sweeler
than the most Leautiful music—nolwithstanding the fact that ozeo of the wmeu
used an expression which could not possibly have been uttered in a drawivg-
FoOm.

Reacuwo had come!

_Nipper'g *“ forlorp hope,’ had succeeded,
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CHAPTER 1V.

‘ Nelcon _Lc_e's_ Lo iscovery—A }mfg Shol:—'-A‘pplying"a Test.
NSPECTOR MEAD, of the River, Police, twisted his 1ouslacho
l and gave vent to a grufl chuckle. T s

“ Well, you do sce life, young man!”” he exclaimed. ‘“ Although, come
to {bhat, you weren't far off sceiug death this journey! — 1at was a smart

ruse of yours to flash t)ic torch.  But for that you'd have been a lump of-
cold meatl by this timel”

Nipper grinned. »

“You always were fine at expressing yourself in delicale -langnage,
inspeclor,” he said cheerfully. ““Still, you fished nie out of that rotten old
hoiler just in the nick of time. 'This is your first ex rience of the Circle.
of Tevroy, n’tite”” a

Inzpector Mead nodded grimly. o :

2 The mnfernal rogues!” he said. *““ I've heard enough about ‘em, Nipper.
But to Lolt you in that death-trap! Great glory! I've had a few ex-
periences in my time, but I've never come across such a cold-blooded affair
as this. Tt wai deliberate, fien ish murder. Of course, you don’t know.
who did ke thing?” | .

“ Not the faintest idea,” replied Nipper, teaderly rubbing his wrists with
soolking ointment. ‘*Ah! I fecl a heap hetter now. No, inspector, I
coaldu’t identify the rotters who trapped e if you bronght ’em beforo me
at this moment. T've told you how I was collared, haven’t 1? It was in the
datk, and I didn’d have the opportunity of catching a sight of their chivvies.”’

“1'm! Jt’s a bad busivess altogethér,”” commented Mead. -

ITe and Nipper were at Wapping Police Station, and about an hour liad
passed since the Jad’s rescue. As he had surmised, his torch had been seen
hy a River Police launch, and an investigation had followed. TFailing to
receive any reply to their repeated auestions—for Nipper was. gagged—the
police had removed the cover at the top, and had found the lad just on
the point of being =ubinerged. ' :

Nipper was hardy, however.. Tle could stand any amount of rough. treat-
ment. And afier a change at the station, and a warm-up before the fire,
he felt deeidedly better. ITis perves were entirely unaffected by his tcrril‘yiug
adventure; he hod had foo many hair’s-breadth escapes to become ‘“ nervy.”

Ie knew well erough that he was in for.a severe cold; but Nipper never
troudbled much about colds. Ile allowed them to run their course, and went
about his everyday duties as ueual. Ilis wrists were ehafed badly, but oint-
nient and a couple of handages soon made him comflortable, ,

" My advice (o yon, young’ un, is to go straight home to bed,” said
Inspeelor Mead sagely.  “ That soaking Yasn’t ‘done you any good this
weatlher, and if yow’re not careful you'll ke down with the 'flu’.”

“ Rats!” gaid Nipper, 'with a grin. “X don’t have tho ’fAiu’'—I've got
2o use for it. A common or garden cold is more in my line. DBut I shall
cl:crlaiuly pop along kome. The guv'nor will be wondering what’s happened.

0 me,”’ -

Ile glanced at the clock. - .

" Oh, it's fairly carly yet,” ke went on, rising. ‘‘ Thanks tremendously,
mspector, for yauking me out of that boiler. I «ha’n’t forget you in wmy
willl By gum, what a sct of ahsolute scoundrels those Circle rotters arel”

“ Lel’s hope thiey're soon hid by the heels,”” said Mcead seriously, I
understand that ‘2\15 Vickers Slene has paid over a ccol £30,0002 That’s n
!;EL{{?' sum, Xippcr. Unless comething 15 'doue béfore long, this Circle of
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‘Ferror will hecome such n menaco that the whole of Loudon will Lo in a
anic,”’ '

r Nipper nodded In agreement.

"'”w job iy Lo locate tho chicfs of the gange,” he raid. * Wo don’t know
n blewsed thing! Tlow ean wo know? Lverything's been done mysteriously,
and the Yard's abuolulely goingg grey Lo tho last man. Wo'ro living 1n
stirring times, and no giddy miatrﬁ;o! Well, I'm atil] alive and kickiue- -
that’s ono cou~olation."’ ¢

"““Youw're u cool card, hoy!"’ aald the inspector admirhrely. * You don't
ecem Lo realise that you've been within nn inch of certain doath !

Nipper ehiuckled,  Ho realised il right enough. But ho was salc now,
nnd so0 there wias nothing to worry over. He woon teok his deparlure, and
r(-.lurn:-ld home {o Gray’s Inn Road by motor-‘bus in quite a chocrful frawro
of mind.

Iia escape had been extraordinarily lucky, he knew, and the lesson wad
not lost upon him, 1Ile now regarded tho unseen Circle of Torror wilh
much greater respeet. They wero determined and ruthless; tho agenly of
the leinible fociety had ovidently been instrucled to stop at lmtﬁiug.

When Nipper arrived homo he half expecled hia anaster to be worrying,
On the contrary, howaver, Neloon Lee was buried in a big armchair Leforo
the fire In his consulting room, smoking to such good purpose that tho
room was choked wilh blue hazo when Nipper entered.

Tho preal deteelivo did nol ovon stir as Nipper cane in, and Tor somo
momcuts tho Ind slood looking on without speaking. Under ordinary
circumstances Nipper would wot bave diitwrbed his master at such a
time; but he conatdered the events of the evening to bo full justification
for an interruption.

**Well, guvnor, T'm hero,”” said Nipper ot last.

Nelson Lce remnined subliitnely uwncopselous of tho lad’s presence,

“I'm here, guv'nor!” repeated Nippor, in a louder lone,

Leo turned his head, and frowned. . .

‘““My dear boy, 1n thero any pecessity for you to advertiso that fact?”’
he demanded teatily. I min well aware of your unwelcoine presence. 1l
you wish to remaiu, 61t down and keep quict. I am deep in thought.
Dou‘t bLother me!”

‘““I've been ncatly murdered !’ exclaimed Nipper wrath(ully.

““You appear Lo be very inuch alive-—*' |

' By the Circle of Terror!” wont ou the lad. * Nearly killed, guv'vor!
And you don’t secem to care a twopcnuy jot! Just look at my wrists,
rir. 1'voe boen bLound aund gaggod und half-drowned! And all you cau
do ia lo snap al me, and tell mo to sit still!" .

Nelson Leoo raised himnself in his cbair.

““ Lot mo lhcar Lhe slory, young ‘un!’’ he said crisply.

There wns o very marked difterence in Lee’s mavuer now, and Nipper
lost Do tiwe in relating hisa adventurcs. The detective listened wilhoat a
word, cxcept for a perlincut question now and again. And when Nipper
had finlshed there was n shorl silenco. Lee was gravo.

S I don't like o udmonish you, Nipper, after such o terrifying experi-
ence,”’ ho exclzimed, *‘ but you wero foolich and rash to follow that wman
from tho Graund Impcenial Arsurance Company's buildinq. You kuow well
cnough that tho Circlo of ‘U'error had issued a very oxplicit warning; and
you know, morcover, that tho Circle doce not moke idlo threats—*

‘“ But [_thouglht the chap was a Scotlnnd Yard mag—--"

** You thought—you thought!*’ rappd out Leo sharply. *‘ You shouldn't
think, Nipper!l Yo, should know for certain before you act. llopever, L
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Wwill say uo more; you have had quite enough for one cvening. It would
Lo brutal for mo to reprove you further. 1 thank Heaven with sll my
]aca_:_'l. that you are s_al'c and sound !’ added the detegtive, with qulet fervour,

Nippexr pressed his master’s arm.

““1 deserve a jawing, guv'nor,” he eaid. “ I vias o fal-headed ars to

jun into that trap. Still, T don't worry—I'm sale. What have you been
doing all the evening? | Anything fresh turned wp:*
_ "I have been thinking,” was Nelson Lee's reply. X have Leen think-
ing very deeply, my bLoy. And I have aluwost come to a definite conclu-
sion—I way say, au amazing conclucion. It iy ouly a theory, of course,
and 1t remains for me to apply a test. My line of reasoning is the result
of a short chat I had earlicr n the cvening with Sir John Linke.

“ Who's he?’’! gsked Nipper, ritting dowan. |

“ A vobody, wy dear Nipper,” replied Lee. * ‘That is to say, he is
very wealthy baronet, popular because of his riches, Lut with no special
attainments of any sort. In fact, he is rather boriug at all times, and
I only happened to get into conversation with him for & few moments
during a discussion of the Cirele of Terror Lusiness at the Wayfarers'
Club, in Piccadilly.’”

“ And what did Sir John Missing-Linke tell you, puv'nor?”

