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THE CHINA DOLL





‘Have you ever read the fable of the wolf and the lamb, Carter?’ asked Sir Leonard Wallace, leaning back in his chair, and looking up at his assistant.


The tall, good-looking young man with the wavy hair and bronzed complexion smiled.


‘Well, yes, sir,’ he replied. ‘I suppose everyone has.’


He wondered what was in his chief’s mind. Sir Leonard did not ask such questions, as a rule, unless there was reason behind them.


‘Not everyone,’ disagreed Wallace. ‘That is rather an exaggerated statement to make. Still, Aesop’s Fables are probably as widely read as anything written or told ever has been. It is pretty evident, however, that the powers that be in Japan know all about the wolf and the lamb. Japan has cast herself for the part of wolf and a play neatly arranged, to be produced and directed by herself.’


‘Who plays the part of the lamb, sir?’ asked Carter.


‘China, of course. Poor helpless China, with her internal troubles, her disruption, her family quarrels is an easy prey for the voracious wolf. Japan has had her eyes on China for years. The time has now come when she thinks she is powerful enough to strike the blow. It will not happen all at once. She is too cute for that. Besides the Oriental method of torture indicates a gradual process. China will be annexed in a succession of cuts – eaten up slice by slice so to speak. And as she has commenced over Manchuria and Jehol so she will continue. China is held responsible for provocation just as the wolf put the blame on the poor lamb before devouring her. I’ve sent warning after warning to London. America has suggested a joint action which Japan would not dare face, but we are not ready to take any steps just now. Think of it! It makes me feel blasphemous. Of course I must admit to a feeling of admiration for the Japs. They have chosen their time well, and with amazing nerve and skill, when Europe is staggering about like a drunken man from one crisis to another. Well, I’ve done my best to point out what should be done and the necessity for quick action. I can do no more than that. There is one thing I can do and will do, though, before I leave this colony. I shall rout out, lock, stock and barrel, the nest of the Japanese spies here.’


‘But I thought—’ commenced Carter.


‘So did I,’ interrupted the other grimly; tapped a document lying before him on his desk with a shapely forefinger. ‘This proves otherwise. It was brought to me this morning by a messenger from Winstanley. As you were out I opened it myself.’ He held it up to Carter. ‘Read it!’


The young man, who appeared greatly interested now, took the sheets of foolscap covered with typescript, displaying the stamp of the Inspector-General of Police on each page, and commenced eagerly to peruse them. Sir Leonard removed the lid of the large tobacco bowl standing before him on the desk; proceeded to fill his pipe, making use of his artificial hand with amazing celerity and adroitness. When the tobacco was lit and burning to his satisfaction, he sat puffing away contentedly as though he had not a care in the world, watching with approval the keen, interested expression on the face of his young assistant as the latter stood by his side reading.


Sir Leonard Wallace and Carter were in Hong Kong; had been there for some months. At the earnest request of the British governor, Sir Leonard had accepted the appointment of acting governor in order to investigate with the fullest authority and on the spot a gigantic plot to defraud the government of Hong Kong. He had taken with him Carter as his private secretary while Cousins had been sent to the colony to act independently. His investigations and those of his colleagues had been entirely successful and, at the time this narrative opens, Wallace’s periods of office as governor was drawing to a close. To be exact, there were but three weeks to run.


The conspirators had planned not only to deplete the Treasury, by means of forged government bonds, fictitious loans, and fraudulent contracts, but had been handing over to a Japanese consul secret information of a naval and military character concerning the defences of Hong Kong. It appeared that an agent of Japan had obtained possession of information regarding the conspiracy and a list of all concerned in it. This had been used as a lever to force the principals to supply the Japanese consul with the details he demanded. Naturally, when Sir Leonard Wallace had brought all this to light, a strongly-worded protest had been sent by the British government to Japan. As a result of this the consul had been relieved of his appointment, and ordered to return to Japan, while the Japanese government, as was only to be expected, denied all knowledge of any espionage activities in Hong Kong. Sir Leonard Wallace, however, had not been prepared to allow the consul to depart so easily. Directly information reached him that the official had been relieved of his appointment, and was, therefore, no longer a privileged person, he had given instructions for him to be subpoenaed as a witness against the ringleaders of the conspiracy. The Japanese had attempted to evade this and sail for his own country, whereupon he had been promptly arrested. His evidence had proved valuable at the trial but he had also been forced to part with information about his own activities. Wallace possessed methods of his own of exacting items of that kind from recalcitrant spies. Yumasaki, the ex-consul, discovered that fact to his sorrow. Afterwards he had been escorted to a ship and not left until she sailed for Japan.


Carter finished his perusal of the sheets of paper with a soft but prolonged whistle. He placed them on the desk in front of Sir Leonard.


‘Then we couldn’t have cleared them all out, sir,’ he commented.


‘Obviously not,’ replied the governor, removing the pipe from his mouth, and tapping out the ashes into a tray. ‘There must have been others hidden away somewhere. Yet I could have sworn Yumasaki had told me all. There’s no getting completely inside an Oriental mind, though,’ he added with a sigh. ‘Well, we start again, Carter, and we have three weeks to make a clean sweep.’


‘I wonder how Ransome found all this out. It’s pretty good work on his part.’


‘Very good work,’ agreed Sir Leonard. ‘He’s a splendid man, but I think his popularity as a policeman has a lot to do with it. Those Chinese detectives under him would go through fire and water for him. It’s what I’ve always contended. Treat a Chinaman well, and you can trust him up to the hilt; he’ll do anything for you.’


‘I can’t quite see why these spies are remaining here,’ observed Carter. ‘After the manner in which you descended on the others, sir, followed by that rigid scrutiny of the papers of every Jap in the colony, I should have thought they would have waited a bit before commencing again; at least, until your term of office was over. They must know you will soon be leaving.’


Sir Leonard smiled.


‘They probably thought I would not expect their activities to recommence so soon. They didn’t anticipate Ransome and his sleuths being kept on the watch.’


‘But what can they hope to discover now?’


