WeM, it was worth a ransom. And,
80 long as there was nothing d&shon-
orable attached to it, Steel was pre-
Pared to redeem his pledge. He knew
perfectly “well from bitter experience
that the poor man pays usurious
rates for fortune’'s favors. And he
was not without a strange sense of
gratitude. If— ;
Clck, click, click. Three electric
switches were snapped off almost
simultaneously outside, and the din-
ing-room was plunged inte pitchy
darkness. Steel instantly caught up
a chair. He was no coward, but he
was a novelist with a novelist’'s im-
agination. As he stood there the
#weetest, most musical laugh in the
world broke on his ear. He caught

and he was thinkicg of notus
for tho moment. In the dea
ness of the place he could he
quick ‘breathing of his con
| the rustle of her dress seeme
to him and then to be very
{Nor did the - pitchy darknc
|a jot to his now accustor
|He held a hand /close to'k
Ibut he could see ..othing.
i “Well?”” the sweet VOice /
jdarkness said, impatiently. _
| ‘‘Believe me, I will give y¢
|assistance possible. If ' yo
only turn up the light—""
““Oh, I dare not. I have gi*
word ‘of honor not. to viole
!se&l of secrecy. You may sa
| we have been absurdly cautic

the swish of silken drapery and the | this matter, but you would no

subtle scemt that suggested fragrance

. P
So if you knew everythingd

of a woman’s hair. It was vague, [ now the wretch who holds me

undefined, yet soothing.
‘‘Pray be seated, Mr. Steel,””
silvery voice said. ‘‘Believe

| Power may have guessed my sti
the /and be laughing at me. Som:
me, |Perhaps—-"’

had there been any other way,  I| The speaker stopped, with

would not have given you all this
trouble. You found the ‘parcel ad-
dressed to you? Tt is an earnest of

ood faith. Ts not that a correct

Unglish expression?’’ .

David murmured that it was. But |
what did the speaker mean? She
asked the question like a student of |
the English language, yet her accent |
and phrasing were perfect. She
laughed again noiselessly, and once
more Steel caught the subtle, en-
trancing perfume.

“T make no  further spilogy ie:
dragging you her at this time,” the
sweet voice sgifl. ‘‘We knew that |
you were in the habit of sitting up |
alone late at night, hence the tele- '
phone message. You will perhaprs |
wonder how we came to knoWw so
much of your private afairs. Rest |
assured that we learnt nothing in
Brighton.  Presently you may gath-|
€r why I am so deeply interested in
Yyou; T have heen for the past fort-
night. You sec, we were not- quite |
certain that you would come to our
assistance unless we could find some
means of coercing you. Then we go
to one of the smartest inquiry agents
in the world and say : “Tell us all
about Mr. David Steel without de-|
lay. Money is no ohject.” TIn less |
than a week we know all about Beck- |
stein. We leave matters till the!
last moment. If you only knew
how revolting it all was!”

““So your tone seems to imply, ma-
dam,’’ Steel said, dryly.

““Oh, but truly. You were in great
trouble, and we found a way to get |
You out. At a price; ah, yes. But
your trouble is nothing compared
with mine—which brings me to busi-
ness. A fortnight ago last Monday |
you posted to Mr. Vanstone, editor |
of the ‘Piccadilly Magazine,” the
synopsis of the first four or five
chapters of a proposed serial for the
journal in question. You open that
story with a young and beautiful
woman who is in deadly peril. Is

ot that so?”’

"1'Yes,”” Steel said, faintly, *Tt is
just. as you suggest. But how—"'

‘““Never mind that, because I am
not going to tell you. In common
parlance—is not that the word—that'
woman is in a frightful fix. There. is
nothing sirained about your heroine's |
situation, because I have heard of
people being in a similar plight bhe-!
fore. Mr.) Steel, I want you to tell
me truthfylly and candidly can you
see the way clear to save your hero-
ine? Oh,, I don't mean by the long
arm’ of co/ncidence or other favorite
ruses known to vour craft. I mean
by common sense, logical methods,
by brilliant ruses, by Machiavellian
means. Tell  me, do you see a
way?'’ i

The question came eagerly, almost
imploringly, from the darkness. Dav-
id could hear the quick gasps of his |
questioner, could catch the rustle of
the silken corsage as she breathed.

