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:THE CASE OF THE:
DUPLICATE KEY ¢

A Story of Nelson Lee and Nipper.
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CHAPTER 1.
The Milano Night Club and its Proprietor—The Arrival of Nelson Lce.
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That is {o say, the place was unusually crowded for the Milano.
It was a most exclusive and expensive club, and kuown to compara-
tively few people in the grent world of London.

Its propriclor, a sallow-skinned, bearded Italiam, with keen, yet shifty
black cyes, wns never anxious for advertisement. There were many things
that went on at the Milano that it would not have been well for the police
to know.

For instance, after tem o'clock, clubs are by law prohibited to supply
intoxicating liquors to their members; but this wos a regulation that Signor
Capitelli—that was the name Lhe owner of the club was known by—thought
far too paltry to trouble about.

True. after ten, champagne-corks ceased to pop, the sparkling wine censed
to flow, the glasses and bottles were deftly cleared awny by the attendants.
But for Lhe sum of cighteenpence you could purchase a cup of China tea or
collee, and—well, it depended upoun the wor}l you whispered to the waiter
who served you whether you found your drink geuerously fMavoured with
whisky, braudy, or other spirit. :

Yet, after all, this was a minor offience lo what went on in the smaller
apnrtmments, which were situated off the long, gorgeously-decorated club-
room, overlooking a side strect near Leicester Square.

In the former, roulette, poker, bacearat, and a host of other games were
played nightly often for excessively large stakes, and by a secret arrange-
meut with a certain number of the gamblers, when a ‘¢ pigeon ** wax
“ plucked,”” Signor Capitelli generally managed to sccure at least a third
of the ‘' feathers.”

No. Signor Capitelli hated the idea of receiving a new-comer {o his club.
When one did manage to get enrolled, the Italians alwavs saw in him a
private delective or a plain.clothes man from the C.I.D.. and for quite o long
while he would be anxious, and keep a furtive eye upon his gunesl: fér. apart
from the illegal practices that t;ooL place at the club, the Italian went in
fear of the law for other and deeper reasons.

Could a momber of the police from almost any imporiant country in the
civilised world have seen Signor Capitelli minux the false black beard and
moustnche thal adorned his pale, not wnhandsome face, it was a hundred
chances Lo one Lhat they would recognise him, and khaow him by one of the
many aliases under which he kad lived continuously a life of crime.

THE Milano Night Club was unusunally fuli.



2 THE NELSON LEE LIBRARY

eol -ard man would have addressed him Dy the title of Count
5131‘“?:501-'::::15' r}ccogl.liscd in him head of onc of the most dangerous and
aubtly “lever bund of international criminals in cxistence known ns tline
Lengue of the Twisted Suokes, an organisation whose operations were mostly
currﬁcd on from Rowe, where their hendquarters were believed to Dbe

situated. , and New York, the police would have known him

aris, Ielrograd o :
byI:l-lu::l ‘l‘l:'-lll:l,c uauuc{’: as also would have been the case in his native land.

taly r severnl yenrs been decidedly too hot (o hold him, hence his
,I,:.'g},.ﬂ':.‘,l. {3 England ?m.d the sctting up of the Milano, fromn whl::_h he was
able to cogiueer aud successfully carry out his plons for preyiug upon
wi"f'{ﬂais abnost dawn, but the l‘rctvlontcrs of the club seemed to care lit{le
for thut. Of a certainty many of them would awaken in the morning, after
a short spell of rest, with light pockets, heavy heads, and o fixed delermna-
tion never lo partake of ** China tea al the Milano in the future.

But in all probability, after a cocktail or so, the would once again look

upon the world through rose-coloured speciacles, aund nt mgh.tl'a.lll their foot-
slens would wander ouce mere in the direction of the gay, brilliantly-lighted
cluL-rooms. . ]
Away from the long, general apartment, with ils numerous mirrors and
tasteflly-seulptured statucties, its hosts of small {ables and luxurious
setlees, where the soft lnughter of women mingled with the deepex mirth of
the young bloods who were out for the night, a party of four were assembled
in one oF {the gambling-rooms. . .

T'hey prescuted a siriking contrast to cach other.” The tall man in evening
attire with the small, exquisite diamond Llazing from his glossy shirt-front,
was the count himself. He was taking uwo part in the play that wasg in
progress between Lhe other three, sceming conteul Lo watch on. )

Of the playvers, the slout, bullmecked individual whom, if one might
judge from the piles of sovereigns and the rolls of uotes before him, had
been having all the luck, was known as Colonel Meyer, although whether
he had any right to that title was a matter of doubt, whilst it was fairly
certain that he was one of the most accomplished sharpers who ever haundled
a card or shook a bLox of dice. . _

The man whe sat directly opposite him was called Cecil Fitzmaurice by
bis friends, and bis appearance hid a multitude of sins. He was almost as
clever at palming an ace as the worthy colonel, although the inexpericuced
would have laughed at the idea of hix Leing capable of such a thing, when
they took.im his inane, dude-like look, his atraw-coloured hair, which he
purted precisely in the middle, and his mouecle which he always kept
idiotically screwed in his left eye.

The fourth member of the party looked haggard, almost desperate, as he
fished in his breast-pocket and pulled out a roll of notes, to count them
with tremulous fingers. :

He was not more than twenty-lwo or three, good-lookiug enough, save
that his face bore unmistakable signs of dissipation. The chin was just a
trifle weak, the lips a little incapable of determination, yet the eyes were
good aud steadfast in their gaze. '

This was Sir Alec Prendergast, and there were those who said that he
had made of himself the biggest young fool Lhat could possibly be imagined.

Two years ago he had succeeded to his father”s title and fortune, and ho
had instantly set about making ducks and drakes of the latter at a speed
that had at times almost alarmed Iiis ensy-going self.

IL had been a bad day for young Prendergast when he had made the
acquantance of Cecil Fitzmaurice, for that ostensibly brainless dude, under
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his vencer of drawling idiocy, wns one of Count Stofnni’s gang, nud, sceing
itll_ lSir Alcc n likely dupe, he had introduced him into the mysteries of tho
1IN0,

Night after night the baronet had gone there to gamble. He had won
at first. The count and his accomplices had secn to that. Then the luck
had turned, aud Sir Alec had risen again and again from the litile green-
topped table n more than heavy loser.

‘The gambling fever had gripped him. Every man, more or less, has the
love of tho glory of uncertainty in his veins. It is that which has moade
Old England what she is to-day. The love of chance has taken our soldiers
and suilors recklessly inlo battle, aud more often than not brought them
vicloriously through. But victory was u thing that Sir Alec scldom knew,

Vainly, desporately, he had striven to rogain his losscs, increasing his
stnkes nud playing feverishly, frantically. But alwoys at the cud of a week's
play il wos the accomplices of the count who wou—ay, and whe won in
thousands of pounds from the man thoy were cheating!

‘The baronet leant across the table, the notes held in his hand.

“ I'mm sick of thie game, coloncl!” he said thickly. ‘* I've lost five hun-
"dred of my own money, and you've got buck two thousand of the nmgunt
you'voe leut me.”

“ MH denar old chap,” tho bull-necked man protested, making a gesturo
with bLis chubby handus, ‘ pray don’t spenk of the little service T have
rondered you.”

““I wasn't doing s0,” Sir Alec answered bluntly. ‘“ I was mercly mention.
in# the amount I'd lost.”’ ‘

** Yans, doash it oll, I pwesume you arc out of pocket to-night, Prender-
gnat !’ Cecil Fitzmaurice drawled, looking uwp and squinting at the baronet
through his monocle with the nir of onc who had just realised the fact.

“ Hang it, man, for weeks I have always been out of Pocket.!" Sir Alec
“exclaimed. “ I'm just realising what a fool I have been!™

“ After all, my friend, it is the fortune of war, egad!’ the colonel mur-
mured. ‘“ Are’ you throwing up the sponge for to-nmight?'’

“No!' the baronct answercd, wilth something like anger in his eyes.

““I've five hundred here, and I am going to try to double it, at least.
Colonel, I'll throw you for it!"

The sharper nodded.

“ Right-oh !"* he gaid, collecting up the dice and dropping them into the
little ivory box. ‘‘ Throw away, and good luck to you!™

Ho pushed the box across to Prendergast; the latter took it up, shook
it'bim , with a twist of his wrist, sent the three dice rolling out upon the
table. .

“ Bleven!"” Fitzmaurice drawled. * Wather wotten! What?”

The colonel smiled and curled his iron-grey moustache with a swift, jerky
action that was characteristic of bim.

‘“ Wonder if I can beat it?'" he murmured.

chdt-llrow, then langhed loudly as he saw that the three fives were dis-
played.

Sir Alee stifled something that sounded like au oath, and fossed the roll
of notes over to the man who had bealen him—this time fairly enough.

ITe rose to his feet.

“I am going home,"”” he said. ‘“ The air in this place stifles me!”

“ Stay! Egad, sir, but I'll give you a sportin’ chance!” the colonel
enid. ' Let’s throw again for a couple of thou. You can give me an
IO U il you lose.”

“Done!" Sir Alec Irendergast said between his teeth: then he utlered a
startlcd exclamation as an arresting hand was lain upon his shoulder.
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“ Don't be a fool, Prendergast I’ a quict voice said; nnd, swinging round;
.\lchfom';d himeelf facing zg tall, lean man of apparcutly about sixty, who
war, to the best of Lis knowledge, a perfect stranger to um.

* What the deuce is it to do with you?"' he asked hotly. _

The stranger shrugged his shoulder ever so slightly aud drew forth a
cigaretlccase.

* You had really wuch better come away,” he answered coolly. )

“ \What does this unwarrantable intrusion mean, s:f.nor?'.’ Count Stefani—
or Capitelli as he was known in the club—asked, his black eyes rImtmg'
with mingled nuger and fear. *‘ How did you gain admittance? You are
not a member of the club!”’

“T am not,” the other returned, still perfectly at his case. ** BI.It- I havo
borrowed a card of membership, and, as you see, it got me in all right.”

*“ 1 demand to know whom you are?’’ the count hissed, stepping forward
menacingly. ' . . L

** Certainly,”” the intruder murmured, with a smile—a very dry smile—
upon his lips. His hand went up, and beard and moustnche were whippoed
away, revealing a pule, intellectual face, clear-cut of feature, with finely-
shigelled lips. :

I am Nelson Lee.”” he snid cabnly. *“ You may have heard of me.””

Count Stefani nttered a cry and reeled back as though he had been shot,
whilst the podgy hand of Colonel Meyer dropped suggestively to his hip.

Bir Alec, too, allowed a surprised exclamation Lo escape him, and all four
men repeated the name. -

** Iee, why have you come here?” Sir Alec asked. .

“To attempt (o enforce the advice I have repeatedly given you about
this place, Sir Alee,”” the famouns deteclive rcpllcd. “ You remember the
sromise 1 gave Lo your father before he died?”

A hot flush sprang into the young noblemnu’s white checks, and he hung
his head with shame.

“1've made an ass of myself "' he said huskily, ‘
“I am inclined to agree with you,” Nelson Lee said drily. * You will
rome away wilh me now?"’

S Stay ! Count Stefani had advanced again, his lips snarling away from
his white teeth, his eyes marrowed with pussion. ** My friend will leave
when he desives. JIe iy not a child to need watching over by n spying,
money-grabbing inquiry ageunt!” he snarled. *“ You have gained admittance
to my premises by false pretences, signor! I have a mind to call my
3“(‘]!(]3:1.!’3 and have you bundled into the street—kicked out, as yon
crerve ! '

I shouldn’t try it,”” Nelson Lce retorted: and there was n touch of

erimnesy in his manner. " I might be tempted to take revenge by giving
the police a hint or so !’ & r Be LY g g

““Bah! There is nothing that goes on here that is not—rwhat do you
Faglish eall it?—above board !

:“:Iolson Lcc_ very carefully lit the cignretie he had sclected from his ease.

_ Il_, doesn’t look like if,” he suid, waving his hand towards the table,
with itz array of maney, cards, and dice. ** However, the fact of gambling
zoilg on would net be so bad were the play fair,”

Colonel Meyer came swaggering round the table, his areat hands clenched.
e Sir, do you dare lo suggest that yonr precious friend has been cheated

¥ NS lo asked aggressively, sticking his bullet-head forward.

. II do wore than suggest it: I know it, when I find Sir Alce playing
w ;l ) lauch A man ag ?-ou, Jem Lowther, alina Cuptlnin Weller, alias a score
of other namea,” Nelson Lee retorted. * Oh, you may start! I know you
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well conough, in spite of that henvy moustache you have grown. Stan:d
nway from that door!”

. ‘““ By leavens, you meddling cur,” the sharper cried, the veins on his fore-
head swelling and standing out like whipcord, ‘ before you go vou shall be
taught n lesson!”

- Ho swayed forward, his hands going np, his henvy-jowled face very ngly
in expression.

Y I'Il show you that it's unheuithy to pry into other people’s allairs!" he
Tasped.
. He lashed out snvngely at Nelson Lee’s head, but the blow never got home.
The ‘detective slepped nimbly wnside. Then just what happened the colonel
nover rightly kuew.
" Something that felt to him like the kick of a horse struck him between
tho ¢yes. and he went atnﬁlgerin backwards, his legs badly mixed up with a
chair. But before he conld fall he was gripped about the waist, swung kick-
ing and atrqulin over Nelson Lee’s right shoulder, and finally gent with a
crash upon the tablo, sending tho cards and dice, the notes and sovercigns,
in all directions.

Ono of the pscudo-soldier’s fect caught his follow-conspiralor a heavy blow
in tho mouth, and the dude-liko Fitzmaurice, with a yell of surprise and
poion, flung up his arma and pitched backwards with his chair.

Quito coolly, Nelson Leo took Sir Alec Prendergast’s arm and propelled hiwm
past t:o astonished Count Stefnni.

© ‘“Good-night, gentlemen,” the detective said.
Then the dvor slnmumed behind him aod, as the count leapt forward, ho
heard tho key turned in the lock. :

CHAPTER 11,
The Hawk—What he Overheard—Nelson Lee Receives an Invitation.

ITH a string of oaths, the Italian pounded upon the pancls witl his
NX/ fists. Fitzmaurice painfully and slowly picked himself up, whilst
Colonel Mcyer slid heavily and dazedly from the table, bringing

down a further shower of coius and paper moncy.

The burly sharper was in such a state of rage as to be positively inarticu-

lato for tho moment. He mouthed and shook his ?onderous fists in the air.

*‘ Let me go after him !"" ho choked at length. ‘' Stand away, count! I'm
going to break down the door! I'Il have his life ovr——""

“Silenco, you fool!" ‘Count Stofani advised fercely. ‘ \WWe don’t want
ovoryone in the other rooms to know what has happened! I'll gend the Hawk
after him a3 soon aa somcone leta us ount.”

“But he knew me,” Colonel Moyer said—'‘ knew me, although it's quite
five years ago sinco we had that tropble with him in Italy! Supposing he
has also picreed your disguise! That would mean—"’

“Hush !’ Stefani warned, holding up his haud. ‘AL, he cvidently left
tho key in the door.”

This scomed to Lo so, for thc} heard the click of the lock, and a waiter, o
crowd of men and women at his back, confronted them as the door was flung
open.

‘“ What is wrong, siguor?'’ the man asked, a rather frightened look in his
eyes.

Te Notbing, Ilenri,” the count auswered, with an oxpressive gesture—‘‘ only
our {riend had allowed Lho good wino to get into s head. I must follow
bhim to sce Lhat he comes to no harm. Will you come, colonel?”’
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Mever cmerged from tho room, pushing his way hurriedly through tho

asmembly before the door, and averting his head in order to hide the dark

bruise he felt certain was already beginning to make itself scen Lotween his
oy"l‘?l;c two men went hurricdly along a porridor, gnlcred the .club-room,
pansed through, and gained the #tairs leading down into the hall.. -

Onco there, Stefani went straight to a cubicle in which a man in uniform,
romewhat resembling that of a commissionaire, wa3s reading an cvening-

1’“.1’.""1;'“""““ snatched the news-sheet from his hand, and the fellow hurriedly
elood up. . _— .

v T'he man with the grey beard and Sir Alec Prendergast?”’ Stefani asked,
:.m.:..'ﬁ'u:"f'ﬁnt Neclsou f.ccyhad again douncd bis disguise before passing tho
duorl:ml?er. “T'hey bave pnssed you?"’ N

** Yen, signor. 1let them out only a few seconds ago.

‘e count swore under his breath, . ]

*» What name did the grey-haired man give you?"” he asked.

“ Lord Crashmer. Ue carried his card of membership.”™ .

© Perdition! lle was an impostor—a detective! You are an utter idiot,
Juke !’

** Pardon, signor! Il¢ was like Lord Crashmer, from what I remember of
him. Me has not been here for some months.” .

1Ife was no more Lord Crashmer than I!"’ Stefani exclaimed angrily.
*“ HHe wagr Nelwon Lee!”’ . _ )

*“ Nelson Lee!” The attendant’s fresh-complesioned face lost some of ite
colour,

““Nate this!”’ the conut ordered. * The real Lord Crashmer is not o bo
admitted here again! Send the Hawk to me! 1lle’s iv one of the smaller
rooms, I expect.”

“Very good, signor."”

‘I'he man hurried away, and tho count and Colonel Meyer «entered n room
upon the left of the hall. It was furnished as an office, nand was the apart-
ment wherein (he Italian and his numerons accomplices carried on the
business connected with the elub and thought out their nefarious plans.

The colonel dropped moodily inlo a chair, bit the end from a cigar, and
lit it jerkily, causing il to burn all down one side.

‘Yhe count seemed (o have regained his natural sang-froid. He coolly
waited until the door opened, to admit the individual for whom he had sent.

The latter was a curious specimen of humanity. Ile was so thin that his
cheek-bones seemed in imminent peril of bursting through his parchment-
like vkin, whilst his clothes hung 1n creases upon ﬁis sparo frame.

Just. what hie age wiua it was diflicult to determine. Ile might bhave heen
anything from thirty to sixty. is deeply-lined. wizened face favoured the
latter, yet he was clean-shaven, and the fact that his raven-black hair was
onlg:lntrcnkcd in places with grey gave him an appearauce of comparative
youth,

Ilis eyes were bright and unwinking. The nose was beak-like, the mouth
benenth it—well-nigh hidden—curiously curved, and with grey lips. His
atooping shoulders added to the bird-like aspect, and it was not bard to
realise why he had been given his nickname of the Iawk.