‘You must remember Yumasaki only received the plans of the fortifications from Collinson. He badly wanted the chart, promised him, showing the exact position of the minefields, lists of the number and calibre of the big guns, and a plan depicting the location of all magazines and other military and naval stores. He never received those. We ascertained that. Thank God he didn’t. Collinson and Ferguson have run Great Britain into an expenditure of millions of dollars, as it is, by handing over plans of the fortifications. If every defensive scheme in the colony had to be altered, as well as the fortifications, the expense would be colossal. Besides, Japan naturally is anxious to keep watch, if she can, on the new scheme of fortifying the island. The more I think of it,’ he added, lying back in his chair, and regarding the young man by his side, ‘the more bothered I feel. This desperate anxiety to know all there is to know about our defences, taken in conjunction with Japan’s operations in China, can only mean one thing: she anticipates a continuation of trouble in Europe and eventually a war into which Great Britain will be drawn. When that time comes, she will sail her warships into Hong Kong having, as she hopes, made herself perfectly acquainted with all defensive measures, and annex the colony confident that we shall be too heavily engaged elsewhere to offer resistance. The same, I imagine, applies to Singapore, but that’s not my pidgin – at the moment. In the meantime, she will continue with her policy of slicing off bits of China as a punishment for pretended affronts gradually consolidating herself in that country.’


He suddenly sprang to his feet, and began to pace to and fro in the large, well-furnished apartment.


‘Heavens!’ he exclaimed. ‘Were there ever such blind, inept fools as those at home? When I get back, Carter, I’ll have so much to say about their lack of vision and dilatoriness that they’ll – they’ll want to make me Governor of the South Pole or somewhere as far away as possible to get rid of me.’


Carter smiled. He knew how caustic Sir Leonard could be and his opinion of certain statesmen. He imagined the bad time his chief would give them when he did return to England. The young man had seldom seen Wallace so deeply moved. It was a rarity for the Chief of the British Secret Service to display his feelings in such a manner; an eloquent proof of how seriously he regarded the Japanese menace.


Wallace continued his pacing for some time, his chin sunk on his breast, his artificial hand pushed deep into his coat pocket, the other firmly gripping his pipe. Carter remained by the desk watching him, making no attempt to speak. He knew the signs. Sir Leonard was deep in thought; that astute mind of his turning over the fresh problem that confronted him, and the young man, acting as secretary, knew better than to interrupt the brain that had once been described as the most brilliant in England. At length, Wallace returned to his chair, and sat down.


‘What a pity Cousins went back to England!’ he remarked. ‘He would have been extremely useful now. Still, it’s no use bothering about that.’ He became silent again, his hand caressing his determined, well-shaped chin as his mind continued to grapple with the news that had caused him such perturbation. Presently he picked up the report from the Inspector-General of Police and read it through for perhaps the twentieth time. Occasionally he murmured fragments aloud as though they in particular impressed themselves upon him. ‘“A Japanese sailor from a Maru boat drunk with samsui was taken to the central police station and, in the ordinary course of routine, searched. Among the articles found on him was a document which Superintendant Ransome decided was in Japanese cipher … Mr Ransome, who knows the language well, set to work to get at its meaning, being convinced that such a letter in the possession of an illiterate seaman must have some particular significance.” Bright of Ransome,’ approved Sir Leonard, ‘and brighter still that he succeeded in deciphering the document. I should rather like to have that young man in the Intelligence Service.’ He continued to read on, again murmuring certain parts of the report aloud. At last he threw down the sheets of paper, and looked up at Carter. ‘In short,’ he declared, ‘a drunken Japanese seaman is found to possess a coded document which turns out to be a message obviously from Japanese espionage agents in this colony to a central headquarters in Tokyo. It contains nothing very significant except the fact that difficulties are great, more agents are required, and great care must be taken in smuggling them into the colony. Neither the address of the Tokyo headquarters is given nor, and this is more important, is that of the agents in Hong Kong. The fact that the seaman, on recovering from his drunkenness, seemed so appalled when he found his precious letter had been taken from him, and committed hara kiri directly he was questioned and realised it had been decoded, proves that he was acting under very stringent orders. It’s a great pity that knife of his was lying within his reach when they were examining him. Still, I suppose we can’t blame them; they could hardly have anticipated such an action on his part, and he must have been extraordinarily quick. Clever of the Japs, you know, Carter, to use common seamen as messengers. Who would be likely to suspect them? If this fellow hadn’t slipped up and got drunk, we might have continued comfortably to believe Hong Kong was quite free of the spy menace. Poor chap, he took the only possible way out for him. The trouble is, his masters in this colony will know all about his arrest, death and, of course, guess the reason why he committed suicide. In other words, they will know we are wise to them again.’


‘Ransome’s investigations will already have told them that, sir, won’t they?’


‘Not necessarily. According to this’ – he tapped the report – ‘the superintendent’s Chinese detectives did all the tracing of the sailor’s movements from the time he left the ship until he was picked up drunk. Chinese are the craftiest people in the world, and obviously Ransome’s bunch are particularly gifted. The pity of it is that such good work should have had such a negative result. Ring up Sir Masterson Winstanley, Carter, and ask him to come along to see me directly after tiffin. I can’t manage it this morning owing to the visit of the arts and crafts deputation and my appointment at the Happy Valley to open the new sports club. Lord!’ he sighed. ‘How glad I shall be when I can shed all this ceremonial nonsense.’


Sir Leonard had all along found the role of acting governor of a colony, with its continuous succession of public duties, extremely irksome. That type of appointment did not appeal to him at all; nevertheless, although he had kept always foremost in mind the real reason for his presence in Hong Kong, he had not in any way neglected his multifarious social and official obligations. He had, in fact, proved himself an ideal governor. The manner in which he had handled a terrible situation, with murder stalking grimly any who threatened to prove of danger to the conspirators, had won the admiration and respect of everyone. There was a general desire that he should continue to hold his appointment for, at least, the usual period of five years; the Legislative Council had asked his permission to send a strongly-worded request to Westminster that his services be retained. Sir Leonard, however, quickly put an end to all hopes in that direction. While thanking the council for the confidence shown in him, he made it quite clear that he himself had no intention of remaining in the colony as governor.


As usual, he and Lady Wallace entertained several guests to luncheon but, directly afterwards, he went to his study, where he found the Inspector-General of Police, Sir Masterson Winstanley, already awaiting him. Without preamble, except to invite the Chief of Police to take a chair, he plunged into the matter which was uppermost in his mind.