‘ Nothing of any parlicular importance—at least, g0 I thought at the
time,”” was the reply. *‘ Merely that he aud Vickers Stone and Mr. Edmund
Cross and .two other gentlemen were ot the Pallasewn imusic-hall on the
night previous to all this e~citemcut.”

M T?e night beforo Mr. Slone got the first demand frow tho Circle, vou
mean?’’ . ’

*“ Preeisely.”’

‘“1 can’t sce how that fits In, guv’nor.”

““ Neither could T until 1 had thoroughly sifled out the matler in my
mind,” replied Nelson Lee, lighting a cigar. ** It sccma that Mr. Vickers
Slouo made a . mwost absurd Eo.’lat to his four companicns whil: at the
Iallaseum. Ilis boast consisted of a.contemptuous allusion to Sir Roger
Jludeon, of the Soullicrn Counties Railway, and a positive statement that
if he himself were nl:pronchc-d by the (‘irc*c of Yerror he would show them
that he was nol {o be trifled with.”

‘““ Aod yet he knuckled under right away!”

‘- Exactly. That is usually the way with bhoasters,” said Lee. *‘ But
I was greatly setruck by the most remarkable fact, Nipper, that Slone
made this boast only the pight before be reccived the demand from the
Circle.” | |

Nipper Puckcrcd bis brow,
“1 can’t sce anything remarkable about 3t, sir,”” he exclaimed. *° dt'y

& bit of a coincidence that Mr. Slonc should be talking about the Circle
only the wuight Dbeforc the demand for the werry quidlcts arrived,
butf—""" | ' ]

*“ But is it not morc than a coincidence?’’ pressed Nelson Iee, ‘Teenly.
““ That is the very vital question, my boy. 1t secws to me to bo extra-
ordinarily significant that Slonc should get that demaud for £30.000 the
very morning following his bambastic statcwnent. On the face of it, 1t
looks ag though somcbody connceted with the Circla of ‘Yerror heard that
boast, and determined to mako Slone either prove lis words or ignomiut..
ously knuckle under—as, indecd, he hus done.” SRR oo

- JI'm?’ eaid Nipper. ** There’s somcthing in that, sir. But who's
the merchant who hcayd the Loast??® 1) wods hiwods et onvstn o)
* That is what we have to fird outl,” said Lee. ** Aud, betwecn you
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nad me, Nipper, I have an idea ab the back of my head that we are on
the verge of aome big discovery. It scems probable that wo shall get
right upon tho track—just Lecause I took the trouble to sit down and

think. Sivco there is no trail to follow in this extraordinary business,
we must ect to and make a trail for ourselves.” : - |

Nipper eyed his master curiously. -

* You &uspect somcbody, don’t yon, guv'nor?’’ he asked.

“Yes, I do.” - ~ o :

““Who—one of the men who were with Mr. Slone that nigiut at tho
Pallnseum?”’ : - :

“ Exactly." = .

‘“But they are all aLbove suspicion—""

““ All—except one,” auswered Nelson Lee quictly. ** As-I told you just
iow, 1t 1a strikingly siguificant that Slone should have been inarked down
Ly the Circle of L'error {he very morning following his vainglorious speech.
Well, there is ono man among Slone’s four companions who coul pos-
sibly—I =say Jmssibly—-bc connected wilh our intercsting cnomies.”

““Not Sir John—-=" | .

“Tut-tut, Nipper! Where are your wils?”’ interjected Tee. “* Did L
not say that Sir Johu was a rich nobody—a barmlees chatlerer? No, mny

boy, [ o teferring to Mr. Idmund Cross. ‘lhe other three are quito
sbave suspicion—quite.”

Nipper whistled doubtfully.

“But Mr. Cross ia a whacking greal City financier, isn’t 114.:, sir?’’ ho
nsked. ‘““T met him bnee, I belicve—at lcast, I saw him. A short, thin
man, with lean jaws and dark hair '

“ Bxcellent, Nipper—excellent!”® exclaimed Lee, approvingly. * You
Jave n grood memory for faces ‘and figures. It is well over a year sinco
vou saw Mr. Edinund Cross, aud you havo described him very accurately.
Yes, ho is the ono man of Slone’s four corapanions who is a * liicly starter,’
sr wo might say.” ‘ | . '

““Oh, i1t’a n bit too thick, guv’nor!"’ protested Nipper. ‘ Mr. Cross
wouldn’t be conuccled .with a gang of murdcrous brutes like the Circlo of
Terror erowd ’” ' . . -

“That is cxactly bow I argued at first,” inlerrupted Lee. *“ But a
certnin episodo in ldimund Cross’s lifo camo to my mind—an episode, which
cccurred just over four yecars ago. Thero is no nced for me to go into
details, but thero was sowmething <ocidedly shady comnected with ono of
Cross's greal busincss transactions. At thoe time the affair was hushed up
completely, and I knew nothing of it. Dut, a year later, I lcarned that
(‘ross bad come very near to being nvrested for pulpable fraud and criminal
trickéry. It was a near lhiug for him, but he managed .to scraps out of
it mafely, and the whole business was kept private.”

‘“You aro suro of this—-="" L.

“ M‘y good Nipper, should I inako such o stalement to you unless I was
surc?’’ nsked Lco testily. ‘° Surely you know mno betler than that? I do
nol condemn a man on idle ruwour. I positively know that Edmuad Cross
participated in '3 caso of parlicularly base criminal fraud; and 1t was
only because of premature discovery that he dropped the whole trausaction.
He did so.in the nick of tiime, aud everything was hushed up. Well, 1t
wirikes o thut Cross is just as likely to engago in criminal affairg now
as he was then. ‘That is only a logical inference. VUutil a man is fouud
outl, remember, he jg_gongidered perfectly honourable.” '

2 BBat be ,\'{as,logmf:put—-;'—_;": TN . T S -
"9 Only in n partial degree. There is no tclling to what lengths ho
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would have gone if he had been allowed {o run his own swcet way. Four
years bave passed, and his name is just as clcan in tho City nmow ae it
way then. But you and I know that a criminal instinet in a man is hable
to break out afresh.’” . .

. ' Then you suepect him of Leing connected with the Circle of Terror.”’

Nelson Lee pufled at his cigar. _

** Yes,”” he replied slowl{, T suspect Cross of being ‘mplicated in the
Circle's affairs, at leaet. It is a long shot, I will admit. And to make
certain I mean to appl{ a test as soon a3 possible. To-mdrrow, to begin
w-nt.{:,tl am going to keep my cyo on Cross from carly morning until
mght. - '

* Let’s hope you meet with success, sir.” )

“ I hardly expect to ottain certain evidence so soon,” said Lee. ‘* Bat
it is a line to work upon, Nipper—and that is something. It I am on
the wronf track I shall at once set atout fresh tactics.”

** Can 1 help, guv’nor?”’ |

Nelson Lee chuckled. ' :

“ ltaven’t you had enough excitement for one week, you young rascal?"
ho asked. ‘' No, Nipper, there will be nothing for you to do to-morrow.

You seein to be developing a first-class cold already, and I should advise
you to nurse it {c-morrow.” .

Nipper snorted. Nursing a cold was the last thing in tho world ho wauld
concent to, and his master kuew it. However, tho next morning Nipper
was really bad. This was vot surprising, cousidering his overnight experi-
ence. And the lad decided to remain indoors, and get ahcad with some
. clearing- work. - ' '

Nelson Lee himself had a somewhat crupty day. Cleverly disguised, the
famous detective stationed himself early in the morning outside Edmund-
Cross’a house in Kensington. At ten o’clock Cross cmerged, and from
that momcent Leec kept him under observation. But the finaucier's movea
ments were quite innocent; he merely went about his ordinary business. .

But during the evening Nelson Lee was rewarded. | -

Cross had returned bome soon after six, and he rcmained indoory until,
sevcn-thirt{. And then he made his way by motor 'bus to o spot ncar
St. John’s Wood. Here he alighted and set ol briskly along the darkened
etreets. :

Ice kept him o sight, wondering why the financier had not taken a taxi

Nelson Lee also wondered if anythiog of importance would come of this
chase. Cross was wrapped up in a huge overcoat, and his hat, Lee had
noted, was quite differcut to the style he usually wore. This scemed to be
somcwhat suggestive, ' . e

Crose turned into a quict avenue. Large housca lined cach side of the,
road, and cach house was detached and stood in ita own grounds. It was a
very respectable 1tsidential road, and scarcely a soul waa about. .

After procceding for about three huuodred ﬂmrds. Edmund Cross turned
into a pair of wide gates, acd disappcared within the big house which stood
well back from the road. Nelson Leec took up his station opposile, ya the
garden of a house which scemed to be quiet. It proved lo be a loag vigil.
Several other men came and went—all catering the Louwre and rcmaiving for
somo time. And then, after three full hours, Eross himself ecmerged.

