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(@ Story of the Theater

illion-Dollar
Mystery-

Albert M.Tf'eynor -

(A COMPLETE NOVEL)

CHAPTER I

TAKING ALL PRECAUTIONS.

¥ N pattern and cut the dress was
nothing unusual. It was just
a little - sleeveless, short-
skirted dancing frock. But
its cost was one million dol-
Neila Lester was holding the

lars.
garment gingerly for Bob Wray's in-

spection, with the shoulder
hooked over her two thumbs.
it?” she asked.

The frock had been Wray’s idea in
the first place, but as he turned to look,
he arched his brows in depreciative

Chumor and refused to commit himself.
“I suppose a lot of people would call
it a knock-out,” he replied.

Neila Lester’s white hand flickered
among the hard, glittering fringes that

straps
“Like

draped the skirt and bodice, awakening
the iridescent sparkle of living flames.
“Two thousand diamonds,” she be-
gan; ‘“commercial whites, averaging
about a carat apiece, none of them bad—
five hundred thousand dollars’ worth.
Eighteen hundred pearls of the first
water, with a sprinkling of baroques and
a handful of Chinese ‘pinks.” There are
nine hundred and twenty rose rubies in
the girdle. The three emeralds in the
buckle run nearly seven carats each.
They’re a rare grass-green shade, per-
fectly matched, flawless—triplets that
you couldn’t duplicate in another hun-
dred years of searching—worth any
price you might put on them.” The
young woman shrugged her shapely
shoulders. “The trimming for one
dress—valued at a million at least. I
appraised the stones myself.”
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“I hope they’re sewed on tight,” re-
marked Wray.

“Fastened with fine-spun wires, un-
breakable steel threads, woven and in-
terwoven through the silk fabric.”
Neila Lester shook the dress until the
fringes clicked together. “I love the
stones for themselves, but when they’re
misused like this——"
grimace of distaste. “This thing’s an
affront, an abomination! Ugh!”

“I can’t hand you much on it my-
self,” admitted Wray.

Neila fixed him with a reproachful,
blue-eyed glance. “Then why did you
do it?” she asked.

“To attract attention these
you've got to make an awful racket
arourd the place,” Wray explained. He
met the girl’'s gaze with a half-
apologetic, half-defiant grin and, in
spite of his six feet of brawny, up-
standing manhood, he looked at that
moment as sheepishly appealing as a
little boy caught red-handed in the jam
closet. :

Attracting attention, however, was
Bob Wray’s profession, and he was
forced to do things in a business way
that he never would dream of thinking
about had he been left to his own
naturally modest devices. He was the
publicity director of the Consolidated
Amusement Enterprises, a corporation
that owned and operated a chain of
high-class vaudeville houses, reaching

out of New York City halfway across

the continent. It was his job to make
that circuit of theaters scintillate in the
-public eye as conspicuously as the moon
and all the constellations of stars in the
- sky.

The creation of a million-dollar
dress—the costliest gown in the world
—was just an item of his daily work.
The fabulous frock was to be -worn on
the stage by Mademoiselle Magya
Marat, the famous Parisian dancer,
who, after much dickering and bicker-
ing, had signed a contract to play twenty

She made a .

days

weeks of Consolidated time, Her Amer-
ican début was to be made that evening
at the Curtain Theater in New York
City, and the glamour of the dancer’s
reputation, together with her advertised
costume of jewels, had proved a double
lure to draw endless lines of ticket buy-

.ers up to the box-office window.

The few quarts of gems used to be-
deck mademoiselle’s dancing frock were
lent for the occasion by McAllister &
McAbe, a firm of enterprising jewelry
importers, who were not averse to a bit
of advertising on their own account.
Neila Lester, one of the concern’s ex-
perts, had been intrusted with the work
of sorting and matching the stones and
stringing them in festoons for draping.

Mademoiselle Marat’s dressing room
was McAllister & McAbe’s burglar-
proof vault. Except for the ten minutes
during which she occupied the stage,
and the short periods of her trip to and
from the theater, her costume was kept
hanging behind time bolts and thick
steel doors. :

As he had been the first man to think
of the dress, Wray felt that he had the
right to be the first to see it. So he
had visited McAllister & McAbe’s
strong room a few minutes ahead of
mademoiselle’s make-up time and there

“had found Neila Lester; also six hus-

kies who had been assigned to guard
duty by the Metropolitan Protective-
Detective Agency. =

A couple of good men with pistols
ought to have been able to keep bandits
at bay while mademoiselle was capering .
on the stage in her dazzling frock, but
it sounded better in the papers to give
her an escort of six. They were a
formidable-looking crew, wearing slouch
hats and armed with sawed-off shot-
guns, and it would be a bold band of
robbers who would dare to try to snatch
the jeweled dress from under the noses
of such a convoy.

Wray had turned with a faintly
humorous expression to size up the six
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detective guards, ranged solemly in line
by the outer doorway, when he heard
voices and caught a sound of footsteps
in the marble foyer beyond. A woman,
accompanied by two men, appeared in
the doorway, and, after a word with
the sentinels, the three were admitted to
the steel-walled antéroom opening off
the vault. ;

The woman was muffled almost to
the eyes in a long ermine wrap. She
was slim, almost lean in figure, and even
the draping furs failed to conceal her
sinuous grace of body as she moved
across the threshold.

“Mademoiselle!” said Wray under
his breath, and then aloud: “Made-
moiselle Marat, this is Miss Lester.”

The woman acknowledged the intro-
duction with a gracious bow, and, with
a quick, pantherlike contortion of her
shoulder, she indicated the man who
strode in at her heels. “My ’‘oshand,
~ Julius Marat,” she said in.a low, husky
voice.

Marat was a colossus of a man, a
full head taller than Wray, and built
like a wrestler. He was entirely bald,
but made up for the lack of hair on his
head by wearing a full beard and a
fierce, bristling mustache. Twisting up
the waxed ends of the mustache, he
bent himself nearly double before Neila
Lester; then he turned and offered a
huge, plump paw for the publicity man
to shake. i

“Pefore ve dance, ve first see de
dress,” he said emphatically. “If ve
like de dress, ve put him on and go to
vork. Not oddervise!”

“There’s the costume,” said Wray.
“Look it over and see if you want to

put it on.”
The invitation, however, was not
needed. The dancer had seen the

strands of precious stones hanging from
Neila Lester’s arm, and even in the
dimly lighted room the opulent fringes
looked like a cascade of shimmering
fire.

“Bee-oo-tee-ful!”” Mademoiselle Ma-
rat took a running step forward, and
her slim, olive-brown hands dabbled
feverishly among the. gems. She
crooned over the dress in soft ecstasy.

Wray turned a slantwise glance to-
ward Neila Lester and repressed a laugh
at the expressive look the girl flashed
back at him. He swung about, grave
and polite, to face the dancer’s husband-
manager. “I’ll assume we’ll wear it,
won’'t we?” he inquired.

Marat shrugged ponderously, as
though million-dollar gowns were casual
items in his life. “Ve vill,” he agreed.

The -second of mademoiselle’s com-
panions had remained standing silently
in the doorway. A round little man in
evening clothes, with a chubby face and
big, artless eyes, he beamed on the scene
in a pleased, half-apologizing way, as
though he were proud to be in the room
and thought it very generous of the
others to let him come. He was Samuel
McAbe, junior partner of McAllister &
McAbe, who owned the jeweled gown.