Ilin renl name was James Elkington, and he was one of the most skilful
crnckemen ‘in London,

The count hiad discovered him about a year previously, and had at once

feen Lhat the Hawk wonld be a valnable addition to bis gang. 1le had there-
foro induced him to throw in his lot with him. and since then Junes Elking-

—
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ton had added no small sum to tho coffers of Lhe band of which Count Stefani,
aliag Capitelli, was the head.

‘*“Ie Nelson Leo known to you?' Count Stefani asked, coming to the point
at once.

‘The Hawk started slightly, and n venowmous look of hatred sprang iuto his
piercing cyes.

‘““Who doesn’t know him?*’ he asked in a strange, rasping voico. *‘Ilo
nearly had me once, and I had to bolt, leaving the ewag behind—nearly fivo
thousand pounds’ worth of ghiners.’"

“ Docs he kuow you by sight?”

*“ No, thank gooducss. I was masked when I had the brush with him.”

“ Ixcellent!”’ Stefani murmured. “I want you to shadow him.”

““Shadow him!* Tho MHawk’s cyebrows went up in amazement. ‘‘ What
the dickens for?’’ he asked. -

‘“‘ Bocnuse lie hds been prying about hero this very night!”’ Colonel Moyer
put in. “‘ He—"" :

““Allow me to give Lho Ilawk his instructions, please ! Count Stefani cud
in, a littlo coldly. ' Look here, Elkington! Nelson Leo has beon here to-
night to rescue a young [ool from the benevolent hands of Meyer and TFitz-
maurice.’”

““ The' deues ho bhas!’ the IHawk exclaimed, with a whistle.

““Yes. That fool Jake let him in under the impression that he was
member. Nelson Lee eurprised ws in one of the card-rooms, and after Meyer
hore had been indiscrect enough to attack him, Lee flung him on to the table,
calmly walked out, and locked us in.

‘“ For all this, I don’t care a rap!’’ he continued, ignoring the maunner in
Which Meyer was scowling at him. ‘“‘The question is this, tho thing that
it is imperativo that we find out at once, is whelher Nelson Lee has picrced
my truo ideatity.” .

h‘_' And if ho has?” the Hawk suggested, fingering his smoothly-shaven
chin.

“If ho has,” Count Stefoni answered in a low voice, ““ we are all in the
gravest danger. Nelson Lee must bo silenced! That is all.”

“What do you want me to do?”’

“Take tho car and drive for all you are worlh to the rooms of Sir Alco
I;renl:lcrgast in Eim Place, Ecusington. You've been there in the pust, I
think?’”

“Yes."”

“Good! You know your Loudon well, and by going by the quickest
routo you ought to arrivo thero far sooner than a taxi, supposing Nelson Leo
and his friend take one, as it ia safe to assume they will. They are almost
surc to go to Sir Alce’s homo, as Lec scems inclined to read him a lecturo
on tho crror of l'is ways. By book or by crook, you must overhear tho
conversalion Lhat passea between thom.”

““ And if Lee snys anything that will lead me to think he knows whom yon
ronlly arc?'’

““ Iteport to me hero with the utmost speed. I will urrango mattevs after
that.” the count said meaningly, a sinister light in his eyes.

The Hawk swueg round upou his beels. He was cssentinlly a man of
prompt action.

“I'Il get off at once,” said lhe.

. - . . ’ ] ] [} L]
Tho belated taxi that Nelson Lee and Sir Alec Prendergast hiad secured in

Leicester Squarc pulled up outside the block of flals in Elm Place, Rensing-
fou, wherein the wayward young bavouot resided.
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ht in thinking that a cab was the first thivg the

Count Stefani had been rFi
dr.*l';::lis-o 1:;nll nis voung [l‘l':‘lld would scck. When they had left the club,

they had mude their wnf into Leicester Square, and Nelson Lee had hailed
the vehicle asx it was humming towards home, promising tho chaullenr
double fare in order Lo oblain his services. During the journey the two men
hadd practically been silent, . o i

Nt-‘non Loe hiad sat haunched up in his corner, his cigarette eld listlessly
hetween his lips, hin eyes half closed, as was his cuslom when he was {binking
deeply.

ﬁ!r);\ lee, on hin parl, had been going over the events of Lhe last few weeks,
inwardly reproaching himsell for allowing such men ae Colone] Meyer and
Ceeil Fllzmaurice to make a fool of bim and rob him. Yet he had asked
himwelf, bad he really becn chieated as Nelson Lee appeared to believe?

If such were the ease, the sharping had been remarkably well accom-
plished, for never once had ho suspected that (he play of cither of his
opponcents could he questioned.

** Here we are!”* Nelson Lee suid, as he opened the door.

* You will come in and have a whisky-and-soda?” Sir Alec asked.

) want to come in—cerlainly ! the delectivo answered. * But I don’t
think 1'Il parlake of anything in the way of stimulant. It is gelting light,
end will soon be time for an carly breakfast.”

Bir Alec shuddered perceplibly.

“ IL’s n meal 1 somehow don’t trouble about Intely,” he said.

Nelwon Lee paid the driver, and the two men entered the small front
garden, which wae almost hidden from the atreet by cvergreens and minia-
tore bushey.

Sir Alec opened the front door with a key, and as Lhey passed inlo the hall
neither of them noticed the dark figure that glided down the sireet upon the
npposite gide of the road.

e Nawk had so far succecded in carrying out Count Stefuni’s orders.

He had rushed hither in the Italian’s car, garaged it, and for the last ten
minutea had been hanging about in the shadows cast by tall buildings at the
end of Elm Place.
A light sprany n(ll) in Lthe reom thal the ITawk knew was Sir Alec’s sludy.
Fhe ceracksman Fa | once laken the erring baronet home after a carnival
night at the club. Thus he kiew that the young man’s rooms were situated
on the ground floor, and waa familiar with their interior.

e Tlawk darted noisclessly acroas Lhe road, then, with the stealth of o
:ir;:. he rlipped into the front garden and crouched down beneath the windows

‘The atmosphere was close and oppressive—a fact that favoured {1
Il!‘l)lllll._ Silr_ I:Ioc-nlm?ut. liinmﬁdinlely pulled down the window af tliowt:l::l ft]:&

e salinfaction the lawk found that he could hear 's voi
"“\'.:,‘fl;'f"“"l'"'-" e s remarked wpon the heot the nobleman’s voico
Wil the room, Nelson ILec had seated himself by the tab) i
hl;l:}llw' “1“" d":wi“ the blind, moved over Lo the sidc'bonr:i. able, whilet

lon Lee wate i atebe
added mnn‘fmlt::‘ ched him ax ho splashed some spirit inlo o glass ang

" 1 suppose you are going to im idi

e . 7 preas upon me what an idiot I have heen
]A'Il\' ;-Imln“; A?t?llli':{:u;“;:?u :rk:(ll.l w e lﬁcnt(_::l h}nnuill' opposile the dclccli\'o:

. ‘ , wnlders, ac n rigarel i
hl:'. case across the table towards his lllt:mlzl. resh cigaretle, after pushing
| l Ijllomlf-tl doing vomething of {he kind, Sir Alee,”” he admitted. * But 't
“‘“hl“l:hill-'-.- ' You scem to be fully awaro of the fact already.”
fool. 'l"‘:l-l f{"l""l\:‘t:c_ l:lgrc«lil “ I'm a double-barreled fool—a weak-minded

\ Wil 1o the club has opened my eyea to-night. By Jingo,
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yon did slam the colonel! I shouldn't have thought vou'd got the strength,
to fling a chap of his bulk about.”’

Nelson Lee's fingers almost uncomsciously wandered to lis biceps.

 The strenuona life I lead keeps me fit,”" he answered.  ““ Since the oute
break of the war, thero lhins not been much rest for Nipper and I. We
have both been hard at it, working for onr country, and when there has not
been a spy to run down, there are always plenty of other casce 1o keep us on
the move. Sir Alee, I want to talk scriously to you, '

** Two ycara ago, I was beside your father’s deathbed. It was just aflor
you had got into that scrape nt.Oxford, and he had pnid up for yon, Pardon
mo for gpeaking plainly, but we bolh realised then that you were a triflo
hot-headed, and reckless of consequences. Your father knmew it, and ho
néked mo to do my ulmosl to ndvize you—to do all in my power Lo prevent
your fritlering away Lhe comfortable fortunc he left vou.

“I have dome my best, but you have been blind Lo renson. In tho
coursc of my work L have heard very dark rumours about the Milano. I
have repeatedly sought to induce you to keep away from it, but without
result until now.

‘1 am glad I got in to-night and surprised yvou with the men who have
weed as your friends, for, as you heard, I recognised at least one of them,
[el 8 oncdol‘ the worst sharpers in London—n man who could not play fairly
if he tried.

“I hate to be theatrical, but I am rather glad that T éunk to the mele-
dramatic to-night, for, although 1 did not recognise the dark-bearded fellow,
who was étanding watching vour play, I am fairly ceriain that he knew me,
and received something of n shock. Take it from me. you have heen
frequenting a den of crooks, and have been robbed left and right by them.
My one wish is that you will keep awayv from it in future, and that matters
hayo-nol goue Loo far.’”

“‘Too fur!"’ Sir Alec gronned, and secined to wilt in his chair. He buried
his faco in his hands. :

“Too far!’ he lookod np, and laughed a horrible, mirthless langh. ‘I
am on 1he brink of ruin,”” he said hoarsely.

Nelson Lee clevated his browa.

‘“Is it 6o bad a3 that?*’ he asked regretfully.

‘ Yes. Oh, I assure you I an not exnggerating !*" the baronet answored.
“ Lee, I have told you I have been a fool, but you cannot realise to what
oxlenl I have gone. I am in debt all round. I'm in the hands of the money-
lenders. I owe debls of honour at my clubs, Unless I mako good almost
ot once, I shall be posted a8 a defanlter.”

‘““ ‘These men at the Milano?” Nelson Lee asked, his eves narrowiug,
“ What do you owe them?”

“ Something like three thousand, all told. I am in a hole! I cannot
provo that X ﬁm'o been oheated. I must pay, or they will blacken my name
all over Loudon. But, I bhave onc resource that I can fall back on—iny
mother’s pearls.”’

“I'he famous Prendergast necklace, of course?’” the delective suggesied.

‘““Tho samo. It will brenk my heart to part with it, for it is the only
thing I have {o remember my poor dead mother by. But it will havo
to go.” -

‘“ ITow much would sece yoir through?" Nelson Lee asked thoughtifully.

“ Twenly Lthousand—ay. quile that. Terhaps o little more.”

Nelson Leo wna silent for a momont, then he leant forward over the {able.

L Supposing T were to lend yon this amount?”” he asked. *‘ You wonld
give nie your word of honour lo reform—to work to retrieve your forlunest'
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Sir A'ce flurhed. .

"ll mean to run ecneibly jn the future,” be said. “ But 1 couldn’t
think of accepting this enm from you.”

“ Whyt™

Sir Alec ruMed his hair and looked uncomfortable. .

“]—ah, I couldn’t do it, Lee!” he protested,  That is, wnlegg—
unlesg—""

e hesitated, sceming at a losa for words.

“ Unless whati” (he detective prompled. .

“ Unlesa yon would fix mattens up on a business basis. Twenty thousand
pounds is no small um, and it would not be fair to acoept it unless you were
- willing to receive some securily and a reasonable interest.”

1 “require neither from a friend,” the detective answered, a look of
nlmost in!lignation in his eyos.

““ Supposing you held the pearls?”

“ No,” Nelson Lee protesied firmly. “ I could not think of such o thing.
Aud as for cnlertaining the enggestion of interest, Sir Alec—well, it
is nlmost an insult. I was your father's friend. I am secking to prove
myself yours,”

1 am sorry,” Sir Alec said comtritely. ‘‘Let ua say no more about
the matter. I will raise money upon the pearls throngh a moneylender.”

*“ You are fully determined?’”

“Yes. 1 believe that in a few weeks there may be a chance of my
redeeming them. I hold a mwmnber of shares in the Bolivia Silver Mines,
and I have recently received very good news regarding the company.

*“Then will you be advised by me?”’ Nelsom Lee asked. 1 know of a
man who will Jlend you this money. Umlike many of his kind, he is ag
straight ne a die, and ho will deal houestly and leniently with you, should
you find yourgelf in a fix. Just how much is the necklace worth?”’

Outside in the little garden the Hawk pressed nearer to the window.
His bird-like countenance was alight with greed. and he held his breath ag.
he waited to caich the haronel’s reply.

“ The necklace’s value has been estimated at hetween a hundred and o
hundred and fifty thousand pounds,”” Sir Alec anid.

“Then there should he no difficulty in gelting a loan for double the
sum you require, if you think fit,”” the detective answered, ‘‘ Norman
Warner—the man to whom I referred just now—will advance you the moncy
ot onee, upon reccmn% Lhe pearle. But, it will be necessary for yon {o go to
his private howse at Clapham, as since the war hiz business has decreased
and he has given up hie London office.”

I suppose he is quite safo?”’

”" As safe as Lhe Bank of England,” Nelson Lee said, with conviction.

e is good_ for any amount within reason.  As for his foregoing the London
place, that is rogllly nothing. Many would-be clients are on active service,
und naturally things have not been so brisk with Norman Warner of late. He
has had tromble, too, in finding clerks, so, having already amassed o
uomforlahle. fortune, he closed hia office and mow -carries on a somewhat
smaller business at his private residence, with the help of a secretary.

I thauk you for your advice, Mr. Lee,”” the young man aaid; and the
].lnwk heard the two men’s chairs serape back, as they roso to their feet.
. "" 1 shall get the necklace from my bank as soon as it is open in the morning."”

The cracksmnn wuited to hear no more. He stole silently from the garden
and made off jn the half-light. )

A few minutes later, Neleon Lee quitted the house, and he was lortunate

in seeuring a taxi, which was juwst depositin ¥ i
house that was their ¢.!(-|E|I.ilml.ion.'l : posiing f_OllI' m‘e"crs'”o“tmdc .?
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Nelson Lee told the chauffeur to drive him to his house in Gray’s Inn Rend
and during the journcy he fell inlo a reverie, from which he did not rouse
himself until be realised that the cab lhad stopped.

After paying the man and entering the howse, he made his way to his

consulling-room. As he flung open- the door he ducked sharply—and with
good reason. il

An Indian club had come whizzing through the air, and it struck one

of the pauele of the door with a foree that al once convinced Nelson Leo
that he had narrowly escaped a cracked skull,

He slood ifor a second or two gazing at the figure of his assistant, who
wae slanding, altired in his éhirt and trousers, holding the other club, and
looking distinctly discomfited in the cenire of the room .

“I'm—I'm sorry, eir,” Nipper enid, his cyes wandering to the split
door. ‘It sorter slipped out of my hand.”

““ I should think it did, my lad,”" the deteclive said drily.

“I'm jolly sorry. guv'nor!’ Nipper sakl again.

“I'll warrant you are not half so sorry ns I should have been, had it
hit me, Nipper,” Nelson Lee remarked. ** What on earth are you doing
up at thia hour, fooling with 1hese things.” _

“I woke carly. I believe all the giddy cats in the neighbourhood have
been haviug a bLoastly concert. The row thes were kicking up was awful,
gir. I threw a boot at "em, but only broke a window, and did no good.”

* Humph, Mra. Jones will be on your track to pay for the breakage.”

““ Oh, no, guv'nor! It was next door’s window, so it’s all right,” ﬁippor
re!wlic{l calmly. ** Should I waltz ronud and get some breakfust, sir?”

‘Yes.” Nelson Lee answered. ‘‘ By the way, did any letters come by tho
post Inat night:"

‘““ Only onme, sir,”” the lad replied, stepping to his master's desk and picking
up an envelope.

The detective 1ook the epistle and opened it: then his brows lifted, and he
gave an exclamation of mild surprise.

““ What n coincidence!”” he murmured. ‘‘ An invitation from Norman
Wamer Lo attend a receplion, Lo celebrate the golden wedding of his parents,
I wonder if I can find time to go?™’ .

And as he sank, a trifle wearily, into hiz well-worn easy-chair, 1he detective
litlle dreamed hiow I"ate was Jeading hin into onc of the strangest and most
baflling cases of his long and adventurows career,

CHAPTER III.
The Hawk's News—And More News—Count Stefani’s Resolve.

BE Hoawk knocked upon the door of Count Stefavi’s office, and entered
before tho Italinn could marmur the formal ‘* Come in!”
The criminal was alone now, both Colonel Mever and Fitzmaurice
having left the club.

Count Stefani looked up sharply as the Hawk advanced inle the room, and
at once knew Lhat the cracksman had something of importance {o com.
municate. His hideous fnce was the picture of excitement.

““Well?” ‘The count half rase from his chair. “‘ You have found that
Lee—"' _

““ No,”’ the Hawk interrupted, guessing the question that was trembling
npon bis chicf’s lips. * He¢ doesn’t knpw whom you really are. I have
eomothing far more pleasant to tell you.” : .
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Q i remaiued silent ns the Hawk hesitated, as though wailing
locfci'l'illblc:;:ét ‘:)f his words. Tho cracksman stopped to light a cigar
before he continued. He felt that it was worth keeping his companion
waiting for the information he had to depart; ho would be far more impressed
when hie heard what he llnd_lclv;tel:l. X g ‘ , '

“ Did you know that young Prendergast was thie owner ol & pearl neck-
lace l:::llu':-d at anything );'romga hundred to one hundred and fifty thousand
pounds?”’ e asked elowly, as he scated himself and exnmined the end of his
weed to make certain it was burmng evenly. :

The count evinced no surprise.

'+ T was aware of the fact,”” he enid quicily, afler a pause. * They are l:he
renowned Prendergast pearls.  If it had not been for that meddling detective
who came here to-night, the young fool would have gambled themn away in
time.” .

**I'nke hicart, my friend,’” the other said. * You may have an opportunity
of Inying your hands upon the actual jewels far more quickly.” o

The master criminal leant forward ecagerly, his pale face tenso with
excilement,

** Expluin vourself I he said sharply.

The 1lawk laughed. .

“I vather hnagined I should arouse your interest,” he grinned. ‘' Have
yon heard of u« Norman Warner.” ]

“ A moncylender—yes. A very peculisy man for ono following such’ a
cafling. '

“ l’lgt-cieoly," the Hawk agreed. ‘‘ Very honest and above-board in all
his dealings; recommended by Nelson Lee, deteclive, to impecunious unoble-
mwen. Lives in Clapham, and—""

‘*“ Ob, stop fooling !’ the count snapped. * What have you discovered ?’*

““ That Sir Alec Prendergast proposes this morning to pledgo his heirloom
with Normawn \Warner, upon the advice of Lee.”

““The dickeus he doea!”’ Stefani exclaimed. ‘“ And you think—-""

“ ‘I'hat there onght to bo somo way of diverting the pearls from Warner
to ourselves,”’ the E{nwk answered. ‘' When such valuables are in {ransit——"*

He shrugged.