‘Thanks for the detailed and clearly-worded report concerning this Japanese affair, Winstanley,’ he acknowledged. ‘That young man of yours, Ransome, is to be highly commended for his enterprise and zeal.’


‘I am glad to hear you say that, sir,’ returned the IG. ‘At the same time, I am deeply sorry all his work was allowed to go for nought, owing to the stupidity of the inspector in allowing the sailor’s belongings to lie within the man’s reach. There was no intention of making a charge. The Jap was only arrested to allow him to sober up. He’d been making a nuisance of himself. His belongings, with the exception of the letter, had been placed on the desk ready to be handed back to him. Nobody anticipated his taking the action he did.’


‘Of course not,’ agreed Wallace. ‘I think you are being rather unfair to the inspector in calling him stupid. And, in any case, if the Jap had been stopped from committing hara kiri, I don’t suppose we’d ever have obtained any useful information out of him.’


‘I’m pretty certain you would have done,’ replied Sir Masterson. ‘I haven’t forgotten how you made Yumasaki speak!’


‘H’m,’ grunted Sir Leonard. ‘It appears I failed to get him to say anything. The fellow was cleverer than I thought. Tell me exactly what happened at the police station.’


‘Superintendent Ransome was sitting at the desk, the Japanese letter before him with its decoded translation. The inspector was standing by his side, a European sergeant a couple of yards away, and two Indian constables behind the seaman, who was, of course, standing facing Ransome. The fellow got into a terrible state of panic when he realised the letter was in the hands of the police. Then as soon as Ransome made him aware he knew the contents, and began questioning him, he suddenly sprang forward, grasped the knife and, before hands could be laid on him, had plunged it to the hilt into his abdomen. Ransome tells me it was a ghastly sight.’


‘It must have been. And was nothing of any significance discovered at all while the superintendent’s detectives were engaged in tracing the fellow’s movements?’


Winstanley shook his head, his stern, dark face expressing his regret.


‘You have seen the report, sir,’ he remarked. ‘Nothing has been left out.’


‘I realise that. I was merely anxious to know if there was some little action, a movement, anything in fact, that may have been remarked by those who saw the sailor, mentioned to your men but thought too insignificant to note.’


Again the IG shook his head.


‘The detectives spent the whole night at the job,’ he declared, ‘and you have read of the success that attended their efforts. As far as we know, everything he did and everywhere he went from the time he left his ship until his arrest, was discovered and noted.’


‘Splendidly efficient work that, Winstanley,’ approved Sir Leonard. ‘It couldn’t have been easy especially as he seemed always on his own.’


‘Those men of Ransome’s are efficient, sir. I take a great deal of pride in them.’


‘And in him,’ smiled the governor. ‘Well, there is to my mind one very significant fact which you have all apparently overlooked.’


‘What is that?’


‘The seaman went from one drinking den to another, and he was always alone! It doesn’t seem to have occurred to anyone that there was anything curious in that. And yet it strikes me as being most interesting. Sailors all the world over are congenial souls and fond of company. If they don’t go ashore in port with their mates, they very soon pick up companions. This man did neither. He was all the time by himself, as far as your men have been able to ascertain.’


‘He was probably acting under orders.’


‘Of course he was. That’s obvious. But don’t you see my point? His instructions were that he was to meet someone who would give him a communication. Now a man entrusted with a mission of such importance would not ordinarily go and get drunk. In fact, he would be chosen for his reliability, wouldn’t he?’ Winstanley nodded, wondering what was coming. ‘The last thing,’ went on Sir Leonard, ‘he would do, one would imagine, would be to make a round of drinking dens. Now a sailor on his own, without any mission but to enjoy himself, who went pub crawling would pick up companions. This fellow did not – we presume his orders debarred that – but apparently his orders did not prohibit him from going to those drinking places. Your investigations show that he came ashore at six or thereabouts, went straight to the Fan Tan saloon, where he stayed drinking for half an hour, sitting alone at one of the tables in the place. Leaving there, he went from one to another, remaining in each about the same period of time. In all, he visited six saloons. At twenty minutes past nine, he was arrested on the Praya, where he was found to be drunk. The fact that he was there indicates that he was not on his way to visit another den, but was returning to his ship. From all this, I gather that, although his instructions were to avoid companions, he was expected to visit drinking saloons. In other words, the person who gave him the letter was to meet him in one or other of those places. The regularity of the period he spent in each shows clearly that he was working to a timetable. In order not to be too conspicuous he had to have a drink or more in each. As it happens, the fact that he remained so steadfastly alone did make him conspicuous, for which we have reason to be grateful, because I doubt if his movements could have been traced otherwise. Obviously his employers did not anticipate the possibility of his getting drunk. Perhaps he hadn’t a very strong head, or the fascination of samsui was too much for him and he was unable to resist taking more than he could hold. Anyhow that doesn’t matter.’


‘But,’ objected Winstanley, ‘the belief that he was met in one of those saloons doesn’t help us much.’


‘Oh, yes, it does,’ disagreed Sir Leonard. ‘We have narrowed the search down to one place. He undoubtedly received the letter in the last saloon he visited, otherwise the presumption is he would have gone to another. Had he received it in a previous one there would have been no point in his continuing his pilgrimage.’


‘By Jove! I can see now what you’ve been driving at, sir. The last place he went to was that new dancing and drinking hall, the China Doll.’


‘Exactly. That’s where he was met and given the letter.’


‘But why did he have to go to so many? Surely his appointment could have been made for one specific place.’


‘There may have been a hundred and one reasons. You must remember we have been very severe on wiping out Japanese espionage in this colony, and the agents here now have found it necessary to be ultra-cautious. The man who eventually met the sailor may be known to your men and, as a police watch is always kept on these drinking dens, he was forced to be rigidly careful.’


Sir Masterson did not seem altogether satisfied with that.


‘Ransome’s Chinese are extraordinarily thorough,’ he remarked, ‘and have the patience of their race almost to an exaggerated degree. I don’t know myself how they did it, but they seem to have traced every movement of the sailor’s. Not once in their report, as you will have read in the transcription from my office, is there the suggestion that he may have met someone who passed something to him. It seems certain that he remained alone always.’


‘That means nothing,’ returned Sir Leonard. ‘It is perfectly easy to transfer an object like a letter from hand to hand unobserved when two persons are in the act of passing each other, or even from table to table – underneath, of course – when contiguous as they are in those places.’