Ae he did 6o a big touring wotor-car glided up, and he at onoe stepped
into it with a coinpanion. Before Nelsou Lee: could atleropt to follow ‘tha
car was ofl down the dark, deserted road. ; » -«vv oo ve e e e B en

‘“ Rather a pity,”” thonght Lee. - But it ‘dovs “wut' mattcr muelk 41 arg

L] e hi Ay
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more lolercsted in this house at the moment. Cross has probably gone
‘ hame. Well, befote I follow his example I shall certainly take a look round.”

He did so. With extrsordinary precaulion the detectivo cntered tho

rounds of the big honsc—which, he observed, was callied the Cedars. Know
iog that there wan a possibility of the Circle of Terror being conoerned in
the affair, Lee took very special care. He had no intention of walking into
a trap. a» Nipper had done.

As bho soon found out, however, there was no meed for extra caution.
-Not » soul was about, and tho Cedars was black and desertod. Not a single
dight showed al any window. Yet the house was not an empty ome. The
garden was well kept, and the windows were fresbly curtained and perfectly
¢rim snd n2nt,

One fact, howover, slrnck the delective as being singularly significant.
Every window was harred!

Right round tho houeo Nelson Lee went, taking a full hour to accomplish
tho ourcuit. And overy window, largo and small, was beavily barred. Tt
was as though tho placo were a prisou, or a lunatic asylum.

The grecat drawing-room French windows were mot barred, but a huge
movable graling was tightly bolted into placo over the froot of them. Leo
‘had thought of gaining an entrance; bul to do so he would need hammers
and chiscls and crowbaru.

Whea bo had coucluded his round of tnvestigation, Lee’s eyes were gleam-
InF with inward eati«faction and excitemont.

‘Btrangel’” bho Wid himself. ** Very strange! This is no ordinary houxe.
All the facls, Tiemd logether, form a very interesting problem. I am fast
becoming convinced of ‘'one settled, definite theory.”

Edmund Cross’s three-hour stay was suggestive; the visits of the other
men was suggestive. Aad, above all, the barring of every window in the
whole houso was strapgely significant. ®

Nelson Leo poudered decply over the facts as ho made his way homewards,
and be was in a lhoughll‘urmood when he entered his consulting-room. Tho
-positions wecro reveraed to-night. It was Nipper who was sprawling in the
| I' chair beforo the fire. . -
 "'Well, Elov'nor?" asked the lad, laying down his beok.

Nelson looked straight at Nipper. .
“1 have come to onc defluite conclusion, youag ‘un,” said the great

l|l:u'iml:u:uh:;gint. steadily. ‘I beliove that Mr. Edmund Cross ig the Chief—the
rtuling braio—tho Iligh Lord of the Circlo of Terrorl*

_‘F

- CHAPTER V
~ The Gilt-edged Cards—At Cricklewood—Lee's Bold Stroke.

R. EDMUOND CROSS entered his library with a brisk step. It was «
M feow minutce alter nine-thirty the following moraing, and the financier

wes in 8 good humour. He hed slopt well, and the previous day bo .

%ad transaciod somo profitable busineas.
It was Cross’s usual habit to entor his library before partaking of break-

fast. Here he scamned bls private correspondonce, ond gla over the
morning's papors. At tem o'clock to the minute ho went in to breakfast.
His house in Koensington was @ fairsised ozme, and sithough he was »
'‘bachelor be kept a large number of servants.: Frequently he held card
parties, and a8 & rule sswaral friends would call in of an ovening for billiards,

at. SN T - . -
.ﬂ.lot\h partisnlar. mgrﬂnc he et dowa befare the fire and glanced over
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thé little pilo of 1étters which had arrived by the morning’s mail. He was -
quite free from frown or worry unlil ho wit{ulrcw from a certain envelope
—-a giltedged eard. . AR .

I::th 3 quick intake of hreath Edmund Crods glanced at the face of the:.
card. - ’ ' ]
" ‘““Tho fools!"’ he muttcred ficrcely. “ The dunderheaded fools!”

For a moment a look, alinoet of fear, camo into his durk cyes. 1o glanced
round the library bastily, as though ho were afraid that other cyes were
watching. Then, bending nearer to the fire, he read the worde which weéro
prinled upon the gilt-elged card. ' - :

They wero neatly placed within a beautifully printed puorple circle. .

“BE AT THE CEDARS AT 11 am. PRECISELY. .
“YERY IMPORTANT."

Thal was all.

Edmund Cross quickly tore the card into pieces, and carefully placed them
among tho blazing coals. They were consumed at once, and Cross then,
burned the envelope. lle reemed to hreathe more (recly.

‘“ At eleven o’clock this merning, precisely !’ he mutlered. “ I wonder
wbat—— Oh, tho fools, to seud that through the post to mo! DBy Heaven,-
there will be trouble over this!"* :

All the financier’s good humour had vavished. He paced the library rest.
les=ly, ard with a frown upon hiy brow. '

“I have half a mind to ignore the summouns,” ho tolkl himself. ‘' But
perhaps that woald be foolish. Something. must bo badly wrong, and I am
anxious—I am worried. I muat know what has happened.’ M

Cross ignored breakfast altogether, and at half-past ten he left the house
aud at once engaged a taxicab. It was a bright, cold morning, and Cross
was froon bowling along (he dry strecets towards St. John's Weood, - - .

H{o dismiseed the taxi at the cnd of the avenue, and then walked briskly
fowards the big, detached house which was ecalled the Cedars. The house
was surrounded by high trees and bushes, and the giules wero hidden from
the front dcors and windows by intervening evergreens. C

As Edmund Croys approached the gateway he subhconsciously became awars
of a closed motor-car drawing to the pavement. The car halted, and & man
spraug nimbly eut. e touched Cross’s arm as tho latter was about to
enter the drive, ' L

The financier swung round with a quick start.

*““Well?”* ho demanded shnrrly. almost nervounly, .

“ Will- you pleaco come with me, sir?’ faid the man respectfuily.

Cros# was about to answer when he canght sight of something which was
held in the palm of the other’s hand. It was a smmall disc, made, apparently,
of aluminium, and upon it waa paiated a small purple cirele.

Without a word, but with compressed lips, Cross followed the other man-
into the motorcar. They took their scats, aud tho autonobilo at once.
glided away. The financier regarded bis compauion curiously and balf
uuspiciou:il . | o R

‘““What 13 the mecaning of this towfoolery?”’ he asked sharply.

The man smiled slightly, and shook his head.
~ ‘*Sorry, sir. My orders—'*

“1Tang your ordera!” snapped Cross. * Where are we going?”’

“* My instructicns are to ignore all questions, gir,” replied the other. ‘1
don‘t know anything. DRut the mattcr is vitally urgent.” - o

Cross chewed tho cnd off a cizzar neryounly, gml it the weed b:l_dlyf‘-*'l"hh!“
h¢ sat quite still, sinoking in jerks, ‘undl *lfi'ghiﬁff‘-‘"l'\'i‘ﬂi‘ Jéep AR Rt L Rhe
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!-ilt-edsod card had edviscd him to be al the Cedars at eleven o’'clock, aand
his sudden alicration was not to his liking. Where was he bojog taken to?

It was Impowiblc, however, for Croas to raise objections. Mo felt sure that
30 would Jearn tho reason for the mysterious summons beforo long. And if
{::l rcason was not suflicicntly urgent—well, thero would bz trouble for gome-

Y- |

His companion satl silent and immobile, twisling the ends of his dark
moustacho. lec offercd uo further comiuent, nod Cross did nob focl inclinod
Lo queslion him. - ..

o journcy was nol such a loog cne. Somowhere in Cricklewood iba
raolor-car turncd into a quict, respectable roal. Outside a block of modern
ats Lhe automobile halted. and Edmund Cross followed his gnide out ou to

tho pavement. ‘Tho man walked straight inlo the wide hall of (he flats and
mounlod the first flight of himitation marble stairs.

Cross aaw a door, with *“ 4" neatly painted upon it in gold. The stranger
gavo four shurp laps, and {hen, after & pauac, a fifth. The door was
instanily opencd, and the man enlered, followed closcly by Edmund Cross.
The pair were soon in a big sitting-room, and the door cloded with a slight
snap. Croas glanced round him in astonishmeut, and saw thal a third party
was present,

“ Confound Lhix myalery- -——"" began the financier. -

“1 am norry to have causcd you incenveniencs,” inlerposed a smooth voice.
"The myslery will remuain a mystery oo longer, Mr. Croas. You have fallen
in wilh my plans splendidly.  Just for the purpose of preventing accidents

it may be ns well to ihform you that you are at present covered by two
fully loaded revolvers!™

Cross atarlcd violently,
“Are you not a member of the Cir—--** He broke off, staring fearfully.

- That slip was rather awkward, 1 believe !’ went ou the smooth voice of
the man who had bLrought the financier to the flnt. ““ Your position, Mr.
(‘ross, in an unpleazant one. 1 think—- "

* Who are your™ snuiled Cross harshly. * Who are you?”’

Ny name is Nelsan e - "

‘““ Nolvon lLec!” Crois sccmcd to choke over the words. ““ I—1 Uool
heavons!™

“ And sy companion herv is Nipper,” went on the other evenly. “ Please
remember what J said vegarding the revolvers, Mr. Cross. Nipper, get to
the window; ece that he dacan’t approach too near.” |

Thero was a shorl, tcnso silence.

