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so sure that you will reduce your waistline at least three

inches that we want you to . ..

TRY

THE WEIL BELT FOR 10 DAYS AT OUR EXPENSE!

We GUARANTEE to REDUCE your WAIST
THREE INCHES IN TEN DAYS ¢+

... Or jt won't cost you one cent . . . even the postage will be refunded !

ES, SIR, I too, promised myself that I would exercise but
it was too much like work—and it's darn hard to diet
when you like to eat. The Weil Belt was just the answer—no

diets, no drugs. I feel like a new man and I lost 8 inches of
fat in less than 6 months!

Greatly Improves Your Appearance!

The Weil Reducing Belt will make you appear many inches
slimmer at once and in 10 short days your waistline will
actually be 3 inches smaller—three inches of fat gone—or
it won’t cost you one cent!

It supports the sagging muscles of the abdomen and quickly
gives an erect, athletic carriage.

Don’t be embarrassed any longer with that “corporation”
for in o short time only the admiring comments of your friends
will remind you that you once had a bulging waist-line.

_The Massage-Like Action Does It!

You will be completely comfortable and entirely unaware
that its gentle pressure is working constantly while you walk,
work or sit—its massage-like action gently but persistently
eliminating fat with every move you make.

Many enthusiastic wearers write that it not only reduces
fat but it also supports the abdominal walls and keeps the

digestive organs in place—that they are no longer fatigued—
and that it gently increases their endurance and vigor.

Don’t Wait! Fat Is Dangerous!

Fat is not only unbecoming, but it also endangers your
health. Insurance companies know the danger of fat accumu-
lations. The best medical authorities warn against ()bf“-.lt)r,
so don’t wait any longer.

Send for our 10 day free trial offer. We repeat—either you
take off 3 inches of fat in ten days, or it won't cost you one
penny! Even the postage you pay to return th=2

package will
be refunded.

SEND FOR 10 DAY FREE TRIAL OFFER

THE WEIL COMPANY, INC.
2010 Hill Street, New Haven, Conn.

Send me FREE, your illustrated folder describing The Weil
Belt and full details of your 10 day FREE trial offer.

Gentlemen:
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Use coupon or write your name and address on a penny post card.
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A SPECIAL COURSE FOR ONLY 25¢

Help You Make the Grade

OU can’t make a mistake. The assurance

. . . or ‘Pretty Boy’ Muscles
That Just Take ‘Nice Pictures’?

DO YOU want a body encased in a
+ protecting layer of steel-strong
muscles than can take -a good hard
sock without folding up like a cream
puff? Do you want a fist that’s backed
by a powerhouse of trouble for the
fellow that gets in its way? Or do you
just want to take pretty pictures and
then run out when the fight starts?
I'm not interested in pincushion strong
men, but, if you mean business, I can

NOTHING CAN TAKE THE
PLACE OF MY WEIGHT-
RESISTANCE METHOD !

The Jowert System
features the weight
resistance method that
has been tested and
endorsed by many of
the world’s most famous
strong men. By using
this proven, scientific
system of graduated
weights, I show you
how you can quickly
develop your muscles
and broaden your chest
to powerful he-man
proportions!

of the strongest armed man in the world
stands behind this course. I give you my
secret methods of strength development
illustrated and explained as you like them,
Mail your order now while
you can still get this course
for only 25c.

I will not limit you to
the arm. Try any one of my
test courses listed below
at 25¢. Or, try all six of
them for only $1. Prove to
yourself that you, too, ¢an
get a he-man’s physique!.

RUSH THE COUPON TODAY
FOR YOUR FREE COPY OF

MOULDING a
MIGHTY ARM

o T T

“Nerves of Steel, Muscles Like iron”

show you how to be the real thing!

NO BUNK . .. NO VAGUE PROMISES . . . | WILL
ABSOLUTELY AGREE THAT IF YOU DO NOT ADD

INCHES INCHES
TO YOUR TO YOUR
CHEST BICEPS

.o . it won’t cost you a red cent!

M You be the sole judge! I've done it for other fel-
lows...I've watched them grow from ordinary
softies into world’s champions. I've seen them do
the one-arm press with a 150 pound weight shortly
after beginning my course! That’s why I know that
YOU can do it!

10,000 STRONG MEN CAN'T BE WRONG!

M 10,000 men...many underdeveloped, some even
sickly . .. have taken my course and today are husky
brutes, proud of their prowess and admired by their
friends. It’s surprisingly simple when you train the
right way. You can see the results at once. You'll
get a whale .of a kick out of feeling those muscles
develop, of sensing the power back of your wallop.
Let me start you on the right training now!

Mail your order now and I will include a FREE COPY of

“NERVES OF STEEL, MUSCLES LIKE IRON.” It is a

priceless book to the strength fan and muscle builder. Full

of.pictures of marvelous bodied men who tell you

dec:sivel\;7 how you can build symmetry and strength the
ay! Reach out...Grasp This Special Offer.

Jowett

F RE E BOOK WITH PHOTOS
< OF FAMOUS STRONG MEN
p— JOWETT INSTITUTE
OF PHYSICAL CULTURE
Dpt. 22XC, 422 Poplar St., Scranton, Pa.
George F, Jowett: Send, by return mail,
prepaid, the courses checked below for
which I am enclosing,
[0 Moulding a Mighty Arm, 25¢
Moulding a Mighty Back, 26¢
Moulding a Mighty Grip, 25¢
{J Moulding a Mighty Chest, 250
O] Moulding Mighty Legs, 250
O Strong Man Stunts Made Easy, 25¢

[ All 6 Books for 1.00.

"‘ Nerves of Steel,
Muscles like Iron'*
SENT FREE!

Name Age

,Address




Shanghai

by
BEECH ALLEN

Another Nila story--
of intrigue and love
and tragedy-~-in China

CHAPTER I
4 Gun and a Garter

HERE was mystery enough about her,
without adding the subtle allure of per-
fume. Yet the exotic creature in the
black velvet gown stood for a long,
speculative moment before the array of erystal
containers on her dressing table. A slight frown
puckered her creamy brow as she sought a
scent as languorous—as inserutable as herself.

Beyond the open porthole, a star spangled
sky brooded over the dark waters of the China
Sea. A sultry breezé stole into the eabin. It
toyed with a dusky curl at the nape of her neck,
wafted like incense to her delicate nostrils. She
sniffed at it and her eyes half closed: her ecar-
mined lips parted in a faint smile. Then, with
the inspiration that the Fates had sent her, she
reached for a erystal flacon.

A touch of the precious fluid to dark curls, to
the pink lobes of tiny, half-hidden ears, to the
expanse of ivory breast revealed by her daring-
ly cut gown. .. .

And Nila Rand was ready for whatever the
night might hold. Ready, save for one minor
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detail. And this she immediately remedied.

From the top drawer of her dressing table
she removed a tiny, pearl handled automatic.
Then, satisfied that it was only a little less dan-
gerous than herself, she picked up the hem of
her skirt and tucked the gun beneath her jewel-
studded garter, The cold metal of the auto-
matie snuggled close to her warm flesh as if it
were glad to be there.

Perfume and pistols! The two—alone or in
combination—were strangely characteristic of
Nila Rand. And mystery.

And she was on mystery bent as she slipped
from her cabin.

With the steady throb of twin propellers the
S. S. Eastern Star—London to Shanghai—
churned its way through a cobalt sea. From
the main saloon forward came the muted notes
of the ship’s orchestra. Aft, from the bar, came
the exciting tinkle of ice against frosted glasses
and occasional bursts of distant laughter. And
as Nila made her way down the carpeted pass-
ageway, muffled, feminine giggles drifted to
her from the darkened deck outside.

Just now, however, neither saloon, bar nor
shadowy deck held any interest for her. Her
tiny gold sandals made no sound on the deep
pile of the carpet as she turned into a narrow,
transverse passage. Through half-closed am-
her eves she read the numerals on the cabin
doors as she passed, paused at last before
Stateroom 57.

She looked swiftly once up and down the pas-
sageway, found it deserted. Then, leaning for-
ward, she pressed one ear against the door.
There was silence from behind the portal but a
silence that was strangely alive.

TLLA was conscious of a crinkly feeling at
the base of her spine, that she had long
since learned to associate with danger. Her
pulge picked up a faster heat. Flecks of steely
light appeared in the depths of her tawny eyes.

She listened intently for another moment try-
ing desperately to analyze the distinet menace
that seeped out to her from hehind that closed
door. And then she had it. Her teeth showed
in a ticht smile. Swiftly she retrieved the gun
from her garter.

For some psychie sixth senge told her that
even as she paused and listened on her side of
the door—someone was listening to her from
the other side!

That did not stop Nila. Such little complica-
tions only made the business in hand more in-
triguing. From the bag that hung pendant
from her left wrist, she removed a key. Silent-
ly, with infinite patience and cunning, she in-
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serted it into the key-hole: turned it so slowly
that her muscles ached.

The bolt slid back at last—she turned the
knob. Her gun came up, steady in steady fin-
gers, ready for instant action.

With a sudden swift movement she pushed
open the door into a well of Stygian blackness.
She never hesitated. Finger tight on the trig-
ger of her automatic she stepped through the
narrow opening into the eabin beyond, closed
the door behind her with her back.

Blackness swallowed her—living, breathing,
palpable blackness. There was no sound. Yet
she knew that there was someone else in that
cabin with her .. . someone ready to . ..

And then the sgilence was shattered by the
sudden hiss of indrawn breath—the blackness
was rent asunder as a vague body materialized
before her. Tt loomed from the floor at her feet
—sprang at her with elawing and groping fin-
gers. And unerringly, instinetively those fin-
gers found her throat

Nila had expected the attack from any direec-
tion but the floor. She was canght off balance,
flung back. And as her arms shot up her gun
was momentarily useless.

The fingers dug deeper at her wind-pipe. Her
nostrils were assailed by a peculiarly pungent
odor of the FKast. Her flesh erawled and she
knew that it was a yellow man who had her by
the throat.

Her back was pressed hard against the wall.
In turn, the vellow man’s body was pressed
cloge to hers. His face was an indistinet blur
of slanted eyes and flattened nose. His breath
was hot on her cheek.

Nila knew that death, in addition to the yel-
low man, had her by the throat.

She did not want to die. The blood in her
veins was too tempestuous for that. Life held
too many joys, too many passions for her, to be
thus lightly rolmqumhed

With one simultaneous movement she
clubbed the antomatic down and her knee came
up. Her attacker grunted. The fingers on her
throat relaxed. With a supreme effort Nila
wrenched herself free, staggered along the wall.

The strap of her gown was gone—the erystal
beads of one-half of her brassiere eascaded to
the floor. She never knew. If she did know,
she did not care,

Gratefully she breathed in huge lung-fulls of
air while her eyes tried in vain to pierce the
ebon darkness that hemmed her in.

She moved fast along the wall to the far side
of the cabin. Sudden movement in front of
her. A face loomed up—then it was blotted

out by the flash of Nila’s gun. A chair went
over with a crash. Something heavy slumped
to the floor. Silence.

CHAPTER 11
Adventurers All

I \ OR the space of five seconds Nila stood

rigid and immobile pressed hard against

the wall of the eabin. She was breathing
hard. With half-shut eyes she strained her
ears and listened. Dully, insistently eame the
pulsating throb of the engines below her. She
smiled ironieally as the muted notes of the or-
chestra in the saloon drifted into the cabin.

There were no other sounds. Cautiously she
felt her way around the cabin by the walls to
the door. She felt for the light switch, found
it, elicked it on.

The darkness leaped back. For a long mo-
ment, Nila stood there by the door and sur-
veved the cabin. There was a table that was
overturned—a chair. . . . And then the breath
whistled sharply between her carmined lips.

Lying face down on the floor was a man. He
was crumpled grotesquely, the left leg doubled
up under the body, the right arm outflung. Only
the back of his neck was visible—and it was a
saffron yellow.

He did not move. More, Nila knew that he
would never move again. Curiously she looked
at the automatic that was still clenched in her
fist, then with a sudden movement, whipped up
her skirt and returned it to his hiding place.

Nila was assailed by two impulses. The first
was to flee. But it was the second that con-
quered. With the exquisite grace of a panther
she stepped swiftly across the room, dropped
to one knee by the body.

Deftly she inserted her hand into one of the
pockets of the black alpaca coat worn by the
Chinaman. And so intent was she on her ex-
ploration, that she failed entirely to note when
the door behind her opened—never knew when
the two men entered the cabin.

One was tall, darkly handsome—and at this
particular moment the granite quality of his
eves matched his chin. The other was shorter
by half a head, and despite hiz impececable
tuxedo, unquestionably an Oriental. High caste
Manehu.

The American spoke. His voice was very icy,
very polite—very menacing. ‘‘Looking for
something? Perhaps I ean help?”’

Nila stiffened imperceptably. Slowly her
hand emerged from the pocket, slowly she rose,
turned. The smile she flashed at them was a
snare and a delusion. Her body half turned,
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she looked at them over one raised shoulder.
One bent knee accentuated the sweep of her
body from breast to thigh.

She was very conscious now, of the fact that
her gown was ripped, that only one-half of her
brassiere clung lovingly to her flesh.