‘:l:‘\;e huve usually been able to hatech some plan in the past,”” he con-
clu . N

Count Stefani bit al his nails, and a deep furrow appeared between his
dark brows. lle opened his lipa to speak, but ere he uttered the words
that were trembling upon his tongue, there came a rap upon the door,

* Come n!” the Hawk commanded.

The door openced to admit tho attendant, Jake.

‘* Monsicur Orlofl is here, signor,” he announced.

. " Orlofi!?”” The count darted a significant look at the Hawk. ‘I wonder
il he has sueceeded?” he muttered. *‘ I'll see him at ouce, Jake.”

The man diﬁn})pcnred to almost immediately return to usher in a rather
short man, of foreign appearaunce, posscssing a nent imperial and a pair
of upturned moustaches.

Save that his cyes were very alert and keen, there was nolling to
suggest the deseription of person he was. DBut appeavances were ever
(l'crc_-plwc. _Paul Orlofi had once bieenm n member of the Russian Sceret
Police, wntil a false slep had brought dishonour to him, aund placed him in
terrible danger of ending his days in Siberia,

1o had fled from Petrograd and joined the Lcaguc of the Twisted Snakes,
A matler of four to live years ago, THe was mvaluable to_the crimiual
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orgauisaiion in the capacity of an inquity agent. Should a member &
:Jetr;:y the band, Orloff was placed by tl?c c%unl; upon the man or woene:l::nt'z
rack.

With bloodhound-like persistency, the little Ruesian would stick to tho
scent once he obtained the slightest clne, and upon no occasion had he failed
1o place the misguided member within reach of the vengeance of the league.

‘The penalty followed swiftly then. It invariably took the shape of death,
but the band® were not Sarticulnr as to Lhe means employed. A woman
would be found flonting down some dark river; a man, perhaps, discovered
with a knife between his ehoulders, lying dead in a side street or alleyway.
There were a acore of deaths that could be indirectly placed at the Russian’s
door, and had he dared to open his lips, he could have explained many of the
unsolved crimes that had startled the world during the last few years.

For the past fortnight Orlofl had been employed in endeavouring to trace
the wherenbouts of a woman who had fled from the society in Rome.

She was no lees a person than the wife of the leader and organiser of the
league—Count Stefani.

She was an American girl, nained Cynthia Meadows—or rather, that had
been her maiden name prior to the cnuning scoundrel Stefani gettiug her
into his clutches. She had been very young, scarcely out of her teens, when
ithe debonnir villain had woced and won lier; and wntil after her marringe
the unfortunate girl had had no iukling of the true character of the count.

She had been Ffascinated by his handsome [ace, his courleous, gentlo
ma.\lnncrs; but she had heen sudly disillusioned once she was frec of Amevican
soil.

Stefani had terrificd her inlo assisting him in his erimes. He was a
student of hypnotism, and found in his young wife an excellent medinn,
Once she had submitted hee will to his, she had been as clay in his hands—
casily moulded, and compelled Lo do his bidding.

She had stolen and swindled for him for a period of two yvears. Then
Fale had willed that the great British deteclive, Nelson Lee, should come
to Ilaly and take interest in a bank robbery that poor Cynthia had partici-
pited 1n, in company with other members of 1hie league.

The keen brain of the detective had been pitted against that of Count
Stefani; and Nelson Lee had come very neax to breaking up the gang.

Crnthia and some half a dozen men had been arrested at the instigation
of the British investigator, and Count Stefeni and the rest of his accomplices
had been obliged to fly to keep their liberty, also to change the wiereabouts
of their headquarters, ' ]

Cyvuthia had gained a remission in her sentence, without the knowledge
of Count Stefani, thus when she had left the gaol, he had not been at hand
to meet her, as would have been the casc had he known that she was to be
released. 7

The givl, whilst in captivity, had sufiered wilth a severe allack of brain
fever, and this illuess seemed to have relieved her of mucl of the spell that
bher husband had cast over her. _

Always horrified, and repelled by the thought of dizhonesty, she had gone
to n friend who was staving at a hotel in the Via del Corso, and with her
pssistance had fled to England, for the time being completely covering her
tracks.

A few weeks previons (o the opening of our story. Towever, one of
Btefani’s band had sworn that he had seen Cynthia crossing Dond Street.
FI8 lad lost sight of lier in a crowd that had gethered avound the victim
of a street accideut; but the information had made the comnt determined te
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‘e wife. Sho was n valunble asset to his numcroua couspiracies, and
:lrc.‘(l.xc:lcll] :w‘:):-{fto find and drag ler back to the life of dishonour sud shameo
' whi had fled.

I'rtﬁn; m:’cht;l:lg ordered the Russian, Orloff, to leave no stoneo !mtn.rnc.d to
trace her, and, now, as he saw the gleam of satisfaction in his h_lrclmgs
eves, ho felt fairly certain that at lust he had succeeded in his mission.

"+ You have found her?” he snid cagerly.

The Russian inclined his head. ' .

“It is ot my custom fo fail, excellency,” he énid, in a mo:dulated,

cultured tone.

“ And where is she?”’ the count asked. .

« She is occupying the post of private seerelary to a gentleman who resides
in Clnphnm," Brloﬂ‘ answered.

* Hia nome?”’

““ It j Norman Warner. He—""

“ Norman Warner!” The count and the Hawk repeated the name a8
one mon; and both sprang to their leet. .

“ You—you arc sure of this?"' Stefani asked. drawing a long breath.

*“ Of a certainly, excellency !”” Orlofl stated. with nssurance. i

“‘Then, by my life,”” Stefani cried, swinging vound upon tho Hawk. his
face working with excitement, ‘‘ the Prendergast pentls are ns good as in
our hands !’ y

[ rather thought we should find a way,”” the Hawk answered, smiling.
‘“ Somehow, the luck is always with us, count.”

— p——

CHAPTER IV.

The Deal—The Love of Norman Warner—A Voice from the Past—

A Strange Interview,
GENTLEMAN (o see you, sir.” :
Norman Warner looked up from the letier he had been writing
al his desk as his buller appeared, carrying a salver.

Used though he was to receiving calls at wnusual hours, Warner was a
trile surprised by the arrival of a visilor, for it was only just after ten
o’clock, and he had but recently finished his breakfast aund retired to his
sludy. :

!\‘o)rman Warner, however, wns never known to refuse lo do business. It
was one of the rules that had gained him sneh absolute success in his
profession. _

In plain words, Warner was a moncylender, yet he had never been a

usurer. As Nelson Lee had said, when he had given advice to Sir Alec
Prendergast, Norman Warner was “as etraight and lionourable as a man
conld wish 1o be.
- In many wars he had proved himself a blessing {o sociely. Those in
financial difficulties eame to him, and, provided they could show a reasonable
security, their (roubles were at omce lifted from their shoulders by the
receipt of the lonn they required at a very fair rate of inlerest.

Warner, many would have &nid, was somelhive of a plhenomenon, Je
was o moncylender with a heart, [Ile never pressed a client who was in
fcmunc distress: and it had been whispered that more than once Warner

wd losl his copital beeause he had taken pity wpon some man or woman

who had borrowed of him, and through sincere ill-fortune had found them.
selves unable to repay. '



THE CASE OF THE DUPLICATE KEY 13

He could not have Leen more thon thirty vears of a
work had whitened his raven-black hair atythj;: umples.go'ﬂzem:;u:
frank, open face, lit by serious blue eyes. It was a strong face, sud a good
bne—a countenance that at once made him a man to Le trusted.

Norman Warner stretched forth his hand and took the slip of pastebonrd
from tho butlor’s tray.

“ Sir Alec Prendergast,”” he said, stroking lhis chin reflectively. I
secm to have heard of bim.”” He looked up. ** Show him in, Wilkins,”’ he
ordered.

The butler withdrew, and o few seconds later Sir Alec Prendergast was
ushered into Warner's presence.

The moneylender rose and howed, then indicated a chair by the side of his
desk, and snnk back into his own,

“What can I do for you, Sir Alec?”’ he euggested, tapping with his
pen upon tho blotting-pad.

Sir Alec hesitated, seeming o little ill-at-ease.

‘“Tho truth is,”” he blurted out at last, ‘“ I'm in a terrible fix!”

Warnor emiled reassuringly.

‘“ My dear Sir Alec,”” he murmured, ‘“ most peoplo are who como to me.’”

“ Er—yes; I supposo #0,”’ the bnronet agreed. ‘' Look here, I want a
loan of twenty-five to thirty thowsand pounds—er, at once. I'm in a
pogition to offer the best security.”

Warner nodded.

‘“Then the little matter should be quite easily negotiated,”” replied he.

“T have brought these,” Sir Alec said, placing a leathern case upon his
knees. ‘‘‘They are the Prendergast pearls.”

He snapped open the lid of the case, displaying to the view of the money-
- lender a magniticent necklace.

Warner took up the costly jewel and examined it. He was a judge of
~ precious stones, and his face expressed gonuine admiration as ho fingered the
necklace with the manner of an expert.
“ You propose to offer me this as security?’’ ho suggested.
W“ Exactly "> Sir Alec answered. ‘' Er—you will fix up the business, Mr.
arner?”’

“ Certainly !’ the moneylender replied. “I will give you my cheque at
once. Indecd, shounld you desire, you can have moro upon such security as
this. I am- always fair with my clienta, Sir Alec, and never deceive them.
Xou may ﬁo up to fifty thousand, if you require it."”

* The nobleman was tempted for a moment; then he shook his head.

‘“No!"”’ he said firmly. ‘It will only he more to repay when the timo
comes. If you will loan me thirty thousand ponnds upou the necklace, it will
satisly e perfectly.”

““Very good! I will draw you a cheque. By the way, when do you wish
to redeem the necklace?”’ :

‘““ In about three mounths, I should think.”

“We will say six, which will give you plenly of grace, then,” Norman
Warner said. ““I'll prepare an agreement.”

With o word of excuse, he turued to his desk and drew a printed form from
n stationery case,

For the next few secondd, the sileuce in the room was only broken by tho
seratching of Warner’s pen.
. Will that be satisfuactory?’’ he asked, turning and handing the agreement
to his client,

“Why, you've only charged me seven per cent. interest!" Sir Alee
exclaimed. N T
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' Precively ! That is adequate. I will call my sccretary to witness your

signature.”’
{e rose and moved 1o the door o.l' an inner room.
»« Migs Meadows,”” lie called, *“ will you come here for o moment, please?’’

Sir Alec heard a chair moved, whilst the clickin_F of n typewriter ceased.
Ihen {here entered the room one of the most beautiful women the young and
imgrmionable nobleman could ever remember having scen.

‘yuthin Mecadows—as she was known here—was tall and graceful of
figure, hut it was her faco that semt the blood racing through Sir Alec's
veins with astonishment and admiration. ' ‘

It was a patrician's face—a clear oval, crowned with a mass of dead-black
hair of wonderful abundance, allurio I{ arranged. The complexion was
durk, with a faint flush of pink in the delicatcly rounded cheeks. The cyes,
under beautifully pencilled brows, were of o wistful brown, with strange
golldon lights in their depths, whilst the mouth was red, sensitive, and clea’
cul.

Just for an instant Sir Alee could only sit and stare; then a wave of
:b::]mle :‘ule(ll)cmg 50 suddenly taken aback swept over him, and he rose hastily
ud howed.

“I want you to witness this gentleman’s signature, Miss Meadows,”
:\i":r‘{:g: anid, indicaling the chair hic had just vacated. ‘‘ Sign here, please,

‘The baronet leant forward and aflixed his signature at {he foot of the
dooument. Cynthia Mcadows added hers as witness, and tho deal was
completed.
~Sir Alec shook hands with Warner, howed to Cynthia, and wished them

good-worning.”” The moncylender saw his client {o the door, and returned
fo the study, where he found his secretary stunding gazing down in admira-
Lion al the necklace, which had been left lying upon the desk.
onte‘::l’ they mot beautiful?”’ she said, turning with a start ns Waroer

“They are indeed,” he agreed. ' Will y i
ngi'nlzcment T ihe du;,--book?-!i ill you enter Lthe particulars of _l-hc

The girl nodded, and scated herself hefore the desk. S p
f rom oue of the drawers, and set to work with her c.:n. She secured a book

Norman Warner stood, his hauda clasped behind bis back, looking down
upon the howed head. Mis expression had undergone a great change now
ll'lil:t.n!:lcn l:m';lha:‘:one mtl]ll_llisl sccretary. A gurious tenderness had crept inlo

cyea. 18 hps were parte { i irati
g'\'lr.‘(l-d upolnltllliltdﬁlcmlcr hi lu!c bcforcl:illlc dosﬂ? bough in udmiration as be
ic gir! looked up, and W ; )
cushing nte hin C]Illc)c l?slf arner averted his head almost guiltily, the blood

“*Can you tell me the number of this Y ’ i
uskcﬂ- “ YO'; appear to have om?ll.cd li-'l:.fl'grccmeut, Mr. Warner#” Cynthia

" llow careless of me!” Warner muttered ; i i
ll:[- !he glr’I.. “ Let me gee!”  1le groped in a zingegrl?c:: :: fq::;‘gl:rbes‘l‘dft t\l\lm

l.ll-l,'lh:l'.‘l, he s:.ud. “ Better put it there—under the date."” | '

] l(: cigﬁt ‘forfsard lo point to a certain column in the book before the girl,
whicl: (Illlld h::’il?l:fl !'“llf'llll'l:t‘d. and a wisp of her beautiful, Juxuriant hair,
"'“"l"f“ |”m young 'i“:_:'lﬁll:'.ou:ll from behind one of her ('lclic‘ntc cars, swept

The Mood rushed to Warner's T (v .
glovious treases ansailed ;li::c:;;ﬁtl-:'(;?;l t‘li‘sc:ll: a l‘ilclgo‘lh(l!"_l_") pcrfllnllc 91‘ Cynthia’s
her eyes looked into his, and he forgot his eu W—)ust une bhriel second—

) § got his énrroundings, forgol the girl was

his cinploy .
Ilct;lrl: Moyee, forgot all save the great love that for months bad bLeen in bis
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Before Cfnlhiu quite realised what was happening, Warner's arma were
nabout her, his lipa were seeking hers,

‘“ Cynthia, my darling,’”” he breathed, his voice vibraling with emotion,
I love yon! 1 love you!”

With a little, strangled ery of dismay, the girl fought to break free.

J90h, don't!” she pleaded, and there wae somcthing very like horror in
her eyes. ““ Mv. Warner, yon forget yourself!"

In a moment Warner lla({ released her, aud had risen to his feet. Ilis head
was drooping, and his checks were hot with shame.

“‘ Misa li\le:ulm'rsz,. I—I am sorry.” he said huskily, ** but ""—he Look a step
forwnrd and leant over her chair—‘ I could not keep my secret locked in
my brenat any longer. I love yon—love you ns I never dreamed it possible
for a man Lo love & woman !’

IHe was speaking quile quictly now, and overy word he nttered was earncst
and sincere.

“T am so gsorry I frightened you,'' he snid contritely. “ Will you forgive
me?'”
The girl rose too, and now Lhe long lushes were rnised from her eyes.
““There is but little to forgive,”” she snid gently. *‘ But you must never
speak of lovo Lo mo again!”
Warner eanght bis breath, and an expression of pain aprang into hia eyes.
““ You—you mean that yon can give me no hope?’ he asked, in a low voice.
“Would that T could !’” she said ¢uickly. ‘‘ Dear, dear friend, rather than

¢ango you suffering, I would sacrifice my right hand! Oh, you cannot
understand !’

She turned away, a choking sob preventing her further utterance.

“ Cyuthia.”” Warner exclaimed, taking her hand, ‘' you are mysterions—
HaMing. You speak as thongh youn love me, yet hint at some great barrier
botwoen !

‘“‘T'here i3 u barrier that keeps us apart, Norman,” she answered quietly.
almost unconscionsly nsing his &slristilm name. ‘‘ There iz a page in my li¥e
that makes wme unlit to be the wife of a good, honourable man like you.

Were vou to discover the truth concerning my past, you would recoil from
me in disgust and horror.”

“Impossible!”” Norman Warner cried. “ Dearest, you are magnifying
gome (rifling indiscretion until in your eyes it appears a crime. Tell me
ceverything! Let us sec il we cannot remove the obatacle you say stands in
the way of our love.”

‘““ Wo ¢an never do that—yet !’ the girl answered sadly. “ It is the one
great ohatacle—the greatest barvier of all!”

Norman Warner understood her then. e drew back, droppiog her hand,
soeming to suddenly gvow drawn and haggard, whilst Cynthia sank into n
chair and hid her face in her hands. _

“ Yon are married—married already?"* Warner faltered hoarsely.

“ Yes,” Cynthin answered between her sobs.  ““ Now, can you understand?”

‘I'ne door was opened slmrpl{. after a formnl tap upon the pancls, and Lhe
butler entered.  Murriedly \Warner stepped te hiz desk, controlling his

features to the best of his ability, whilst the girl averted her head to hide
Ler tears.

““ A message addressed to Miss Mendows,™ the servant annonnced stolidly,
atlempting to crosa cver to the girl.

“ T will take it, Wilking,”” Warner remarked, quickly barring his progress,
$ 1t is all right. You may go.”

Cynthia looked round, her tear-dimmed exes evincing surprise.
‘““For me:" she asked.
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ner handed her the envelope. Ji appeared to have beeu delivered by

) tﬁ::::ﬁ:g(l-':nnlor it bore no.éstrlunp. and only the name, ** Miss Cynthia
Meadows,” was wrilten upon it. ) .
M'(l!:i:lcn;?;l \s\-ot:ldcriugly o|!cnccl it, then gave a violent start, her lips parling
a~ thouglh she were stricken with fear or aslonishment,

Sho scemed oblivious of Warner’'s presence as she stared at the ahgrt
message upon the sheet of notepaper that had reposed in the envelope. Yet
it scomed to be nothing to cause her alarm, for it merely read:

*“ De: dam,—The costume (Style 432/2) would be rather Loo inferior
to s:'?t‘i:l!y ‘\&mr tastes, it being onc)ol' our ready-made 30s. modes.  Stylo
43171 at 10s. or G97/2 at 62s. would suit you, I think.

“Phe sel of furs (Stylo 650/1) wonld e 30s., carriage frece. The other
prices you require ave Style 46/1, 4s. : Style 311/2, 30s. ; and Style 574/2, 36s.

** Please quole numbers when ordering for reference purposes.—Yours, ele.,

*“(Mrs.) M. MarsnarL.”