"~ Edmund Croas stood in Lhe ceutre of Lho room as Lthough dazed. His lean
face, nlways sallow, had hecome almont yellowish. The other two occupants
of the rvom weie indeoed the famous detective and his assistant. DBoth wero
disgulscd, and bolh looked fluxhed with triumph, |

SBuddenly Crosa laughed foreodly.

“Ma fuguiro tlho rvason for this absurd Lheatrical nonsense?’” ha
domanded "'t\'hal. uuthority have you for committing this unwarrantable
outrage?”’ : | ' : L N

*“From a purcly legal standpoint perhaps I have no authority,”’ replicd
Nelion Leo calmly. * Dut the polico will thank me very heartily, I imagine,
for this morniug’s work. You walkced into Lhe trap peatly, Mr. Cross——"

The financier curled his lip. . _

*“Bo you, a well-reapected private detective, bave descended to such depths
of villaiay as Lhis®’ lg sucered. ‘“ You are a member of this Circle of
Ferror-——*"
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“Well, my giddy bat!’ ejaculated Nipper Llankly. |

“ Meroly an attempt at bluff, my dcar Nippes,” said Nelson Lee, with
perfect composure.  ** Come, come, Mr. Cross, your own wits will tell you
that your poeition is hopeless. Your actions of this morning have but oue
meaniug. At least, I interpret them in one way only. You are one of the
chicf—perhaps the chief—mcmbers of the soviety who iave termed themncelves
the Circlo of Terror. Do you deny it?” '

Cross laugbed huskily.,

" Deny it!” he echoed. ‘‘ Are you mad? Ias this farce going on much
further7 Dy lleaven! I do deny it—emphatically !’

“I1 am rorry for that,” raid Lee emoothly. ““ For by adopting that
aititnde, Mr Cross, vou are mercly adding to vour diﬂicnrty. Before this
mteresting conver<ation procecds {urther, however, it will bto better {o
render the pesition a little less strained. Nipper, you can get buasy.”

As Lce spoke he withdrew from his pocket one of the revolvers he had
referred to. And Nipper took from a chair a length of stout cord and
approached the pri-oner’s side. Cross started back x8 ho realised Nipper’s
intention. g

'* Confound rou!"" he snarled. ‘s this infaray going further? Do yon
think T will allow inyselfl to be bound like—liko a common criminal?”’ )

Nelson Lee smiled.

" Reallv, 1 do not quite sce hiow you propose to prevent mnatters taking.
Iheir course,” cxclaimed the detective. ' And' you will not ho bonad like a
common criminal, Mr. Croes, Lecause you aro a most uncommon epocimen
1 every way. Uplees T wus alwelutely sure of my facts I should not dare
to adopt ~uch drastio incasures.”

For a second it &cmed as thougch FEdmund Cross were ahout to make a
dash for the deorway. DBut Iee’s revolver had a wmost unpleasant look
abeut it, and it was held as steady as a rock. Cress suddenly clenched hie
teeth and stood perfeetls wtall, *

“1 am powcrlesy to resist!’’ he muttered. ** You have the advantage of
wie, hang you! But you shall pay ltor this—by thunder, you sball pay
for at!"’ -

Within firo minutes the financier’s slim form was tightly bound. Then
lic wae placed in an easy chair. Clao beside him, n]pan a emall table, stood
i lolrrhono instrument. DBut it was cut of his reach--¢ven if his arms had
Lcen free.

Nelson Lee atowed his automatic away and lit a cigar.,

‘“ Now, Mr. Cross, suppose wo have a short chat?”’ ho sugpested. ‘I have |
alwaya regarded yvou as being a ehrewd, ecusible man. It must be painfully
apparent to you that your guilt 18 proved heyond qucetion. That you are .
a member of the Circlo of Terror is not only obvious, but an absolulo fact—
conclusively cetablished.””

" Yea bave wo proof-—no proof!”" muttercd Cross. _

“On the contrary, I think I have tho strongest,”” was Lee’s reply. ‘ The
Circlo of Terror have made uso of gilt-edged cards on mauy occasions. Theeo
cards have mystified police and public alike. Well, owing to certain cone
clusions I came to, I bad printed an esact rephea of ouve of tho Circle’s
cards, and it was posted to you last night. You received it this morning,
Mr. Cross. That card was from mc; it was, in fact, a trap.”

‘“ Good heavens!”’ the prisoner murmured huekily. - L

“T had formed a theory, cad o it was nccor<ary far nio to put it to tho
toet,”” proceeded Nelson Lee. *° If you complied wath tho instractions upon
the piltcdgel card vou at oncd stamped vourcel! guiity; you now stand
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" self-accused by your actions of being very closcly connected. with the Cirele
of Terror. In all seriousness, Mr. Cross, I urgo you to bo straightforward.
It will Lo better for you in the long run. Whichover way vou look at tho
facts, there is no Joophole of escape.” : |

Cross took a deep breath. | - :

‘““ You're a3 cunning brute, Lee!”" he snarled. “If I had had any senso
I should have fnished you off wecks ago. Bah! It was foolish to allow
you to live—"' :

M Ah! Then yon admit——'' ‘ ‘ ‘ -

‘““ What is tho uso of denial?’” went on Cross bitterly. *° Your infernal
trick has becn snccessful, and I have only mysclf to blamo for this present
state of sffairs.”” | '

.** You are, of course, the * High Lord '?”

- Edmund Crws started, and then clased his lips tightly.

‘“ You will not admit that, ¢h?’" went on Lee. ‘* Well, I'm not surprised.
But I am fully satisfied, nevertheless. And I will give you just a word of
exccllent advice. Tell me, here and now, tho names of the men who are
your eccomplices. Your own sontenco will be considerably lightened, you
may bo suro, if you aro frank.” - ’

Onco again Cross’s lip curled contempluously.

‘“You may kecp me here until I starve,’” io eaid quietly. “ But I will
say no morc. Not another word shall pass my lips. You may have tricked
me 80 far, but I do not intend to add to your somewhat doubtful triumph.”’

And, in spilo of Nelson Lee's cndeavours, Cross would not speak again.
He eat back in his chair, sccurely bound, with bis lips tightly compressed.
His face was still pale, and his eyes shone with inward fire. ‘

Nelson Lec quickly came to a decision.

With his faco set very grimly ho took Nipper aside, and looked at the lud
scriously. ‘ ) : '

‘““ 1 am going away, young *un,’”” said Leoe, in a low voice.

‘“ Where to, guv:nor?’’ .

It is my intenlion to recover, if po:zsible, the £30,000 which has been forced
from the Grand Dimperial Asswiance Company,”” replied Lee. ‘I am com-
miasioned by Vickers Slone to act on his behalf, and I must kecp my
bargain.” | : -

Ngl per stared rather blankly.

‘“ But—how, how——""

‘* Never mind questions now, my lad,” interjected Nelson Lee crisplr.
‘“ 1 am going to lcavo you im chargo of Cross. Don’t allow him to move. I
ﬂ_;rcct I ehall bo away for perhaps an hour. And it i3 pessible that thero
will be a telephone-call some time after I have left.”

‘“ Right-ho, guv’nor,’’ said Nipper. ‘‘ But you’d better go easy. I =hall
dbo O.K. Not much of a jobh, anybow, looking after a chap who's bound
like o giddy fowl. Desides, I've got my shooter handy.” '

‘“ One more word,’’ exclaimed tho detective, as he was about to leave. If
you don’t hear anything within two hours, and if I have not returned by
that time, rinﬁ ug the police, and give Cross into their care.”

“ Why-not hand tho rotter over stroight away——"" -

" I have rcasons for not following that courso,’”” interrupted Lee. - * That's
enough, lad. Good-bye for the present.”

The great criminologist departed at once, and he proceeded straight to
St. John's Wood. . He bad made up his mind to adopt a bold, daring

.move, What tho result would bo he hardly imagined. .

But he was afler the-£30,000. First and forcmost, it was his duty to con-
“midér Dis.clicnt. - And Yickera Slone had commissioned Lee to undertake this
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inveetigation. Success had alicady crewned the detective’s cfforls; but he
wiched {o reap a .still Letter harvest, . ' : | L
With perfect cmolnees, and quite l'ohll‘v, bo cutered the gales of the
Cedars, gma] mouunted to the front door. There was an old-fashioned bell-
pull et in the wall, and Lee tugged at it vigorously. - | J

.Somewhere in the back regions of the l:ouve a discordant jangling sonnded,
ond Nelson Leo waited, one hand thrust carelessly into his coat pocket.
l1in fingers were closed over the butt of his Smith & Wesson.

Lee had removed bis disguise, and was himnself—openly and without
aticmpt at concealment. Ilis plan rendered a disguiso wnuccemary.

. The door opengd suddenly, and a man’s face appeared.

* What do you want?”’ demanded a voice abruptly.