“She—miss—the lady can put it on
inside the vault,” he volunteered breath-
lessly. “We have put a mirror and a
table and special lights in there for
mademoiselle—for miss—for her to
dress by.”

Mademoiselle Marat had arrived at
the jewelers” vaults in her full stage
make-up, and she had only to slip into
the frock to be ready for the theater.
In view of the extraordinary value of
the costume, the Marats had agreed that
no ordinary lady’s maid should be al-
lowed to touch it. Neila Lester was
intrusted with the responsibility of help-
ing the dancer to change.

“Come on,” invited the jewelry ex-
pert, and the two young women retired
into the vault. In an incredibly short
while they came forth again from be-
hind the ponderous doors, and the
dancer was clad in her million-dollar
costume.

If any woman on earth could carry off
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* such a gown, it surely was Mademoiselle
Magya Marat. Her strange, barbaric
beauty was like a flame that was not to
be dimmed, even by the glittering
strands of pearls and rubies and dia-
monds that streamed down from her
armpits to her knees. She flashed into
the dingy room adjoining- the vault,
twined her thin, brown arms above her
head in a gesture of sensuous delight,
whirled on the points of her two toes,
dipped in a swift curtsey, and laughed
in sheer excitement.

The six guardsmen in the doorway
turned suddenly into so many spell-
bound, pop-eyed statues. Little Samuel
McAbe stood with his mouth wide open,
gazing in foolish wonder, as a man who
finds it hard to believe his own vision.
Even the whiskered face of Julius
Marat evinced symptoms of approval.

Of the nine men in the room, Bob
Wray alone failed to accord Mademoi-
selle Marat his breathless and undivided
attention. He had looked at her once
as she came from the vault, and then,
for no explainable reason, his glance
had wandered toward Neila Lester, who
stood, faintly smiling, in the steel-
framed doorway.

There was nothing bizarre or exotic
about Neila Lester. She was one-hun-
dred-per-cent Manhattanese, a trim-
built, rather boyish figure, clad modishly
but modestly in the simplest sort of a
straight-lined, unadorned frock. Her
ruddy brown hair was bobbed, and it
strayed in rebellious tendrils above her
ears. Her eyes were of a clearest, deep-
est blue, frank and friendly, full of life
and merriment, profound with under-
standing. A ghost of a dimple lurked at
the corner of her mobile lips.

As Wray faced her across the actress’
bare shoulder, it occurred to him that
for honest value received Neila Lester
was better worth looking at than even
Mademoiselle Marat in her million-
dollar dress.

Samuel McAbe was

holding the
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dancer’s ermine wrap, and with a lithe
movement she slipped her arms through
the sleeves and drew the high collar
about her chin.

Wray glanced at his watch.
right,” he said; “let’s go.”

With the assistance of two detective
guards, McAbe closed the vault doors

“All

~and set the bolts to open again at the

time of the party’s expected return.
Then they all trooped out of the strong
room, passed through the rear corridor
behind the jewelry firm’s offices, lock-
ing various doors behind them, and then
left the building by way of a little-used
side exit.

Waiting for them by the curb stood a
parked motor vehicle of a most peculiar
appearance. It was a long, gray-painted
automobile, built something like an am-
bulance, but sheathed solidly in bullet-
proof steel, with narrow loopholes for
windows. The car was the property of
the Metropolitan Protective-Detective
Agency and ordinarily was used to trans-
port bullion and jewelry shipments in
the Wall Street and Maiden Lane dis-
tricts.

Defended by her shotgun escort,
Mademoiselle Marat probably would
have been safe enough driving to the
theater in a plain taxicab. But Bob
Wray was never one to do things by
halves. An armored car would draw
attention on the streets and so contribute
to the public interest in the dancer and
her costume. The banditproof car was
chartered for all matinée and evening
trips back and forth from McAllister & -
McAbe’s vaults.

Hemmed in by a double cordon of her
guardsmen, Mademoiselle Marat was
assisted up the rear step of the auto-
mobile and passed into its fortified ton-
neau. Her husband-manager scrambled
in after her, and Neila Lester and Wray
followed. Then three of the shotgun
men entered the stuffy inclosure, and the
car held its quota of passengers.

“See you at the theater!” called Mc-
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Abe, peering wistfully from the side-
walk. The jewelry dealer’s limousine
was parked around the corner, and as
there was no room for him in the ar-
mored car, he moved away reluctantly
to make the trip to the theater alone.

Meanwhile a fourth detective had
clambered to the front seat beside the
chauffeur; the two remaining jumped
to the rear step, where they were to
stand as guards. 3

“Ready?” asked one of them.

“All right!” said Wray.

“The rear doors clanged shut, and one
of the inside men shot home the massive
bolt. The driver let in his gears, and
the heavy car lurched forward with
loudly humming engine. Mademoiselle
Marat was on her way to the theater in
her million-dollar dress.

CHAPTER IL
IN THE SPOTLIGHT.

HE armored car was not constructed

for the comfort of its occupants.
There were two bench seats, unpadded
and straight backed, facing each other
and extending the length of the coffin-
like inclosure. With the end doors
closed and locked, the seven passengers
.were sealed in like so many fish in a
hermetically soldered can.

Meager ventilation was afforded by
three slotted vents, just wide enough for
gun muzzles to go through, one on each
side, and a third piercing the steel panel
behind the.driver’s seat. The bare, con-
fined space within was illuminated by a
single ceiling light, harshly glaring
against the dull metal walls.

As far as the seven shut-in travelers
knew, the journey to the theater was
accomplished without incident. By the
increasing tumult of traffic they realized
when they had passed out of the quiet
neighborhoods of shops to enter the
crowded theatrical district.  Brilliant
lights flashed past the loopholes and
they could hear voices and the roar of

“L” trains and the tramp of slow-
moving throngs. The chauffeur drove
fast, seldom slackening speed, and it was
apparent that crossing policemen rge-
ognized him and good-humoredly waved
him the right of way. '

For a long stretch they bowled on-
ward through noisy, teeming thorough-
fares, but at last the car lurched sharply
around a corner and ran down a darker,
quieter side street. A second turning
was made ; they jounced along for a dis-
tance over cobblestones, and then the
brakes grated, and the vehicle suddenly
was brought to a standstill.

“Here y'are!” somebody called from
outside.

One of the inside guards fumbled
with the bolt and flung open the steel
doors. The passengers of the armored
car got up from their hard benches and
started to file out thankfully from their
cramped quarters.

They found themselves parked at the
mouth of a gloomy, badly lighted alley.
Before them loomed raw brick walls
of ‘shadowy substance, towering into
blackness overhead. @ The car had
backed against a sidewalk, and in the
semidarkness rows of vague human
faces might be seen, staring toward the
open doors. As might have been ex-
pected, a crowd of curiosity seekers had
gathered at the back portals of the the-
ater to watch mademoiselle go to work.

The two rear guards were already
engaged in a shoving contest with the
gawky onlookers, and in a moment
their comrades reénforced them. “Come
on now! Stand back! Make a hole
through here!” :

The six detectives were rude and
lusty men, and they shouldered into the
jam without caring whose ribs were
thumped or toes trod upon. In a minute
or two the crowd was split apart, and
a broad lane had been opened into the
alley entrance.

Wray and Neila Lester had descended
to the sidewalk, and Julius Marat lum-
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_bered down the step after them. Made-

moiselle Marat tripped forth blithely
behind her husband’s screening bulk.
But as her agile foot touched the pave-
ment, a slightly built, dapper-clothed
young man suddenly broke past the
guards and proffered something that
looked like a large bouquet of violets.

