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Eileen felt out of sorts, but this morning her pretty face was clouded.

It was quite early morning, and outside the neat Chelsea flat rain was-
descending in a fine,-steady drizzle. It was undoubtedly a depressing morn-
ing, and perhaps this had something to do with Eileen Dare's unwontcl
dejection.

The girl had risen early in order to go for a long walk. But the rain ha.!
commenced, and she had given up the project. Her aunt, Miss Father
Gilbey, with whom she lived, had not yet risen, and there was still half an
hour to spare before breakfast. :

““Oh, I wish something would turn up!” murmured Eileen, leaning for.
ward and placing her pretty chin in her hands. “ How I long to be at wor
again! But there is no sign of anything at all!”

Truth to tell, the girl was tired of inactivity. I'or several weeks she had
been idle—waiting for an opportunity to arise to strike another Llow at he:
natural enemies, the Combine.

But lately, so it seemed, the Combine had becn very quiet. At all events,
neither Eileen Dare nor Nelson Lee had detected an opening through which
they might strike home.

For Nelson Lee, the celebrated criminologist, was heart and soul with
Lileen in her grim campaign against the scoundrels who privately called
themselves the Combine. These men, well known in the City, and highiy
placed, had formed themselves into a kind of society of evil. There wa-«
nothing secret about 1it—nothing mysterious. The members of the Combine
were banded together for mutual gain, and they had few scruples. Black
murder, even, was not too ireat a crime for them to commit—provided th:
Prize was substantial enough.

They had killed Eileen Dare’s father, after blackening his name; they
had branded him a3 a traitor and a spy, and the peor maun had succumbed
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to the terrible ehock. And Eileen—dainty, pretty, and altogether lovable,
had vowed that she would bring the scoundrels to justice.

Her oath had not been idle, for already martlg powerful members of the
Combine had met with their just deserts. But there were others, equally as
villainous, who still remained unpunished. Eileen was determined to con-
tinue her struggle until she had made every individual member of the
Cmbine pay for his sins. . . |

It had been a hard, strenuous struggle, but the girl was amazingly clever.
Her detective ability was something to wonder at, and in many w% Eileen
Dare was as astute and keen witted as Nelson Lee himself. e great
detective was always the first to admit this singular fact. _

He had done much to ensure the success of Eileen’s efforts. She, in her
turn, declared that without Lee’s aid she would be powerless. At all events,
Nelson Lee and Eileen Dare had worked together with ;-E;lemweas They
were just professional friends—nothing more—and Lee d his fair com-
)anion’s very apparent powers more than he could express. And Nipper,
},e«’a young aemsfant, would have gonc through fire and water for her.

Eilecn loved the work; she loved the excitement and perils. Inactivity
was irksome and worrying to her. Ske lon to continue her self-imposed
task. Yet the girl was not vindictive by nature. o .

She was altogether charming and sweet; her disposition was a delightful
one, and she possessed singularly gentle charms which made her decidedly
attractive. Small and dainty, with a trim, neat figure and delicately
moulded features, Eileen Dare was a beautiful example of British girlhood.
ler cyes were deep brown, and adorably frank.

And this sweet girl was waging a grim war against a band of powerful
criminals !

It scemed almost absurd; but, Eileen possessed something else beside
beauty. She was resolute and determined, and in that little head of hers
was o keen—a very keeu—brain. This was not vengeancc she was meting
out; it was justice. The Combine were beyond reach of the law, and so
Jiileen was taking matters into her own hands.

But for several weeks past she had been idle. There had been no opening
for her activities since the memorable events in the Midland town of Melby—
when llerbert Vikerson had met with downfall and disaster.

And now, on this particular morning, her epirits were lowered by the
uuscasonable, drizzly weather. The girl sat before the fire, thinking deeply.
Breakfust wounld not be ready for half an hour—the hour was only just eight
o'clock—and Aunt Esther had not yet appeared. '

Eileen was pondering over the events of tho past months. She had not
been 1dle during that lapse of time. Just for the sake of something to do
fhe reached over to a little table and took up a little writing-block and a
fountain-pcu. Theun she placed the former upon her knee and @oinmenced
writing.

After a while she paused, and looked at what che had done. There was a
ikt of names written upon the block, with a word or two against each.
Every vame there had, at one time, been well known and highly respected:

* MEMBERS OF THE COMBINE WHO HAVE PAID THE PENALTY:
* SIR AMBROSE SHORE.—Died of apoplexy during trial,
" MARTIN HALLTON.-—Sentenced to penal servitude.
“ BASIL ILLINGFORD.—Sentenced to penal eervitude.
" JONATHAN BRIDGER.—Sentenced to penal servitude.
“ RUDOLPH STEBBING.—Died through accident while in panic.
“ RANSOME WILMORE.—IJopeless paralytic—shock of exposure.
“SIR CALEB HURST. BART.—Sentencec to penal servitude.
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“ DR. MUNRO TAGGERT.—Killed by infuriated elephaut.
“ MELVILLE J. ROSS.—Sentenced to penal servitude.
“ HERBERT VIKERSON.—Sentenced to penal servitude.”

It was a formidable list, indeed !

Every man who was mentioned there had been a member of the scoundrelly
Combine; and every man had suffered for his sins. Yet each individual rogue
had been exposed separately, and no member of the genera! public—not even
the police—guessed that they were all connected.

Lower down on the sheet of paper Eileen wrote the following:

« MEMBERS OF THE COMBINE WHO HAVE STILL TO BE
DEALT WITH:

*“ ROGER HAVERFIELD.
* SYDNEY BRADFORD.
‘“ FORD ABBERCORN.

“ LORD MAX ROPER.

‘ STANTON ROADING.
¢ RUFUS TOLLMAN.”

Eileen paused in her writing, and surveyed the list.

““ I believe there are one or two more,”’ she murmured to hsrscif. °" Mr.
Lee will be able to jog my memory. There are two members, I thiuk, who
are in America. Perhaps they have severed their connection with the
Combine. But even if they have, they shall be punished like the rest. Oh,
dear! What a terrible list! But I have almost drawn their teelh, I
believe!”’ .

But, even as Lileen murmured the words, she realised that there wuas ctill
a large amount of work to be done. And she had more than a suspicion
that as the Combine was depleted of its members, so new blood was iuntro-
duced. Rufus Tollman and Lord Max Roper, at least, had come to the fore
fairly recently; they had, nevertheless, taken a certain part in the ruin of
Eilecn’s father, and were even now participating in the profits which were
being made from Mr. Dare’s invention. For the Combine had murdercd
Lileen’s father in order to steal a wonderful mechanical secret.

The girl tore the sheet of paper from the writing-block, screwed it up,
and tossed it into the fire. Then she rose to her feet and crossed to tho
window.

The drizzle was still descending, and everything looked miserable and
murky. Eileen turned again, ani idly picked up the morning newspaper,
which had been lying on the table.

For ten minutes or so she glanced over the morning’s news without much
interest. There was nothing particularly startling in the official war reportsa,
and there was nothing else of note to record. Eileen, as a matter of fact,
was merely passing the time until her aunt made her appearance.

But an expression of interest and animation came into her eyes quite
suddenly, as she was glancing down the ‘‘ Situations Vacaut ' column.
There was one notice there which had claimed her attention at once—espc-
c1ally as the name which figured in the advertisement had becn one of those
which she had written upon the sheet of paper.

The notice was short, and of the usunal type:

““ WANTED.—Smart young lady shorthand-typist for secretarial
work 1n private office. Must be thoroughly efficient. “Apply
gftwetin_ 10 a.m. and 11 a.m. Roading, 102, Southamptoa Lane,

rand.”’

: Fileen read the advertisement twice, and then thoughtfully laid the pap-e
dowu.
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““ S0 Mr. Stanton Roading is in need of a shorthand-typist for his private
office,”” she murmured to herself. ‘I wonder if—ob, I wonder——""’

The girl paused, rather startled by the thought which had suddenly come
into her head. Her eyes were sparkling, and she quickly went over the
possibilities in her mind. _

Stanton Roading was a prominent member of the Combine, and one of the
leading spirits. Exactly what his business was Eileen did not know. Pos-
sibly he transacted perfectly honourable business deals occasionally in order
(o keop up appearances, hut he was a thorough rogue in every way. .

His office in Southampton Lane, the girl detective knew, was a model of
strict business life; everything there was above suspicion. If the police
raided the place at any moment of the day or night they would find nothing
incriminating. Stanton Roading performed his shady deals elsewhere.

“ But something :might happen there,”” thought Eileen. ‘ Another
member of the Combine might come to see him; or he may make a slip for
once, and lay himself open to attack. Every eriminal, no matter how clever,
hlunders sooner or later. Oh, I have a good mind to try! It will be some-
thing to do, at all events!”’

I'or it had come into Eileen’s head to apply for the situation!

She was an expert stenographer, and in the old days she had helped her
father considerably. And, upon Nelson Lee’s advice, she had learned type-
writing. To a girl as clever as Eileen this was a simplo task, and she couid
use a typewriter perfectly.

‘“ But he will know me,”” her thoughts ran on. ‘‘ Every member of the
Combine knows me by sight—and they know, too, that I am their enemy.
It will be dangerous for me to—oh, but I can—how splendid—how lcvely !””

A sudden inspiration had come to her, and she clapped her hands with
delight. In a moment her lassitude had vanished, and she was active and
alert. There was not much time to waste, for it was necessary for her to be
at Roading’s office promptly on the stroke of ten. For there would probably
be other applicants.

Eileen Dare had dccided now. She was never long in making up her mind;
and, havirng done so, she was full of activity. She made her way quickly into
her pretty little bedroom, and then commenced her preparations.

I'irst of all she donned a plain, but perfectly made, costume. Its lines
were trim and formal, and were more sulted to a woman of forty than to a
dainty girl of Liileen’s age.

Then she took down her beautiful wavy brown hair, and with some harm-
less preparation made it perfectly straight and ugly. Her next procecding
was to plaster the hair back over the head, and tie it in an unshapely bundle
at the back. The change in the girl's appearance was astonishing.

But Eileen had not finished yet.

From a little attaché-case, which she called her ‘‘ disguise-box,’”’ she pro-
duced something which apgeared to be a set of false upper teeth. They had
reerla) specially made, and fitted comfortably in front of Eileen‘s cwn perfect

ecth. ]

She fixed them in her mouth, and, although they fe¢lt extremely awkward
for the first five minutes or 60, she very soon grew accustomed to them, and
after that experienced no discomfort whatever.

The effect was almost startling.

..Eileen now possessed extremely prominent front teeth, and her natural
beauty had vanished. She looked almost ugly, indeed. And‘those teeth
presessed still another advantage: they altered the tome of her voice, for

when she spoke eath word was accompanied by a slight—but not unpleasant
—hissing sound. '
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Finally, the girl-detective donned a pair of prim-looking pince-nez, ol
then surveyed herself in the glass. She gazed upon a stlﬂ'-lookmo' woman - ¥
about thirty-five, emall, but cold and formal.

The general effect—caused by the dress, the plastered-back hair, the te.
and the glasses—was most gratifying. KEileen seemed to Le a stranger o
herself. And she used no ‘“ make-up’’ whatever! It wae a wonderfull/
clever disguise, and all the more efficient because of its extreme simplici‘y.

It was certain that Stanton Roading would not recognise her; the whe!«
Combine, in fact, might have gazed upon her for hours without know: n.r
that she was the girfl who had been fighting them for so long.

Donning a plain hat and jacket, Eileen left her bedroom, and walk
into the little hall of the flat. She encountered the comfortable figure of
her aunt, and for a moment neither spoke. Aunt Esther stared at the ¢l
suspiciously. :

‘“Who are you, my good woman?’’ sche demanded. “ What were you doing
in Mise Dare’s bedroom? 1 suppose >’

““ Splendid ! cried Eileen delightedly. ‘ Even you didn‘t know me,
auntie! Isn't it a good disgui.e?”

The old lady started back.

““ Eileen!” she gasped breathlessly. ‘‘Is—is it really you, child? Gool
gracious me! What will the girl be up to next, I wonder? You look
terrible, Eileen—hideous!”

““Oh, auntie, not so bad as that!” sprotested the girl. * Plain, but n-t
hideous !”’

‘““Is it a joke, you little hussy?"”’ asked Miss Gilbey reprovingly.

‘““No; it’s really serious, aunt dear. And I haven’t much time to c¢x-
‘plain,”” said Eileen. “1Is breakfast ready? Yes? Then T'll just tell you
what I am going to do while I snatch a mouthful.”

She did so, and Aunt Esther, who was well accustomed to her nieces’s
escapades, shook her head doubtful]y but made no attempt to persuade tk-
girl from her purpose. After all, there would be no danger in the ente:-
prise, and it was quite possible that Eileen would not get the post.

However, she was determined to be at Roading’s office in gcod time, in
order to stand a good chance. When she had completed her hasty break-
fast she found that the time was not yet nine, so she had a clear hour.

This was better than sh» had expected, and as soon as she was out in the
morning’s drizzle she smiled inwardly, and boarded a motor-bus which wau
bound for the City. In Holborn che alighted, and walked quickly alorg
Gray's Inn Road.

Arriving at Nelson Lee’s doorway, she rang the electric-bell urgently,
and it was answered by Mrs. Jones, Lee’s housekeeper. The oood lady
regarded the visitor inquiringly. She knew Eileen well, but there was no
mo'n of recognition in her look.

“ T muet see Mr. Lee at once,’”’ said Elle-en qulckly ““It is all right; 1
will go straight up. He will khOW me——"'

‘““Mr. Lee’s at breakfast, ma’am,”’ interrupted the housekeeper curtly.
““You can’t go hup to 'im now g

With a little laugh, Eileen nimbly dodged Mrs. Jones, and tripped
lightly up tke stairs. She tapped upon the door of the famous detective's
dining-room, and then entered.

Nelson Lee and Nipper were scated at breakfast, and were ** doing thew-
selves well,”” by the look of the table. Lee was comfortably attired in
dreasmcr-crown and slippers, and was certainly not dressed to receive o
strange1 Nipper, with his mouth full of dry toast and marmalade, stared
at the intruder wonderingly.
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*“ Well, of all the lazy people!” exclaimed Eileen, .standing in the door-
way. ‘‘ You ought to have done your breakfast long ago! And you
shouldn’t stuff your mouth so full, Nipper; it isn’t gentlemanly !’

‘“ Well, of all the nerve!”’ Nipper epluttered.

Nelson Lee roce gracefnlly to his feet, and laid his serviette aside.

““ You will pardon me, madam, I am sure,’”’ he exclaimed smoothly, ‘‘ but
may I suggest that your manners are not irreproachable? This is a private
apartment, and I have no recollection of tendering you an invitation to
enter.”

‘““Jolly free with my name, too!” growled Nipper, glaring.

‘“ Surely you don’t object, Nipper?” asked the visitor sweetly.

““I do object »?

‘“By James! Is it possible?’’ ejaculated Neleon - Lee, suddenly starting
forward, with understanding dawning in his eyes. ‘ Why, good graciou.,
you tock me in splendidly, Miss Eileen. I never dreamed it was you!”

‘“Miss Eilecen!” yelled Nipper, jumping up with .such violence that he
sent his cup of coffee pouring over the snowy-white tablecloth.

Eileen Dare laughed.

‘“Am I forgiven?”’ she asked, her eyes twinkling merrily.

It was her eyes, indeed, which had given Lee the first inkling of the
truth. Eileen had purposely allowed the detective to see that roguish
twinkle, for she thought it rather unkind to prolong the comedy. Her
purpose had been served, for since Nelson I.e¢c had not penetrated the
disguise without a direct clue, it was certain that her enemies would never
detect her real identity—when she was fully en her guard.

‘“ Miss Eileen!”” gasped Nipper again. ‘‘Well, I'm jiggered! Oh,
miss, take those horrible teeth out; they spoil you completely! e can’t
gce your—your own pretty——"’

“But T want my appearance to be spoilt, as you call it, Nipper,’”’ said
Eileen, glancing at the clock on the mantelpiece. ‘‘I’ve just ecome round
to tell you of a new idea, Mr. Lee. I've only got a few minutes.’”’

Necleon Lee resumed his seat. Eilleen was a very favoured visitor indeed,
and she was welcome at all times. The great criminologist looked rather
serious now. He guessed that Eileen was getting to work again,

She soon told her friends of her scheme, and they both realised that the
girl was rushing into no danger. And there was a chance that good
might come of her ruse, provided she obtained the situation,

“I am afraid, however,’”’ said Lee, ‘‘ that your time will be wasted, Miss
Eileen. I do not think Mr. Roading will provide you with the oppor-
tunity you are anxious to grasp. In his Southampton Lane office Roading
rs strictly honest.’’ '

‘““ But he may possibly make a slip, or perhaps I shall be able to get on
the track of something by other means,” said the girl. *‘‘ At all events,
I am going to try the game for a week or two.” o

When she left Gray's Inn Road she promised to keep Lee well informe:l
of her movements, and she would report occasionally. Nipper was feceling
somewhat depressed. He hated to see Eileen 8o terribly changed. It was
a sin and a shame, he declared, for such a pretty girl to go and spoil all
her charms as Eileen had done! | .

