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A SENSATIONAL LNG COMPLETE STORY
OF THE CID.

Chapter 1. welcome his successor to the post of com-  Sir Richard pursed his lips as he read

THE 8 ] the thinly veiled triu-gh in the “Daily
IR RICHARD GILBERT, the Chief A tap sounded at the door, and a uni- Clarion’s ™ leading article at the news, and
Com missioner, sat at his desk in the formed policeman entered. the eul of his suecessor, ‘General Si'l%.
austerely furnished room at Scotland  “The morning papers, sir,” hLe said, Martin le. “Oh, well,” the commissiomer
Yard and gazed abscntly through the depasiting a burdle on the desk. sh , if the public wanted a scapegoat,
window at the efforta of a fussy tug to  “Thank you, Bowers,” said Sir Richard, his shesiders were wide cmmsh te bea:
. negotiate Westminster Bridge. . in his dry, impersonal ‘tones. He smiled the blame even of the Croucher's misdes
was a slim, wiry man, with a grey- wryly as the door closed. for, of course, it was the activities of -y

ing imperial beard and grizzled hair, an  No need to look ab the newspapers to see clusive criminal that originated the

almost dondified figure with his braided what they contained. He had handed in affair. i

morning coat and faultlessly = creased his resignation to the Home Seerctary the It was not until the tragic and untimely
trousers. He toyed with a pair of gold- previous night. The bauner head of the death of Lsdy Pamcla Howard that the ’
rimmed pince-rez that dangled from a *“Daily Clarion ” scemed to smite him like storm had barst, and the name of that

silken cord about his cravat, and sighed a a blow between the eyes: enjg!;:alic erook, the C;w:ohar,h:chinaql
little. g q the fearsome notoriety of Jack the Ripper
Tt would be a wrench to leave this SCOTLAND YA%%SI%({%MISSIOI'EE T0 himself.

familisr room and to relinquish the duty of - True, at Bpotland Yard, they hm
controfling the grestest police orgamisa- It was the sensational climax to & sen- known of the -Croucher's existen
tion in the worlag.mBui. \he dice hed been sotional “Press campaign which had had  thaj was about all even the ar
cast, and in’ a few Honrs he would liave to its repercussions in Parlisment itself. C.ID. knew of tho man responsible for the
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Suddenly the door.opened and
Dorothy ‘Semprville was led
into the room by a masked
man., The girl’s fack ' was
wan and pale.’ She had en-
dured a terrible ordeal. "

alarming increase of the cocaine fraffie, not
only in the West End but throughout the
country.

Through the “Noses’ Gale,” a_discreet,
little portal which admitted shabby, fur-
tive men into police H.Q. when daylight

. waned, meagre information trickled about

The Man Higher Up, as the Croucher was
first known in the underworld. But the
information was very vague and unreli-
able, and when sifted and tabulated would
scarcely have covered the surface of a
postage stamp.

Not even “Sheeny MacGuire,” most
kuowledgeable of “noses,” lad been able
to smiff out the slightest clue to the
Croitcher’s identity.

It was Lady Pamela’s death from an
overdose of cocaine that brought matters
to a climax, for, in addition to being an
carl’s danghter, she had been a member of
the “Daily Clarion " staff. She had a
clever, mordant pen, and her bright para-
graphs of Society gossip were a popular
foature of that go-nhead mewspaper.

Her sudden end came near to shocking
that most unshockable of. thoroughfares—
Fleet Street. Young nynxnf, “The
Clarion’s " star crime reporter, started
the wave of indignation which was to sweep
the country by a bitter attack on Scotland
Yaord.. He had been a friend of the dead
giel. He could write brilliantly, and had
his own peculiar methods of learning
what went on in the underworld -inde-
nendently of the police. He exposed the

=

alarming growth of the dope traffic, the
gradual but unmistakable increase im the
number of unsolved crimes, and mercilessly
eriticised the C.LD. It was he who nick-
named the hidden figure behind the cocaine
smugglers the Croucher, and pointed out
that the dope sniffer was as familiar a
figure in Mayfair Society ns in the dingy
all-night cafes of the Tottenham Court
Road and Chinatown. '

Backed by the vast resources of the
“Daily Clarion,” the campaign grew, The
public became uneasy as that mewspaper.
with damning effect, printed daily a list
of unsolved crimes side by side with
trivial cases which failed because of the
policeman’s uncorroborated evidence.

The clamour grew for a general tighten-
ing up at Scotland Yard.

Questions were asked in Parliament, and
after an interview with the Home
Secretary, Sir Richard Gilbert handed in
his resignation.

He had spent his life in the service of
Lis country. For many years he had
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)
served with distinetion abfoad in India
before being appointed head of the C.IL.D.
He was by no means a popular man, but
he was respected. At Scotland Yard the
general attitude of his staff can be sum-
marised in the schoolboy’s definition of his
headmaster : '

“He's a beast—but he’s a just beast I

“And now, I suppose,” he murmured
half-alond as he folded the *Daily
Clarion,” “the Press is satisfied until they
get some other stunt.” ° X

He pressed the ivory bell-push on hif
desk, and a few moments later a tall, well-
built young man entered.

He had a frank almost ingenuous ex- -
pression on Lis smooth, pink face that wax
oddly boyish, his blue eyes had. a twinkle
of Ey our, but his chin was regolute and
his lips betrayed firmness and decision be-
hind his mask of flippaney. ,

“Ah, New!” said Sir Richard. “Are
there any further developments in - the
Whitechapel area?”

Detective Inspector Nicholas New shook
his head. 5

“Nothing further, sir. Berry pulled in
Larry Lennox. Found about half a kilo
of dope on him; but where he got it and
how, the Squidgc only knows!”

“The what!” snapped 8ir Richard
irritably.

“The Squidge, sir. An._ engaging
creature of my own invention. It is

closely related to other strange beasts who -

made their appearance during the war.
Maybe you've heard of the Wowser, sir?
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The Squidge is a sort of sccond, eonzin,
t._mie removed.” 4, Newp 5
“Are you ma ewp ¥ the
acandahsgdﬂ commissioner. %vspet the
deued d’ye, mean by quoting ' nonsensical
gibberish- to me P
“You asked me what & Squidge was,

sir,” said' Nicholas New patiently. “I--
cr—endedvourgd to explain.”

“Don’t- 4a ncnsense I spap) i the
other iq‘n&bly: “¥oii - ' are too

facetious, New. I wish yon wuld*”
He broke off suddenly-us a taj
ou.the door, thén said cmply & :
bronzed, soldierly-looking man with a
- close nhpped grey e and, clad
n an incomspictious kmn e suit, entemr
and bowed rather fo
rThe retiring ecmmnselouer rose to his
eet,
“Ah!  Good-m
come in!* he ndded cord ly.
be your: kin,
that embraced the austerely-furnished
room that overluoked the Thames. It was
an airy, workmanlike place with a roll-
Lop desk, half a dozen comfortable chairs,
tele&one, and a three-valve wireless set
nnr bookcase.
“Inspector New. This is your new com-
missioner, General Sir Martin Dale.”
Nicholas New’s eyes twinkled mis-
chievously. 3
“Hallo, Uncla Bimbo!" he said. “Two
in-the family—eh? Aunt Ara-
galloping hysterics !”
New M thundexed the scandalised Sir
Richard. “How dare Jou have the in-
fernal impudence to—-"

meral!  Pray
“Thig will

minta’ll
“

“It's only Nick's nonsense,” broke in

General Dale, with a chm-.kle CF—
u]lem-hne the msfort is
wmele. sister’s boy,” l

“God less my soul!” ped  Bir
Richard, “How long have you l)een in the
foree, New?”

“Simed the A.nmshce, gir,” replied Nick.
“T'm” nfmld the family have never quite

sounded:

in 1.

He made a gesture .

i
toro open the envelope and scanned its

3 ﬁontent.e throu§h his pince-nez.
)

“Er—no re] Bowers, he said to the

hovering pollemun

As soon as the door had closed, hn turmed
to Nick with a perplexed expression.

“Wkat the deuce d'ye make of that—
eh?” he demanded.

Nick took the decnment. It was neatly
f.yped on & sheet of yellow nnlepnper, and
ran as follows:

“Commw_erutlom. commissioner, but
resignation, like Ypatnoham, ia notr
enough. Scotland Yard is getting un-
oomfortably warm. I must remove a

few of the more meddlesome ones to dis-
mumga the others. I never warn twice.
‘*Shaeny MacGuire died very suddenly
at 3 a.m. this morning you will be sorry
to learn, He knew too much.

others are on-my list.
il Tn: Croucner.”

You and

At the corner of the sheet was a roughly-
drawn picture of a crouching man with a
dagger upraised. to strike.

Nicholas New whistled softly.

“lta enrlamly a remnrkah]a xlucnmcnt
a;

forgiven - for . becoming a
They'lt blsms me now for havlng a bad
inflience on TUncle Bim, I suppose,” he
added.

“But this_is nshmishizlg,” said  Sie
Richard. “I know gour promotion has
been rapid and well deservad ‘but—"

He flung tp his hands in a helpless
gesture.

Inspector Now winked at his uncle, who

turned to Sir Richard.
" “T understand from the Homo Secretary
that your—er—resignation does not take
effect Lill the end of the month, and you
have ested yon will be pleased to re-
niain :ﬁgshw me the ropes.”

“That is so,” said Sir Richard rather
stifly. “In the circnmstances, as I
pointed ouf to the Home Secretary, it
would hardly be fair-to you, general, to
expect you to take over immediately.”

“It is exeeedingly kind of you,” eaid
General Dale. “I am a soldier, and there
are hound to be very many points in eon-
nection with my new job on which only
you could advise me.”

Sir Richard bowed.

“Y.ghall he most happy to co-operate,”
he remarked cordially, and Inspector New
saw that the two mcn, being gentlemen,
had tactfully avoided that rather awkward
problem of ﬂzmr future relationship.

‘' Perhayps, Iprellmmary," said Sir
Richard nskl had bet‘ter 5}mw you

further"’
“You don’t think it cah be genuine,
New ?” asked Sir Richard. “It sounds ab-

surdly melodramatic to me. What do you
say, general P""
“Egad ! said the general. “I'm dashed

liazy about the whole business. The Press
have been screeehmg about the Croucher
for weeks, but—-"

-brring !
The ’phone bell tinkled sharply, and Sir
Richard raised the ‘eceiver He listened
for a few moments, then his face became
very grave,

“Very good, Berry. I'll send New along
at once,” he said. He turned to Nick.
“That was Berry, of E Division, speaking,”
he announced. *“The man MacGuire was
found stabbed to the heart twenty minutes
ago in Stonewall Street, Pimlico.”

THE SINISTER
. MR. SIN.

was an

pleasant fellnw
and got what was
coming to him,” re-
marked Nicholas New
to his charming com-
panion later in the

"] w afraid Shceny

day “I dislike
* noses *—except when
they are et on a fair feminine

round the building and i
There was o knock at the door, and a
poheemnn enf.ared with a letter.
o messen, sir,” he an-
nannced, Imndmg it to the retiring com-

wm. a murmured apology. Snr Edward

R

” he added gallantly.

“Dan't be personal, Mr, New,” said
Miss “Borothy Somerville, hurriedly open-
ing’ her vanity case, and dabbing a powder
puff on hér delightfully audacious nose.
She took o half-coquettish glance at her re-
flection in the htt]e oval mirror, and
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11ushed back a rebellious curl benecath the
brim t-itting cloche hat. Her
tailored su.n! ough simple and of an in-
us black, hind a subtle effect of
the gracefulness of her slim
figure. 8he was, Nick considered judicially,
far too pretty to have anything te do with
the lice, and yet this shingled, sophisti-
young woman had held a secretarial

post at Scotland Yard for two years.

She came daily into contact with the
seamy side of London life and still main-
tained not only a semse of humour, but a
demure innocence of outlook that was o
source of continual surprise to tke C.LD.
man.

They were dining now—an alfresco s
at a small Spanish cafe in Soho. There
was no orchestra, the clientele, liko the
menu, was pleasantly varied, and the
aleove in which tHeir table was set was
discreetly, but not too discreetly, screened
from the rest of the diners.

-“Scotland Yard seems to be getting it
in the neck,” anuomnced Dcrathy. “That
horrid young man on the © Dmlg Clarion *
ought to he ashamed of himself.

“Who, Billy Maynard?” asked Nicholas.
“Not he. He's hard-boiled, Miss Somer-
ville. Detectives and newspaper men
were born without a sense of shame.” 9

“Don't talk nonsense,” said Dorothy.

“But I always do,” pleaded Nicholas.
“Do you know that the longer I live in
this wicked world, the more realise that

enhancin,

. monsense is the greatest thing in life.”

“Premsc]g what do you mean?” she
uskcd, with an adorable peut. “I know
you're always quoting absurd lmericks and
inventing all sorta of preposterous animals,
like that silly Oogle you mentioned. this

‘morning.”

“Ah! ~The - Oogle!” eaid Nicholas
solemnly, “A well meaning, but rather
ineffectual” beast, I am afraid.”

He began to quote solemnly :

“Thé Oogle does abhor a Snark, and
often nrhen the nights are dark—"

“Oh, .stop, do!" pleaded the girl. “I
u-ally tlﬁ you re qmﬁs crazy at times,

ki My deqr girl, I'm perfectly serious.
Nonsense is the one thing to keep me sane
in this sordid pmfeselon of mine. I like
to talk For
it's all nonsense that a delightful girl 1i
you should be earning your living in the
dull and sordid anmyundmgs of Scotland
Yurd, when you nn ht—"

“Please don’t!” she broke in hurriedly.
“T love the work, thu hours are short, the
salary is adequnte, and I—er—have com-
pensations.”

She glanced throu gh her very long eye-
lashes at Nick, and that pecnh:n' young
man felt oddly emba;

Nicholas New's shange persom.])ty was
an enigma to his friends. " No ome quite
knew whether te. take him sdriously or net.
When, after the Armistice, he | been
demobbed, a mere stripling of twenty, ni‘ter
iwo years war service in the R.A.F.,
announced to his scandalised family thnt
he intended to join the polico force. L

“But that's all nonsense!” said his -
mother, Lady New, widow of that distin-
guished diplomat, Sir Brian New.

“Precisely, Nicholas  had
blandly. "T'hut’s why I'm doing it.”

He served two years as a uniformed con-
atable on his beat, and the smart capture
of Wally' the Dip and his ‘satellites- at-
tracted the attention of his superiors, who
transferred him to the plain clothes branel
of the CLD,

Nick's promotion was
methods were terribly unort!
‘got away with it.

greed

id. His
ox—but he
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- Tt was at the 99 Club'that Nicholas New
first heard of the Croucher That engaging
con. man, “Gold Brick” Brady, let fall
a few casual remarks that o big noise was
“spreading the smow * thick and heavy.
From him it was Nick gleaned that all
the little “snowmen ” of Limehouse and
the Tottenham Court Road, mainly com-
‘prising Chinks and half-breed. waiters, had
all suddenly become affuent—and not
only affiuent, but cocksure,
Tven when the Flying Squad pulled in
a dozen or more of such old hands at the
gome of dope peddling as Limehouse Lil,
“Shauty *’ Harris, and *Snitcher " Marks,
Bty gleaned little of the source from which
4hey obtained the deadly white drug.
Nick also learned that the *Blackers”
were growing active again—active and
aggressive, and that. was a bad sign, for
* the blackmailing gangs of the West End
are the most d

ifficult of all criminals to
round up. Despite the repeated assurances
of the Press and police that the victims'
names would not be disclosed in open court,
scores of highly-placed people hesitated to
como forward and give evidence, and pre-
ferred to pay hush money to the Blackers.
- Some were driven to the coward’s way
cut of their troubles as the demands of
the blackmailers became intolerable, and
the increasing number of suicides sup-
ported the “Clarion's” theory that o
colossus of crime had entered the lists in
the never ending battle between the police
and the underworld.

Inspector New, in his own whimsienl
fushion, made discreet and strictly illegal
inquiries among his crook friends, but not
even the friendlicst informer could be pre-
vailed upon to' “come across ™ with any
information against the Croucher.

And now Sheeny MacGuire, that most
relidble and best hated of moses was dead
-—murdered, undoubtedly, because he knew,
or  suspected, the Croucher’s identity.
There was mno elue. His body had bee
found by a policeman behind an adverti:
ment hoarding on a plot of waste ground
in Pimlico. He had becn stabbed -to the
heart. There was no trace of a weapon.
Not a scra&a of paper or a coin in the r{leml
man's pockets. s

Sheeny MacGuire had not been a particu-
larly pleasant person in life. In death,
Nick recalled with a slight shiver, he was
repellant. He had seen dead rats that re-
minded him of Sheeny as he saw him last
on the mortuary slab.

. . .

“Don’t look round!" whispered Dorothy
Somerville.  “Somchbody seems to be
“watching you very closely. A Chinaman.”

Nick New profiered his cigarette-case.
The girl took ore, and as Le beld a match
to its tip, he slowly swivelled round. His
action was perfectly natural, and for a
flecting moment his eyes rested on the
occupant of the next fable.

Tt was & Chinese. The man's smooth,
hairless face was as yellow as a lemon, the
slanting sloe «eyes watched Nicholas and
the girl impassively. He was dressed in
a perfectly-fitting dresssuit. Nick noted
that the cigarette he held between his
glim, saffron fingers was black. It was an
odd, incongruous detail that appealed to
his love of the bizarre.

* “Queer!” he murmured, pouring out a
glass of wine. “He may, or may not be,
Jinterested in us. One is always inclined to

sinister. Ways_that are dark and tricks
. that are vain, and all that! But that's
ponscnse, and so I'm inclined to believe
it,” he added.

“You're incorrigible, Mr. New,” said

e

"think that all Chinese are inscrntable and’

o

* Dorothy. “Tell me, do you really
think that the Croucher exists, or
is he simply a product of the
fertile imagination of the
* Clarion * reporter?”

“Of course he exists,” said Nick
scriously.  “If we only had
Sheeny’s murder to go on, 1 might
be-inclined to doubt it. A nark
cndeavours to make the best of two
possible worlds—the Under and
the Over, and gencr:lléy ends in %
the mext,” he added dryly. “A
scare of people might have stabhed
Sheeny, but that letter this morn-
ing shows that the Croucher is
getting nervous or vain. Both

attributes are dangerous in a criminal. But
don't let's talk shop, my dear.” He glanced
at his watch. It was 9.45.