‘Not so easy, when one of the parties as drunk as the Jap must have been by the time he got to the China Doll.’


‘There’s a good deal in that,’ nodded Wallace, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.


‘Isn’t it likely,’ hazarded the Chief of Police, ‘that the agent who gave him the letter was an employee? A bartender or a waiter would entirely escape notice, if he passed it to him in the act of serving him.’


‘In that case, the man would be in one saloon only. There wouldn’t have been any reason for the seaman to visit six.’


‘No; that’s true.’


They discussed the matter for some time longer, the Inspector-General leaving with the promise that he would order Ransome to concentrate his men on obtaining a complete list of everyone, as far as possible, who had been on the premises of the China Doll between eight-thirty and nine-fifteen the previous night. Special attention was to be paid to Japanese patrons and, if there had been any, their places of residence were to be immediately subjected to a visitation and intensive search.


‘I’m afraid I haven’t a great deal of hope that anything will come of that,’ remarked Sir Leonard, as the two men shook hands. ‘Still I can think of nothing more promising at the moment. I have a feeling that something very significant has eluded your men, probably because it is too obvious to have been noticed. I haven’t the faintest idea what it may be or how the notion got into my head, but I have been puzzling it out ever since I first read your report. Tell Ransome to set his men investigating everything of which they previously took no notice, because it was part of the scheme of things. You get my meaning?’


Sir Masterson Winstanley did, and departed with his own mind in a state of extreme perplexity. He had had so much to do with Sir Leonard Wallace and seen such evidences of the cleverness of a brain that seldom missed anything, and seemed capable of thinking several moves ahead of that of an ordinary individual, that he felt now the governor, without at the moment knowing what it was, had hit on the one point that would probably mean success in the investigations. It was perhaps only natural that the Inspector-General of Police should be anxious to fathom the elusive item upon which the governor was placing so much importance. As his rickshaw took him speedily to police headquarters, the uniformed coolies trotting along with rhythmic leg and arm movements, he continually muttered to himself: ‘Too obvious to have been noticed! Now what the devil could fit in that was so much in the scheme of things that it might have been overlooked by observant fellows like Ransome’s Chinese detectives?’


In the meantime, Sir Leonard had taken to pacing his study again, puffing clouds of smoke from his pipe as he strove to fathom that which was eluding him. For half an hour he tramped to and fro, quite forgetful that he needed rest in view of the fact that there was a garden party to attend later in the afternoon, that he afterwards was to receive the two unofficial Chinese members of the Legislative Council, Sir T’so Lin Tao and Sir Peter Hing Kee in audience, and that he and Lady Wallace were giving a great dinner and ball that night. For the time being his mind was devoted, to the exclusion of all else, to chasing something which he was certain would provide him with a very valuable clue. All at once he stopped dead. His steel-grey eyes gleaming triumphantly, he gave vent to a little chuckle.


‘Of course,’ he murmured. ‘Fancy taking all this time to remember a fact like that.’


He did not remind himself that that which he had recollected, and connected with the present certainty, that Japanese agents were again busy in Hong Kong, had been the merest passing mention of something lacking, at the time, any interest whatever. It is a tribute to that retentive mind of his that an item so small should have been stored away and now resurrected. He left his study, walking along the corridor to his secretary’s office. Carter was engaged in perusing, and signing, a pile of official-looking documents. He looked up as Sir Leonard entered the room; immediately rose to his feet.


‘Carter,’ commenced the governor, ‘do you remember that Yumasaki was said to be rather keen on a Chinese dancing girl?’


The young man’s brow wrinkled in thought for a moment or two; then:


‘Yes, sir,’ he asserted; ‘I do vaguely remember something of the sort. Wasn’t she called—?’


He paused frowning, as he strove to recollect the name. Sir Leonard watched him with a smile on his face. Presently, as Carter’s memory failed to respond, the chief prompted it.


‘She was called the “China Doll”,’ he declared. ‘Am I not right?’


Carter whistled softly; his eyes gleamed.


‘You are, sir – not a doubt of it. And the last place the Japanese sailor was known to visit last night is called the China Doll!’


‘Ah! You have caught the significance. Leave those papers for a while, and set to work to find out all you can about the dancing girl – who she is, what she’s doing, and so on; also if there’s any connection between that drinking den and her. Go warily, and don’t let it be thought the inquiries are coming from Government House. When you have your information, come along to me. I’ll probably be dressing for the garden party.’


He turned, and walked out of the room, leaving Carter to start his inquiries at once.


 


Sir Leonard was on the point of leaving Government House for the fête before he saw his assistant again. In fact, he had come to the conclusion that Carter was having more difficulty in tracing the dancing girl than had been anticipated. Actually this was far from being the case, the young Secret Service man finding information flowing into his hands, so to speak. But, for the sake of precaution, he had taken a rickshaw to Queen’s Road where, entering a cafe in which he knew he would not be recognised, had casually asked the Macanese proprietor questions over a pot of tea.


Resplendent in a morning suit that fitted him like a glove, a grey top hat on his head, Sir Leonard was about to enter his car when Carter arrived back. Lady Wallace was already seated, while an aide-de-camp, in full uniform, stood by ready to follow the governor. Servants in their official livery gave that touch of formal ceremony to the scene which Wallace disliked so much. The latter quickly read the signs in his secretary’s face, and smiled.


‘Got all you want?’ he asked ambiguously.


‘All, and more than I expected, sir,’ was the reply.


‘Excellent. You’ll be at the garden party I suppose?’


‘Well, I thought of missing it, sir. I have a good deal of work to do. But if you—’


‘No,’ interrupted Sir Leonard; ‘I shall not want you there. There wouldn’t be any opportunity of a private talk,’ he added sotto voce. ‘See me directly I return.’


He entered the car, the ADC following him in, and taking a seat opposite. Lady Wallace smiled at Carter, who thought he had never seen her looking more beautiful or happier. If Sir Leonard regarded the position of governor as something of a bore, his lovely wife had other views. This was due to the fact that probably during the whole course of their married life she had never had her husband so much to herself or been so assured of his safety as she was then. For the time being she was blissfully content. It meant nothing to her that he was governor of a British colony or that she occupied the position of first lady in the community; but it was a wonderful relief to be free from the feeling of deep anxiety which usually pervaded her on account of the dangerous duties he so often undertook at other times.