At ten o’clock Eileen Dare presented herself at Stanton Roading’s office.
It was a ouite of three rooms on the first floor, and they were well appointed.
There was an outer office, Roading’s private office, and then am inner
ganctum,

" Rather to the -girl’s surprise she obtained the situation with singular
eace. Roading was in his office, and, owing to Eileen’s promptaess, she was

»
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the first applicant. Perhaps there was nothine astoni-hines in the fact
that she was engaged straight away, for she wasx a perfect stenograpkter,
and she handled the typewriter with superb skill. 7

Roading was a medium-sized man, with a cleanshaven face and rather

thick lips. He wore heavy glasses before his pale-blue, unpleasant eyea.
After several difficult tests, he informed ‘‘ Mics Higgs’''-—as Eileen called
herself—that the post was hers. Roading was struck by ‘ Miss Higgs's "
calm, business-like way of doing things, and cared nothing for the fact
that she wae strikingly plain. As he explained, it was efficiency he wanted,
not good ldoks.
_ Eileen commenced her duties at once, and the manner in which she fell
into the routine of the office caused Roading to congratulate himself upon
his * find.”” For there were not many rhorthand-typists as thoroughly
satisfactory as Eileen proved to be.

She gathered that her predecessor had met with an accident the previous
day, and Roading had at once advertised for a substitute. He found that
““Miss Higgs '’ was far more efficient than the previous girl had been, and
Roading, in consequence, was highly satisfied.

But Eileen, on the other hand, soon began to grow rcetleca.

The day passed smoothly, and so did the following day. Nothing
happened that does not usually happen in business offices. Stanton Road-:
ing was occupying his time solely with honest business. It seemed a4
though he was steering clear of the questionable road.

And the days lengthened into weeks. Over a fortnight elapsed, and
everything was still the same. Eilcen almost rosolved to give up the
project and return to her usual life.

She was tired of waiting; she was keenly disappointed.

And then, one day, Jimmy Fielder walked into the privale cffice. From
that very moment the aspect of things changed, and events began to move.

L W]

CHAPTER 11
The Cripple—The Story of Crooked Reef—The Combine’s Decision.

¥ IMMY FIELDER arrived while Stanton Roading was dictating a letter

to Eileen.. Roadingz had been out for several hours, and was now anxious

to get through the pile of correspondence. I'or Eileen had fou::l thuat

Roading’s business was not so very insignificant, after all. It was, in fact,

quite extensive, and, even apart from his shady Combine transactions, he
certainiy made a deal of money.

‘““I think we’ll take those Manchester letters now, Miss Higes,” said
Roading briskly, reaching over his desk for a little notebook. ‘It is 1n-
portant that they should go to-day, you know. There are one or two whicn
require special Come in{  Come in!”

Roading uttered the invitatiton rather testily, for he disliked being dis-
turbed while at work.. Upon the whole, Eileen had found him to be‘easy
to get on with—but then, of course, the girl had always performed her work
perfectly, thus leaving her employer no chance of complaining

‘““ Come in!” called Roading again.

And Jimmy Fielder entered. Lileen, locking up, saw a fairly voung man
with a tanned, weather-iined face. He was dressed in clothes which were
obviously made abroad, and there was a certain careless manner in which he
wore them that told of outdoor life in other climes.

And when thc newcomer walked in Iiileen saw that he was a crigple. He
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“ §o Mr. Stanton Roading is in need of 8 shorthand-typist for hi
office,” shc murmured to herself. ‘I wonder if—ob, I wonder——'

The girl paused, rather startled by the thoufht which had suddenly come
into her head. IHer eyes were sparkling, and she quickly went over the
possibilities in her mind. .

Stanton Roading waa a prominent member of the Combine, and one of the
leading spirits. Exactly what hia business was Eileen did not know. Pos-
aibly he trunsacted perfectly honourable business deals occasionally in order
to keop up appearances, but he was a thorough rogue in every way.

His office in Southampton Lane, the girl detective knew, was a model of
strict business lifc; everything there was above suspicion. If the police
raided the place at any moment of the day or night they would find nothing
incriminating. Stanton Roading performed his shady deals elsewhere.

‘“ But something might happen there,”” thought Eileen. ‘‘ Another
member of the Combine might come to see him; or he may make a slip for
once, and lay himself open to attack, Every criminal, no matter how clever,
hlunders sooner or later. Oh, I have a good mind to try! It will be some-

129

thing to do, at all events'!

IFor it had come into Eileen’s head to apply for the situation'!

She was an expert stenographer. and in the old days she had helped her
father considerably. And, upon Nelson Lee's advice, she had learned type-
writing. To a girl as clever as Eileen this was a simple task, and she couid
use a typewriter perfectly.

‘“* But he will know me,”’ her thoughts ran on. ‘‘ Every member of the
Combine kuows me by sight—and they know, too, that I am their enemy.
It will be dangerous for me to—oh, but I can—how splendid—how levely !™

A sudden inspiration had come to her, and she clapped her hands with
delight. In a moment her lassitude had vaniahed, and she was active and
alert. There was not much time to waste, for it was necessary for her to be
at Roading's officc promptly on the stroke of ten. For there would probably
be other applicants.

Eilecn Dare bad decided now. She was never long in making up her mind;
and, having done eo, she was full of activity. She made her way quickly into
her pretty little bedroom, and then commenced her preparations.

First of all she donned a plain, but perfectly made, costume. Its lines
were trim and formal, and were more suited to a woman of forty than to a
dainty girl of Lileen’s age.

Then she took down her beautiful wavy brown hair, and with some harm-
less preparation nade it perfectly straight and ugly. Her next procecding
was to Lniaster tho huir back over the head, and tie it in an unshapely bundle

at the back. The change in the girl's appearance was astonishing.
But Eileen had not finished yet.

From a little attaché-case, which she called her ‘‘ disguise-box,”’ she pro-
duced something which apgeared to be a set of false upper teeth. They had
bemL specially made, and fitted comfortably in front of Eileen‘s cwn perfect
teeth. '

She fixed them in her mouth, and, although they felt extremely awkward
for the firsl five minutes or 60, she very soon grew accustomed to them, and
after that experienced no discomfort whatever.

Tho effect was almost startling.

Eileen now posceescd extremely prominent front teeth, and her natural
beauty had vanished. She looked almost ugly, indeed. And+those teeth
prwsessed still another advantage: they altered the tome of her voice, for

when she spoke éath word wae accompanied by a slight—but not unpleasant
—hissing sound. '

privato
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Finally, the girl-detective donned a pair of prim-looking pince-nez, z::d
then surveyed herself in the glass. She gazed upon a stiff-looking woman ¢
about thirty-five, emall, but cold and formal.

The general effect—caused by the dress, the plastered-back hair, the te>:n
and the glasses—was most gratifying. Eileen seemed to. be a stranger ‘o
herself. And she used no ‘“ make-up’’ whatever! It was a wonderfully
clever disguise, and all the more efficient because of its extreme simplicity.

It was certain that Stanton Roading would not recognise her; the whcle
Combine, in fact, might have gazed upon her for hours without knowiny
that she was the girfl who had been fighting them for so long.

Donning a plain hat and jacket, Eileen left her bedroom, and walk.d
into the little hall of the flat. She encountered the comfortable figure «f
her aunt, and for a moment neither spoke. Aunt Esther stared at the girl
suspiciausly. | -

“Who are you, my good woman?’’ che demanded. ‘° What were you doing
in Mise Dare’s bedroom? 1 suppose ”

““Splendid !’ cried Eileen delightedly. ‘* Even you didn’t know me,
auntie! Isn’t it a good disgui.e?”’

The old iady started back.

““ Eileen "’ she gasped breathlessly. ‘‘Is—is it really you, child? Goo
gracious me! What will the girl be up to next, I wonder? You look
terrible, Eileen—hideous!”’

‘“ Oh, auntie, not so bad as that!”’ «protested the girl. * Plain, but nct
hideous !”’ .

‘““Is it a joke, you little hussy?'’ asked Miss Gilbey reprovingly.

‘“No; it’s really serious, aunt dear. And I haven’t much time to ¢x-
plain,”” said Eileen. ‘‘Is breakfast ready? Yes? Then I'll just tell you
what I am going to do while I snatch a mouthful.” :

She did so, and Aunt Esther, who was well accustomed to her nieces’s
escapades, shook her head doubtfully, but made no attempt to persuade tk-
girl from her purpose. After all, there would be no danger in the enter-
prise, and it was quite possible that Eileen would not get the post.

However, she was determined to be at Roading’s office in gcod time, in
order to stand a good chance. When she had completed her hasty break-
fast she found that the time was not yet nine, so she had a clear hour.

This was better than sh> had expected, and as soon as she was out in the
morning’s drizzle she smiled inwardly, and boarded a motor-bus which wau
bound for the City. In Holborn che alighted, and walked quickly alorg
Gray’'s Inn Road.

Arriving at Nelson Lee's doorway, she rang the electric-bell urgently.
and it was answered by Mrs. Jones, Lee’s housekeeper. The good lady
regarded the visitor inquiringly. She knew Eileen well, but there was no
sign of recognition in her look.

‘““I must see Mr. Lee at once,’
will go straight up. He will know me——

‘““Mr. Lee’s at breakfast, ma’am,’” interrupted the housekeeper curtly.
‘““You can’t go hup to 'im now "’

With a little laugh, Eileen nimbly dodged Mrs. Jones, and tripped
lightly up tke stairs. She tapped upon the door of the famous detective's
dining-room, and then entered.

Nelson Lee and Nipper were scated at breakfast, and were ‘“ doing them-
selves well,”” by the look of the table. Lee was comfortably attired in
dressing-gown and elippers, and was certaizly not dressed to receive a
stranger. Nipper, witﬁ his mouth full of dry toast and marmalade, stared
at the intruder wonderingly.

' said Eileeu quickly. ‘It is all right; 1

b
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** Well, of all the lazy pecople!” exclaimed Eilecn, standing in the door-
way. ‘‘ You ought to have done your breakfast long ago! And you
shouldn't stuff your mouth so full, Nipper; it isn’t gentlemanly!”

“ Well, of all the nerve!”’ Nipper apl}t:ettered.

Nelson Lee rose gracelnlly to gis feet, and laid his serviette aside.

* You will pardon nie, madam, I am sure,’”’ he exclaimed smoothly, *‘ but
may I suggeat that your manners are not irreproachable? Thie is a private
ap:rtment. and I bave mno recollection of tendering you an invitation to
enter.”

‘“Jolly free with my name, too!” growled Nipper, glaring.

““Burely you don’t object, Nipper?” asked the visitor sweetly.

‘“1 do object "

‘“By James! Ts it possible?’’ ¢jaculated Neleon: Lee, suddenly startine
forward, with understanding dawning in his eyes. ‘“ Why, good graciou:,
you took me in splendidly, Miss Eileen. 1 never dreamed it waas you!”

‘“Miss Eileen!”’ yelled Nipper, jumﬁing up with such violence that he
eent his cup of coffee pouring over the smowy-white tablecloth.

Fileen Dare laughed.

‘““Am I forgiven?’ she asked, her eyes twinkling merrily.

It was her eyes, indeed, which had given Lee the first inkling of the
{ruth. Eileen had purposely allowed the detective to see that roguish
twinkle, for she thought it rather unkind to prolong the comedy. Her
purpose had been served, for since Nelson JLee had not penetrated the
dieguise without a direct clue, it was certain that her enemies would never
detect her real identity—when she was fully on her guard.

‘* Miss Eileen!” gasped Nipper again. *‘ Well, I'm jiggered! Obh,
miss, take those horrible teeth out; they spoil you completely! We can’t
&ce your— your own pretty—"

‘“But T want my appcarance to be spoilt, ag you call it, Nipper,”’ said
Eileen, glancing at the clock on the mantelpiece. ‘‘I’ve just come round
to tell you of a new idea, Mr. Lee. 1'vo onry got a few minutes.”

Neleon Lee resumed bis eeat. Eileen was a very favoured visitor indeed.
and she was welcome at all times. The great criminologist looked rather
serious now. He guessed that Eileen was getting to work again.

She soon told ber friends of her scheme, and they both realised that the
girl was rushing into no danger. And there was a chance that good
mi‘ht come of her ruse, provided ehe obtained the situation,

‘"1 am afraid, however,’’ saird Ice,  that your time will be wasted, Miss
Eileen. 1 do not think Mr. Rosdini will provide you with the op‘{wr-
tunity you are anxious to grasp. In his Southamptom Lane office Roading
i etrictly honest.’”’ '

‘“But he may poesibly make a slip, or perhaps I shall be able to get on
the track of something by other means,” said the girl. ‘‘ At all eventr,
I am going to try the game for a week or two.”

When she left Gray's Inn Road she promised to keep Lee well informel
of her movements, und she would report occasionally. Nipper was feeling
somewhat depreesed. He hated to sce Eileen @0 terribly changed. It wa-
a «in and a shame, he declared, for such a pretty girl to go and speil all
per charmw as Eileen had done! _

At ten o'clock Eileen Darc presented herself at Stanton Roading’s office.
Tt was a cuite of three rooms on the firat floor, and they were well appointed.
There was an outer office, Roading’s private office, and then am 1nner
sanctum. . .

Rather to thergirl’s surprise she obtained the sitwation with singular
case. Ronding was in his office, and, owing to Eileen’s promptness, she was
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the first applicant. Perhaps there was nothing astonizhine in the fact
that she was engaged straight away, for she wax a perfcct'stenoo'r:zpher,
and she handled the typewriter with superb skill. °

Roading was a medium-sized man, with a cleanshaven face and rather

thick lips. He wore heavy glasses before his pale-blue, unpleasant eyes.
After several difficult tests, he informed ‘“Mics Higgs’''-—as Eileen called
herself —that the post was hers. Roading was struck by “ Miss Higgs's
calm, business-like way of doing things, and cared nothing for the fact
that she was strikingly plain. As he explained, it was efficiency he wanted,
not good ldoks.
_ Eileen commenced her duties at once, and the manner in which she fell
into the routine of the office canced Roading to congratulate himself upon
his ““find.”” For there were not inany rhorthand-typists as thoroughly
satisfactory as Eileen proved to be.

She gathered that her predecessor had met with an accident the previous
day, and Roading had at once advertised for a substitute. He found that
‘“Miss Higgs ’’ was far more efficient than the previous girl had been, and
Roading, in consequence, was highly satisfied.

But Eileen, on the other hand, soon begzan to grow rcstleca.

The day passed smoothly, and so did the following day. Nothing
happened that does not usually happen in business offices. Stanton Road-
ing was occupying his time solely with honest business. It seemed a3
though he was steering clear of the questionable road.

And the days lengthened into weeks. Over a fortnight elapsed, and
everything was still the same. Eilcen almost rasolved to give up the
project and return to her usual life.

She was tired of waiting; she was keenly disappointed.

And then, one day, Jimmy Fielder walked into the private cflice. From
that very moment the aspect of things changed, and events began to move.

CHAPTER II.
The Cr.pple—The Story of Crooked Reef—The Combine’s Decision.

g IMMY FIELDER arrived while Stanton Roading was dictating a letter

to Eileen.. Roading had been out for several hours, and was now anxious

to get through the pile of correspondence. Ior Eileen had foua:l that

Roading’s business was not so very insignificant, after all. Ii was, in fact,

quite extensive, and, even apart from his shady Combine transactions, he
certainiy made a deal of money.

‘“I think we'll take those Manchester letters now, Miss Higes,” said
Roading briskiy, reaching over his desk for a little notebook. ‘It is nu-
portant that they should go to-day, you know. There are one or two which
require special— Come ini{. Come-in!”’ '

oading uttered the invitatiton rather testily, for he disliked being dis-
turbed while at work. Upon the whole, Eileen had found him to be‘easy
to get on with—but then, of course, the girl had always performed her work
perfectly, thus leaving her employer no chance of complaining

‘“ Come in!” called Roading apain.

And Jimmy Fielder entered. LEileen, looking up, saw a fairly voung man
with a tanned, weather-lined face. He was dressed in clothes which werc
obviously made abroad, and there was a certain careless manner in which he

-+ wore them that told of outdoor life in other climes.
And when the newcomer walked in Tiileen saw that he was a crigple. He
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hobbled considerably, for his left leg was shorter than his right, and badly
deformed. His eyes lit up as he saw Stanton Roading.