“What nbout a spot of dancing? The
Eclair Club is handy.”

She shook her head and glanced at her
neat tailor-made suit.

“I don’t think so. I have a busy da
to-morrow,” she reminded him. “Sir
Richard wants me to type out those
divisional reports for your uncle. Besides,”
she added, with a smile, “it’s very bad
for discipline, Mr. New, for a detective
inspector to be seen dancing in a night
club with his typist.”

She drew on her small sucde gloves with
an air of finality.

Nick knew it was hopeless to argue with
her. Miss Somerville had a will of her
own. He called for the bill. and noficed,
with the tail of his cve, that the Chinaman
was also leaving.

“Thank you for a very charming even-
ing,” she said. “A little nonsense now
and then is relished by the—er—wisest
woman,” she misquoted gaily.

“One of these days,” threatemed Nick,
“we’ll celebrate in earnest—"

“(elebrate?” she echoed, puzaled.

“The Croucher's capture,’” said Nick, as
be donned his overcoat. %

The Chinaman brushed past him with a
murmur of apology, while Nick dealt with
the hovering waiter.

“Shall T get you a taxi?” he asked.

“Thanks, no. The bus goes right by
my door,” she said.

Nick escorted her to the corner
watched her board it.

She waved to him gaily, and was swal-
lowed up in the maelstrom of traffic.” Nick
thrust his hands in his overcoat pocket, a
disappointed man. An hour or two’s danc-
ing ‘at the Eelair would have topped oft
the evening micely, but beyond dining with
him on ene or two occasions, the inde-
pendent Miss Somerville did not encourage
a more imtimate relationship.

“A Eity." mused Nick. She was_an
extraordinarily capable and attractive girl.

and

Lm0 E

“Look! Look! That
ghastly face,’”” he cried,
pointing a shaky finger at

the dirty window pane.

There was a curious reserve about her,
however, at times that intrigued him.
He glimpsed a wiry, ferret-faced little
man hoveripg. uncertainly at the tail of
the erowd fding a West-bonnd bus, and
his blue eyes lardencd.
“Well! Well!" Shifty!” he murmured

_pleasantly, as his muscular hand shot .out

and grasped the little man’s arm. “Fancy
meeting you here! And only just out of
the *Ville, tov! Dear, dear, how indis-
creet !

“Bhifty "' Lee, one of the cleverest dips
who ever worked the bus queues, turned
with a saarl.

“Leggo my arm, you big stiff! I tell

Fou—-

“Tut: Tut!” said Nicholas gently. He
signalled to a burly red-faced map, who
strolled over from the shadow of .a theatre
eanopy. F

“A present for you, Willis,” he said,
Landing over the squirming little pick-
pocket. “Pull him in.”

He began to hum softly a chorus tune
from the latest revue, but broke off sud-
denly as his fingers encountered an en-
velope in his pocket. He drew it out, and
saw that it was addressed to himself in
typeseript. With a puzzled frown he tore
open the envelope, and read the brief,
laconic message. It contained theee words :
“You are ncxt!” and it was gigned the
Croucher.

Nick whistled. He was certain the mes-
sage was not in his overcoat pocket when
lie entered the restaurant. That meant
that e was being tailed, and the envelope
must have been slipped there during t%ll:‘
past eight minutes.

Suddenly he recnlled the Chinpman whe
liad passed him in the restaurant.

“RE; gosh ! said  Nicholas New. “I
wonder ¥ * -

He thrust the note into his breast pocket,
and stood for a moment or two irreso-
lutely on the kerb, watching the stream
of traffic at the corner of Piceadilly Circus,
the cente of the world. - Ablaze with light,
its sky signs shot lLeavemwards cascades




cades of coloured fire, Above the theatres,
thousands of elegiric bulbs winked and
glowed like .iorf . fireflies, while from
Shaftesbury . Avenue poured the evers
moving kaleidoscopic crowd of theatreland.

nsive limousines purred feline and
catlike at the exits, a hawker in rags stood
;n the gutter holding out a tray of boot-
aces.

A yo man with a thin, emaciated
face, held aloft a banner foretelling the
wrath to ceme. Contrast — tragedy —
comedy. The night life of the world's
metropolis.  All these wére familiar to
Nicholas New.

Suddenly he started forward. In a

momentary jam of the traffic he glimpsed
:!; _]lnxlfzrinus”ﬂmy car, r:.kisﬂ!y cut and
uilt for , judgin, the greyhound
trace of hzg* stre’amﬁlnegd Eody. 'Ilzsyunging
in tho tonneau was an elegant figure in a
silk-lined opers cloak with a jewelled order
arnamentini his stiff shirt-front on a sash
of moiré silk.

It was the mysterions Chinaman, and as
Nick gazed at him his yellow face relaxed
into a mocking smile, and he waved a kid-
gloved hand,

Heedless of the traffic, the detective
dashed towards the car, but at that moment
the temporary jam cleared, and the grey ear
shot forward like an arrow from a bow.
Nick memorised the number-plate, and

-Jooked vainly for a taxi to take in pursuit.

By the tilie he had hailed one, the grey
car and its mysterious ocenpant had
vaunished. i

“Seotland Yard—quick !” said Nicholas

ew.

Down tlhe Haymarket, into Trafalear
Square and through Whitehall the taxi
threaded its way with what seemeq, mad-
dening slowness. L5

Nick fumed impatiently. He wanted to
verify that number-plate.

QOutside the grim barraek-like building a¢
the end of Whitehall, the taxi drew up, and .
Xi_ék ]hl.rrl'e‘dly alighted, - ~ - 2

went as he st under tha grebway o
Seotland Yar;p p:d tall, elegant™ ﬁgur\e’
@ "

“Ah, ‘Inspector New,” cooed a mmsical,
rather sibilant voice, “This is indeed for-
tuvate. I was about to leave a written

message fgr yqu,lns' is_'n, I éqtl__deliwr it

in persom.”’ . :
With difficulty Nick repressed a start of
astonishiment, for confronting him was the
Chinaman, his slant eyes held a gleam of
mockery, but his smile was bland, reveal-
ing a perfect set of white, cven teeth.
“Tndeed ! snapped the detective. “Who
the deuce are you, sir? T've scen you before
twice to-night,” he added
“ AHow me to present my card,”” returned
the other in impeccable English. From a
. small case, which he secmed to have pro-
duced from nowhere with the case of a
professional iilusionist, e brought out a
thin strip of white silk. It was of gossamer.
- like texture, 2nd bore characters both in
Chinese and Enghish. In the sickly blue
glare of the police lamp over the arch, Nick
. read the latter superscription which ran:

Proressor Lr. Six. D.Sc,,
©o U University of Pekin!

Nick locked np at him, but the China-
siaw’s yellow, hairless face was a mask of
impassivily.

“Youw'd better come along inside with me
—er—professor,” he said grimly.

“Thank you, I would prefer ‘not to,”
replied the other urlmnel,y. “I have rather
an trgent appointment,” =

“I dom’t kuow what your game is,”
“emapped Nick. “You come alovg in and
nnswér a fow qnestions.”

Jetter from the

It

I think not,” said the other. “LAy name
is Sin—not Savidge. The message I wished
to: deliver to you is very brief. Beware of
The Croucher I

Almest before Nick realised it, the man
had climbed into his grey limousine and had

gone,
l man, He very seldom lost his “temper,
lut the calm effrontery of the bland
Chinaman, who called himself by the some.
what sivister name of Professor Li Sin,
nettled him. He frowned irmtably and
barely acknowledged the salute of the police-
man on gate duty as he entered Scotland

Yard.
me -this number verified,” he
. "What did that Chink want?”
“I couldn’t say, sir. He simply asked if
you were in. When I told him you were
out, he said something about leaving a
meesage—and then yow turned up.”

“Huh ! said Nick. “Hurry the Trafic
Dept. I want that number badly.”

He mounted the steps towards his room,
his footsteps echoing hollowly down the dim.
lit corridors. Most of the C.L.D. were off
duty. He switched on the light, unlocked
his desk and pulled out the depositions con-
cerning the murder of Sheeny MacGuire

There was very little indeed in the way
of clues to go npon. Sheeny, being an in-
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‘THE HOUSE OF LARRY.
s pecror_Nicsouss Niw was an equable
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former, was despised by the police, and

hated by the criminal fraternity. A dozen.

men might have murdered him-—but that
ucher was significant.
He pulled out fhe last note of .warning he
had received that might, and compared it
withythe note l;oceive«fhy the ecommissioner.

had. evidently been typed Ly the same
machine—a portable Underwood. There was
the same malformation of the letter “r,”
and the slight eccentricity of alignment.
He placed them both in a buff envelope and
sealed it.

“FIl let Brownlow have a go at 'em,”
he murmared.- “ But I'm not very sanguine.”

Iuspector Brownlow was in charge of the
finger-print department, and had also an
encyclopeedie knowledge of typewriters.

The 'phone bell rang suddenly, and Nick
lifted the receiver.

He recognised the voice of Bill Maynard,
of the “Daily Clarion.””

“What is it?” he demanded. “No, No-
thing fresh about Sheeny., What’s that?”

He listened intently to the disjointed in-
formation that came over the wires.

“You've had a letter from the Crencher,

ou say?”’ he demanded.

“Sure,” snapped the journalist = “Came
hy--district messenger an hour back. It
doesn't frighten me. Matter of fact, I'm
running a facsimile of it in to-morrow’s rag.
And listen, I've got a promising clue. A
Totter reached me this morning from a joint
in Shadwell, It’s very vague, Dut the writer
hints ' he knows something about the
Croucher.” B

“Who wrote it?” demanded the Yard man,
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“Tt's si gimply—° One who knows.’
Tlliterate devil, I s d imagine, but I'm

following it up. I thought maybe if you've
any info’ we could trade.”

*‘Hold *em,”” snapped Nicholas. “T'll call
for you in half an hour at the office.”

“Good egg,” said Maynard, and rang off,

Nick opencd the drawer of his desk.-and
slipped an’ awtomatio into his hip pocket. ,
Things were moving, He kmew, and liked
Bill Maynard, that alert young reporter on
the “Daily Clarion.” The newspaperman’s
knowledge of crime and criminals was almost
ncademic. A good crime man on a great

-Tondon daily has very often more knowledge .

of crooks and their methods than the average *
detective, and Maynard’s knowledge of tlgna
dubious night haunts of London was exten-
sive and peculiar. Nick lit a cigarette and
fell to studying the queer visiting card of .
Professor Li Sin, W‘ilo was he? Was he
an agent of the Croucher’s?- He might even
be the Croucher himself.

That was the maddening thing about that
mysterious criminal. Everyone had heard
of him, but nobedy apparently - knew
whether he was white, yellow or black. For
that matter, the Croucher might be a
woman, thought Nick hitterly,

He glan: across the room towards
Dorothy Somerville's desk, neat, tidy, like
horself, with one or two fastidions feminino
touches, the bowl of roses, and the coloured
penholders, that brightened up the drabness
of the office.

A kneck sounded at the door and the
policeman entered. .

“Trafie can’t trace that number, sir,
Sergeant Miles says he’ll have aunother
comb through the supplementary list to-
MOrrow.? 3
. Nick sware softly,

“All right, constable. T'm off ! Switch
out the light and lock up, will you? Good-
night * 3 Ba

He jammed on his grey felt hat, patted
his hip pocket, and teok his Tleave. His
taxi was still waiting within the Yard, and.

* ten minutes later he was at the tall, inrpos-

ing building of the “Daily Clarion,” in
Flect Street: -

From the Bawels of the building came the
hum of thé rotary machines beginning the
run of the country edition. He sent in his
card to Maynard, and three minutes later
that dynamic young man came into the
waiting-room. Ho woas burly aud broad-
ihb;lder’ed and some inches shorter than
Niek.

“What's oll this about Shadwell?” de.
manded the Yard man.

“T’'ve got both letters here,” said May-
nard, producing them. One, Nick noted,
was typed on a sheet of yellow motepaper
similar to these already at the Yard, and
the other was a mis-spelt serawl, written on
what seemed to be & leaflet torn out of a
penny notebook. The first was brief and
satirie :

Maynard, you've meddléd teo longs
You'll join Shéeny, Gilbert and New in a
long silence.

Tre CrovcHsr.

Beneath the iypeseript was the roughly
drawn figure of a crouching man, dagger
ominously upraised. P

“Pleasant little fellow, ain’t he?? de-
manded Maynard with a grin. “How does
8ir Richard take it?”

Nicholas New' shrugged. v

“I don’t think he quite knows what to.
make of it. . He's naturally sore with gou
and the rag, y’know. You certainly piled -
it in good aud hard against us.”

“Pamela Howard was my pal, New,” said
Maynard quictly. “Semething bad to be
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done. I don’t bear any personal aaimosity
towards any of you at thd Yard—it's your
metheds T condemn.”

“Cut the cackle,” said Nick
the other note.”

He took the unmsavoury looking sheet of

“Let's see

paper. - It was grimy and dog-eared, and
the following message was scrawled in,
pencil : ' g

Dere Sir,

I no somethink about the Crowcher, but
daresn’t be seme comin to your offis or
the Yard. If you call tomorer nite at
No. 4 Bakewell St Shadwell at midrite T
can tell you somethink. Ask for Larry.

One Who Nose.

“H'm !” paid the detective, examining the
envelope. “Posted last night in Commer-
vial Road, written by a man. Not very
illuminating, is it?”

From the tonneau of the car two vicious
Bill Maynard
clutched convulsjvely at his chest, then

tongues of flame spat out.

slumped down the wall.

The newspaper man shrugzged.

“It's worth trying, anyhow. Like
come? I've got the old bus outside.”

“Of course, I'm coming,” said Nicholas
New. “It's probably a trap of some sort—
but we'll risk that.” *

Together they entered Maynard’'s weather-
beaten roadster and headed eastward.

It was nearly midnight, and the traffic
roar had died lown a little as they bhowled
along through Aldgate and Commercinl
Road.

“Got your gat?” Nicholas jerked out as
they mneared the malodorous dockside of
Shadwell.

Maynard grinned. :

“Yes. Do you want to see the licence?”
he said cynically.  “Bakewell St.’s some-
where round here, I believe Old Heag Lee
used to have a chop suey joint at the
corner of it, I believe, before it was raided
for puck-a-poo and chandun.”

They found it at last, a narrow, gloomy
strect of such depressing uniformity that it

to
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looked like-the dreary corridor of a gnol.
They parked the car in the shadow of a
ramshackle warehouse. A husky looking
dock labourer, with a bristly chin and a
coarse, drink-sodden face glanced af them
susrpicious]y from an open doorway

“EKeep an eye on yer ear for yer, mister ?”
he asked; expectorating into the garbage-
strewn gutter.

“Keep exactly where you are, my friend I

"said Nicholas significantly.

*The other 3uniied beneath the steely
glitter in the detective’s eyes.

“What about it, Maynard?’ he added.
“Which of wus’ll - tackle the ‘One Who
Knows '? One of us ought to stay ontside,
I reckon—in ease,” he added significantly.

“Toss for it,” laughed the newspaper man.
“Heads, I go.”

He spun a coin and a tail showed upper-
most in his

palm.
“Right-ho. T'll stroll avonnd. If you're

not out in ten minutes,” said Maynard, “I'll
do the needful.” .

Nick's face was very grim and purpose-
ful as he strolled down Bakewell Strect.

One or two lights glimmered in the
windows, but mostly the strect was shrouded
in darkness. A dark mist was rising from
the river, and the hoot of a steamer’s syren
floated mournfully through the fog. The
detective halted before the )&int-Eli.sEered
door of No. 4, behind the f{l!.lL'ght of whick
flickered a gas-jet.

He knocked gently, for loud rat-tats are
apt to scare the inhabitants of Shadwell's
salubrious neighbourhood.

Not a sound came from the dark, dilapi-
dated house. Nick scratched his chin and
knocked . a second time—somewhat louder.
The door swung soundlessly open and his
hand eprang to his hip. Every merve in his

y was tense as he peered ahead into the
gloom of the corridor, Mo flashed on his
electric torch. Bave for a rickety chair the
hallway was deserted. Wallpaper peeled
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grotesquely from the walls, one piect
fapped like a large and loathsome bat in
the current of the night brecze.

Beyoud looired a pair of dingy purple
curtains, and to the right wound a carpet-
lesi stair 2

*Queer,” murmured the Yard man. He
glanced at his watch. It was a little after
midnight. Was this a trap? His fingers
closed on the butt of his automatic and he
advanced cautionsly along the hallway.

Suddenly from behind the curtains- camc
a feeble groan, hollow and sepulchral, fol-
lowed by a fit of coughing.

“Hallo, there ! snapped the Yard man,
striding forward. “What's the trouble ?”

There was no reply save for a long shud-
dering sigh.

Gripping his gun, Nick wrenched back
the curtains.' The rays of his torch re.
vealed a frowsy bed-rocry, meanly furnished
with a bed iu'the corner, on which lay the
limp body of a man. He lay
face upward on the dingy bed-
clothes, his face was contorted
with agony, and from the rent
in his torn jacket there welled
a crimson stream of blood.

“Heavens ™ gasped Nicholas
New, striding over to the bed.
“He's done for "

He propped his arms under
the man's shoulders and gently
lifted his lead from the pillow.

The man's swarthy face was wet with sweat ;
he.secmed to be a half-breed, and he gasped
painfully, fighting for breath.

“Are  you Larry?” demanded Nick.
“Brace up, man, tell me what’s-happened.”
* The man opened his lids and durned twe
glazing eyes towards the detective.

“r,

I'm Larry. JYarry .the Wop,” he
croaked hoarsely. “He got me, the cuss,
got me—-? :

A terrible fit of coughing tore from bis

cmaeiated chest and the crimson stream
widened. -

“Quick !” snapped Nicholas New. “Whe
is the Croucher? Tell me. Don't be
afraid I

“The Croucher,” gas) the d-rirlg man
painfully. “The Croucher is— e

A bubbling scream of horror welled from °
his ashen lips as lis gaze turned towards
the window. °

"“Look! Look! That face, that ghastly
——" he-shrilled, pointing o shaky -finger _
at the dirty window-pané.
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Nick swang round. From the swelling
wmists of fog he glimpsed a smocth, hair-
Tess face, mocking, sardonic.

_ Tt was the face of the mysterious Mr.
sin.

He raced across the room, awd, with an
.effort, flung open the sash.

Crack! Crack! His automatic spoke
twice. A low; .mocking laugh secmed to
float from the depths of - the dark river

mist.