Carter waited until the car had gone, then entered Government House, and went off to his own office. He was no more enamoured of garden parties or functions of the kind than was his chief. Sir Leonard had often expressed his envy of him, for he, at least, could decline them. Carter’s dislike of social engagements was greatly regretted by a number of the young ladies of Hong Kong society and by certain ambitious mammas as well. His position, his good looks, and the fact that he was generally reputed to be wealthy, caused many feminine hearts to beat a little quicker than usual and many feminine minds to dream hopefully at thought of him. Among his colleagues, he has the reputation of being a ladies’ man; he admits himself to a weakness for falling in love. I am rather inclined to doubt the latter, or else he falls out of love as quickly as he falls into that trying state. At any rate, it is certain he avoids entanglements with remarkable dexterity. In Hong Kong he succeeded in keeping free from even the suspicion of an attachment. Perhaps that was because he knew the unmarried female of the species is more difficult to shake off in the colonies than at home and consequently more dangerous to a man who cherishes his state of singleness.


 


Sir Leonard left the garden party as soon as he could do so without causing conjecture or regret and, immediately on his return to Government House, sent for his secretary.


‘I gathered from the expression on your face and your remark,’ he observed, when Carter entered the study, ‘that you had good news.’


‘I certainly have, sir,’ was the reply. ‘I thought it better to make no attempt at inquiries from here, so I went to a cafe in Queen’s Road where I knew I wouldn’t be recognised.’


Wallace nodded his approval.


‘Well?’ he prompted.


‘I discovered that the lady known as the China Doll is, in her way, quite a famous character. She is reputed to be beautiful and fascinating, and quite a severe competition is always going on for her services among the proprietors of the dancing saloons in the less salubrious parts of Victoria. The China Doll was built, and called after her, by a Macanese named Guttierez who presumably has the first call on her services. My informant, a man of the same race, told me, with much pretence of secrecy, that the money was actually supplied by Mr Yumasaki, the late Japanese consul in Hong Kong.’


‘Ah!’ exclaimed Sir Leonard in a tone of satisfaction. ‘That sounds interesting. Go on!’


‘Yumasaki was considered, at least among the circle that runs these dancing saloons, to be in love with the girl. She also was said to be heartbroken when he left Hong Kong. The piece of information that really matters, though, is this, sir. A short while ago she was engaged to dance in Kowloon with a troupe of Chinese girls from Shanghai. At once there was an organised attempt by the dance hall proprietors on this side to get her back. The money she demanded was a little beyond them individually, so they agreed to share her services. She, therefore, dances in eight different saloons every night and, six of them, the Fan Tan, Macao, Lotus, Cherry Blossom, Nanking, and China Doll are those visited by the Japanese sailor last night. Moreover, I was able to ascertain that her times for dancing in each corresponded with his presence in them.’


Sir Leonard’s grey eyes gleamed.


‘The obvious that was overlooked,’ he murmured. ‘Naturally the Chinese detectives knew of her engagement to dance in those places. To their minds it was just part of the scheme of things like the bars or the tables, the music or the waiters and, therefore, they overlooked a vital fact. Well done, Carter. We now know that the China Doll is in the pay of Japan. Obviously she it was who gave the seaman the letter. He was instructed to follow her from one place to another until she considered it safe to hand over the document to him. Had she still failed to find an opportunity in the China Doll, he would have gone on to the other two saloons after her. What are they called?’


‘The Pearl and the Canton, sir. She does two circuits a night.’


‘H’m. They work her hard enough. Now look here, Carter, an American liner is due in at seven. There’s a case of diphtheria on board, and nobody will be allowed to land, at least for a day or two. I want you to impersonate a member of the crew and visit some of these saloons. You’d better be one of the mates. American sailors are always reputed to have plenty of money, and are, therefore, regarded by dancing girls and women of that type as their own particular prey. Pretend to become fascinated with this girl and follow her round. It may be as well to – er – appear to get somewhat intoxicated’ – he smiled – ‘in order that you may be considered an easy victim. There will be no danger of anyone disputing your assertion that you are from the liner – she is called the Seattle, by the way – as none of the passengers or crew will be ashore, but I shouldn’t make too much of it. Get to know the China Doll – in common parlance, get off with her. There is no need for me to go into details concerning the information we want from her. You know all about that, and will have to be guided by circumstances on how to obtain it. But be tactful and wary, and it would be as well to go armed. Start your activities on her second circuit. You can slip away after dinner and make your preparations. If anything important transpires, ring me. I’ll tell Batty to stand by in my study, until the ball is over and I can get there myself. Is all clear?’


Carter smiled cheerfully. That was the type of job he liked; something more in keeping with his real profession.


‘Perfectly, sir,’ he replied.


‘I am sorry to be the cause of disappointing the many young ladies who, no doubt, are looking forward to dancing with you. Perhaps you’d prefer to remain for the ball and that I should delegate the job to someone else?’


A look of alarm showed for a moment in Carter’s face as though he thought his chief was serious.


‘Not on your life, sir!’ he exclaimed.


Sir Leonard laughed.


‘All right,’ he observed, ‘no need for anxiety lest I keep you here for the benefit of your many admirers. Be careful to alter your appearance sufficiently to make certain that no one who knows you will recognise you. And you’d better wear an American mercantile uniform. American officers don’t change into civilian clothes as readily as do our people. They’re more uniform-proud.’


 


Soon after ten-thirty that night, a tall, young American mercantile officer entered the Fan Tan Dancing Hall and, for a little while, stood at the door gazing round him. He was not unhandsome, but bore little resemblance to Tommy Carter. His hair was fair; he had rather high cheekbones, and a somewhat broad nose, while his underlip protruded slightly, features entirely unlike those of the young Englishman. Yet he was Carter. Rubber pads inside the cheeks, lower lip and nostrils, with dye on his hair, had worked the transformation. The nose pads also tended to give his speech a nasal twang, which was an advantage.