“For mademoi——" he started to say,
but got no further.

Marat cuffed out with one hamlike
arm, and at the same instant an elbow
of one of the detectives caught the gal-
lant youth amidship, and he stumbled
back spinning, still clutching his flowers.

“Behave now!” admonished the
guard. “Be pretty, can’t you?”

Mademoiselle Marat’s escort closed
about her and, with two armed men
striding in advance, two acting as
flankers, and two bringing up the rear,
a path was breasted for her through the
crowd. She was swathed from mouth
to ankles in her ermines, and if any of
the spectators had hoped to catch a
glimpse of the jeweled dress, they were
destined to disappointment.

The dancer’s party trooped down the
dismal alley, turned to the right past a
dark areaway, turned to the left behind
a buttressing wall of brick, filed groping
through a dark passageway, with
shrouded window embrasures opening
on either side, and arrived at last before
a big, sliding door, under a shaded elec-
tric light. After a brief parley the door-
keeper admitted them, and they passed
into the hot, musty precincts behind the
Curtain Theater stage.

Wray now took the lead and piloted
his companions between groups of
loitering performers and scene shifters,
through a maze of hanging drops and
stacked box seats, to the olio entrance at
" the right of the stage.

A singing comedienne, the next-to-
closing act, held the stage at the mo-
ment. The young woman had gone into
her final number, and was just finishing
the last crooning chorus, when Made-

moiselle Marat and her bodyguard took
their station in the wings. Through the
half-open doorway it was possible to
see a triangular section of the packed
auditorium, with rows and rows of faces
turned toward the footlights.

The comedienne wound up her song
in a burst of wailing melody and came

off, laughing and holding her sides. A

perfunctory patter of handclapping fol-
lowed her through the door, and she
might easily have stretched her applause
to the extent of two or three bows, but
she had caught sight of Mademoiselle
Marat and, no*doubt for the first time
in her career, she forgot her audience.
She stopped dead and stared at the
dancer, while the stage manager, in his
turn, stared at the comedienne.

“Well, for the love of Pete!” gasped
the czar of the back stage. “She don’t
hear 'em!” ‘ :

The man recovered from his astonish-
ment quickly enough to motion the cur-
tain down on the faltering round of
applause, and then he turned curtly to
Julius Marat, who stood beside his wife,
holding her discarded ermines.

“You follow and close the show,” the
manager jerked out. “Shoot when
you're ready.”

“Ve’re ready,” returned Marat.

“Lights!” called the manager. “Black
the borders! Now!”

From behind the curtain they heard
the orchestra crash into mademoiselle’s
overture. The curtain went up with a
soft, whistling sound, and the dancer
stretched to her tiptoes and poised her-
self with tensing muscles. Then the
music cue came, and Mademoiselle
Magya Marat glided forward into the
view of the audience.

Wray had drawn Neila Lester for-
ward into the wing, whence they could
see the stage and a part of the house
beyond. They heard a sound like a
sighing breath sweep across the great
auditorium and saw the tiers of faces
grow rigid with attention.

: 2



THE MILLION-DOLLAR MYSTERY: =

No glaring spotlight searched out the
lean, bronzed figure of the dancer. The
footlights were dimmed. A couple of
pale-blue bunch lamps softened and mel-
lowed the seeping border rays. Two
modified “baby spots” played from the
trough upon mademoiselle’s glittering
costume. ; :

On the program the dance was called
Ignis Fatuus, which means, literally,
“foolish light.” Mademoiselle was the
pretended embodiment of the miasmatic
fire which hovers above churchyards at
night and which, superstitious people
once believed, lured moonstruck trav-
elers to destruction. - The woman was
the mocking flame, the elusive will-o’-
the-wisp, beckoning with cruel allure,
seeking, yet always fleeing, dancing to
death with folly madly pursuing.

Wray had seen mademoiselle perform
in theaters abroad, but as he watched
her now with critical interest he realized
that she excelled herself on this occa-
sion. She was like a weirdly glowing
radiance flitting here and there in the
mellow twilight, weaving and gyrating
in rhythm with the orchestra, and
scarcely seeming to touch foot to the
floor.

From the dancer Wray’s glance wan-
dered out across the footlights where
the audience sat in spellbound silence.
Virtually every person in the audience
was caught in the magic of mademoi-
selle’s art. But there was one con-
spicuous exception. In the center aisle
stood a young man who seemed to be
involved in some sort of argument with
one of the ushers. He was gesticulating
with one hand, and in the other he held
a bouquet of flowers. o

Wray stared for an instant and then
touched Neila Lester’s elbow. ‘“That
looks like the chap with the violets who
tried to crash the guards at the stage
door,” he whispered.

The girl drew a long breath and
looked up with dreamy, half-closed eyes.
“T take back what I said about the dress,”

she said in a low voice. “It—it’s just
startling, when Mademoiselle Magya
wears it. She—she’s wonderful!”

“That’s partly the effeets of the lights
and music and the scenic background,”
said Wray. “Theatrical claptrap.
‘Showmanship’ we call it.” He watched
the dancer’s gliding figure for a moment
and smiled. “She isn’t so bad, though,”
he conceded.

“What about the man with the vio-
lets?” Neila Lester asked.

“He’s trying to persuade the usher to
take them to the stage. But she won't
do it. The house employees have strict
orders that nobody is to approach made-
moiselle, even to give her flowers across
the footlights.” '

“He’s persistent,” said the girl.

“Some smitten Villager,” observed
Wray cynically. “There’re always a
few of them hanging around the the-
ater.”

As he spoke, the man abandoned his
arguments with the usher and went back
up the aisle, to retire somewhere in the
gloom at the rear of the house.

Mademoiselle Marat’s dance lasted
without break or rest for the ten min-
utes of her allotted time. Starting in a
soft, minor key, the music grew brighter
and became faster and faster in tempo.
The dancer flashed back and forth on
twinkling feet, a luminous streak afloat
in the air, the lines of her figure melting
in fluid cadences of movement. She was
like a disembodied creature, glistening
with light, chance-drifted waves of
melody. = :

The woman abandoned herself to the
quickening beat of the music, flitting
from one end of the stage to the other,
her lean arms and body yielding in
rippling, effortless movements, as
though she were borne on gossamer
wings. The orchestra at last crashed
into a wild finale. Mademoiselle ended
her dance in a series of spinning evolu-
tions and finished with a triple pirouette
on the tip of one toe, a bit of terpsi-
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chorean gymnastics which, it was said,
she alone of all dancers, had ever suc-
ceeded in mastering.

With a thunderous outburst of ap-
plause rolling after her, Mademoiselle
Marat fled from the stage and flung her-
self into the wings, panting for breath.

“Congratulations !” said Wray. “You
were magnificent.”

Mademoiselle flashed him a dazzling
smile. .
“Go make your bows, quick,” com-
manded her husband, “ ’fore dey tear up
de seats.”

The dancer glided back into the sub-
dued light of the stage and bent forward
until her forehead almost touched the
floor; but when she ran off again the
storm of handclapping followed her like
the crashing of surf. Again and again
she was forced to make her curtsies
over the footlights. She kissed her fin-
gers and held out her thin arms in em-
bracing gestures, as though she would
like to have taken two thousand people
to her heart; and the applause grew even
more deafening. The curtain lifted and
dropped a dozen times before the audi-
ence reluctantly consented to let made-
moiselle retire for the night.