Larry the Wop, wmouthing painfully,
strove to speak. Nick bent low to hear his
whispered words:

“The Croncher is—" he gasped, and
suddenly a convulsive shudder ran througi
his limbs, and the death rattle sounded
hideously in his serawny throat. The One
Who Knew had carried his seeret to the
grave.

For a moment or two, Nick gazed down
at the body, He felt slightly sick with
the suddenness of it all, but his first re-
action was one of rage against that blaud
and smiling Celestial who called himself
Li Sin. i

He clambered over the window-sill and

“dropped, lithe as a cat, into the garbage-

strewn, asphalted courtyard, and flashed
This torch through the murk, There
was no sign of the Chinaman, but
a door, creaking wheezily on its
‘hinges, gave access {o & narrow
alley-way, down which the detec-
tive sped. It debouched om the
dilaptdated warehouse where May
nard had parked lis car. Gasp-
ing painfully for breath, Nicholas
New was just in time to.see a high-
powered limousine driven at frantic
haste_through the fog, its yellow
headlights %garing like ‘monstrous
cat’s eyes, Then from thé tonneau
of the car two vicions tongues of
flame spat out, and the next instant
Bill Maynard, pacing the opposite.
pavement, clutched convulsively at
liis chest, then slumped head for- .
ward to the ground without a cry.
Nick ground out an path between
tight-elenched teeth. Lungs almest
bursting, he raced after the death
car, but it was ‘a hopeless fask.
From his pocket he drew out a .
police whistle and blew three long,
urgent blasts, then turned back to.
where, on the pavement, sprawled
the limp, lifeless body of the news-

‘man.

Palg:'rverenﬂy, Nick turned over_
Maynard’s . One' quick, cursory
glance showrd ~that he' had been shot
through the heart, In the rays of the
detective’s torch, the dead man’s face
held o faint, surprised cxpression, His
death must have n practically instan-
taneous, thought Nick, as he lowered
the body to the dank pavement. Then,
suddedly, .a gust of fury seized Nicholas
Ney, stark, berserker rage that shook
him as o mighty wind ehakes a sapling.
He ‘forgot his years ‘of training to

cmotion in times of crisis, A
fierce, insensate fury against the foul and

cowardly murderer who had shot down his
friend Maynard in cold blood suffused his
being.

——” he swore, “Tll get the
Croucher if it’s the last thing I do in this
‘world ! Bill, old man,” he added, and his
voica was husky, “I'll see you are
avenged

From the gloom ahead came the sonnd
of heavy, running footsteps, and a moment
later two . uniformed policemen emerged
from the fog.

“Whst's all this?” demanded one, a
grizeled sergeant, suspiciously.

3 8

“Murder 1" rasped  Nicholas  New.
“Quick, owe of you, get the ambulance!
‘Chere are two more victims to be added

*to the Croucher’s list!”

*The Croucher !” whispered the sergeant,
then, suddenly rccognmising Nick, saluted
smartly. ¥

“Where's the other chap, sir?”

“Round the corner,”. answered the detoc-

. tive curtly. “Chap named Larry the Wop.
Enow him at all?”

“Phow !" whistled the sergeant. = “So
Larry’s got it. It was coming to him a
long” time. He's one of Brillinnt Ling’s
runners.

“He was,” corrected Nick signiticantly.
“His rupning days arc over now, poor
chap I” .

‘THE CLIENTS OF MR. AMBROSE ERTI.
IS8 DOROTHY SOMERVILLE
M came down the steps of her guict,
little flat in the quiet, little street

off the King's Road, Chelsea, at exactly
8.30 a.m., and, following her invariabls
custom, hought a copy of the “Daily
Clarion ” at the bus stop oppesite the

Town Hall. :
-Save for a subtle air-of refinement about

With an oath, Mr. Eriz

her carriage and the quiet distinction of

lLer ncat dove-grey costume, there was
little to distinguish her from a score of
other City-bound girl clerks and typists
who boarded the No. 11 bus.

She opened her paper cursorily enongh,
and suddenly a blaze of headlines met her
goge:

“¢ CLARION * REPORTER MURDERED!
£5,000 REWARD FOR CAPTURE OF
THE CROUCHER!”

Dorothy gasped as she read the news of
the dastardly crime in Shadwell the pre-
vious night.” Hitherto she had been in-

clined to think that the Croucher was a.

partly mythical crook who existed mainly
in the fertile imagination of the
“(Clarion’s " Teporter, but now as she read
the stark secount of the murder of Bill
Maynard, a little tremor of fear seized her.
Tt was only too horribly truc.” The report
in the. newspaper was meagre enongh, but
she thrilled a little as she read the sig-
nificant sentence:

“Detective Inspector Nicholas New, who
is in charge of the case, and was actually
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present when the dastardly orime was com-
mitied, is in possesgion of a valuable clue
to the identity of this master criminal,
who is evidently bent on iunugumting a
reign of terror agaiust Society.”

It was with rising impatience that she
continued the journey from Victoria to

© Westminster, and at Parliament Square

she alighted cagerly and hurried through
the drab courtyard of Scotland Yard with
a good deal of s:‘i)pressed excitement,

Nick was alre at his desk when she
arvived, He looked np wearily as she en-
tered, and a queer little pang shot through
her as she noticed how careworn an
haggard hic nsnally cheerful face appeared.

He flashed her a little smile of greeting.

“Well, Miss Somerville, The Croucher's
sprung at last with o vengeance!” he re-
marked. “Two in ome night, and if I
hadn’t been lucky I'd have been a third 1"

“Oh, don't! It's ghastly to think of i,
Mr. New!” said Dorothy, taking off her
coat and hat, and seating herself at her
desk. “And to think I spoke so horribly
about poor Mr. Maynard last night. -
is there any clue at all to the Croucher?”

Nick shrugged.

“) dozen, but they liave all to be sifted
and sorted,” lhe announced.
“Bowers is working on the notes
for finger-prints. Leeson’s got the
drag-nct” out for all ecars, I'm
covering the dives. We'll get him,
never fear. I wish you'd type
these depositions as soon as -
sible, Miss Somerville,” he al]clted.
“Fve got to report to the commis-
sioner, Tough luck on my poor
umcle taking over -at this time;
fortunately, Sir Richard’s there to
help him,

rose to his feet and laid a
mass of closely written reporis on
her desk. She noticed the tired
strain in his eyes and the grimness
about his !iFa. This was a dif-
Aferent Nicholas from the gay, in-

: ter of %
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1ast evening’s little dinner-party.
‘Nick tapped at the door of the

His uncle
down
2 b

commiaaioner’sumo]l:n. ;
was pacing restlessly up an
the rlug'. Bands clasped bolin
hack, while Sir Richard was giv-,
ing instructions to Inspector Myers
of the Flying S-}nad.

“Pull them all in if they can
ive mo -satisfactory account of
A 1 Ives,” he was saying.
“Someone’s bound to know the Croucher’s
hounts. He cannot possibly work with-
out accomplices.  This reward the
¢ Clarion’s’ offering will help, of course
—_ , New,” .he added, turning to
Nick. “Find anything further aboub .
this man, Larry the Wop?”

“T did, sir. He's been in twice for dops
peddling—years back, Used to work for
that Cﬁink, Brilliant Ling, we deported.
I wouldn’t be surprised if Ling's nob
slip{\od into the country again, and 13
backed by a clevever rogue than himself.”

“It's feasible, of course,” said Sir
Richard, tugging at his imperial. - * Poor
Maynard’s murder will raise a cyclone of
criticism against us now, of course, so we'll
have to strain every uerve to get the
Croucher. This is particularly unfortu-
nate for you, general,” he added, “to have
to deal with two spectacular murders on
your very first day of office.”

“Confound it, yes!” fumed the general.
“Fortunately, I iave_your valudble advice,
but T almost wish I hadn’t allowed the
Home Secretary fo persuade me to take on .
the post. Damme, sir!” he added explo.
sively. “Judging by what I've seen of

o



16/3/20

Bootland Yard’s inmer organisation, this
Croucher chappie hasn’t a snowball’s
chance in Hades. The public simply don’t
know--they're misled by cheap newspaper
criticism of the finest police Fcrcu in the
world. Just because we don’t catch a
criminal red-handed, or in g few hours,

- they seem to think the whole organisation
ought to be scrapped—and stafied, 1 su
pose, by a lot of Fleet Street pen pushers !”
he added bitterly.

Nick smiled

“I'm following up the Brilliant Ling
lend, sir,” he announced. *There was very
little indeed to go on in Larry’s bed-room.
He had only inbabited the place & week.
The divisiona) surgeon reports that he must
have been stabbed half an hour before my
arrival. May I have a free hand?”

“Qf course,” said Sir Richard. “And
by the way, Myers "—he turned to the
Flying Squad chief—“it’d be as well to

. raid the Tottenham Court Road clubs in
addition to the East End joints.”

In the aperture appeared
a black garbed figure, his
face completely hidden by
amask. **TheCroucher !”*

o NI HEy
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. “Very good, sir, Tl instruet Winslow
in the matter,” replied Myers.. “I was
wondering if—"

: T]aen}:hune bell shrilled sharply, and Sit
Richard lifted the recciver. As he listened
his face contorted with rage.

“What's that?’ he snapped. “A bomb!

Good gad! The murderous seoundrel will
stop at nothing! -Of course L'l be along
at once.” ~
A {urned to the others, and his voice
shodk a little.
" #A bomb exploded in my flat ten minutes
ago, gentlemen,” he said quietly. “If 1
hadn't left half an hour earlier than usual
this morning, the Croucher would have ful-
filled his threat!” o

e sank into a chair, and his face was
pale and twitching.

“Great Scott!” ejaculated Nicholas New.
% Are there any casualties, sir?”

“None, fortunately, according to the
gergennt on duty,” replied the other. My

'neat, japanned
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man, Hynes, was out shopping, hut my
study and dining-room are —completely
wrecked.”

Nick felt_sorry for his old chief; the
stern martinet he had known had suddenly
become strangely old and feeble.

“Egad, Gilbert!” snapped the general.
“This—this is damnable! The murderous
villain must have an organised gang.
sugpcse I'm the next on his list! ’

ir Richard rose to his feet, slightly
more composed now.

“Myers. I'll come
to see the estent of the damage,” he an-
nonnced. “He'll try again, of course,” le
added. “ Please, Heaven, that'll be his
undoing. Crimipals nearly always over-
reach themselves in the end!”

Bedford Row, that eminently respectable
thoroughfare off the Gray's Inn Road,
housed n no more respectable-looking tenant
than Mr. Ambrose Ertz, whose neat brass
plate outside the door of his mellow

Georgian house bore simply his name and
nothing more.

Yet there was a distinetly legal atmo-
sghere about the tall-fronted house,
through the windows of which one glimpsed
dec# hoxes, ledgers, high,
old-fashioned desks at which two secdy
but also very respectable-looking old
gentlemen sat industriously copying deeds
on parchment in writing rivalling es-
quisite copper plate. 2

A severeig lawyer-like street, disdaining
change and ostention is Bedford Row,
and ome that appealed strongly to the
quiet, unassuming nature of Mr. Ambrose
E

riz.

He sab at the desk of his modestly fur-
nished inmer office, a middle-aged man in-
clined to embonpoint. He was dressed in
a rather old-fashioned frock coat, and worce
a black cravat with his pointed linen
collar that"gave him a faintly Georgian ap-
pearance that harmonised with his surs

with you in a tender-

. middle age cntered the room.

The mnn.z.im

roundings. Bis greying bair was.brushed
smoothly back from the forehead, and his
plump, well-kept fiugers drummed a tattoo
on the desk before him. He affected a
monocle with a tortoiseshell rim, and this
he screwed into his eye ere scanning an
aftorncon edition of the “Evening News.”

He clucked his tongue in disapproval as
Ie read.

“Dear me! How shocking!” he mur- :
mured. “ What will the Croucher do next?
Bombing the Scotland Yard Commissioner’s
house indeed. Dreadful! Dreadful!”

Sometbing in the account of the
Croucher's latest outrage scemed to amuse
Mr. Ertz, for his eyes twinkled as le
pushed the ivory be l-push on his desk.

A thin, stoop-shouldered man well past
He was
dressed in rusty black, his cadaverous
was 0s yellow as the parchmeut he orna-
mented with his beautiful copper plate.
He. looked exactly what he wasn't, a
studious, rather-dull lawyer's elerk.

i
'

<Al Stephens!” snid Mr. Ertz, with a.

smile. “Have you finished that letter?”
«I have,” said Stepheéns. “And a darn .
good job I made of it, chief, if you ask -

me.
The geniality vanished from tie eyes of
Mr. Ertz. e

“1 didn't ask youl” he snapped. “And
drop that toue " during business hours.
Let's see the ‘mote.”

Stephens pulled a folded: :piece of. paper
from his pocket and handed it to Mr.
Ertz, who scanned it narrowly through Lis
monocle. .

“You won't find any fault with that it
you was to. use a microscope,”  sai
Gtepliens, baring lis yellow teeth in a grin.
“That'll get M Nosey New and—"

“That'll do, yout fool !" suarled Ertz, and
his fnce twisted into an ugly grimace.
“Do you want to toe the T piece at eight
on o chilly morning?”
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A flicker of fear shone for a moment in
the sunken eyes of Mr. “Phoney " Stephens,
cx-engraver, and now one of the cleverest
forgers in Europe He stood in awe of his
employer, the enigmatic Mr. Ertz, who
knew so much of his dubious past.

“Sorry, chief,” he mumbled. “By the
way, Hanlon's waiting to see you”

“Zend him in !” snapped Ertz.

Stephens shufiled out of the room, and
Mr. Eﬁ:}u ill.humcur vanished as suddenly
a3 it appeared. He gazed round the austere
lawyer-like office and surveyed the dusty
japanned brief boxes on the shelves with
approval.

Scotland Yard would have given a good
deal to know the contents of those boxes.
Mr. Ertz had inhabited that
quiet house in Bedford Row
for many years—his neigh-
bours, both dry-as-dust
solicitors, whenever they both-
ered their heads about any-
thing other than torts, deeds
and conveyances, thought Mr.
Ertz a very sound, dependable
member of the legal profession.
Tn a sense they were right.
The ecriminal confraternity
found Mr. Ertz very sound and
dependable—as a fence

His clientele was got exten-
sive, but it was peculiar, very
peculiar, as the newcomer, who
now entercd, attested. He was
a sharp-nosed, ferret-cyed man
with reddish hair and a sonb
freckled nose.

“Come in, Hanlon,” eaid
Mr. Ertz. “Have you fixed it
with Brilliant #

“Bure, chief,” said Red Han-
lon, with the peculiar lip move-

ment of the old lag. “Every-
thing's fixed But, lumme,
ain’t the Croucher puttin’ it

over; he’'s put the fear o’ death into—"
“Shut up, hang you!” smarled Ertz,

P g
.“What the devil’s the Croucher to you?

Remember what happened to the last man
who talked too much.” s

Mr. Ertz closed his soft hand in a slow,
relentless gesture, and Hanlon’s faee

“suddenly. He changed the rubject hurriedly.

“Brilliant has the room.. all get,” he
amnounced. “The darn busies and flatties
are combing out every joint in Limehouse,
boss—they’ve “ pulled in Mike the Whizz
an’——"

“Police activities do not worry  me,
Hanlon,” said Mr. Ertz coldly. “ Remember.
—at midnight, the girl's room must
ready. at the house of Brilliant Ling.”

“Midnight it is, chicf,” eaid Red Hanlon,
and Kis ‘locse lips curled into a lascivious
leer. - i

“@ive this to Stephens as you go out,”
sna) ~Erta.- - “Tell’ him to have it
delivered on the stroke of six p.m."”

He handed the folded note to the red-
haired crook and dismissed him with an airy
wave of his plump hand For a. few
moments ho gated into vacancy. There was
uliar expression in his cold, strangely
ey ¥ Tepti glitter that wds not
P to T * Then, as if im-
pelled by a_ sudden decision, ke lifted a

a
!i‘g t

“small liouse telephone that stood on his desk

and murmured a- few words into the
receiver .

“Pardon me, my dear Ertz,” cooed a soft
“It is quite unneces-
sary to inform me. I rely as much on tele.
pathy as telephony.”

With an oath Mr. Ertz swung round in
his ewivel chair, and found himself gazing

‘had serious consequences had the
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at the bland, unruffed figure of Prafessor

Li Sin.

The Chinamarf was dressed in his unsual
impeccable fashion, between his lemon-hued
fingers he leld a black, rice-paper cigarette

“Gosh' You—you startled me,” gasped
Ertz. “1—1 was just going to let you
know that all’s set for the big kill.”

“1 know,” said Mr. Sin blandly. “It is
work of sheer superogation on your part,
my dear Ertz. 1, however, appreciate your

zeal, while deprecating vour impetuosity
It was surely an error fo tell the rather
obvious Mr. Hanlon to call.
gerous—he drinks too much.”

Mr. Ertz, who inspired so mich terror in
others, found great difficulty in controlling

He is dan-

“ 3Ere; hrace
pocket. **You’ve got a touch of the
‘orrors.”*

up, Louie,’”” urged the pick-

his trembling fingers, and winced bencath
the cold reproof of the man from Pekin.

THE MAN IN BLACK.
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a funereal building in Piccadilly, leaving,
as Nick misquoted to Miss Somerville, "tge
world to darkness and to me*

The Flying Squad had excelled itself,
however. Into its all.embracing net had
heen dragged all the queer fish that infest'
the polluted streams of the underworld.
But one and all, from -pickpocket to con.
man, stoutly demicd all knowledge of the
Croucher.

Meanwhile, Fleet Strect was in a ferment.
Every half-hour special editions of the
great mational dailies appeared, each with
its own garbled and fantastic account of the
latest developments It was with a sigh of
genuine relief that Nick reached the
sanctuary of his flat, there to ponder on the
baffling problem.

He lit his after-luncheon
pipe and considered ever
aspect of the case, since he ha
received that laconic warning,
“You're Next,” the previous
night

Maynard had been murdered
obviously because the Croucher
feared that the newspaper man
knew too much Sheeny Mac-
Guire and Lnn? the Wop

or

shared his fate the same
reason . There remained only
Sir Richard and himself to be
accounted for. [f the commis-
sioner had followed his usual
habit of leaving his house at
9.30 a.m he would certainly
have perished in the explosion.