The Fan Tan was a large, garishly-decorated hall. At one side were half a dozen curtained alcoves in which it was possible to catch a glimpse of couples drinking, probably flirting – decorously enough, for the police of Hong Kong were strict. A bar ran the whole length of the wall opposite. Behind this, Chinese boys in blue smocks served drinks as fast as they could to the clamouring throng crowding by the counter, while others waited upon the people sitting at the many tables. A circular space in the centre of the polished teak floor was reserved for dancing, and several couples were deporting themselves there on Carter’s entrance. In the background, on a small stage, flamboyantly coloured in the Far Eastern fashion, were five Chinese musicians playing an occidental dance tune with Oriental cacophony.


A greasy-looking gentleman in full evening dress, who would have declared, had he been asked, that he was a son of Portugal, hurried up to the pseudo-American. Everything about him was oily, while his dark almond-shaped eyes, yellow skin and thick nose suggested there was far more Chinese blood than pure Portuguese in him.


‘You want the table, sare?’ he asked. ‘Very good table I get for you. You wise gentleman come here. Jose Fernandez run good show, much dancing, plenty girls. Come!’


Carter wondered where the fellow expected to find a vacant table. The place seemed full. However, Fernandez threaded his way across the room, dodging dancing couples with much agility, which the Englishman found it difficult to imitate. A table was discovered rather remote from the cleared space in the centre of the room, and Carter expressed himself as dissatisfied. It would be impossible, he reflected, to draw the China Doll’s attention to himself from there.


‘See here,’ he protested; ‘this table’s not a bit of good to me. I guess I want to be near the fun. It don’t matter if it costs more. I’m from the USA and I guess I’m not shy of dollars. Get me?’


Fernandez smiled expansively.


‘Sure I get you,’ he replied. ‘I speak the American well. It will be difficult, but I will arrange. Come!’


He led the guest back to the centre of the room. Standing for a moment looking thoughtfully round him, he presently went to a table where sat a young compatriot with a Chinese girl. With much waving of arms, he explained the situation to them. They did not, at first, seem very much inclined to fall in with the suggestion he was apparently making; in fact, the young man scowled resentfully at Carter. A remark made by Fernandez, however, altered all that. The couple suddenly beamed, and nodded their heads, whereupon the proprietor hurried back to the supposed American sailor.


‘They will move for ten dollars,’ he announced, adding anxiously, and with conviction that he was speaking the American language: ‘Is that all right by you, big boy?’


‘Sure,’ grinned Carter. He took a couple of American five-dollar bills from his pocket, having taken the precaution of well providing himself with United States currency. ‘Here you are, buddy, give them to that guy and his sweetie with my compliments.’


Fernandez accepted the money with alacrity, and returned to the pair. Carter, with inward amusement, noticed the sleight of hand trick by which he pocketed one of the notes. The other was duly held out to the young Macanese but, before he could take it, the Chinese girl had snatched and pursed it, much to her escort’s annoyance. The two rose from their seats; passed close to Carter on their way to the other table.


‘I guess it’s real nice of you,’ he acknowledged, ‘to let me have your place. Thanks a lot.’


The girl was inclined to linger, probably thinking a change of cavaliers would be of much pecuniary advantage to her, but her boyfriend read the signs, and hurried her away. Fernandez bowed low, as Carter took his seat.


‘You want girl, yes?’ he asked unctuously.


‘I’ll have a look round and select my own, I guess,’ was the reply. ‘Send me a highball, Fernandez, and make it snappy.’


The greasy proprietor hurried away, and gave the necessary orders. Carter was quickly supplied with the whisky, for which he found he had to pay more than double the usual price. Thereafter he surveyed the motley crowd round him with interest. The great majority of the patrons were, like the proprietor, of mixed Portuguese and Chinese descent. There were also a number of obvious sailors of diverse nationalities and English, American, French, and German inhabitants of Hong Kong of a somewhat low stratum of society. The dance hostesses were nearly all Chinese girls, with a sprinkling of Europeans and Americans in tawdry evening frocks. Carter noticed Fernandez having a prolonged conversation with an unattached group of the women and, from the glances cast in his direction, concluded he was telling them that the American officer was a splendid prey for their gold-digging propensities; that he would expect a good percentage of the spoils obtained by the one chosen.


‘I rather think,’ murmured Carter to himself, ‘that you are in for a profound disappointment, my friend.’


He had been there about ten minutes when the band ceased its noisy clamour, the dancing couples returned to their seats, and Fernandez sprang on to the stage.


‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he announced, ‘the moment have arrive that we all are wait for. With great pleasure I now introduce to you – the China Doll.’


There was a storm of clapping. The lights were dimmed, a spotlight suddenly flashing into brilliance, and focusing the cleared space in the centre of the room. The five musicians, having supplied themselves with native instruments, commenced to play weird Chinese music. A slim little figure in gorgeous Chinese raiment appeared from a curtained doorway to the right of the stage, and sped to the centre of the room, amidst a renewed burst of applause. Carter, with a feeling of intense surprise, became aware that his previous conception of the China Doll had been entirely wrong.


Both he and Sir Leonard Wallace had taken it for granted that she, in common with most women of her type, was of the gold-digging and easy virtue variety. It needed only one cumulative look at this girl to feel convinced that her virtue, at least, was unassailable. Her face, despite the delicately-applied cosmetics, was that of a well-bred, refined, and pure woman. She seemed so much out of place in that galère as a gazelle in a cage of baboons. Carter understood now why she was known as the China Doll. The designation was entirely appropriate. Very small, very slim, and very chic, she was entrancingly doll-like. In addition, she was beautiful. Tiny expressive hands, dainty twinkling feet were but adjuncts to a lovely oval face, in which her large, almond-shaped eyes, shaded by long curling lashes, a small sensitive nose, a perfect little rosebud of a mouth were entirely fascinating. There was nothing flamboyant or theatrical about her silken garments or the fan she wielded with such dexterity as she danced. Carter thought the music barbarous; he could not understand the meaning of the dance. But he was not blind to the self-evident fact that every movement she made contained the utmost grace and charm, was the very poetry of motion. The more he watched, the more astounded he felt that she should be dancing in such a saloon for the entertainment of the uncouth, loud-voiced, sensual clientele it boasted. It also dawned on him that it was not going to be so easy to become acquainted with her as he and Sir Leonard Wallace had supposed.