The men were very conscious of it, too.

‘““‘Hello, Jeff,”” purred Nila, in a cool, husky
contralto. ‘‘Fancy running into vou, here.”’

Jeff Harwood’s eyes, that had heen narrowed
dangerously, flew wide in surprise. *‘Nila!’’ he
exclaimed hoarsely and a score of emotions
lived in the word. He took a long, impulsive
step forward, then checked himself. 1f any-
thing, his jaw became more rugged, his eves
more bitter than before. ‘*Seo it’s yvou, by
(tod!"’ he grated venomously,

HE Chinaman by his side appraised the

satin loveliness of Nila’s skin, beamed
fatuously at her. Nila bheamed bhack—not so
fatuously. She knew the type. High caste
Manchu. Educated at Oxford, Harvard or
Yale. Cultured, polished—and a sucker for a
white woman.

With an effort the yellow man dragged his
almond eyes from Nila’s brazenly revealed
charms and turned to Jeff.

“It appears, Jeff, old chap, that you know
the Iadv. Why be so selfish? Don’t vou think
yvou might introduce me?’’

Save for a lilting, sing-song quality to his
voice that marked his Oriental origin, he spoke
flawless English.

““Know her!”’ snarled Harwood in answer
“I'll say 1 know her.”” Then his lips twisted
into a thin, mirthless smile. He bowed mock-
ingly, continued with heavy irony. ‘‘My dear
Prince, permit me to present to you Miss Nila
Rand. The notorious Nila—adventuress ex-
traordinary. Her body has the allure of a siren
—her heart is as cold and frigid as marble—
and her brain is as cool and calculating as the
Devil’s own.”’

““Charming,”” murmured the yellow man.
“You do know her.”

““Know her?’” echoed Harwood, warming to
his thesis. ‘‘Beware of her, Tao. She is eruel,
cunning, wanton. She is the consummation of
all the feminine vices wrapped in the body of
an angel!”’

Prince Tao Ping bowed at Nila. ‘‘The vices
of beautiful white women, more often than not
are considered virtues by my people. God,
Jeff, what a mate she would make for Sun-
Sen !’

Sun-Sen! For some inexplicable reason the
name intrigued Nila, She breathed the musical

syllables to herself, tucked it away in her mem-
ory and knew that she would never forget it.

“And who is Sun-Sen?’’ she asked.

‘‘Never mind,”” cut in Harwood sharply.
“Don’t listen to her, Tao. She’s a siren—a
witeh. She would worm the most sacred secret
from you, than use it against you. Do you see
what’s at her feet“»'”

““Of course,”” replied Tao. He shrugged in-
differently, with the typical Oriental stoie calm
in the presence of death. ‘*Wu was a good
servant but one yellow man amongst the count-
less hordes of China is but a grain of sand. We
should not question the procedure of the gods
when they present us with such a glorious thing
as Nila Rand.”’

ILA arched her eyes at the Prince, smiled

provocatively. ‘‘Thank you, Prince,’’ she
said coollv. **And since introductions are in
order, let me present yvou to Mr. Harwood. The
real Mr. Harwood. He has hardly done me jus-
tice. I’ll try to do better by him.”’

One hand on hip, she swayed across the room,
trailing a subtle perfume behind her. She
stopped before the two men, laughed up into
Harwood’s face. With insolent familiarity she
reached up and straightened his tie.

“Prince,’’ she said evenly, ‘‘meet Mr. Har-
wood—Mr. Jeff Harwood—adventurer—but
not so extra-ordinary. He’s handsome as an
Adonis but there’s not a brain in his head. He’s
quite a nice boy but if vou’re not careful, he’ll
steal your watch charm.

‘“And as far as his heart is concerned . .."”
she confronted him squarely ., . ‘‘he’s heen
mad about me for years.”

Harwood’s face twisted into a savage scowl.
Roughly he grabbed Nila by her bare shoul-
ders, shook her furiously. ‘‘So help me, that’s
right, damn you! I’m mad about you, Nila and
you know it.”” Abruptly the savagery left his
voice. It took on a \earning, pleading note.
““Nila!’’ he begged. ‘‘Let’s forget this farce.
You and I were made for each other. Give me
a break. . ..”

(Gently Nila disengaged herself, turned to the
Prince. *‘Didn’t I tell you he had no brains?”’
she asked mockingly.

With a vitriolie oath Harwood flung her from
him. ‘‘Okay, Nila, if that’s the way you want
it—I’ll give it to you.”” He rocked back on
his heels and his eves and lips were bitter with
the ashes of frustration “You seem to have
forgotten that you’re in something of a spot.”’
He indicated the body on the floor. “You re go-
mg to have a lot of questions to answer.

“*Maybe,”” answered Nila. Coolly she Turned
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from him, eonfronted Tao Ping. ‘‘Have you a
cigarette, Prince?”’ she asked archly,

Tao’s saffron face broke into a wide grin.
With deft fingers he flipped a jade cigarette
case from his vest pocket, clicked it open and
presented it to Nila with a bow,.

But before she could avail herself of the
courtesy, Harwood stepped forward, grasped
her by the shoulder. He experienced a sadistie
pleasure as his fingers dug deep into her flesh.

““No you don’t!”’ he said harshly.

Nila pursed her lips into an alluring O. ‘‘No
I don’t—what?”’ she asked innocently.

““Play any of your siren tricks on Tao.
He’s a friend of mine. I warn you, Nila. This
is something. ...”’

She shrugged. ‘‘Pouff to your warnings,
Jeff. They’re just as ineffective as vourself.”’
Ignoring the choleric glare in his eyes, she
reached around him and selected a cigarette
from the Prince’s case. Tao held a jewel-
studded lighter for her and she inhaled deeply
—puffed a cloud of blue smoke into Harwood’s
red face.

Harwood’s hands clenched into hard fists at
his side. A pulse throbbed violently in his
temple. It was a moment before he could speak.
;‘S]o vou would stoop to murder?’’ he said bit-

erly.

Nila felt at her throat a moment, then with
some feminine alchemy repaired the ravages to
her brassiere and to the shoulder strap of her
gown. ‘‘Wouldn’t you?’’ she asked demurely.

Harwood’s snort was eloquent. Impatiently
he flung away from her, erossed over to the
body. Nila and the Prince followed after him.

Harwood was on one knee. Gently he rolled
the still figure over. Wu’s eves were wide and
staring, his mouth hung open and his yellow
face was twisted into a grimace of pain.
But it was not these macabre details that held
Nila with a fascinated eve. Tt was something
else, more sinister.

For protruding from beneath the vellow
man’s fifth rib, was the ornate hilt of a knife.

““So you killed him with a knife,’’ gaid Har-
wood slowly.

*“No,”” answered Nila, equally as slowly. ¢“By
that knife, I didn’t kill him at all.”” She con-
tinued thoughtfully. ‘“You see, I used an auto-
matie. I fired it once. It must have been at
some one else—the real murderer. . ..”’

‘‘Someone else?’’ said Harwood sharply, and
Nila did not miss the quick glance that passed
Retwoon him and Tao. ‘“What do you mean by

at?”’

Nila shrugged, waved her cigarette vaguely
throngh the air. ““Just what I said.’’ Briefly

she gave them the details of her entrance into
the cabin, the struggle in the dark, her shot.
““The sound of a fall I heard must have been
made by Wu when the killer erashed into the
chair. Wu was already dead.”

“Damn!’’ said Harwood. For the second
time he and the Prince exchanged a long, sig-
nificant glance.

“What do we do?’’ asked Tao.

““We’ve got to get rid of the body,’” answered
Harwood. *‘‘Quietly! It would be fatal to have
this come to light now!”’

Nila clasped her hands behind her head and
stretched her body sensuously before the two
men. “‘Tell me, Jeff,”” she murmured, *‘why
would it be fatal?’’

ARWOOD scowled at her but his eves were
hungry as his eyes caressed the seductive
curves of her body. Tao Ping’s eyes were
feverish bright as he feasted them on the vo-
luptuous curve of Nila’s breast as it was re-
vealed beneath her torn gown.

“You keep out of this,”” said Harwood at
last. *‘‘And you would be doing me a very
great favor if you’d mind vour own business.”’
He recalled something for the first time and
his voice became suddenly suspicious. ‘‘And
by the way, how did vou get aboard this hoat?
What are you doing here?”’

Nila laughed. She pressed the tip of one
finger to her lips, then transferred it.to Har-
wood’s. ““Poor Jeff. I followed yon, of course.
That’s the answer to both your questions.”’

“‘Followed me!”’

“Why not? I ran across your trail in Hong
Kong. You were spending money like a drunken
sailor.”” She wagged her forefinger reprov-
ingly under his nose. ‘‘And on ladies of very
doubtful reputations.”’

Harwood essayed a sneer that did not quite
come off. ‘‘Jealous, eh? So that’sit?”’

“Not at all,”” mocked Nila. ‘I hate to shat-
ter your masculine ego but you’re flattering
yourself. It is simply that when Jeff Harwood
is flugsh with money, the game is worth taking
a fling at.”” She placed one hand on her hip
and with an inviting, provoecative air paraded
her charms before him. ‘‘I'm ecutting myself
in, Jeff,”’ she finished coolly. “‘That’s all.

Harwood’s dark eyes flared with hot desire.
The woman, Nila, was a seething torment in his
blood and veins. Had been for years, The per-
fume of her supple limbs was like strong wine
to him: the rhythm of her body the ultimate
expression of all beauty.

For a moment he was moved by an over-
powering desire to reach out and erush her in
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his arms; to smother her mocking lips with his
own till she eeded his dominance.

But he did neither., He knew from bitter past
experience the futility of trying. Instead, he
reached out a long hand, grasped her by the
wrist.

““There’s one way vou can cut vourself in,”’
he said fiercely. *‘Just one way!”’

‘¢ And that 1s?”?

The American
spoke. His wvoice
was wcy polite,
‘“Looking for
something?  Per-
haps 1 can help.”

“Nila, for God's sake stop this farce—this
continual fencing. You know that I've wanted
; fon : m S 99
you—more than wanted you. That I've ...

““Oh! So you’re making love to me again.’’

Harwood flung her violently from him.
¢No!’’ he said bitterly. *“‘I’'m a fool. There
can never be anything but war between us. And

as far as cutting yourself in . .."" he laughed
without humor . . . ‘*‘you're mad, my dear Nila.
Mad!”’

She pouted her lips at him provocatively.
“‘Maybe,”’ she murmured. She swung on Tao.

STAKES 9

Her eyes were dark, inscrutable, and her lips
were curved in an alluring smile that would
have tempted an angel out of heaven. ‘““What
do you say, Prince? Do you think I am mad?”’

Tiny beads of perspiration bedewed the
Prince’s high forehead. His eyes glinted
strangely and his long, vellow fingers itched to
caress the satin skin of the flaming ereature be-
fore him.

He bowed, wet his lips with the tip
of a red tongue. ‘‘I think you are very
beautiful,”” he intoned. ‘‘Very desir-
able.”’

‘‘Then you will tell me what the mys-
tery is about?’’

Tao Ping’s smile was bland, his voice
smooth and suave. ‘‘Mystery is a thing
to be whispered between two. The hour
must be right, the place. There must be
incense, lotus flowers, the lonely note of
gflute .xuis "’

Nila laughed gaily. ‘‘If that’s a prop-
osition, I acceptit. . .”’

“You’ll accept nothing,’”’ said Har-
wood coldly. Nila swung around to face
him. Their eyes met and held like the
steel of a pair of duelists engaging.

Harwood’s face was gray, burned out
1) with defeated passion. For a moment

Nila found it in her heart to pity him.
Jeff! He would always love her even
though they were always at swords’
points. And God knew, though Jeff
didn’t, that there would never be any
other man for her than him.

““And now you will oblige me by get-
| ting out,”” continued Harwood brutally.
‘ ““You will say nothing about what you

have seen in this cabin. You will forget

that you have seen anything.”” He

paused a moment and his smile was very

superior. ‘‘And maybe, some day, I'll
tell you what it’s all about.”

“How sweet of vou,”’ said Nila frigidly.

“(tet out!”’ grated Harwood, ‘‘before I for-
get 1 once loved you.”’

Nila held his eye for a long moment, then
langhed at what she saw there. Calmly she
walked to the door, opened it, turned with her
Lhand on the knob.

“Men only forget that they have loved me,
when they are dead,”” she said in her husky
voice. And the closing of the door was a period
to her words.
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CHAPTER III

The Proposition

ACK in her cabin, Nila was in the aet of
changing from her torn gown into an-

other when a disereet rap sounded on the
door. Harwood? No; she shook her head. Jeff
would not knock like that. The Prince? Nila's
tawny eyes glinted with strange lights and she
gsmiled knowingly.

She tossed aside the gown she was about to
put on and slipped into a lacy negligee instead.
Then, with an approving glance at herself in
the mirror of her dresqu table, she erossed to
the door.

She flung it wide in anticipation; but the an-
ticipation was not fullfilled. It was neither
Harwood nor the Prince who stood before her;
and her eyes narrowed speculatively as she sur-
veved the stranger.

He was tall, well groomed and his tuxedo
fitted him perfectly. His eyes were gray to
match the patches of gray at his temples. His
nose was thin and high-bridged.