““ Why. this is bully!”” he exclaimed heartily. *‘ Ain’t you glad to see
me, Mr. Roading? 1It’s four ycars and over since—"’

“ Who are you*" interjected Roading curtly. * I gave orders to my chief
clerk to admit nobody, and I may as well inform you that you are intruding.
I am very busy i . - . .

‘“ Say, ydon’t; you recognise me, boss®’’ exelaimed the other, in dis-
appointed tones. ‘I am Fielder—Jimmy Fielder, you know. I used to he
one of your clerks——"’

““ Oh, Fijelder!" interjected Roading, leaning back in his chair. “ Of
course—of course! How are you, Fielder? I certainly did not recognise
you for the moment. What in the name of heaven have you been doing to

our leg-"” :

i Acfidcnt," was the visitor's reply. ‘ Well, if you are busy, I guess I'll
vamoose and call around some other time. As 1it.happens, though, this
isn't exactly a friendly call, Mr. Roading. I am here on business, too, and
I want your adrvice. !But if you're up to your eyes in work I won’t hang
around. I'm staying at the Fleet Palace Hotel— >

‘“ One moment, Fielder—one moment.”’

Stanton Roading turned to Eileen.

“You’ve quite enough shorthand to occupy your time for ten minutes or

so, Miss Higgs,’' he exclaimed. ‘‘ You’d better get those letters completed
while I have a chat with my friend here.”

Eileen nodded and at once commenced transcribing tke letters. Jimmy
Ficlder came across the room and took a seat in the chair opposite to
Roading’s. Eileen had heard everything that had passed, of course, and she

guessed that at the time of Jimmy Fielder’s employment Roading had not
commenced his alliance with the Combine.

Eileen was a keen judge of character, and she believed that Fielder was a
thoroughly good fellow; there was something frank and open about his eyes
—something which spoke of resolution and force of will. And he evidently
had no suspicions regarding Stanton Roading. As the girl detective sur-
mised, he was merely a former employee in this very same office, where
everylthing was strictly businesslike and above Loard. Fielder probably
knew nothing whatever regarding the hidden side of Roading’s character.

“ Well, Fielder, you seem to have changed a great deal,”’ said Roading
pleasantly. “1 have just got a few moments to spare. You've got gmite
i:n American accent, I notice. Becn out there for some time, no doubt:”’

‘“ For two years, Mr. Roading,’’ replied the other.. ‘* Well over two years,

in fact. I've realiy come to yon with a selfich motive; T want your advice
regarding a certain business matter.”
‘““1'll do my best for you.”

“ Thauks. After all, it’s not much,” said Jimmy Fielder, accepting a
cigar. ‘‘ I am anxious to be introduced to a real live, capable, honest mining
enyineer. I guess you've got me? The genuine article, you understand—
tho rcal goods. A man who knows his business from A to 7, and can be
trusted right through. You being a keen business man, Mr. Roading, I
thought, perhaps, you’'d be able to help me.”’ )

Stanton Roading nodded slowly.

““I think I can, Fielder,”’” he replicd. “ But what is the nature of your
business? 1Is it anpthing higr”’ .

‘‘ Say, it’s about the biggest thing that’s ever happened,’ declared Fielder
. quietly. *‘ Oh, that isn’t bluff. -I’m serious to the last word. There's a
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whoic pile of money in the job, and that’s why T came to you for advice. I
don’t want to be let down by going to a man I can’t trust.”

Although Eileen was typewriting, she bhad heard every word that had
passed. True, there was nothing whatever private or confidential about th:
conversation, but i1t was of interest to Eilcen, nevertheless. She smiled
rather grimly inwardly, as she heard Fielder's word<. He had come to
Roading because he wanted a man he could trust! Stanton Roading was
not likely to fill that bill satisfactorily'

‘“ A big job, ¢h?”’ mused Roading. ‘ Well, see here, Fielder, I'll do what
I can for you. My friend, Mr. Rufus Tollman, is a mining engineer of mor®
than usual ability. If you care to wait a few minutes I'll take youn round
to Mr. Tollman straight away.’

““ Good business!” exclaimed the other. ““I'm your man, Mr. Roading.”’

-There was a gleam in Roading’s eyes as he turned to °“ Miss Iiggs ™’
again. Eileen did not fail to notice that gleam. The girl guessed that her
employer’s cupidity was arounsed. Fielder had mentioned that there was a
pile of money in his proposition, and Eileen suspected at once that at last
her patience was to be rewarded. Rufus Tollman was another member cf
the Combine, and a scoundrel to his finger tips. 1f this crippled rvoung
man fell into his clutches he would very soon be flecced.

Eileen feared that trouble was brewing, although she knew nothing what-
ever of the facts. All that had been said seemed to be of no con:zequence.
But it had given Eileen the tip, as it were, and she determined to he fully
on the alert. h

Roading’s important letters did not seem to be so very urgent, after all,
for he merely set Eileen a certain mmount of work. and then anunounced the
fact that he was going out. The letters, he declared, could stand over until
the inorrow. Obviously, Roading deemed this fresh affair of paramount
importance. )

Within twenty minutes Mr. James TIielder was iutroduced to Rufus
Tollman, mining engineer. The latter had a splendid office in the neigb-
bourhood of Charing Cross Road, aud he was, indeed, an engineer of zome
experiénce. Like Roading, he added to his income by occasionally taking
part in trausactions which were far from guestionable.

Tollman was a small thin, weedy man, with weak and watery eyes.
Nevertheless, he was muscular and agile, although one would not have
thought so to judge by appearances. His smile was extremely pleasant, aund
there was an air of geniality about him which at once set his intended
victims at their ease. Rufus Tollman had perpetrated many a fraud during
the last vear or two, and had thereby accumulated quite a considerable
fortune. But he was far from satisfied.

Jimmy Fielder liked Tollman at once. During the short taxi ride from
Sonthampton Lane Roading had given his companion a few facts regarding
the mining engineer. Tollman was rich, and was quite prepared tao
speculate large sums if he saw a fair opening. This was welcome news to
Fielder, and he consequently felt quite pleased with himself. He was even
more pleased when he had been formally introduced to Mr. Rufus Tollman.

He little guessed that this man would soon be drawing him into a snare
from which escape would be difficult. FEileen Dare’s surmise was correct.
Fielder had been employed by Roading two or threc years before, and at
that time the Combine had not been formed. Stanton Roading, indeed, had
becn a comparatively honest man in those days, and had treated Fielder well,

The young man was not to know that with the passage of time his former
employer had sunken low as regards scruples. Fielder thought %hat Road.
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ing was a gentleman to his finger tips, and naturally assumed that Rufus
Tollman was al<o a man of unimpeachable character. .

There was ccrtainly not a breath of suspicion against either of the two
men, and Jimmy Fiefder consideied that he had fallen ‘‘ right on his fect '’
into something wood.

The mining engincer’'s office was rather palatial, and this evidence of
?msperity wos much to Fielder's liking. He and Roading conversed idly
or 8@ moment or two with Tollman, and then Roading reached for his hat.

‘“ Well, T'll be going,’”” he cxclaimed. ‘‘ I've introduced your prospective
client, Mr. Tollman, and I daresay he has private business to disouss-—""

‘“No, not at all!”’ Fielder interjected. *‘‘ At lcast, it isn’t private from
you, Mr. RRoading. T know I can trust you two gentlemen implicity, and
iIny yarn’s a qucer one, I guess. Maybe you’ll béth be interested. 1
wouldn’t breathe a word if I wasn't fully satisfied as to your integrity.”’

Roading laid his hat down again and smiled to himself. e had had no
intention of taking his departure, but it was as well to keep up appearances.
ITe had an idea that a lJamb had been caught, and it would be the (‘ombine’'s
tark to fleece him.

“ Well, suppose you tell us all about it, eh?’’ said Rufus Tollman genially.
‘“ You have made me curious, Mr. I'iclder.”

The cripple produced from an innc1 pocket a small canvas bag. Untying
the cord which fastened it, he tilted the bag up and several curious-looking
pebbles rolled out upon Tollman’s desk. ere were four altogether—three
very small, and the other slightly larger.

** Just have a laok at these, gentlemen,’’ said Fielder quictly.

The mining engineer picked up one of the pebbles quickly. and then
switched on an electric table-lamp which stood by his side. By the brilliant
light of this he examined the pebble closely.

‘* Good gracions!'’ he cxclaimed in startled tones. ‘ This is a diamond !”

Jimmy Fielder nodded.

‘““ A good one too, I believe.”” he observed.

‘“A good one!'’ echoed Tollman. *‘‘ Why, upon my soul, it is a superb
stonc—small, but of the purest quality.”

Stanton Roading was greatly interested.

‘ Diamonds, eb?’’ he exclaimed in a casual tone. ‘‘ You scem to have
been doing well, Fielder., Therec must be quite a large amount of money
upon the table.”

The young man laughed.

**This lot*”’ he exclaimed, almosi contemptuously. ‘“I guess this is a
very poor sample, gentlemen. I know of a spot wherc these diamonds sort
of grow wild! The only thing is, they are hard to get. But they're therc
rigﬁt enough—thousande of them. leaps a sight larger than these, too!”’

‘‘ Dear me—dear me !”’ exclaimed Rufus Tollman, endeavouring to still the

uiver of cxcitement in his yvoice. ‘‘ These diamonds are remarkably fine,

r. Fielder. In fact, I might say that they are almost perfect, although
small. But you say they are difficult to obtain?”’

Jimmy Fielder nodded. \

“ At Pronent," bhe agreed. *‘ But when the proper plant is laid down I
guess it'll be a dead eagy job. You figure, of course, that these stones came
from the United States? Well, that’s quite true-—one of the loncliest spots
in a desolate state.”’ )

““ How did you come to discover them?’’ inquired Tollman.

. Well, I reckon it was an accident,”” was Fielder’'s reply. ‘‘I had been
located at a onc-horse township for several months, and I got kind of fed-up
with .the life. 80T hit the trail for the bills, intending to do a little
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prospecting out in a spot that’s well-nigh deserted by mankiud. Folk:
around those parts calculate that the ground’s dead—that it ain't worth .
red cent. They’re wrong, as you’ll understand.”

“ You went prospecting, you say?”’ y

‘“ Sure. Prospecting for gold, as a matter of fact. I hadn't any high-
flown 1deas about diamonds at that time,”” replied the cripple. ©* Well. I got
right out in a spot where no other man is seen for months on end. 1 lived
in my ‘little shack and did a whole heap of prospecting. DBut there wasn't a
thimbleful of gold in the whole landscape. When I was just about tired
of the game I hit upon these little fellows.”’

““Did you know what they were?’’

“Yes. I'd seen a good few uncut diamonds a year or two previcusly."

‘““ You were pleased with your find, no doubt?” ’

‘““Pleased!”” Fielder laughed. °‘3Say, Mr. Tollman, I guess I went mad
for about two days. I prospected the whole show, so to speak, and I reckon
that there’s a reef out there worth millions. I'm not just telling you a
yarn; I know something about the business. And these little pebbles here
will convince you even if my words can’t.”’

‘“ They’'re splendid stones, at all events,”’ remarked Tollman.

‘“ After a couple of weeks I came to the conclusion that I was about as
helpless as a baby, on my own,”’ continued the young man. ‘‘ On account
of the peculiar formation of the ground I nicknamed the place ‘ (Crooked
Reef ’; and, believe me, gentlemen, Crooked Reef is worth a dozen gold
mines lumped .into one. But I guessed, right off, that I should require a
large amount of capital. An extensive plant must be hiked out there to
begin with *’

‘““I begin to understand,”’ said Tollman thoughtfully. ‘‘ You came to
England with the intention of raising the necessary money:”

‘““In a way that’s right enough,’”’ replied Jimmy Fielder. I left the
hills and moved down to the township as fast as I could carry myself. But
I reckon I was too cager; I had had so much luck that I got kind of care-
less. For I had not ¢ntered the outskifs of the town before I was bowled
over by an auto!” )

‘“ That was indeed unfortunate,” commented Roading.

‘““ You’re putting it mildly, Mr. Roading,”’ said ¥ielder. ‘ As you can
guess, it was my intention to annex that piece of ground for myself straight
off —to lay my claim and get Crooked Reef fairly and squarely. I had
intended going straight to the office the very.first thing I did.”

‘““Why didn’t you go?’’ asked Tollman.

Jimmy Fielder looked down bitterly at his contorted leg.

““ I reckon that auto had a spite against me,” he exclaimed quietiy.
““ Just when I wuas triumphant the blamed thing came along and fairly
knocked me into a wreck. I was smashed up completely, gentlemen. The
doctors told me afterwards that I had a constitution of steel, or I shouldn't
have pulled through. I hope this yarn of mine isn’t boring you?”

His companions assured him that they were keenly interested, and they
were speaking from their hearts, for they were more than interested. There
were possibilities here which struck them very forcibly.

“ That accident wasn’t like being knocked over by a kid's mailcart,”’ went
on Jimmy Fielder grimlfy. ‘“1 was unccnscious for ten days, gentlemer,
and when I recovered I found myself in a city eighty miles away from the
township. I had been taken there to die--for they reckoned I was a goner.
I was in hospital nigh on dead.”

“* Your leg was broken, of course?”’

“Shattered in about five different places,”” declared Fielder quietly.
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““That leg has cost me some thousands of dollars, you can take it from
mo! But my head was split, too, my left arm broken, and two of my ribs
were caved in. Sounds pretty, eh? I tell you, it was some accident!”

‘“It is a wonder you lived "’ remarked Roading.

‘“I've been puzzling myself for weeks on that subject,”” said the other
with a smile. *‘ If any man ought to have died, I reckon that was me. But
I was as hearty as a mule, and pulled round. I mended very cyxickly——except
for this leg of mine. The doctors decided that it would have to be
removed. They had a foolish notion that I could get on just as well ‘with-
out it.” ' -

Fielder tapped the limb affectionately.

‘“ Those doctore were mugs,”” he went on. ‘‘ This leg has been a great
pal of mine all my life, and I didn’t feel up to saying good-bye to him. I
thought he was more use to me than to those fool doctors. He’s a bit
knocked about, I'll admit, but he’s there—and mighty useful, too.”

‘“ How did you manage to save it?”’

‘“ Well, T bad a bag full of these diamonds, and I lay in bed figuring
things out,”” was the young man’s reply. “‘If I let my leg go I couldn’t
oet another, could I? But if I let some of the diamonds go I knew very well
that it would only be a matter of time before I got heaps more. And so I
offered those doctors about five thousand dollars’ worth of diamonds to
preservo my leg.”’

‘““You were very wise,”’ declared Tollman,

'“1I don’'t reckon you’re far wrong,’’ said Fielder with a smile. ‘‘ Those
doctors had me shifted on a swell, slap-up railroad car right away east to
New York. Say, it was eome dandy affair—a travelling hospital ward, I
guess. Well, in New York a thousand-guinea specialist operated, and my
lcg was saved, although, as you see, I'm a bit crippled. At last I recovered
sufficiently to get out and about, and then I began to think.”

‘“ Weeks had passed since you had made your discovery?’’ asked Tollman.
‘“ You naturally wondered what yeuw should do regarding (Crooked Reef, as

you call it."”’

Jimmy Fielder nodded.

‘“ That's about the size of it,”” he replied. “ I was in New York—well
over a thousand miles from the reef. I wanted capital, and I thought it
as well to settle the matter before going back west. A liner happened to
bo leaving for England straight away, and so I booked a passage—and I've
heen back in the old country exactly three days.”

' But weren’t you afraid of your diamond reef being discovered by another
man?'’ usked Roading curiously. ‘‘ Surely it was unwise—"’ |

‘“1 reckoned a week or two wouldn’t make much difference,’”’ interjected
Fielder. ‘' I wae in New York, and you can het I shall get back there the
very instant I fix things up. Say, I didn’t want American capital in the
thing. I'm British, and 1 decided that my uncle should have the first
chance.”

‘““ And ho pooli-poohed the idea, I imagine?’’ suggested Tollman.

A faint emile appeared on Fielder’s face,

‘“ Poor old Uncle Ned didn’t have the chance,’”’ he replied. ‘‘ He was my
only relative, so {ar as I know, and I found that he bit the long trail well
over eighteen ponths ago. He died, gentlemen, and left his money to
charity. So I found mwyself in Queer Street. I was in England without a
relative to go to and without a friend. The man I had relied upon to
advince the capital I reeuired was dead. So what did I do? T thought
I'd better seek the advice of a gentleman who could be trusted,”
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““ That was your wisest plan, my dear Fielder,”’ said Stanton Roading
softly. ‘ You came to me?”

‘“ Exactly. I remembered my former employer,’” said Jimmy Fielder. 1
thought perhaps that you would be able to help me. And I've got an idea
that Mr. Tollman and I will fix things up good and proper. I'm real
obliged to-you, Mr. Roading, for giving me this introduction.”