“Yes,”" he said, ‘I can sec a bril-|
liant way out that would satisfy the
strictest logician. But you——"’ |

“Thank Hecaven! Mr. Steel, I am!
your heroine. I am placed in exact-
ly the same position as the woman
whose story vou are coing to write.
The setting is different, the local
coloring is not the ‘same, but the
same dcadly peril menaces me. Ior
the love of Heaven hold out your
hand to save a lonely and desperate
woman whose only crime is that she
fs rich and beautiful. Providence
had placed in my hands the gist of
your heroine's story. Hence this
masquerade; hence the fact that you

are here to-night. 1 have helped |
you—help me in return.”

It was some time before Steel
spoke.

“It swall be as you wish,”’ he said.
““1 will tell you how 1 propose to
save my heroine. Her suffevings are |
fiction; yours will be real. But if
you are te be saved by the same!
mcans, Heavan help you to hear the
troubles that are in front of you.
.Before God, it would-be.more merci-
1l for nie to be silent and let'yoh go
your own way.”"

CHAPTER TII

David was silent’ for some little
time. The strangeness of the situa-
tion had shwt down on him again,

i

hing like a sob in her throat.

‘“We @re wasting precious t
she went on, more calmly. *
better tell you my history. In
story a woman commits. a c
she is guilty of a gerious breac
trust to save t-- 1@ ¢ . ma)
loves. By dc8 80 she place:

future and ¢'© happiness of
people in tr2 hands of an abam

scoundrel, 1f she can only m:
to regain the thing she has p
from the'situation is saved., I
t .

hfé:(}'ar you have stated the
¢ pp-<tly,” David murmured.

"As I said before, I am in p:
cally similar case. Only, in m:
uation, I hastened everything
risked the happiness of many
for the sake of a little child.”
““Ah!"’ David' cried. “Your
child? No ! The child of one
near and dear to you, then. i
the mere novelist point of view,
is a far more artistic idea
mine. I see that I shall have
amend my story before it is put
ed-” . o

A rippling little laugh came
the song of a bird in.the darkne

‘““Dear Mr. Steel,”” the voice ¢

“I implore you to do nothing af
kind. You are a man of fertile
agination—a plot more or less m
no differcnce to you. If you pu
that stoty you go far on the wa

ruin me."’

“I am afraid that I am in the
in more senses than one,”’ I
murmured.

““Then let me enlighten you.
your books are more widely reag
enemy 'is a great novel reader.
publish that story, and wha
sults? You not only tell ‘thg
emy my story, but you show hiy
way out of the difficulty, and
him how he can checkmate my
move. Perhaps, after I havd
caped from the net—-"* ~

“You are right,” Steel
promptly. “From a profess,
point of view the story is abay
ed. And now you want me to
you a rational and logical, a h
way out.”

“If you can do so you have
everlasting gratitude.”’

‘““Then you must tell me in
what it is you want to recover.
heroine parts with a document
the villain knows to be a fo
Money cannot buy it back b
the villain ean make as much 1
as he likes by retaining it. Hg
as he likes with the family pro
he keeps my heroine’s hushand
of England by dangling the fi
and its consequences over his
What is to be done? How i
ruflian to be bullied into a false)
of security by the one man wh
sires to throw dust in his eves

‘“Ah,”" the voice cried, ‘““ah,
could only tell me that! Iet m

|fian -only imagine that [ am|

let him have proofs of it, and
thing is done. I could reac
then; I could tear from him t}
ter that—but I need not go i
tails. But  he is cunning a
serpent. Nothing but the mof
vincing proofs would satisfy
““A certificate of death signeq
physician beyond reproach?’’
“Yes, that would do. Bu
couldn’t get a medical man liH

|to commit felony.”’

‘“No, but we could trick hi
it,”" Steel exclaimed. “In m,
s fraud is perpetrated to blin
Villaim and to derive him of h
pons, It is a case of the en

{fving tho eans. But it i
| thing, my dear lady, to commit

actually and to perpetrate it
novel. In the latter case yeu
defy the police, but unfortuj
You and I are dealing with rea
If T am to help you I must b4
party to a felony.”

““But you will ! You are not
to draw back now? Mr. Steel,
saved your home. You are a
man compared to what you wer,
hours-ago. : " If the fisk is. grea
have brains and imagination
out of danger. Show me how
it, ‘and the test shall be mine.
have never seen me, you know
ing, not even the name of the
who called you over the
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