She crumpled the letter in a small, trembling hand, and unsteadily gained
her feet. :

““I—I do not feel well,”’ sho faltered, pressing lhier hand to her templo,
“Will you excuse me from further work to-day?'’ -

* Certainly ! Warner answered. *“ Can I do anything for you—get you
anything?”’

J .-\’u;gl thank vou,”” Cynthia apswered, and it écemed an cflort for her to
epeak. ‘I only want Lo lie down, My head is aching.” )

Warner stepped Lo the door and solicitously opened it for her, but to his
uiter surprise Cynthia siepped over to a hookcase and drew from one of Lthe
shelves a National Edition of *“ Nutiall's Standard Dictionary *’ ere sho
quilted the room.

He watched her o5 she mounted thé stairs; then, with a puzzled shake of
his head, he returned to the study.

He took up the Prendergast necklace. which had been lying on his desk,
also n bunch of keys. Ifc inserted onc of the lutter in the lock of u massivo
safe that was built into the wall, and from somewhere in one of the npper
rooms came faintly the ringing of electric bells.

Ile deposiled the valuable necklace in one of the drawers of the safe, re-
Jocked the latter, and hung the bunch of keys upon a hook fitted in the side
of his desk. He stood leaning against the mantel, wondering what thero
could have been in Lhe seeming everyday message to cause the girl he loved
such acute agitation. But it was not long before he was brought out of his
roveric in a startling manner.

‘There came a dull crash overhead, and instinctively Warner knew that. it
(t:;uuril from hiy scerelary’s room, He spun round on his licel and made for

1e door,

Al the foot of the stnirs he almost collided with a startled servant. Tt
was the housekeeper, a motherly old Iady, wbo had been in tho cmploy of
Warner's family for many years. .

** Lawks a mmssey, sir!” the woman said. *‘ Did you hear that upstairs?
What can it he?" '

""_;I fear it is M(;ss Mea:](ﬂl\'s," Warne}' nuswem:ll quickly. ‘ She is not well

18 morning, and went {0 her room a few seconds ago. il yi
aseerlain what bhas happened #”’ ¢ ngo- Will you go up aud

“ That I will, sir! Poor lamb, she must *ave fainted)”’

The huxom lady went puff; the stai .
in nn agony of dfcnd. pulling up the staivs, and Warner stood at their food
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she gavo a sharp cry of dismay and apprehension,

The slim form of the sccretary was atretched at full length upon tho
floor. In hier hand was clusped the note she had received and upon the bed
the dictionary lay—open.

The housckeeper knelt beside Lhe girl and raised her hend. Cynthia wos
grey Lo the lips and her eyes were glazed, yet filled with an awful fear.

“ A voice from the past!” she moaned feebly. “ A voice from the past!™

Then her head fell limply to one side, as she fainted a second {ime.

The hnllsckccl)é:‘ enlered Cynthia’s daintly-furnished bedehamber ; then

. . . [ 4 . . - . »
f

The lights in the windows of Norman Warner's hoyse, which was situated
upon the outskirts of Clapham Common, had died out one by one; and save
for the dork figure that leant against the gate lending into the drive,
there was no sign of life.

The man was muflled up in a long dust coat, the collar turned up about
his thvont. A slouch hat was pulled well forward over his eyes, 80 that
scarcely any portion of his face was visible.

From afar off came the notes of a clock as it began striking the midnight
-Dour, and the man straightened his body and peered through the gloom
towards the house. -

The last stroke of twelve died away and onmce again the silence of the
night was Lroken:

A minute pnssed—two—Lhree, and the man fidgeted impatiently.

Came a rustling in the bushes by Lhe side of the drive, and the watcher
tossed away the end of the cigarette he had been smoking.

A form in white—a slim, girlish form—came slowly into view and
advanced hesitatingly towards the gate.

The man opened it, took a couple of sharp strides forward, and gripped
ihe newcomer by the wrist.

““ So we have found you at last!” he hissed. ** I thought you wouldn’t dare
ignore my note. Listen, I have much to say to you!"

With a brutal wrench, he had dragged her into the shadows ecast by the
Imshci‘i. Then he began to whisper in her ear, alowly at first, then teusely,
cagerly.

“You will do this?' Ie asked at length.

“No!" the girl cried. ‘* A thousand times no! I have left vou and your
gang for nll time! I will have no hand in this affair!"”’

““ You know the penalty for disobedience where the orders of the Leaguo
are concerned?”’ the man asked.

“Yes, I know well enough. But you may kill me here and now rather
than I will betray the oue friend I have in the world.

A kuife flashed wickedly in the darkness. It was raised monacingly above
the woman’s breanst.

“Yon will alter your decision?"’ the man asked threateningly.

‘“ No! Strike if you wish to murder me! I am not afraid !

The man Inughed harshly and returned the knife to his pocket.

‘“ Loek into my eyes!” he ordered authoritatively.

“T won’t!” the girl cried, struggling to break free. ““ You shall ot
place your horrible spell upon me again. I—""

She “struggled frantically, tearing at his hands with her nails and
altempting to strike him in the face. DBut he held her in a grip of steel,
and slowly her resistance ceased and he released her.

e passed his hauds before her (ace, then said in an almast coaxing
voice:
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“@Go! The Key'! You will obey me!™ "

lie - slipped som)cthing into her bhand; aud obediently she turned and
retraced her steps the way she had come. ) .

A quarler of an hour clapsed, then once again the girl moved slowly
from the shudows and confronted the man. She was quite pensive now and
moved like one who was walking in her sleep-

Me strelched forth his hand and took the object he had handed her beforo
she had returned to the house. Then as she slowly turned to wend her
way back to the house, the man swung round and hurried away in tho

darkness,

— —

CHAPIER V. )
The House Party at Norman Warner’s—The Recognition—Nelson Lee's
Promise.

ESTIVITIES at Norman Warner's house had commenced.
It was the night of the anniversary of his parcent’s golden wedding,
and already a great number of guests had arrived, whilst othere
were continually bLeing ushered in and received by old Gregory Warner
and his silvery-haired, plensant-faced wife.

Norman Warner conld boast of a very select circle of friends; some of
them, in reality, his clients, othens whose acquaintance he had made during
hir leisure hours.

True, he wag a man of business; but all who knew him were wont to
look upon him with liking and respeet, and even the most fastidious could
uol find fanlt with the mansion to which they had been invited.

It had the necessary number of bedrooms, furnished in the best taste,
{he hall formed a spacious room in itself, whilst the reception rooms, which
Lio"!muol:licmcd by folding doors, were large, lofly, and waognificently
designed,

In these latler apartments, the doors of which had heen flung open so as
to form one long room, a gay scene was in progress. Black-coated civiliang
and officers in their khaki uniforms chatied vivaciously with clegantly
altived women and girls.

A captain of the IHussars, who was au accomplished pianist, had alveady
#¢i the ball rolling, and was before the grand piano at the far end of tho
room, accompanying o dark, handsome girl as she sang an old and thrilling
love ballad.

Norman Warner, who stood near his father and mother, ought to havo felt
that it was good {o live as ho gazed upon the smiling faces of his many
Irieuds, ycl there wns an air of unmistakablo sadness about him to-night.
ll.c looked careworn and thonghtfu), whilst there wero dark marks about
his cyes that suggested Jack of sleep.

Norman, if the truth be told, saw nothing of the scenme that was going
on around him, Before the eye of hia brain was the sweet, wistful face of
the girl whom he loved, yet knew that he could not make bhis wife, because
she belonged to another.

He was wondering why Cynthia had been so palpably agitated at the
receipt of the letter that had seemed to be nothing more formidable than
4 quotation from a modiste. He asked himself, too, what had come over
her during the last two days. Sho had gone about her work like one who
witd ohsnsed by o great, haunting terror—a fear that was filling ber heart
und wrecking her in health and apirit,
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He had altempted to imduce her o give him her confidence, but (o no
avail. She had asked him to trust her, and her cres had mutely pleaded
wilh him not to cross-question her. So Warner, like the chivalrous gentle-
man that he was, had swallowed his enriosity and held his peace. “There
wns also another matter that was {roubling him; but more of that anon,

‘“ Mr. Nelson Lee; Mr. Ni{)‘lcr!"

With a glad exclamation, Warner roused himself and turned towards the
door ns he canght the names of the famous deteclive and his young assistant,
who had been firm friends of his since they had been successful in clearing
up a somewhat complicated case on his behalf.

“ My dear Lee, I did not dream you would come !’ Norman cried, as ho
warmly shook the dolective by the hand. '

“ ITave I disappointed yon 8o often?”” Nelson Lee asked, with one of his
rarc smiles, ag he returned his friend’s grip. -

- You bheggar. yon know you aro incorrigible:” \Warner returned. “1I
have invited you here Lime after time, and all I bave rceeived is a very
short note politely refusing on the plea of pressure of business.”

“I assure you my cxcuscs have been true omes, Warner,” the detective
said. ‘It is seldomm Nipper and I are slack. We haven’t been absentees
from your pleasant little gatherings from choice.”’

‘“Well, I'm jolly glad to see yon at last, amyway,”” Warner replicd.
‘“ And Nipper, oo, looking nol a day older than when I saw bim two ycara
ngo.”

““I am afraid you're wrong there. Mr. Wamer,” {he young detectivo
said gravely. ‘‘ People tell me that I've aged terribly of Jate. You've ne
iden of the worry and brain-fag that falls nupon a prinee of detectives like
—ahom !—myself. I actually found n grey hair the other day, yet a few
mounths ago the guv’nor called me a bright lad.”

‘“ Oh, you're atill bright enough, Nipper!” Warned langhed.

Niwmr screwed up his face nnd appeared to give the matter great thought.

“Well, perhaps 1 am,”” he said, with almost an air of relief. ‘' But then
éoutf.ht to be bright, for father dicd of Bright’s discase and mother nsed

apolio.”’

“ Yow’'ll never make him take life seriously, Lee.” \Warner snid. *‘ But
let me take you to your host and hastess to pay your respecls. I do not
think you have met my parents, have you?'"

For the next quarter of an hour the detective and his assistant found
themselves busily cngaged in shaking hands and chatting with aeqauaint-
ances, They were immensely popular wherever they went, and were kuown
to a great number of the moneylender’s guests.

““ Thank the stars that’s over, guv'nor!” Nipper murmured as he and
his maseter succecded in leaving the crush and seated themselves in an
alcove. “ What I hate about these giddy shows is the coming in part.
Iustead of all this receiving and bowing business, I should like to be able
to sorter waive my hand to the chaps and girls I knew. You see what
I moan, guv’'nor?’”

Nelson Lee glanced affeclionately at the well-set-up lad by his side.
Nipper looked remarkably well-groomed and handsome in his suit of evening
clotﬁe&. His eyes were sparkling, his cheeks Mlushed with pleasure he found
in his enviroument.

“T fear I don’t quile follow you, Nipper,” the detective said.

“ Oh, I should liko to come with & breezs air, sir.,” the assistant ex-
plained. ‘‘ Now there’s Sir William Trenley over there. I know him.
therefore, I should just prance in, smack him on the back, and say ** Cheer-
oh; Billy, how gocs it! Theu there's Ladv- Maria in the stiffl-backed chair,
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the old gecrer wham we regained the diamonds for. In her case, I should
' her o kiss, and——"

m?‘“(.:l;:llllmwc-lls!" Nclsou Lee explnined, in a low tone. ‘““If you greeted
Lady Marin like that, my Iad, she would be scized with a fit upon the spot,
whilut 1 feel certain that if you smacked Sir Willinm upon the back, ho
would swallow his fulse teeth. .

“ M’yes, p'r'aps you're right, sir. Still, the mode of entry I've explained
wonld save a lot of trouble, wouldn’t it? If Sir Billy swallowed his beasily,
teeth My word, sir! Look!”’ . ] .

' What s tho matter?” Nelson Lee usked, for his assistant’s tone had
euddenly changed and his young face had set hard. _

“he woman over there, guv’'nor!” Nipper breathed excitedly. “Il’s
Cynthin Stefani, the girl who was in the bank robbery at Rome! Tho
woman who got lagged with tho Twisted Snakes lot!”

“What!” Cool man though he was, Nelson Leo started badly and sat
bolt upright in his seat. Ile waa no longer the hndulgent guardian who had
listened to the light chatter of his ward. e was the detective agnin, the
hwman sleuth-hound who had made himself the terror of criminals through-
out the civilised world. .

Nelson Lee's keen grey eyes travelled swiftly in the direction Nipper was
cantionsly pointing; and, as he Jooked upon the slender figure of the girl
in question, he knew that his assistant had made no mistake.

Cynthin was coming towards them, the lights lending additional gplendour
to her masses of black hair,

She wns dressed in some gossamer-like material that suited her to per-
fection and fell sheerly away from her gleaming, white rhoulders. Thero
was somelhing about her clear-cut face—ila aspect of dislinction, perhaps—
that irresistibly held the gaze, and even the matter-of-fact detective, un-
suspectably though hie might be, realised that she was a queen amongst
womaon,

The girl came straight lowards the alcove and scemed abowt to pass
without noticing jte occupants. Then she happened 1o turn her head, and,
;nltllough Nelson Ice attempted to draw back into the shadows, he was too
ate.

Cynthin’s eyes el bis, and the delective heard her catch in her breath
with a choking, sobbing sonnd. She reeled, as one about to swoon, then,
p;ll‘l{)' rc;co\'ering herself, she gasped:

[ L] '()II .ll

For a sccond she slood like a figure of alone, her hand clasped Lo her heart,
but she slarled and tried lo recover her composurc as Norman Warner
approached. :

“Tet me introduce you, Miss Meadows,” - Warner said; and Nelson Leo
and Nipper rose to Lheir feel.

‘ We have met in the past. Mr. Warner,” Lhe girl snid faintly, .

Why, ves; we met in Italy some ycars ago,”’ Neléon Lee explained,
blandly. "I am delighled lo renew our acquaintance. Miss—Meadows."’

Nelkon Lee took the hand the girl held ont to him, and bowed over it.
As he rmgcd his head, his gaze mel hers, and he saw that there was agonised
enlrenty in her eyes.

“Ilisa surprise 1o learn you are old friends,” Warner exclaimed; and ho
durled a curious look al the detective, only to find that his expression wag
&phinx-like.  ** You will have much to talk about—doubtless pleasant
:::-T:::I::el'? recall. T see my wmother in beckoning me. You will perhape

Ilo bowed Lo Cynthio, and moved across Lo room.
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’ The girl faced the defcelive ngain: &he was trembling, and white to the
ips.

“ I.must eee you alone, if only for a few moments,” she said unsteadily,
“ Will you follow me into Lhe conscervatory?

We shall not be iuterrupted
‘there.”

Nelson Lee inclined hia head. Ilis manner was almost eold, for he looked
wpon Cynthia as a bad and dangerous woman, little knowing that at heart
s]_lﬁ was pure and honest, and in reality only the dupe of an unscrupulous
villnin, .

The delective watched her as she moved slowly away, making for where

Lwo skilfully-carved statnes, featooned lights suspended from their sculptured
fingera, marked the entrance Lo their plnce of meeting. :
“\What's the game. guv'nor?”* Nipper nsked, in a whi
his maater’s sleeve ** Why is she here?”’
Nelson Lee shook his head.

“It i3 hard to say, lad,” he answered. ' T cannot quite understand
the look she gnve me., She was mutely imploring me not to give her truo
identity away; there was little doubl of that. Yeb, we have learnt in Lho
ast how dangerous are the gang of which she is a member, and. unless she
18 gome_good explanation for her presence here, I feel il my duty to warn
Norman Warner of tho kind of woman he is harbouring in his home.”

“I'm bursting with curiosily. sir,” Nipper said. ‘“I will bet she is up
to some jiggery-pokery business.”’

“I will join her. Nippor,”” his master returned. “ I, too, am anxious to
liear what she has to say for heraclf.”’ ; .

He slipped awny, and passed into Lhe heated atmosphere of the econ:
servatory. DPassing through the long line of pungently-scented, rare and
tropical ferns and blossoms, he come upon Cynthia seated in the gloom at
the far end of the place. .

‘The girl rose quickly to her fect. Ior a second or two ther stood silently
facing ench other. Then Nelson Leo spoke. :

““So we meet again, Mrs. Stefani,”” he 6aid; and there was nothing in his
voice to tell the girl anything as lo his feelings towards her.

“ After all this time,”” Cynthia said, in a low, strained tone. She ook an
impulsive step forward and laid her hand upon the detective’s sleeve. “ For
eaven's sake, don’t give me away!"” she pleaded pnssionately.

““ low is it that I find you here?” the detective queried coldly.

“T1 am Mr. Warner’s seeretary,”’ the girl explained. ‘“ Mr. Lee, you look
upon me a3 a criminal—a wicked, wnserupulous woman—an ex-gaol bird.
But I swear to you that I have left the old life, and am doing my utmost to
keep hounest.’” , _

The detoctive regarded her keenly; and his expression sofiened as he saw
the tears that were glistening in her eyes. ’

“ You give me your word of honour that you have left your old associales
—that you have ccased Lo participate in their plans?”’

“Yes; save that I saw my husband two days ago.”

“You saw Count Stefani! Then he is in London?"’ he asked, his tone
betraying unwounted excitement—for him.

Cyrnthia inclined her head.

‘““He is in London. More than that T cannot tell you. Bad man though
lie is, he is my husbond,’” the girl said simply. i

““ You will not tell me his whereabouts?”’ Nelson Lee queried. ]

© I cnnnot betray him—I dare not!"* Cynthia answered, darting a furtive
lanece over her shoulder, as though she expeeted to find someono at her
mek.  ‘ Oh, do not think I am still helping him! Please believe me! I

darce not put my full conlidence in you. To betray the league means death,
She shuddered.” “* A awift and terrible death!” she whispered honrselv. ..

sper, his hand upon
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Nelron Lec was silent for a moment; there was a look of pity upon his
nl?rféoﬂ(;;(:w{nie.fccl sorry for you,” he said quictly. ‘' Believe me. had I
hod the opportunity, I would have given you a chunce to lead a betier life,
instend of sccing you flung into an Italian prieon, ‘But _the arrest WAg
mnde by the, oflicial police, a8 you know, and 1 had no'say in the matier.

1 know,” the girl said son,ly,r * T believe you have a heart, deapite the

: hings that cvildoers say of vou.”

llr.‘l‘-dftlt:lclfz-cl.i\-e can still be 'a}a. man, Mrs. Stefani,”” Nelson Lee answered.
““ Bul yout say you have scem your husband? Has he succceded in tracing
vou since you severed yoursell from the league?”
" v Yes: you do not know the power of that terrible band,”” Cynthia said,
iw a hard, bitter voice. ** They are fendishly—almoet uncannily clever!
No one is safe from them once they have goue against the oath (hey take
when they join Lhe society.” i

*“ But there is still o great deal thal baflles me,”” the delective yemarked.
] know a good deal about the League of the Twisted Snakes. Is not the
death penally incurred when a member flees from the hand and attempts Lo
brenk his or her connection with it?"” |

“ Yes; that is the invariable rule,” the girl agreed. “ There is a lot that
1. (oo, do nol understand.’”’