““I am only too pleased to be of service to you, my dear fellow,”’ said
Roading magnanimously. ‘“But there’s one point you didn’t make clear.
Was it not an act of folly on your part to leave America without staking
your claim?”’

“I guess I did the best thing, Mr. Roading,”’ was Fielder's reply. ‘1 was
&0 far east that running across to England didn’t make much difference
Crooked Reef is in a spot which isn’t likely to be visited for months on
end. Owing to my accident I couldn’t safeguard my claim, and the first
man who gets to the spot will have the first right to 1t. But you need not
have any fears on that point, gentlemen. Not a soul in the whole State
has any notion that diamonds exist out there, and I could remain in Englard
for six months without feeling uncomfortable.”

Rufus Tollman nodded.

‘“ Since you have adopted this course it is obvious that you are satisfied
regarding the safety of this visit,”” he said. °‘ Nevertheless, I should
advise you to return to America as quickly as possible. I understand that
you require capital?”’

“ Bii capital,’”’ said Jimmy Fielder promptly. ‘‘ The reef is a difficult one
to work, and a very large sum of money is required to find the necessary
plant. . I haven’t got it. These diamonds wouldn’t fetch a tenth of the
amount. That biggest one you handled just now is the only valuable stone
Besides, I want to do the thing proper}y. It will require something like

fifty thousand to do the thing in the correct style.”
‘“Pounds or dollars?”’ inquired Tollman.

““ Pounds, of course,’”’ declared Fielder quietly. ‘‘ These diamonds of mine
will help, of course, but they're no good alone. I want somebody to enter
into partnership with me and supply the money. He needn’t go into tke
thing blindfold, for he can come out to the States with me and examine
the reef/ with his own eyes. It’s all fair and square.”

Rufus Tollman lay back in his chair.

*“ I am greatly struck by your story, Mr. Fielder,”’ he exclaimed pleasant!ly.
‘“ We shall, of course, have to go into matters far more thoroughly. I am
disposed to take up this affair seriously, and to co-operate with you.”

““Good man'!” said Fielder, thrusting out his hand. ‘*I’'m a fellow who
doesn’t let grass grow under his feet. Suppose we mect again to-night, at
uine o'clock?”’

‘“ That will suit me splendidly,’”’ said Tollman.

And so it was arranged.

But at four o'clock in the aftcrnoon there was another meeting. Tol!-
man and Roadirg called the Combine together, and a decision was comc to.
The secret of Crooked Reef was to be obtained fromi Jimmy Fielder: the

(-Il:)ipplc was to be swindled out of that which he had worked so hard to
obtaiu,

The Combine saw mo reason why they should uot have the diamond recf
entirely {o themselves,
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CHAPTER IIL
Eileen's Suspicions—Nelson Lee Talks Straight—The Result.

HEN Eilecen Dare finished work that evening at five-thirty she was
W as cold and businesslike as usual. In her character of °‘ Miss
Higgs '’ she was an ideal employee.

Stanton Roadinug was more than satistied with her. She was capable and
highly efficiont, and was always perfectly precise and thorough. Never
onoe {ad Roading had cause to find fault with her work.

And the rogue had no inkling that his shorthand-typist was the girl who
had done 60 much to wreck the Combine. To Roading and to every other
cnployce at the office Eileen was merely the prim and cold Miss Higgs.

ut as soon as Eileen had finished for the day she rode home to Chelsea by
motor-'bus, and then removed the disguise. Within a very sliort time she
was herself again—dainty, delightful, and extremely pretty.

But the girl was worned. |

The events of the day had been sirange—and sinister. At last, Eileen
helieved, her long days of waiting were to be rewarded. The coming of
h}h‘. James Ficlder had brought about a decided change in the aspect of
things. '

Those few worde which the girl had overlieard in the office told her that
something of importance was in the wind. Fielder had mentioned that there
was ‘‘ big money '’ in the business he had to discues, and Roading had at
ouce decided to leave his letters—which were really important—and tako
[Ficlder round to Rufus Tollman. _ |

And Tollman was a mining engineer. The cripple had 8aid that he was
anxious to be introduced to a mining engineer; and that in itself was
uuggestl?c. But Eileen was not judging by thcse simple facts aloné.

She had other evidence to go upon. -

When Roading had returned to the office, after escorting Fielder to Toll-
man, his mood was strangely altered. There was a gleam in his eyes which
Eileen did not fail to observe; it was a gleam of evil satisfaction.

His mind was occupied on a matter other than his business, for he
noglected almost everything he had arranged to accomplish. Several im-
portant business affairs were allowed to rest, and at three-thirty Roading
again left the office. _

Although Eileen was unaware of the faot, he had gone off to attend the
meeting of the Combine—which was being held in Tollman’s office. It was
twenty minutes past five when Stanton Roading returncd, and Eileen was
prc{;‘uring to depart.

She again noticed that evil gleam in her employer’s eyes; but now it was
more apparent, and the girl was positive that Roading had been out on
some mission connccted with Jimmy Fieldexr—some mission whieh would
lcad to villainy, '

But how was Eileen to discover the truth? How could she get on the
track? For some little time she pondered over the matter. Jimmy Fielder
had struck her as being a straightforward, gentlemanly young fellow, and
she shuddered when she thought of him heing in the cruel clutches of the
Combine.

She knew that he was staying at the F'leet Palace Hotel, for she had
heard him mention the name. But it was obviously impossible for her to
go there and give Fielder the warning he needed. |

And so Eileen’s thoughts turned to Nelson Lee. |

The famous detective had been busily engaged lately upon a knotty case,
and had only jugt yeturned from a visit to the West of England. Thke
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affair upon which he had been engaged had ended satisfactorily, and ior
the time being, Eileen knew, Lee was taking things easily,

Coming to a .quick decision, the girl rang up her famous friend, and
gaid that she was journeying to Gray's Inn Road at omce. When she
arrived she found Nelson Lee and Nipper waiting to reccive her.

““ Ah, that’s better, miss!’’ said Nipper brightly. ‘“ You're vourself now,
right enough! I hope you’ve finished with that rotten disguise.”

Eileen looked grave.

‘““I don’t know, Nipper,’’ she replied. * Perhaps'I shall bave to continue
the role of * Miss Higge '’ for some little time yet. It all depends upon how
events shape themselves. I believe I have hit upon something important.”

“ You believe?’’ repeated Nelson Lee questioningly. |

‘““ Well, I am not certain,”” was Eileen’s reply. ‘“ There is only the faintest
sugpicion of roguery at the present moment. Perhaps I am quite wrong in
my conclusions, but I thought it as well to seek your advice, Mr. Lee."”

‘“ Please tell me what has happened.”’

‘ That is just it—mothing has happened,” replicd the girl.

And in a few brief sentences she told Nelson Lee of the events of the
day. Nothing had happened, she declared—but by that she meant that
nothing of note had taken place. Lee, however, thought otherwise.

““It looks to me as though something definite has taken place,”” he re-
marked shrewdly. ‘“Obviously, Roading was satisfied with the result of
Fielder’s introduction to Rufus Tollman. Fielder is an American, I think
you said¢’’

““ No, he's British, but he speaks with a strong American accent,’”’ replied
the girl.. ‘“ Some people get into the habit sconer than others, I suppose.
I honestly believe he is a good fellow, with a complete ignorance of Roading’4

real character. Even if he is keen-witted and cautious, those blackguard-
will delude him.”

Nelson I.ee nodded.

‘“ That is almost certain,” he replied. ‘It all depends upon the prespect.
if thers.is money in the game the Combine will certainly do their utmoxt
to rob him of it. Of course, we know nothing as yet.”

‘“ Fielder told Roading that ‘it was the biggest thing that had ever
happened,”’ said Eileen quietly. ‘“ And that ‘there was a pile of money
in the job.” Roading at onoe became interested. And it was his expression
of cunning satisfaction, when he came into the office at about twenty-pa-t-
five, which aroused my strongest suspicions.”

Nelson Lee lay back in his chair, and pulled thoughtfully at his cigarette.

“H’'m' It is rather interesting,”” he remarked. °‘ We shall have to see
what can be done. What is the time? Just ten minutes to seven. The
mest positive way in which to warn Fielder would be to send him
note——"'

““ Anonymous?’’ put in Nipper.

““ No, decidedly not,” said Lee sharply. °“ Anonymous letters are detest-
. able in every shape and form. You ought to know that as well as I, Nipper.

Unless I can sign my name to a letter I do ot write at all. Send Fielder
a note, I say, requesting him to pay me a visit at once.”

‘“ Do you think he would come?”’ asked Eileen doubtfully.

‘““ We can, at least, see what effect such a note would have,” replied Lee.
““To talk to him here, in my own consulting-room, would be far better than
my paying him a visit at his hotel. He would probably assume that I was
spying. You will taxi to the Fleet Palace Hotel, Nipper, aiid bring Fielder
back, if possible.’’

Lee picked up his pen, and wrote a few lines upon a sheet of notepaper.
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The words were merely to the effect that it would be greatly to Mr. James
Fielder's advantage ifv he would pay Nelson Lee a call at the carliest pos-
sible moment.

Nipper was soon off, and he was back in a surprisingly short space of
time. And, with him, he brought Jimmy Fielder. There was a look of
wonder upon the young man’s bronzed face as he entered the consulting-
r;:om. Ncedless to say, he did not know that he had ecen Eileen Dare before
that day. .

“1 a.rj:'l glad that you have come, Mr, Tielder,” said Nelson Lee, waving
his hand towards an casy chair. ‘‘ You are, of course, carious to know why
I should have brought you to my rooms?”

“I'm dead curious, Mr. Lee,”’ replied Ficlder frankly, “ I've heard of
you, of course. You're the well-known private detective, I believe? Even
out West, your name is familiar.”

“T had no idea my fame had spread so far afield,”’ laughed Nelson Lee.
‘“ But to be scrious, Mr. Fielder, I wish you to understand that my intcn-
tions arc solely and absolutely for your own good.”

Jimmy Fielder gazed from iee to Eileen Darc perplexedly.

‘“I guess I'm puzzled,’”” he declared.

‘“ And, to tell the truth, I am puzrled, too,”” went on Lee. ‘I hardly
know how to frame my words, Mr. Fielder. It is a somewhat delicate task
I have taken nupon myself. But [ rely upon your commonsense; I rely upon
you to take what I am going to say in a spirit of friendliness.”

““ You're sure muddling me up, Mr. Lee,’’ confessed the cripple. “ What
do you know about me, anywqy? And why should it he to.my advantage to
sce you? I gathered that you were going to tell me something about my
uncie—my late uncle.”

Lee shook his head.

‘“1 will beat about the bush no longer,” he said. ‘I know nothing
whatever about you, Mr. Fielder, and if you do net choose to enlighten me,
I shall not dprcss you in the shightest way. I am an honest man, like
yoursclf, and I wish to warn you against two men with whom you are
ac;uainted.”

immy Fielder gat up.

‘“ Two men? I guess—"'

‘“ My dcar sir, please do not guess,’”’ interjected Lee smoothly. ‘ Pray
hear me out. It has come to my kmnowledge that you visited Mr. Stanton
Roading to-day; and, later, Mr. Rufus Tollman.”

‘““ That’s true enoungh.” .

L.cc hesitated.

““Wounld it be impertinent if I asked the object of your visit to Mr.
Tollman?’’ he suggested, after a moment. ‘I do not press you at all. If
your business was of a private nature——"

“It was, in a way.”

‘“ Then, perhaps, you had better not refer to your interview,”” said Lce
quietly. ‘‘ I have no desire to psobe into pcrsunal matters, Mr. Fielder.
But I leave it, of course, to your discretion.’’

The cripple rubbed his chin wonderingly.

*“'I'here’s no harm in my telling 3'011 why ¥ went to Mr. Tollman,” he
replied. ‘T guess I sha’n’t be revealing a secret. Mr. Roading introduced
m¢ to Tollman, and T have every reason to believe that we are going to do
business.”’ : | |

** They’ve trapped him already!"’ thought Lileen bitterly.

““Out in the States I discovered i rich deposit of diamonds,”” went on
Fielder candidly.” ** But I am without capital, and so Mr. Tollman and I

»
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are going to enter into the business together. That's the long and the
short of it, Mr. Lee.”

‘““Your interests are, of course, protected?””

“T guess I don't quife follow.’

““I mean, this diamond property in America is safe from usurpers?’’ asked
Lee. Supposmcr I, for example, learned the secret of its whereabouts,
could I go out to America and claim it?”’

‘““That’s just it—you could.” -

““Oh!” murmured Eileen.

She exchanged a quick glance with Nelson Lee. They both began to seco
light. There had been good reas<on, evidently, for Stanton Roading’«
satisfaction. It was painfully obvious that the Combine intended elbowing
Fielder out of the way, once-they had obtained his secret.

““I have no wish to put further questions to you, Mr. Fielder.’' said
Nelson Lee. °‘“ Bul there is one I should like answering. Have you told your
friends any detail regarding these diamonds you refer to?®”

‘“ No exact details.”

““ They couldn’t find the spotv"

“ Well, seeing that I haven’t meuntioned it to them, I don’t very well wee
how they could,” answered Fielder drily. ‘‘ But what’s the idea, Mr. Lee>
J guess I don’t catch on at all.”

Nelson Lee faced his visitor squarely.

“I am going to talk to you etraight, Mr, Fielder,”” he said. ' Perhaps
you will be offended; I hope not. Pe crhaps you will think that T am inter-
fering in- a matter whlch does not concern me in the least; again I hope
not. Tor this warning I am giving you is not mterference, and T am
seriously concerned. What you have just told me is excellent news. You
have mot revealed your secret.”’

‘““ Not to a soul.”

‘“ Then take my advice, my dear sir, and don’t breathe another word to
either Tollman or Roading,”’ went on Lee. ‘1 realise that 1 am treading
on delicate ground, for you do not understand matters as I do.’

Jimmy Fielder stared angrily.

‘““ Do you mean to suggest——"'

‘“ I am not suggesting anything,”’ interrupted Lee quietly. I am merely
making a statement of fact. Mr. Stanton Roading and Mr Rufus Tollman
are a pair of unscrupulous rogues, and you will act wisely if vou see neither

of them again.’
‘- And is this why you brought me here?

““ Yes.”
* To issue insults against two honourable men——

 Pardon me. I have done nothing of the sort,”” put in Lee quickly. 1
have issued no insults. I was afraid that you would misunderstand me, and
I regret it exceedingly. My motive is an excellent one, for it is painful to
see even a stranger caught in the snare of scoundrelly tricksters.’

Jimmy Fielder rose to his feet abruptly.

‘““1 guess the trickstersis right here, before me,” he exclaimed heatedly.
““ You tncked me into paying you this visit, Mr. Lee, and that’s plain! [
always understood that you were a aquare, honest man-———“

“ I hope this interview has’not altered that opinion,”” put in Nelson Lee.
taking the cripple’s arm. ‘““I am acting for your good, believe mo. [
merely wish to warn you, Mr. Fielder. 1 do nét even ask you to believe my
statements regarding the characters of the two men I mentioned. All I

want vou to do is to be prepared for villainy. Be on youfguard, and you

| B

salid Fielder, breathing hard.

»”
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will very goon find ont for your-elf that T have not made a false statement.”

Ficlder's lip curled.

“‘I'here’'s somcthing behind this,”” he said bitterly. ‘1 guess you'll he
trying to wheedle the secret out of me next——"'

‘““ Come, come' You do not mean that,’”’ waid Lee sharply. ‘I am pained
to mce this cxhihition of temper. I had hoped that you would see eye for
eyc with me in thia matter. Perhaps it 18 not too late for me to convince
you of my sincerity? I have no axe to grind, Mr. Fielder; what I am doing
1a solely for your own henefit. All I say is—be on your guard.”

““ You've called my frienda rogues!’’ said Fielder augrily. *‘ I guess that's
rot tn be stond, NMr. lee. T worked for Mr. Roaeding some years ago, and 1
alwaya respected him and honoured him. He never did a criminal action in

his life. And Mr. Tollman is his friecnd; I reckon that’s good enough for
me!”’

Jee shrugged his shoulders.

" Then further conversation is useless,’”’ he said regretfully. “T have done
my heat. One day, perhaps, you will remember this interview, Mr. Fielder.
Personally, T am convinced that villuiny is afoot, and I wish I could bring
you to reason. Tollman and Roading are blackguards——"'

“ That's a foul lie!”’ cried Fielder hotly.

For 4 moment Nelson Lee's eyes Hashed dangerously. Then he smiled
juietly to himself. After all, the young man was only hot-headed, and it
would be absurd to enter into a ¢uarrel with him.

“ You will live to regret those words, Mr. Fielder,”” was all Tee said.

** Aud you aro the blackguard, if anybody i3!"’ rontinued the cripple, with
rising fury. *“ 1 guess you'd better mind Kour own businees, Mr. l.ee!
You'd better confine yourself to matters which conceru yon »

Fileen Dare ntopp«i forward impulsively.