Marat was waiting with the ermine
wrap, and when his wife came off for
the last time he helped her to slip into
the garment. She drew the collar about
her chin and then caught at the man’s
beefy arm to steady herself.

Wray beckoned to the watchful de-
tectives. “Ready!” he said. “Let’s get
out of here.”

The escort formed again, three armed
 men leading the way, three falling into
position as rear guard. Wray and Neila
Lester caught step behind the advance
trio, and Mademoiselle Marat and her
husband followed just behind them. The
party passed among knots of interested
onlookers and left the theater by way
of the stage door.

Filing through the dark passageway
outside, they passed between the abut-

‘quickly butted a way through.

ting walls of the neighboring buildings
and presently trooped forth into the
mouth of the alley, where their armored
car was waiting.

A larger crowd than before was -
jammed along the sidewalk, straining
for a single glimpse of Mademoiselle
Marat. However, the guardsmen
The
dancer was clinging to her husband’s
arm.- But Marat evidently did not care
about being jostled by strangers. The
moment they reached the doorstep of
the automobile he shook himself free
and hoisted his bulk into the car.

One of the detectives was on the
point of helping Mademoiselle Marat to
mount the step behind her manager-
husband, when there was a sudden surg-
ing movement in the packed line of
spectators, and a young man, dressed
sprucely in a fawn-colored suit, thrust
his way to the forefront of the crowd
and held out a big bunch of violets.

It was the bouquet-bearing youth,
who, twice before, had tried to present
flowers to mademoiselle.

This time the dancer looked him full
in the face, and all at once she showed
white teeth in a brilliant smile.

“Please!” begged the intruder.
“Won’t you take these?”
Mademoiselle Marat’s brown hand

reached forward, and she accepted the
bouquet. Then she touched her fingers
to her lips, laughed, and climbed into the
car.

The detective pushed the young man
aside and made room for Neila to fol-
low the dancer. “Know who that is—
the Johnny with the posies?” he whis-
pered in Wray’s ear. “I thought I knew
him before, and this time I got a good
slant at his phiz.”

“Who ?”

“He’s ‘Dapper Dan’ McGee, the slick-
est dip in town,” the detective replied.
“He could steal your hands right out
of your pants pockets, and you’d never
guess he’d done it!”
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“Oh, ho!” said Wray under his
breath. “So that’s it!”

“He figured the flowers might get
him close enough to the lady so’s he
could nip him a couple of diamonds or
so. But we're one too sharp for him.”
The detective grinned as he followed
Wray into the car.. “With us on the
job, nobody’s going to lay a finger on
that dress—not if every crook and ban-
dit in town was to try. There ain't a
chanct.”

CHAPTER IIIL
IN SUDDEN DARKNESS.

AS they had done on the occasion of

their trip to the theater, three of the
detectives took seats inside the armored
automobile, a fourth sprang up beside
the driver, and the remaining two men
stood on the rear step. The guardsmen
jumped to their positions with the quick-
ness and precision of a drilled squad of
soldiers. Simultaneously the crowd of
onlookers surged forward, but the steel
doors slammed- shut in their gaping
faces, and the heavy holt was thrust into
its socket.

Mademoiselle Magya and Marat sat
side by side in the front end of the
bulletproof inclosure, while Neila Lester
and Wray occupied the bench opposite,
crowding the knees of the dancer and
her husband in the narrow aisle. The
three inside guards packed themselves as
best they might in the cramped space
that was left at the rear of the compart-
ment.

The dancer had relaxed against
Marat’s shoulder, and she sat in the
glare of the ceiling light with her head
drooping and her eyes closed. Appar-
ently she was tired out after the strain
of her evening’s performance.

. The driver started the car the moment
he heard the door shut, and they pulled
away from the alley and rolled down
the dark side street. They turned to
the left, ran for a distance over rough
cobbles, and then a second turning

brought them into an asphalt-paved
boulevard where lights flickered past the
loopholes and heavy traffic boomed
about the car. :

Mademoiselle’s bunch of violets had
fallen from her listless hand, and Marat,
who sat in moody silence beside her, had
planted his big foot on the bouquet and,
intentionally or not, was crushing the
delicate blossoms. The. guards had
nothing to say to anybody and took
turns peering out through the loopholes
into the lighted streets. Wray and
Neila Lester were the only ones of the
party who seemed to find anything to
talk about, but they kept their voices
discreetly lowered, as though hesitating
to disturb their companions.

The car was traveling fast, running
across town somewhere between the
middle Forties. Unless they glued their
eyes to the loopholes, the occupants of
the stuffy tonneau could not know their
whereabouts, except that the lights and
sounds outside told them they were in
the theatrical district and that the au-
diences were leaving the playhouses.
They could hear taxi horns blowing, the
clangor of trolley gongs, the murmur
of hundreds of voices, laughing and
talking.

The armored automobile was jolting
across a network of street-car tracks
when all at once, without warning or
apparent reason, the dome light in the
ceiling flickered and went out, leaving
the interior compartment in absolute
darkness. At the same instant the car
checked speed, as though the brakes had
been applied, and the engine stopped
working.

A piercing scream reéchoed through
the armored inclosure of 'the car.
“Help! Oh, don’t! Oh!”

It was the voice of Mademoiselle
Marat, startled, protesting, shrill with
terror.

"~ Wray stumbled to his feet in amaze-
ment, his eyes vainly trying to pierce the
suffocating  darkness. = Mademoiselle
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was in the forward corner of the car,
on the opposite side of the aisle. He
started to grope in her direction, but
blundered into a huge bulk that had just
heaved itself up from the seat across the
way. Marat it was, presumably, mov-
ing blindly, without stopping to remem-

ber that the quarters were-too cramped

for sudden and violent action.

The two men collided heavily, and
each fell back breathless against his side
of the steel coop.

“Magya!” gasped Marat. “Vat is't?”
* “Let go!” The dancer shrieked again
in the darkness. “Stop! You're chok-
ln ”

A confusion of sounds drowned the
rest of her half-throttled speech. Heavy
feet scuffled on the steel floor, a reckless

fist struck down the aisle, somebody

kicked out at random and caught Wray
in the shin. The next instant he was
crushed back against the seat by a press
of surging bodies.

He felt Neila Lester’s yielding weight
as he crowded her into her narrow cor-
ner. With a sharp lunge he swung him-
self around and spread his arms to
shield her from the huddle of struggling
bodies behind them. As he whirled, his
elbow jabbed into a hollow, bony sub-
stance, which he fancied might be some-
body’s eye socket.

He was not sure, however, He had
not the faintest idea what really had
happened. Men were behind him, push-
ing, grunting, clawing with their hands.
Marat and the three detective guards
were mixed in a blind mélée, trampling
one another’s toes and blocking -each
other in their efforts to reach the front
of the car where mademoiselle had
cried for help.

“Stop it !” shouted Wray as he arched
his back and braced himself above Neila
Lester. “Somebody—give us a light!”

“Yeh!” answered a muffled voice be-
hind him. “Light! Here y’are!”

A thin white beam from a pocket
electric suddenly searched the length

of the tonneau. One of the guards
had snapped the button of his lamp.
Wray craned his head in staring amaze-
ment. Two of the guards and Marat
were locked together like players grap-
pling in a foothall scrimmage, and be-
tween their swaying shoulders he saw
Mademoiselle Magya.