He surveyed Nila coolh blazen]\ and an ap-
preciative "-Illllf’ twitched at his lips. He in-
clined his head in a nod. ‘‘Pardon me if I have
interrupted,’’” he murmured. His voice was
even, well modulated, polite. But Nila was
quick to sense the arrogant insinuation behind
the words.

She had a very definite conviction that she
wasn’t going to get along with this particular
representative of the male sex.

“Well?”’ she said coldly.

“Or if you were expecting someone—somnie-
one else,”” continued the stranger, ‘‘I’ll ecall
later.”’

“I’'m expecting no one,”” answered Nila,
““and T have no particular desire to hold your
hand.”’

The other showed his teeth in a tight smile.
““I am not here to hold your hand or have vou
hold mine. Permit me to introduce myself.”
From a small leather case he extracted a card
and with a deft flourish presented it to Nila.

She glanced at it briefly, read:

MARTIN THORNDYKE
22 Leicester St., Shanghai.

Nila tapped the card against her thumb nail.
“It’s a charming name, Mr. Thorndyke,’’ she
commented dryly. ““So what?”’

‘“Aren’t you going to ask me in?’’

Nila was on the point of telling him to trv
the steerage, when some p&_\chlc sixth sense
told her that the unexpected visit of Thorn-

dvke was in some way tied up with the mystery
of Jeff and Tao—and Sun-Sen.

Her frown changed to a radiant smile. She
stepped back from the door, flung her arm wide
in invitation. ‘‘ By all means, Mr. Thorndyke,
come in. Nothing intrigues me more than to
entertain strange men in my ecabin.”’

HORNDYKE stepped into the eabin, closed
the door behind him. ‘*My name means
nothing to you?’’ he asked softly.

““Nothing. Why should it?”’

Thorndyke smiled slyly. ‘It seems we're
both interested in antiques.”’

“In what?”’

“Very pretty,”” said Thorndvke. * Really,
Migs Rand, as an actress, vou're excellent. All
that T have heard about vou is less than half
true.”’

Nila crossed the cabin to the dressing table,
took a cigarette from a crystal case and lit 1t
“You're speakmg in riddles, Mr. Thorndyke.’

Thorndyke erossed swiftly to her. His mask
of amiability fell away from him like a cloak.
His gray eyes became steel, dangerous. ‘“Don’t
think you can make a fool of me, Miss Rand.
I’'m here to make you a proposition. A business
proposition,’” he added as an after thought as
Nila’s brows shot up.

““That’s better. 1’m always glad to listen to
—business propositions, . . Just what is vour
line—of anfiques?’’

Thorndyke shook his head impatiently, brush-
ed her bantering aside. “‘I’ll give vou ten
thousand pounds,’’ he stated flatly.

Nila pursed her lips. She performed some
rapid arithmetical computations and arrived at
the conclusion that ten thousand pounds
amount to about fifty thousand dollars.

She stiffened imperceptibly. ‘‘Ten thousand
pounds is important money,’’ she said cautious-
lv. “You’ll give it to me—for what?”’

‘“For what you took from Tao’s cabin!”’

Nila’s eyes flew wide, then narrowed. Care-
fully she erunched her cigarette in an ash tray.
““Ah,”” she murmured softly. ‘‘So that’s it.
What would you say, Mr. Thorndyke, if I told
you I took nothing from Tao’s cabin?”’

“I would say you lied.”’

“I thought so. But that’s the truth. Maybe
vou’d be so kind as to tell what you think 1
took!”’

““Bah!’’ snorted Thorndyvke contemptuously.
““You’'re a fool if you think you ean make a fool
of me.”” His fingers clamped around her wrist.
His eves were venomous as he placed his face a
scant six inches from hers. ‘‘Listen,”” he said
terselyv. ““I know you broke into Tao’s cabin. I
know vou killed Tao’s servant. I could make
it very uncomfortable for you, Miss Rand. Ex-
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ceedingly uncomfortable. T came to you like a
gentleman. I made you a fair and honorable
proposition. Ten thousand pounds for...”

“For something I haven’t got,”” answered
Nila. She wrenched her wrist free trom his
fingers. **And if I did have it, I wouldn’t sell
it to you. Now get out!’’

“You’ll regret this....”

Nila shook her head. ‘I never regret. Mr.

1?2

Thorndyke,”” she mocked softly. ‘‘I—get!

CHAPTER IV

Chang Looks On Beauty

L evening was sultry, humid. Through
the open window on the third floor of
the Metropole Hotel drifted the mys-
terious night noises of Shanghai—and the last.
From the Bund below came the clatter of many

vehieles, the shrill jabber of coolies, the distant
creak of lateen sails of an anchored junk.

Only a Chinaman could
have witnessed what he
had just seen and re-
main impassive.

Nila padded on slippered feet from her bath,
a sheer negligee of cobwebby lace heightening,
rather than concealing, the slender curves of
her body. She crossed the room, trailing an in-
sidious perfume behind her, paused before her
dressing table. As she picked up a erystal
atomizer, the negligee parted, revealing in the
mirror before her an exquisite statuette carved
in ivory.

Yet, as she sprayed herself with a perfumed
mist, her ereamy brow was furrowed in a tiny
frown. As yet she had seen nothing of Shang-
hai. All that day she had remained there in
her hotel room, pacing the floor like a caged
tigress, smoking countless cigarettes, cudgel-
ing her brains.

She moved on to the dresser, took out a black
and gold step-in and a wisp of a brassiere, let
the negligee fall in a scented heap at her feet
and donned them. As she had suspected, Har-
wood was playing a deep game. And his curt
refusal to let her share it only added fuel to the
flames of her feminine curiosity.

Sitting on the bench before her dressing
table, she drew on a sheer,
silken stocking, adjusted a
jeweled garter above a
rounded knee.

Harwood’s bitter words
were a challenge to her
brains, to her ability and,
above all, to the greatest
weapon she possessed—the
allure of her flaming bhody.
And Nila would never refuse
to meet that challenge.

FIYHEY had registered together, he and Tao
'Ping, at the Hotel Victoria a block farther
down the Bund. And there was the reason
that Nila had paced the floor in restless, im-
potent fury. Harwood was too wise to let the
young Chinese out of his sight. Given a chance
to exert her charms on either one, alone, and
Nila knew that the tantalizing secret would be
hers. No man could resist her. Not Harwood,
despite his denial, despite the many times that
she had outwitted him in the past. The old de-
sire still smouldered within him—and Nila
knew how to fan it into a consuming flame.

A second stocking slid smoothly up the
length of a shapely limb. A second twinkling
garter nestled into place. And then, for the
first time in her preoccupation, Nila was aware
of eves upon her.

She pivoted swiftly on the bench, whirled to
face the door. Just ingide it stood a man.

Only a Chinaman could have witnessed what
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he had just seen—and remain impassive as a
craven idol.

Instinetively Nila’s hand flew up to conceal
what gauzy black-and-gold revealed. Then be-
fore the calm, unblinking gaze of the watcher,
she slowly dropped them again. In her wide
amber eyes startled fear faded, gave way to in-
terested speculation.

Rising from the bench, she swaved over to-
ward her strange vigitor and coolly inspected
him.

He was huge, powerfully built, with shoul-
ders that bulfrod with magmﬁcent muscles.
Never before had Nila seen a physique of such
brute strength and unconsciously she thrilled to
it. Yet, woman-like, she faced him in her
frailty, her head held ‘ploudl}‘ high.

“Well?”’ she demanded arrogantly.
are vou—and what do you want?”’

“Who

NLY the dark eves shifted in an emotion-

less face. ‘““My name is Chang,”” he an-
swered tonelessly, in excellent English. *‘You
come with me.”’

The last was a statement, not a question.
And the brazen audacity of it brought a swift
flush of color to Nila’s cheeks.

A second look at that towering, vet perfectly
proportioned male body before her and her in-
dignation died as swiftly as it had been born.
Chang meant what he had said—no doubt about
that. With a low throaty laugh she stepped
close to him, let her tiny ﬁngers stray curiously
over knots of bulging muscle.

Then with her head cocked to one side, she
nodded.

““Very well, Chang. Wait till I dress. I'm
coming with you.”’

She re-crossed the room, busied herself for
a moment at dressing table, wardrobe, opened
trunk. Then with an arm laden with clinging
garments she retired behind a lacquered screen
to eomplete her toilette.

This commanding Chang intrigued her in
more ways than one. Some deep-rooted in-
stinet told Nila to follow him: told her that she
was at last hot on the trail of the mystery that
involved Harwood and Prince Tao, the menae-
ing Mr. Thorndyke and the unknown owner of
that intriguing name—Sun-Sen.

Aund it was from no sense of modesty that she
retired behind the screen to dress. For when
she emerged again, a vision of gold and trailing
flame color, the tiny automatic nestled in the
depths of the brocaded purse in her hand.

She asked no questions. ‘‘I’'m ready,”
said simply.

In the slitted eyes of Chang appeared the

she

first sign of any emotion. A gleam of admira-
tion showed intheir murky denths as he bowed,
opened the portal and stepped aside.

CHAPTER V

Sun-Sen—and Desire

THER eves, also admiring. followed the
flaming figure of Nila and her strange

escort as they passed through the lobby
of the hotel. On the street outside a luxurious
limousine of Kuropean make stood waiting at
the curh. Chang sing-songed a brief ovder to
the slant-eved Oriental at the wheel, then as-
sisted Nila into the darkened interior.

She sank back on the deep cushions, took a
cigarette from her purse and lit it. Then with
twin streams of blue smoke curling from her
nostrils, she looked idly out of the windows as
they mingled with the noisy traffic of the Bund.

It was not the first time that Nila Rand had
scen Shanghai. The turbaned Sikh policemen,
the bronzed foreigners in topee and whites, the
jabbering coolies that thronged the streets,
were all familiar.

Familiar—and yet foreign, strange. For
even here in the foreign concession with its
hotels, its shops, its theatres, its cosmopolitan
crowds, Nila felt the brooding, mysterious un-
dercurrent of the East. And something within
her own restless soul responded. A name came
to her memory, a name that suggested all the
glamour of the Orient in its two musiecal sylla-
bles.

Unconsciously she repeated it softly, aloud:
‘‘Sun-Sen.”’

Beside her, Chang stiffened. Then he relaxed
again, ulned his opaque eyes curiously upon
her. “‘Yes,”’ he said quietly. ‘T am taking you
to—Sun-Sen.’

A queer lttle thrill of anticipation coursed
through Nila’s veins. A half-smile played
about the cormers of her lips. Whatever the
night might hold, she was ready for it.

The limousine threaded a maze of narrow,
torturous streets. Then it turned at last into a
wide, tree-lined road that climbed swittly up-
ward. On either side, clinging to the slope that
rose above the level of the city, were the villas
of wealthy Chinese and foreign officials. Half-
way to the peak the purring limousine turned
off sharply to the left, followed a graveled
driveway to a low, rambling building a-gleam
with hghts

The big car slid to a smooth halt. Chang as-
sisted Nila to alight, then led her up a flight of
broad stone steps. Far below were the modern
buildings of the white man’s city. Out on the
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placid water the Eastern Star rode at anchor,
a blaze of twinking lights. Then Nila stepped
across the threshold of the villa—and entered
the heart of China.

The air was heavy with the scent of sandal-
wood. Fire-breathing dragons sprawled over
silken hangings on the walls. Sprays of flowers
blossomed from vases of priceless porecelain.
From a teakwood pedestal an ivory Buddha
gazed benignly down at her.

Still in silence Chang led the way through
passages where deep-piled ecarpet muffled their
footsteps. He paused at last before a carved
door, knocked three times upon it.

It was opened from within. At a gesture
from her companion, Nila drew her wrap more
tightlv about her, tossed back her dark curls
and stepped boldly across the threshold.

She took three steps forward—then stopped,
checked in mid-stride.

THE room was large, impressivelv severe in
its few but regal furnishings. Direectly op-
posite, at its far end, was a raised dais covered
in crimson velvet, It bore a magnificent throne
—the gilded Dragon Throne of Imperial China.
And seated upon that throne was the most ex-
quisite ereature Nila Rand had ever seen.

She was tiny, fragile beyond belief. Sleek
hair, black as a raven’s wing, lay coiled above
a heart-shaped face. Sloe eyes, intriguingly
slanted upward at the corners, looked out above
a delicate nose. Her mouth was a rosebud,
startlingly erimson. Silken robes, of the im-
perial yvellow, followed the curve of a high,
young hosom and a figure virginal in its prom-
ise.

A porcelain statuette of the goddess Kwan-
Yin, miraculously alive.

In the space of seconds, Nila Rand knew a
score of violent, turbulent emotions. She feast-
ed her eves on the exotic vision before her and
her mouth went suddenly hot and dry. Her
breath caught sharply between her teeth and
the tinted nails of her hands dug deep into her
palms as she struggled with a turmoil in her
soil.1 Never had she seen a creature more beau-
tiful.

Torn by a thousand conflicting, illicit desires,
Nila caught her lower lip between her teeth.
Slowly, a single drop of salty blood oozed
forth.