* Pleasc, please!”” ~he exclaimed, speaking for the first time. ‘‘ Oh, why
don’'t vou understand, Mr. Fielder? It was I who asked Mr. Lee to warn
you. We are fricnds. we wish to help you. Those men mean to defraud
you. ‘They mean to guin cwsion of your eecret, and then cast vou aside.
Aud you will huve no redress whatever, for they will be clever enough to
sfeguard themaelves.  Won't you believe what wo say? We only want you
to teat our statements.’”

Ficlder woa noupluased for a moment. His bronzed face had turned ruddy
with anger, but with Eilcen before him he ecarcely knew what to do. The
girl’s pretty faco was carnest and full of concern. At that particular
moment, Eileen looked ber prettiest, Therc was something wonderfully
appraling in her expression.

“I—1 puess-—'"" stammered Jimmy Ficlder.

Then he shook himself abruptly, and backed away.

“This ia all vart of the game, I figure:’ he said thickly. ‘‘ You're
trying to get round me with your pretty face and soft-soap words? You're
trying to make me belicve tha* my friends are =coundrels! Well, I guess
you won't—you won't! They ure as honest ay the day.”

Eileen clenched her little zamds despairingly.

‘“ Oh, please don't get angry!’’ she exclaimed. ‘ Compose yourself, Mr.
Fielder, und listen >’

“1've listened too long alread T"'snnrpql the other, reaching for his
hat, * Maybe you’'ll try other dodges if I ntar longer !’ he added furi-
ously. * I'm going right from here to Mr. Tollman's house in Hammer-
ulnili:. 1 shall see both Mr. Tollman and Mr. Ronding. By heck! They
shall know what, you've waid about ‘em—every word! Don’'t make any
wistake about that!” "
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And Jimmy Fielder, now whitc with anger, hobbled to the door.

‘* Please,”” cried Eileen urgently, ‘‘ come back Oh'”

The girl uttered the exclamnation as Fielder slammed the consulting-room
door with tremendous force. There wa®# a moment's teuse silence, and the
cripple’s uneven footstep could be heard descending the stairs.

‘“ Oh, what a pity,”’ said Eileen—‘* what a pity!"

Nipper snorted.

‘“ Don’€ waste any pity on that rotter!"” he said warmly. ¢ The abeolute
rufian! Insulting you like that. Miss Eileen' He's not worth worrying
about—that's what I say. The chap’s a first-class hounder!"’ ‘

Nelson Lec shook his head. -

‘“ No, Nipper. I really believe that Fielder is a splendid fellow at
heart,”” he said quietly. ‘“ But he i3 hot-headed, and would not listen
calmly. It seems that we have done more harm that geod, Mies Eileen. 1t
ix a great pity, as you say.”’

‘““ What can we do now?”’ asked tne girl distressfully.

‘“I have a notion in my head,’”’ replied Lee. ‘‘ Perhaps it is not tco late
for action, after all. We must see what cun be done.”

Meanwhile, Jimmy Fielder was bobbling down Gray's Inmn Road, his«
mind in a whirl. The cool air calmed him. however, and he began to think
over what had passed in the famous detective’s consulting-rcom.

It was a pack of lies, he decided angrily.

Tollman and Roading were as houest as the day. The more Fielder looked
at the matter, the more absurd it seemed. Both his business friends werc
wull-known gentlemen, and their names were honoured and respected by all.

It was preposterous to suppose that they could enter into any conspiracy
to defraud him. He trusted Roading and Tollman absolutely, for his
eyes were still unopencd. Nelson Lee’s warning had had just the opposite
eifect to what was intended. Yielder was even more determined to trust
his friends to the very last. |

But by the time he reached his hotel he had calmed down.

And he decided, after all, to tell Roading and Tollman nothing of thke
.incident. It would only cause bother perhaps. A libel action might even
result; and Fielder did not want any absurd delays.

The young man was wise in adopting that course, as it turned ous

IFor the strange events of the evening were far from over,

GRS ——

CHAPTER 1V.
Misplaced Trust—The Secret Revealed —A Startling Ineident.

UFUS8 TOLLMAN'S residence at Haommersmith was quite small; it

R was, in fact, a bachelor flat. But it was sumptuously furnished,

and was handily situated. Tollman was a man who liked company,

and very frequently he held small card-parties. And, as a general rule,

there was nearly alwaye somebody or other in or out for a game of
billiards, or a smoke and a chat.

Tollman bore an excellent name. His real character was quite unknown
among the bulk of his friends. He wns so genial and frank aud open that
eople would have laughed outright at the thought of Rufus Tollman
Leing mixed up in anything that was not strictly honest.

One of his regular visitors had always Leen Stanton Reading, and other
members of the Combine sometimes dropped in. It was not oftem that
Tollman’s flat was uscd as & place for the discussion OF business.
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But to-night it was thought best, under the circumstances. So, at nine-
thirty, Tollman’s cosy little smoking-room was hazy-blue with cigar-smoke.
The fire glowed warmly, and the clectric-lights gleamed down upon the
luxurious chairs. - '

Roading and Tollman and Jimmy Fielder had been talking fer nearly
half an hour. The cripple had arrived on the stroke of nine, and the men
had got straight to business. . . . .

This was no evervday chat. It was a serious financial discussion.
Ficlder had made no mention of his visit to Nelson Lec’s rooms, and the
two rogues had mno idea that an attempt had been made to open their
victim’'s eyes. ‘

If they had known they would have been consoled by the fact that
Fielder did not believe the ‘‘ libels >’ against his friends. In spite of the
- carnest warning, he trusted Tollman and Roading implicitly,

And, upon the whole, was Jimmy Fielder to blame?

He had worked for Roading, some years before, and at that time Roading
bad been comparatively honest. It was only of late years, since he had he-
come connected with the Combine, that his true unscrupulous character
came to the fore. And, once having started upon a secret career of erime,
it was difficult 1o draw a line. And NRoading had no wish to draw a linc.
The profits from his * Comnbine deals >’ were far greater than his legitimate
profitc—as may well be supposed.

But this was all «ecret; the world knew nothing of it. Jimmy Fielder,

once a chief clerk in Roading’s office, looked up to his former ‘‘ guv’nor,”

and it was only natural that he should place perfect trust in him.

The same applied to Rufus Tollman. He was Roading’s friend—and
that, in itzelf, was a recommendation in Fielder’s eyes. Then, again, Toll-
inan possessed an excellent reputation in the mining world, ad was certainly
n capable mining engincer. And his cheery, genial manner disarmed
suspicion at ounce.

ow could Ficlder credit Nelson Lee’s statement?

How could he brlieve that these men were bent on betraying him? The
cripple scoffed’ at the very idea, and was fully determined to go right ahead
with the business. Moreover, Fielder had never met Lee before, and a
. netion found a place in his mind that the detective had some grudge

against Tollman, and had acted solely for the purpose of harming him.
Fielder did uot realise that Nelson Lee was not capable of such petty
spite.

The painful fact could not be denied.

Fielder was caught in the meshes, and although he had been warned, he
believed more strongly than ever in the men who were really his deadly
enemies. After all, Jimmy was a trustful, unsuspicious fellow, and was as
clay in the hands of the experienced rogues.

Rufus Tollman was %'oing into a business scheme which sounded ver
rosy. But it had merely been evolved for Fielder’s benefit. Tollman did
not intend to carry the i1dea out. Iis object was to draw from Fielder the
secret he held. Ak;]parent.ly, Tollman was ready and willing to enter into
an agreemenl which was overwhelmingly ia the young man’s favour,

It was a ruse, of course. The cunning scoundrel, by placing absolute faith
in Fielder, hoped that the cripple would return the compliment. Every-

thing scemed so straightforward that Fielder was almost compelled to De
frank, in his turn.

The whole thing was nothing but an claborate coyfidence trick.
**I think I bave explained the scheme clearly, Mr. Fielder,” said Toll-
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Eileen had heard evary word that had passed. Fielding had come
to Roading because he wanted '‘a mana he could trust.” —See p. 9))
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man, at last, tossing lis cigar-end into the fire.  What do you say, Road-
g’’’

““ T have followed vou keenly. and with great interest,’”’ said Roading
smoothly.

“Seems to me T get the best of the deal, anyway,”” laughed Jummy
Fielder. “ You're treating me square. Mr. Tellinan, and I like a square
man. I’ll treat you square in return.”

Tollman langhed lightly.

“ Of course—of course!’”’ he exclaimed. ‘° We understand one another
perfectly, myv dear Fielder. Before we go any further, however, I should
like to hear a little more about this rcef—Crooked Reef, as you have
called it.”

““ Sure. As I told you this afternocn, the rveef is rich—maybe a heap
richer than T kuow of,”” said Fielder. ° But it's situated right away in
the hills, far from railroads and townships.™

+“ That is what T wish to get at,”” went on Tollman softly. *“ We must
think of every point, I'iclder. How will the plant be installed? I can fore-
see many great difficulties confronting us.”

“1 guess difficulties were made to overcome,’”” said the cripple. “I've
had a good few in my time, and I've gencrally managed to fall en my feet.
But you want to hear about the reef?” ‘

‘“ Well, I should like a few details, certainlv.”

I'ielder nodded guietly.

“T'm going to trust you, gentlemen,’’ he said, lcokirng from one to the
other. ““ I reckon we’re in this affair together, and it don’t do to have
secrets. I'm going to tell you the secret of Crooked Beef right now.”

** Can you trust us with that secret?’’ smiled Roading. .

‘““ Right through, boss. If there’s one thing in the world that’s real cer-
tain, it’s the knowledge that you wouldn't attempt to clbow me out of the
way,”’ eaid Jimmy Fielder calmly. ‘‘ You're geuntlemen both, and I place
all my faith in your good keeping."’

Rufus Tollinan nodderl genially.

‘“ You couldn’t do better, my dear Fielder,’' he exclaimed. ‘‘ Of course,
1t is essential that we should know the precise whereabouts of the reef

sooner or later. But if you do nct feel justified in speaking out at this
moment——""

‘“ Say, I allow you're wasting words, Mr. Tollman,” interjected the
young man. * I’ve already said that I trust you both, and se we’ll go into
details right now. The precise geographical positionh of Crooked Reef is
in my hcad as clearly as though i1t were stamped upon paper. I can name
all the figures right off; the exact number of miles to the nearest townshi
in either direction. And there are certain landmarks among the hills whicg

will locate the rcef precisely to anybody who gets round that quarter with
the knowledge."’

And without further ado Jimmy Fielder provided his companion with
the very item of information they were most anxious to know.

He told them just where the diamonds were to be found; he told them
how the spot could be reached, and how the reef could be located with
practically little or no difficutly.

Within fifteen minutes Rufus Tollman and Stanton Roading were in
possession of the cripple’s secret. They knew the exact position of the
diamond reef to the very last detail.

And, sccretly, they were jubilant.

But to all appearances Fielder's confidence had been quite expected and
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was tuken as 1 matlter of course. The two rogues, however, knew perfectly
well that their victim was now shorn of his fleece.

Roading and Tellman were the only two men in the wide world who knew
the secret excepting Fielder “himself. And the simplicity of this affair
was almost absurd. Fielder was placing a blind trust in his companions
which was disastrous for himself. and profitable for his enemies.

‘“ Well, the next step is to visit a mutual friend of ours, who lives in

chambers, just off Piccadilly,”’ exclaimed Rufus Tollman crisply. " I am
referring to Lord Max Roper, Mr. Fielder. He will be pleaced to mect
you.”

The cripple raised his eyebrows.

‘““ A real, live lord, eh?’’ he laughed.

““Exactly. It happens that he can bhe of the utmost service to us,”
replied Tollman. ‘1t is still comparatively early, and if we go at once
we shall just catch him alone. Lord Roper is a bachelor, you know.”

Fielder frowned a trifle.

‘“Say, we don’t want a whole crowd in this affair,”” he remarked. "1
didn’t understand that a fourth party was to be——"’

*“ My dear fellow, Lord Max Roper will know nothing whatever,”” in-
terrupted Stanton Roading lightly. ‘““He will want to know nothing,
either. We are merely going to makc use of him in another way. You
will understand very soon.”’ |

“You're not going to put him wise regarding Crooked Reef?”’

. ““ We shall not mention the diamonds at all,” replied Tollman.

“Then why the thunder see the feller at all?”

‘“ Because 1t so happens that Lord Roper owns a private steam-yacht:
because his lordship is even now preparing to leave England for a cruise
abroad,”’ replied Stanton Roading, °‘‘That is why we should see him, my
dear Fielder. Roper is a great friend of mine, and——"’

‘“Say, I'm ready to leave,”” interjected Fielder. “I guess I didu't quite
gather the hang of things before. Gee! If this lord takes us acroes the

pond in his swell yacht, we’ll do the trip in record time.’:
- Roading nodded.

‘' That is precisely the idea,”” he replied quickly. ‘ The sooner you get
back to the States the better, Fielder. Everything is going to be fixed
up almost immediately, and we cannot wait for the usual pascenger bLoats.”

Very shortly afterwards the trio left Tollman’s flat, and engaged a taxi
just against Hammersmith Broadway. They were soon bowling towards
Piccadilly, and were at last deposited upon the pavement opposite the
splendid block of chambers where Lord Max Roper resided.

The road was a quiet one, just behind Ficcadilly. It was a kind of back-
water, and very select. All street lights were shaded apd dimmed, and
it seemed incredible that one of London’s greatest and most famous arteries
throbbed with life and activity only a minute’s walk away. |

The chambers were expensive and exclusive. Lord Max Roper’'s set of
apartments were on the second floor, and, in answer to Tollman’s ring, the
door was opened by a quiet-looking man in the attire of a butler.

‘““ Hello, Welton,’' said Roading genially. ‘“ His lordship at home?"”

“Yes, sir. Will you come in?”’

The manservant stood aside, and the three visitors entered. They were
soon within a cosy smoking-room, facing the rather lauguid-looking Lord
Max. His lordship was good-looking, and he affected a rather careles-
attitude at all times.

Yet he was as great a scoundrel as any of his fellow-rogues.

In his younger days Roper had been a ““black sheep.” He had been o
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gpendthrift and an evil-liver, and when he had succeeded into the title ho
had been far from home—in Australia, in fact. He had been sent out there
by his father, who had been disgraced by his heir’s infamous doings.

Upon coming into the title and property —which did not amount to a
great lot —Lord Max had forthwith journeyed to.England, and had almost
at once hecome acquainted with Rudolph Stebbing, Sydney Bradford, and
several other members of the Combine. And in the end his lordship had
played a part in a particularly chady deal. . |

That affair had increased his banking account considerably, and Lord Max
Roper had since.been living in comfort and luxury. Without ecruples, he
had no objection to taking a hand in any fraud, eo leng as he * raked in”
a good haul for himaself. .

In this particular businces he had been well primed for his part. -The
Combine was working together, and meant to make a great success of the
thing. Capital was required, but that was a eimple matter. The profits
would be stupendous, for Rufus Tollman was quite satisfied as to- the
wonderful value of Crooked Reef.

Jimmy Fielder was introduced to Lord Mux, and le instantly took to the
peer. Here, again, was further evidence—or apparent evidence—that
evirything waa perfectly atraightforward and above buoard.

It was prepoaterous to suppose that Lord Roper was conspiring with these
two men, as Nelson Lee had intimated. 'Frue, the detective had not
m« ntioned Roper, but since his lordship was associated with Roading and
Tollman, it could be assumed that Lee wonld have included Lord Max.

Jimmy Fielder was more convinced than cver that he had acted wisely
in going etraight ahead with the scheme.

Tollman’s proposals were more than fair, and all the plané seemed to be
maturing with aetonishing ease and swiftness. Fielder little guessed the
truth! He little imagined that all this had been previously preparcd and
rehearsed ! |

In a few words Rufus Tollman opened the conversation.

““This young gentleman is my client, Roper,” he explained. T am work-
ing on bis behalf. There’s no necessity for me to go into details regarding
the nature of Mr. Fielder's business. I know you wouldn't be interested,
in any case. Busihess was never one of your strong points, was 1t?”

‘“(ircat Scott, no!"’ exclaimed Lord Max Roper, with a yawn. ¢ Hate
the very sound of the word., my good Tollmman. To tell you the honest
truth, I'm bored to death with London after having been home for a couple
of montne. At this time of the year I like to be further south, you know.

That's one advantage of owniug a yacht: I can dodge off just when I like,
and go just where I choose.’’

Tollman nodded.

‘“ Exactly,”” he exclaimed. ‘‘ It was about vour vacht that I came to see

vou. The Mayflower, I believe, is lcaving these shores within a day or
two. That’s eo, ian’t it?’" |

““ Quite correct.”
‘““When do you mean to start?’’