The dancer was seated on the floor,
hemmed in by the struggling men. Her
black hair had. fallen in a wild tangle
about her face, her cheek was scratched,
bleeding, and there were angry red
marks on either side of her bare throat,
that might have been left there by throt-
tling fingers. The ermine wrap had
been torn from her body and lay in
tatters at her feet. She was clad in
nothing but a blue-silk slip. The mil-
lion-dollar dress had vanished.

CHAPTER 1V.
BY HANDS UNSEEN,

N blank and speechless wonder Wray
stared at the figure on the floor. The
woman looked up with bewildered eyes,
sobbing hysterically, with sharp, chok-
ing breaths.

Marat was the first to find his power
of speech. “Magya!” he demanded
hoarsely. “De dress! Vere is de dress,
Magya?”

The guards discovered suddenly that
they had been wrestling with one an-
other in the darkness, and they broke off
hostilities with such abruptness that
each was caught in the awkward and
ludicrous posture of the instant, when
movement ceased. They held them-
selves rigid, gazing in stupefaction at
Mademoiselle Marat.

Wray passed his hand over his eyes
and turned from the dancer to glance
about the banditproof tonneau. The
detective with the lamp moved the bull’s-
eye of light back and forth along the
steel walls. The rear door was shut,
its massive bolt still securely fastened.

The seven original passengers oc-
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cupied the tonneau of the armored car,
all crowded together at the front—the
three guardsmen, Marat and his wife,
Neila Lester, and Wray himself. There
was no one else; no evidence of intru-
sion. But Mademoiselle Marat sat
among her torn ermines, her face and
neck and shoulders bearing the marks
of brutal hands, and the jeweled dress
was gone.

Wray peered along the benches and
under the benches and around the four
bare walls. He caught a sparkle on the
floor and stooped to pick up a loose
diamond, a small, white stone of about
a carat’s weight. Presumably it had
been jerked from the fringe of the
gown. But it was left behind as a
solitary exhibit. The glittering frock,
with its magnificent trimming of dia-
monds and pearls and rubies, was no-
where visible.

With his eyes grown suddenly hard,
Wray swung around to confront his
companions. “That dress can’t possibly
have been taken from this car,” he as-
serted. “We'’re all in this, locked up
together. That door stays locked; no-
body leaves until the police come!”

He looked down at mademoiselle.
“Where’s the dress?” he demanded.
“What happened to you?”

The woman stirred and with a dazed
gesture passed her hand from her shoul-
der down over the slip she was wearing.
Then she reached uncertainly to the
floor, picked up what was left of her
wrap, and drew the fragments of fur
about her.

“Some one attacked me!” she cried.
“Stripped off my ermine! Ah, look—
tore my lovely coat to bits! And while
I try to fights they rip my dress in two
pieces!” She jerked her hands apart in
excited illustration. “So it was done!
The straps broke over my arms.
And the next thing I find myself thrown
on the floor with my dress taken from
me !”

“But, Magya!” expostulated Marat,

his big face grown stupid with a child-
like perplexity. “How could dat be?
Nobody could do it.”

The woman turned in a flash of anger.
“You think they couldn’t, eh? But they
have! See!” She drew the collar of
ermine apart and displayed a red streak
across her shoulder where the skin was
broken. “I was cut here when the wire
snapped—the wire that held the jewels.
And look here, where I was choked.”
She stretched back her throat to exhibit
the darkly bruised imprints, which un-

.questionably had been left there by

clutching fingers. “What you think
now, eh?” she demanded passionately.
“You think maybe somebody did this
to me?”

Marat was clearly flabbergasted and
wisely decided to held his tongue.

“It was some one very strong,” de-
clared Mademoiselle Marat—‘‘some one
with terrible hands—stronger than me
or you.”

The automobile had come to a stop
near some busy street intersection where
traffic rumbled back and forth. Wray
was aware that they were standing still,
and from the sounds outside he knew
that a crowd was beginning to gather.
The guards on the outer step were
pounding on the bolted door, demanding
to know what had happened within the
car.

“Call a policeman!” Wray shouted,
without offering to open the door. He
forced his way to the front of the car
and looked through the loophole behind
the chauffeur’s seat. The shotgun guard
and the driver were bending forward
over the dash, investigating the instru-
ment board. :

“What’s wrong there?” Wray asked.

“Don’t know yet,” one of the men
called back. “Engine died on us, just
as we were crossing the trolley tracks.”

The hammering on the rear door was
growing more insistent, and loud voices
clamored for admittance. “This is
Lieutenant Dean, Twenty-sixth Pre-
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cinct,” announced some one invisible.

“Open up here!”

« Wray shot back the bolt, shoved his
shoulder against the creaking doors, and
swung them wide. Outside under the
street lights he saw three or four patrol-
men trying to disperse a crowd of
curiosity seekers.
postilions stood on guard by the rear
steps, flanking a uniformed man who
wore the white cap of a police com-
mander.

“Come in, lieutenant,” Wray invited.
“You know who we are, don’t you?”

“Ought to,” was the ironic reply. “I
read the newspapers now and then.
What’s happened to you?”

“Mademoiselle Marat has been robbed
of her jeweled dress; that’s all. Stolen
right off her back.”

Lieutenant Dean vaulted up the steps,
produced his pocket lamp, and flashed a
light down the armored tonneau. Then
he turned to size up Wray with a skep-
tical grin. “Come on, now!” he re-
proved. “Don’t clown the department.
Some more publicity stuff, eh?”

Wray faced the policeman earnestly.
“It’s no fake,” he asserted. “Get that
idea out of your head. Mademoiselle
was on her way back to McAllister &
McAbe’s vaults, wearing a million dol-
lars’ worth of jewels. And they've dis-
appeared.”

“She sitting dere in her tress, an’ de
car all locked up tight,” put in Marat.
“Den, queek like dat, de light go out,
de car stop, my wife, she scream some-
body is grabbing off her tress. An’
now look—Ilook what happen to her!
Magya, de officer vants to look.”

Without a word mademoiselle pulled
open her bedraggled cloak, and the lieu-
tenant stared at her with blinking eyes.
However much of the story he was
beginning to believe, he at least could be
certain that the dancer was no longer
wearing her jeweled costume.

“Who choked her?” he demanded,
and pushed his way forward, his glance

The two shotgun

fixed on the woman’s throat. “You
don’t fool me on finger marks. I've
seen too many of them come into the
station.” He gazed curiously at Marat’s
hamlike hands. “Hum!” he muttered
and turned grimly to face the dancer
again. “Those prints are the work of
a number-twelve mitt. Some big boy
put them there.” The policeman was
making no secret of his private con-
clusions.

Wray, however, hastened to interrupt.
“Just a moment, lieutenant,” he said.
“Marat was seated across the aisle from
me. When the light was snuffed out
and his wife screamed we both jumped
to our feet and bumped into each other
in the darkness. He wasn’t choking
her, didn’t have a chance to do so.
There wasn’t time. We might as well
face facts and start fair.”

“All right,” returned the policeman
gruffly. “I'm only saying she was
choked by somebody—somebody with
a whopping pair of paws.” He glanced
over his shoulder at the loopholes in the
steel side panels of the car. “Those
slits aren’t wide enough for anybody to
have stuck an arm through from out-
side, even if anybody could have run
along with you while you were travel-
ing.”

“I know they aren’t,” agreed Wray.

Lieutenant Dean cast a lowering
glance toward the three detective guards.
“Well,” he asked after a pause, “then
what ?” : .