““ Yeb they have spared you,” the delective persisted. “ Whatl did your
husband eay to vou when you saw him?  Was his nanner threatening
towards you?"’ b

“T am not clear what look place between we,”” the girl said. “ I—I do
nol. remember.’’

““ You do nol remember !’ Nelson Lee stared at her in amazement. “ You
puzzle me,” enid he.

Cynthin shuddored, and her fingers tightened upon his arm,

“You will undersiand when I te)l you that Lhere are times when I am
completely under the influence of the man who, Heaven help me, I am com-
pelled o call ‘ husband,” ”” she said, in a low, tense vaice.  *‘ Soon after
our marriage. he hvpnotised me, and from that period 1 have been more or
lesw in his power.”

‘“ Good heavens!” the detective murmured. ‘I am heginning to see day-
light. Ile hae willed you to lead a life of dishonour?” '

“Yes. I am not sure of anything that took place yesterday. I was only
dimly conscious this morning that I had seem my husband uwpon the preceding
night. I cannot even call to mind where I met him. It was dark—I am
sure of that. I scem {o sce him holding a knife to my heart. The vision
13 continuously rising before my gaze, It is awful—awful!”

The delective falt thatl she was Lrembling violenlly,

““You had betler relurn to the reception-reom,’”’ he advised. * Find
eomewhero where you can sit down qguictly and compose yourself.”

“And my wrelched secret?”’” Cynthia asked engerly. “ T would rather
dic than be disgraced in the eyes of Mr. Warner. Already I feel that ho
doubla me. Yeslerday "—a wave of colour came to her ashen face—'* he
told me that he loved me. Ueaven help me, 1 return hie affections! I am
caling ent. my heart for him, but there is Count Stefuni standing between us.
1 wan forced {o tell Normnn—-Mr. Warner—that I was a marricd woman.”

Nelson Lee bit his lip.

“Thal waa certainly unfortunate,” h id, “My - gri mmpathi
wilh you deeply - y he said My poor girl, I aympathise

““‘Then you will nol expose me?"
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“ Ileaven forbid that I svhould Lring more pain into ile,”
Nelsor: Lee replied earnestly. He drcgw a car]d l'romlhig o;':::;l:::;h't[:p :‘:'l:'is
my address,”” he said.  *“ If you find yoursolf in treuble, do not hesitate to
come Lo me. I will trr to prove myeelf your friend.”

The girl seized his hand aund bent over it, with a dry sob,

* Heaven bless you,”” she snid brokenly,

CHAPTER VI.

Normin Warner's Strange Story—Nelson Lee in Doubt.

“ COME away from this row and chatter, Lee, and smoke a cizrarcite in
my study.” - :

Norman Warner bulton-holed the detective as he left the con-

servatory whenee Cynthia had preceded him some few seconds previously.
“ What about Nipper?” the detective asked. )

“Oh, he'll amuee himself, never fear,”” Warner said.  The voune
seamp was waltzing with the most ripping girl in the house—eave onc—
‘\\;llcll last I saw him. ‘Ihree parts of the men here are gheen with envy
nbout it.”

Nelson Lee indulged in one of his curiously silent laughe.

*“ Is he making such good hcn(lwaf. then?"” hie asked.

““You het! ¢’s making hay whilst your paternal evo ic 2ot upon him,
Look! There they go. Look at the expression on the young owl’s face.
Ho might have fallen head-over-cars int love with Miss Frevson, by the way
he's looking at her.” ) |

“T'I warrant he’ll forget all about her by supper-time.” Neleon Ice said
Qightly. ¢ Nipper would ignore the prettiest face when there is a good
spread before him.”2  1le paused for a moment Lo listen to the dreamy music.
* Destiny,’ is u lavourite waltz of mine,”” he said, '

“ Oh, hang the beastly thing!’ Warner returned. ‘‘ Lee, I've comething
very imporiant I wish to speak to you about.”

‘“Indeed ! the deteclive said. “ Do von mean something that will
interest me professionally ?*’

“Yes; I fatter myzelf it will. But come {o the studyr, and I'll {ell you
all about it.”

The two men leit the reception-room, and Warner, linking his arm through
that of the detective, led him down a corridor, nnd paused before a door
at the further cnd. .

This the moneylender unlocked and geutly pushed his friend into tho
room. A moment later he had touched a switch, and the room was flooded
with light.

Warner waved his hand, towards an casy-chair, and Nelson Lee allowed
his long body to sink into il. The moneylender then produced a eyphen, a
tantalus of spirits, and a box of Egyptiau cigarcites, and helped the detective
to a whisky-and-soda.

When the two men had got lheir cigarelies going, Warner leant forward
in his chair. i i

“I wanted lo speak Lo yvou abont a very curious thing that happened
last night,” said he. *“ Have I ever told you about this specially designed
safe I have had buili?”’

e indicaled the sale in the wall.

Nelson Lee made a negative geslure.
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“ .« 2 massive affair,’”’ he commented.

¥ ﬁ.xl‘?(?l!;: .1 ll need n veritable slrong-room fto sni:ﬂ&glmrd the valuables
at ore sometimes brought me here by my chon.t.s, nrncr.answored.

"4 Such as the Prendergast pearls, for instance,” the detective murmured,
regarding bis friend through the blue smoko of his cigarctte. . _

D Yos: they—"" Norman Warner’s jaw dropped, and he stared in blank
aslonishment at his companion. How the deuce did you know I had
them?” he asked, in bewilderment.

« 1 did not know,” Nelson Lee returned. “1 merely guessed at the fact,
Ag it happened, it was I who recommeunded Siv Alec Prendergast to bring
them to you. Lvidently e has done so.”

«“Ob, T see!" Warner snid stowly. * He did not mention your nane, and
you quite slartied me. Well, there, as you say, i3 an instance. Froquently
my clients bring me valuable jewellery, curios, and documents upon which
so raise loans to tide them over some difficulty. ‘That is why I have gone to
tho trouble and expense of having this safe installed. Take a look at it, and
tell me vour opinion of it..” _

Nelson Lee tl')ose languidly to his feet, crossed to the safe, and studied the
heavy steel door, with its polished brass fitlings.

‘“ A formidable problem for the most up-to-date cracksman, I should say,™ .
he said, ‘ if onc may judge by the outward appearance.”

Warner gained his legs and joined his friend. ) .

«1°11 unlock it and show yon the interior,”” he remarked, going to his roll-
top desk, unlocking it, and taking the bunch, upon which was the safe-key,
from the hook upon which it always reposed.

“ Listen !

He inserted the key in the lock, and instantly Nelson Lee became aware of
the ringing of bells in the upper regiouns of the house.

‘“ An elarm,” hie said,

. “Yrecisely! It sounds in my bedroom. As I have explained, no man
needs a well-made and burglar-proof safe more than I. ' I have thercfore had
one made which, in the opinion of experts, it would take even the most
skilful burglar well-nigh all night to break into.”

“ But, apart from the podsibility of breaking it, there is always the pos-
sibilily thal in some way n copy of the key might be made. Hence my
having the electric alarm-bells fitted. As you have seen, the mnoment the key
is inserted in the lock the bells ring loudly. In my room the sound is a posi-
tive din, and it could not possibly fail to wake me.” The ringing ceases the
moment the key is removed [rom the lock, but one second of the row they
make ought to be enough to wake the dead.”

IIo had unlocked the safe and pulled open the heavy door.

Nelson Lee bent forward and examined the interior, noting the thickness
of the solid steel door and the cunning device that set the burglar-alarm in
;noll.:on immediately the key pressed upon a tiny button at the rear of the
Ok,

“There’s not much fear of that being rifled, my friend,” be said with
pssurance,

“I agree with you,”” Warner answered. ‘ But it was not renlly that
question 1 wished to discuss with you. It may surprise you to learn that
last night I was aroueed by the alarm.”

'lr‘olson Tee whistled soflly.

“Snmc?x}e has secenred a duplicate of the key?* he asked.

No. ‘Through n pioce of cnrclessuess on my part the original was left
I the Yock when everyone in the house retired for tho night. I had been
Yorking very hard, and was slecping more than usnally soundly. It must
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bave been nearly half a minute before I real:ed the true meaning of the
gound that I bad been dimly conscious was in my ears.

““‘The bells, which are fitted near my bedside, were ringing [rantically. I
sprang out of bed, flung a dressing-gown over my pyjamas, and raced down-
stairs, a terrible apprchengion gripping me, for the Prendergast pearls wero
in tho safe. :

“I have regarded my safe for months as quite as safe, if not safer than
the average Lanker’s strong-room, and I often allow valuables to remain
upon wny premises for days on end.

“I always sleep with a revolver under my pillow, and I had grabbed this
up. I entered hero cautiously, the weapon gripped in my hands, but when I
switched on tho lights the room was empty.”

“TI saw the key in the lock. I ought to have explained previously that
when I had left it, it had been partially withdrawu, as I had suddenly turned

to answer the telephone. ‘I'lnis the bells had ceased to ring, for the key was,
not touching the button.”

‘““ Now, however, I saw that the key had been I:ushcd-l'ully into the lock—
a fact that proved Lo me that someone had touched it recently. I unlocked
the safe. and went through its contents, but to my relief I discovered that
tho pearls and other things of worth were there, and had apparently not
been touched.”

“ Jlow far are you from the railway-line?’’ Nelson Lee asked.

‘“Some good distance.”’

“Ah! I was wondering whether the vibration caused by a passing train
had shaken the key fully into the lock.”

“T don’t think that could be the explanation of the affair, Lee,” Warner
said. “ You sce the other keys were hanging [rom the ring to which the
safe key is attached. Their weight would bear it down, and should the room
lﬁe shaken, if anything, the key would have been jerked out and fallen to the

oor."”

““Yes, I follow your reasoning. You think some person touched the key?*’
Nelson Lee asked, and there was a strange, hard look in his eyes.

“I am sure of it!"”” Warner agreed, with conviction. *‘ Lee, someone took
& wax impression !”’

‘The detective started.

‘“How do you know?"’ he asked. \

““1 discovered traces of wax in the wards of the key when I examined it.”

‘“ Excellent ! Nelson Lee said. ““You have the detective inslinct.

Ninety-nine persons out of a hundred would not have thonght to examine it.
Show it me now, plense.” '

Warner profiered his friend the bunch of keys, indicating the one (hat
fitted the lock of the safe.

Nelson Lec examined it, holding the key by the ratchet, but he failed to
detect any traces of wax adhering to the wards now.

o ;.ﬂ\"ou have cleaned it?"’' he asked.

L 1] o.ll .

“Then possibly the wax has worked its way into the lock of the safe.
Pardon me for one moment.” '

The detective sank to his knees upoun the carpet. ITe had laken from his
vest pocket a toothpick, and ho began probing in the leck. Dresently he
atraightenced his Lody and rose.

IHe whipped out his lens, and serutinised the tiny spee of yvellow substance
that was adhering to the end of the impromptu instrument. .

“Youn are correct about the wax impression business, Warner,”” he said
grimly. *‘Are the Prendergast pearls still in the safer” '
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“ Yes. Unfortunately I have been too busy to take them to the’bank to-
day, and as my sceretary has been unwell, I would not trouble her to go.
You will know. of course, that I used to transuct my business up West, My
bank is there, and since I gave up my office I bave not troubled to bave the
acconnt removed to the local branch here.”

“Did you nolice if the French windows were open when you came down-
stairs last night upon receiving the alnrm?™ . )

“‘I'hey were secnrely closed from Lhe inside. I tried them.”

“Then it almosl looks ns thongh some member of your houschold was
im I:liczlte(l in the matter,”’ Nelson Lee stated. oo

Norman Warner averted bis gaze. He opened bhis lips to speak, closed
them again, and sat twining and untwining his fingers nlmost nervously.

“ Yon suspcct someoune,”” Nelson Lee said, with the air of a man who is
stating a Tact rather than asking a question. L

“ Lee ""—Warner had risen, and, with his bands thrust deep in his pockets,
was standing before the mantel—'“I think we can claim to be good friends,”
he said.

** Assuredly !’ Nelson Lee respouded. )

“I want to make a confidant of you. I know that you are not an official
detective. and that your aclions are not %0\'crncd by an official sense of duty.
I am in the most awlul quandary. You have said that I suspect someone 1n
the house—I do! I have an awful feeling that the woman I love best on
aarth is implicated in this affair of which I have informed you.” / .

“ Tell me everything,”’ the detective said as-he hesitated. ‘ You can, of
rourse, rely upon my Eiscrot-ion, Warner."" _

“I will keep notiling back from you,”” the moneylender answered. *‘If
ever a man was in want of a friend who can give him level-headed advice, it
is mysell at this moment. Mr. Lee, I love my sccretary, Miss Meadows—
Miss Meadows, as you know her. She is in reality a married woman, and I
know that whilst her husband is alive my suwit is hopeless.

““But that does not alter the fact that I worship the ground upon which
she walks, adore her to the extent of sacrificing my life if it were necessary
for hier dear sake. Yet, it is she who was astir last night when the taking of
the wax impression was necomplished. As I made my way upstairs, atter
agsuring myself that burglars were not in the house and that nothing had
been taken from my sale, L saw my secretary entering her bedroom—the room
direclly above this.”

Nelson Lee kept a grip upon himself, and his face betrayed nothing of what
was in his mind.

: You are sure of this?”* he asked.

I am positive.  Oh, heavens, can I have been deceived in her?”” Warner
grouned. ‘“Is she an unserupulous girl who has betrayed the confidenco &
have placed in her? Oh, I cannot—will not belicve it! She is so good, so
gentle—a woman who could unot sink Lo crime !’

“ You would do well to reserve your judgment until some development
lakes place,” Nelson Lee advised. "““She may have been absent from her
room at the same time as yourself purely by chance. Sleeplessness, the
craving for n book from the library, or a glass of water, should there have
hcf-‘n Jone in her room, might account for your seeing her.”

You give mwe new hope,” Warner said.” ““Tell me, what do you know of
lloi'lrl:_lsl'.‘.-' In what Pml:\'ﬁel of lilfi was she when yon met her in Italy?”

¢ was a poser! Nelson , Tor onee in his life, w i
loss for words? e told whit: “: once in his life, was momentarily at a

" Our acquaintance w it ** gai “7T k i
nothing ofqtlnc Iode a8 quile a formal one,” said he. “* I knew practically

Warner regarded his friend: long and carnestly.
Yon are uot telling me the truth ! he blurted out suddenly,
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Nelson Lee gquitted his chair.

* Yon are not yourself, Warner,” he said quictly. “ What de you proposé
to do to-night? Will you put somecone on guard over the safe?”

“ No!"” the moneylender said, hiv jaw going forward harshly. “If anyouo
meddles with the thing, Heaven help them! [ am going to keep my revolver
handy, as iz my custom. II there is an alarm, I shall be on the alert.”

““Very well!” the detective replied. ** Wilh your permission, I, too, will
sleep with one eye opeun, as the saying goes.””

“ You mcan?”’

“ That, provided it will not inconvenience you, Nipper and I will rewain
hero the might.”

‘“ Nothiug will please me better !”” Warner exclaimed, with a return of Lis
old cordial manner. ‘“ We have plenty of sleeping space.”

‘““Good! Them, as soon as possible, I will get you lo show me to my
room,”’ the deteclive replied.

They made their way back to the reception-room, and later Nipper and
Nelson Leo found themselves before the supper-table.  When Lhe repast was
disposed of and tonsts had.heen drunk, those of the guests who were not

stayiug at Warner's house took their departure, and the detective and his
assistant were shown their rooms,

Nipper was led to an apartment upon the second floor, far removed from
his master, somewhat to his disgust. Nelson Lee found Warner's arm passed
through his, and the moneylender conducted him to a small but comfortably
equ:lpped bedchamber on the first storr, overlnoking the exteusive front

arden. -
€ When his host bad wished him good-night and taken bis departure, the
detective removed his coat and blew out the candle.

He was iu no mood to sleep, his brain being too Lusy with the sequenco of
events that had transpived during the evening.

‘The detective was asking himself again and again two vital questions,
Had he, for the first time in his career, been taken in by a beautiful face?
Had ho been deceived by a woman’s apparent griel? ,

What kad Cynthia been doing away from her room when the wax im-
pression of the key of Warner’s safe had been made? Was she still deeply
amplicated with the scoundrelly band of which she had once been a member?

Had she lied to him when she had vowed that her old existence bad been
left behind—that she was striving to forget the past and lend an honest hife?

St ——

CHAPTER VI

What Ne!son Lee saw from the Window—The Man at the Safe

ELSON LEE bad drawn a chair towards the window, which he had
thrown open. He had lit a cigar, and was sitling forward, his
shoulders hauuched up, slowly smoking aund gazing abstractedly down

into the drive.
It was uo use thinking of sleep. His brain was teo busy grappling with

tho conflicting thoughts that were obsessing him since his interview with
his host.

Sonichow he had a presentiment that something was about to happen. 1t
may have been instinct—a sense that was strongly predominant in his
nature. Mauy times in the past ho had found that this peeuliar qualily-—
call it second-sight, if you will—had proved strikingly correct,
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e was,ueually unimpressionuble, but to-night he waited for—he could
pot sav what. 1lis every faculty was.nlo_rt and atrained. .
Nelson Lee flicked the ashes from his cigar m!d Ie:m!: out of the wn_ldow.
[le was conscious {hat there was a storm brewing. The air was curiously
heavy and oppressive, the night strangely depressing to the mm.d.
Had he been right in taking Cynthia Stefani’s word? Again the doubt
yos» in hix mind.  Was she now. metaphorically speaking. laughing up her
“sleeve in the thought that she had tricked the man who was known as the
most clever deteetive of his day?  Yet again, if such were the eare. why had
she admitted that she had scen her husband—the head of the notorious
League of the Twisted Snakes—upon the previous day? -
It scemed to Nelson Lee that. had she been parlicipating in a conspiracy
against hier employer, lo give such information was ridiculous and distinctly
against the interests of the band.

Nelson Tee suddenly started forward, and his fingers Erippcd so hard upon
his cigar that the leaf was broken. The lids which had been drooping over
his eves were raised sharply, and his glauce was riveted wpon a clump of
bushes by the side of the !lri\'o.

Iad lic been mistaken, or had something moved in the shadows?