Again and again in Nick’s
mind rose the memory of that
saffron - tinted  incorruptible,
Mr. Li Siu, of Pekin. Who
was he?. Why had he warned
him the Croucher?

’ land

Nick was frankly out of his d{gﬂ: The
uncanny reticence of even e most
loquacious nark was attributable either to
the fact that that th:by' did mot know any-
thing at all nbout Croucher, or that
they were scared to death of his vengeance.
In any case, it scemed hopeless to expect
any results from that angle unless the
“Clarion’s ” offer of £5,000 would result in

e New bad a
N flat just off Trafalgar Square. He
found it central and convenient for
Scotland Yard, and shortly after two o'clock
in the afterncon he restored a little of his
customary serenity of outlook with a long,
luxurious soak in his tub and a light but
appetising lunch. ~
e had been on his feet for nearly
thirty-six hours, and, after accompanying
the commissioner to the scene of the damage
at his place in Elmsmere Square, and he!
ing Myers restore a little order out of the
chaos of the wrecked rooms, Nick felt en-
titled to an hour or two's rest.
The Croucher’s latest outrage might have
mb ex-
oth Sir Richard’s study

ploded earlier.
completely

and dining-room had been
wrecked by the force of the explosion.
Amidst the debris of splintered furniture,
g-:sin‘g walls and shattered windows, Myers
hy ound pieces of twisted steel and an
enamel dial, which indicated that a time-
bomb of come kind had been hidden some-
where within the house.

Sir Richard’s man had been rigorously
cross-examined, but he could supply little
or no information. Indeed his ome reiter-
ated statement.was one of joy that he was
out shopping when the sanguinary bomb
went off. The commissioner himself, in a
towering rage,. had decamped for his club,

avarice ng fear.

Nick recalled the Gutteridge case in that
connection, and it gave him a few crumbs
of comfort, If only ome of the ecrooks
caught in the Flying Squad drag-net could
be induced to sPeak. ;

The ’phone bell tinkled sharply and inter-
rupted his reverie. Ho lifted the receiver
and stiffened suddenly as he ised the
suave, cool voice of Professor Li Sin.

“Is that you, Mr. New?” purred the
Chinaman.

“1t is,” snnpged Nick. “What the deuce
do you want. I want you very badly, inci-
dentally.”

h" Come and ﬁndrme, m dear sir,” n;
the mocking reply. 'm—er—sorry
missed you Iist nggit," he added. .

Nick swore softly under his breath, but
he managed to control his veice.

“The regret is mutual, I assure youn,” he
replied. “What do you want?”

“I want you to take great care of your-
self, Mr, )gaw, and incidentally of your
commissioner, The Cr
twice, you know. Unless the Flying
ceases its rather strenuous activities, I shall
be compeHed to—er—take very drastio
measures indeed. They are scriously embar-
rassing me. That is all.”

There was a faint click. The Chinaman
liad rung off. Feverishly Nick called up the
exchange and found, as he suspected, that

oucher does not fail

man’§ part that visit to Scot-
ard P .

nad’
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the call was from a public eall-boz in
Piccadilly.

He swore roundly and scized bis hat—
then abandoning his first impulse, strode
into lis dressing-room. Peeling off his
dressing-gown he surveyed himself critically
in the mirror, then opened a drawer of his
dressing-table and produced various items
necessary to the art of disguise.

*“Limehouse Louie’s the only lope,” said
Detective-Inspector Nicholas New erypti-
eally. “If I can’t get wise to the Croucher
that way—nobody on earth can”

“Where the deuce is New?” snapped Sir
Richard Gilbert irritable, as Miss Dorothy
Somerville entered the big: airy reom in
Seotland Yard shortly after five p.m.’

“I told him to report to me by four
o'clock, Mpyers has discovered a very
promising lead from the Yellow Harlequin
Café.” "

“I conld not say, Sir Richard.” replied
the girl quietly. *I believe e went home
to change at two; he hasn't communicated
siuce.”” “She placed a heap of neatly typed
depositions on the desk, and stood ratﬂ:‘r
liesitantly bemeath her chief’s scrutiny.

&ir Ric{mrd’s eye rested in frank approval
on the girl's trim figure. She colonred
faintly under his gaze, and, clearing his
threat, Sir Richard pulied irritably at his
greying beard. He was nervous and rest.
less. 'The Croucher affair was getting on his
nerves.  Usually coldly practical, Dorothy
saw that that bomb outrage that morning
bad shaken him considerably

She was mot very keen on Sir Richard,
bLut she thought that the Press attacks on
his regime were uncalled for. After all, le
Lad spent years at Scotland Yard, and
received little credit for the many reforms
he had instituted. She remembered little
acts of kindnesses on his part to her, when
raw and inexperienced, she had first joined
the staff at Police H.Q., but she i
his disconcerting fashion of gazing at her
in’ that pecnliar speculative fashion.

“Is—is there any further news of the
Crpucher, sir?” gho ventured, “That hor-
rible affair this morning seems to show he's
terribly in earncst.”

Sir Richard’s eyes lightened a little.

“Bless my soul,” he remarked. “Are you
worrying about me? 1 have a personal
bodygnard of plain-clothes men, my dear
young lady—and as for this scoundrel, the
Croucher, T have every lhope of pulling him
in within the next twenty-four hours.
Myers has a splendid cluc that he is follow-
ing up. Er—send Inspector New to me
immediately he arrives,” he added.

Dorothy nodded and withdrew quictly.

“Egad, my nephew’s chosen a darned
pretty secretary,” chuckled the gencral, who
was deep in a bewildering maze of traffic
returns. :

Sir Richard nodded absently. He was dis-
tinetly jealous of Inspector New.

“Your mephew is a remarkable young
man, general, but I do wish his methods
were a trific more orthodox. Tt's very bad
{or discipline the way he mixes so intimately
with the criminal fraternity. A little
fraternisation is, of course, essential, but I
am afraid he overdees it.”

Meanwhile, Mr. Ambrose Ertz, that
eminently respectable tenant of Bedford
Row, was filled with a pleasurable feeling
of anticipation as he glanced at the ormolu
¢lock on his desk. In a few minutes the
note to which Mr. “Phony * Stephens had
devoted so much time and skill would be
delivered at Secotland Yard, and Mr. Ertz
awaited developments with keen interest.
There was absolutely no risk, of course.
Nothing that the versatile Mr, Ertz tackled

1

ever had a neky clement, at least, to Rim-
self. To.others maybe—but no dossicr of
misdeeds, no hint of eus{»im'cu concerning
himself were extant at police headquarters.

Very few people indeed knew Mr. Ertz’s
real f)rnfessionv(lwse who did were silent,
for the shadow of the gallows is a great
deterrent to the squeaker.

He pressed a bell on Lis desk and the
cadaverous Stephens entered.

“You and Martin stay until the wirl has
arrived, then vanish,” he said. “Under-
stand?”

Stepliens grinned evilly,

“Sure, chief. And does New get

“Mind your own business
Ertz.

Stepliens rubbed his bristly chin. and his
shifty eyes shot a look of latred at his em.
ployér.

“T gee there's five thonsand guid out for
info’ about the Croucher, chief,” he saic
q;lietlx. “It's a big sum for a tiny scvap
©

his "
snarled

He broke off, appalled at the eudden look
of tigerish ferocity in the other's face and
backed away hastily.

“What’s that?” snarled Ertz.

Gone was his sunavity, gome his respect-
ability. He was brate g:nst His cyes
glowed with an unholy light, and his lips
writhed back from his too-white feeth in n
wolfish snarl. “Yon think you can squeal
on the Croucher, ¢ Le demanded, and his
voice was shrill b passion. “You—you
—sewer-rat | Let me tell you that no man

alive has ever hinted that Le'd squeal on the *

Croucher—and lived  You've signed your
death warrant, Stephens.”
“No—no—chief!" gasped the terror-
stricken crook. “For “eaven’s sake. I-—I
didu’t mean it; I--T eouldn't squeal if I
wanted to. As Ieaven's my witness, I
don’t even know who the Croucher is.”
Ertz stared at the cowed wretch and

« Listen, Kemmy,’’ rasped New, gripping
the “fence” by the throat. “[I’ll choke
the life out of you if you don’t come

aeross.’”
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langhed softly. His rage passed with almost
sturtling suddenncss.

* Your ignotance is indeed bliss, Stephens,
Ruowledge would mean a particularly uu-
piessant death, my friend  Go!”

He pointed towards the door, and the
trembling crook slunk out like a whipped
enr. .

N

“A letter for you, Miss Somerville.”

Dorothy looked up from her typewriter
as a youug constable entered the room, an
envelope gripped in his ham-like hand. She
smiled her thanks charmingly, causing a
distinct futter in the constabulary breast.
and glaneed at the superseription. She re-
cognised the handwriting, and flushed o
little, then., womau-like, felt oddly resent-
ful that the sight of that familiar serawl
shonld react so strangely upon ler.

The note had evidently been delivered
hy District Messenger, and was addressed
from Bedford Row. The message was brief,
But esplieit : -

“Dear Misz  Somerville,” it ran,
“Please bring copies of depositions
and B to the above address by 6.30
I believe I am at last on  the
r's  trail — curiously enough,
through s woman not even remotely con-
nected with the wnderworld,

“She will not speak, lowever, except
in the presence of her solicitor, Mr.
Ertz, and must be very tactfully
handled. You being the embodiment of
that virtue. your presence is both
desirable and essential. Sincerely,

“Nrcuoras New.”

Dorothy swmiled at the odd mixture of
formality and friendship iu the note which
was typical of the relationship between her
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and Nicholas New. She glanced at her
wrist wateh. It was five minutes past six.
She generally finished work at six p.m.
‘exéept on special occasions, It was quite
evident that Nicholas needed her presence
urgently at the lawyer’s office. It was not
the first occasion she had been present
when the police in the course of their
duties had to question a female witness.

She felt o queer thrill ‘of excitement at
the thought that at long last Niek had
found a clue to the Croucher’s identity, and

lered who the woman was that was
not even connected with crime. T was
certainly an in‘riguing situation, she
mused, as she snapped the lock of her
little attache case and added a fow deft
touches to her toilet.

Dorothy hesitated for a moment, won-
dering whether she should leave word in-
dicating her movements. This precaution
appeared to her rather unnecessary, as she
was acting on the direct instructions of
Inspector New, who she would meet in
so short a time.

She hailed a taxi in Whitebhall, down
which leather-lunged newsvendors: ran
bawling “Croucher Latest,’” and felt a
pleasurable sense of superiority at being
admitted behind the scencs of this sensa-
tional drama.

The taxi turned into Grays Inn Road and
deposited her outside No. 7a, Bedford Row.
She noted its atmosphere of aloof respecta-
bility and lawyer-like mustiness. She dis-
missed the cab and entered the outer
office. An ancient clerk in shabby black,
who looked as if he had stepped out of
Dickens, shuffled towards her, quill pen
behind his ear.

“Miss Somerville?” he ventured, with
an old-world bow.

Dorotby nodded.

“Mr. New is waiting for me, I be-
lieve,” she remarked. - L

*He is in with Mr. Ertz and his client,”
said Stephens. “Won't you step this way?”

He lifted the flap of the counter and led
tho way towards a green baize door and
kundcked.

*Come in !” called Mr, Ambrose Ertz.

“Miss Somerville,” anncunced Stephens,
as he held open the door, . ;

Dorothy entered, and found hersclf in

<12

a cosy, workmarnlike room and facing a
rather porily,
in_clothes of rather old-fashioned cut.

Mr, Ertz rose to his feet and smiled.
Subconsciously, Dorothy noted his teeth
were rather too large and too white.

“Ah! The—er—young lady from Scot-
land Yard,” said Mr. Ertz. “Won't you
sit down? Inspector New and my client
are -expected at any moment.”

He waved his hand towards a leather-
backed chair, and surveyed Dorothy ap-
praisingly through his monocle.

“Pray pardon my presumption,” he
purred. “But yon are a most attractive
young lady to be conneeted with the police
force.”

Dorothy stiffened. Her first impression
of Mr, Ertz had not been exactly favour-
able, bt now she felt she thoroughly dis-
liked the man. He was too suave, too
smooth. She checked the retort that rose
to her lips, and hurriedly changed the sub-
ject.

4 “I understood from Inspector New that
Le was waiting for me lere,” she said
coldly. ;

Mr. Ertz nodded and gave an oily
chuckle,

“Quite right. That’s what I meant you
to understand, my dear Miss Somerville.”

Dorothy felt her heart thumping uncom-
fortably, but she kept her head and tried
to still’ the feeling of alarm that startled

er.
“I—T fail to understand what you mean,
sir,” she said., “I had a letter from In-
spector New—"" A

“You did not, my dear little police
lady,” broke in Ertz, and his eyes nar-
rowed., “You. had a:letter purporting to
come from dear Nichalas—a different
matter.” -

ink-faced gentleman clad

Intent upon the elucidation of the mystery, Inspeétor New
falled fo notice the dim, shadowy figures converging upon him.
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i Dorothy leapt to her feet. Panic gripped
rer.

“You—yon mean it was a forgery.”

“ Precisely,” was the r(epjj, “But do not
blame yourself unduly, that letter was
forged the greatest expert since the

late lamented Jim the Penman.”

“Then—then this is a trap!” gasped
Dorothy, glancing round wildly.

Ambrose Ertz rose to his feet, and the
expression on his face was ugly. .

“Now, my dear girl, be sensible!” ho
said. “I wanted you here for o particu-
lar reason.”

With o panther-like step lhe sirode to-
wards her. <

“Let me go at once!” hissed the girl,
“If you touch me, you beast, I'll-—"

She screamed as she felt his soft, pudgy
hands close on her.arms. Y )

“Scream away, young lady,” eried Ertz.
“This office is soundproof. Beyond .that
door are plates of steel. You have no
possibility of escape. The very taxi
brought you here was fake.”

Dorothy felt a sickly wave of nausea
sweep over her as she struggled in his grip.
His hot breath fanned Ther cheeks, his
curiously  light cyes were ablaze with
passion.

She wrenched one arm desperately from
Lis clnmm)vﬁ cluteh, and struck with all her
might at his pink, fleshy face.

He staggered back and spat out an
oath.

“By— You little spitfire! I'll make
you pay for that! T'll—"

“Keep back, you beast !” she cried, and
her fingers closed on a heavy leaden paper-
weight on the desk, A wiﬁl surge of ex-
ultation flooded her veins as she raised the
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missile. She wanted to pound that flabby

ace,

Ertz saw the look in her eyes, and
cowered back, but it was only for a moment
or so. Suddenly he sprang forward with
su(r:prising agility for ome of his bulk.

rash !

. The heavy paper-weight missed his
temple by & fraction of an inch, and
smashed a framed photograph on the wall.
He langhed exultantly, and, sick with
horror, Dorothy felt the grasp of his strong
uds as his arms closed around her.

Sle was trembling in every limb, and a
prayer rose from her ashen lips.

“Don’t! Don't!” she screamed.

“Scream away, my pretty one!” he
mocked. “There iz no one to hear, No
one to come to your rescne——"

Clang ! |

Even as he spoke a steel shutter opened
in the wall at the rear of his desk. and
framed in the aperture was a black-garbed
figure, his face completely hidden by a
mask, in his hand a blue-nosed automatic.

“0oh ! sobbed Ertz, and his face was
the colour of death. .

“The Croucher !”

“Exactly I” said a soft, sibilant voice.
“Mr. Ambrose Ertz, you seem to have ex-
ceeded your instructioms,  You will at
once beg this young lady’s pardon on your
knees I >
- Dorothy stared at that sinister, cronuch-
ing figure in the aperture. He was com-
pletely covered by a black velyet cloak,
and through the slits in his mask his eyes
glittered balefully, and the land that held
the gun was like a yellow claw.

That much she saw, and suddenly a queer
red mist swam before her eyes. and she
slumped forward to the floor into blank
and blessed unconsciousness,

A SHOCK FOR SHIFTY LEE.

R. “SHIFTY " LEE. that resource-
ful dip, had a grievance which he
loudly and luridly aired {hrough

the grille of his cell to the quite unre-
spousive back of the phlegmatic turnkey
at Bovine Street Police Court. In the first
place the unsympathetic magistrate had re-
manded him in eustody “under the act”
simply on the - uncorroborated word of
Detective Willis, -despite” Shifty’s almost
passionate plea that he was simply waiting
for a bus for Swiss Cottage the previous
night in order to get home fo his sick aunt.

Shifty’s record, however, was far too
well known to the police, and tlwiopuned
polite but sceptical remarks even about the
existence of the little pickpocket’s ailing
relative. But Shifty’s chief grievance was
against Detective Inspector Nicholas New.
“Nosey * New as he was called in crook-
dom. y

Nick’s action in arresting him the pre-
vious night meant not-only that lie would
forfeit the three months remission he had
earned—for he was just out of Pentonville
on ticket of Tenve—but, what was worse,
carn him an additional half stretch for
“loitering with intent.”

Shifty’s heart was sore at the ipjustice
of it all, and what made matters werse was
that this had been the one oceasion in
his life he had stood near a bus queue, not
to pick pockets, but to do exactly the re-
verse. :

He sat down on the hard, wooden bench
of his cell and groaned. For some reason
or other Bovine Street Station was extraor-
dinarily full, and the Black Maria to con-
vey him to Brixton was long overdue. As
an old campaigner, Shifty infinitely pre-
ferred the cell amenities of a real “jug”
to the stark discomfort of a police station
*“eooler.” 3

“at the little
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He tugged at his scrubby moustache,
&heu bounded towards the grille of his cell
por.

“Hi, Beefy!” le bawled down the cor-
ridor. “Wot abaht my mouthpicce?
S'welp me if T don’t ‘ire Curtis Bennett
and ‘ave this case taken to the 'Ouse o
Lords.”

There was a shufling sound from the far
end of the corridor, the jingle of kelw, and
there hove into Stiffy’s restricted view the
burly figure of Warder Higgins grasping
by the arm & tattered-looking derelict of
repellant aspect. k-

‘Shut up, Shifty! ’Ere’s a little play-
mate for you till Maria comes,” reprov
the warder, unlocking the cell door.

“In you get, Louie. Tf you want to see
a doctor wait till you get {o Brixton.”

The newcomer, an unwholesome, pasty-
faced-looking specimen of humanity, clad
in a suit of nondeseript garments that were
green with age, slumped on to the bench.
aud leld his head in his filthy, talon-like
hand. :

He was guivering and sbaking from head
to foot, aud Shifty turned truculently to
the warder.