From behind her she heard Chang’s voice,
heard her own name. Then knew that he ad-
dressed her: ‘*Her Highness—the Princess
Tao Sun-Sen.”’

Deep down in her heart Nila knew why, with
an instinet inherited through the ages, she had
gensed magic in the name,

CHAPTER VT
The Symbol of the Dragon

TLOWLY Nila approached the gilded
throne, stopped at last before the dais.

Manchu Princess, descended from the
proud emperors of China, faced Western ad-
venturess, with a flaming, lurid past. And
they were both women. Woman-like, true to
their instinets, they appraised each other. And
neither made the mistake of under-estimating
a potential enemy.

It was Sun-Sen who spoke first. “‘So, you
are Nila Rand.”” From oblique, almond eyes
she studied this notorious, alien siren. Then
she delivered her judgment. ““You are, as [
have heard, very beautiful.””

It was no compliment, made to flatter. It
was a stated fact. Nila inclined her head in a
negligible bow. ‘Thank you,”” she answered
coolly.

With a single gesture, Sun-Sen dismissed
Chang and the guard who had opened the door.

Sudden dark longings stirred in Nila’s heart
as she watched the sylph-like movements of the
Princess as she approached her.

“If T may return the compliment,”” she said
slowly, ‘‘vou too, would go far in Cairo, Paris,
New York.”’

“I will go far in China,”” replied Sun-Sen
enigmatically. ‘‘That is much better.”’

“Ah,”” murmured Nila. ‘‘And what would
the Princess Sun-Sen have with me?”’

“T have heard wondrous tales about you.”’

Nila shrugged. ‘‘Probably untrue.”

Sun-Sen shook her head. *‘I have seen you.
You are beautiful beyond measure. 1 believe
them,’’ she said simply. ‘‘And because you are
beautiful, I can use you."

““Use me?”’

““Yes--use vou well,”” said Sun-Sen with a
slow smile. ‘‘Pay you well. There is a little
matter that you are admirably suited to take
care of. If vou succeed . .."” she broke off
abruptly. ‘‘Are you interested?”’

Nila lit a cigarette, extinguished the match
with a flick of her wrist. ‘‘Nothing ever in-
trigued me more.’’

““Then listen well to my words. There is
trouble brewing in China—serious trouble. My
people suffer from famine, from disease, from
dire poverty. China is torn by bandits and half
a dozen warring armies.

“The present government is weak and the
people grow restless. There is rebellion in the
air. China—my China—demands an able
ruler.”” The porcelain statue was now glow-
ingly alive. Nila saw the sloe eyes gleam with
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an inner flame. ‘“The people need another Fm-
peror—or an Empress. Do you understand?”’

““I begin to get the idea,”” murmured Nila.
“Do you mean yourself, or Prince Tao Ping?”’

Sun-Sen leaped to her feet. Her hands
clenched into tiny fists at her sides. Her eyes
blazed. ‘‘Prince Tao—my cousin, but a fool!
He would ruin China with his aceursed foreign-
ers—with the white men that he trusts and the
white women that he loves. Bah!”’

Nila’s lips curled. ‘‘So I'm an accursed for-
eigner, eh? But we’ll let that pass. I under-
stand vou could use my—ah—peculiar talents.”’

HE Princess subsided once more into her

throne. She surveyed her visitor calculat-
ingly. ““‘Yes. Listen well, Nila Rand . .. There
is a dragon, a miniature carved of purest jade.
Thousands of vears ago it was given to my an-
cestors by the Heaven-born Confucius. To the
people of today it is legendary, yet it really ex-
ists, It has been handed down in my family,
secretly, through countless generations.

“Intrinsically it is worth a fortune. But its
meaning to the Chinese people is incalculable.
They would gladly lay down their lives for the
person who can produce it, who possesses it.”’

Nila nodded, her eyes narrowed thoughtfully.
““In plain English, then,”’ she said slowly, ‘‘the
owner of this jade dragon can turn the govern-
ment upside down, just like that.’” She snapped
her fingers. ‘‘And this dragon is now in the
hanas of- oot

“There is the trouble,”” answered Sun-Sen.
““Just before my father died, he called me and
the Prince Tao to his bedside. The symbol is
made in two parts, cunningly matched. He en-
trusted one part to each of us, thinking that in
a crisis we would then have to work together
to save our country.”’

Nila needed no more. ‘‘I get it. Then Tao
went abroad, learned to like white men—and
white women—and so made himself unfit, in
your opinion, to share a throne. And vou want
me to get his half of the dragon for vou.
Right?”’

For a long moment the eves of the two met,
held. They understood each other.

“Thirty thousand American dollars are wait-
ing in the Bank of Shanghai—if you succeed,”’
said the Princess.

““And if T fail?’’ asked Nila.

Shrewdly Sun-Sen appraised the exotie, flam-
ing vision before her. “‘You will not fail. But
remember this, Nila Rand. No man or woman
betrayed my ancestors when they ruled. Be-

cause the death of the traitor—is a thousand
deaths.”’

ILA knew the interview was over. She
drew her wrap of gleaming gold tissue
more closely about her hody.

Embodied in that fragile, delicate creature
before her was all the savage hate of the white
race, the arrogant pride, the sadistic eruelty of
long-dead Manchu princes. Woe to the traitor,
for that tiny Princess would surely mete out
the terrible, traditional punishment.

A tremor that was half fear, half erotic de-
light, tingled through every nerve of Nila’'s
body. She lowered her lashes to hide the emer-
ald flecks that pulsed to life in her eyes. Sun-
Sen. Fascinating mixture of keen brain, pride
and soulless eruelty—in that virginal, flower-
like body.

It was not the threat of a thousand deaths,
but the promise of a thousand illicit delights
that made Nila murmur softly: ““I’ll get it.”’
It was a promise she dared not put into words,
even to herself. Yet if Jeff Harwood had seen
her then he would have understood—and cursed

her.

CHAPTER VII
The General Speaks of Love—and Death

HE limousine and its driver were wait-
ing to take her back to her hotel. Chang
would have accompanied her, but Nila
curtly dismissed him. Just now she had plenty
to think about. And the presence of a hulking
Chinese, a magnificent specimen of masculine

strength, would have been incongruous and dis-
turbing to her thoughts.

Alone on the cushions as the sleek nose of the
machine headed down the graveled driveway,
Nila found a cigarette, lit up. Everything was
clear new. Spurned and scorned by Sun-Sen,
Prince Tao planned a revolt himself. Nila un-
derstood where Harwood fitted into the picture.
Tao had commissioned him to get the Princess’
half of the jade dragon, even as Sun-Sen had
propositioned her to get the other.

Her lips curled in a smile of seeret amuse-
ment. How inevitably she and Harwood had
fallen into opposition camps, as befitted ene-
mies of long standing. And if comparison be-
tween the gay, pleasure-seeking Prince and the
fanatical Sun-Sen meant anything, Harwood’s
task would be by far the most difficult one.

The limousine spraved the last of the gravel
from its rear wheels, elimbed up onto the road
and purred down its winding curves toward the
twinkling lights of the city. Nila was in the
game at last and she determined to play it up
to the hilt. And with that decision, she remem-
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bered something. A tiny frown puckered her
creamy brow.

She had forgotten the polite and menacing
I\}ir. Thorndyke. Just where did he fit into
he . .

The car entered a stretch of deserted, tree-
shadowed road. And then Nila’s abstractions
were rudely shattered.

‘ ‘ T1ITH a harsh screech of brakes, the limou-

sine slithered to a sudden halt. She was
thrown violently forward on the cushions. And
before she could regain either her wits or her
balance, half a dozen dark figures materialized
about the car.

She saw the gleam of steel, saw her chauf-
feur’s face become a pale blob of deadly fear.
Frantically she wrenched at her purse, tugged
it open. But before she could reach the tiny
automatic in its depths the rear door was jerked
open and powerful arms seized her, dragged
her from the car.

It had all happened so swiftly that she had
no chanece to resist. Her assailants, she saw at
a glance, were Chinese and though they wore
the customary civilian clothes, they worked to-
gether with practiced precision. Nila was
hauled across the road to where another car,
almost hidden under the shadows
of a huge tree, awaited them.

No word was spoken as her
captors bundled her inside, got
the ear under way and headed
down toward the city. To attempt
to escape was out of the question.
And to ask any questions, Nila
sensed, would be equally futile.

“I used to think Prince Tao a

fool,”” the General said thick-

ly. **Now I understand his
passton for white women.””

She had a huneh that it
wouldn’t be long before
she learned the reason
for this mysterious at-
tack.

ER hunch was ful-
filled a half hour
later, when two of her
captors ushered her
into a small, severely
furnished room. Seated
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behind a plain desk was a tall Chinese, dressed
in full military uniform.

The two men released their hold on her arms
and coolly she marched up to the desk, con-
fronted him across it.

““Would you mind,’’ she demanded arrogant-
]\, indicating the t\\(} stolid figures behind her,

““‘explaining these—ah—just what is the
Chinese equivalent for gorillas?”’

The man behind the desk permitted himself
a faint smile. ‘‘They’ve been ecallec many
things, Miss Rand,’”’ he answered. *‘But the
Tuomln} ang are not exactly—gorillas.”’

The Tuominyang! Nila’s eyes narrowed sud-
denly, The dreaded Secret Police of China!
Somewhere deep within her sounded a warn-
ing of danger. She studied the man before her
more closely.

His skin was dark, darker than that of the
average Chinese. He had the high, prominent
cheek-bones of the Mongol. His mouth was a
thin, eruel gash; his eyes restlessly alive. A
face to command respect. A face to inspire
fear. A face disturbingly familia: to Nila—yet
she knew that she had never seen him before.

The slight smile that had curled his lips
faded. "He addressed her curtly. ‘“You have
t!)”

Nila’s Dbrain raced.
countered coolly.

““The jade dragon of the Princess Sun-Sen.”’

The words came as a shock, yel even as she
stiffened Nila knew that she had expected to
hear just that. Frantically she searched the
face before her for some hint, some clue, to her
next play.

““You seem to know plenty,’’ she said quietly.
““But it so happens, T haven’t got it.”’

“There is very little that goes on in China
that I don’t know. It’s my business to know—
everything.’’

Nilda did not miss the significance of his
words. And suddenly the disturbing famili-
arity of his features erystallized, brought a
swilt rush of memory. She had seen his piec-
tured likeness many times. And now she knew
that she stood before General Fang Ti, the
President of China.

“I know all about the dragon of Confucius,”’
he continued coldly. ‘“And I know all about
Nila Rand. The Tuominyang has a complete
dossier on vour past, Madame.”” He turned
ahruptl\ on the silent men who had brought
her. “*Strip her!”’

‘‘Have what?’’ she

OR the second time that evening, Nila’s
arms were seized. There was a sharp sound
of tearing silk and her outer garments dropped

to a pool of gold and flame about her feet. An-
other wrench and a fragile wisp of black and
gold fluttered down upon them. And before
the brooding eyes of General Fang, revealed
in all her stark loveliness, stood a ereature of
warm flesh, rounded limbs and mysterious al-
lure that would have tempted an archangel out
of heaven.

1t was rage that suffused her cheeks with a
delicate rose color—not shame. She flung back
her head and the movement lifted a bosom of
exquisitely-molded ivory. Her hands clenched
at her sides and in all her pristine beauty she
faced him, proud, defiant.

The room was silent as three men paid trib-
ute to a vision more lovely than an opium-
eater’s dream. Then one of the Tuominvang
tossed Nila’s purse onto the desk of General
Fang.

Methodically he emptied it. Jeweled com-
pact, lacy handkerchief, cigarette case and glit-
tering lipstick spilled out across the desk top.
Then his fingers brought out the tiny gun. The
ghost of a smile flitted across his face as he
tossed it carelessly to one side.

There was no ,]ade dragon. And Nila’s per-
son, just then, econcealed nothing. General
Fang rose slowly to his feet. At a gesture from
him, the two members of the Secret Police left
the room.

He came around to Nila, stood before her.
For long moments his eves feasted on her slen-
der loveliness. And in turn, Nila felt the
strange, almost hypnotic personality of the
man. Before his sombre gaze, her rage slowly
subsided.

He took her hand, raised it to his lips. “‘It
was like profaning a goddess,”” he murmured
softly. I apologize, Miss Rand.”’

Nila knew her power. With a tiny fingertip
she traced the outline of a jagged sear down a
saffron cheek, followed the straight line of a
cruel mouth. ““The President of China,”’ she
said huskily. ‘‘Yet beneath the uniform of a
general—just a man.”’

His flesh quivered under her cool touch. His
hand closed about her wrist, held it with the
grip of a vise. His sleek black head bent for-
ward until his hot breath fanned her cheek.

“‘T used to think Prince Tao a fool,”’ he said
thickly. ‘‘Now I understand his passion for
white women.”’

Suddenly arms of steel went about her arch-
ing body and her bare flesh was crushed
against the roughness of his uniform. Her tiny
hands erept around under his armpits, felt the
ripple of musecles on his broad hack. His voice
whispered hoarsely in her ear, conjured up
visions of a thousand erotic delights that she
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had never known. Pleasurable thrills of an-
ticipation quivered her body.

And then a soft but imperative
sounded on the door.

rapping

ENERAL FANG stifled a rasping oath, re-
leased her reluctantly. and went to an-
swer it.