- Neclson Lee made no verbal reply. Imstead, ha placed his foot againat
the door, and shoved forcibly. 'The jnan Lehiud it was laken off bis guard,’
and the door went back with a crash. .

*“ Thank you!" said Leo emoothly.

. Ho entered, and there was a sudden low cry of alarin. The door thudded
{¢, and bolts were shot. And in the dim Jight of {hwe wide hall, Nelson Lee-
suw that he was surrounded by at least four en.

‘The detective had walked into the Jion's den'!

- Pe—— S

. 'CHAPTER VL. ﬁ
The Yecllow-Masked Man—A Shock for Lee— Nipper Acts— Corclusion,

UT Nel:on Leo had thoroughly counsidered the risks and chances before
B embarking upon this scemingly pirilous ndssion. S
He had de ih-e.ratol& walked into the cnemy’s carap; for there was

little doubt that the Cedars was a stronglold of fthe &ti‘:le of Terror.
Lce, however, while admitting to hiwself that he was walking on 1hin ice,
had a trump card up his slecve, waiting to be played at tho right time.

As eoon as he saw that four men were surounding hinn ho withdrow his
haod from his pocket, relcasin% his liold npon the revolver. The odds were
against him, so it would be foolich to resist, : |

A bright light was flached npon his face.

** Great powers!”’ cjaculated a startled voice. “ Do you sce—this fehiow
ie Nelson Lee, tho private detective—Nelson Lee himself 1

““ You have the advantage of me, sir,”’ said Lce politely.

* Hold him!"’ ordered another voico ¢harply. .

The detective was roughly gracped, Ho smiled quite serencly, however,
and scemcd in no way porfurbcd. As o matter of fact, he had come to

The Cedars fully preparcd to fall into the cuemy’s hands, for he con-
sidered that be held the upper hand. _

So far tho police knew nothnng. Nelson Le_c had lrnmwdﬁﬂ]mund Cress,
and tho latter wae now safely guarded by Nipper. The High Lord of the
Circle of Terror was in Lce's power. .

And that made his present position fairly safe. .
\\I'"ith tho High Imrm his hauds, Lce conld dictaid termse. Cross was a

Lostago for Lee’s safety. Theeo underlings, hewever desperate, wounld never

h?rtnghim once {hey lyhorou;;hly undcratood that Ly <o doing they would

scal the fate of their own chiel. Ncleon Lee was playing a hig game of

" bluff—and ho would necd all his nervo to carry him through tho ordeal.”
He found himeelf hustied along the hall, and tren np i flight f bréad

olairs. The house, apparently, was well furnished, for a vich carpel sovercd

tho stairs. Upon the fimt Janding the?d was~a paunse. Lee was tightly |
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hicld by three of the men while tho fvurth culered oue of the many rvowmy
which opened upon tho landing.

The delectivo saw Lhat his three captors were well-dressed and apparcntly
respeotablo citizens. All wero looking somewhat alarined, but nol a word
E'as spokon. DPreseutly tho fourth man rcappeared, and beckonod with his

aor, -

clson Leo wase hustled forward again, and theun his hands were tied
behind his back. Ilis obvious composure ovidently puzzled his captors, and
they wero cerlainly in a stalo. of nervous oxcitement, Nelsou Leo’s
cxtraordinary arrival, and his cool acocplance of the situation ha:l a some-
what sinister suggestion. ' '

Tho dotective was pushed inlo a doorway, and then through a pair of
dark ?lush curlains. Rather to his aurprise, ho found that tho apartment
was ilhuninated by clectric-lights of a subdued pink hue.

But it was tho occupant of the room who gave Leo a start.

The detective saw before him a smallish man. He was etanding in the
very ccutre of tho apartment, perfectly still, and he wore a flowing purple
govn of somo sofl, shimmeriug matcernial, -

And his faoco waas yellow—bright yellow | -

Two coal-black eyes were fixed upon Nelsou Lee, and tho detectivo could
scalcely resist a sudden shudder. The man was o slartlingly bizarre in
-appearance that Lec¢ woundered il bo was human. Except for his eyes there
wvas utterly no expression on the ycllow faco.

““ Mr. Nelson Lee, I gliove!” exclaimed a soft, silky voice.

And then thoe deteclive realised tho truth. A mask ‘covered o other’s
face—a yellow mask. But it was so poecfectly made that it fitted the man’s
featurcs as a glove fits tho hand.

It was 8 mask wbich covered his faco and cars and neck; not a veetige
of his own skin was visible. LEven thoe holes for his ¢yes wero not a};llaront.
Apparently, the thing was mado of some rubber magerial, for it ““ gavo ™
readily a8 tho wearer spoko. And tho man’s own features were completely
hidden; ho might havo been Lee's best friend, and the deteclive would not
havo known it. As a disguise, tho ycllow wask was a wonderful success.

To add to tho effect, this oxlrrordinary individual wore ycllow glovay,
and a purplo skull-cap covered the top of his head.

" My namo is Nclson Lee, certainly,” answered the deteclive calmly,
eyeing the uncanny figuro with curious glances. 1 entercd this house
deliberately, knowing full well that I should run into danger. Ard I buve
u mission to accomplish—a eertain mission which you, I believe, will readily
understand and appreciate.” ,

‘“ Indeed,” commented the other. *‘ I am afraid you havo’'been rash, Mr,
Lee.” ' '

** Possibly. But wo shall understand one' another wmoro perfiectly a3 we
proceed,” eaid Leo amoothly. ¢ To begin with, let mo inform you that I
am well aware of the fact that this house iy the headquarters of the Circlo

of Terror—-—"' ' :
* * By Hecaven!” gasped the yellow-masked man. _

“ Tou secc, I did pot como gcro without being previowsly preparcd,”” wenl
oun tho detective. * That I am in a cectain amount of daoger I fully i»cl.icvo;_
but wo shall very soon arrive at an underastandiog.” _

Tho other loughed softly.

*“ ‘Thero is not tho slightest doubt up»n that polnt,” he eald.  You have
beeny warned, Mr. Lee, on two or threo occasions. You havo boen told that
death would follow any sttompt to pry into tho Circle’s sccrets, Well, oug
oisthods are. drastio aag ruthls.: - You will sulfer the penalty—"'
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N Pra{ allow mo to interrupt,” was Leo's quict remark. * As I said
Lefore, I camo to this house upou a certain mission. That mission is to
obtain tho sam of thirty thousand pounds— which was stolen by the Circle
from,}hc Grand Imperial Assurance Compuuy. I demand the return of that
sum, «

“ You are todest, my friend |'” sncered tho othey.

' And I bavc an idea that you will be perfectly willing (o band 1o the
moucy,” went on Lee. ** You see, I happen to bo in posecssico of a very
strong argument which is entirely in iny favour.’ | |

‘The masked mman’s eyes flashed for a second.

" Pray continue,”” ho said mockingly. ** You inlcreet morgreatly 1

" That, at all events, is gratifying,”” replicd Nelson Lee, still carryin
on the conversation with the claborate puliteness which his companion haz
ndopted. ‘T demand the return of the thirty thonsand pounds, and 1 defy
‘you to harm mo in any wny. Il you refuso tho foimer or attcmpt the
atter, your chief will suffer.’ '

' My chief?"* questioned the otlier, with a curious note in his voice.

Nelson Leo nodded.

‘* Exactly,”” he said. ‘ The IMigh Lord of the Circle of Terror ik at this
monient a prisoner in my hands, and Nipper ia cloely guardinﬁ him, It 1
am harnined, the 1ligh Lord will at once he handed over to the ice!*’

Lco did not think it necescars to add that Croas would Le banded over
in any case, whatever happencd. The effcct of his statemceat upon tho masked
nan was rather curione, _ | o

** Dear me !’ said the strango individual. ‘' Dcar me! This is eomewhat
humoious, my dcar Mr, Lee. So you fondly imagiue that you have captured
the Iligh Lord of the Clrcle of Terror?®” |

‘“ Bluff is nceful at times—"' )

“T am uot Llufing,” interpesed Lee's compavion. ** X fancy it Is you
who have attempted LIuff. 1 do not belicvo for o wowent that you have
capturcd anyone.” ' -

* T will submit proof te you thle very moment, ¥ you choose,”” went on
lLea. ** Mr. Edmund Crosy, the lligh Lord, is in I%; rowrl’- I demand the
immediate return of the moeney which he forced Mr. Vickera Slone to pay over.
Cnless the sum is paid to me Mr, Cross will be in tho hande of the police

iy ’ ,
m‘l'h:\?y dear friend, Fdmund Crees!”’ jurmured tho masked man softly.
** Upon iy foul! So you have comc to the com:luuwn that— DBot you
aro lying, my fricud, Cross 1s not in your power.’ .