“’Ere! Wotchor mean? FPuttin® me in
with a8 doipe yob? T'm a “igh-class dip,.I
am, Beefy! TI'll write to the 'Ome
Secietary about it. I'll —"

Clang ! A

The cell door snecessfully cut short his
harangue, and Shifty cyed his ccll mate
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with acute disfavour. The other lifted un
his head and stared with lack lustre eyes
ickpocket.  His twitching
lips and rapidly dilating nostrils were the
tell-tale marks of the cocaine sniffer, and
Shifty gave an -exclamation of surprise.

“Crikey ! If it ain’t Limehouse Louie!™
he remarked. ‘‘’Ere, Low’, doncher re-
member me at 'Gingﬂ" Martin’s joint
'bont six munce back? Yom was all lit
up and standin’ drinks all round.”

“Eh?” said the other, in a dazed fashion
“1 seem to know your dial, mate. What's
your monniker?”

“I'm Shifty Lee,” said the pickpocket,
with an odd assumption of pride. “Gosh!
But you air’t ‘arf got the willics, Louie!
What they run yer for—snow? It's a
blame silly game now the Yard's all out

. fer the Croucher.”

Tt was sigdificant that even in the
privacy of the ecll the little erook lowered
his voice to a whisper as he mentioned the
master crook’s name.

“Ssh!” gasped the other. “The blighted
F’lyi:ag Squad’s cleared us all up. Ginger’s
roided; they pulled in Wong Foo. 'i‘hey
got me 'arf au hour back, the devils—got
me afore I'd time to sniff a shot to steady
we merves,”

“’0o pulled yer?” demanded Shifty, with
professional_ interest.

“Nosey New. May his eyes rot and his
tongue wither |” snarled the other venom-
ously., “I'll be a full stretch this time,
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Shifty, an’ no evror,” he added, passing a
shaking hana over his bristly chin.

“'E inocked me ‘orf, too, the big stiff !”
rowled the pickpocket. “Knocked me orf
or dipping. Think of it! The only night

I wasn’t workin’, Nosey pinches me! An’
fer what?” he asked dramatically.

“Spite,” spat out Louie laconically.

“Lemme tell you,” said Shifty, full of
his grievance. “Ever ‘ear of Red ‘Anion?
‘E's a peter buster, onc of the ’igh ups.
Well, Red comes to me am’ tells me to
tail Nosey. We was at Luigi's cafe,
Solio, and Red ‘ses as ‘ow Nusey New was
dining with a skirt in the Spanish Restau-
raut.  “‘ You're the best dip in London '
—them were Red's exac’ words to me.
“ There’s a tenner for yer if yer slips this
envelope into Nosey's pocket inside ten
minutes.’

Shifty paused dramatically, and his com.
panion showed his yellow teeth in a mirth.
iess grin.

“Well, wot *appened ?” le demanded.

“Why, it was as easy as falling orf u
log,” replied Shifty. “I tailed Noscy New.
Saw ‘im see ‘is gal to a bus, and slipped
the envelope in ‘is I)ecket, Red paid me
five quid dahn, and I was to get o ‘other
‘arf later. That’s where I was a fool.
Feeling bucked like, I sorter ’ustled an old
weezer that looked as if 'o 'ad a nice gold
kettle on 'im, when Nosey spots me, an’ in
that sarky way ‘e 'as arsts me wot I'm
a-doin” of.  There's a flattie ‘andy—and
‘ere I am,” concluded Shifty lugubriously.

“Strewth " said the other. “Wot's
Red’s game?” 2

“Blowed if T know. They say 'e's mixed
up in the Croucher lay; but me, I lay off
that stufl. Ain’t you with the Croucher
erowd, Louic? Somcone tole me as you
was 2"

“The Croucher?” echoed Limehouse
Louie. “Blimey, no! Wisht I was! E
pays ’is runners well. I reckon ole Wong
Foo's one of 'is agents; but 'e’s such a wily
cuss nobody kin tell. 'Sides, look at {he
bloomin® Croucher, nol knows ‘oo ’e is.
Some say 'e’s a Chink. T ’eard old Bril-
liant Liug’s slipped back from China, and
’e’s the Croucher; but nobody’'s sure, not
even Mr, Know-All Nosey. 'Oo’s Red
’Anlon’s fence now—old Kemmy Marks?”
he added inconsequently.

“Kemmy !” echoed Shifty, with a short
laugh. “Stow it! T tell you Red’s on the

up and up; none of old Mark’s prices for

im. 'E’s got a crook mouthpicce ‘e was
tellin’ me was a bit lit up larst night,
and swank Queer name it was. Not

one of the reglers. Sounded like a sneeze
or a dawg growlin’. Grreh or Bertz or
somethink.  Anyway,” added the little
erook bitterly, “Mr. Bloomin® Red ’Anlon
owes me a fiver, and I kin see a stretch
at the bloomin” *Ville a-staring me in the
fice just for carrying bloomin’ love letters
from "im to Nosey New !” )

Limehouse Louie’s pasty facebegan to
twitch alarmingly, queer, gurgling sounds
came from his throat. He clutched Shifty's
arm with his claw-like hands and gasped ~
painfully. -

“Oh, gosh! They’re coming, Shifty!”

His teeth chattered violently, and his
frame was racked by convulsive shudders.
- “'Ere, brace up, Louie!” gasped - the
pickpocket. “You’ve got a touch of the
’orrors, that's what !”

“For —'s sake feteh the doc,” shrilled
the other. “I must ’ave a shot. Me
nerves are Taw, they're burnin’ mie alive

Flecks of foam appeared round his writh-
ing lips, and Shifty, who knew a little of
the fiendish agony endured by the dope
fiond suddenly deprived of the drug his
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tortured system craves, leapt for the bell

push.
“THi, Beefy!” he roared through, the
grille. “This chap’s going bats! Quick,
fetch the doc., you fat blighter

The burly warder quickened his' pace and
unlocked the cell door. He cast one glance
at the writhing figure on the bench, then
rapped out sternly:

“Stow'it! Stop that screamin’, d’y'ear.”

“Feteh the doc, for the luvva Heaven!”
moaned the quivering, pitiful fignre cling-
ing convulsively to the turnkey's sleeve.
Warder Higgins grasped the writhing
Louie in his arms as though le had been
o child, Another warder appeared on the
scene, much to Shifty’s disgust, for that
wily crook had edged uear the open door.

“(ome on now, Louie! Pull yerself to-

ether I” mumbled the warder. *You’re
b tter alome, I reckon. I'Il send for the

oc.

He half-dragged, half-carried him out of
the cell, aud the last glimpse Shifty had
of Limehowse Louie was kicking and
struggling in the warder’s arms down the
dreary cell corridor.

The warder flung open the inspector’s
room and saluted,

“Louie seems in a deuce of & bad way,
sor,™ lie announced. *Better let the doc.
see him." J

“Right, Higgins [* said the inspector
sharply, with a glance of disgust at the
shivering derelict. “Leave him here for
a moment, and I'll get Murgatroyd to
examine him.” £ e

“Very good, sor!”

Higgins saluted and withdrew, and when
the ggur had closed Shifty’s late cell com-
panion shook himself like a dog, sat up
straight, and grinned .at Inspector Raw-
lins.

“Good-morning, Rawlins,” be remarked
casnally. “I'm sorry to lave ta(glay
tricks on my comrades of the force. uld
you spare me a cigarette?”

Rawlins frowned; stared hard at Lis cap-

tive, then grinned his appreciation of the
splendid make-up. .
“By heck, New, yow're playing 2

1l get it in the

dangerous game ! ou
ou know it's

neck one of these days.
strictly illegal—""
“Rot!” said Detective Inspector Nicho-
las New, blandly . waving aside. the ob-
jection, “It jen’t the first or the lask
time I've. assumed the
house Louie. Besides, the commissioner’s
given me a free hand, All's fair when one
is up against the Croucher. 1 had a hunch
and it came off.- By the way.” he
“when Shifty comes up again

added, on
Thursday, don’f press the charge, In-
directly he's. given me & lead to the

Croucher, but he's safer here until I've
pulled in that murderous brute.”
«

- “@ood gosh ! Dovs Shifty know who the -
Croucher 137" gasped the astotnded Raw-

Lins. - o
"WHe hasn't the vaguest idea,” laughed
Nick, “That's*the novsemsical part of

it!
me wise to a good denl
THE HOUSE OF BRILLIANT LinG.
OROTHY SOMERVILLE’S first sen.
sation on regaining .comsciomsness
was one of- dendly nausea.’ Her

Enowing nothinF- himself he’s put -

. temples throbbed dully, her mouth was

and she felt she had not

parched and dry, e
energy to opén her eye-

even the physical
lids. Ll

She lay for o few moments quite still,
lect her scattered senses

into some coherency. She had, she re-

. -membered, called ot Bedford Row in re-

identity of -Lime- *
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spouse to an urgent letter from Nicholas

ew, and after that-—— .

She shivered involuntarily.

Was it all a nightmare? Ertz with his
white, flashing teeth that reminded her of
tombstones. That dark, sinister figure wlo
had _appeared so dramatically seemingly
from nowherc. Surely it was all a dream!

She opencd her eyes and gasped with.

incredulous amazement at her surround-
ings, .

She found herself Iying on a long, low
divan of orauge silk, her head resting on
soft swansdown cushions, but it was the
exotic luxury of the room itsel that be-
wildered -her.

Each wall of the room from floor to
coiling was curtained with silken black
hangings, embroidered with writhing
dragoans of gold brocade. From the ceiling
hung a pen?iant bowl of some trausparent
yose-coloured stone, shedding a diffused
and soft light on the beautifully lacquered
yed and black Chinese furniture.

At her side, on an exquisitely wrought
table of bronze and silver, reposed a gold-
topped carafo and a bowl of fruit—purple
grapes, peaches, apricots, and near by a
sllver filigree cigarette-box.

She struggled into a sitting posture, and
clasped her throbbing temples.

“Whére am 17" she gasped painfully.
«J—T geem to remember fainting in that
awfnl man's office in Bedford Row, and
then—"

“Pray do not be alarmed, my dear young
lady,” “cooed a soft, mellifiuous voiee from
seemingly mid-nir, I assure you that
the i Mr. Ertz has I
drastically dealt with. You are doubtless
feeling rather bewildered at the momeut,
but in due course you shall be en-
lightened.”

“Dorothy leapt to her feet..

“Who are you?” she gas;m]. “By what
right do you lold me here? Let me go at
once.”

She stamped a
The calm suavity
maddened her.

She looked round wildly. There was no
sign of a human being - within sight. She
dashed at the curtains and drew them
aside, to be met by a blank black wall.

small and imperions foot.
of that disembodied voice

" trembling in évery limh,

162,29
“You coward !” she said contemptuously.

“You dare not show your face! Come
out of your hiding-place !”

“At the appointed time, my dear Miss
Somerville,” said the mocking voice.

“May I, however, assure you that escape
is quite impossible. There is only one exit
to this room, and that is guarded night
and dwy. Also in case you imagine that
you are still at Bedford Row, let me hasten
to correct that misapprehension. You are
miles from that eminently respectable
neighbourhoed, and you were in fact
conveyed from Mr. Eris’s office in a state
of coma induced by the judicious use of a
Ly i ucedl doubtless the
slight touch of nausea you are experi-
encing—-—"
“You

cowardly brute!” broke in
Torothy vehemently. “Do you really
imagine yowll get away with it? ~Why,
Scotland " Yard already know that I left
for Bedford Row, and once Imspector New
gets busy—"

“A brave bluff, my dear,” chuckled the
unseen. * Unfortunately, it won't work.
As for the egregious Mr. New, he will
shortly bo solving the greatest of all
mysteries—what happens after death ?”

The diabolic echuckle which followed
chilled the blood in Dorothy’s veins. Hor
head reeled at the horror of it all. She
was alone, helpless, at the mercy of that
utterly ruthless® criminal, the Croucher.

She sank down on the divan, weak and
then suddenly
she lifted her determined little chin. She
would mot allow this mocking, invisible
scoundrel to gloat or to see that she was
afraid. -

She helped herself to a cigarette from
the filigree box and-lit it, controlling the
tremor in her slim fingers by an effort of
will.

“That's right, young lady. _Take it
philesophically,” ‘laughed thé umsecn
watcher. “I give you my word that
nothing on that table has been tampered
with, and you may edt, drink, and be

merry, for to-morrow New dies I”

There was a faint click. It seemed to
come from above the red lacquer cabiuet.
then silence—chill with the menace of
death. @
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“The underworld was ableze with rumours
that grew and spread like a forest fire,
from the dingy, little, foreign clubs and
drinking dens of Soho, from the gaily-lit
haunts of the con. men in the West End
to the frowsy jownts of S8hadwell and Lime-
house, the news of the devastating, raids
made by the Flying ngaad spread panic
among the various crook gangs.

Yet one man alone was quite unperturbed
about the tidings of the wholesale round
up of many notorious dess, both in the
East and West End of the metropolis.
That man was the Croucher, whose bril-
liant brain had organised one of the most
dangerous and ruthless eriminal confedera-
tions that had ever menaced society. Only
three men in London knew the real identity
of the man responsible for the wave of
crime that had recently swept over the
metropolis—and those three men lived in
deadly fear of their leader. They them-
selves were murderers and expert crooks,
each was an accomplished gang organiser,
and not one had ever beem in the hands
of the police, yet compared to the
Croncher himself they were mere tyros in
crime.

With a rolling joit the
poiice boat drew alongside.
There was a rapid exchange -
of shots. ﬁlmultaueeusly
a ‘porthole was smashed
and a woman’s terrified
seream rent the air.
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It was a significant fact that, despite
every cffort made by the Flying Squad,
not one single member of the inner circle
of the Croucher’s organmisation had been
caught, a fact which the master crook took
pains to impress upon his licutenants at
their - bizarre headquarters the night fol-
lowing .Bill Maynard's murder.

It was a gueer assembly, in a queer
rendezvous. 1In the maze of streets beyond
Blackfriars Bridge, narrow, evil-smelling,
hemmed iz by gaunt and gigantic ware-
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houses that make the Surrey side of the
river hideous, the Croucher’s headquarters
Iay unseen and unsuspected. ;

It had the double advaniage of having
at least ten different means o? ingress, in-
cluding ore cunningly hidden between the
piles of a crumbling jetty, leng since
abandouned by the owners of the derelict
grain warehouse that frowned desolately
down on the Thames,

Not even the River Rats, as the Thames
Police are known at Scotland Yard and the
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underworld alike, suspected {ibat tho
boarded and shuttered huilding standing so

forlornly check by jowl with a busy con-
tractor's yard and an wbandoued and
crumbling * church, was the H.Q. of the

Croucher’s orpanisation. It was here that
Brilliant Ling returned sccretly after his
deportation to China and ph‘e«:]i again Lis
evil trade of smuggling that soul-destroy-
ing drug—cocaine. Few people ever pene-
trated the house of Brilliant Ling save
those who kuew thc password. Fewer
. people Euew the river exit. Somc who
passed  through came back strangely
altered, some who went through never
came back. The warehouse was honey-
combed with passages, and it is typical of
the Croucher’s thoroughness that the secm-
ingly busy contractor’s yard abutting the
derelict building was his property, and the

10

workmen had ‘mearly all gleaned theiv
huilding experience on the grim break-
water at  Portland aud the grimmer
quarries of Dartmoor

Six men in evening dress sat round a
horseshoe-shaped table in a bare, vaulted
roors within the skeleton shell of the ware-
house.  Each one wai masked, cach one
was a murderer, but only threc kuew the
Croucher's identity. The rest was content
not to know, for knowledge might have
meant death.

“You're jumpy to-night, Ertz,” drawled
a bullet-headed man with a strong Ameri-

can accent. “What's bitten you?

Mr. Ambrose Ertz shrugged  Dhis
shoulders.

“Nothing, Touch of merves I reckon.”

From his waisteoat pocket he pulled out
a small oval gold casc rather like a

THE RETURN

GOOD NEWS
FROM
YOUR EDITOR

8o rapidly

'WORD in haste! 1 have just stopped
the machines which were printing this
isspe of The THRILLER in order to

announce the return of EDGAR WALLACE
to our pages. Another remarkable stery
from the Master of Mystery will appear
NEXT WEEK. Spread the good news!
Tell your friends! Warn your newsagent
to increase his supply and reserve you a

copy.

’I’Gr. Wallace asks me to excuse him to my
readers for a little delay in the delivery
of this yarn. It was to have been in your
hands ere now. However, he has atoned
fer his sin by giving w story we might
well describe as a supl rifler—one that

- will make the red blood tingle in our veins
and hold us breathless with interest from
start to finish.

1 am delighted to be able to make this
announcement, because 1 am aware how
eagerly many of you have looked forward
to anether adventure in company with
J. G. Reeder, the world’s most remarkable
detective,  Mr. Wallace tells me that
amengst the multitude of characters he has
created none appeal to him as does J. G.
Reeder. Presumably ' that is why Edgar
Wallace .always scintillates in a * Reeder "
story. He enjoys writing them as much as
we revel in their perusal. s
_ ““The stories in the early issues of The

. THRILLER were so excellent”” states a
Birmingham reader, ** that 1 doubted if you
could maintain the standard.”

1 am well aware that our friend in the
-Midlands has veiced the thought of thou-
sands of thriller-story lovers in all parts of
the land. It was net realised that authers
could be found to make possible the offer

OF
EDGAR WALLACE

does the ferlile brain of Mr. Wallace cope with the com-
plexities of his mystery slories thal e dictaphone is the only type of
« stenographer™ able to keep pace with him.

!
|

of stories of such high quality at a cost to
the reader of only twopence weekly. My
readers have been both surprised and
delighted.

Naturally, I am proud of our achieve-
ment. 1t has meant many months of hard
work and diligent search. Authors of
quality do not grow on gooseberry-bushes.
They have to be found, guided, encouraged
and aided by every means known te a
highly-trained editorial statl.

Actually, the stories you read week by
week in The THRILLER are those picked
for you by experts from amongst hundreds
that are rejected. That is where the reader
of such a periodical as ours stores doubly
over those who choose their owrr books from
the array on a bookstall or in & library.
In The THRILLER the choice is made by
those who have been born and bred in the
world of fiction, and unworthy work is
weeded out no matter how famous the name
of its auther.