Nila knew that her moment had come—and
gone. Swiftly she stooped, gathered up her
torn garments as one of the Tuominyang, a
folded message in his hand, entered the room.
And while General Fang read, his face twisting
into a black scowl, she draped her tattered
finery as best she could about her.

The man disappeared. The general crumpled
the message into a knotted fist, then became
once more aware of her presence. He retrieved
her purse, picked up the gun and presented
it to her with a bow.

‘““The man 1s reminded that he is the Presi-
dent,’” he told her. ‘‘And the beautiful woman
becomes a potential enemy. You are playing
with fire,» Nila Rand. You are playing with

“I could teach
you the love of
the Seven Danc-
ing Virgins, love
of the sickle
moon and the
willow wand,”’
he said.

millions of lives, with the fate of a vast coun-
try.”” His eyes glowed with aroused desire,
but his lips were hard and cruel. ‘‘Bring me
the jade dragon and yvou shall be richer by
twenty thousand American dollars—and the
secrets of the ancient sages who knew the art
of true delight. Put the dragon in the hands
of my enemies—and you shall learn that I can
hate as fiercely as I can love.”’

CHAPTER VIII
The Ruse

HE following evening, in her room in

the Metropole, Nila again went through

the elaborate ritual of her toilette. As
she powdered and perfumed her body, she re-
viewed again the startling events of the night
before.

She did not know which intrigued her the
more, the alluring promise of exotic love on the
threat of terrible and violent death. The last
was as necessary to her as the first. Nila Rand
had played too long for high stakes and it
needed the element of danger to make the game
a thrilling one.

The magnificent Chang, the mysterious
Thorndyke, the exquisite Sun-Sen, the com-
manding General Fang. To which did she owe
allegiance? Nila stood nude in all her glory
before a long mirror, sprayed herself with a
perfumed mist from the ivory column of her
throat downward. A low, husky laugh welled
from her lips. There was only one answer to
that question. She owed allegiance to—herself.

A gown of gleaming black satin lay across
the foot of her bed. Beside it, in a scented
heap, lay a step-in of cobwebby black lace. She
frowned at the garments for a moment in
thoughtful speculation. Then with a sudden
decision she tossed the flimsy step-in aside.
Negligible as it was, that gown would reveal it.

She drew the sleek satin over her head, let it
slide caressingly down over her bare flesh. The
gleaming material moulded closely to her body,
accentuating rather than concealing each de-
lightful curve.

She donned a pair of sandals, spike heels and
tiny straps that revealed carmine-tipped toes.
Then humming softly to herself, she
crossed the room, picked up the tele-
phone and called a number, Har-
wood’s number.

There was a moment’s impatient
waiting while the connection went
through, then Jeff’s voice drifted over
the wire to her.

She made her own low, urgent, in
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answer, knowing full well that a simple, dra-
matic appeal from her would not be denied.
“Jeff, this 1s Nila. I’ve got to see vou at once,
It’s urgent—important.”

““What’s happened?
asked sharply.

Nila smiled to herself and examined the tips
of her fingers. However, her voice was still
guarded. TOAL the office of the American Con-
~7t R

“Wait,” he answered. “‘I’ll be right over.”

The phone clicked in her ear and slowly she
replaced the receiver. ‘‘Dear old Jeff,”’ she
murmured. ‘‘So faithtul—and yet so stupid
when dealing with a woman.”’

Where are you?'’ he

CHAPTER IX
Which Tells of the Seven Dancing Virgins

HUNDRED masculine eyes swung to
follow Nila’s svelte figure as she made

her way through the erowded lobby of
the Hotel Victoria, and entered the elevator. If
she noted them, she gave no sign, for her mind
was preoccupled with other things.

Chiefly, with Harwood’s wrath when he
awoke to the realization that he had been trick-
ed. Despite the many taunts she had flung at
him, she did not make the mistake of under-
estimating him. According to her calculations,
she had but a scant half hour to work, before
Harwood would hot-foot it back to his hotel,
scenting trouble.

And there would be blood in his eve!

Nila smiled at that. She liked Jeff best when
he was that way—masculine, dominant, a little
savage and brutal. ... In that humor he awoke
some atavistic instinet in her . . . the age-old
feminine desire to be mastered, physically,
spiritually, mentally by the possessive male.

A tiny sigh escaped her carmined lips. 1f
only Jeff were a little more dominant—if only
he would take her! She would have an end
then to those vague, mad longings that were a
torment to her secret soul. An end to such im-
possible dreams as the lovely Sun-Sen.

Ruthlessly she put such thoughts from her
mind as she stopped before the door of suite
616. She had a half-hour in which to work—to
work out on the susceptible Prince Tao Ping.
And if her charms failed . .

She laughed at that and beat a merry tattoo
on the panel of the door with her gloved hand.

A chair seraped, footsteps sounded behind
the portal. 1t was Tao himself who opened
the door to her. A cigarette drooped from his
lips and in bhis hand was a tall, frosted drink.

His almond eyes glinted with excitement as he
took in the vision of Nila on the threshold.

H, MISS RAND,”’ he sing-songed. ‘“You
are just in time for a drink. The gods are
indeed kind to Tao Ping!"’

Nila smiled demurely. ‘Good evening,
Prinee,”’ she said and her voice was as innocent
as an angel’s. “‘Is Mr. Harwood in?”’

““No,”” said Tao. His round face beamed at
her. “‘But he left word that vou were to wait
for him. Won’t you come in?"’

Wild horses could not have kept Nila out.
But with eunning artistry she hesitated a mo-
ment. She was very sure of herself. And since
the good prince was not above lying (in the
mattel of Harwood’s message) w hen he had his
eves on a white woman, she was very sure of
him also.

She stepped into the room and Tao closed
the door behind her. He helped her with her
wrap and for a moment his yvellow fingers ca-
ressed the satin skin of her back.

Nila thrilled at the contact. She had heard
many tall tales about the amorous technique of
the vellow man and she was just feminine
enough, perverse enough to be piqued by an in-
satiable curiosity. But that came later.

Tao busied himself with ice cubes, whiskey
and a cocktail shaker. *‘This is vour first visit
to Shanghai—to China?”’

““Yes,”” lied Nila.

Tao presented her with the glass. ““Ah, then
I envy you. You have much in store for you
Shange sights, strange tastes, strange smells.’
The tips of his saffron fingers trailed down one
of her cheeks in a caress, touchmo' lightly at the
white column of her throat. There was magic
in them, some subtle alchemy as they trailed
lower with knowing cunning.

Nila’s blood leaped like liquid fire in her
veins at the touch. Her high pointed breasts
arched with a long, indrawn breath and she
veiled her eves before the burning intensity of
the Prince’s

“Strange love making. here in the East,”
continued Tao in a low voice. There was some-
thing hypnotic about his words, something ter-
ribly compelling in him as he slid one arm
around Nila, leaned close to her. ““Out of the
East comes all wisdom,”’ he murmured. *‘‘All
art. And the greatest of all are the seven arts
of love.”’

Nila felt herself slipping; her senses
swooned. She knew that Tao was weaving
some occult, sensuous spell over her—and she
did not care. She gave herself to the embrace
as he insinuated his taut body close to her.

But his lips did not seek hers. Instead, he
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pressed them close to her ear and the whisper-
ing breath of him as he spoke did something
mad and altogether abandoned to her soul.

“T could teach you, Nila Rand. Your body
was fashioned for love—a love you have never
known. Love of the Seven Dancing Virgins—
Love of the sickle moon and the willow wand—
love of the lantern that burns without oil.”’

He sensed her yielding. His voice became
hypnotie. ““You are no longer Nila Rand. You
are Cho San the Moth and T am the. . .”’

With her last conscious effort, Nila shook
him off. ‘‘No!’’ she said hoarsely. ‘‘Not yet.
Later—maybe.”’

She stepped from the reach of his arms and
the exotic spell that had held her enthralled
was shattered.

“Later?’? echoed Tao.

NILA took a long swallow from her drink.
she needed it. The realization that for the
first time she had been completely under the
spell of a man, was startling. It was a moment
before she regained her poise. Then she looked
up at the prince and laughed.

““Maybe,”” she corrected him.

Tao bowed deeply from the waist. ‘‘Even
Prince Tao Ping is willing to wait for Nila
Rand,”’ he said graciously.

“Thanks,’” said Nila. ““I’ll confess the pic-
ture you painted for me is intriguing. . ..”’

Tao t’,ook a long step toward her. ‘“‘Then
1

“But first, there is something else that in-
trigues me.”’

“Name it.”’

“The mystery that lives between you and
Jeft.”’

Tao shrugged his dapper shoulders impa-
tiently. ‘A mere nothing—a trifle—a silly
Chinese symbol.”’

“A what?”’ |

“The Jade Dragon—the Dragon of Con-
fucius. But such things are not for beautiful
women. A bit of carved stone, that’s all.”’

Nila’s smile held a promise that even the
Seven Dancing Virgins could not fulfill. ‘“And
because vou make light of it, I’'m dying to see
it.”” Her acting was superb. She sighed
languorously. ‘‘Mystery—and the East.”’

Tao was deceived by her artistry. He thought
that it was to his advantage—a step to the full-
fillment of the erotie rituals he had hinted at—
to humor her. From the inside pocket of his
coat he removed a small ivory box, delicately
carved.

Nila’s eyes smouldered with suppressed fires
as she examined it.

With the tip of one long yellow finger, Tao
traced out an intricate pattern on the carving
of the box. There was a tiny click, a hidden
mechanism operated and the lid of the ivory
case flew open.

Nila stared. The blazing light overhead shone
down on the writhing coils of a dragon—half a
dragon, so cunningly wrought that it seemed
alive. Seemed to be spitting fire from its forked
tongue as it lay in its ivory case.

Nila’s hand reached out. At her finger tips
was a—a symbol to China, perhaps, but to her a
fortune. And in that moment she knew, that
even if the price to possess it was to yield to
Tao Ping—she would not stop at that.

‘“China and her mysterious symbols,”” she
murmured. ‘‘And what are the symbols of love,
Prince?”’

1)

CHAPTER X
The Symbol is a Gun

UT it was not Prince Tao Ping who an-
swered. A voice from the doorway,
harsh, guttural, menacing.

“‘Tn this instance, my fine American friend,
the symbol is a gun.”

Nila whirled. The Prince made a pass for
his hip but his hand froze there. For, standing
at the far side of the room, his back to the
door, was a short, squat Chinaman. His cheek
bones were high, his eyes distinetly mongoloid
and a livid scar that ran from one eye to his
chin gave his face a peculiar sinister cast.

Nila recognized him as one of Fang Ti’s
men—one of the dreaded secret police of
China. But more than all these details, the
thing that interested her was the bulging auto-
matie that sprouted in the yellow man’s fist.

Tao, too, seemed to be fascinated by that
gun that gaped hungrily at his heart. His
knuekles stood out in sharp relief as he gripped
the ivory case that held the Jade Dragon.

The lips of the yellow man at the door
twisted into a bitter sneer. ‘‘If Prince Tao
Ping was less interested in the Dance of the
Seven Virgins and more in the welfare of
China, it would be better for him and for his
country.”’

Tao’s eyes became black and impassive. He
smiled with his lips but there was no humor in
it. “So the son of a yellow dog presumes to
moralize to a Prince of the Manchus?’’ he ask-
ed in a silky voice.

“Your house has fallen. It is long since in
decay,”’ answered the other. Cautiously, the
gun leveled before him, he crossed the room.
Abruptly, he sank the muzzle of his automatic
deep into Tao’s navel. ‘‘I do not presume,
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Prince,”” he continued harshly. ‘T command.”
He held out his left hand. ‘‘The Dragon!’’ he
said imperiously. ‘‘The Jade Dragon you have
betrayed.”’

Nila’s heart was filled with momentary  bit-
terness. The priceless treasure that she had con-
sidered hers but a moment before was being
ruthlessly snatched from her fingers. But she
was not one to give up thus easily.

OU ask for that which the Prince has no

right to give,”” she said coolly. With the
greatest of calm she reached out a hand and
plucked the Jade Dragon from its ivory box.
Casually, as if it were a mere powder-puff, she
dropped it into her bag. ‘‘You see,’’ she added
with deceptive sweetness, ‘‘the Prince has
already given it to me.”’

'The sheer brazenness of her act rendered the
officer momentarily speechless and powerless
to act. It was the last facility that returned to
him first. Swiftly he jerked the gun from Tao’s
navel, took a long step toward Nila. The scar
that traversed one side of his cheek pulsed
dully. His slitted eyes were twin agate balls
of hate.

His finger tightened on the trigger. ‘‘The
white woman asks for death!’’ he said omi-
nously.

Nila knew that his words were no idle threat.
One false move and she would seal her own
death warrant. Her heart kicked out a faster
beat and her mouth was suddenly hot and dry.
However, she continued her magnificent bluff.

“‘But you do not understand,’’ she began.

“‘I understand that you have the Jade
Dragon. T understand that you are an enemy
to China. And as such it would be an offering
to my distinguished ancestors to kill you. I
give you two seconds to hand over the Dragon.’’