Nelson Lco’s gaze rceled upou a telephono instrument which slood upon
¢ ﬂn;ll‘::ct:-l:éd, while looking round the caterior of this house,”” he enid,
*“ that you had tbe ‘phone laid on. Fortunately tho instrumcnt i in this
very room. 1 bavo mado. certain arrangements, and if you care to ring
un (wo-doulle-throe-Gve-seven Kilburn, you will at oncc be 1o communication
wilh Mr. Cross.”’ ‘ IR - :

Tho gowned man looked at Lee fixedly for n mioment; thea, without o
word, E: backed tcwards the telephone instrument, and gave the number

which Nelson Leo bad stated—23357 Kilburn, 1

' w hort , ond thea: , . ! _ P,
Thers won 3 shor passe, o0 Ui L v i e mpsious

* ; v Wall,
cupant of the Cedars. * Dear mq'. Sor Lo .waw nob Wuling me,. We
:::ll. This s mast unfortunate. p.You Qrh;im Crickicwood . houndd ang
helploas?*’ '
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Ile ceascd speaking, nnd there was a long silcnce. Very faintly, Lec could
_hear the blurr of Lldinund Cross’s voice, as it came over tho wire. Then tho
m:an ia the purplo gown spoke agnin.
. “1t is most distressing, my dear Cross,” he said. I will do my best
for you. Do not fcar. I havé an idea that BMr. Nelson Leo has mado o
scrious blunder. Ilowever, keep your spirits up.” ( )

He remorved the recciver from his car, and made as if to hang it uﬂ:n
its hook. At that very second Nelson Lee shifted his fect a trille. 15

Eom anion was round m a sccond, instautly ready for action, a rovolver in
is hand.

He laugled sofily. -

' 1 foolishly imagined that you were about to spring upon mo from
behind,”” he exclaimed. * Of course, Mr. Lee, you would not attempt such
;Dhudardous colerpriso as that. I am well guarded. And, of courso, you are

und.’’ 3
- “You are salisficd a3 to the Lruth of my words*'’ acsked Nelson Lco
quictly.

f4 QUite..- .

““ And you will comply with my dcmnand?”

‘““ Oh, no. Blosl decidedly not !

1c00’s teeth oct grimly.

‘““Then Crous will sufler!”’ ho declared. ‘‘ Cross will be exposed for the
scouridrel ho is. Your Iligh Lord—"' : ‘

‘““Pardon mo!” interjected the masked man. ‘I realice, Mr., Lee, that
you are labouring undcer a curious misapprchension. You imagiae, do you
not, that Edmunﬁ Crovas 18 thoe High Lord of the Circle? Allow me to put
you right. Cross is mcrely a member of the Circle’'s Inner Committee—
one of many.”

.. Nelson Leo fclt u curious tremor run through his frame.
. I fancy I know Letter——" he began.

“Ict mo finish!"” thundered tho other, striding ncarer. ““ Crosa is a
nobody-—o mere pawvn! I am the High Lord of tho Circle of Terror. Do
you understand, you pitiful blunderer? I am tho High Lord!™

Jaec bit his lip almost until the blood ran.

‘“I do not believo you——"*

‘ Yery well, my fricnd - vory well !*° said the other silkily. ‘‘ Wo will sec!

T understand your gamo perfcctly. It hos failed, and failed miscrably.
You thought that Fdmund Cro.s was the High Lord, and that a bold visit
to this houso would be perfectly safo for you? Let mo tell you that Cross
can go—ho will be sacrificed!  Thero are other men to scrvo my purpose!
I bave you in my power now, and you shall never escape from this housc
alive! { am the Ihgh Lord—-the Dictator—tho Supremeo Chief o1 tho Circlo
of Terror!™ K

Tho words wero uttered with fierce triumph: and they carxiod comviction
with them. Neclson Lec listened as though dazed for a moment. Then
he olenched Lis fists aud faced his companion.

‘“ The position appecars to bo awkward,”” he exclaimed emoothly.

“ You have a nerve!” said the High Lord. ‘‘ I cxpected you to displuy
" much more emotion. I observe, however, that you aro no longer sufferiug
from Lhe dclusion which led you to embark upon this fateful enterprisc. It
_is as woll that vou should understond the position thoroughly.”

Nelson Loe could havo cried .aloud with fury and mortification; but he

. ined outwardly cafru and jrumobile. Yet one fact was terribly apparcent
o Eini. and ho almoeel sickened at the thought,
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JIo had blundered! _ ‘

He had mado an awful mistake. Yet it wa- a mietake which he could
«carccly have avoided. Not for ono moment did Lece blamne himself for
this starlliny denoucment. It was just a crucl trick of fate. '

The famous detective was almost aghast at tho sudden realisation. He
had walked into tha cnemy's camp, fnllE believing that ho beld the trum
card. And now, like a thunderclap, he knew that cscape was hopeless. Bg
hid entered tho trap with his eyes open, and ko would have to suflcy the
consequences. Those consequences, be well knew, would bo fatal.

Nclson Lee had been absolutely positive that Edinund Creoss was tho High

Lord. Fverything had led him to belicve 60. Cross hiinself had epoken
in fuch a manner as to chinch matters. And Lee, thinkme that ke had the
Ilizh Lord in his power, had como boldly aud openly to this honse, :
- Leo knew well cnough that if Crosa had, indecd, been the High Lord, the
pituation would have Leen vastly different. The dctective’s object was to
rcgain posseasion of the .£30,000 for his client. = llolding the fate of the
Circle’s chief in his hands, he wasa iu a position to dictate terms. By clever
Liuff Lee had intended extracting the money—and then completing hie
task.

If Croos (tho High Lord, as Lee had thougbt) had been handed over to
the police straight away, the prospect of recovering the money would have
heen elim. But by adopting this ruse, the detective had hoped to trick
ki encmics. - ‘ ‘

It wae a sound cuongh sublerfuge, and would certainly have suceceded

but for this amazing revelation. Nelson Lee’s blunder had Leen natural;
bLe was in no way to Llame; the affoir did ‘not reflect upon hiy skrewdoess. It
w2 just oue of theee terrible errors which mean the differcnce between
stweees and failure—life and death. ' '
. If things had bLeen as Leo imagined, the High Tord’s accomnplices would
havo been only too willing to agroe to Leo’s terms.  For tho detective had
intended to bluff them into the belief that Cross would Lo released i the
thirty thousand wa, paid over. . - .

But Cdmund Cross was a nobody-—an underling himself! He was unim-
pertant,. and would be sacrificed!  Nelson Jee was in a terribla cormer.
Nipper, oven, knew nothing; Nipper could vot.come to the rescue. There was
no loophole of cﬂcaﬁe. ‘The trap was complele, - - '

And the man with the yellow mask--the High Lord of the Circle of Terror
--laughed woftly and smouthly. e thrust his hidcous faco close to 1hat of
hiv captive. ; . -

* You have entered the trap:”’ he said mcnacingly. ‘* Yon have sealed
your own doom, Mr. Ncleon. Lee! Your death will be ample reward for
Cress’s arrest. Oh, ves, you will die—you will die within thirty mimites,
Thero will be no de‘;;j'; no blundering. The world will havo one inore
cxhibition of the Circle of Terror's ruthle<s methods!”  ~ .

. -.-I - . » [ ] F ] i';_._ ® 3 ' "

Nipper watched his prisoner inlerestedly, _ . B
‘Tho Jad had been on guard for sowe little tiue, and he was wonderin
what his master had gone away for. Nipper little imagimed that ho woul
" 1o0a be rushing away, helier-skelter, to 's rescwel L
" As the detective had hioted, the telepboné-bell hid suddenly rang, and in
a few moments Edmund Cross was con\'ersgug with somall:o-dy at Lthe other
end of the wire. Nipper stood watching aod listening with open cprissity,
- J{¢ heard the ﬁnnll:c!}or relate how Bt‘gﬂ.‘id‘ ‘Dudedh -ltlt‘-’-iéd'aﬂd"t‘ra‘nbed:fft;b.\n



., .30 THE NELSON LEE LIBRARY

spoko in an alarmed, ansioun tono, plainly showing his perturbed sta
“mrind. “As the conrversation proooiodeg. ho:rerer. NF per E;I:iced that é:'o::
‘became somowhat Aushed, end his eyes glittered almost with hope.

“ What’s the giddy game?” thought Nipper frowningly. .

‘He had snywered Lthe telgshone bimsclf, of course, but had at once handed
‘it to Cross when he learned that the captive was wanted. There could b
'po barm in Lhat, cspecially as Nelson Lee had intimated that something of

the sort would occur. Nipper shrewdly suspected that this was part of his
mester’s Elnn.

Edmund Cross was sitting forward in hia chair, leaning against the small
table. His |';.a-it.ion wan somewhat awkward, owing to bis bonds. But they

were not tight—ollhough, for that matter, he wou'd havo had considerable
difficulty in freeing himself. -

_ Nipper did not exactly like that flushed, hopeful look upon Cross’s face.
Aand he was ploasced wben the prisoner made as if to hang the receiver up.
Just as he took il from his car, howerer, he paused, and replaced it.

Ho now listened with a curious, puzzled expression, and Nipper became
more reeticas than ever.

Suddenly Cross fave a quick start. .

‘“Good heavens !’ ho muttered hoarsely.