We set off on this grand adventure inte
the world of thriller-fiction, realising that
success or failure depended entirely on our f
ability te maintain one hundred per cent
pood stories. There is so much on the
market that s inferier. The amazing
success of our new periodical Is full proof
that we have achieved our object. .

Undoubtedly next week's issue will break
all records. We shall greatly increase our
printing order to meet the demand, but do
not take a risk. Order your ¢opy and make
sure of Edgar Wallace's latest and best
novel.

" Yours sincerely,

THE EDITOR.
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woman's vanity box. He carefully emptied
w few erystals of white powder on the back
of hi: hand, and inhaled it gratefully.
His cyes glittered feverishly behind the
elits of his mask. ;

“Btophens needs fixing,” he announced
significautly, **That five thonsand’s rank-
ling.”

“What of .it?” laughed the American.
“Phony’s too durned scared of his hide to
try anything for five grand. What do you
say, Duval?" .

The man naddressed, a grey-haired
Frenchman, and, incidentally, proprietor
of one of the most popular restaurants in,
the West End, smil beneath the rim
of his mask.

“Leave him to the Croucher!” he said
yuietly. = "

“Yes. Leave everything ‘to me”
langhed a voice from the doorway, and the
velvet-garbed figure of the Croucher, his
face completely covered by the folds of his
sable mask, strode into the room.

“My friends,” he said, seating himsclf
at the head of the table, “very soon we
will have London at our mercy, and we
can proceed with the plans I outlined to
you. The police are already demornlised.
The removal of that gadfly, Maynard, has
given the Press something to think abont.
To-night, Sir. Richard Gilbert and Mr.
Nicholas New will also be removed, and
then—-"

“Very slowly he closed
hand. d

“The Croucher squeezes, and all London
is his orange.”

“Eh bien!” drawled Duval. “And mean-
while?”

“Meanwhile,” said the Croucher, and his
baleful cyes turned full upon Ambrose
Ertz, “a little disciplinary action must be
taken against friend Ertz lere. I am
afraid he forgot the respect due to a lady
in whom I am—very—interested.”

The last three words were slowly em-
!ﬂmsised, and Ertz shivered with fear as
he read death in the eycs that glittered
so0 evilly belind the Croucher’s aegk.

lis claw-like

KEMMY, THE FENCE.
“ ¥T'S all nonsense, of course, hut

[ because it's nonsense I believe it!"

Nick New, seated at his desk at
Scotland Yard, -stared sombrely at three
strips of metal that lay on the blotting-
pad _before him.

Tt was nearly 9 p.m.

8ix hours had elapsed since he had dis-
earded the unsavoury role of Limehouse
Louie—a role he had often assumed when
in the East End during the preliminary
skirmish of Scotland ~Yard's warfare
against the Croucher before that arch
crook had actually come into the limelight.
Nick had spent a strenmous a!ternon'n,%-_lia

thods of p dure, as the i

had remarked, were appallingly unortho.
dox, but Nieck cared little so long as they
worked. It was an axiom of his, and he
had proved it on countless occasions, that
fife was infinitely ahead of fiction in pro-
viding bizarre problems. The old proverh
that “truth is stranger than fiction,”
Nick amplified—truth is harder to believe
than fiction, for fietion is a product of the
human mind, and therefore congenial {o
it, whereas life is always incalculable.

He had, in his odd fashion, rejected, for
no earthly reason -except that it was
platsible, his first theory that the enigmatic
Li Sin had slipped the Croucher’s ominous
warning in his pocket.

That left two persons excluding the waiter
of the restaurant who might have done it.
Dorothy Somerville—or Shifty Lee.

On the face of it each alternative was
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k nnd Nick picked them up from his blot-

;1: gmprunm:: ting-pad, and his eyes narrowed, Fm_g.

with his pistel,. tastic and improbable though his

Ity
i J’.‘”J’T

(i

nonsensical ; but Nick took a chance, and by
taking it immediately obtained a different
cricentation towards the case. Red Hanlon
was in touch With the Croucher somehow.
From that point Nick's whimsical brain was
attracted to the man whose name sounded

like a sneeze. The nonsensical element in
that fact appealed to him, and he spent a
pleasant, but unprofitable half-hour with a
telephone directory searching for a lawyer
whose cognomen might apply. He tried a
dozen with little result, and in disgust
joined Meadows, who was making a detailed
report of the ontrage a’ the commissioner’s
flat.

Sir Richard himself had long since de-
parted for his very exclusive club, and
General Dale was dining with a member of
the Government—so Nick’s hands were nn-
trammelle

The actual notes on the yellow paper
which the Croucher affected yielded very
little information in the way of finger-
prints, Not even that expert, Inspector
Barlow, could identify the * half-dozen
smudged whorls which the camera revealed.
Beyond the fact that the warnings were all
typed on an Underwood portable machine,
and that the paper was of German origin,
and supplied in large quantities to the
leading stationers, Barlow could say nothing
with certitude,

Nick himself had interviewed - the
assistant at the District Messenger office in
Southampton Row, but he failed to recall
the appearance of the person who paid for
the message.

The tangible clues in the deteotive's
possession  were  pitifully . meagre — the
number—untraced—of Li Sin’s motor-car;
the fact that Red Hanlon was in some way,
unspecified, connected with the Cromcher;
and the thrée strips of bent metal which he
had discovered among the debris of Siv
Richard’s flat after the bomb outrage.

theory was, there was that streak of
oddity in his character that. impelled
him to reject the obvious and coneen-
trate en the subtle.

For a moment or two he examined
the strips through a magnifying-glass,
then his lips set in a firm, decisive line
as he swept them iuto the drawer of
his desk and locked it.

“And now for Mr. Red Hanlon,” he
murmured, - patting his hip pocket,
where his automatic bulged comfort-
ingly.

The 'phone bell tinkled as he donned
lis grey felt hat, and with a frown of
anuoyance he lifted tle receiver.

“Is that Inspector New ?” demanded
a snave voice—one that Nick had heard
before. A vein throbbed dully in his
forchead as he recognised it, but his
tone was quite impersonal as le
answered :

“Sure! What can I do for you?”

“Your activities, my dear New,”
drawled the voice, “are causing me
serions embarrassment. I must ask
you_ to refrain from these wholesale
panic  measurcs which the Flying
Squad are conducting, otherwise the
consequences will be very serious.”

“Indeed #” laughed Nick. “So you
are feeling the draught—er—Professor
ki Sin?” .

H¢ sensed rather than heard the
sudden gasp of astonishment at the
other end of the wire.

Your crude methods must céase,
Mr. New, otherwise tlie very charming
Miss Somerville will undergo a very
unplegeant ordeal—>

“What! You vellow hound!” snarled
Nick. “If any harm comes to that young
lady, by heaven, ¥l kill you with my own
hands ¥ - i o %

“How very interesting,” mocked Li Sin.
*“At the moment Miss Somerville is quite
safe in my care, hut—-"

He paused siguificantly, and a gust of
rage swept over Nicholas New.. Dorothy in
the lhands of this scheming ycllow
scoundrel. It was unthinkable. The man
was blufting. With diffienlty he controlled
himself.

“Listen, Li Sin,” he hissed into the re-
ceiver, “I'm going to get you, if I have to
tear London to tatters to find you, As for
Miss Somerville, I'll have a treble gnard
put over her night and day——"

A dry, mocking langh twanged in the

telephone.
*“You have an English proverb, I believe,
which runs: ‘It is useless to lock the

stable door after the horse has bolted.” Miss
Somerville is very well guarded, indeed—by
me. She has been 4 prisoner since six p.m,
That, my dear sir, is for your information
and necessary action, as the Civil Service wo
felicitously phrase it.”

For a moment or two Nicholas New was
quite specchless. He was stunned by the
appalling fact. Dorethy in the hands of
the Croucher!

His face was white and strained as he
mechanically clicked the receiver to. recall
exchange, and found, as he expected, that
the call had come through from a public
eall-box in the Blackfriars district.

He pressed a bell-push on his desk an:l
gave curt orders to his sergeant.

“I'm off to Kemmy Marks to trace Rel
Hanlon,” he announced. “The Croiicher's

ot Misd Somerville.”

“What !” gasped the astounded sergeant,
then fell back hastily at the blgzing fury in

.fhe THRILLER

lis superior's eyes as be strods out of the
room. =

“'Eaven ‘elp Red—and the Croucher ! he
muttered piously.

Nick baied a taxy at the corner of West-
minster prigge. His brawm was chaotic.
I'he one fact trat bammered 1ncessantly was
that Dorothy was in aeaaly aanger. I eama
over him with & suducuness - that was
startling, that he loved ner. it was the firsy
time he hud ever put the thouglrt mto words,
and to Nicholas, who had aiways treated the
opposite sex With o kind of gay camaraderie,
this sudden revelation was disturbing. He
ached to hoid the girl 1n s arms, to smash
through alt the barriers that kept her from
him, A fierce primeval passion ssel
him’; he lusted to hght and pound his way
through to her side and claim her as -his
mate by right of conguest.

He laugied discorgantly. “Love is the
greatest nonsense n tue world,” he mut-
tered as the taxi bowled aiong the Embank-
ment, the lights gleamng o the darkness
like a nccklace of amber beads.

It was siguthcant tuat the phone call had
come through from Blackfrars, for in that
district, just beyond the Hing, was the hang-
out of Kemmy Marks, who was ostensibly
a marinc store deater, but in reality a fenco
and receiver of stolen property. " According
to Shifty, Red Hanlon lLad dispensed with
Kemmy's services in favour of the lawyer
whose name was like a sneeze, but that,
Nick argued, was no reason why Kemmy
couldn’t” put him wise to Red’'s new hang-
out.” The ‘more he considered the matter
the more promising it seemed. If Red had
quarrelled with the old Jew, Kemmy might
quite conceivably open up.

He dismissed the taxi at the entrance of
the Boxing Ring and plunged into a rabbit
‘warren of alleyways. The houses, mean,
brick-built slums, were in the last stages of
squalor and dilapidation. Some of the
passages were as dark as tunnels, and at the
end of one court that rejoiced in the name
of Angel's Rents, Nick New halted.

Ramshackle houses, unlit by any comfort-
ing gleam of yellow, were huddled together,
like evil hags; from a’ nearby court came
the -shrill -chatter of guttersnipes at play
and the strident voice of some nagging
harridan. "o 5 o

His hiand sncaked stealthily to his hip as
le crossed over towards a frowsy-lookin,
shop. The windows were so grimed witl
filth’ that it was impossible to see into the
interior. Over the lintel, in faded yellow
lettering, was the name “K. Marks,” and in
the transom a sickly gas jet flickered,

The Yard man rapped sharply- on the
rusty knocker, and was rewarded by the
sound of shuffling footsteps. G

“Whotha there?” quavered a voice thropgh
the slit in the letter-box. “Go avay.
Bithneth ith over for the lay.”

“Open up, Kemmy I rapped Nick steraly.
“It’s me. You'd better open quickly, or I'll
smash the door in ¥

Two bleary cyes surveyed him through the’
slit; then, as if reassured, Kemmy heaved u
wheezing sigh.

“Ol, Mithter Now!. 'Ow you. frightened
he mumbled. .There was a rattle of -
pmtesﬁng bolt, and

ia*all his hideous-

me
chains, the squeak of a
EKemmy revealed himsel
ness, - ) * ¥

He was a beilt, incredibly dirly old man,
with a ragged, matted beard, a nose like a
predatory beak, and red-rimmed, bleary——
eyes, wiich now blinked suspiciously at
Nick. f

“Come on inside #', snapped the: detective
hrusquely, lending the-way 'to the filthy
little living-raom . behind the -shop. “Lk
depends :on. how you answer, Kemmy, how
I'm going to treat you.” :
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“Yy, vot do you mean, Mithter New?”
demanded Kemmy Marks, with a feigned
innocence that was ludicrous in the eircum-
stances. P

Nick New wasted fio time on formalities.

“When did you quarrel with Red
Hanlon?” he snapped.

“Red Hanlon?” cchoed the fence, “I'm
afraid I don’t know vot you're talking about,
Mr. New.” i

Nick’s hand shot out, and his fingers
gripped the other's serawny throat in a
throttling grip. .

“Listen, Kemmy,” he rasped. “I’ll choke
the life out of your filthy carcass if you
don’t come across. The verdict’ll be justi-
finble insecticide,” he added with grim
Lumour.

h,

. merthy—merthy asped  the
wretched Kemmy. “I-T'Il tell you any-
thing you want to kmow within reathon,
Mithter New.”

Nick released his grip, and Kemmy
collapsed into o rickety chair. The detec-
tive dusted his fingers delicately with his
handkerehief and rapped out sharply:

“Where does Red Hanlon hang out?”

Kemmy licked his lips [urtively, his red-
rimmed eyes dropped Deneath Nick's steady
stare.

«] ain’t seen him for three months,
honeth, I ain't,” he whined. ““The dirty
tyke let me down over a deal an——"

“Never mind that. Who's Red working
with now?” 2

Kemmy glanced suspiciously over his
shoulder, then lowe: his voice to a
whisper.

“They. thay he’th running with the
Croucher,” he anunounced. “Don’t athk me
who he ith, Mithter New, becauthe I don't
know—nobody knows.”

“H'm 1" said Nick thoughtfully. “Has
Red pulled any jobs lately?  Don’t be
squeamish, Kemmy,” he added. *You've
squealed enongh in your time!”

The fence leaned forward, his mean little
eyes malevolent with batred.

“Red’s running around, with a girl—
she'th sthraight—a barmaid at the Goath’s
Head down %Tﬁl}le Road way Thath’s all
1 know—and thath's the whole truth,
Mithter New, th'welp me!”

4 Al 1" gaid Nick, and a triumphant glint
came into his eyes: “Red's got a girl, has
he? I know the Goat’s Head. ~Doesn’t
Bruiser Patterson keep the place?”

Kemmy, Maiks nodded eagerly as the
detective roso to his feet. 1

“For the love of Mike, don’t tell Bed
you've theen me, Mithter New,” he pleaded,
Inying a skinny claw on Nick’s sleeve.

The detective shook him off with a gesture

of disgust.
- “Watch your step, Kemmy,” he said sig-
nificantly ~“T'll be round this way again

very soon  No, you needn’t ‘bother to see me
to the door—I can find my way out!”
Kemmy Marks cursed in his matted beard
the door closed behind his unwelcome
visitor. v
“Nothy beatht!” he snarled. “T hope the
Croucher geth him I -
" Meanwhile Nick had quickened his pace.
The fact that Red was keen on a girl—and

a straight girl at that, if Kemmy was to be’

believed—was at least a tangible link to
his whereabouts. His nose wrinkled in
disgust as he plunged into the maledorous
squalor of the streets that fronted the river-
eid

e.

The Goat's Head at Frame Street was a

ublic-honse of some reputation among the
goc.kem and water-front men, in that its
licensee was an ex-welter-weight champion—
one Bruiser Patterson. The police had little
complaint to make about the place, for the
burly landlord ruled his tongh customers by
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the strength of his strong right arm, and
woe betide anyone who started any funny
business at the Goat’s Head.

Frame Strect was about ten minutes’
walk away from Kemmy's shop, and it was
nearly quarter to ten when the detective
reached the blazing. lights of the tawdry-
looking gin palace at the corner.

He walked Enickly into the four ale bar
with bis hands in his pockets. It was
crowded, and a babble of voices rose from
every corner of the room. The marble
counter was sloppy with unwiped beer-
stains. A pert-looking barmaid with hobbed,
peroxided hair, and a shrill, cantankerous
voice dispensed tankards to a crowd of
seedy bar loungers.

From the saloou came the raucous strains
of an electric piano blaring a Tin Pan Alley
tune. Nick ordered a whisky and soda, and
manceuvred his way to a seat in the corner,
where he glinced covertly at the bar occu-

ants.

The clientéle of the Goat's Head was like
Nick’s whisky, badly mixed. Hulking dock
labourers, weedy wharf rats, oue or two
Jascars from docked vessels, and, in the
corner, a slant-eyed celestial slm:idiy eating
potato crisps. From behing the bar the
gigantic torso of Bruiser Patterson loomed
threateningly as he roared to a hilarious

roup of sailors in the corner, ““Nali, then!
E('ss noise there, you lot!”

Suddenly Nick’s keen eyes narrowed, dnd
his nerves tingled with excitement. At the
other end of the long bar counter, sereened
by a pot of ferns, was a red-haired, ferret-
faced man deep in conversation with a plump
and rather good-looking barmaid.

* Tt was Red Hanlon!

Nick glanced at the clock. It wanted a
few minutes to closing time, and hastily he
formed a plan of action. On the table
beside him someone had left a copy of the
“Evening News.” He opened it, and pre-
tended fo be imme in" its * contents,
thougl one eye watched Red’s movements
like a hawk.

“Nah, then, Milly!” ‘roared the landlord.
“Stop that_chin-waggin’, there’s customers
waitin’ to be served "

Nick noticed Hanlon swear under his
breath and hastily gulp down his drink.
The barmaid flashed him an apologetic
smile, showing the glint of a gold tooth.
Hanlon muttered a curt “Good-night,” and
slouched out of the bar.

Unobtrusive as a shadow, Nick followed
in his wake He had two courses open fo
him. One was to tackle Red point-blank—
in which case it would undoubtedly mean a
fight—the other was to shadow the crook in
the hope that he would glean some informa-
tion about Dorothy. While there were many

ints in favour of the first course—and it
would have given Nick, in his present mood,
an unhaly joy to pound Red Hanlon’s face
into a pulp—it by no means followed that
Red would give him any information.

Accordingly, Nick, with a gkill born of
long practice as a_shadower, tailed the un-
suspecting crook through the maze of criss-
cross streets that led to the water-front.

Red slouched along at a fairly rapid pace.
He was not drunk, but his gait was un-
steady. Once or twice he tripped and swore
Turidly as he neared the house of Brilliant
Ling.

Nick was frankly puzzled about the man's
objective as lie plunged decper into the
narrow alleyways, so puzzled that he did not
notice a dark figul
shadows of n neighbouring timber yard and
signal with a peculiar motion of his hands
to the other side of the narrow street.

Nick, still intent on his quarry, failed to
potice half a dozen dim, shadowy forms con-
verging upon him, until an ineautious

ve detach itself from the
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.
movement behind him caused him to wheel
round suddenly. He glimpsed a yellow,
lairless face, & clenched hand that held
something bright and plittering, and, quick
as the dart of a snake, Nick's fist shot
straight for the other's jaw. Crack!