‘“‘Such unreasonableness,’”” murmured Nila.
With a shrug she turned to Tao. His yellow
face had turned a sickly green; his eyes were
hot and feverish. In that instant he was far
more concerned about the imminent death that
threatened the divinely formed white woman,
than with the loss of his symbeol of power.

He spoke with an effort. ‘‘Give it to him.”’

That was the answer Nila had expected and
that was the answer she wanted. It lent a
tragic reality to the little drama she was about
to énact. She was going to ‘‘give it to him’’ but
not exactly as Tao had intended or the Tuomin-
vang expected.

She shrugged helplessly. Slowly, reluctantly
she snapped open her bag, plunged her hand in
it.. But instead of feeling for the Jade Dra-
gon, her fingers wrapped themselves around
the butt of her pearl-handled automatic.

SHE fired without taking the gun from the
bag. Sudden pain twisted the face of the
vellow man and a thin stream of blood ran
crazily down his wrist from beneath the cuff of
his coat.

From narrowed eyes Nila watched him in-
tently. Her finger was still constricted on the
trigger of her concealed automatic. Beads of
sweat popped out on the Tuominyang’s face;
his lips twisted. With a mighty effort he tried
to bring up his gun but couldn’t quite make it.
Slowly it trickled from the fingers of his shat-
tered arm, clattered mechanically to the floor.

Nila’s hand came out of her bag. The tiny
automatic bulged efficiently from her fist.

““‘Splendid!’’ said Tao in sincere admiration,
stepping toward her,

Nila shook her head brusquely, stepping back
before his advance. She swung her automatic
in a slow arc, covering the two men. ‘‘Splendid
for me—yes, Tao. But not for you. Except
that you haven’t got a bullet in vour arm,
vou’re in the same spot as the boy friend.”’
She laughed lightly. ‘‘I've got what I came
after—and now with your kind permission, I
shall retire.”’

Tao’s face was a study in conflicting pas-
sions. ‘‘So you’ve tricked me?”’

““Of course,”” answered Nila. ‘““Men are
made to be tricked by women—especially
princes. But some day, maybe, I'll let you
tell me more about the Love of the Seven
Dancing Virgins. 1'm interested.”’

““You're interested in seven virgins—I’'m in-
terested in one!’’

HE voice came from hehind Nila—from the

door. It was harsh, bitter. The slam of
the closing door was an explosive punctuation
to the words.

Nila stiffened. Her fingers tightened on the
trigger of her gun and her tawny eyes nar-
rowed. She did not move for a moment.
Savagely she wracked her brain for some way
of escape from the trap she was in. The Prince
and the Tuominyang were before her; behind
her was. . ..

Her lips curled. Many times before she had
been in the same situation. And from long past
experience she knew that in this particular case
her gun would be of little value to her. She
would have to rely on an older, more ancient
and honorable weapon—her sex and the allure
of her body.

She began to pivot slowly

““Drop the gun, Nila!”’

Never before, thought Nila, had she heard
that familiar voice so compelling, so masterful,
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so unrelenting. An insipient doubt assailed
her as her automatie slipped from her fingers.

She completed her turn, flashed her most se-
ductive smile at Harwood who stood at the far
side of the room, his back to the door.

“Why not, Jeff?”’ she murmured huskily.

Harwood’s eyes were somber. He answered
her smile with a snarl, hefted the heavy auto-
matic in his fist. “‘This gun is the ‘why not’,”’
he said pointedly.

Nila's brows shot up. ‘‘You would use it on
me?”’

““Without a moment’s hesitation.””

Nila beamed on him. ‘‘I love you in this—ah
—this cave man role.”’ ,

“Shut up!”’ snapped Harwood. ‘‘So you
tricked me like vou tricked Tao, eh?”’

“You eavesdropped?”’

“‘Noj I simply listened.”

“Then you must realize, dear Jeff, that I've
saved the Dragon tor the Prinece.”’

‘‘lixactly that, Nila,”” replied Harwood bit-
terly. ‘‘Now before I forget that I’'m a gentle-
man, return the Dragon—and get out.”’

Nila pursed her lips. She was beginning to
realize that in his present mood Harwood
would be more difficult to handle than she had
anticipated.

“Just like that, eh?’’ she challenged.

“Yes; just like that?’’

““And what if T don’t?”’

Harwood’s face was distorted hy a black
scowl. With long strides he erossed the room
to her, pressed the muzzle of his gun against
her bare flesh and leaned on it. All the bitter
defeats he had suffered at her hands welled up
in him; all the baffled frustrations of his de-
sires burned bitterly in his mind.

“I’m not playing with you, Nila,”” he rasped.

He meant what he said but Nila did not flinch
away from the gun. From beneath veiled
lashes she studied the granite lines of his face.
And though she realized that she was experi-
encing one of the few defeats of her career—
she was almost glad for it.

Harwood had always stirred something deep
within her, though she had never let him guess
it. And now, as she felt the cold nozzle of the
gun eat into her flesh—the gun held in Har-
wood’s hand—she was swept by a sudden wave
of desire for him. She wanted to be mastered,
dominated by him—completely.

She threw back her head. Her lips curved
invitingly. The rounded column of her throat
merged with the swelling rise of her breast.

“(Can’t we get together on this?’’ she asked
in a husky voice.

Harwood swore explosively. ‘‘No, damn it!

T tell vou, Nila, we're through, you and 1. I’ve
erawled to yvou for the last time. You’ve made
a fool of me long enough. We’re through, do
you understand?

““A  hundred times you’ve laughed at me
when vou’ve had the upper hand. Now that I
have it you come to me with veiled promises.”’

His lips worked and beads of perspiration
bedewed his brow. ‘‘Your promises are lies.
They are a snare and a delusion. But you’ve
tricked me for the last time!”’

Roughly he snatched the bag from her hand,
stepped back from her and swiftly removed the
Jade Dragon from it. Disdainfully he tossed
the looted purse back to her.

“Now get out!”’

Nila’s heart was filled with an alien emo-
tion.. Harwood in those last few moments had
stirred her more than any man had ever done
before.

““You know, Jeff,”’ she said softly, “‘I could
go for you—sometimes."’

His sneer was eloquent. ‘‘Another of your
artful lies. You couldn’t go for me or for any
other man for the simple reason that you’re
queer for....”

Twin spots of color flamed to Nila’s cheeks.
Her sentimental vearnings of a moment before
were turned to swift anger. Her hand flashed
out and before Harwood could finish his accu-
sation she left the imprint of her five fingers
across his face.

““We’ll meet again, Mr. Harwood,’’ she said
acidly.

“Nila—I . ..”

“‘Miss Rand, to you,”” she answered coldly
and with the righteous air of outraged virtue,
ghe swept across the room and out the door.

CHAPTER XIT
Forbidden Rapture

TLA was still burning from the defeat

and insult she had suffered at Har-

wood’s hands, when for the second time
she arrived at the secluded villa on the hillside.
Tt was close on to midnight and instead of be-
ing shown into the regal throne room, she was
ushered into the holy-of-holies—the boudoir of
Sun-Sen. :

It was a place of subdued, rosy lights; of
costly rugs and silken hangings: of gleaming
cushions and scented flowers. It was barbaric
in its splendor—and it awoke strange lights in
Nila’s tawny eves.

Strange lights that were heightened a thou-
gand fold by the exotic presence of Sun-Sen.

(ad in some sheer, vellow stuff, she reclined
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aupon a divan, heaped with multi-colored pil-
lows. Her hair, usually coiled sleekly about her
head, hung loosely down over her shoulders
and an ancient crone brushed the gleaming
blue-black strands. And while a vast republic
tottered and a hundred warring factions brewed
revolt, Sun-Sen held a jeweled mirror in her
hand and admired the greatest glory that she
possessed,

At Nila’s entrance
she looked up and the
mirror slipped un-
heeded to the rug at
her feet.

““You — you got
1t?"" she asked eag-
erlv,

Nila shook her
head. “I had it in
myv hand,”” she an-
swered bitterly.

Sun-Sen  frowned,
caught her searlet

to Lnow

love.”

“The General seems
man iy i :
things,”” said Nila. them—a tense, electric, pregnant si-
““He knows about the
jade dragon and he

knows a lot about

lower lip between her teeth. ‘‘Tao is a fool.
Surely you did not let him suspeet. . . . 7’

Nila laughed shortly but there was no mirth
in the sound. ‘‘If he doesn’t know now, he’s
even more stupid than vou think he is. T had
no difficulty with Tao. It was...”

With a single sharp command, Sun-Sen dis-
missed her maid. ‘‘Tell me what happened,’’
she commanded.

Nila erossed the room slowly, sank down on
the divan beside her. With vivid detail she
gave the Princess the history of the night’s ad-
venture. When she mentioned the Tuominyang,
the sloe eves of Sun-Sen gleamed wickedly.

“So the president knows about the Dragon,
too?”’

Nila’s lips curved in a reminiscent smile.
“The General seems to know many things,”’
she murmured. ‘‘He knows a lot about the
jade dragon—and he knows a lot about love.”’

“Love?’” Sun-Sen jerked erect on the cush-
ions, snapped the word. ‘‘You let him—speak
to you about love?’’

A delicate rose color flooded her
cheeks. Her eyes blazed. Nila saw and
with a distinet shock, understood. For
a moment there was silence between

lence. Through veiled amber eyes,
Nila searched the depths of glowing
black ones. Fragments of
sentences came back to
her memory—‘the vices
of white women are some-
times considered virtues
in China’’. .. ““the love of
the Seven Dancing Vir-
gins’’ . .. ‘“‘a fitting mate
for the glorious Tao Sun-
Dan’ el

She dropped her lashes
to hide the mad exultation
that had gripped her soul;
to mask the growing tri-
umph that she felt. Casu-
ally she reached out, ran
her jeweled fingers lightly
and caressingly throuzh a
lock of streaming ebon
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hair. Her careless tones disguised her turmoil.

“Why not?”’ she murmured. *‘I find your
Chinese men are fascinating. The General
hints of things that are seeret and infinitely in-
triguing. And while he neglected his coun-
try, Prince Tao wasn’t exactly idle. He per-
fected his technique.”’

The lightly-spoken words had all the effect
Nila had intended. Sun-Sen’s hands clenched
into tiny fists and her slender body trembled.

“Don’t listen to them!’” ghe burst out pas-
sionately. ‘‘Men—they’re worse than beasts!”
Nila’s fingers strayed from her hair, slid gen-
tly down the length of her arm and strange,
tingling sensations followed the wake of her
hand. The Princess captured her fingers, grip-
ped them tightly, convulsively. ‘‘Nila!’’ her
voice dropped to a tremulous whisper. ‘‘You
have brains and beauty . .. vou were destined
for the highest glory . . . Together we will
share the Dragon Throne of China ... To-
gether . ..”’

It was a mad, impossible moment. And they
let the madness have its way with them.

As though they had lived their lives just for
this meeting, just for this very instant, they let
themselves be carried away by some power
stronger than themselves.

ND then, for some unaccountable reason,

Nila thought of Jeff Harwood. Her im-
agination conjured up a vision of him, his
handsome features scowling blackly—and her
rapture turned to pain. :

With a dull ache in her heart, she gently dis-
engaged herself from the mad embrace, strug-
gled up on the divan. Her senses reeled and
as if from a far distance she heard the in-
sistent voice of Sun-Sen.

“Only a fool struggles against destiny.”

Nila shook her head faintly. ‘‘Your beauty
would drive me mad.”’

Sun-Sen’s fingers strayed lightly across the
bodice of her dress. ‘‘Then drink deep of it—
and we will be mad together.”’

Nila’s head cleared. Placing her two hot
palms on either side of the Princess’ face, she
tilted back the sleek head. She touched the
shadowed evelids of Sun-Sen with her lips, the
delicately chiseled nose, the ruby mouth,

““We’re forgetting why I came here,”” she
said in a strained voice.

“T would be willing to forget forever,”” mur-
mured Sun-Sen, ‘‘forget everything if. ...”’

“‘Later—maybe,”” answered Nila hoarsely.
“We must be sensible.”” With an effort she
made her voice business-like and precise. ‘* Now
that Tao knows what 1’'m up to, I'm afraid my
job is going to be a difficult one.”’

Slowly, reluctantly, Sun-Sen returned to the
realities of the situation. Rising from the
divan, she crossed the room to a small taboret,
took a long. Russian cigarette from an ivory
case and lit it. She paced the room for a few
turns, turned at last to Nila.

““Would an imitation dragon be of any help
to you?’’ she asked slowly.

““An imitation Dragon?’’

““Yes.”” Sun-Sen’s smile was cruel and cun-
ning. ‘‘Not so long ago I had one made. An
imitation cunningly wrought—very cunningly
wrought. I thought perhaps that it might be
of use some day.”’

Nila crossed the room to her hurriedly, an
cager light in her eyes. ‘‘You thought right,
Sun-Sen. It will come in handy. I have a plan.”’

“Good,”” said Sun-Sen. ‘““But hefore you
tell me about it, let me warn you against this
imitation Dragon. I said it is cunningly
wrought. It is. A tiny needle is concealed in it.
Touched by incautious, unfamiliar hands, a hid-
den mechanism is released and the needle darts
forward.”’