“I’d say that when we find the dress,
we’ll know who choked Mademoiselle
Magya.”

“No kidding, now?” said the lieu-
tenant abruptly. “This happened just
as you said? No phony stuff for the
press? You're on the level about it?”

“Absolutely on the level,” returned
Wray soberly.

“You mean that dress was snatched
off the lady by some one—you don’t
know whom?”

“She was wearing the frock—she
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isn’t wearing it now. You've seen for
yourself.”

“These lost stones are real—no just
theater paste to make a flash for the
saps?”

Wray glanced around at Neila Lester,
who had remained sitting in her corner,
a silent and anxious listener. “Lieu-
tenant Dean, this is Miss Lester, a dia-
mond expert for the firm of McAllister
& McAbe, who own the gown.”

“They’re genuine stones, taken from
stock,” the girl said quietly. “Their
value is easily a million dollars.”

“You're sure the dress isn’t still in
the car?” said the officer after a reflec-
tive interval.

Wray held out the diamond he had
picked up from the floor. “I searched,
and this was all T found. It must have
been pulled off the fringe.”

The lieutenant leaned forward to
look. “Is that a genuine diamond?”
he asked.

Neila Lester took the stone in her
slim fingers, turned it in the light, and
nodded. “Yes,” she said.

“From the dress?”

“There were two thousand stones
similar to this,” the girl answered. “All
about the same weight and trade value.
While I couldn’t positively identify this
diamond, I believe it’s one of the lot.”

“Let’s look around here a minute,”
suggested the policeman, “Maybe we’ll
find something else.”

With his light in hand he proceeded
to examine the interior of the car. He
searched along the steel benches, top
side and underneath, and inspected
every inch of the armored inclosure, the
floor, ceiling, and the four metal walls.

“All right!” he remarked at last when
he finished his investigations. ‘““The
seven of you were shut in here No
openings whatever, excepting the loop-
holes and the back door. Was the door
clgsed all the time?”

“From the time we left the theater
until we opened up to let you in,” vol-

unteered one of the detective guards.
“You heard the noise the bolt makes
and how the hinges squeak. If that door
had been opened on the trxp over heﬂe
we all would have known it.”

“Nobody entered or left the car, then?
Nobody been in here except the seven
of your”

“Nobody that we know of.”

“You're from the Protective-Detec-
tive Agency, aren’t you?”

“Nesranr )

“I thought so,” said the lieutenant in
an accusing tone, as though he had fer-
reted out some sort of crime. He
turned again to Wray. “Could the
dress have been pulled out through one
of the loopholes?”’ he asked.

“Impossible!” returned the publicity
man. “Even if it were folded or twisted
lengthwise, there would be too much
thickness to stuff through those narrow
slits.”

“Suppose it had been torn into strips,
or the fringes of stones were taken off ?”

“There wasn’t time for that,” put in
Neila Lester. “The - trimming was
woven in and out of the dress material
with a meshing of thin, steel wires. It
would be a lengthy task to cut or tear
the frock to pieces.”

“Then the dress must still be in the
car.” The officer slanted a quizzical
glance at Wray. ‘““That your opinidn?”
he inquired mildly.

“If it’s here we've failed to find it.
That’s as much as I can tell you.” Wray
shrugged his shoulders. “There’s. but
one thing left to be done. I'm sure that
everybody here will insist on being
searched, before he’s *allowed to leave
the car.”

CHAPTER V.
LIKE CINDERELLA’S GOWN.

HERE was a stirring among the oc-
cupants of the car, a fleeting ex-
change of glances; but no one had any
objection to offer to Wray’s proposal.
Lieutenant Dean surveyed the group
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" with a grim tightening of his lips and
coolly nodded.

“We'll start with you three,” he an-
nounced, surveying the Protective-
Detective guards. Then he turned for
an instant toward Neila Lester and
Mademoiselle Marat. “I was called
over here on a hotel case with one of
our police matrons,” he
“That’s how I happened along at this
moment. The matron is waiting at the
corner now in my car. I’ll frisk the
men here first, and then the matron can
come in, if we still need her, and finish
the snooping.”

He stuck his head out of the door and

spoke to a patrolman who was helping
to keep the crowd back. “Charley, send
Mrs. Gray here,” he ordered.
* Swinging on his heel, he beckoned to
the nearest guardsman. “I have no
right to do this unless you're willing,”
he remarked.

“Go ahead, lieutenant!” the other re-
turned.

The man lifted his arms and stood
motionless while the policeman searched
his person with quick, skilled hands.

An object as bulky as the diamond
dress would be impossible to conceal
under one’s clothing, but nevertheless
the lieutenant searched as thoroughly as
though he were looking for individual
diamonds instead of an entire jeweled
costume.

“So far so good,” he announced at
length. “You're clean. Step outside.”

“Next!” he called.

The second and third guardsmen sub-
mitted to the search, but the missing
frock was not produced. As the pair
shouldered their shotguns and left the
car, the officer turned toward Marat.

‘The husband-manager yielded him-
self to efficial hands, as the three others
had done, without a word of protest.
In his case the frisking process seemed
needlessly prolonged, and the police-
man-appeared to be a trifle nettled when
he finished the search.

. haven’t got it.

remarked. °

“All right,” he conceded at last. “You
Climb outside.”

Wray was the last of the men to stand
before the officer, and after a brief
prodding and thumbing-over, he, too,
was absolved from suspicion. He de-
scended the rear steps, and the lieutenant
followed him, leaving Neila Lester and
Mademoiselle Marat alone in the car.

As the two men reached the pavement
somebody forced a passage through the
throng of staring people along the side-
walk, and an elderly woman stepped
down across the curb.

The lieutenant motioned to her. “Mrs.
Gray,” he said in an undertone, “it’s
reported that a jeweled dress has been
stolen from that car. I haven’t found
it. But there are two ladies waiting in
there. Go inside and see if either of
them has it.”

While the police matron was mount-
ing the step, Wray sauntered forward
to talk with the front-seat guard. His

questions, however, elicited no informa- °

tion of any importance. The man
stated merely that they were driving
along at a fast rate of speed, with the
engine running smoothly, when all at
once, without any warning, the power
was cut off, and the car stopped. It
happened while they were traveling
down Forty-second Street, just after
they crossed the trolley tracks under the
Sixth Avenue Elevated structure. At
the time, the man said, there was no
other automobile nor any pedestrian
passing near them. Before his vehicle

had lost momentum, the driver had:

steered alongside the right-hand curb
and pulled up in the middle of the block,
not far from the Public Library build-
ing.

The chauffeur at that moment was
standing in the street, peering under the
lifted hood of his engine. Apparently
he had not yet discovered the trouble.

‘While he talked with the guard, Wray

experimentally pushed his hand down
on the foot-starter switch. There was

e
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no response from the battery. Evidently
something was wrong with the electrical
system,

Stooping under the car, he felt along
the main cable until he reached the bat-
tery. The connection seemed to be
tight. He tried the opposite terminal,
running his hand down the ground cable.
Then he- suddenly called to the chauf-
feur. “Here you are,” he said.

“What ?”” asked the man, moving back
his direction.

“Your ground’s been pulled loose
from the chassis frame,” he replied,
and as the chauffeur stooped to look
he exhibited the dangling end of the
cable.

“Now how do you suppose that was
done?” the driver wanted to know:

Wray showed him a fragment of
stout wire, twisted around the terminal
and broken off short at its free end.
“Looks as though it had been jerked
off by this—purposely, I should say.”