Like the sound of mallet on wood, his
bunched knuckles slammed home, He
laughed exultantly as he heard the other's -
howl of pain, but his triumph was short-
lived. Even as he turned to square up to
his attackers, his legs were suddenly jerked
from under him, and then it came without
hint or warning—a sudden staggering,
numbinga blow full on his temple that
paralysell his hmbs instantly. .

Nit{’! senses reeled beneath the impact.
It sent a great blinding whiteness shooting
across his eyes. He was conscions of being
almost smothered by eweaty, dgslixtenin,x
bodies—there seemed to be- myriads of them
pressing the life out of him. He groaned
and tried to lash out, but found he hadn't
the streﬂgigh.

He felt himself sinking into a deep pit of

- darkness—then consciousness left him, as if

one had suapped out a switch.

THE SECRET OF LI 8IN,
wg came to
N with a crack-
ing  headache
an hour later, though
e had lost all semse
of time when the first
glimmer of conscious-
ness came. He felt
as though his head
- was tied tightly by
stranus ol red-not wire, and for some
seconds he did not move, He found himself
in plete and oppressive dark and
put out a shaking hand that scemed con-
strn:t.cd somehow, to tonch a cold, slimy
wall.

From afar off he could hear a faint drip,
drip, and to his hypersensitive nerves it
sounded like the drip of blood.

Gradually his brain started to function.
He found himself lying on what seemed to
be a filthy straw palliasse. Something
squeaked in the darkness, and two jewelled
cyes watched him unwinkingly. He shud-
dered as his hand came into coptact with
something warm, loathsome—and wriggling

Rats. The cellar was full of them.

Desperately he struggled to his feet—oniy
to realise that his legs were pinioned, and
he laughed discordantly as something
jingled at his wrists. He had been hand-
cuffed with his own bracelets!

Suddenly he heard the sound of footstep=
that seemed to be descending a stone stair-
way. Whoever it was, he was approaching
cuutinuslﬂ, a step at a time. The footsteps
grew Jouder, and a little later there was i
rasp of a key in the lock and the door
began to open slowly.

A second later Nick was almost blinded by
a ray from an electric torch that cut
through the darkness like a sword.

“Ah! You have recovered consciousness,
Mr. New?” said n voice that Nick had not
heard before. “That is excellent.”

“Who are you:” snarled Nick.
where am I# i
“Ah! True to type,” said the newcomer.
“They call you  Nosey * affectionately at the
Yard, I understand; your thirst for know-

lerlge shall be slaked very soon.” ..

Nick struggled \1];I to o sitting position,
and in the rays of the torch made out three
figures—each one was garbed in evening
dress, and a Dblack domine masked their
faces. i

“YWhat ljave you done to Miss Somerville,
you—villains?” Le demanded wrathfully.

“By heck! TIf.you've harmed a hair of
her head, T'I——"

Nl
b,
A

“And
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“Miss Somerville is quite safe, my dear
sir. She has'a-charming room, plenty to eat
and drnnk—n fact, everything she wants
except liberty, and that, unfurturately, she
canuot obita:n until—er—certain formalities
are completed.”

Nick groaned helplessly as he gased at his
manacled wrists  What his immediate fate
was to be he did not much care, but he
-writhed at the thought of Dorothy alone and
helpless in the hands of the Croucher.

“1 sup you kmow that all three of

you'll hang!” he said, with an ugly little

smile “You'll take a very short walk at
eight o'cock one morning, my friends—and
none of you'll ever come back from .hat
walk, A , clean wind will whistle be-
tween your feet and the earth—" -

“Drop that, dash you|" snarled Ambrose
Ertz with a threatening gesture. His nerves
were all on edge. It was only the news of
Nick's dramatic capture that had saved him
from the Croucher’s wrath

Three of the outside guard of Brilliant
Ling’s bouse had noticed Nick shadowing
the unsuspecting Hanlon, and acted. Al-
though he did not know 1it, the detective
was now actually in a cellar of the
Croucher’s  beadquarters, baving been
brought there while still unconscious by two
of Ling's dope runners through the maze of
passages that honeycombed the place.

“ Better drag him upstaws, Ertz,” said
Duval “*The Croucher's keyed up to-night.”

“Ah!” said Nick. “So you are the missing
link, Ertz. I've mmhes for you with the
painstaking devotion of a Darwin, and
reiome to note yeu're almost human.”

‘Fuany, aren’t gyouP"” emarled Ertz.
“You'll laugh the other side of your face
when the Croucher’s finished with you.”

“Ertz—Ertz. Tt really does sound like a
eneeze,” said Nick. “Good theme for a
nonsense rhyme, too. There’s a curious
creature called Ertz, who bluffs and bam-
boozles and blurts—*"

SMACK!

Ertz's open hand canght Nick full on
the mouth

“Stop that!” he sparled, stung by the
detective’s maddening t,mllnemaim

Nick’s eyes blazed, but kept his

temper. j
“F‘(il remember that blow, Erts,” he said
uietly, “when I am not hampered by
aha ™ =

1, 5
He jingled the steel handcuffs signifi-
ant!

“Are you going to come quietly? I be-
lieve that is the formula you use,” asked
Duval, with an exaggerated bow. “The
Croucher is very anxious to see you.”

“And I also reciprocate,” said Nick,
with a grim smile. “Please lead the
way, gentlemen. My steps are somewhat
restricted,” he added, with a glance at the
rope which barely enabled him to walk.

“It’s not far, buddy,” drawled the third
man, who had hitherto remained eilent.
Nick noticed the American acoent, and his

Ahove all; how and where was Dorothy?

The dank stone stairs were climbed in
silence. To Nick’s ears came the sound
of muffled hammering, and it grew louder
as they advanced along a vaulted corridar.
Buddenly Ertz paused before a large wooden
doar and inserted a key in the lock. It swun,
soundlessly open on well-oiled hinges,
Nick {-und himself half Tuehed and half-

into a high, vaulted room lit by
& sputtering arc-lamp.

The whole room was bare of furniture
eave for a table at which
sat threo masked men, immobile as .
There was something simister about the
very baremess of that vaulted room, and

‘quietly, mn his curiousi
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the harsh light from the arc irradiated the
sccne with a chill, bluish glare

Nick hardly knew what to expect the
Croucher's headquarters to be like. He
was half-prepared for lusury. even for

ualor, tut this bare, austere room, devoid
of all comfort, was like some monstrously
enlarged prison-cell.

Suddenly one of the masked fignres rose
to lus feet Nick noted that he alome was

arbed in a black velvet cloak, and his

eart quickened its beat.

The Croucher at last !

For felly balf a minute no one spoke.

Ertz, Duval, and Roscoe the American sat
down in sience. Nick stood., manacled
hands in front of him, gazing steadily at
the motionlpss figure of the Ernncher.

en suddenly the tension was broken.

“You have given me a great deal of
trouble Mr. New,” said the Croucher
sibilant voice.
“People who annoy me do mot do so for
long,” he added. " Mr Maynard of the
‘ Daily Clarion * annoyed me; he is dead.
Sheeny MacGuire might bave annoyed me;
be also is dead. Larry the Wop, poor fool,
thought he cculd identify me; Ee also died
under that delusion.”

“As for you, Mr. Nicholas New—tell me
frankly what my fate would be, assuming
our present roles were reversed, and 1 was
your captive.”
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*“You would he harged by the neck ustil
you were dead,” said Nicholas calnily,
‘and [ doubt if the Lord would have mercy
on your black soul '

he Crowcher laughed mockingly. 5

“Very well, Mr New. Such framkness
merits a reward. Voila ¥’

He reached forward and pressed a switch
in the wall. Instantly a doorway to the
right sprang open, revealing a small room
abount twelve feet square.

The room was quite deveid of furniture,
and Nick saw there was something curiously
familiar about the bare, whitewashed walls,
the two upright' beams spanned by oma
crossbar, from -which dangled a hi
rope. There was a steel lever jutting from
the floor.

“My God! The gallows!” he 5

“Precisely,” laughed the Croucher. “An
exact replica of the execution-shed at Pen-
tonville. You, my dear New, shall have
the honour of being its first vietim. There
are many more that will folow you in the
near ..ature.” -

With a prodigious effort of wHl, Niek
managed to restrain himself. He had a
wild, insensate idea of hurling himself,
manacled as he was, and battering the life
out of the suave, cold-blooded villain, but
realised that the struggle would be worse
than useless.

“Then literally as well as metaphorically

She fought like a wild cat to

“Help,
Help 1 ¥ she screamed,
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¥ou live in the shadow of the gallows,” he
Temarked flippantly.

“Do you seriously imagine that you are
Ezéng to hang me—as ‘you yourself will be

nged cne day?” He' furned to the
Croucher.

“I do mot imagine,” was the reply. “I
know. Ten minutes from now, Nicholas
New, the quicklime will be searing the
flesh from ~your hones. Have you any
message ]you would iike to convey to Miss
Somerville? Sh> is within call and quite
comfortable, so do not worry on her behalf.”
- “You darped scoundrel I”

Nicholas' pent-up rage burst out. He
hurled himself forward, bound as he was,
but Ertz and Duval seized bim ere he
could reach the master-crook. Quivering
with passion, Nick tursed to the Croucher
and said thickly :

“It’s—it's—usual to grant one bocn to
the condemned. May see her for two
minutes? 1—I1 have something 1 particu-
lurli w-at to tell her before—" He broke
off hastily as his eye fell on the sinister,
dangling " noose.

“Jt is a reasonable request,” said the
Croucher slowly, “You may certainly
speak to her—and see her, but in my

resence.”

So saying, he signalled to one of the
masked men and whispered s few words,
too low for Nick to catch.

“Of course, Mr. New,” he resumed when
the man had gone, “you have only yourself
to blame for this distressing finish to a
very promising career. You know too
much. You cannot say you have not been
warned to cease your activities against
my organisation.”

- %1 am afraid it is now toc lale to pro-
ceed with the plan 1 first contemplattd—
namely, to ask you to join us.”

“Join gou!” said Nicholas, and his voice
was ic? with contempt. “I'd eoonor hang—
there.”’

. He pointed to the dangling noose.
\ “Quite,” said the Croucher dryly. *Youn
shall. Meanwhile, of course, I 'may say I

h?ﬁe 8 very great regard for Miss Somer-

vitle—

He broke off suddenly ms the door opened
and Dorothy, accompanied by the masked
man, entered the room, The girl’s face was
wan and pale, dark cireles showed beneath
her eyes, and she gave an involuntary ery
as she recognised Nick.

He made s half-step towards her, but was
checked by the Croucher.

“Oh, Nick! They've got you, teo!” she

d buskily.
pﬂlﬁes pulses y'thri]]ed at her use of his
Christian’ name. How desperately =~ he
longed for her, and how ironic the situa-
tion! Even in his present plight the sense
of the bizarre influ i

im.
, “Keep a s}ifi upper lip, dear,” he said
quietly. “It—it'll work out right in the
u know,” he added lamely.

end,
© *You—you—wanted to tell me something
¢ particularly,’ * said Dorothy quietly.

i "She ignored the others completely. It
was as 1f um{ did not exist.

. Nick read the message in her eyes, which
were wet with tears, and, reading it, felt
that death somehow would be easier now
he knew.

“And I, too, Dorothy,” he said very

quietly. .

The Croucher chuckled satirically.

“Yery affecting indeed! It's a pity
oung Maynard isn't here to chronicle the
atest romance of Scotland Yard—but one
of very short duration,” he added’with a
sneer. .

“You always were fond of melodrama, my
dear Croucher,” broke in a cool voice.
“ Perhaps this will apsml to you. Put'em
up. They both spit death!”

i Niock's 1 w gaped open. As if by magic,
two squat, vicious-looking antomatics had
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nmenmd in the bands of the masked man
who had brought down Dorothy from ‘the
uer Ruom. And ths hands were
yellow !

One gun pointed at the Crouch s heart;
the other covered his dumbfounded accom-
plices. For a second or two no cne spoke,
then a stramgled- snarl tore from the
Croucher’s throat.

“Li Sin! You yellow scum! Have you
gone mad ?” he demanded harshly.

“On the contrary, I am perfectly sane.
If you dor't elevate your hands before I
count three, I shoot to kill,” he said, with
slow, sibilant emphasis.

“You cursed double-crossing- Chink!”
broke out Ertz, with a vile oath, “I'll—"

CRACK!

Cnhnlg. imperturbably, Li Sin fired as
the madde man. rushed towards him.
With a squeal of agony Ertz cowered back,
Lolding a shattered wrist.

“Back, you dogs!” rasped the China-
man. “Miss Somerville, if you will kindly
slip your haud. into my waisteoat pocket
vou will find the key to Inspector New’s
handoufis—and quite probably -another
small automatic.”

Like one in a daze, 1 -.ated at the
speaker. Her brain seehing &t the
suddenness of this cted denonement.
Nick's urgent voice ampelled her forward,
however. g

“Hurry, darling I he pleaded.

Feverishly shé groped in the Chinaman's
pocket.” He stood there, calm, imper-
turbable as a statue, while the chill menace
of his %‘3‘“3 cowed the others into immo-
bility. Her fingers fumbled nervously as
she tried to insert the key into the hand-
cufis. Nick smilrd reassuringly at her,
there was a slight click, and “his hands
were free.

_She thrust a small, nickel-plated gun into
his hand, and Nick's heart leapt exultantly.

“And now, you murderous fiend,” he
cjaculated, turning to face the masked
master-crook. “Let’s see your ugly mug!”

E&mr})erod as he was by his still pinioned
legs, Nick appronched ihe Croucher, who
backed away hastily, arms upraised from
the menacing purpose in the detective's
face.

“Keep back, curse you!” snarled the
Croucher. “Ertz, Duval, you spineless
fools, why don’t you rush ‘em?”

“They bave too wholesome a regard for
their own skins,” chuckled the imper-
turbable Li Sin.

Nick’s left hand shot out like a dartin,
enake, straight for the Croucher’s face. Hg
tore off the sinister black domimo. A
geream rose involuntarily from Dorothy
Somerville’s lips. She recognised in the
sputtering glare of the mercury lamp the
hate-distorted features of .Sir Richard
Gilbert, the retiring Commissioner for
Scotland Yard !

For one split second she saw if, and then
suddenly there was a lond explosion, fol-
lowed by the orash of breaking glass, then
a holocaust of rearing darkness.
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THE RATS OF THE RIVER.
gx next few
T minutes were
like a glimpse
of inferno to the girl
Vicious tomgues ol
flame spat through
the darkness, follewed
by the staccate erack
of ~ automatics. She
heard the clang of
the sound of men
breath com-

an iron shutter,
strugglmg furiously, ~their
ing in frenzied gasps. She stumbled
blindly to keep out of the way of the
scuffling figures that blundered against her,
and shuddered ae she heard the sickening
scund of a revolver butt smashing agaiust
a skull. i

“Nick! Oh, Nick ! she gasped.
are _f:au?” . X

«This way, darling. Stay by me,” said
a voice from the gloom, and a.firm, strong
arm circled her waist. Her body scemed to
grow suddenly limp. She was hardly con-
scious, and allowed hersell to be hali-
dragged, half-carried away from the
strugeling melée in the centre of that vash
and vault-like room.

"Llihts! Curse you! Where are the
lights?” she heard a hoarse voice bellow.

CRASH!

Someone had blundered into the horse-
shoe table, and a man cursed luridly.
Something whistled unpleasantly close to
Dorothy’s ear nnd phuited viclously into
the wall just above her head.

“Don't worry, dear,” said a voice sooth-
ingly. “I've got you safe—at lnst!”

Bhe struggled violently as she felt the
man’s arm tighten around ber.

“Youwre mnot Nick!” she ecreamed.
“Help, Nick! Helg-!" 3 ¥

She sickened as she felt the hot breath of
the man fanning her cheeks, and fought
like a wild-cat to escape from his embraoe.
Her nails scored - his bearded face in a
vicious scratch that drew blood, but
the Croucher laughed exultantly. -

“In here, my little spitfire 1" he said
hoatsely. ‘'The gallows can be an exit 1o
life, as well as death !” s
She was powerless, Struggle as she

“Where

might, she fealised that her strength was
ebbing away, ebbing nwng‘ Dimly she
realised that the sound of the fight in the

vaulted room. bad grown fainter. Hope
died, and with it consciousness.

Faintly from behind ihe steel door of the
execution-room came the hoarse voice of
Nicholas New calling the girl by name.
The Croucher’s sensual lips parted in o
vulpine enarl as he gently lowesed the girl
on to the gallows some distance away from
the fatal trap. = His strange eyes glowed in
the darkness like those of a beast of prey.
as he fumbled for the lever.

He pressed hard upon it, and the hinged
doors fell soundlessly on well-oiled hinges.
From below came the sluggish, oily lap of
the river. The Croucher groped in  hic

t for a torch, and enapped it on.
astily but methodically he umeoiled tha
ominous noose that dangled from the cross-
bar of the gallows and bound it round the
girl’s waist. i

He placed two fingers to his lips and blew
& soft, peculiar whistle.

From the murky depths below it was
answered, and he ‘bared his teeth into a
mirthless Evidently the outer guard
on the rotfing jetty that fronted the river
were not aware of the melée upstairs. Ib
was all to the good. -

“Pietro!” he ecalled softly. *Pietro!
Quick, the launch !

Far below he heard the sudden scurry of
footsteps, and into the circle of his torch a
squat, evil-visaged figure shambled. It -
was Pietro, the outer rd to the riverside -
exit of the honse of Brilliant Ling. Only
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Deteetive New’s fist
shot out viciously,
and the Croucher
crashed{o the cabin

" Toar.

in cases of grave cmergeney had the
Croucher ever used that exit so cunningly
hidden from the keen eyes of the Thames
Police.

“Quick~—the launch !” he hissed. *Hurry,
you fool | Tell Mathers to stand by for an
extra passenger—a woman !”

“Aye, aye, sir!” croaked the other
“There’s bad trouble in Lych
Street.  The Flying Squad is——"

“Curso the Flying Squad !" snarled the
Croucher. *Staml by for the girl.”

Gently he lowered Dorothy’s unconscious
body through the dark aperture above the
viver. A ladder led from the jeity below
to the foot of the improvised gallows.
Pietro, accompanied by another man, lifted
their still inanimate burden, and the
Croucher heaved a sigh of relief as he heard
the subduad chug-chng of the motor launch.

He was just about to descend the ladder
when there came a thunderous knocking
at the steel shutter that scparated the room
of death frem the vaulted chamber.