. He continued Lo listen—intently now. And Nipper, strangely suspicious,
decidcd to take a hand himself. Ho strode across, and jerked the receiver
out of Crous’s haud. : : :
. " You young scoundrel—" -

Nipper gavo hiv charge n shove, aud the chair, Cross and all, went sliding
across the carpet for Lwo fcet. Nippar clapped the receiver to his own car
snd listendd. Almost the first words he heard gave him a shock. |

“ . + . iwnoboilly—a morcﬁ:\wn "* Nipper heard, in a ficrco voice, quite
distinct and clecar. °*‘I am the High Lord of the Circle of Terror! Do you
understand, you pitiful bluaderer? 1 am the High Lord!"

_ Thero was a slight pause, and then came Nelson Lee’s voice.

**I do not belicve you- - —*’

Bul tho other veice inlorrupted, aud Nipper, his heart beating wildly,
listened. Ho beard the masked mau declare that he was the High {ord. the
Dictator-—the Supreme Chiel of the Circle of Terror.

* Nipper's mind wns in a whirl. But the High T.ord’s words had given him
& direct cluo as to Lee’s movcinents, and the oeject of th: detcctive’s journey.
Nippor kuow at once that Lce had journcyed to the Cedars, and that he
was in dire peril. _ .

But how was it possible for Nipper to hear?

. It was oue of those tiny incidents. secmingly trisial, which eomctimes
alter the whole courso of great cveuts. By a ninFulnr stroke of providenco
Nipper was to be provided with the opportunity of rescuing Nelsoa Lee frem -
cortain death. . . , _

Aod merely owing to the fact that the High Lord, over at St. John's Woodl.
had failod to haog Lhe teclephoune receiver upon its hook! Nippe guessed
es much—it was, indeed, o[wioua——but tho lad did not know thu circum.
stances. The chiof of the Circle had turned swiftly, thinking that Leo was
about to attempt somo suddca attack, and had not noticed that the ‘phcne
geceivor slipped down on to the soft gloth which covered the table.

\ A slmple, unimportant triviality! : =
! Yot Nipper, because ¢f il, knew precisely how his masler .was placed.
‘i.PMHonoe. surely, was watdhing over Nolson Lec that morulng! ~ - .-~
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_ "0h, yes, you will dic!” Nipper heard. *You will dic within - thirly
‘minules. Thero will bo no dclay, no Llundering. . Tho world will have one
‘mozo oxhibilion of the Circle of Terror’s ruthleas methods!*’

Leo evideally did not reply. for Nipper listened in vain for his master’s
‘voice. Thoe dislinct sound of a door opcning, however, came to the lad’s
vars, and Lhen o confused, shuflling noise. a

Nippor jammed the recciver upon the hook and turned. o

Ho raced to tho door, then ‘pansed. Next momcnt he was firmly binding
his -neckerchicl round Edmund Oross’s moulh, forming a rough aud ready
gnF. Tho kad wailed for no more. e lefl the flat like a whirlwind, an¢
pelied along the road as thongh deinous were after him. -

Ho had less than half an hour in which to get 10 St. Johan's Wood!

Arriving in the main road ho at onod jumpced upon a passing motor-"hus—it
was Lho only public vehicle in sighl, Fivo minutes later, however, Nipper
siroakod down the 'bus stairs, and literally tumbled into the road. ‘

He had spolicd an emply taxi, | -

Tho cabby thought thal ke had a mad youth to deal with at first; but o
pound currency uoto shoved hastily into his hand proved that there was
somo melhod in Nipper's maduncss al least! )

Tho taxi wenl like a racer, and when it turned inlo the quiel avenue in
81. John‘'s Wood Nipper was leaning out of the window. The Ind uilered o
gasp. A big closcd motor-car wasa just gliding away from the Cedars!

I'or an instanl Nipper hesitated; ho wondered whether he should fellow
tho car. Imslincl morg Lhan anything eclse badoe him alight at once and
onter Lho house. Hé twinbled out of the taxi and rushed up the drive ol
"lioc Codara to the fronl door.. Something seemed Lo tell him that ho must —
ho absolulely must--cenler the building without a sccond’s loss of time.

The door, of course, was closed and fastened. Nipper guzed round him
haslily, desperalely. A big log of wood was lying near some evergreens .
closo by. In a sccond Niprpr had made up his mind.

* Ho seized tho log, rushed to Lhie door, and baticred against it wilh {errific
foroe. A prison cell would have giveu way before that onslaught ahnost, and
two charges sent the door flying off its hinges. - \ |

Nipper stunibled into tho ‘hall, ecarcely ablo to sce in the dimnesa.  After
& sccond, howover, he utlered o sudden ery. Nelson I.ce was there—actually
beforo his eycs. 1o bhad not had far to look!

Tho famous deleclivo was bound cruelly to the foot of the etair-banisters,
and ho was gafgcd. In u sccond Nipper had-torn the gag off, and Leo

anled frantically with relief and obvious excitemmecnt. Nipper thought he

never seen his master so cmotional. | .

‘“ Your ‘knife, Nipper!” gasped Nelson Tee. “ For the love of Heaven bo
Gquick! - We e¢hall both bo killed, lad! The house 18 going to Lo blown
up_ll . . ) *

‘““Ob, stars!"’ panted Nipper.

- -t
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He didn’t wait to hear more. His knife was out, and it slashed through-
Lce's bonds. " Free at last, the detective staggeredracross the hall. He and
Nipper literally fell down the steps into the front garden, and then they
raced for the roadway. Three pedestrians were passing at the moment.

‘“ Run—run !’ roared Nelson Lee fraotically. . :

Without waiting to sce what effect his extraordinary advice had, Lee aund
Nipper pelted down the road. They covered 3 hundred yards—two hundred.

Boom! Boom! Crash! Boom!

‘The explosion was truly terrible in ite intensity. Both Loe and Nipper
wero flung on to the roadway, bLruiscd and torn. And behind them the
Cedars went ekywards in a million fragments. The house was utterly

demolished—razed to the ground in fve secouds. Not a wall remained
standing. - : ‘

If Neclson Lee had been——

Ouco again, as the mysterious High Lord had said, the Circle of Terror had
shown its awful ruthlessness. But Lee bad not fallen a victim to his enemies’
plo}é:iing. Owing to Nipper's astonishing smartness the detective's life was
saved. o .

The explosion was appalling. The Cedars was rendered non-cxistent, and
the two adjoining houscs, althouglh cowpletely detached, were cracked and
badly damaged. One, indecd, partially fell, aud two people were injured.

Thousands of windows in every directiou were broken. A Zeppelin bomb
was a mere Chincse cracker compared to the explosive which had been placed-
in the celdir of the Cedars. : - '

The Cirele of Terror had again adverticed its brutal, callous, determined
policy. In making sure of killing one man they bhad wrecked half a street—
and yet the one man had escaped ! '

But Edmund Cross did not e¢scape. He was still in the Cricklewood flat
when it was entered by Lee and Nipper, and Detective-inspector Lennard, of
Scotland Yard. The fnancier was arrested, and his downfall was certain.
Whetber the police would be able to obtaia sufficient evidence to securc a
long sentenco was problematical. ' |

Twice the Circle of Terror had obtaiced tho mouey it demanded. Would
the mysterious socicty succeed again? Nelsou Lee was more on his mettls
now, and he had gained some measure of success. One of the chief members
of the Circle’s Inner Committee, at lea¥, was nailed! '

Apnd Nelson Lee vowed that he would work like a demon to find ount the
lruth, to learn the identily of the man with the yellow mask—tho man who
called himself the High Lord—the Dictator. | ’ A
. Somehow the famoue detective felt that ke was getting to closer grips with’
the unscen enemy.

TOE -END.
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THE ISLAND OF GOLD

" A _Stqry of Treasure Hunting in the South Sea Ilslands

i By FENTON ASH

‘ i —— A —

You can beasn thia Story .fn-dnu!

ALEC DMacCgAY, (ke hero of our story, with CLive Lowrmen, an old clhum,
Dr, C'ar_npbdl, and BEN GROVE, @ fhearly old ** eea dog,” are comrades in an
expedition to the South Seas tn ccarch of a supposed treasure island.

- They meet with many adventures. One day, Alec and Clive are lost in a
rocky and cavernous parl of the island. They &1t down to talk mallers over,
but itmmediately become the targels of a troop of huge apes, who throw pebbles
at them from the rocks alove. Alec examines one of the stones and fi o lo
be coaled wilh gold—one of those “for schich the party 1s scarching !

They fall in uxth a party of blacks led by a staluart rative named OLtnaA, and
an Inshman—one PLTE STORBIN, who warn the lreasuré Auniers agasns! a
rascally filibuster—IrvRo DIEGO,and kis gang . . . . By some means tAe pirale
Ras got 1o Lnow the objert of the expedition. Laler a fight takes place, bul the
pirates are driv-n off. (Now read on.)