“Huh!” ejaculated the chauffeur.

Wray stood up with thoughtfully
knitted brow, pushed his way through
the circling crowd, and started to walk
down the street, trying to trace back
the wheel marks of the armored car.
He watched right and left along the
pavement as he made his way down to
the Sixth Avenue crossing. Reaching
the intersection of street-car tracks, he
halted for a moment to glance about
him, and then, with a triumphant ex-
clamation, he darted forward to stoop
down in the middle of the highway.
From the trolley slot in the middle of
the track, there trailed a half-coiled
length of stout wire.

The wire was caught in the slot and
refused to give at the first couple of
tugs, but at last Wray managed to worry
it loose and pulled up a three-pronged
steel barb, shaped like a triple fishhook.
With a comprending nod, he turned
back and hurriedly retraced his steps to
the stalled automobile.

As Wray reéntered the cleared space

“of honor;”

inside the police line, Neila Lester ap-
peared in the doorway of the armored
car and stepped down to the street.

He hastened to her side. “Well?”
he inquired under his breath:

The girl faced him with a troubled
smile and slowly shook her head.
“Neither Mademoiselle Magya nor I
had the dress,” she said. ‘“The matron
has searched us both. The frock is not
in the car. It—it just seems to have
faded out of existence.”

“Queer, isn’t it?” remarked Lieu-
tenant Dean, coming forward to hear
what was said. “We’re up against an
impossible business — something that
just couldn’t happen. You've certainly
pulled a new one this time.”

“Not so new,” remarked Wray. “Re-
member when Cinderella came home
from the dance—how her gorgeous
gown was whisked away, leaving her
standing in her rags?”

“So that’s it!” said the officer tartly.
“Just another fairy tale for the news-
papers, eh?” He glowered indignantly.
“You wasting my time——"

“T've told you the truth—on my word
Wray cut in. “Mademoiselle
Marat was wearing a dress worth a
million dollars, and it has been stolen.
Impossible or not, it has happened ex-
actly as I have told you.”

Lieutenant Dean fixed the publicity
man with a searching glance, apparently
impressed by his manner, yet still a bit
skeptical. “You've given me the full
facts?”” he asked at last.

“Here’s something that I've just dis-
covered.” Wray held up the wire with
the terminating hook. “This is what
caused the car to stop.”

“What do you mean?”

“I picked this up on the Sixth Avenue
trolley tracks, with the fingers of the
hook caught in the slot. A broken
fragment of this wire is still twisted
around the ground cable leading from
the battery of the armored automobile.
You can see what happened. The hook

s
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was dangling from the cable, dragging
free on the pavements as the car trav-
eled. It was certain to snag something
before the trip ended. As we know
now, it must have dragged harmlessly
for several blocks, but at last got
jammed in the trolley slot as we crossed
the intersecting tracks - back there.
When the hook caught, of course, the
cable was yanked loose, and the electric
circuit was broken.”

The lieutenant examined the broken
strand of wire. “Then you think some
one fastened it to the battery cable pur-
posely ?”

“Undoubtedly !” :

“When was it done?”

“While the car was parked at the
stage entrance, presumably. The guards
all accompanied mademoiselle into the
theater. Tt was very dark at the alley
entrance. Anybody could have crept
under the car, fastened the hook to the
cable, and then slipped away unseen.”

The policeman summoned the driver
of the car. “Where were you while you
were waiting for your party to come out
of the theater?” he asked.

“In my seat behind the wheel,” was
the answer.

“Could anybody have crawled under
your car without your noticing ?”

“They might have,” the chauffeur
admitted. ‘It was too dark to see much,
and T wasn’t paying attention to any-
body, not figuring there was any need
of keeping my eyes open until the lady
came out again.”

Lieutenant Dean dismissed the man
and turned again to Wray. “We'll say
it was done like that. With what ob-
ject? To stop the car?”

The publicity man shook his head.
“To put out the light, I'd say at a guess.
We were riding along peacefully in the
illuminated tonneau. Then, as we
crossed the tracks, there came sudden
darkness.  Simultaneously, mademoi-
selle screamed for help. What hap-
pened in that interval, nobody was able

to see. But when a pocket torch was
ignited at last, mademoiselle sat in the
corner, bruised and rumpled, and minus
her dress.” -

“How long did the darkness last?”

“There was too much confusion to
think of the passage of time. It might
have been only a few seconds, or per-
haps there was a lapse of a minute or
more.”

“It must have been longer than we
supposed,” put in Neila Lester. “The
dress was$ securely fastened, and it
certainly would have taken more than
a minute for anybody to tear it off.”

“To me the startling feature of it all
is the fact that the thief or thieves were
ready to act at an instant’s notice,” said
Wray. “They could be sure that the
electric cable would be yanked loose
some time during the trip, but they
couldn’t anticipate the exact second it
would happen. As far as we know
there could have been no intruder in
the car; but the instant the light goes
out we seem to have an invisible some
one with us, some one who’s been wait-
ing for just that moment, waiting for
his chance to dig fingers in Magya's
throat and snatch off her costume.
Queer, isn't it?” Wray grinned ruefully,
and shook his head. ‘“Maybe there’s
some way of figuring it out, but it’s
certainly got me guessing.”

CHAPTER VI.
BLINDMAN’S BUFF.

WHILE Wray and the lieutenant

were talking there was a scuffling
movement in the crowd along the side-
walk, and a stocky, square-built man
elbowed his way across the curb past
one of the sentinel policemen and saun-
tered toward the armored car. He was
a swaggering, ruddy-faced individual,
with a pugnacious jowl and deep-set,
gimletlike eyes. The lieutenant caught
sight of the newcomer and nodded with
an expression of relief.
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“Here you are, Tom!” he called.
“You’re just the chap we want. This
is Detective Chivington, one of our
plain-clothes men,” he remarked to
Wray.
a formal complaint in this case?”

“We are, indeed,” was the answer.

“I'm turning it over to Chivington,
then. This sort of thing is just in his
line.” The lieutenant repressed a sound
that might have been mistaken for a
chuckle. “I wish you luck, Tom,”

“What’s it all about?” the detective
inquired.

Dean explained in a few words, and
Chivington’s hard mouth twisted in an
ironic grin. “Am I supposed to swallow
that yarn?” he asked.

“Yoéu're supposed to get busy on this
case,” replied the lieutenant severely.
“You know now how things stand. Dig
in! We want the thief, and most of all
we want to recover the jeweled dress.
Get ’em!”

)

“Yes, sir,” returned the detective, his
manner a trifle less flippant. “I’ll get
after ’em.”

“I forgot to mention Dapper Dan
McGee,” Wray put in. “Know him?”

“Who—Danny?” echoed Chivington,
while the lieutenant looked up swiftly.
“Do I know my own uncle? Sure, I
do!”

“This McGee was hanging around the
theater to-night, trying to present Made-
moiselle Magya with a bunch of violets.
He tried three times, and, finally, just
as she was getting back into the car, he
reached her, and she accepted the
flowers.” .

“Wouldn’t you know it!” exclaimed
Chivington in a tone tinged with ad-
miration. “You’ll always find Danny
where the pickin’s look biggest.”

“Did he have a chance to touch the
dress?” asked the lieutenant.