A cloud had passed before the moon, rendering the night intensely dark, so
that it was diflicult to make out anything below in the gloom save the
indistinet blurs that marked the clusters of evergreens and rhododendrons.

Ten minutes must have passed, and the deteclive sal tense and watchful;
then the tinkling of falling glass fell upon his cars, followed by au un-
mistakable curse, mutltered under the breath.

Nelson Lee sprang to his feet, knowing well enough now that he had mado
no erroi.  1lis imagination had nol played him a trick when he had believed
he saw somcone moving in the garden below. It soemed that the attempt
upon Norman Warner’s safe, which had been suggested by the evidence of
the Liking of the wax impression of the key, was to be carried out to-night
-=and now,

Tae deteclive’s hand dropped to his cont-pockel, and his fingers closed
about the automalic pistol that reposed there. Loug experience had taught
the detective that.it was never well to travel without a weapon, even when
urnn pleasure, for he had been reaponsible for the imprisonment of scores
of deaperate men, some of whom had sworn when they had been sentenced
that sooner or Iater they would take his life.

. Nelson Lee silently moved over Lo the door. Next moment he had opened
it and was gliding along the corridor towards the head of the stairs.

Quite coolly and noiselessly he descended them, nnd a foew seconds luter saw
him standing before the door of his lost's study. his nerves atrung up lo
concert-pitch with suppressed excitement.

His hand went out and gripped upon the handle, turning it gently. To
his salisfaction he found that Warner had not relocked the study door when
they had left the voom, and the detective cautiously entered.

He at ouce hecame aware of a beam of white light playing about the far
ou:[ of the room, where the safe was siluated.

Phen, as his eyes became accustomed to the darkness, ho made out tho
dark figure of a man, who was liolding an electric-torch and doing something
te the safe door.

‘.z\t‘l.‘iﬂl.l Lee stood slill, inatinctively waiting for the bells in Norman
Warner's voom to ring loudly, giving the alarm. But, the next moment,
the deteetive had diffieully in suppressing Lhe exclamalion of surprise that

rose involtintarily to his lips, for—wondor of wonders—without a sound tho
marauder pulied open the hicavy door,



THE CASE OF THE DUPLICATE KEY 3l

Even in that critical moment, Nelson Lee asked himself how the silent
opening of the safe had been accomplished. That the bells had not beeu set
whirring he was sure, and——

The detective’'s body stiffened, and he sleeled himself for the comine
encounter. There was no time now to seck an explanation of Lhe m)'stcrjf:
It was necessary to act at once.

The burglar, whoever hie was, had drawn from the safe the case containing
the precious Prendergast heirloom, and he allowed a soft chuckle o
exultation to break from him as he swung round towards (he French
windows, which were standing ajar.

But the mirth froze upon the criminal’s lips, and he let oul an onth of
dismay, for the detective, with a panther-like spring, had leapt at him and
wound his arms about his Lody.

The jewel-case fell from the intruder’s hands as he struggled frantically to
break free, and the two men reeled Lackwards and forwards. For the space
of a sccond or Lwo the only sound that was audible in the room was that
of their laboured breathing, as each pitted his ulinost strength against the
other. Then Nelson Lee neatly tripped his opponent, and they both went
down in a huddled heap.

Over the floor the two men rolled, each fighting desperately to gain (he
mastery.

Nelson Lee clubbed his weapon and swung it aloft to deal his enemy a
knock-out blow; but as it descended the burglar managed to clutch the

gc}f‘btive's wrist, aud made a savage attempt to wrench the weapon from his
old.

With a sudden twist that momentarily took Nelson Lee off his guard. tha
marauder jerked one of his hands free and struck his adversary a stunning
blow Letween the eyes.

The detective reeled sideways. his senses dazed, and, hurlivg him away,
the criminal serambled to his feet. )

Almost immediately Nelson Lee was up again, recovering himself Ly a
supreme cfiort of will power. He hurled himself forward as the burglar teapt
to the windows,” clutched at his coat, and was positively dragged through
juto the night air.

~ UOttering o vindictive curse, the burglar freed himself and wheeled round
upoa his loe, his eyes gleaming malevolently through the holes in the black
masgk that covered the upper portion of his features. .

He swung round his nvight, aiming for the deteclive’s jaw, but Nelson
Lee put his head round the blow, and, countiering with the skill of a trained
pug ilist, lashed out with his left.

f[is bunched fist got home with a dull thud uwpon the other's ecar, sending
himn spimnin% round upon his heels and detaching the fastening of his mask
so (hat it fell, revealing his hate-contorted face.

Like a stone launched from a catapult, Nelson Lee was at him, hix fingers
sceking to get a griﬂ::upon his throat. The burglar clawed at the detective's
hauds, and Nelson Lee was dimly conscious that he had dragged a ring from
his adversary’s finger and that it had fallen to the gravel path.

They thudded down again, to roll over and over upon the ground, Nelson
Lee getting in a stunning blow with the butt of his automatic,

The man who had been masked fell back limply, his hands relaxing their
bold of the detective, and Nelson Lee whipped his bandeufls from his pocket.

Click ! '

One of the fetters was snapped home, and the deteclive was given an
opportunity to take note of his would-be prisoner’s appearauce. He received
something of a shock as le took in the hideous, wrinkled face, with ity beak-
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like nose, almost concenling the evil. groy-lipped mouth: and somchow it
slruck him that he had read a police description of this man in the pust.

Me had lit!le Ltime for meditation. The touch of Lhe cold steel that had
been snapped upon his wrist scemed to br_'mE the criminal to his senses.
Jeason darted into his glazed eyes, and he jerked the other hand away just
us Nelson Lee was about to encircle the wrist with the second fetter.

With a snarling oath, the criminal tried to throw the detective aside;
then.for the first Lime he secemed Lo recogniso him.

“ Nolson Lee ! he hissed Leiween his teelb,

‘The detective made no reply, though he noted well cuough that he was
known to the criminal by mgﬁt. He exerted all his strength to bring the
man‘s hands together, in order to secure the freo wrist. but the burglar
suddenly jerked his bhead forward and fixed his teeth in the back of bhis
cuemy's hand. . .

Nelson Lee could not suppress the involuntary cry of pain and surprise
that rose to his lips, whilst just for a mowment his hold upon the crimiual
was released.

It was the chance the lalter had waited for and anticipated. His fist
ahot upwardz, and struck the delective heavily upon the point of the jaw,
lifting him almost to-his feet before he crashed backwards.

Feobly Nelson Lee atlempted {o recover himself, and serambled once
aeain to bis feet, though he swayed like a drunken man, and there was a
biood-red mist before his eyes. _

Ilis foe hurled himself upon him, and now a heavy life-preserver was
grasped in his hand. Nelson Lee managed Lo parlly dodge the blow that was
aimed at his head, but it descended heavily upon his shoulder, completely
nombing his right arm and causing him to atagger and lose Lis balance.

He tried lo save himself from falling, but without avail. He toppled
backwards, his head came into violent contact with the wall of the house,
and he sank down inert and insensible.

The burglar turned as if to make all haste from Lhe spot: then his greed
overcame his fear of eapture, and ho dartod through the windows to stoop
quickly and pick up the case holding the pearls. *

He was aboul to swing round and leave the honse when a ery—a ery in a
woman's voice came from the diroction of the doorway, and the burglar
found himself confronted by a girlish figure, attired in a dressing-gown, her
hair streaming over her slender shoulders. .

It wns Cynthia! Her rooin was sitnated directly above the study, and
she lind been aroused by the sound of the falling Lodies of Nelson Lee and
his oppongnt when they had first gono down together.

The girl had been obressed by a horrible foar that she was indirectly
responsible if some member of the gang of which she had once been an
accomplice had entered the house. She hind spoken the truth when she bad
{old Nelson Lee that she was not clear 'as to what had taken place between
her husband and herself when they had met, for Stefani had exercised his
hypnotic power over her and willed her to forget.

Yet. since his spell had been broken by the long illoess Cynthia bad
sullered in prison. Stefani’s influence over her was weakened, and she wag
dimly consciour {hat she had in some way assisted bor husband in a deep-
Inid plot he was levelling agninst the one friend she had in the world.

Never lacking in courage. Cynthia had risen when she had hesrd the
noise i the room below, in which was the safe containing Warner’s

valuables. She had taken o small nickol-plated revolvar from her dressing-
table and crept downstairs,
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The marauder gave a sharp cry as he found the girl hefore him, and .
realised that he was looking into the barrel of her small, but deadly, weapon,
and instinctively he stepped backwards.

Her ﬁuﬁer trembled upon the trigger, and in (hat brief moment tho
burglar’s life hung in the bnlance. But, ere she could fire, Cynthin had
recoiled with a low cry, breathing tensely, and in terrified accents:

* The Hawk !’

For a moment—a long, long moment—the man and the girl stood regard-
ing ecach other, Cynthin curiously resembling a timid fawn at bay. er
hand was pressed to her heaving bosom, her eyes dilated and filled with an
awful fear. ‘ :

‘“Yes, the Mawk, my lady,’”” the criminal snid, in a low voice that was
pregnant with hatred—*‘ the Hawk, Mrs. Stefani—one of the band whon
you ve sworn to assist and work for!"” '

Cynthia’s lips parted to cry for lelp—she scemed dazed, and to have
forgiottcn that she held an cffective weapon with which she could have
dealt lher ememy a awift death—but before she could make a sound the
Hawk sprang at her, his always-hidcous face more intensely repellant and
ngliy in his ungovernable passion. ¥ :

Ilis cruel fingers bit into the girl’s white throat, and he forced her
backwards over the table in a manner thal threatened lo break her spine.
Savagely he struck down at her, causing the weapon to drop from her nerve-
less fingers; then she was completely belpless—a weak, [ragile woman in
tho power of a fiend. :

_Cynthia stared up into the hate-contorted visage above her, reading murder
in the evil, bird-like eyes. Red lights began to dance before her vision, and
her lungs lelt as though they must bLurst, for it was impossible to draw.
even one short brealth. The Hawk's fingers grew mercilessly tighter about
her windpipe, until her tongue lolled from her mouth and her face began
to change colour. '

He llung her from him and she sank inertly to her kneces. He was move
beast than man wow, thirsting for revenge beeause the girl had sought to
betray the band of which she %md ouce been aun unwilling tool by (rving to
prevent his escaping with the fortune he had gained.

The girl commenced to rise, but before she -conld gain her feet with the
intention of renewing the struggle, the Hawk snatclhied down at the heavy
ioker that lay in the grate, gripped it, and swung it above his head. ‘Then
it crashed down with n thud upon Cynthia’s unprotected head, and with
a choking moan she rolled over and lay still.

Catching his breath, the Hawk recoiled, realising something of what he
lhad done as some of his mad passion left him, and be stared down at tho
slill form upon the carpet.

Next moment he had pulled himself together, regained the pearls. turned
swiftly upon his heels and dashed into the night, the terror of the ropo-
in his black bheart.

But at present Cyntlin Stefani was not dead. She stirred, and tried to
drag herself to her knees. She was going to die—she felt certain of that,
but she would not go to her last account without leaving word as to the
]identily of the scoundrel who had robbed the man she loved and laid her
owW. ’

Slowly und painfully the gigl dragged herself across the carpel, the blood
slill flowing from her head. She covered a yard and gained tlho table
beneath the telephone upon which lay a seribbling-tablet and a pencil—
kept there in order that a note might he made of a message when necessary.

Blindly, Cynthia groped for the pencil, {ouched it, and closed her almost
nerveless fingers about it.  Then slowly and laboriously she begun to wrile,
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formed the threo letters * The ™ and tho first throe characters of
l.hfh:ror‘zlﬂ"" Hawk.” Then a grent dorkness—a darkness that she dimly
bolieved to Le denth—descended upon her, and she fell to one side and

remembered no more.

CHAPTER VIII.
Nelson Lee's Investigations—Of to Scotland Yard.

. UV'NOR! Thank goodneas, you're como round at last!™
Neclson Lee fecbly opened his ¢yes and looked up vacantly into
the nnxious face of his young assistaut.

Lle moved his head slightly, realising that it was aching borribly, and
discovered {hat he was lying at full length upon a couch. He saw Norman
Warner and o grave-looking man, in frock-coat and neatly-creased trousers,
standing by the side of Nipper. Then memory began to return to him,

‘“ ITe got away?” he asked weakly.

“Yes, sir,” Nipper answered. ) .

‘““ But don’t you worry about thatinow, old friend!” Warner urged
soothingly. ‘‘ You've got a nusty crack on Lhe head, and must try to
sleep.”

Nc!laon Lee’s answer was to struggle up upon his elbow. )

““I am used to rough handling,” he eai thetly, with a wan smile.  “I
cannot rest until I know: exactly what has happened. Ah, the police are
here?”’

[Ie had caught sight of a constable stationed by the door.

‘“ Inspector Ringstend from the local station hae made an investigation,””
Warner eaid,  * f: has gone back to the station to make his report.”

““He took (he pearls?”’ Nelson Lee asked. *‘ He had them in his hand
when I surprised him at the safe.”

“Yes; the pearls have gone, Lee,” Warner answered bitterly. “ &
heavens, it's a baMing cnigma—a mystery there is no unravelling! The
bells did not ring. I swear Lhat they did not ring! Not even for a fraction
of n second! What I shall say to Sir Alec Prendergast, I dare not think!
It inakes my brain whirl. The lass is nothing compared with the scandal
Lhat will result! My reputation will he shaken—ruined! And yet I
wonld willingly lose everything of value I hold for my clients—would have
willingly paid out every pennypiece I possess in Lhe world, could I have

_prevented the other thing that llma happened !’

Nelson Iee's brows were raised interrogatively.

““The other thing?’ he asked.

“The attempted wmurder of—of my secretary!” Norman Warner said
huskily. * We found her lying in a pool of blood on the floor. The doctor
thinks— Oh, merciful Providence, I—T can't tell you!'

He turned away with a dry sob and his shoulders lieaved convulsively,
as, leaning ngninst the mantelpicce, he buried his face in his hands. {t
wis the griel of a strong man whose henrt was torn and lacerated with
sulicring well-nigh unbhearable. .

" Tell me the details, lad,” Nelson Lee said softly, Lturning Lo Nipper.

Well, w0 far as I can sco, sir,” the assistant replied, ** Miss Meadows
must I|:1:L'o.- been aroused, and came down to Lry Lo stop the burglar bunking
afler he'd onted yon. We found a rovolvor, wlynich Mr. Warner recognised as
belonging to hin’secretary, lying on the floor.
I :Olor Mra. Stef—Miss Mendows was lying by the teleplione table, her

¢ad horribly knocked ubout. I'm afraid "—the lnd mmt his voico ia a
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whisper—* that it's all up with her, guv'nor. Poor girl, whatever she was,
it's dreadful to die like that, and—" ‘

*“ Hush!"* Nelson Lee said warningly, glancing towards the mouneyicender.
‘““ You can sce how matters stand, Nipper.”

“You bet, guv'nor! Poor Mr. Warner loves her.”

“Yes. She has bheen carried Lo hed?”

Nipper nodded.

o« 'H:; doclor has been with her for upwards of Lwo hours, sir., You've
been unconscious for a mighty long time! It is nearly one o'clock in the
afternoon.” '

“I fear the case will develop info one of murder, Mr. Lee,” the doctor
put in, seriously. ‘‘ The unfortunate girl’s skull is badly fractured, and
a most critical operation will have to be performed almost at once. It
will be touch and go: her life will hang in the balance!”

‘“The brute!” Neleon Lee exclaimed, his jaw setting grimly. “ 1lelp
me off this couch, Nipper!*’

*“Guv'nor, you musin’t get up and fiddle about yet!" Nipper exclaimed
repronchfully. .

** A pgood assistant obeys orders wilthout question, Nipper,” Nelson J.ce
returned sharply.

The lad flushed.

“I'm sorry, sir,”” he snid. ‘T was only thinking of—of you.”

“I know, my lad,”” Nelson Lee answered, his tone softening, as his ingers
touched the boy’'s arm. ““ But I must be up and doing. I swear that I']l
not rest until I've brought this callows ruffian to juslice!™

Nelson Lee swayed dizzily as his feet touched the floor: bnt he took a
glrip upon himself, and, with the assistance of Nipper, moved slowly towards
tho sufe. : .o -

It was still standing open, and Nelson Lee stooped lo examine the lock,
At once it was evident that no force had been employed, although he hud
scarcely expected to find cvidence in this direction.

The impression of the key, which it seemed certain had heen taken, had
not been made for nothing. That was certain. Yet, if a duplieate key
had heen constructed nud the door of the safe unlocked with it, why had
the alarm-bells failed to ring?

Nelson Lee turned to Norman Warner and asked, just to satisfy himself:

“You are perfectly sure the alarm was not sounded in yor room?"”

"I am sure it was not, otherwise I should, of course, have been aroused,”
the moneylender answered, turning slowly, o

Nelson Lee frowned and stared again at the safe, as though he waould
wrest its seeret from it by the iutensity of his gaze. e had made sare that
the device by which the alarm-bells were set in motion was nol damaged
in any way.

“ You have the key bandy, Warner?"” he suggested.

Norman uwnlocked his desk, and handed the detective the bunch.

“It's the bigpest mystery I've ever experienced,” he said, shaking his
head. ““My desk had not bLeem touched, so obviously this key was not
wsed, whilst even if someone has made a duplicate, they could nat havo
uged it without setting up a terrific din by my bedside, which I am sure I
ghould have heard.”2

Nelson Lee uodded slowly, and inserted the key in the Jock., Immcedialely
they could hear the bells ringing in Warner's chamber above.

‘“ Extraordinary !”" Nelson Lee murmured. a gleam in his grey eyes that
spoko of & more than usual interest in the case. “ It is a wystery such
ag I-love to grapple with.”
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to have forgotten his weok comdition. Despite its dead
pagll:r. !;f?sn;‘;(c!c was alert uﬁl eager a8 he again koelt before {he safe. :

““ You arc sure that the safe wng locked before you relired to rest last
night?** he asked, removing the key, wilh the result that the bells at once

: ilent.
bm"nll\lllg l:;:*?:' chap, you saw me lock it yourseli!”” Warner answered.

“ You did not lm\'e occnsion to go to it after we loft the study? Yon aro
Emr'oi'os;ilivc! Before we left this room, I locked the safe, rcturned tho
keys to iy desk, and locked that.” _ e

“ Precisely!  And where was the key of your desk? .

“ In my pocket: it is there now, and could not have been touched.

Nelson Lee Look out his cigarette-case, and with unsteady fingers selectod
a smoke and lit up. .

e dropped into o chair, the bunch of keys still held in his band, avd
smoked slowly and thoughtfully for a few minutes, the lids drawn low over
his cyes, his forchead deeply lined. .