* In Case of Trouble— —n

‘T T8 unusually late for it; but, as I said, something unusual has hap.
pened, my lad,”” Burron said, and Alec, now perceiving for the first
» time that his fuce was stern, and that even the habitual humorous-
:winkle was no longer lurking in his eyes. - | _
Alec begzan to feel thero must be something very unusual to. account for
:his, ) :
~ What is it, caplain?’* he queried. I hopo pothing serious?"”
*“That’s as may be. The fact is, some of my men are missing—secm to
iave desericd.” - . . '
““ Why,”” Alec answered with a laugh, “ that’s juat the case with me.
(hat’'s why you sec me here--a mere idle loafer this moerning. My two
tarkies, alwayes so faithful and coustant in their atltendance on yours
ruly, eeem to have descrted. They've taken French leave, for a wouder
=it is a wonder, too, I can tell you—and gonec off.”
Barron gave a sly shrug, indicating that he did not thiuk the circum-
tanoe of much importance. - : ’
** That’s. not a scrious matler,”” ke said. ‘‘ Your chaps will come back—
nino won’t. They've gome for gsood—or, rather, for bad.”” He gave a
hort laugh. *‘It bas a bad look, Mr. Alec. You know the old belick
;bout rats and tbe einking ship!” _
Alec looked ot bim inquiringly, struck Ly his unusnally grave tone and
asnner. : '
“Is it the reat of the Valparaise lot?’
.** Yea. Every one of them has vamooscd.”’ :
. Onc would be almost-inclined to aay—‘ and o good riddence,” ™ Aleo
auttered, ‘‘ only, of coursc, you don't like to be treated in such a way.”
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“Il is a good riddance in one way. I'm not altogether sotry
I couldn’t trust ‘em. But now look here, Mr. Alce.

of ‘em. Idn
what's Dbothering me.
desertion.

There’'s one or two thinps conwbected with
In the first place, why hae it happene

lo be clear
I'll explain
this
have theso

now? Wh

men staved on so long, as they have, and then gone off sud enly?. Docs

it'mot look as though they koow something we don't know?

his pirate ship bave been away.

cuppose they
that we are now likely

I’erhaps they have comne back.
ave, and that these men eomehovw

Diego and
t ua
got Lo know of it, and

to- be attacked ' at any time suddenly—well, of

course,- they'd want to make thcmselves scarce, wouldn't Ihoj’ They

wonldn’t want to stay hcre to be shot at by their own fricu

they?'’

9, would

““ 1 see your argument, captain,’”’ said Alec, now as scrious as the skipper
himéelf. *‘ Thie wmay mean something, or it may not; but I can understand

ydur wish to take cvery precaution.

ru:ldy.
him, too, on his guard a bit."”

If you want me to help I'm quite -

I wish, though, the doctor had known of this! It would have put

** I was in hopes of catching him, as I told you,” Barron rcturned, *‘ but

I was detained. I'm

glad, ae it happens, that you're here to-day. My idea

is to go over cverything as thongh there was an alarm--have a sort of
rehearsal, in fact, of what we should do if thero was an attack, thongh [‘ve

been expecting it would more
Still, there’s no knowing. And,
know all my plaus.
Lnow as liltle as possible.”

probably .come at night aud not by day.
you cce, I did not care to let those rats
If they were going to the traitors, I wanted ‘em to

'“ Naturally. A good precaution. They know all about vour ship——"""

'* Not altogether.

I'se kept them in the dark as much as I could, and
' (Continued overieall) '

SCIENCE CONQUERS RHEUMATISM.

GREAT DISTRIBUTION OF FREE TREATMENTS.

Ir you suffer from IRheumatism, or any
complaint caused by an cxcess of Uric Acld
In the Llood, 1 wanl you to send me your
name and address o that { can send you
FREE o Lox of the celcbrated " Grace ™
Tablets to try. It wlll convince you that
* Urace"' does what hlndreds of so-called
remediecs have falled to accomplish—actually
cures Rheumatism, Gout, Sciatica, Lumbago,
Neuralgia, Gravel, and. all Urlc Acid
allmenta. ' -

With the (rcatment 1 will eend you an
Mustmted book on Rheumatism, which
explaios In an interesting manner why Unc
Ac'l)d is respousible for rto much terrible pain,
It tells you how * Urdce * has cured those
who thought thelr conditlon was hopelers—
people who had tried dorens of remedies,
worn belts and plasters, Le2n raassaged, had
clectrical treatment, visited lhealth resorts,
. tapas, ete,, all without results. To cure, you
inust drive thie Uric Acld-—which has caused
the complaint—out of the Llood. That ls
just what * Urace’ Tablels, the great
itheumatic.remedy, does. It expels tho caure,
and that Is why It canoot fail to cure Rheu-
matlsn, Lumbago, Sciatica, Gout, Neuralgia,
ete. It cures the sharp shooting pains, the
bwulug and itching seasation, the aching,

throbblpg maurcles, and stiffened or urebes
Joints, No matter whiat remedics you have
trled, or are now taking, throw them away,
and obtain a supply of ! Urace” Tablels
at once, :

TEST THE CURE FREE.

I want yvou to try  Urace ' Tallets and
Jearn for yoursell that Rlicumathim can be”
cured. A fulr test is all 1 ask. I you find .
“Urace”™ Is curing you, order more to
complete the cure, aud recommend It tc
others.

Do not walt Lill your licart Is )njured .
ar your constitntion wrecked by the dead)
LUric Acld. Send your name and address, an
J will eend you & free Treatment ¢f ** Urace ™™ -
Tablcts. Address the Secrctary, ™ Urace”
Laboratorles, 14, 'rince’s J{ouse, Stonecutter
Street, London, E.C., nnd enclowe penny
stamp to cover cost of postage. If you do
not sutfer, draw the attention of eomeone
wlo does to this announcement,

*“ CUrace ** Tab)eln are obtalnable from KO
Branches of Ronts’ Casth Chemints, Tayhors .
Drug Storcs, and all high-class Chemists and
Stores, b bayes a€ 1s. 34, 30, .and 33 ADVE)

S0t IrOoiND e
*nod wor ,wmree Y ydao T Letaet?
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laid dorn two or three false scents for.’em to nose round if they choge.
Aud I'vo kept ‘em close on board, so that they shouldn’t know what we'd
nrranged on shore. But now that they've cleared out I'm moro free, and

I should like to go over it all with

an
su

Al right,'cnplni I'm quite at your
“ Where do we begi . V ..y

why, when
képt up.” - - .
* * You're going to move the yacht, then?”

th

ho! | {ou if you will." .Then I ghall feel more
tisticd in". my mind-—I shall feel wo're better prepared to meet any
dden attack.”’ . - ~ , -

cried Alec hLeartily.

- . % s’

““ We will fo up to tho crow’s nest, and havo a complete rehearsal. That’
found those scoundrels had sloped, 1 'ordercd stcam to

- ' - -~

" Yes; just as I planned it out with the doctor.”

"1 ;ée. And what—if we were attacked-—would become of all theae
tnga?'’ vy - '

'Alec glanced round at the tents and various stores. f i-

“ You leave ‘em [or the most part as they are. Just tpke your rifles and

8o on, and skip up to the crow’s nest. From there you fire over all this,.
and no ono can get to them here so long as there’s anybody left up thero to

firc a shot.”” -, ‘ - =
** Not by daylight, of course, But what about night?*’

/

- L J
-

- Same thing. ' As long as you kecp the scarchlight in the crow’s mest
gomng.”, . | -

*“*I" see. Good! Now I'bcgin to tumble, and I'll call the natives
together and try to mako ‘em understand a littlo as to what we're going -~

to

do.’!

‘In order ll;nt thig talk as well. as 1i;.rim.l'. followed it should be undcrstb:)d

by the reader, it should be explained that the orow's nest referred.to .was pot
a petch on board the yach€, ns might be ‘supposed, but a roomy platform of
rock, which averlooked the shore at that part. . L s

It rose abruptly right under-a.lofty, overbanging precipice, which was
tnacccasible.  Hchind the- platform in this precipice .were. scveral Jpretty

CX

teusive caves, not lacge cnough-to-hold a-lot of stores, and the doctor

hiad made thewm his storcrooms for' whatever he wanted to kcep on shore,

aavo thoso things in daily usc’in tho tents low. Ly~
iArrived on the platforin® the ‘captain™and’ Read, ith their sailors,

(juickly brought out first a six-poundcr: and.thcn:a maxim from.one of
the cuves, and placed it in posifion so as to command approach along the

shore below. : e g O

fAfter a slort time taken up in this, and si

paused, and, turning to Alec, said: >

.o D'rou scc” just what I mean l'nd;?”

LAy, I sce what the idea is-—and I'll see that it's carried out just aa

Albc's eyes glistened. "~ - "o i

-

tbough it was a real instead of a sham fight. : Hullo! What's that?”’

.A-dull, heavy booming sound had come ﬁonting,on' the morning air. It
was like tho sound of the explosion of a pretty big charge of mining powder

or

b

dynamite. ‘. -~ ¢
(Another thrilling instalment of this grand yarn next week. )
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