““Just as soon as the boat’s ready.’’ replied Lord Max. ““I'm ready this
very minute, if it comes to that. ilul: these yachts are a beastly nunisance,
yov know. They have to be provisioned and coaled, and all sorts of other
#illy things. However, I think my skipper will be ready either to-morrow
or the day after.

‘“Jove, that's splendid, Fielder!” exclaimed Tollman, glancing at the

cripple. *“* We sha’'n’t be losing much time if Lord Roper falls in with
our suggestions.'t .



" |

THE SECRET OF CROOKED REEF 5

““What suggestions are those, anyhow?’’ demanded his lordship.

““ First of all, what port did you intend making for?’’ asked Tollman.
‘““You're going for a cruise, I understand. Where?”’

‘““ Anywhers!”’

““ Well, that’s rather a wide statement,” smiled the mining engineer.
‘‘ However, it suits my book dewn to the ground. What do you say to the
idea of crossing the Atlantic, and making for the Gulf of Mexico—New
Orleans, to be exaet?’’ ' .

““ Gee!” exclaimed Fielder animatedly. ‘‘That’ll be bully, Mr. Tollman.
From New Orleans we can slip north-west through Arkansas and Oklahoma,
and be right at our destination in double-slick time—miles better than
going up north to New York.”

““That was our idea all along,’”” put in Stantom Roading. *‘ Perhaps
you will understand now why we paid this visit to Lord Roper. It rests
entirely with him whether this plan can be earried out.”

“You want me to go to New Orleans?’’ asked Lord Max thoughtfully.
““ Well, that’s a warm spot, at all events. It will suit me as well as any
other. Just as you like, my dear fellows. I’'m willing encugh. The Mav-
flower shall make tracks for the Mexican Gulf, if that will euit your
requirements.”’

Tollman slapped his thigh.

‘““ Excellent!”’ he exclaimed. °‘‘ You are a gocd chap, Roper. You sce, 1
am going across to the States with Mr. IYielder on a certain mining ex-
pedition, and it is necessary that we should get there as quickly as possible.
And to travel in your private yacht will be delightful in the extreme—and,
incidentally, lees expensive.”’ .

They all laughed, and Fielder congratulated himself upun the way things
were shaping themselves. Then and there details were entered into, and
the cripple was hugely satisfied with everything in general.

And so were the tricksters! .

Their victim was playing directly into their hards, had he only known it!

And at the expiration of another hour James Fielder rose to take his
departure, in order to return to the Fleet Palace Hotel. Roading and Toll-
man elected to stay behind with Lord Roper for another half-hour.
Although Fielder did not know it, they were anxious to make some final
arrancements, of which the cripple must be left in ignorauce.

Fielder decided to stroll into Piccadilly, and there to mount a ’bus which
would put him down immediately opposite his hotel. But, after walking a
bundred yarde, a startling thing happened.

A large closed motor-car glided up almost noiseleessly. Two dim figures
sprang from it, and Jimmy Fielder was bundled inside Lefore he could utter
a cry.

Then the car gathered speed and vanished into the darkness.

Events were moving apace indeed.

Fielder had been kidnapped in the opcn strect!

What could it mean?

——— —— ——

CHAPTER V. |
A Strange Awakening—Fielder is Convinced—Turn'ng the Tables.

feeling of languor and comfort. He seemed to be reclining in a
gloriously easy chair, before a gloriously blazing fire.
Then, gradually, memory came back tec him.

WHEN Jimmy Fielder recovered his wits he was aware of a delightfal
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And he knew that something startling had happened. Without moving
or opening his eyes, he recollected being pushed violently into the clored
motor-car. Fielder lay quite etill, trying to bring everything to mind.

But there was a blank somewhere. .

He remembered cntering the automobile, and he remembered the vehicle
starting off with a jerk. Two men had eeized him, and were holding him
tightly. But beyond that point everything was utterly blank.

Of course, he had been drugged. But the drug was obviously harmless,
for he was now in possession of his wits again, and he experienced no ill
offecta. His head was becoming clearer every moment, and he was in no

ain.

P But the impression of being in an casy<chair was, of course, absurd.

Where was he?

Jimmy Fielder opened his eyes slowly, half-fearful as to what he should
«e. Wild ideas had been in his head. Perhaps he had been kidnapped by

some scoundrels who wished to force his secret from him. Perhaps it was the
diamonds he carried——

‘“ Qee whiz!"’ gasped Fielder faintly. ~

He saw, with amazed eyes, that he was in a luxurious easy-chair, and
that a glorious fire was blazing before him !

It had been no falee impression.

The cripple stared dully for a few moments, without moving an inch. He
was trying to recall where he had eeen that fireplace. It was familiar,
~omehow. And the mantelpiecs, too, with its litter of pipes, cigarette-
boxes, tobacco-jar, etc. That was familiar.

Where had he seen them?

Why. good heavens'! Tt was Nelson Lee’s consulting-room, in Gray's Inn
Road'! Jimmy Fielder sat bolt upright and twisted round.

Three silent figures were watching him.

They were Neleon I.ee, Nipper, and Eileen Dare!

. ““Say!" stammgred Fielder weakly. “I—I guess I'm kinder dream-
ine-——-"

He paused, too startled to continue. Could it be possible that he had been
kidnapped in the open street by Nelson Lec? Was it conceivable that the
famous criminologist had resorted to open violence? Although Fielder did

rot know much about Nelson Lee he thought it impossible that the detective
should bave performed this amazing act.

But it was no dream!
‘“ You have come round splendidly, Mr. Fielder,”” Nelson Lee's soft voice
exclaimed. *‘‘I just calculated correctly. The drug has domne you no

harm, and it allowed Nipper and mybelf to smuggle you up here without
being observed.”

And then, in a moment, the cripple awoke to full activity. :

He jumped to his feet, holding on to the back of the chair. His eyes
were blazing, his lips quivering with sudden fury.

‘““ You scoundrel!”’ he cried hotly. ‘“So you did that trick, did you? I

always thought that you were a decent citizen, Mr. Lee. But now I find

you are no better than a common footpad. By George! The police shall
know of this—"’

Nelson Lee laughed.

‘“ Nonsense !’ he said smoothly. ‘' Please be calm, Mr. Fielder——"’

“,,Pe calm!” roared the other. ‘‘ Haven’t you deliberately kidnapped
me

‘““To be frank—yes."”’
“ And you expect me to be calm?” asked Fielder augrily.
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“ No, I do not expect you to be,”” was the detective's reply. ‘“On tke
contrary, I fully anticipated this outburst. Under the circumstances, it
was to be expected. Necvertheless, it will be ever so much beiter if you
get your temper under control. You are mot harmed, and will not be
harmed.”” .

The detective’s words sccmed to have a calming effect upon Jimmy
Fielder, and he took a deep breath. In his anger and excitement he had
spoken almost ordinary English, with very little of the American twang
which usually characterised his conversation. Now, however, he dropped
hack into the style of talk he had grown accustomed to during his sojourn
‘““out West.”

‘“ Say, boss, I give you best!”’ he panted, staring from Lee to Nipper, and
then to Eileen Dare. ‘“ What the thunder does it mean, anyway? I guess
I'm puzzled a whole heap. Detectives don’t make a habit of this kidnapping
stunt, do they?”’ |

Nelson Lee again laughed.

‘“ By no means,”’ he replied. ‘I can assure you, Mr. Fielder, that matters
have to be very serious indeed before I resort to such a step as that which
was taken to-night. Needless to say, I acted very drastically.”

‘“ Everything went as smooth as glass,’”’ declared' Nipper, with a grin.
‘““ Not a giddy soul saw the horrid abduction. Guv’nor, you and I would
make a pretty ’cute pair of kidnappers!”

Fielder set his teeth. |

‘““ Well, you’ve got me here, I guess,’”” he said. ‘‘ Got me here by foul,
dastardly means. Now, I suppose, you are going to force me to obey you?
I’'m helpless—one against three. I guess you could tackle me alone, mies,”
he added, glaring at Eileen. ‘‘I’'m a cripple, anyway, and—""

Eileen stepped forward.

' We have acted solely for your own good, Mr. Fielder,” she said softly.
“ Don’t be angry. Mr. Lee will tell you everything, and I am sure you will
see the affair in the right light. Do we look like bad people?”’

‘“ Well, I guess not,’”’ confessed Fielder, nonplussed by the direct question.
“1I was rude to you earlier in the evening, miss, and I'm sorry. I was
wild, then. You don’t seem to be the wrong sort, anyway. I'm hanged
if I can get hold of the right-end of this business!’’

‘““Now that you are calm, I will explain,” said Nelson Lee, offering
Fielder a cigar. ‘‘ Please take one—they are splendidly mild, and contain
no drug,” he added, as the cripple hesitated. ‘“ My dear fellow, when I
have told you all you will take my hand warmly and thank me for having
played this trick.”

** I guess not,”” growled Fielder, taking the cigar.

“You silly chump!”’ burst out Nipper impulsively. ‘“ Why can’t you be
sensible? The guv’nor’s been to a terrific lot of trouble over you, and you
can't realise it! I reckon you don’t deserve——"’

'*“ Miss Eileen, kindly gag Nipper!’’ interjected Lece calmly.

One severe look from Eilepn was quite sufficient. Nipper subsided instantly,
and looked rather shamefaced. To earn Eileen’s displeasure was an awful
thing, from Nipper’s point of view. He froze up with surprising abrupt-
liess, ‘

‘“ Now, Mr. Fielder, I am going to rely upon you to listen quietly and

calmly to what I have to say,”’ exclaimed Nelson Lee. °‘ That is all I ask.

When I have finished, you may walk out without a word, if you wish. The

door is unlocked, and we shall not attempt to stop yon. Indeed, even it

ﬂou shouted for help now, attention would be attracted at once. Will you
car me out?’’
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Jimmy Fielder looked round him uncertainly.

‘““ Yes,”” he said at last. ‘° You can go ahead, Mr. Lee.”

“Very well. To begin with, I was very concerned when you flung your-
s¢lf out of this room at the conclusion of your previous visit,”” said Lee.

"* You intimated then that you were going straight to Mr. T'ellman’s flat at
Hammersmith.”

‘“ I went there.”’

“Yes, I know that. Did you carry out your threat?”

“What threat?”’

‘“Did you tell him that you had seen me——"

“No, I thought it wasn’t necessary,’”’ interjected Fielder,  smiling for
the firet time. ‘I was angry when I said that, Mr. Lee. I guess I calmed
down some on the trip to Hammersmith. When I saw Mr. Tollman and
Mr. Roading I didn’t mention what had taken place in this apartment.”

“Oh, I'm so glad!” murmured Eileen brightly.

“ But I'll tell them of this!"’ began the cripple heatedly. “‘I’ll tell—"’

Nelson Lee snapped his fingers.

““Dear me! What an extremely excitable young man you are, Mr.
Fielder!” he protested. ‘‘Sit still and listen to me. I acted upon the
information you gave me, and sent Nipper to watch Tollman’s flat. He
saw you all three come out—you and Tollman and Roading. You drove
straight to Lord Max Roper’s chambers off Piccadilly.”

; “g‘:uess you know my movements pretty thoroughly!” growled Jimmy
“1clder.

““As soon as you had cntered Roper’s flat,”” proceeded Lee, ‘‘ Nipper
reported to me by telephone. I was gravely concerned, and decided that the
time had come for serious action.” i

‘““Why were you concerned?”’

“ Because Lord Roper is even a greater scoundrel than Roading and
I'oliman,” replied the detective quietly. ‘‘ Now, now, Mr. Fielder! You
promised to hear me out! Please don’t fly into another temper.” Lord Roper
18 a thorough rogue, and I knew that a conspiracy was afoot to entrap you.
'_Il‘herefore I arranged the little comedy which took place when you left the
flat.”

“Comedy! Gee, that’s rich!”’

““Well, it certainly was a comedy,”’ smiled Lee. ‘“ You have come to
no harm, at all events. And you surely understand why I took such a
drastic step? Suppose I had waited until you arrived at your hotel? Would
vou have seen e if I had sent my card up to you?”

‘““ No, I don’t reckon so0.”

““And I don’t reckon so, either,” said Nelson Lee drily. ‘ After the
heated interview in this apartment you would have sent me away from the
hotel without giving me a moment’s hearing. Yet it was absolutely esscntial
that I should have a long, quiet talk with you. Accordingly, I took the
bull by the horns, and acted in 2 manner which was both distasteful to me
and wbich involved trouble with the police if the plan miscarried. How-
ever, all. went smoothly, and here you are.”

] ‘““Yes, here I am,” said Fielder. ‘“And now, Mr. Lee, you’re going to
1ear me——"

‘“Oh, no. Not yet,” put in Lee calmly. ‘“ Not yet, my dear feliow.
Plcase let me finish. Having been to so much trouble to get you here a
second time, I am not going to let Eou slip away without putting you fully
1n possession of certain facts. On the previous occasion you were too angry
to listen attentively, and you forced your way out before you calmed
down. Now things are different. Ycu must remain calm—quite calm.”

»
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Jimmy Fielder jerked the ash from his cigar.

‘“You're a queer fish, Mr. Lee,’”” he said frankly.

‘““That is a somewhat doubtful compliment, I am afraid,’”’ smiled Nelson
Lee. ‘“ Now, first of all, I am going to repeat my former statement. The
men you have been associating with are rogues—— Now, then! Temper
again, upon my word !’ added the detective sharply. ‘I shall get angry
myself before long. Miss Dare and I have decided to save you, Mr. Fielder.
We have decided that you are a victim of peculiar circumstances, and it is
our duty to set things right.”

And then, in clear sentences, Nelson Lee told Jimmy Fielder exactly how
he had been duped. On the occasion of Fielder’s previous visit the detective
had been unable to produce proofs; partly because none were handy, and
mainly because the cripple had rushed off so hurriedly.

Now, however, things were different.

Lee had ample evidence to convince a dozen men that Rufus Tollman, at
least, was a rogue. Lord Roper’s character, too, was laid bare before Fielder.
and the young man sat quite still, listening. Gradually he was becoming
convinced.

Before he could comment on Leo’s remarks, Eileen Dare told him of the
murder of her father. The girl detective, in very quiet tones, related
everything in connection with that dreadful crime, and then briefly outlined
her campaign against the Combine.

She named the men who had been punished—Stebbing and Bridger and
Wilmore and Taggert, and the rest. And Fielder, with fully opened eyes
at last, listened with spell-bound attention. His face was flushed now, and
there was a glint of grim anger in his eyes.

Under the exceptional circumstances, Nelson Lee and Eileen had decided
that it would be better to tell Fielder the absolute truth; it was the
only v;;q,y in which to win him over from the men who were bent on victim-
ising nim. .

“gYou went to Roading because you had known him years ago,”’ concluded
Eileen seriously. ‘“ But he is a scoundrel, Mr. Fielder. You are in the
clutches of a gang of murderous rogues, who have no scruples and no mercy.
The Combine is after the diamonds you referred to. We do not know much
about your business, because you have not told us much. But the Combine
is evidently making strenuous efforts to entrap you. Don’t you realise
that we have only acted in your best interests? Can’t you understand that
Mr. Lee is your friend?”’

“ You’ve had proof enough, anyhow!” grunted Nipper, from the back-
ground, .

" Jimmy Fielder took a deep breath.

“Yes, I've had proof enough, sure,’”’ -he exclaimed huskily. * Great
snakes! And I thought you were yarning to me at first, Miss Dare! I'm
capable-of seeing thlings in the right light now. I've been a darned fool!"”

‘*“ Perhaps it would be more correct to say that you have been hot-headed,”’
smiled Nelson Lee. ‘“You are no fool, Mr. Fielder. And I am more glad
than I can say to see you Teasonable at last. You can understand now
why I was so anxious to get hold of you?"’

‘“ Sure thing. And that kidnapping dodge was right smart, Mr. Lee.
I deserved such treatment, if any man did,” confessed Jimmy penitently.
‘“I’ve been an obstinate, pig-headed idiot. ‘While you and this sweet young
lady have been doing your bes% for me I've been fooling around hke a—
like a Say, if it wasn’'t for your presence, Miss Dare, I guess there'd
be a2 whole heap of language flying around this apartment !’ added Fielder
frankly, »
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Fileen laughed softly. _

“*Then it is a good thing I am prescent,”’ she smiied. ‘° But now that we
have made friends with you, will ycu return the compliment, and tell us
what Tollinan and Roading have bcen arranging with you? Of course,”’
Itlcen added quickly, we do not wish to pry into your business——"’

‘“Say, I'm going to tell you cverything,”” interrupted Fielder quietly.
“1'm going to be as open as the day I'll tell you why I am in London,
and why T went to Stanton Roading.”

Aud the cripple related to the trio the story of Crooked Reef.