Suddenty ho raised tho bunch of keys, quickly found the key of the safo
and kﬁculy inspected it. .

“Ab! :

He cought his breath in sharply and rose to bis fcet, so abruptly that bis
injured bead was jarred and his features twitched with pain.

“ You have been deceived—cunningly deceived by the sconndrele who are
in this affair, Warner,”” he announced, his voice trembling with uuwonted
excitement. “ You thougbt yon locked the safe to-might, but in reality
you left it open!”

“What!"" Norman Warner took a sharp stride forward, his jaw dropping
in blank nmazement. ‘‘ Impossible !’ he cried.

‘““It ix not only possible, but a fact!"” Nelsou Lee persisled grimly. * Look
here!"’

He held the key before Warner's eyes.

** This is nol the real key of your safe,”” he said. ‘It is the duplicate that
was made from the wax impression that was taken. You see:”

‘Throwing away his cigarelte, he held the key by the barrel, teok a hold
upon the wards with his other hand, and, to Warner's astouishment, turned
them from right to left, holding the bar atationary. : :

“ You can unlock the safe with this key, but it is impossible to lock it !’
Nelson Lee explained. ** Concéhrled in the bar is a mininture ratchet-wheel.
When you placed the key in tho lock and turned it from left to right to
untotk the safe, the resistanco of the ratchet kept the wards fixed, and
enabled yon to effect your object. But when you tried to rolock the
cafe, turning the key from right to left, the ralehet merely slipped over
the teeth of the ratchet-wheel, and the lock was not shel into position.”

“By Jove! It’s the most fiendishly ingenions piece of {rickery I lhave
ever encounfered !’

“DBut the key—its discolouration—it does uot appear to bo mew. It ig
the exacl likeness of the real key,” Warner protested.

“Oh, that js casily managed by the wse of a few chemicals,’t the
deteelive returned.

“Hullo, what have we here?”

Te had moved to the telephone-table, and was standing looking down
al the shakily-formed handwriting upon the tablet on (he telephone-table.
Te noticed that the sheet of paper was smeared wilth blood.

" Whore writing is this, Warner?” he asked. :

The moneviender took the pad ng Lee picked it up and handed it to him.
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““ My sccretary’s, but it is almost unreccognisable! What can it mean?”’

Nelson Lec made no reply, until hc had examined the pencil which hung
from the table upon a slender chain. He noted that this, too, Lore traces
of blood, and he answered his friend's question with another.

“ \_\':lmro was Misa Meadows lying when she was first discovered?” le

ueried. :
s Dixectly Lefore this table,”” Warner answered.

‘““Very necar it?”

‘““ Yeos; almost beneath it.™

“Ah; then I think it safe to deduce that Lhese six letters, ‘ The Haw,'
form part of thc mame of the man who took the pearls,’”” the deteclive
stated. “‘‘The uncertain formation of the characlers, together with the
marks of blood upon the paper and the pencil, clearly suggest that she
wrote this message after the brutal attack upon her. You will see how the
last Jetter trails off and how Lhe pencil has been drawn (o the extreme
bottom of the sheet of paper. T think that proves that it is only part of
the name, and your secreiary would have written more, but was prevented
from doing so ]vsy sinking down in an unconscious condilion. If you will
excuse me for one moment, I want to look for sometlhing outside the
windows."’

He turned on his heel and crossed to them, noting as he unfastened them
the circular hole that had bLeen cut in the glass.

He remembered the tinkling sound that had convinced him upon the
preceding night that someone was breaking into the house, and he expected
to sco the broken glass that lay uwpon the gravel path. The burglar had
accidentally dropped the circular piece that his dinmond had cut from the
pane. .

Nelson Lee was doomed to a slight disappointment, for he had hoped to
find some trace of [ootprinls. However, the storm that had been tbreaten.
ing had hung about until the morning, when it had broken with o heavy
downpour, which had utterly obliterated any impressions that might have
been left by the intruder, with whom the detective had engaged in such a
grim, desperate combat. . :

By the edge of the lawn, however, Nelson Lee came upon the ring that
he remembered dragging from-bis adversary’s finger. He stooped, picked
it up, and inspected it.

It was o massive signet ring, and upon it was engraved the imago of two
shakes, entwined,

‘““ As I thought,’”” he murmured. :

He saw that Warner was watching him from the room; he beckoned, and
the moneylender joined him.

““Waruer,” he said gravely, “I am going to give you somethiug of a
shock, but you must keep a stiff upper lip, aud bear it. Last night, you
somewhat heatedly accused me of not speaking the truth.”

““I'm sorry; I spoke in laste,” the moneylender snid apologetically.

““There is no need for sorrow,” Nelson Lee answered simply. * Strictly
speaking, I was far from frank with you when I told you I knew little of
Mrs.—of Miss Mcadows, your seeretary—but I bad given her my word
that I would not acquaint you with what I knew of her past.

““ As the matter stands, now, however, I hovestly think that it is impera-
tivo that you should know all. You have been involved in a bad loss, and
I believe that your sccretary iy in a way respousible for it.

Warner groaned. D

““ Heaven forgive me, I have thought the same,” he muttereu. I havo
.fought against my suspicions, but have been unable to dispel them. DBut,
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Mr. Lee, she can’t be all bad, or she would never have sought to prevent
my being robbed.™ N v . .

“< Iar from it.”* Nelson Lee returned quickly. I bolm\'c. Miss Meadowa
is more sinned against than sivning. She has proved herself a plucky girl,
and whatever she had dono ngainst your inlerests, she has heen forcc(“to
do against ber will. Listen, and I will give you my [ull conlidence.

Clearly and concisely, Nelson Lee Lhen related how he I!:u] encountered
Cynthia in Italy. as a member of the dread Leagite of the Twisted Snako.s:

“In doing this, the deteetive felt that he was mot betraying Cynthia
Stefani’s confidence, when he took into consideration Lhe hnli‘p nings of the
previous night. The unfortunate Firl was very near to dealh. and possibly
would pass away without being allowed an op;ortumty of unburdening her
soul to the man whom she respected aund loved.

Warner was placed in a most wvenviable posilion with bis client, and ho
would be hit hard in a finaucinl direction. 1t was, therefore, not right that
lic should be longer kept in the dark. Nelson Lee felt fmrl‘i' certain that
Cyathin, had she been in possession of her faculties, would have wished
ber friend and employer to be told the truth.,

Besides, his—Lee’s—pledge of secrecy had only been given on the under-
standing that the girl was determined not {o assist or enter into the plans
of the Fenguo. And that she had actually been of vital assigtonce to her
husband, although quite innocently aud wnknowingly, the detective was

convinced.

e kept nothing back from his friend, telling him of the bauk robbory,
snd of Cynthin’s arrest in Italy, bringing his narrative up to the time of
his dramatic meeting and interview with Cynthia upon the previous cvening.

“ But,” le concluded, “ let me intpress upon you not to think ill of that
poor girl, Norman. I fully believe that from Lhe first she has been as o
puppet in the hands of the rogue, Count Stefani, owing to the mesmeoric
influcuce he possessed over her. That the theft of the pearls was the work
of the lengue, I have proven.”

e showed the moncylender the ring, pointing out the device engraved
upon it.

I pulled this from the hand of the thief during our struggle last night,”
he explained, ““But I am also convinced that your seccretary acted quite
unknowingly and invocently when she took the impression of your snfe
key and afterwards .excbanged it for the bogus one.”

“It all sounds life a wild story devised by the brain of a novelist,”
Warner commented slowly. “‘ You say Cynthin admitted sceing her
hushand upon the night before last. You believe he forced Ler to tamper
with the key.” :

“Assuredly. I ibink that she acted under his hypnotic influence. If
I told a Scotland Yard man that, he would laugh at me. But, I have
experienced the wonderful power of hypnotism in the past, and I am now
the last to belittle it, or leave the science out of my enlculations. Hag
your secretary been taken to her own room?” the detective finally asked.

No; a bed was made up for her upon the ground floor upon the doctor’s

advice.” \Warner informed Lim.

..Then we could make a search of her room undisturbed?':

Warner hesitated. :
IL scems playing the game a bit low down,” he objected.
It may make all the difference as to whether or no we are able to get
upon the track of the man who has treated her so cruelly,” the detective
remindod him.

“ Follow me,” the moneylender said, dowbt cleared from his face.
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A minute Inter they stood in Lhe girl's room, and Nelson Yee was makin
his scarch; his fingers sceming to rest almost veverently upon the articles
Le moved, bandled and scrutimiged.

At length ho pulled open one of the small drawers in the dressing-table,
and took from it o letler. As Warner’s glance fell upon it be gave a sbarp
c¢jacunlation, '

“ Why, that ia the epistle that seemed to cause her so much consternation
when she received it wpon the day before yesterday!” he cried. ' I suppose
I ought to have told you of that, but it had quite slipped my memory.”

Nelson Lee was pcrnsinF the message, bis eyes narrowed and thoughtful.

* Yo:t 335* the receipt of it appenreg to canse Miss Mecadows anxiety,” he
snggested,

** Yes; it was brought to the house by a messenger, and then the butler
brought it to my secretary, and when she read ity contents, I thought ehe
was about to faint. She asked to be cxcused from further work that day,
saying she wished to lie down. : '

“She was ns white as o ghost, and seemed terribly upset. Of course, I
readily gave my conscut to lher absenting berself from her duties, and
opencd the door for her to quit the room. But, before she went, to my
bewilderment, she took a dictionary from a shelf and secined to intend
taking it to ber room.”

‘“ A dictionary,’’ Nelson Lee repeated slowly.

‘“Yes; why there is the very book on the mantel-board. She had scarcely
gained this room when I heard a crash. 1 sent the housckeeper upstairs to
nscertain what bad happened, and she found that my secretary had swooned,
and was lying pronc upon the floor. The letter was cluiched iu her band,
and the dictionary was open upon the bed.”

Nelson Lee nodded, and, sealing himself, he read the message through
geveral times.

‘‘ Does it not strike you as strange,’”” said he at last, *“ that a dressmaker
who does not even trouble to have a properly printed letter-paper, indeed,
who does not even think it necessary to put an address on her letter, should
do such a large busivess that she must needs reference her various styles
of costumes, ctc., know them all by numbers, and ask her customers to
quote those numbers for guidance?"’

Warner scratched his chin reflectively.

“ It"is certninly rum,” he admitted. i

“I think it most extraordinary,’”’ the detective answered, with a dry
note in his voice. ““I am fairly sure the message has a deep and hidden
meaning.”’

» “You think it is o eypber!” Warner cried. “ Thst would acecount for
Miss Mcadows bLeing so upset, and—"" - o

‘“ Precisely,” Nelson Lee agreed. “ And why the need of the dictionary?
Obviously it supplies the key to the cypher.  But, smoke a cigarette aisd
keep quiet for o few moments, Warner. I'll grapgle with (his enigma.”’

do stretched forth his haud aud gained the dictionary. For upwards
of twenty minutes he was engaged in referring to it, turning the pages,
counting the number of words gown té certain spots upon the pages and
referring back lo the message. The deep frown that bad gathered wpon
his brow suddenly disappeared and he ﬂtmg the book aside. _

“I have solved the puzzle!”” he cried. * 'The cypher is a most simple one
when onc has the explanation, but I should not have been able to read it
in a hundred years had I not known that the dictionary must hold the key.
The words in the niessage mean nothing. It is the figures only that count.
I realised that almost at once, for so many are apparent, and a p‘!‘l\'atﬂ
.dregsmaker would: hardly nced t{o know hex styles by numbera. Iirst I
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looked al the eccond and thirtieth words on page 432, and tbe first upon
pago 431, but the result was ‘ mechanies mediation mousolean,’ which was
nol encouraging. _ . _

] then tried other ways of reading the enigma, but all failed, until I
coupled the price 30s. with the higures 4322, and sought the thirticth word
in the f.ocondl column of page 432, It gnve me ‘ Meet.’

“ 1 worked on this system, laking the first number as that of the page,
the figure after the dash as denoting as to whether the word was te bo
cought in the first or sccond columm, and the price mentioned as signifying
the number down the column where the word would be found.

I'hus the 40th word in the first column of page 431 gave me tho word ‘ me.’
X knew I was on the right track, and, continuing on these lines, I got:

“ ¢ Moet me Lwelve to.night at gnlc.—S.'

“ Evidently cerlnin diclionarics are used to read the cypher all over tho
world, but the members of the league know that when in Britain, a Nuttall’s
cdition is to he used.

“* &’ stands for Stefani. There can be little doubt of that,”” Nelson Leo
concluded. ** It was evidently ber husband whom Miss Meadowse—or rather,
Mrs. Stelani—wae ordered 1o meet al midnight upon the night before Iast.’’

“ Would that she could speak,”” Warner said passionatels. *‘ She might
be nble to tell us where to lay our hands upon the scoundrel. What do
yvou propose doing?'’

“1 ehall make for my rooms,” the deteclive replied readily. “ Nipper
and T will walk across the common, and secure a taxi at the Plough. I
want to Jook up my records of criminals. I am in hopes I shall discover
who is the man whose prineipal namne, or nickname, begius with * H.a.w,””’
] It was not long before Nelson Lee and Nipper were striking across Clapham
‘ommon,

The detective sceined almost lo have recovered from the wgly blew he
had received, and save that from time lo time his fingers cluiched rather
hard upon Nipper’s sleeve, and his footsteps were momenltarily uncertain, ho
was almost his old self once more,

There was no difficulty in enlisting the services of a Laxi-driver when
they reached the Plough, there being a rank Lhere. -

They were driven to Gray’s Inn Road, and, arrived at the deleclive's
abode, the latter wenl direct to his consulling-room.

“‘I'he * Il * book, lad,”” he ordered. .

_Nipper, who had followed on his heels, took the volume in question from =
shelf. Knowing what was required of him, he swiftly turned the pages until
ho came to the names beginning with the letlers  Haw.”

“ Hawley,”” he began, reading aloud.

" Hlanged at Maidstone in 1911.  Obviously not he, Nipper,” his mastor
murmured, with a grim emile.

*“ Ilawes, John—7-1?"

. A pickpocket and nark. No: he hasu’t the nerve or the cunning to do a
job like the one ul Warner’s.”

“ Nuwk, The,” Nipper read out. “ Reported Lo be a clever and daring
cracksman, snd maker of burglarious implements. British police unable to
Rel evidence enongh to warrant an arrest, but has served a term of imprison-
mwent i Paris.  Has——"

“1Ua the man, Nipper!"” Nelson Leo cut in, with Sonviction. ““I ecan
recollect now where 1 read a police description of him. It was in the office
of M. Lalurd, the hend of the Parisian Police. You ncedn’t rend any moro.
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So the Hawk has linked himself up with the League of the Twisted Snakes.

Little wonder, then, that he has not bheen heard of in London for the last
few years.’’ )

““What’s (he programme, guv'nor?” Nipper queried cagerly.
) “A call on l‘rieyd Spearing, of Scotland Yard. my Loy, “his master
imformed him, taking up his hat. ** Lle may bo in a pesilion Lo tell us
eomething."”
e —

CHAPTER IX.

Spearing’s Information—The Arrest of the Hawk——The End of Stefani—
Conclusion.

CTECTIVE WILL SPEARING, of the C.I.D., rulbed at his shorl hair
until it only needed the word ‘* Welcome ™ writlen across it to make
it positively first brother to a doormat.

‘The action was characteristic of the young deteclive, when he was
worried.

That he wae troubled now was more than obvious, whilst his companion,
the Chief Commissioner, who was sealed in his subordivate’s oflice, also
Jooked distinctly perturbed.

Ho frowned again at the telegram he held in his hand. It was short
enough—just containing the words *“ Have just learnt Stefani. Twisted Snakes
gaug, in London.—DPappolio, Chief Italian Police,”” but it had caused him
more anxiety than had all the telegrams received at the Yard during tho iast
balf-year.

“ This means Lrouble for us, aud between vou and I, Spearing, il explains
why the list of burglaries and swindles here have increased so enormously
ﬁ;lri:jg the last mouth,” the commissioner said, tugging at his iron-grey

ard. -

* Agree with you, Sir Henry,'” Spearing jerked. ¢ Confounded nwisanco
do should come to Loudon whilst we are so busy! Awmoying--very!"

““ There is absolutely no clue?’”

““ None. Was out all night last night.”" Spearing answered. *‘ Poked
aboul in his old haunts, but not there. No sign!”’

Thero came a tap on the door, and a subordinale entered.

* Mr. Nelson Lee to see Mr. Spearing,”” the man annonnced.

The detective-sergeant glanced at Sir IHenry, and (he latter nodded.

““ Show Mvr. Lee in,”” Spearing jerked. _ .

The detectivo cnlered the next mament, and shook hands with Will
Spearing and the commissiouer. _

* I require some infornfution, Spearing,”” Nelson Lee said, as he ook the
chair the deteclive offered him. ** Can you lay your hauds upoen & burglar
named the ' Hawk'?” _

“Real name Jamea Elkington,”” Spearing wurmured. * Yes: think I can
find him. You want him?"”

“ Badly,” the private deteclive agreed. ‘“ You have, of course, had
reported to you, the theft of the Prendergast pearls, from Mr. Warner's
houso at Clapham Common?"

“ Agsuredly,” Sir Hemry put in—'* with a request that secrcey should
be for the present maintained.'’ . _

““ Exactly. ‘The jewels were deposited with Mr. Norman Warner as seenrily
for a loan,”” Lee explained. ** I am working upon tho case.”’ ‘

““The local police have informed us of that.” Spearing said. ¢ Under
stand you gol hadly knocked about.”
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Nelton Lee's fingens denderly touched tho back of bis head, and for o
moment his cxpression was a (rifle ruoful. : o

“ You have heard aright,” said he. ‘‘I surprised him at my friend’s
eafe, and in a struggle which ensued, my hend came into violent contact
with the wall. But I am not here (o tell you of my own troubles. I can
identify tho Hawk as the man who stole Lhe peacls, if you know where to
find him. I can also prove that lhe js n member of the notorious sccrel
sociely, Tho League of the Twisted Snakes, the head of which is at the
moment in London.”

Sir lenry Fairfax’s chair went over with a thud. He was nsually the
coolest of men, but tho sudden information rcgnrde the very gang he woa
‘wo anxious to break up, coming ns it did, like a bolt from Lhe blue, had filled
him with uncontrollable excitement. :

“You sny the Hawk is one of tho gang?'* he cried eagerly.

“ Yos; there is no question about the matter.” -

“ Then we’ve got ‘em, Sir Henry,” William Spearing jerked, bringing his
fist upon hie desk with a force that set his inkwolla dauveing. ‘‘ Know where
to get Hawk. Always at Milano Night Club., TFind him—find Stefani—
praps all of pang who are in London.”