“No,” answered Wray. ‘“Mademoi-
selle merely brushed past him. He
couldn’t have stolen her costume, or so
much as nipped one diamond. I speak

“I take it that you're making.

of him merely because he has a reputa-
tion as a crook, and because he was
much in evidence to-night. I really
don’t see how he could have anything
to do with the theft. Still"—Wray
shrugged his shoulders—“I don’t see
how any one else could have, either.”

“We’ll have Danny in and ask him
what about it,” promised Dean, and
arched his brows at Chivington. “What
do you want to start doing now?” he
asked.

“I got about two million questions I
better ask these people,” replied the
detective, “just to make sure where I
stand. We can all go somewhere and
have a good chin together.”

Julius Marat had been hovering near
enough to hear a part of the conversa-
tion. The detective’s proposal brought
a scowl to his face. “My wife she’s
tired oudt an’ very much upset,” he
protested. “She should go home now.”

“Where do you live?” asked Chiving-
ton.

Marat mentioned the name of an
apartment hotel, not far from Forty-
second Street.

“Right!” said the plain-clothes man
serenely. “We’ll go with you.”

No one could possibly offer any
legitimate objection to that plan, so,
after a brief consultation, a policeman
was sent to call a taxicab. The armored
automobile and the six guardsmen were
of no further use to anybody, and the
lieutenant told the agency men to take
their car and clear out before the rapid-
ly growing crowd became unmanage-
able.

Meanwhile a taxicab had come up to
the curb with a patrolman riding on the
running board. = Mademoiselle was
helped from the steel car into the other
vehicle, and the transfer was made so
quickly that the waiting throng scarcely
caught a glimpse of her bedraggled
white furs. The others piled into the
cab after her—Marat, Neila Lester,
Wray, and Detective Chivington—and
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a second later they were whirling away
from the scene of trouble.

The Marats occupied a roomy suite
in a so-called club-apartment building
that catered to a money-squandering
class of transients who flit briefly among
the lights of Broadway. On reaching
their destination, mademoiselle and her
companions entered an ornate lobby and
passed up to a higher floor by elevator.

The door of the dancer’s suite was
opened to the newcomers by a small,
blond man, dank and fishy of eye, and
stolid of demeanor. Marat spoke to
him in a foreign tongue, calling him
“Paul,” but did not introduce him. The
man’s deferential manner indicated that
he might be a servant—probably a sort
of valet-butler-courier engaged in the
service of these theatrical wanderers.

Mademoiselle Marat asked to be ex-
cused while she made herself present-
able, and her companions waited in the
reception room. Wray and Neila Lester
found themselves chairs, Marat began
pacing back and forth with his hands
behind his back, while Detective Chiv-
ington deposited his weight on the edge
_of a fragile-looking table, and whistled
~ to himself, staring around at the garish
furnishings of the place with every sign
of approval.

In a short while an inner door opened,
and Magya’s voice called to her guests.
“Come now, if you please,” she invited.

The four passed through the door-
way to enter a large, brightly lighted
dressing room. Mademoiselle had re-
moved her stage make-up, and she
looked wan and hollow-eyed under the
searching electroliers. She had put on
a brocaded dressing gown and was re-
clining on a chaise longue among a litter
of silk cushions.

Behind the dancer stood a second
woman, who gazed at the intruders
from wunder sharply drawn brows.
She was a swarthy-complexioned,
raven-haired woman, with full, red
lips and dark, brooding eyes. In

figure she might have been described
as being lank, rather than merely thin
or slender. Apparently she was several
years older than Magya.

“This is Madame Rennault,” said the
dancer, with a slight wave of her hand.
“She come with me from abroad.”

The room was in disorder, littered
with all sorts of wearing finery, hats and
lingerie and crumpled gowns and dis-
carded slippers. It was evident that
mademoiselle had dressed here and put
on her make-up for the stage, and it
was equally apparent that nobody had
taken the trouble to tidy the room after
her. Madame Rennault now began re-
moving garments from some of the
chairs to make places for the visitors
to sit.

“Madame Rennault is my dresser and
looks after my wardrobes,” said the
dancer, as though to explain the other’s
presence. “But she is also my good
friend.”

Wray and Neila Lester sat down to-
gether on a sofa, and Detective Chiving-
ton, who seemed to have an aversion for
chairs, planted his leaning bulk against
the corner of Magya’s make-up table.
Marat continued his restless prowling,
back and forth across the floor.

The detective wanted to know the
entire story of the stolen dress, with all
minutie of detail, from the time the
gown left the McAllister & McAbe vault
until the moment that mysterious hands
tore it violently from the dancer’s per-
son. He shot his rapid-fire interroga-
tions, first at one witness and then an-
other, until his listeners almost began
to fear that he had not exaggerated
much in his statement that he had two
million or so questions to ask.

Wray had already told Lieutenant
Dean all he knew about the affair, and
he could not help being bored by the
lengthy rehashing of the evening’s
events. Inasmuch as nobody seemed to
have the remotest inkling-as to what had
happened in the darkened automobile
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when the precious costume disappeared,
he could not see where anything was to
be gained by such elaborate cross-
examination.

Chivington directed the majority of
his questions toward Magya, and the
dancer answered freely and willingly,
but her wearied expression said plainly
that she was not having a good time;
that she was keeping herself in hand
only by an effort, waiting miserably un-
til she could get rid of her visitors and
go to bed. She had kicked off her gold-
cloth dancing pumps, and now sat, half
reclining, with her feet tucked under
her, gazing with overstrained attentive-
ness at the importunate detective.

Mademoiselle’s cast-off pumps had
dropped onto the floor beside another
pair of slippers of like design and ma-
terial. Wray, who was giving little heed
to the endless conversation, sat aloef,
in musing silence, his eyes absently trac-
ing the arched curves of the dancer’s
dainty slippers as they lay on the rug
before him. He was thinking how easy
it would be to kick a toe through the
flimsy fabric, and it struck him that the
dancer, like an automobile owner, was
sensible to keep spare shoes on hand, in
case of punctures or blow-outs, when he
was recalled from his inane reflections
by Chivington’s suddenly turning in his
direction.

“Did anybody crowd past you in the
armoréd car?” demanded the officer.

The publicity man shook his head.
“Marat and I were seated opposite each
other in the forward part of the car,
blocking the aisle. I don’t see how any-
body could have pushed between us.
When the light went out we both
jumped to our feet and were practically
in each other’s arms during the few
seconds that mademoiselle was strug-
gling ‘and screaming.”

“Hum!” The detective cogitated,
and then, after a little pause, he crossed
over to Magya and examined the dark
marks on her throat.

Like Lieutenant Dean, Chivington
was of the opinion that the bruised spots
could be nothing else except the ugly
mementos of a powerfully clutching
hand. He was expressing a positive
opinion on the subject when a sharp
exclamation from Wray interrupted his
speech.

“Huh?” he ejaculated, turning blank-
ly to stare.

Wray was looking again at the
dancer’s golden shoes, an expression of
lively curiosity in his deep-gray eyes.
The detective followed the direction of
the other’s glance and abruptly stepped
forward to pick up one of the discarded
pumps. He held it under the light, to
reveal a splotch of moist black mud over
the instep. :

“That what you're cracking about?”
the detective demanded. “Meaning you
think somebody trampled her?” He
glanced from Wray’s feet to Marat’s,
but the shoes of both were guiltless of
any speck of mud.

“Oh, we didn’t do it,” the publicity
man said lightly. “None of our party
could have stepped into any mud. We
none of us left the clean sidewalks,
either going to or coming from the
stage.”

“You're trying to tell me that some
stranger got int