“Knock away, you fool!” grinned the
Croucher. - “It’il take Jou half an heur to
batter down that deor.

Hand over hand he lowered himself down
until he reached the improvised jetty built
right beneath the gaunt and apparently
derelict . warehouse. e stood in the
shadows, an ovil, satanic fi , with !ns
long black cloak flapping about him like
the wings of a monstrous bat, while Pietro
and Mathers carried Dorothy into the wait-
ing lanneh.

%t was characteristic of the man that,
even when the closely gﬂa"led secrct of his
amasing double life had been so drama-
tically revealed, and the hounds of the law
were hot om his heels, his actions were
calm and unflurried. He issned orders
curtly to his henchmen, and it was proof
of his utter callousness and ruthlessness
.that spared no thought to his five lieu-
tenants, ner cared whether they were alive
‘or_dead.

Meanwhile, Nicholas New, with a gash in
his temple and a cold, smouldering fury in
his heart, pounded vainly with the butt of
hiz empty automatic on the steel door of
the execution-chamber. Events had kap-
pened with such bewildering rapidity in the
past five mnutes that he searcely realised
what be was doing Since the sputtering

~arc-lamp had exploded into a myriad frag-
ments he had been fighting literally aad
metaphorieally in the dark.

It was not until later that ke was to

+ comp

learn that the Croucher had been prepared
for every emergency, and that when the

master-crook cowered back in apparent fear
when Nick tore off lis mask, it was to
reach for the switeh in the wall which
would automatically blow up the lamp.
Hobbled as he was, Nick had been hampered
in the general melée that followed that
abrupt change {from dazzling light into

l;nte blackness. He had fallen sprawl-
ing over a chair, and gashed his temple
against the concrete floor. s
When he had regained his breath it was
to find pandemonitm raging around him.
Ho lashed out indiseriminately with his
fists, and felt a ficree joy as gis knuckles
slammed home into the writhing bodies of
his opponents. Dorothy’s scream for help
turned him into a raving tornade of fury.
He kicked and smashed his way in her
direction, only to realise with a sob of
despair that the Croucher had suceeeded
in slamming down the stecl shutter, and
that the girl was gone.

Li Sin, meanwhile, that cool and emig-
matic individual, had not been idle. Heo
seemed to have the peculiar feline quality
that went with his cat-like gait of being
able to see in the dark. As Duval blun-
dered towards him in a mad rush of blind
fury he calmly reversed his gun and
smashed down the butt on his skull. Duval
fell like a log. Ertr, with his crippled
arm, moaned feebly in the corner. All the
fight had gone out of him. Nick bimself
had accounted for Roscoe with his first
savage onslaught, and the American, bliss-
fully oblivious of c\:er'_ythin%r, sprawled faco
downward on the floor. Of the fifth man,
Brilliant Ling, there was no trace. That
wily Oriental had no stemach for a fight
at ‘such close range, and had taken a
hurried refuge in the passage that led to
the Lacquer Room in which Dorothy had
been kept prisoner.

"CL;NS.’ CLANG! CLANG!”

Nick pounded a hail of blows on the stecl
doors  of the execution-chamber, and
ellowed to Li Sin to Lring a light.

Calmly and imperturbably the Chinaman
switched on his <clectrre  torch and
approached -Nick. Not a trace of emotion
or excitement appeared on his lemon-hued
features.

“T'm afraid it will take some time to
batter that down, my dear inspector,” he
drawled. “In tie meantime it would be
as well to attend to our prisoners.”

“But I tell you the Croucher’s got Miss
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Sowerville,” groaned Nick.
“Fs there acy exit this
way 7

The Celestial shrugged.

“I believe it leads to the
river. As, however, I took
the precauwtion of having a
police cordon drawn round
the place, I doubt if he’ll
get very far.” X

Nick New stared in aston-
ent at the Oriental.

In hLeaven’s name, who
are you?"' he demanded.

“} have already intro-
dnced myself onee, in-
spector,  Professor Li Sin,
one-time chief of police in
Pekin—at present. attached
for special duty at the
—  Home Office.”

“Jumping  Jehosophat
cjaculated Nick blankly.
‘““And I once thought you
were the Croucher !

The Chinaman langhed
softly. His eyes were in-
scrutable.

“Later, I will explain,”
e remarked. “Meanwhile,
. I think I hear our friend
Meadows, of the Flying Squad. His arrival
is most propitious.”

There was a clatter of footsteps in the
corridor, and a moment later what seemed
like an avalanche of blueclad res
surged into the vaulted room, lLeaded by
the burly, bull-necked Meadows.

Nick smiled wanly at Meadaws’ blank
astonishment when his gaze fell on the scene
of the holocaust. -

Duval lay spreadeagled at the foot of
the table. Near him, Roscoe groaned hol-
lowly, while Ertz whimpered in the
corner, holding his splintered wrist,

“Pull 'em all in, Bill"” said Nick.
“They’re a mixed bag, but I'm sorry the
Croucher isn’t among ’em.”

Meadows whistled.

“Great Mike! It seems to have been
a fierce scrap while it lasted,” he ejacu-
lated. “Where’s the Croucher got to?”

“I don’t know,” anmounced Nicholas New
grimly. *“But I'm not letting up till I've
got him—dead or alive.”

. . . . . tw

A hunched, squat figure in glistening
oilskins gripp:& the wheel of thd
Croucher’s speedly motor launch, the

Yellow Queen. Heading downstream, her
slim nosc sheared the waters of the turgid
Thames like a knife. The night was pitch *
dark, black as the belly of a wolf, and
like a_wolf: himself the Croucher sak in
the cabin, his smouldering. eyes watching
the slim figure of the girl om the tiny
bunk. A vein throbbed dully in his white,
smooth forchead. "It was the one sign aof
emotion hf(: showed—but the at.nin’ﬁnthé
past half-hour was beginning to- tell
Ahead of them lay the Pool of London, the
Tower Bridge loomed massive in the dank
river mist, and beyond, if his luck held,
lay the open sea.

The Crouclrer’s slim fingers beat a tattoo
on his knee, a devil’s tatloo of impatience,
—and suspense. Nome knew better than
Sir Richard Gilbert, ex-Commissioner of
Scotland Yard, how well the London river
was patrolled by the Thames Police, known
by crooks and colleagues alike as the
River Rats. If he was to get throngh
at all, he would have to rely upon bluff.
His thin lips pursed thmlg]fﬂu"]’. Did
anyone but Nicholas New and that yellow
traitor, Li Sin, know that the commis-
sioner and the Croucher were ome and the
same person?
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He had guarded the secret well, he re-
flected.  Placing . that -bomb in_ his own
fiat had been o masterpiece of ingenuity.
The threatening letters, ‘too, had all been
part of his scheme to hamper and terroi-
1se the police, to confuse the issues, and
keep their attention away from Thimself.

He smiled reminiscently.

The *“Daily Clarion’s " demand for a

‘ tlean up at Scotland Yard was certainly
-'ustiﬁed.l, Tut not cven the acute Maynard
inm] suggested the real truth, that the
chief of the London police was also hand
in glove with the chief crooks of the
underworld. But now the mask was off !
It was bound to happen eventually, of
course, he mused. His resignation was a
mere prelude to the future he had lanned
for himself threc years ago.- Nicholas New
bad merely accelerated the issue, that was
11

all.

His brooding eyes studied the girl who
lay on the bunk, and he stroked Lis beard
complacently.

Once at sea, his yacht, the Spindrift,
would carry him to freedom and fo luxury
in that South American State of Tor-
ridor—from which there was no- extra-
dition. He had planned well and cun-
ningly. Not for him the beggarly pension
of a retiring Civil Servant.” Well over
half a million pounds, the procceds of
blackmail and dope rumming, lay to his
credit under another name in an American
bank.

Dorothy Somerville, as if conscious of
Tis brooding gaze, stivred uneasily, and
her eyelids fluttered open. For a moment
or two she lay there quiescent, then, with
a halfstraigled scream, she sat up.

“Better, my dear?” said the Croucher,

reaching for- a; silver-topped decanter on
the -table of his Inxuriously-furnished
cabin. - '

Dorothy -passed a trembling hand over
her throbbing head, and stared at him

wide-gyed. N .

"“gir Rickiard I she gasped. “Where om
T2 What am ¥ doing here?”

The throb of the engines, the snort of
. the ¥ellow Queen’s how as she cleaved her
- way through the . Pool™ bewildered her.

Then in a flash, she remembered. Tt was
- fantastic, imcredible, but true! Sir
_ Richard, her.chief, was the Croucher!

“We are going om a long. voyage, little
girl,” he said, with a slow, meaning smile.

“Far away from. the sordid routine of
. Scotland Yard. I am taking you to a land
of lotus eaters and luxury, a land drenched
with sunshine, for you were crented for
love and laughter and life, and not for the
goulless routine of the Civil Service.”

“Stop

Dorothy’s eyes blazed. She sprang to
her feet, and her little hands clenched
until the knuckles shone white in the sub-
dued light of the cabin,

“You are mad!” she breathed. “That
is ‘the only explanation. Keep yonr filthy
_hands away from me!” she added with o
shiver, as he loomed over her. “If you
don’t give orders to stop this boat, T swear
1. shall throw myself overboard. T would
sooner drown than—than breathe the same
air as you, you cold-blooded fiend !

Sir Richard @ilbert langled softly.

“TPry, my dear. The door of the cabin
is locked and bolted. The key is in my

et. The skipper and mate are my
creatures body and.soul.”

Dorothy dashed herself frenziedly against
the door of the cabin, and gave a groan
of despair. Tt was only too terribly true !

“Now, don’t be a foolish litkle girl!”
he said in a voice that was like a purr.
“Ti would not harm n hair of your head.
I love you, Dorothy, have loved vou, ever
since the day you first brightened the din-
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giness of Scotland Yard with your pre-
senee. you realise what it meam to
be loved by a ian like me?”

A fanatical light blazed in his eyes, a
proof of his monomania, and Dorothy
shuddered.

“A troitor, a murderer!” she gasped.
“Keep away from me, you beast I

With an abrupt change of mauner, the
Croucher sat down and pressed the lean
tips of his fingers together.

“A genius, my dear, a man with too vast
a brain, too soaring au ambition to be
content to be a mere glorified policeman.
The * Clarion,’ r fools, berated me for
incompotence—they little dreamed that 1
know more of crime and eriminals than any
man alive. I was monarch of all I sur-
veyed—both at Scotland Yard and in the
underworld. I know the secret of a hun-
dred unsolved mysteries. I have levied
toll on the rich, and on the poor, on the
righteous and on_the unrighteous. But
now I am tired. I want rest—and love. I
want you, Dorothy, and by Heaven you
ghall Tearn what love can mean. I am nof
a young, hot-headed stripling, but a man,
mature, who can offer you all that a woman
craves—"

He broke off suddenly as a thunderous
rat-tat-tat sounded at  the cabin door.
With an exclamation of annoyance he
pulled aside a small, latched spy-hole, and
saw the cold, pigg;]{ eyes of Pietro.

“What is it?" he snarled. “Can’t you
get more speed out of this dashed tub? It
will be dawn soon, and we must make the
Spindrift by——"

“Police Dboat overhauling us, chief. The
engine's missing badly.
blue funk,” grumbled the other.

The Croucher swore below his breath.

a7l deal with the River Bats. Tell
that fool to slow down.”
He unlocked the cabin door. A scurry

of spray and dark river mist swirled into
the cabin.

“8tay there!” he
shoulder to Dorothy.

He slammed the door-shut and locked
it, and went on deck.

The spume_from the bow wave dashed
coldly into his face. The ugly hulk of a
tramp loomed to the  starboard, and the
chug-chug of a Thames Police boat grew
louder as a dark ‘shape overhauled them,

The Croucher’s lips set grimly as his
keen ears heard the irregular beat of the
Yellow Queen’s engines.

Hang the luck! He could casily Lave
outstripped the police boat if that fool
Mathers had done his job properly.

“Ahoy there!” bawled a voice through
a megaphone. “Launch ahoy!”

“Reverse the engines!" snapped the
Croucher. There was only one rhiug for
it. Bluffi!

Pietro brought the boat to a rolling halt,
and the black, pantherine shape of the
T.P. hoat creamed alongside.

“What the devil d'you want?’ smapped
the Croucher. “I am the commissioner of
police, and have reason to believe that—"

Crash!

There was a splintering sound of glass.
and something fell into the Thames with
a loud splasl. A sccond later Dorothy
Somerville's voice screamed for help.

The Croucher ripped out an oath.
Dash the girl! She must have smashed
the porthole with a decanter or something.
His eyes blazed with fury.

“The game's up, Croucher!” bawled a
voice through the megaphone. ‘Heave
to, an: by gosh I11 shoot you where you

jerked over |his

stand !
TLike lightning the orook’s hand darted
for his hip. He counld make out a dark

Mathers is in a |

- -16/3/29

figure at the tiller, aud, toking careful .
aim, he fired, e «
Crack ! . :
The man at the stern collapsed without
= cry. Instantly a fusillade of shots rang
out from the police boat, and the Croucher
darted for cover behind the engine-room
just as Pietro fell with a bullet through

is lungs.

A black shape hovered for an instant on
the gunwale of the police boat, which had
nosed imperceptibly nearer the Yellow
Queen, them, with an almost soundless
splash, slipped into the water The
Croucher, on the port side of the launch,
did not see the swimmer approaching. His
cne thonght mow was revenge—revenge
ngainst the girl who had spoiled his plans.

e thin dividing line between reason and
madness had snapgerl. and it was n mad-
man lusting to kill that raced down into
the cabin and leapt with serabbling fingers
for the throat of the white-faced girl.

“Curse you !” he rasped, in & queer hiF‘l‘
pitehed voice. “I might have known! I'm

¢ ioing to kill you, you vixen. If I cannot

ave you no one else shall!”

Dorothy sereamed as she felt those talon-
like hands about her throat, but they dug
relentlessly into the soft, white flesh.
Flecks of fonm appeared at the Croucher’s
writhing lips. He felt a fierce pleasure in
watching the horror and death fear in the
girl’s beautiful eyes.

“ For—all—men—kill—the
love !” he panted breathlessly.

“And the thing they hate, too !” sunrled
a voice from the doorway, and Nicholas
New, dripping,” but exultant, hurled him-
self like a tiger on tha murderer, So great
was his impetus and so suddén his appear-
ance that the Creucher was taken utterly
unawares. i

Nick’s left fist eliot out with the shatter-
ing force of a . battering-ram, and  the
Croucher’s head snicked back with a queer
little jerk. His fingers relaxed, and sud-
denly he collapsed to the floor like a pole-
axed ox.

His head moved in a strangely helpless
fashion as he crashed like a flower on &
broken stalk.

Nick gazed at him for a moment, and his
face was white. He was just in time to
catch Dorothy as she swayed towards him.
She clung to him convulsively, and buried

{hing  they

_lher face against his sodden coat.

“Oh, Nick! - My dear, my dear!” she
breathed. “I—I "knew somehow you'd
come !”

Nicholas said nothing. His lips were
otherwise engaged.
EPILOGUE.
4 0V are old, Uncle Bimbo, the young
Y man . averred,
But your brain is unncommenly
bright. -

And yet you incessantly give me the bird.

Do you think in the cires. it is right?”

Detective Inspector Nicholas New smiled
across the dinner table at his uncle,
General Sir Martin Dale, the new Scotland
Yard Commissioner, as he misquoted onc of
his favourite nonsense rhymes.

General Dale's eyes twinkled.

“He's perfectly incorrigible, Miss Somer-
ville,” he remarked. “This nonsense stuff
will be the death of him.” .

“It mearly was—once,” said Nick, grow-
ing suddenly grave. “If it hadn’t been for
Professor Li Sin here.”

Dorothy, a radiant figure” in evening
dress, smiled shyly at the bland, in-
scrutable Chinaman, who held one of his
eccentric black rice paper cigarettes in his

saffron ﬁniers.
A week had elapsed since the Croucher's
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end—a week of semsation unparaileled in
the histary of Fleet Street. A week of hur-
ri summoned Cabinet Meetings, of
almost hourly conferences at Scotland Yard,
since it was amnounced to an astounded
world that the master eriminal who had
terrorised London was the one-time head of
the Metropolitan Police.

Much to Nick's relief little fuss had been
made at the inquest on the body of the
Croucher. The coroner, by arrangement
with the Home Office, brought in a plm:?
formal verdict of “Death by misad-
venture.” Only Nick knew that the blow
he had struck that wild night on the Yellow
Queen was a blow aimed to kill and rid
the world of a monster of iniquity.

The “Daily Clarion,” of course, claimed
its due share of the credit for exposing the
scandal, and General Dale wisely allowed
them to have the fullest information about
the ciroumstances, and of his plans for the
future.

The dinner to-night at the Hotel Splen-
dide was by way of celebration of the new

23

regime at police headquarters. Public on-
fidence had been restored by the Home
Secretary’s frank Statement in the House,
and the four people who had been mainly
responsible for the round-up of the
Croncher’s gang, and the smashing of ome
of the most dangerous orgamisations that
ever menaced society, were now seated in
a private room of the hotel overlooking the
river on which the grim drama had been
played to its close.

Nick, looking very handsome in his even-
ing kit, gazed with fronk adoration at
Dorothy, while kis uncle glanced mean-
ingly at Li Sin.

“I find, inspector,” drawled the China-
man, “your methods, though unorthodox,
have had a singular element of success. I
found it absorbingly interesting to com-
pare how you and wmyseli both arrived at
the same conelusion.”

Nick recalled his eyes from Dorothy's
superb profile with a start.

“You certainly fooled me, professor. How
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the dickens was 1 to kmow that Uncle Bim
here had advised the Home Secretary to
give you a fret hand?”

The Chinaman shrugged.

“In the first place, my dear fellow, it
had been ebvious for monmths that Lhe
Croucher was no ardi crook. It was
also obvious that some leakage of infor-
mation came from ice - headqmarters.
When young Maynard's Press campaign
started, the Cabinet were naturally per-
turbed, and a successor to Sir Richard
Gilbert was looked for, ~Not, of course,
that anyone suspected him of being the
Croucher, but simply becanse they thought
a new man at the head might restore
public confidence. They sent for your
nnele, who, as you know, has had a dis-
tinguished career in the Far East as a
political officcr.  He very kindly brought
ta their notice my unworthy name, as he
was convinced that the recrudescence of the
dope traflic was of Oriental origin.”

(Continued on page 28.)
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