Nila’s eyes clouded over. ‘“And the needle
1 g et

Sun-Sen nodded. ‘‘Poisoned.”’

It was Nila’s turn to pace the room. This
little detail of Oriental guile didn’t fit so well
with her plan. Or did it? She was assailed
by sudden inspiration. '

“Tell me, Sun-Sen,’”’ she said hurriedly,
““can we remove the poison from the needle
and put in its place some simple drug that
merely renders unconsciousness. Some drug
that operates swiftly.”’ .

Sun-Sen’s eyes reflected the execitement in
Nila’s. ‘“Yes. Very easily. But why?’’

“‘Listen,’” said Nila.

Together they returned to the divan and for
a long half hour their heads were bowed to-
gether as Nila unfolded the details of her plan.

*And when Nila left the villa some few min-
utes later, she took two things away with her.
The imitation Dragon with the poisoned needle
—and the mad memory of Sun-Sen’s hungry
lips.

T WAS after midnight when Nila returned

once more to her room in the hotel. She
flung off her wraps, lit a cigarette and then
went at once to the telephone.

Without hesitation, she called Harwood's
number, waited impatiently for the call to go
through. At last his voice came over the wire
to her. '

““Hello, Jeff,”’ she drawled. ‘‘Nila.”’

A burst of explosive profanity assaulted the
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receiver. Nila restrained a smile, waited pa-
tiently for him to relieve his outraged feelings.
At last he ealmed down sufficiently to demand:
““What in the hell do you want?”’

Nila crossed one knee over the other, swung
a tiny sandal rhythmically back and forth. *‘IL
want you to stop being a fool,”” she answered
coolly.

The receiver spluttered again. And again
she waited for the fireworks to subside. ‘I
should have said—we’re both being fools,”” she
amended.

A moment of silence. Then he asked curtly:
‘“‘Meaning?”’ , ;

She squinted through the haze of blue smoke
that eurled up from the tip of her cigarette.
“We’'re getting no place, Jeff, either of us.
Really, I don’t know whether China needs an
Emperor, an Empress or a President—and [
don’t care very much. But I do know that
there’s plenty of American dollars in this game
—and I know who needs those.”’

““Go on,”’ he answered noncommittally.

She tapped the ash from her cigarette into
a tray beside her. ‘‘The rest is obvious, isn’t
it? If we would only get together on this deal,
we ought to get plenty of bidding out of the

competition. And judging from the offers 1've

had, the sky would be the limit.”’

“Sounds good,”” admitted Harwood. And
despite his mistrust of her, Nila knew that she
had him interested, plenty.

““‘Suppose vou come here tomorrow evening,
after dinner,”” she suggested. ‘You know
what to bring with you. I’ll have the part that
matches it.”’

‘““Make it nine-thirty,”” he answered. “‘I’ll
be there.”’

There was a smile on Nila’s lips when she
hung up the receiver. And when, some twenty
minutes later, she slipped between the cool
sheets of her bed, the ghost of that smile was
still there.

CHAPTER XIII

Pleasure First

HEN Harwood rapped discreetly on
her door the following evening, it was

the Nila that he loved who greeted him.
A Nila of ravishing beauty; a Nila of smiles
and rippling laughter; a Nila of inviting arms
and elinging lips. And man-like, he attributed
the glint of excitement in her eyes to his own
masculine presence.
Nila did not disillusion him as his arms
closed hungrily about her. Their bodies
blended as their lips met in a long rapturous

kiss. And though Nila thrilled to the embrace,
her mind raced back through the eenturies to
the Borgias.

She was moved by a momentary eompassion
for Harwood—then she stiffened. Things
might have been different if he had been willing
from the start to cut her into the game. And
now, bhecause he was arrogant, she would cut
him out of it entirely.

For the occasion she had supplied champagne
bottles in buckets of ice; Harwood’s favorite
brand ol cigarettes in convenient boxes. And
as she led him to the chaise longue and drew
him down beside her on the cushions, she de-
cided to take him over the hurdles as gently as
possible.

Her curls brushed lightly across his cheek
as she looked up at him. She voiced his
thought. ‘‘You know, Jeff, as long as we're
going to be friends, we might as well make a
night of it. Business before pleasure—then.’’

Harwood grasped her by the shoulders, look-
ed deep into her tawny eyes and read there the
promise of a thousand delights. He stifled a
groan. How many times in the years that he
had known her had he thrilled to that promise!
What torture he had suffered because that
promise had never been fulfilled.

But tonight—tonight would be another
story! .

With a sudden, savage movement he erushed
her to him. *‘Pleasure first,”” he demanded
hoarsely.

Hungrily he feasted on the nectar of her lips,
then followed the curve of her ivory throat
downward. Nila trembled with an emotion
that was very real. Too real. She pulled
away from him, placed one hand upon his lips
and stayed the kisses that burned her cool
flesh. With the other she imprisoned questing
fingers that slipped above a silken knee.

‘‘Business,’” she repeated firmly. Then see-
ing his face flush darkly, she kissed him, light
as thistledown, upon the forehead. *‘You see,
Jeff,”’ she murmured, ‘* when vou do things like
that to me, I can’t think. Listen. The Fastern
Star sails at dawn for Frisco. If we use our
brains, Jeff Harwood, Nila Rand and some fifty
thousand dollars will be aboard her. But we’ll
have to work fast. First, did you bring Tao’s
half of the Dragon?”’

Harwood released her with a sigh, then his
99

lips curled curiously. “‘Of course. And you?
““Of course,”” she echoed him.
“Good,” said Harwood. “Very good.”
Then, with a casual gesture he removed a small
box of ivory from his pocket. Nila’s eyes
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gleamed as she recognized it.
carelessly into her lap.
Swiftly, with an outward calm she far from
felt, she traced the intricate pattern across the
box’s top with a lacquered fingernail. The lid
flew open. And beneath, lying on its bed of

He dropped it

erushed velvet was the bit of jade for which,

she had fought—for which she was still fight-
ing—with every weapon that she possessed.

Harwood watched her narrowly. ‘‘And vour
half?’’ he asked shortly.

Nila’s smile was innocent enough but her
heart was beating faster than usual, as she rose
from the lounge and erossed to the dressing
table. Harwood reached for a cigarette, watch-
ed her from narrowed eves for a moment. As
she pulled out a drawer and felt amongst the
heap of feminine things in it, he rose, strolled
over to one of the windows that opened out on
the Bund.

Taking one last drag on his cigarette, he
flipped it in a ruby are through the opening.
He turned as Nila started to recross the room.
In her hand was the ivory box.

“See, Jeff?’’ she said eagerly.
perfectly. Look.”’

Harwood looked into the box. And now in
place of the one fragment of jade, with its de-
sign broken in many places, lay a perfect rep-
lica of a coiled dragon. He whistled softly un-
der his breath.

“Did I hear you say something about fifty
thousand dollars?’’ he asked.

Nila laughed, a little nervously as he took the
box from her hand. ‘‘Poor bhoy. 1 suppose Tao
offered you a piker ten grand and you jumped
AL’

Harwood’s face flushed angrily. ‘‘Some
day,”” he growled, ‘‘I’'m going to grab that
beautiful throat of yours—and break your
damned neck.”’ :

““The same old Jeff,”” murmured Nila.
““Can’t decide whether to love me or kill me.”’

He glared at her a moment, then his lips

““They match

curled in a superior smile. ‘“Who started
this?’’ he asked. ‘I call quits.”’
‘“‘Fair enough,’’ answered Nila. Then her

breath caught between her teeth as Harwood
lifted the twin pieces of the Saered Dragon
from the ivory hox. He examined them a mo-
ment and Nila was assailed by a score of emo-
tions. She wondered whether the needle would
hurt as it plunged into his flesh; whether it was
really harmless after all as Sun-Sen had as
sured her.

ND then she was assailed by another emo-

tion—a premonition of danger. She was
awarc that Harwood was no longer examining
the Dragon. He was staring over her head at
the door behind her—and there was a strange
smile on his lips. She snatched the ivory case
from his fingers and whirled sharply.

The door had opened soundlessly. Nila saw
that a short, slender Chinese stood on the
threshold, but she had eyes only for the over-
sized automatie that bulged in his fist. It’s
vawning black muzzle was trained unwavering-
ly on a direet line with her heart,

For split seconds that seemed vears, Nila
stood rooted to the spot, her right hand still
holding the ivory casket aloft. Her brain raced
to cope with this unfor seen emergency. Behind
her she heard Harwood’s andible breathing.

The lack-lustre eves of the intruder did not
move for an instant from her face. It was he
who broke the silence.

“The ivory box,”” he ordered.
please to throw it at my feet.”’

Slowly, inch by ineh, Nila lowered her hand.
Jm"f—she thought frantlca]l\-—\\hv didn’t Har-
wood do something, anything? The Chinese
seemed to read her thoughts.

“If the gentleman move,’’ he said quietly, ““I
will pull the gun. You will die.”’ Then, with a
little gesture of impatience, he repeated: ‘‘The
ivory box.”’

Despite his soft-spoken threat, despite the
muzzle of the gun that pointed hungrily at her
bosom, Nila’s soul eried out for Harwood to
act.

She saw the yellow man’s finger tighten
slowly on the trigger of the gun. Then with a
sudden, despairing gesture she flung the ivory
case to the floor at his feet.

The sudden movement should have been Har-
wood’s cue., But the man with the gun was not
to be caught off guard. Slowly, deliberately,
he stooped down for the ecarven case. And
while he reached for it, not for one instant did
he spoil his aim or relax his vigilance.

He straightened up at last, slipped the pre-
cious casket into his pocket and bowed stiffly
to. Nila. ‘‘Thank you, lovely lady. I go now.- -
But if you are wise, vou do not pursue me too
soon. If the door ovens before I am gone, |
shoot to kill.””

CHAPTER XIV
Death Plays a Hand
HERE was a long moment of silence in
the room after the door had closed be-
hind the yellow man. It was broken by
a hollow laugh from Harwood.

“You will
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And that laugh exploded something in Nila’s
brain. She wunderstood then, the superior
smile Harwood had flashed at her as he had
turned from the window—realized for the first
time what he had been doing at the window.

She confronted him with pale cheeks and
blazing eves. ‘‘It was a trick!’’ she accused.
‘“That man was a plant. Your agent!”’

Harwood bowed deeply from the waist. *‘Of
course, my dear.’’

“You signaled to him when you threw vour
cigarette out of the window,”’ continued Nila.

Harwood bowed again, more deeply than the
first time. “‘Your discernment is excellent, my
dear,”” he murmured ironically. ‘‘Too bad you
didn’t tumble sooner."”’

Never before had Nila tasted such bitter ash
of defeat. To be tricked like any novice—to be
made a fool of by Jeff Harwood! Of course,
Harwood did not know that his agent had car-
ried off an imitation Dragon. There was some
slight satisfaction in that. Nevertheless, when
she had been so supremely confident of herself,
he had taken the play away from her.

He read her thoughts—and rubbed it in. *L
have merely taken a leaf from your note hook,
my dear Nila. The ancient and honorable
double-cross. You have used it so many times
on me that by now I am quite expert in its use,
myself. This is one time when Harwood wins.”’

Nila placed her hands on her hips and laugh-
ed up into his face. ‘‘You think so?”’

“Of course.” He lit a ecigarette casually.
““ And just to show you there is no hard feel-
ings—we can still make the Fastern Star.”
He stepped in close to her, took her hand in his
own. His voice dropped its bantering note,
became low, urgent. ‘" You know now, Nila that
[ am no fool. I have always loved you. If the
two of us teamed up together, we would be un-
beatable.”’

Nila’s red lips curled scornfully. Roughly
she shook his hand from hers. She had to get
rid of him, with his perennial pleas of love. For
the game stood exactly where it had a half-hour
before and if she worked fast she might vet
snateh vietory from defeat.

“You’re a fool, Jeff,”” she said shortly.

“Drop that gqun,
Nila!”’ Never be-
fore had she heard
that familiar voice
so masterful, so
unrelenting.
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He snorted. “Ha! T'm a fool because I've
bested you.”’

““You’re a bigger fool if you think that.””’

““Yes? And what do vou mean by that?’?

“You’ll find out—"’
ironic—*‘all in good time, my dear.

Harwood looked at her mnarrowly, then
laughed. ‘‘It’s a nice routine, Nila, but it
doesn’t quite come off.”’ He picked up his hat,
settled it carefully on his head, and erossed to
the door. Nila followed after him. ‘‘Shall [
make reservations for two aboard the Fastern
Star?’’ he asked.

Nila’s smile was enigmatic. “* Anv reserva-
tions for two that are to he made, will be made
by me."”’

Harwood grunted, wrenched open the door,
He started to leave, stopped suddenly in mid-
stride as a savage oath ripped off his lips. Be-
hind him, Nila’s tawny eves flew wide.

For there, before the open door, lying on
his face, lay Harwood’s agent. And something
in his grotesque attitude—in the sprawled legs
and outflung arms—told Nila that he was dead.