“U'm! 1T am not surprised that the Combine have been making
strenuous efforts to get you into thelr clutches,”” commented Nelson Lee,
when he had heard all.  ‘“ Your tale is a remarkable one, Mr. Fielder. This
reef you speak of is uldently of atupendous value, and it seems that the
first man to reach it—to ‘ discover ’ it, as it were—will become the owner.’

‘“ 8ure.”

““Supposing Tollman tricked -you, and got to the spot a week ahead of
vou?" asked Eileen. °‘‘ Would the property become his?”’

“Yes. I didn't lay any claim, you see?”’ replied Fielder, biting his lip.
‘“ But Tollman couldn’t get there——"’ )

llo paused abruptly.

* Have you revealed the secret to these men?’’ asked Lee. *‘ Surely mnot?
You would not have been so rash, I am sure. Did you tell them the position
of (‘rooked Reef? . Did you etpl.un how the spot could be reached?”’

Jimmy Fielder stared thoughtfully into the fire.
“Yea!"' he said, at last, in a low voice.

Nelson Lee and Eileen Dare exchanged quick glances.
““Good gracious' You told them?’’ said Lee sharply.

““ Kverything, yucss. The exact geographical position of the reef,”
admxtted I‘lelder reluctantly. *‘‘ But t%ere s no harm done, is there® See
here, Mr. Lee I'll explain what occurred to-night; I'll tell you of the
arranzements.’

He did so.

“* Quick work,”” remarked Nelson Lee, when Fielder had dome. ““ So
Roper’s yacht is to sail the day after to-morrow?”’

‘““ At sunset.’’

‘““ And she is to make for New Orleans,’”” went on Lee. ‘“ H'm! The plot
i3 becoming quite clear to me. I took this step only just in time, it appears.
Once on board Lord Roper’s yacht, dand out to sea, you would never have
lived to sce the other side of the Atlantic!”

“* You think they meant to kill me?’’ asked Fielder, startled.

““I am afraid so,”’ put in Eileen. ‘I can follow Mr. Lee's train of
thought exactly. You would have been quietly dropped overboard in the
Atlantic, Mr. Flelder—dellberately murdered, 1in fact. Then the scoundrels
would have had everything their own way. Knowing your sccret, they
would have obtained possession of the rcef.”

- A faiut smile appeared on Fielder’s face.

““ They'll be left in the cart properly now, anyhow,’’ he remarked. ° But
what do you propose to doy Mr. Lee? Strikes me I'm causing a pile of
trouble, one way and another. How are you going to get me out or this
fix> T guess you'll go ahead with the thing? 1’ll pay you well

“ Tut—tut!" snapped Lee. ‘‘ For goodness sake don’t speak of payment,
my dear chap. I entered upon this adventure with the intention of helping
Miss Dare; for if Rufus Tollman can be unmasked for the scoundrel he is,
Mi<s Dare will have scored another triumph. You are merely an indideut,
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to tell the truth—the stepping stone to the finish of ancther e¢vil corcer
It 1s high time Tollman’s wings were clipped.”

Eileen looked up eagerly.

““I have a plan,”’ she said. ‘‘It-is neccessary to keep the Combine in
complete ignorance of all this. They must think that their plans are pro-
gressing apace. You, Mr. Fielder, must see Tollman again to-morrow, and
pretend that everything is perfectly all right.” '

‘“ Say, what’s the idea, Miss Darer"’

‘““We must hoodwink the enemy; we must turn the tables,” said Eilcen
quietly. ‘“ Even if Tollman is not exposed, it is necessary to frustrate his
- scoundrelly designs. Nipper will play an important part in the affair, if
my scheme is adopted.”’

‘““ What-ho!’’ said Nipper heartily. “I'm game for any old thing, miss!”

Eileen Dare then explained her idea.

Lord Roper’s yacht, the Mayflower, was to start from Tilbury at sunset,
two days hence. The hoat would prgceed down channel and call at Plymouth
before making for the open Atlantic.

““ Could you undertake an impersonation, Nipper:’
detective keenly.  ‘ You and Mr. Fielder are about the same size, an

“My hat! You mean me to take Mr. Ficlder’s placer’”’ asked Nipper
eagerly. | |

‘““Yes. But could it be done?” |

‘““I reckon that’s a tall order,”’ said Jimmy doubtfully.

‘“ But not so difficult as you imagine,”” put in Nelson Lee. ‘‘ We could
manage 1t all right, I believe. But we don’t want Nipper thrown into the
Atlantic, Miss Eileen. If he takes Mr. Fielder’s place——"’

Eileen laughed. '

‘“ Nipper will travel to Plymouth in the yacht,”’ she said. ‘“ We can.be
sure that nothing will happen during that short trip. The enemy will wait
until the open sea is rcached before putting their plans into operation. So
Nipper will be in no danger, will he? At Plymouth he will go- ashore on
some pretext—and remain ashore.’’

““ I must confess that T am unable to follow your reasoning,” said Lee.

“ The day after to-morrow,”” said Eileen slowly, ‘“a big liner leaves
Liverpool for New York. I was reading about it this morning. She is a
new boat; and a fast one. The liner will reach America a week beforo
Roper’s yacht sights the American continent. You must. travel by that
boat, Mr. Lee, and take Mr, Fielder with you. Can you see the plan now?”’

Nelson Lee nodded at once.

‘““ Very clearly,’”” he replied with enthusiasm. ‘“.And I must compliment
vou upon the smartness of the idea, Miss Eileen. Mr. Fielder and myself
will reach the diamond reef many days ahead of the enemy. We shall there-
fore be able to establish Mr. Fielder’s ownership, and thus outwit tho
Combine. For Tollman will arrive o find us in possession—and he, himself,
will be arrested on several serious charges, provided we can supgly the
cvidence. The Combine will have no inkling of this scheme, for by the time
Nipper steps ashore at Plymouth th¢ liner will be on its way across the
Atlantic. The Combine will be fooled completely !’

‘“Gee! It’s a great wheeze!” gasped Jimmy Iielder delightedly. ‘‘ But
perhaps I had better tell you—— No, I guess I'll let things stand,”’ he
added. ‘“ What I was going to say will wait for a bit.”

And the daring idea which Eileen Dare had so quickly conceived was dis-.
cussed thoroughly and completely. All details were entered into, and when'
Jimmy Fielder took his departure everything was cut and dried.

The Combine would know nothingf--yet.

b

went on the girl

¥
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Tollman and Roading would belicve that thinga were going amcothly, and
their fury and chagrin would he great when the truth was revealed to them ;
when they discovered that they had carried an impostor to Plymouth, while
the real Jimmy Fielder started for America by & different route!

But the game was not finished yet'

CHAPTER VI
-Something Wrong —In Liverpool —The Shock—Fielder's Surprise—Finis.

IPPER’S adventures on board the Mayflower turned out to be quite
N tame and uninteresting.

The youngster had been well primed for the part he had to play,
and his dis ul':o was a masterpiece of Nelson Lee’s art. The great detective
had spent hours upon the work and Nipper was the very personification of
Jimmy Ficlder. The crippled leg had been an advantage rather than a
drawback, for it enabled Nipper to keep up the pretence with greater ease
than otherwisc would have n the case.

The day following the momentous happenings in Nelson Lec¢’s rooms,
Ficlder had met his ‘' friends ' at Tollmaa’'s flat, and had given them no
inkling that his cycas had been opened to the truth. For it was of the
utmost importance that the Combiue shonld be thoroughly bluffed.

Fielder had aflocted a slight cold - which. he declared, would probahly
get much worse. Thus, when Nipper stepped into Fielder's shoes, the lad
was able to wear a thick woollen muffler and to speak in a hoarse, husky
voice which wonld cause no comment.

Fileen Dare had, of course. continued her work in Roading’s office, in the
character of ** Miss llifga.“ But this was to be her last day at the work,
for there was nothing further to be gained by remaining in the post.

Fielder arranged to arrive at Tilbury just at sunset—an hour before the
MuyBower slipped her moorings. But when that time came Jimmmy Fielder
was safely on his way to Liverpocl, and it was Nipper who travelled to
‘Tilbury. The lad hall anticipated mecting with some sort of excitement.

But nothing of an evontfulpnature occurred

Nipper found that the Mayflower was a small but well equipped steam
yacht, with a smart appearaunce. FIverything was in order, and the boat
was ready to leave at once. The necessary formalities for departing from
Fuglish shorcs had been gonc through. And. by means of high influence in
certain quarters Lord Roper and ' Fielder *° were provided with passports.
Roper was above military age, and Jimmy Fielder, of course, was unfit for
military service, owing to his leg.

The yacht intonded making straight for Plymouth—a direct trip. Aad
Nipper, of course, intended going ashore there, in accordance with Eileen '
t:‘l):l;a Rather to the lad’s surprise, he found that Rufus Tollman was not on

Lord Max Roper greeted him heartily, and had no suspicion of the truth.
PTerhaps it was as well that Tollman wae ahsent, Nipper thought. Lord
Max had only met Fielder about twice, and Nipper’s position was therefore
more seoure. The captain, officers. and crew of the yacht were, of counrse,
all decent men. They knew nothing of their employer’s villainy. Indced,
as a rule, Roper used the vessel for pleasure purposes only. 18 was the
firs{ ocomsion on which the Mayflower had been brought imto a shady
Combine affuir
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Nipper was somewhat puzzled, but he did not ask questions. Probably
Tollman would join the vessel at Plymouth. Aand by that time, of courve,
Eileen’s plans would have materialised; for the Atlantic liner, Morantic,
would be on its way to New York.

From the very outset the voyage was harassing. Lord Roper allowod
‘“ Fielder >’ to roam about at will, and did not seem inclined for companion-
ship. Nipper had been allotted a splendid cabin, and Lord Max told him
that he could do just as he liked.

But things went wrong, somehow.

While steaming down Channel the yacht came to a stop, and remained.
stationery for two or three hours. Theu she proceeded again at a smail's
pace for a few fathoms, and then gradually came to another stop.

Nipper could not make it out at all. Lord Roper offered no esplanation,
and Nipper did not think it wise to question any of the officers. Obvicusly,
however, something was amiss with the machinery.

At last, after further delays, the Mayflower put in to Weymouth.
Nipper was in no way worried, for by this time, of courze, the Morantic
had commenced her voyage—carrying Nelson Lee and the real Jimmy
Fielder. This delay was all the better for Eileen’s plan.

Once the anchor was dropped, Nipper announced that he would like to go
ashore. To his surprise, Lord Roper oficted no objection, and Nipper was
very soon on solid land again.

He at once hurried to the station, and boarded a train for London. Whil:
on his way up he removed his disguise, and became himself once more. So
far so good. The Comhine had been °‘ dished,”’ of course. Leo and Fielder
were now well on their way, Nipper thought.

The lad would have been startled, could he have knewn what had been
taking place in Liverpool! |
» The Morantic was due to lcave port in the evening, well after dark. Nelson
Lec and Fielder arrived in good time, and Eileen Dare accompanied them,
to see them off. There was a good hour hefore it was necessary to go on
board, but the trio made their way to the docks straight away. It would
be as well to get on board without delay.

All three were in the best of spirits.

‘“ Nipper is safely on hoard the Mayflower by this time,” eommented
Nelson Lee, as the docks were reached. ‘“By adopting this ruse, Fielder,
Kou have been in no danger. If we had acted openly the Combine would
h

ave made strenuous efforts to keep you in England—perhaps they would

ave tried to kill you.”
““ I guess they're bamboozled right enough,” said Jimmy comfortably.

‘“ Exactly. They think that everything is going smoothly——"’

Lee paused as a man in uniform approached. The trio were necaring the
ship, which was alive with activity and bustle. The uniformed man looked
searchingly at Nelson Lee, and halted.

““ Beggin’ your pardon, sir,”’ he said. ‘‘ Are you Mr. Lee:”

“ That is my name,’’ replied the detective. ]

‘““I've been instructed to hand you this telegram, sir,”’ said the man.
‘““It’s just come through, and may be important. The clerk at the office
pointeci you out to me, but I wasn't quite sure,”’ ’

Lee and Fielder had just visited the shipping-office, so there was nothing
out of the way in the man’s statement. Nelson l.ee took the telegram,
.and the fellow went back. IL.ee paused bencath an electric arc and tore open

the brown envelope.
“ By James!”’ he exclaimed, a moment later. ‘‘ Something has goue

wroeng.”’
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“0Oh! What do you mean?"’ asked Iileen anxiously.

““ This wire is from Nipper-and Nipper ought to have been cn Loard
Bofser’'s yacht by this time!" replied Lee quickly. ** Listen. The telegram
was handed in near Euston, and runs: ¢ Everything spoilt. There is danger,
Am coming to Liverpcol by boat express. Mect me at train, and bring
Fielder and Miss Dare. Very urgent. N1reer.”

‘“ Dear me, this is mcst annoying ! added Lee concernedly.

““ Just when we were concratulating ourselves, tco,” said Iileen. “ Oh,
shat do you think has occurred, Mr. Lee?”

Iee glanoed at his watch. -

“ I will not attempt to hazirnd a guess,”” he replied awiftly. ‘“ We have
L}mt time to get to the etation and back. The boat-train is already in, and

ipper is, of course, waiting for nus.  We must rush.”

‘“ Say, we'll miss the blamed packet!” gasped Fielder,

“ Not if we look sharp!”’ was Lee's quick reply.  ““ The Morantic will not
lift her gangwayva for another threc-quarters-of-an-hour. 1t i~ of the utmost
importance that we should hear Nipper's news.”

Nelson Tec commenced walking hurriedly toward~ *n dark, narrow strect
which would leal him dircetly into a main thoroughfare. It the great
detective had had a little time to think he would, perbaps, have been sus-
picious of that wire. But there was not a second to lcse. And, anyway, it
was neocssary to make sure, |

The trio, with mixed feelingsa, hastencd throuch the short, narrew streot,
It wos deserted, and pitchy dark. Fielder and Eilcen did not know where
they were going; but Ice, who had often been in Livery.ool, knew hix way
about.- He was well acquainted with all the ~hort cuts.

And then a strange thing occurred.

As though from nowhere a dozen rough men appeared—regular dock
loungers, and rufians of the worst type. Nelson Lee and Eileen Dare and
Jinmy Fielder were surrounded and hustled about violently.

DBefore they realised what was in the wind, the three of them were seized
and forced bodily through a narrow doorway. lee fought furiously,
realisation dawning upon him with stunning abruptiness. But the detectivo
was helpless against the three great brutes who had grasped him.

Within three minutes Lee and Fielder and Eileen were within a dark cellar.
In a[;ite of the excitement, Nelson Lee had secn that the doorway through
which they had been forced belonged to an old warehouse.

tlustled through the darkness, he and hisx companions had been thrust into
the cellar. The Aoor slammed and was bolted. Quite unhurt, but angry
and alarmed, the prisoners were left to themselves.

‘“ Say !"* gasped Fieldor. *‘ What in thunder has happvaed?”’

““ We ‘bave been tricked!"’ said Eileen bitterly.

‘“ Tricked at the last moment!’’ echoed Nelson Lee. ‘‘ Upon my eoul, I
must have been asleep! What a terrible state of affairs. That telegram,
of ccurse, was n fake—deliberately forged in order to entrap us.”

‘“ Oh, peel’”’ snid Fielder blankly.

It was only too obvious. The wire from Nipper was a false one. ILeg’s
brain worked swiftly, and he at once guessed the reason for this startling
ontrage. In Some way or another the Combine had got wind of the new

lang, and had acted at the eleventh hour. The roughs had been hired to
iistle the trio into the cellar, and there leave them.

and, meanwhile, the Morantic was on the point of leaving!

Jerking out his electric-torch, Nelson l.ee examined the cellar. There was
cnly one door, and that wue securely bolted. Jf it had only been locked
l Kl
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Lee would have blown the leck to pieces with his revolver. But he could
not hope to smash the door down, for it was solidly built.

But, by working at fever heat, Lee and Fielder manazed to cut a elean
circle out of one of the door-panels. The detective’s pocket-knife—a huge
thing—contained a miniature key-hole raw. And with this the circle of
wood was removed.

Bat it had necessarily been a long, ardnous task. At last the picce of
wood was removed. And even then Lee was only able to push back the lower
bolt. The one at the top was completely out of reach.

A sucoession of furious charges at last sent the door erashing back.

The prisoners rushed out, half-expecting to meet with opposition. But tha
warchouse was empty and dcserted, and after a further delay, the o
street was reached.

But Nelson Lee had already gucssed the startling truth.

The Morantic had warped out of dock!

To travel by the liner was impossible. The delay, short as it had beon,
had prevented the detective and Ficlder getting on board. And it wes with
this object, of course, that the outrage had heen performed.

Full of suspicion, Nelson Lee hastened to the shipping-office.

Aud here his fears were confirmed. Among the salcon passengers was the
name of Rufus Tollman!