During her gyrations, she came close to him on several occasions, the blinding limelight, following her round, included him in its glare. Each time they were in juxtaposition he smiled at her, but without any sign from her that she had noticed his interest until, towards the end of the dance, he thought to catch the faintest of responses from her lips. That encouraged him a little. He also felt that her eyes had studied him questioningly, rather as though she wondered what he was doing there.


The finale came with a clamour from the orchestra that grated unpleasantly on his unaccustomed ears. The tiny figure twirled to a standstill; sank in a graceful curtsy, and was up and had sped through the exit almost before he realised the dance was over. A deafening crescendo of applause broke out, the spotlight faded, and the house lights returned to full force. She did not give an encore, neither did she take a call. Before long, the five musicians had reverted to European instruments, and were playing a foxtrot. The floor was soon crowded with dancers. Carter noticed Fernandez eyeing him hopefully; beckoned the man across. The proprietor of the place hurried up to him.


‘You want a girl now?’ he asked. ‘I find you very good one, very pretty, very loving.’


‘Who’s the dame that just danced?’ demanded Carter.


‘You not know of her?’ exclaimed Fernandez. ‘Everyone, I think, know of the China Doll.’


‘How could I know anything about her? Only arrived this evening on the Seattle. So she’s called the China Doll, is she? Well, get this, Fernandez; I want to become acquainted with her. She’s sure an eyeful. Ask her to come along and have a drink with me.’


Fernandez looked vaguely troubled.


‘It is impossible, sare,’ he remarked regretfully. ‘She not speaking or drinking with anyone. Every night she dance two times in eight dance halls. To this one she come at between six o’clock and half past and between half past ten and eleven. Now she go to the Macao; after that to Lotus, Cherry Blossom, Nanking, China Doll, Pearl, and Canton. Then she go home. She will not meet with men. Better you forget her, and have one of my lovely ladies – yes?’


‘No. Go and tell the China Doll I admire her a whole lot, and I am anxious to get acquainted, and mean her no harm. Beat it! What are you hanging round for?’


Fernandez sighed.


‘Sare, I tell you, it cannot be. With much regret I assure you—’


‘Don’t assure me of anything. I guess I’ve just got to meet this China Doll, and I’m not taking no for an answer. Get me? Now scram. And say, look here; I’ll hand you a twenty-dollar bill when you bring her right along.’


The promise of a bribe of twenty dollars proved too much for the Macanese to resist. He hurried away without another word. Five minutes went by; then he appeared at the door through which the dancer had come and gone. Long before he reached Carter’s table, the supposed American officer knew that he had failed to persuade the China Doll to emerge. His face expressed the most doleful disappointment, due entirely no doubt to the loss of the twenty dollars.


‘She won’t, not come,’ he announced sadly. ‘I try every way I know, but it no good. She look at you through the curtain, and I think she is coming, but the head she shake very no. Forget her, sare. I get you better girl – more fun, more everything – and you give me only five dollars.’


Carter rose to his feet.


‘I’ll try at the next place,’ he declared. ‘What did you say it is called? The Macao, isn’t it?’


Fernandez was dismayed at the thought of losing such a promising customer. He pleaded, he argued, he even wept, but his supposed American guest was adamant. Carter strode to the door, followed by Fernandez begging him not to go. The last he saw, or heard, of the Macanese was a greasy-looking figure, under the glaring entrance lights, wringing his hands and bewailing his misfortune at the departure of a patron who had looked like being so profitable.


The Englishman found his way to the Macao. It was almost a replica of the Fan Tan, though perhaps slightly smaller, thronged with the same cosmopolitan types. The proprietor here was a Chinaman, whose narrow eyes, more like slits in his face than anything else, caused him to look more sinister than he actually was. Carter obtained a table by the same method as at the Fan Tan. He again watched the China Doll’s dance through in close proximity to her; was gratified to note, from the slight uplifting of her daintily-pencilled eyebrows, that she recognised him. But his request to meet her met with the same negative result.


At the Lotus, the Cherry Blossom, and the Nanking, his failure was equally marked, though, when she danced by him at the last, his falling spirits were encouraged at receiving a definite, albeit somewhat perplexed, smile from her. He must have caused more pain and disappointment to the predatory instincts of five dancing saloon proprietors that night than they had experienced in the whole course of their previous careers. Carter felt he was up against it. Nothing he could do seemed capable of persuading the elusive little Chinese damsel to agree to make his acquaintance. At the Cherry Blossom and Nanking he sent her notes, but they were returned. Instead of as had been expected, accompanying her from place to place, sitting with her a while in each before or after her dance, spending every moment he could pumping her for information, he had not even been able to meet her. Between the Lotus and the Cherry Blossom, and the latter and the Nanking, he had thought to waylay her as she journeyed between them, but, perhaps suspecting some such attempt, she had eluded him. Before entering the Nanking, he had found a telephone booth; had rung up Government House, and given Batty a message for Sir Leonard Wallace describing his unexpected difficulties. He had long since abandoned the idea of pretending to appear intoxicated. It would not, he felt, aid him in any way to give her such an impression; on the contrary, his chances, if any, would be utterly ruined. She would certainly have nothing to do with a drunken man.


He entered the China Doll with the notion that, were any success to reward his efforts at all, it would be there. He could not tell why he should experience the feeling, unless it was because the Japanese sailor had there ended his pilgrimage. The very fact that the place was called after the name bestowed on her seemed to promise success at last. Also, she had certainly smiled at him in the Nanking.


The China Doll was more ornate though less garish than the others had been; gave the impression of greater affluence, and was certainly more luxurious. Larger, also, it contained a gallery, from which people, who had no intention of dancing, could look down on those who did. The place boasted two bands – one composed of half a dozen Macanese, who played jazz excellently; the other of a similar number of Chinese, who seemed reserved specially for the dance of the China Doll. At all events, they only performed for her while Carter was present. The latter found Guttierez, the proprietor, less oily and more dignified than the others. He obtained a table for his supposed American guest close to the dancing floor by similar means to those adopted by Fernandez, but charged Carter twenty dollars for the privilege and pocketed the lot with an air of patronage as though it were his due.