Harwood dropped swiftly to one knee, rolled
the body over. And what Nila’s instinet had
told her, was shockingly verified. Protruding
from the Chinaman’s breast was the hilt of a
knife,

But it was not this fact, so mueh, as the knife
itself, that held Nila’s eyes. Instantly she
reeognlzed the curious design wrought upon the
hilt. And she knew that the murderous dag-
ger had been wielded by the hand of a Tuomin-
vang—one of Fang Ti’s secret police.

Harwood straightened up. His face was
gray.

“Gone?’’ asked Nila breathlessly.

s

He nodded. ‘‘The Tuominyang. The game’s
Up R ] g 3

““Yes,”” said Nila. ““The game’s up—for
you.’’

‘““What do you mean by that?”’

““Just what I say.”” Her mind raced fran-
tically. ‘‘Listen, Jeff, vou’ve lost. You’re
beaten. In another hour China will be a damll\l-
Take

Get aboard the Eastern .Sfar at

my advice.
once,”’

““And you?’’ he asked dully.

“I’'m staying.”’

Some of the old fire returned to Harwood’s
eyes. ‘‘Trying to get rid of me, eh? If you
stay—I stay. By God, I might be beaten but
I'm mot running out on anything.”’

it was Nila’s turn to be.
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CHAPTER XV
The Bite of the Dragon

UT on the placid waters of the harbor,
the Fastern Star awaited the tide, Nila

had no time to lose. And while Har-
wood returned to his hotel for an uncomfort-
able session with Prince Tao, she herself made
a hasty visit to the villa of Sun-Sen.

The Princess received her in her boudoir and
the eagerness with which she flew to her visitor,
gave Nila a momentary twinge of pain.

“‘Our ruse worked? You have the Dragon?”’

Sun-Sen’s tiny hands gripped Nila’s arms;
her face, delicately flushed, looked up anxiously
for confirmation. Gently Nila disengaged the
clinging fingers, shook her head.

‘““No. But don’t worry. We’ll get it yet.
There’s still a chance if we work fast.”’

Swiftly she told what had happened. In stony
silence Sun-Sen heard her story. And when
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she learned that the ivory case had fallen into
the hands of the Tuominyang, a blank despair
erept into her eyes. She covered her face with
her hands, as the dream of an empire erumbled
about her feet.

““Then we are lost,”’ she said in a still, tiny
voice. ‘‘Not yet,”” answered Nila. ‘‘I baven’t
given up yet. 1 am going to pay a visit to
(teneral Fang Ti, himself.”

Sun-Sen shrugged her howed shoulders. ‘“‘He
would not see you. He needs vou no longer.
He has the sacred symbol.”’

““Half of it,”’ corrected Nila quickly. ‘‘That’s
just the point. A hint of that—and a hint that
T will bring him the other true half—and he’ll
see me, all right.”’

Sun-Sen digested that in silence for a mo-
ment. Then: ** You mean. . .”’ she began slowly.

“Of course. It’s our only chance,’” answered
Nila impatiently. ‘*Give me vour half of the
Dragon and I'll take care of the rest.”’

Still the Princess hesitated. ‘“ What is to keep
him from taking it from you?’’ she demurred.
Nila laughed. ‘‘You forget—the needle.”

Sun-Sen looked at her long, searching her
face with dark, enigmatic eyes. Then deliber-
ately she thrust her hand down the bosom of
her robe, brought out a small packet of oiled
silk fastened with scarlet seals.

“For fifteen years,’’ she said quietly, ‘‘this
treasure has mnever left me. You have my
heart, Nila Rand.”” She extended the packet.
“Now I trust vou with—my throne.”’

HESE were troublous days for China and

for its President. Though the hour was
late Nila did not try to find the General at his
imposing residence. Instead she went directly
to the brick building that was the headquarters
of the Tuominyang, the place where she had
first met him. And as though to atone for up-
]s;etting her plans in the past, the Fates were
ind. :
There were half a dozen members of the
secret police in the main office building when
Nila entered. Swathed in chiffon and luxurious
furs, her dusky head held high, she created a
sudden stir as she swept into the room. Half
a dozen male hearts picked up a faster beat.
Half a dozen pairs of slitted eyes looked at her
with admiration, with desige—with brooding
suspicion.

Nila surveyed them all coolly. Then she
turned to the man nearest to her.

“*A message for vour President—if he is
here.”” she said imperiously. ““Tell him that
in his moment of victory, a woman has deleat-
ed him. Tell him, also, that Nila Rand has come
to claim her reward.”’

The man stared at her blankly for a moment.
Then, sensing a grave import behind her cryp-
tic words, he bowed. *“‘I will tell him, Ma-
dame.”’

He glided off. Nila ignored the others, who
stared covertly at her. She glanced at the gem-
studded watch fastened about her wrigt. Then
she tapped the floor impatiently with the toe
of a gilded sandal.

She did not have long to wait. Her message,
as she had caleulated it would. had aroused the
curiosity of the General. The messenger re-
turned, howed again.

TLA drew her furs about her shoulders

and followed him. Despite her assuring
words to Sun-Sen, she realized that she was
playing with dynamite. General Fang Ti was
a dangerous man to deal with. ILet him get the
slichtest suspicion, the slightest hint of what
she hoped to accomplish just then—and . . .

With an effort Nila curbed her imagination,
blotted out the terrible picture of her fate as a
traitor, Instead, she foreced a faint smile to
her lips as her guide opened the door of the
President’s office, stepped aside and motioned
her to proceed.

Boldly she stepped across the threshold. The
portal eclosed with a elick behind her, and for
the second time she found herself alone with
General Fang Ti.

He rose from his desk, came forward to greet
her. And Nila noticed that despite his enri-
osity at her visit, his eyes were wary.

“‘So you have come to see me,”” he purred.
He unfastened the furred secarf from about her
shoulders, letting his fingers slide caressingly
over the satin smoothness of her bare back. *‘I
should not question the gifts of the gods. But
—why have you come?’’

The direct question was sudden, abrupt. Nila
evaded it with a low laugh. She stepped close
to him, insinuated her perfumed body close to
his own. “‘I’'m bringing you two things—that
vou desire,”” she murmured. ‘‘Isn’t that
enough?”’ |

SLOW flush mantled the General’s face
which brought the sear on hig cheek in
hivid relief. His slitted eyes looked down at
her and Nila, reading their burning depths,
knew that in his mind she once more stood be-
fore him, stripped, naked in all her stark love-
liness.
‘Meaning—yourself?’’ he asked hoarszely.
“Mvself—for one,”” she said softly.
With a passion that would not be denied, he
drew her to him, wrapped arms of steel about
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her arching body and erushed his lips against
hers in a long, abandoned kiss. His hands ca-
regsed the satin smoothness of her body and
the atavistic emotions aroused within him dis-
torted his features into a ferocious scowl.

““The gods are kind, tonight,”’ he whispered.
3 977 5 T

Nila’s nostrils flared as she drew a deep,
shuddering breath. She shook herself violent-
ly, braced tiny hands against the hardness of
his chest and thrust him backward. ‘‘Not yet,”’
she begged. ‘‘First a favor.”’

Reluetantly he relinquished her. ¢ Name it.”?

Nila saw that she had aroused a passion that
would not be long denied. She spoke swiftly.

““There is a white man, an American, in
Shanghai who would only make further trouble
for you. Tn a half-hour, the Fastern Star sails
for San Francisco. T wish to see him deport-
ed.”’

For a moment Fang did not answer and
breathlessly Nila wondered whether all her
hopes were to be dashed. Then without a word
he strode to the door, jerked it open and called
a sharp command.

The Chinese who had admitted her glided up
to the threshold, saluted. The General turned
to Nila. ‘““The man’s name?’’ he asked.

“Geoffrey Harwood,”” she answered softly.

Fang stiffened. Then, without another ques-
tion, he turned to his subordinate and issued
a series of brief orders,

““You might add,”” suggested Nila, ‘“‘that we
would not care to bhe disturbed—for a little
while.”’

And with a faint smile, Fang acquiesced.
The man repeated his instructions, saluted
again and vanished.

Once more they were alone—and knew that
they would not be disturbed. Fang eame to-
ward her, his hands outstretched, his eyes
smouldering. Nila remembered his promises of
love—of a strange, exotic love that she had
never known. All her restlegs, turbulent soul
cried out to her to fling herself into his arms;
to forget everything else and revel in an orgy
of complete abandon.

Then from far out on the harbor came the
deep throated rumble of a steamer’s siren.
Nila shuddered. Then with a renunciation
that was exquisite torture, she held up her
hands, palms outward.

““Wait,”” she pleaded.

He stopped in mid-stride, his face a study of
a dozen conflicting emotions.

*‘I—I want your happiness to he complete,””
explained Nila hurriedly. She reached into the
bosom of her gownm, brought forth the little

acket of oiled silk that she had received from

un-Sen. ‘‘My other gift to vou,”’ she mur-
mured, as she extended it.

Puzzled, the General took the packet. Im-
patiently he tore the erimson seals, unfolded
the stiff wrappings. Then a savage guttural
oath ripped from his lips. For there, in the
palm of his hand, lay an exquisitely-carved bit
of jade—seemingly identical with the two he
already possessed.

In two long strides he reached his desk,
jerked open a drawer and snatched up the ivory
case that had onee belonged to Prince Tao
Ping. Nila hurried after him, explaining.

With knitted brows Fang listened. He stared
down at the complete Dragon in the ivory box,
then at the jade Nila had just given him.

““Harwood mnever suspected that what T
showed him was just an imitation of the real
thing,”” continued Nila. ‘‘The Princess had it
made long ago. But the workmanship is not the
same. There are bad flaws in the replica. I’ll
show vou.”’

She took his hand, guided his forefinger over
the coils of the falge dragon. “You will see
the difference immediately, Feel. .. here...”

She poised the tip of his finger over the con-
cealed mechanism, then suddenly pressed it
hard against the jade,

FANG quivered, rasped a curse, as the hid-
den necdle sprang deep into his flesh. The
ivory case and the jade in its oiled silk clat-
tered to the desk top. He stared for a moment
at his finger, at a single drop of erimson that
had oozed from the puncture. Then in a flash
he suspected her treachery.

With a face terrible in the intensity of his
rage, he whirled upon her. For a moment
Nila knew stark fear. She shrank back as his
long arms shot out to grasp her.

A sudden paroxysm of agony seized him. His
eyes rolled wildly and his knees buckled. A
low moan escaped his clenched teeth and his
fingers clawed at the folds of her gown as he
slid to the floor.

Nila drew a long, shuddering breath as she
stared down at his erumpled body. He lay on
his face, his outstretched hands at her very
feet. She prodded him gently with the toe of
a tiny sandal, but he did not move.

Trembling from the reaction, she moved to
the desk, picked up the ivory case and Sun-
Sen’s half of the sacred dragon. And as she
held them in her hands, in her moment of tri-
umph she hesitated.

At her feet lay General Fang, his rapturous
promises still unfulfilled.

(Continued on page 90)
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by
HILDA RALSTON

Al. MOOREHEAD, JR., emitted a

long, low whistle of surprise. His

monocle, dropping from under the

aristocratically quizzieal eyebrow
crashed on the floor, splintering into a hundred
slivers.

““I say, Damon!”’ he ejaculated, stretching
out his white manicured fingers in greeting to
the tall gaunt figure which had just sauntered
into the exclugive Ten O’Clock Club off the
Avenue,

‘““Hello yourself, Val,”’ was the dispirited
answer, as the two men shook hands.

““So vou’re back from the land of hot tamales
and chile con carne,”” drawled Moorehead, once
more the complete master of himself. One
look at Damon Hardy, erstwhile ace reporter
and high-priced feature writer, intimate of the
““best cireles’’ in town, as well as devil-may-
care play-boy, and Val realized that if he could
get to the bottom of the startling change in
Hardy, therein lay the dissipation of a long de-
pressing streteh of afternoon.

““Have a few whiskeys with me, old chap,’’
said Val, with a hearty slap on Hardy’s shoul-
der. ‘‘Infernally foul weather, and all the rest,
don’t vou know. Let’s pass the time—swap
stories. Haven’t seen you in a dog’s age.”’

Silently Damon slouched over to a table in a
dim recess of the Club Bar, and lit a cigarette
with shaking fingers. The match flickered,
shivered, and snuffed out. With ready tact,
Val lit his companion’s cigarette up, pretend-
ing to notice nothing. Whiskey and soda ar-
rived, and Damon downed his in a gulp, almost
as in a trance. Val motioned the waiter to
bring another,

¢“Just blow into the Big City, Damon old
top?’’ asked Val.

Damon, seemingly startled from out of a
brown study, jerked nervously, looked with un-
seeing eves into and past the face of the hand-
some clubman.

¢‘[—er—ah—"’" he muttered thickly.

““I say, old man,’’ said Val, as he lit a mono-
grammed cigarette. ‘‘Don’t talk awhile if
you’d rather not. Waiter, another whiskey.”
For Hardy’s second had been drained almost
instantaneously.

The rain, which was keeping up a monotonous
drizzle, made a mournful tattoo against the
window pane. Val, his curiosity piqued to the
quick, was more than ever determined to get
to the bottom of the complete physical and
mental degeneration of his erstwhile bosom
companion.

In the few minutes of silence which passed,
Val recalled the old Damon he and all their
mutual acquaintances had been familiar with—
his brilliant scoops, his tremendous fund of
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