“I will sec about n warrant immediately, and make arrangements to raid
l}l(’ lilllll." the commissioner returned grimly, as he turned sharply towards
the door. ' '

7 » * % . . » »

Night had dcscended upon the West End of London—no longer the night
that brought in its twain a myriad of blazing lighls, a whirl of pleasure
upon cvery side. '

Loudon is a very different place since the madman acress the North Sea—
the blustering, sell-styled War Lord—saw fit to fling practically the whole
of ‘the civilised world into ravaging warfare and bloogs 1wed. Here and thore
is a blurred, indistinet yellow smudge, marking a light in some ¢hop window,
in the wide roads taxicabs and ’'buses erawl along, their illuminations
lowered or ghaded,

Two men, their cont-collars turned up aboul their cars, slthough the
night was anything but chilly, turned from Leicester Square into a dark
side street. It was the thoroughfare in. which the Milano Night Club was
silualed, and in about tho centre of Lhe slroet a red light marked its
entrance, :

.I';rom the opposite end of the thoroughfare a third figure loomed intlo
sight.

Oue of the first two men whispered soinething in the car of the other, and
hoth slightly quickened their steps, so that they reached the portals of
the Milano simultancously with the man who was walking towards them.

The fecble light from the coloured lamp fell upon tho [nce of the latter,
a3 the two others parted as though to allow him to pnss between them. It
slowed it to he parchment-like and wrinkled, with a curiously hooked
nose, half-concealing the thin, grey lips.

There was a quick seufMe. The two men whoso collars had been turned

up, ond who had slouched along, keeping theiv features concealed, had
suddenly sprung into lile.

They had madoe a quick grab at the centre figure, his hands were j-crked
up, and n clicking sound denoted that he was handeuffed.

“ What the hlozes does this mean?” the Hawk—for it wae he—snarled
blusteringly. ** You fools, you ehall pay for this!"”
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¢ Steady, Jamea Elkinglon !'* the thicker-set of the two men jerke ;
* Arrcet you for theft El‘_ Prendergast pearls fram house iujélﬁ;'ilmgnr:“mii
night. Warn you, anything you may way, taken doww, used in evidence
against you!"’

“It's alie!” the 1llawk raved, struggling frantically. *“ I've been i
for months. I don't know what yog'ge l.galking nbm)tt! Let me gosit‘l:mgm

“ Unfortunately for you,” the other man said, very coolly, * your mask
slirpcd from your face, Mr. James Elkington, or the Hawk, as vour associales
call you. You sce, I recognise you.” "

“'I"l'elson Lee!” The Mawk gasped hoarsely. “ 1 thought I'd outed

onl!

“Why, no,” Nelson Lee returned blandly. ‘“ A deteclive is a person who
dies hard, you know. Can you manage him. Spearing?”’

‘“Bet I can,”” Will Spearing grilmcﬁ. “ What do?  Whistle for van?”

“Yes,"”” Nelsow Lee anawered simply.
+2All the fight was gone out of the Hawk now. He stood iuert in his
captor’s grn3|ll. bis head drooping, his cyes upon the ground,

Spearing whistled, long and sofily, and presently the summons—for such
it was—was answered by the rumbling of wheels.

A pantechnicon rumbled round the corner, looking invocent ecuough. The |
man on Lhe driver’'s seat scemed half asleep. The van pulled up, and the
driver slowly climbed from bis seat.

‘“ Ready, eir?” he asked. And now he spoke iz a very different tone—his
voice sharp and cager.

“Yes,” Spearing agreed. “‘ Let ‘em out. When we go o door, rush in!
Don’t stop to talk about wecather!"’ -

“I should say not, sir,”” the driver chuckled, as he passed (o the rear of
the vin and swung open the doors. “‘ All serene!” he said quickly.

There was the tramp of fecet. A dozen police and some half a dozen plain
clothes men cmerged from the van, Nelson Lee’s assistant at their hencll.

‘“You've got him, guv’nor,”’ Nil:per said, looking at the scowling Elking-
ton. ‘““ Crumbs, but it’s n night like this that pleases yours truly.”

‘“Don’t get into unnccessnry danger, lad,”’ Nelson Lee advised quietly.
" You are over-excited. I couldn’t afford to lose you, you know."

*“That’s all right, guv,’”” Nipper said, his hand momentarily secking Lhat
of his master and pressing it hard. *“ I’ll look after myself, never fear!)’

‘“ Ready !’ Will Spearing jerked. Xe was standing before the Milano's
door, the police and detectives gathered™ Lehind him. He had turned the
Hawk over to his men, and a couple of them were in charge of the cracks-
man withiu the van.

The Scotland Yard man stepped sharply forward and rang the bhell.
Almost at once the door was cautionsly opened, and the face of the attendant
—Jake—peered into the darkness. .
~ He saw that Spearing was a stranger, but he could not sce the men m
tbe backgrouud owing to the gloom.

*“What do you waut?” he asked surlily, attempting to almost close the
door.

“ Littlo chat with people inside!” Spearing svapped, his jaw going for-
ward aggressively. And he put his shoulder against the door and heaved
shurll:l{l, with the result that the attendant was sent reeling backwards into
tho hall. .

With a rush, Spearing was in, his men at bis back, accompanied by Nelson
Lec and Nipper. ; ]

‘ Heep here!”’ S')onring ordered, as a couple of constables scized the
attendant’s arms. ' Don’t let him make a row—~warn others."”
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Up the stuirs the raiders cropt, and alinost in silence they reached the
doors that opened into the club-room. At a word from Speoring they

:::-::'tgummgh with a run, and the scene that followed beggars description.

Well-<dressed men and women—the majority of them quile innocent of any
offcuce save they were frequenting a gaming-house—found themselves under
arrest. Some of the men, the fuines of the Milano’s “ China tea ™ in their
brains, atlempted to show resistance, but they wero quickly overcome and
forced down npon th. settees, the thrcat of handeuffs causing them lo
quieten down. -

Count Stefani appeared for an instant from one of the gambling-rooms,
He went staggering back with a great cry as he saw the blue uniforms of
the police, nncF rushed back the way ho had come to warn his accomplices who
were playing with two young officers at one of the little tables.

“The police I"” e shouted wildly. *“They've raided us! Save yourselves!
The escape!”’

Colonel Mever, Fitzinaurice. and the Russian, Orlofl, leapt to their feet,
their faces white with fear. Their chairs went over with a erash, and one
and all leapt towards the windows which opencd out on to n balcony, whence
ran an iron staircase to bo used in case of emergency, such as a sudden out-
break of fire.

Swift of action though they were, they were too late.  Nelson Lee,
Spearing. and Nipper, accompanied by six of Lhe constables, appeared upon
the threshold of the room as the count wrenched open the windows.

Tbere was a desperate hand-lo-hand encounter Lhen. Stefani drew a
revolver, and it spat viciously ns Nelson Lee flung himself forward. The
det®tive ducked, however, in the nick of time, and the bullet sped harm-
leasly over his head. )

The police, Spearing, and Nipper grappled with {he colonel, Fitzmaurice,
and the Russian, whilst tho two officers, who had taken no hand in the fight,
allowed themselves to be quietly taken charge of by a couple of constubles.

The count had leapt out on to the balcony, and was making for the stair-
case: but Nelson Lee was at his heels. And now NiEpcr. having tripped the
bulky Meyers up, and seen Spearing clap the handeulls on his wrists, cmerged
at a run from the windows and rushed after his master. '

At the staircase the count pnused and fired again, but again Neleon Lee
was lucky. In his excitement, the Italian’s aim was untrue, and the bullet
merely tore o picce of materinl from the detective's slecve. .

Next moment he was at the count, his fingers secking to gain a hold
upon his clothing. But the Italian, scarcely knowing what he wos doing,
sprang backwards, gave a ery of terror, and went headlong down tho stairs,

Nelson Iee was after bim in less timo than it takes to write. But he need
nol have hurried, for he found Count Stofani lying at the foot of the narrow
aluircase, his head doubled up grucsomely beneath him, and instinctively
the delective felt that he had cheated the lavw.

Nelson Lee knelt beside him and straightened his body, then he beut his
head close to that of the Italian, his hand went out and whipped away the
false beard and moustache that had concealed his features.

- Stefuni " Ninper, who had joined his master, eried in surprise.

f\elson Lee rosc and reverently removed his hat.

‘Yes; it is the count himself, Nipper,’' said he. *“ And it is Lhe end.
Ile has gone to his last account."

"' Dend, sir!”’ the assistant gasped, in an awe-stricken voice.

“Yea,” his master agreed. *‘ His neck ia broken. Death must have been
Instoutancous. It is for the best. All through his lifo he Las been a menaece
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to societ?', and by bis demise, n good, pure girl is freed from a hateful

bondage! e have only to find the Prendergust pearls, and, eo far ag we
are toucerned, the case is ended.

. v . . a ] . L] > L] 9
- Three months have elapsed since the great raid upon the Milano Club, nnd
before we writo “ The End " it is necessary to allow the reader to peep into
the drawing-room of Norman Warner's house upon a bright autumn after-
.noon, - .
. The surgeons had said that for Cynihia {o pass through the operation-
they had intended making and live would be miraculous. But the miracle
had come Lo pass. The o“erntion had proved successful, and now Cyuthia,
although she looks terribly pale and fragile, is upen the highroad to
recovery. ' ,
Norman Warner's mother leaves the side of the couch upon which {he
girl is Iying us the door opens, and the moneylender enters the roou.
Warner looks coulented and almost Loyishly happy ns he kneels beside the
girl and takes her band. That morniug the Prendergast pearls had been
redeemed by Sir Alec, whose interest in the shares of the Bolivia Silver

Mining Co., have risen to a wonderful extent in value, cnabling him to sell
at a moro than sutisfactory profit.

The pearls, together with an enormous amount of other stolen property,
were found in a cellar beneath the Milano club-rooms, so that, thanks to tho
cflorts of Nelson Lee, Warner had been able 1o return the security lo his
client without his so much as dreaming that they bad ever been out of-lbie
or his banker’s hands.

“Cynthia ’—Norman is looking into the girl’s eyes, and his mother has
tactfully found something to deeply interest her somewhere out on the
drive—"I have come to remind you that you are free, darling,” he say¢
softly. ‘‘Dear heart. will yon say the one word that will make me the
heppiest man on carth?"”

Cynthia’s loug lashes are veiling her eyes; a flush of pink has crept inte
her ‘wan cheeks, )

* Can you marry me after what I have done? Can you link your life with
mine knowing that I'—her voice Lreaks pathetically—"‘that I am a—a
released conviet?” she asks. ‘I have told you that I remember all since
the death of—of my husband. You know that I took the impression of the
key of your safe, and afterwards exchanged it for the bogus oue that enabled
the league Lo rob you.”

Norman stopped her with a kiss.

““ Forget the past—think only of the Lright future that is dawning. sweet-
heart,”” Norman murmurs lcmfvcrly. ‘“You have been but an innocent dupe
in the hands of a bad man. What does it matter to me what has happened
in the past? To me you will always be the dearest little woman in tho
world. Your answer, dear?”’

Cyuthia hides her face upon his shoulder and murmurs just one word—
“ Norman.’”' But Waruer, as his arms slide about her slender form, i3
content. c

THE EXND.
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The Boys of Ravenswood College; :
or, Dick Clare’s Schooldays. ' | ::'

A New Story of School Life. By S. CLARKE HOOK. &
Author of the famous Jock, Sam & Fate storiss, appearing weekly in .::
slele) -:-z-:--:-z-:-:- ae‘nlntalncnlntalnlnieleiala nlnca nln alnle ':

Dick Clare. a rich youngster, joins Ravenswood College, and he soon makes his
grescuce fdi.

Onc day news comes (o the sckool that Dick and his chum, Tom, Aave been drowned,
bul ultimately they turn up safe and sound,

Melby. one of the other boye, takes a violent dislike to Dick Clare, and is especially
jealous because the [{cadmaster takes special nolice of the new boy.

Seme iime later Aelby's father turns up at the school and c:uscs a greal dis-
furbance.

Dick, knoicing Gowl to be in money difficultics, offers to give him £50 with which (o
clear himself.  Dick invites Tom to spend his holiday ot Ins house.  (Now read on.)

» - L

“ EHAVE?" inquired Dick, landing his last egg in the bully’s mouth as
he opened it to gasp for breath. *“Don't you like it? How were
wo Lo tell you didn't like it when you never told we? Ila, ha, ha!

You are turning yellow with passion! But never wmiud, Hamer, there's a

pump outside, and Jim will carry you out while T do the pumping. It will

soon clean the egg off you.” )
‘“ Now, look here, youngster, stop it!"* panted Hamer. I have no inten-
lion of hurting you.”

“ Jolly good of you! Thanks awfully! Have you had a pleasant journcy?
What? Not pleasant. Poor old idiot! Woell, you won't get amything to
cal hero because we have finished the little lot. There was some dripping
and butter, but I notice Tom has heaved those-at Ander's head. I wouldu’t
be surprised if your parents slipper you for having got iuto that awful mess,
You kuow, Hamer, they woun't like buying you new clothes."”

IHamer rose to his feet, muttering a few things as to what he would do, but
a3 he did not do them no harm came of it.

Dick dodged out of the place and left Jim to finish the argument.

' Now, see here, young gents,” exclaimed Jim. “ You ought to be ashamed

of vourselves behaving in this manner. You have damaged my carriage,
nnd—"’ ,

“I'm downright mad " panted amer. *“ I hape it will ruin you!”

* U vou, really? \Well, it won't make any difference to me, and Master
Dick con afiord 1o buy as many carriages as he chooscs to spoil. It ain't the
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firat ono he’s bust up, and I don’t suppose it will be Lhe last; but if.il. Le
Jonged to me U'd make you pay for it."

“ Servo up smne lwuch, landlord
guards out of the place.” -

“I'm sorry, young gent,” snid the landlord. * There’s nothing in the
house to eat. The chinge for the damage you have done will b¢ two pouné
‘four-und-twopence. Shall I give you a receipt for it?” y

“ I'll not pay you a penny !"* declared Hamer.

“ Sorry, sir, but I really can’t afford to allow wilful
‘in my placo without Leing paid for it. You attacked the

“ They attacked us first on the road.”

“ Well, I don't mind that, and I w

turned the attack on the rond, but you are not going to figcht frec in my
-show when there’s a law in the land. Of course, Mr. Hamer, if you haven't
got the money I can wrile to your father for it. L know his address, seeing
he paid your last score here. I can caxy explain to him exactly how (he
matter stands. You were the one to blame, ‘cos you attacked the young
gent first.”

“ Young gentlemaan ! hooted Ianer, as Dick reappeared. ‘“ Do you call
that little rewtile a voung gentleman?”’ ' ' '

“I do so. It's not the first time he has been here for a feed, and T trust
it won't be the last. Never one word of complaint, and Il warraut the
cooking isu‘t anything like he gets it at home. Now, vou've never vot,
Myr. Hamer, but what you’ve complained of every blessed thing, and made
me kuock something off the bill.”

“ X insist on having something to eal.
. ““0Ob, am I!
got it.”

»"’ snarled Hamer, ** and turn those black.

damage to be done
young gentg—""

ouldn’t have miuded if you had re-

You are bound (o serve travellers.
Very well, you won’t get nothing here, Lecause I baven’(

“ I think: you mean he will got nothing here, beeause you have got it, old
chap,’” laughed Dick; ** but it amounts to the same thing as far as Hamer is
.concerncd. We've yaffled up all the food, Mamer. You will have to go t¢
the next stage, and you won'’t find that so jolly easy, becausge T have turncd
your liorses out to grass, and I expeet they will waut some catching. Laok
here, landlord, you ncedn’t write to his father., I expect he will get inte
cnough bother over his damaged clothes. Tote up your bill and I will squarg
it, then if Jim has had enough to ent—"

“ He has so. Master Dick.”

“ Right you are. Then we will go on, and drop you
Melby."

““1 could come on lo your place for the uight
Melby. ‘* You could telegraph to my parents
mind. Neither would I.”

““ Rather a shame to deprive your mether of Your company ¢gun the first
~day of the vacation. No, old chap, yon had best get home, then you and
Tom aro coming laler on in the holidays.”

-

at the station,

» i you wish it,” observed
» Yo kuow. They wouldn't
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“ Bul Tom is coming now, aud I don't call that quite etraight.”

““Well, Tom's parents won't be home for a few days, and it would be
lonely for him. My mother has invited him, and as he has aceepted, he is
bound to come whether he likes it or not. Oh, shut up, Hamer! You cau’t
have any foold. Don‘t be so bLeastly greedy. If you had behaved decently

_we wonld have invited you to join use.”

““ Do you think I would accept an invitntion from a horrid little cad like
vou?"’ .

““ Doun't know, but I expect you would; however, ag you are never likely to
get the invitation we won't argue the matter. Come ou, old chaps! Weo
will do the rest of the journey in peace, instend of in picces.””

Melby had.another try to get an iuvitation, but it did not come off. They
left him at the station, and then drove on to Dick Clare’s begutiful home.

Tom had expected something grand, but nothing like he saw, and he felt
rather nervous until Mra. Clare took his haud, and smiled her greeting.

“T am s0 glad you have come, Tom,’” she said. ** You see, Dick is rather
lonely here.”’

““Then he wants a 'lot of pleasing. Mrp. Clare."

““ He has no friends.”

“ What about the colonel?”’ laughed Tom.

“Ol, he is perfectly horrid!” snid Mrs. Clare, smiling. ‘ Of course, I
know Dick is fond of pranks, but then boys ought to be, and one does not
like to be too strict.”

“I don't belicve the doctor would consider you are, Mrs. Clare,” snid
Tom. ' But I've got some good news for you. Dick came out number one
in the exam. TPassed first of the lot of us."

“ L am very glad. But come in, boys. You must be starving, and dinuer
is quite ready.’’

“Ia, ho, ha! Look al Tom’s face, mother. The very word diunner
frightens him: but we will tell you all about that. Ah, I'm glad to get
hoe, and to see you once again, my dear mother, and I know Tom is pleased
to see you too.

Aud that was a holiday that Tom was likely to remember,

TIIE END.

NEXT WEEK :

“THE SECRET oF THE SWAMP.”

Another grand, long complete tale of Neison
Lee and Nipper, Introducing The Black WolFf,

ORDER YOUR COPY NOW!



THE NELSON LEE LIBRARY

NEXT WEEK'S
STUPENDOUS
ATTRACTION |

‘ 6¢ Tbe
Secret of the Swamp”

Another Enthralling Tale

of

THE BLACK WOLF.

Order Your Copy of the * Nelson
Lee Library” TO-DAY'!
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