The mining engineer had apparently scen bis enemies, and had gueszed
Lheir intentions. In all probability, he had spotted them at Euston, and
had at cnce taken steps to frustrate them.

And Tollman had succeeded!

It was a double shock for Nelson Lee. For the detective realised, in a
stunning flash, that he and Fielder and Eileen hud been tricked! The
Combine had scored! And Lee had becn telling himself that the tables
were turned.

In truth, the tables were turned—but the wrong way!

The Combine’s plans had apparently been quite different to those which
Ficlder had been informed of. Tollman and Roading had adopted a daring
ruse, and it had been successful. Fielder’s life never had been in danger,
and the Mayflower, probably, never intended crossing the Atlantic!

The real scheme wwas for Tollman to cross to America on board tha
Morantic, while Fielder was delayed on Lord Roper's yacht. The truo
cunning of the plot came to Nelson Lee with terrible bitterness. )

The Combine had scored. Tollman would arrive at Crooked Reef, and
would claim it as his ewn. Nelson Iee could not cable to New York
to have the mining engineer detained, for there was no evidence of guilt
against him. There was utterly no proof of villainy which would renmiedy
matters, Rufus Tollman would win the game, and thcre would be no redress
for Jimmy Fielder.

[
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I.ee and FLileen and the cripple discussed the matter just outside the
chipping-office, and the two former were dejected and angry. After all their
trou[;lo. this was the result! The whole thing was appalling.

‘““Tollinan knows the exact position of the reef,”’ declared Lee grimly.
‘““ He knows the locality to an inch " .

*“Say.”" interjected Fielder serenely, “ I guess I'll just tell you a rather
funny thing, Mr. Lee. I was going to speak out in your office, you remember,
but I reckoned I'd save it until later. I'm eatisfied now, anyway.”

‘“ What do you mean?’’ asked Nelson ILec, surprised by the other’s tone.

‘“ Well, it so happens that it is Mr. Rufus Tollman who will be dished and
diddled,’”’ replied Ficlder blandly. ‘* We ain’t on the wrong side—not by
any means ' Sa{, you remember that first interview in your rooms, when
1 got a heap wild?”’

“ Yee---yes, of courze.”

“ I reckon I profited by your words of advice, Mr. Lec—although I didn’t
believe your statements,” went on the young man. ‘I was cautious—real
cantious. Your words had kinder cooled me down some. And when Tollman
aaked mce where Crooked Reel was located, I just gave him the exact figures
---only I sort of got mixed up a bit. I told him that the reef was situated
in Colorado State.’’

“ And isn’'t it?"’ asked Eileen, with a sudden gleam in her eyes.

‘“No, by long chalks, miss?”’ grinned Jimmy Fielder. °‘‘ Crooked Reef is
further west - five hundred miles, T gucss. When Tollman gets round
(‘olorado he’ll receive a bit of a shock, I'm thinking.” y

* But why didn’t you tell me this before?’” demanded Lee, half-angrily.

“1 puess it would have saved a whole heap of trouble if T had done s0,”’
admitted Tielder. * But I've got a confession to make, Mr. Lee. At the
hack of my mind I &till had a lingering doubt about the whole thing; I
faintly beliecved that Toillman and Roading were acting square with me.
By saying nothing no harm would be done, and those galoots would be put
to the test. 1 guess I'm satisfied. They’re a couple of blamed scoundrels!”’

T.ec and Eileen laughed heartily, and with huge relief.

In spite of ali success was theirs. Rufus Tollman had gone off on a
fool's errund, and the Combine was defeated. The secret of Crooked Reef
remained secure.

Later on, Jimmy Fielder gave Nelson L.ee fuller details, and the detective
found that Tollimnan had made one small blunder; and he could be prosecuted
for attempted fraud. The New York police were informed, and when the
Morantic arrived, the mining enginecr was arrested and sent home for trial.
I.ater on he reccived his punishment in the shape of penal scrvitude.

Thus, ignominiously, the great scheme ended.

And, incidentally, Jimmy Fielder ‘* made gocd "’ with capital advanced to
him by Nelson Tee himselt,

THE END.
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A Story of Treasure Hunting in the South Sea Islands
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| By FENTON ASH
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You can begin this Storz to-da! /

ALEC MACRAY, the hero of our story, with CLivE LOWTHER, ar old clum,
Dr. CAMPBELL, and BEX GROVE, a learty old * sea dog,” are comrades in an
expedilion to the South Seas in search of a supposed treasure tsland.

They meet with many advenlures. One day, Alec and Clive are lost in a
rocky and cavernous part of the island. They sit down to talk mallers over,
but vmmediately become the targels of a ircop of huge apes, who threw pebbles
al them from the rocks above. .Alec examines one of the stones and finds it v
be coated with gald—one of those for which the party is searching /

They fall tn with a party of blacks led by a stalwart native named OLTRA, and
an Irishman—one PETE STORBIN, who warns the treasure hunters against a
rascally filibuster—PEDRO DIEGO, and his gang . . . . Bysome means the pirate
has got to know the object of the expedition. This points to the necessity of a
stronghold, and the very day following its completion, Pedro Diego altacks, but
13 beaten off. Gur chums, whilst exploring, are fired wpon by tiwo strange mer,
and in the act of seeking shelter tumble through @ aperture in the rocks into an
underground cavern,

[

(Now read on.)

Ben Grove on the War Path.

““ ¥ OLLY uupromising '’ grunted Alee, as he turned tke rays of the lamp
upwards. ‘ There's the opening we came through in such a hwry.
A very nice opening. It let us through, so I suppose it's big enough

for us to get back the same way if—if we could only get up to it. But

there’s the rub! I see no sort of way by which we ean get up there!”

Nor could Clive. The aperture was in the roof of the place, high above
their heads, with no possible means of veaching it.

“ T say, this is no joke!”” muttered Clive, as their helplessness became clear
to - him. I do believe we’ve tumbled into another of those underground
galleries. And now, I suppose, we shall have to start on another wandering
tour through ’em in hopes of finding an outlet! I don’t like 1t!”

‘““Nor do I!” Alec agreed. ‘‘ It’s rotten luck!”

‘“ Look here!”’ said Clive suddenly. ‘* Can’t we fire some shots up through
the roof? The doctor or Ben may hear them, and come to investigate, you
know.”

‘*“ So might our murderous foes—the two who shot at us!”’ Alec remarked
drily, with a shake of the head. ‘‘ It would be just as likely to bring them
round ‘to investigate as our friends. Then they might cover the hole up
altogether, so that even our friends could not find it. Even as it i3, I don’t
think it’s quite safe to stop"where we are. Those scoundrels may be up
above, and be crawling to the side of the hole to get a shot at us as we stand
here!”’

“By Jove! that’s true enough!” Clive agreed. ‘* What had we better
do?” '
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‘T think we may as well look round a bit—get further away, out of the
line of fire-—till the coast seems clear. 'Then—if my rifle is all right—we
could try your plan, and risk & few shots, perhaps.”

It was certainly not a cheerful outlook; and Clive shivered a little as he
reluctantly turned away from the glimmer of light above, and moved into
the surrounding darkmesy, which seemed only to become all the more im-
pcuetrable by contrast with thc spots momentarily illuminated by the little
circle of light thrown by the electric torch.

In moody silence they wandered on, stumbling here and there against
rocky obstacles, and doing their best to get some idea of the real nature
of the place in which they were imprisoned.

As to that, they roon saw that they were in the bed of another sub-
terranean watercourse, which, for the time being, was dry.

Thev followed it along for some little distance, and then the roof suddenly
rose, the whole passage widened, and they entered some larger chamber,
probably another of those spacious grottoes of which they had eseen several
¢lsewhere,

But this was different, for, as they turned their light about, they uttered
startled exclamations.

The light was reflected back! From every side, as it was turned this way
and that, came the sheen of reflections from some bright, glistening surflace!

After their first exclamations of surprise they were silent. Wonder had
almost taken their breath away. They scarcely dared trust their eyes;
they could hardly belicve that it was real.

Presvutly Alec, who was carrying the light, moved slowly forward, like
one in 3 dream, and, still without a word, touched the glittering sides,
passing his hand along as if to test whether they were real.

But, by degrees, the almost incredible, almost overpowering truth forced
1tself upon them.

They looked at each otlier, turned their gaze away to the sides of the
place, and, still without a word, looked at one another again.

Then at last they spoke:

‘““ The golden cavern itself "' burst from Alec.

“ The dream—old Ben’s dream-—has come true!” ejaculated Clive. ‘ And
that poor beggar who told him about i1t was not mad after all!”

Even now, they had not much to say at firet. 'The whole thing was so
unexpected; its very suddenness overcame them.

And small wonder, for the more they went about investigating, the
greater did the miracle secan. |

Evidently the whole of this great grotto had been filled at one time by
the marvellous ‘“ gold water,’”” which must have passed through it during
long periods of time, slowly depositing the traces of precious metal it
contained, exactly as the ‘‘ petrifying wells,”” in Derbyshire, for instance,
coat everything they run or trickle over with a deposit of lime,

All the rocky walls of the grotto, which ran into curious shapes in places,
forming arches and minor grottoes, were glittering with the shining coating.
I'be veryv ledge at the side, which seemed as if fashioned purposely to form
a seat. and ou which the two spellbound explorers sat down, was covered
hike the rest. forming a veritable golden throne!

It took them some time 1o get used to the full import of the great discovery
they had chanced wpon. They moved about from one part to another, touch-
1mg, testing, wondering, with awestruck feelings. Only by degrees were
they able to get so far accustomed to their good fortune as to be able to
Wiw calmly about it, and to Lring their thoughts back to the question of
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how they were going to get once more into the open air, to carry the great
news to their friends.

They came back at last to the discussion of this all-important (uestion,

and their spirits fell as they found that the morc they considered the
problem the more difficult it became.

They were prisoners in a golden prison. Was it possible that Fate was
going to play a terribly scurvy trick upon them? Were they to reach the

end of their quest, only to be left there to starve to death in the midst of
uncountable riches?

After a while, as nothing happened, no one came to look for them, no

sound, either of shots or anything else reached their cars from above, they
decided to risk firing some themselves.

And then came a discovery which sent a wave of something like despair to
their hearts. The one rifle they possessed had, as Alec had feared, received
a jar which rendered it useless. The cartridge in it jammed when they tried
to fire it. They had their revolvers, it was true, hut no spare cartridges for
them. If they fired away those few and were not heard by their friends,
their prospects would become gloomy indced!

‘e . * . . . ° . . ] . ) .

Ben Grove, hunting around aloune, was interested but little in the beautyv
of the place in which he now found himself. He thought neither of the

flowers nor of the inviting streams of crystal water; even the wild fruits
failed to attract more than a passing notice.

He did, however, stand and gaze attentively at the smoking crater of the

volcano when he came in view of it, for that was ono of the things his
thoughts had been running upon.
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Ben had had a wonderiul expoerience that day. He had travelled in an
acroplane -had soared above the rocky precipice like a bird, and landed
safely on the top. The latter part of the journey had heen the most satis-
factory. The journey itself —well, the less said about his feelings, perhaps,
the better. If it had not tried the doctor’s nerves, it had certainly tried
Ben's—almost to breaking point. And when he had at last put foot on
terra firma again, he had felt like one released from an awful nightmare.

Yet even that experience—recent and nerve-wracking as it had been—did
not now occupy his thoughts.

Ben was thinking of two things—of the treasure cave, which ought to be
«0 close to him, and of the volcano.

As to the first. here he was at last on the very spot, or pretty close to it,
where the cave must be situated, if that poor, demented shipmate of his
had told him years ago were true. Here, then, was the great chance of
Ben’'s life. If he was ever to make that fortune he had dreamed of. if his
aspirations after horses and carriages, and his fancy for servants ¢ in blue
an’ gold liveries,”” were ever to become rcalities, that chance must be made
the most of. The gold cave, if it really existed, must be found—now.

Ay. now'! And that for the cther reason which had drawn his thoughts
to the volcano.

The doctor had confided to him only that very morning that he did not
like the look of certain signs and portents which he had noted during the
Tast few days. He, like Grove, had sailed these seas before; and he had
had some terrible experiences of the wild, whirling, devastating storms and
groat tidal waves with which the islands in these regions were swept at

times; and he knew some of the signs hy which they were often preceded.

Captain Barron knew them, too, and he was as uneasy as the doctor—
probably even more so, as fceling himself responsible for the yacht’s safety.

Theve were, however, certain points which puzzled the doctor. The deli-
cate scientific instruments he had brought with him were behaving in a
manner which certainly pointed to an approaching disturbance of some
kind; and yet he was not satiefied that mere storms were indicated. A little
puzzled by this fact, and seeking about for a possible explanation, the
noighbour}lcod of the volcano offered itself as the answer to the problem.

True, the burning mountain had bcen quiescent rather than otherwise
during the past week! Therc had been less smoke, less of the internal
rumbling, and other q(ortentou.s warnizfs. But that in dtself might be
a bad sign. Scientists know that a period of unusual quiet on the part of a
volcano 1s often the prelude to an outburst.

True, the present interval of ¢uiet had been only a week or so, which in
itself was nothing. But there was the unusual behaviour of his various
instruments to be accounted for; and the more the doctor thought matters
over the more uneasy he became. ‘

He did not, however, say anyvthing to his young assistants, as he did not
wish to alarin them—perhaps, after all, needlessly. But after talking it
over with the captain, he had asked Grove, as a veteran traveller, his
opinion, and Ben was now greatly perturbed in consequence.

The idea thus suggested—that, just as they seemed so near to positive
anccess, all their chances might be dashed to the ground, and perhaps
destroyed once and for all, by a convulsion of nature—was naturally one the
worthy old mariner could not contemplate with equanimity.

So he gnzed now at the crater and 1its thin spiral of smoke rising through
(he sunlight in the heated air far up into the azure sky with doubting and
anvthing but friendly eye:. Indeed, he etared at it and shook his head
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with an air of exceeding strong disfavour. Then he turned away to resume
. his seareh for the gold cave, and set about it feverishiy, 1mpatlentlv There
was no time to lose if the doctor's apprehensions should prove to he well
founded. .

He was standing on a graesv knoll, which gave him a good view of the
vicinity, though it was screened on his left by some bigh buches: and just
as he turned he caught sight in the distance of Alec and Clive. They and
ke had evidently wandered somewhat in the-saume direction; and he paused
for a moment to see which way they would go next—whichever direction
they chose he wouid leave to them and follow some other.

But at that moment there came the sound of rifle snots, and then of cthers:
"ard he saw the two sink down as though—so it seemed to him—they had been
ghot.

Now Ben had also seen where the shots had come from. He had zeen two
Lheads risc up, two rifles euddenly appear, and then two spurts of flame and
wreaths of smoke.

Ben’s mind was filled at once with wrath and indignation. Gone, for the
time, were all his dreams of gold, and even of volcanic eruptions. Ie only
thouo'ht of the two treacherous murderers he Lhad seen fire at his friends, and,
as he believed, shoot them down. He did not even give a thought to the
surprising puzzle of who the sceundrels were, and how they conld have come
there. He was filled with a rightcous anger, and a determination to avenge
his friends. | _ '

‘At once old Ben Grove becamie the alert, cautious, experienced stalker.
All the knowledge, the tact, the strategy he had ever learned he summoned
to his nid. He had marked down the place where the murderers were lying
in ambush, and he commenced erawling ‘towards them.

Thanks to the boughs and bushes which had screened him from their view,
they had no idea he was there. That was obvious, fcr they would nct
knowingly have exposed themselves to the tender mercics of an enemy in
their rear. as they had done here.

Ben could have shot at them from the rock as he had stood there; but
though he could have made sure of one, the other might have got away. And
he was sternly resolved that neither should escape him. He would gct
closecr—to a position where he could make sure of the two before risking a
shot. Besides, there might be more than two scmewhere about; and to fira
at one would enly warn the others while he was too far off to deal with
them.

As he crawled onwards, Indian fashion, dragging his rrﬂe with him, he
suddenly stopped and lay flat more than once as he saw the men he was
stalking lift their heads to look round, seeking, as he knew, for some sign
of the two they had fired at so trcacherously. And as no such sign appeared,
he became more and more certain that they were both dead or grievously
wounded, and his blood boiled with
FREEGIFT § rage, and he registered. a fresh vow

velo;,?:e"fﬁr'dlf,; that he would kill both their mur-

given eniirely I (erers out of hand, rather than give
3l without eost to all . ’
boys of kbritich | cither of them a chance of escape.

nationality who a 3 5
send 2/8 and 4d. At last, ]llSt as he had drawn

for postage for | quite near, the two stood up. Eri-

Mr.Dank>widely | dontly they now felt as sure as Ben
Anown Half Guinea Course i y y . . .
:z Les::tnl:mdwho omise | did that their bullets had done theix
R R ftﬁoid'rl.mﬂttaﬁ- deadly work.
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