The dance duly took place, and this time the China Doll showed no surprise at the presence of her very persistent follower. On the contrary, she gave him the impression that she had expected it, by the manner in which she looked at him. She caused him much elation also by smiling frankly at him just before the finale. The thunderous applause at the conclusion this time met with acknowledgment. She took a call, bowing jerkily from side to side of the room, to the huge delight of her enthusiastic audience. At length, she disappeared, and Carter looked round for Guttierez, prepared again to send the request which had almost become monotonous by repetition. For some minutes he was unable to locate the man, and was about to call to a waiter, when there arose a murmur of excited voices round him. Wondering what had caused the sudden interest, he was in the act of turning, when the swish of silken skirts caught his ear.


‘I have saved you the bother this time,’ came a delightfully soft voice that spoke English perfectly. ‘I hope you are satisfied.’


Carter sprang to his feet in rank astonishment. Standing by his side was the China Doll, smiling at him, and obviously enjoying the surprise. He almost forgot the part he was playing in his amazement and elation that, at last, success had attended his efforts.


‘Say,’ he exclaimed, ‘this sure is swell of you. I didn’t think you’d come, but I meant to stick it out in the hope you would.’ He held the chair, while she seated herself. ‘What will you have?’ he inquired.


‘Please a lemonade.’


He gave the order to a waiter who had hurried up, adding another of whisky and soda for himself. As he sat down, she regarded him with frank, curious eyes.


‘You are very persistent,’ she commented. ‘Do you know I have only done this for one person before.’


‘Then I guess I’m flattered,’ was his reply. ‘Who is – or was – the other guy?’


‘He is the man I hope one day to wed.’


There was a little pause. Carter guessed she was referring to Yumasaki, but it was news to him that she and the Japanese ex-consul intended to marry.


‘Gee,’ he murmured, playing up to the role he had adopted. ‘That’s just too bad.’


‘Why?’ she asked.


The drinks were placed before them, and she began to sip hers. Carter noted with approval that she was dainty in everything she did.


‘Can’t you guess?’ he asked. ‘I suppose you thought I regarded you like any of those other girls. But you got me all wrong. I saw, first time you appeared, that you were different. It’s kinda sudden, honey, but I guess I’ve fallen for you.’


‘You mean – you have fallen in love with me?’


‘You’ve said it.’


She half rose; then sank back into her chair, and laughed – a silvery cadence of sound that was wholly fascinating.


‘How ridiculous!’ she exclaimed. ‘You must not talk like that. But I am glad you did not think of me as you seem to think of those others. Please tell me about yourself. Soon I must go, for I have two more dancing halls to visit yet.’


‘I know,’ he nodded, ‘and I’ll be there.’


‘Even though you now know I am one day to be married?’ she questioned mockingly.


‘Sure. What’s the odds? There’s nothing much to tell you about myself,’ he went on, ‘I’m a sailor – second mate of the Seattle – in tonight. Guess that’s all there is to tell.’


‘Quite a lot in very few words,’ she commented with a smile.


She was deliciously alluring with the softest, most attractive voice he thought he had ever heard. Carter found himself wishing now that he was not forced by his profession to play the role of deceiver. She was so charming; such a dainty, enticing morsel of femininity. He had to force himself to remember that she was in some manner connected with the Japanese espionage system, since it was she, without doubt, who had conveyed to the sailor the letter which had proved secret agents were still active in Hong Kong. Very carefully, he commenced on his task of attempting to obtain information from her.


‘You speak English remarkably well,’ he observed. ‘Where did you learn the lingo?’


‘Lingo!’ she repeated in puzzled tones. ‘What is that, please?’


He smiled.


‘Sorry – I mean language.’


‘I studied it in England. I was there, in college, for three years.’


‘Were you really? Well, I guess that explains a whole lot. Say, can you dance European dances as well as that Chinese one you do?’


She nodded.


‘Yes; but I think my value would decline if I danced anything but a native dance out here. So often good English and American dancers come to Shanghai and Hong Kong. I think, as a Chinese dancer, I am perhaps very good – yes? But, if I did the others, and wore European costume, I would lose my attraction – it would become grotesque.’


From which remark, he reflected, she certainly seemed to have her dainty head set wisely on her little shoulders.


‘But why do you dance in places like this? I guess you deserve something better. You’re too classy for a joint of this kind.’


She smiled; shrugged her shoulders slightly.


‘I like it, and it pays me well. Besides—’ She hesitated, as though rather afraid that she was being a little bit too confidential to this stranger. ‘As you in America would say,’ she went on a trifle lamely, ‘it suits me.’


‘Does your boyfriend like it?’ he asked.


‘Of course. It was he who—’ Again she interrupted herself. ‘I do not think he would like me to speak of him.’


‘Why not?’ he persisted. ‘There’s nothing secret about him, is there?’


‘No – no; of course not, only—’


‘I suppose he runs one of these joints, and doesn’t want it to be known. Is that it? Of course!’ he exclaimed, as though enlightenment had suddenly come to him. ‘I get it. He owns this place. You’re called the China Doll, and so is this dancing saloon. Guess I was a sap not to have connected the two before. It was called after you, wasn’t it? Gee whiz!’ he exclaimed again. ‘Say, little girl, you’re not telling me that Portuguese guy is your boyfriend! Why, he’s old enough to be—’


‘No, no,’ she interrupted quickly. ‘It is not Guttierez. My lover is not here. He does not come. He has other things to do. Please, you ask too many questions.’ She forced a little laugh, but it was obvious that she was perturbed. ‘I must go now. Already I am late.’


He rose with her.


‘I’ll see you to the Pearl,’ he declared.


At that she looked positively startled.


‘No; you must not. I have a rickshaw that takes me, and a servant to look after me. Please,’ she pleaded, ‘you will not come.’


‘I won’t come with you, if you’d rather I didn’t,’ he returned, ‘but you’ll sit with me there, won’t you? Say yes!’


‘It would be better I did not, but if you wish so much—’


‘I do.’


‘Very well. Afterwards you will go back to your ship, please. I do not wish you to come to the Canton.’


He managed to look thoroughly disappointed.


‘Say, that’s just too bad. I was looking forward to you and me having a good time together when you’d finished for the night. Won’t you let me meet you and see you home?’


‘No – please not.’ Her soft, brown eyes looked pleadingly into his. ‘My fiancé is jealous – he would not understand.’


‘But there wouldn’t be any harm in it. Besides, he wouldn’t know, unless you told him.’


‘He would, because always he takes me home from the Canton.’ Her statement gave Carter a surprise that he had the greatest difficulty in controlling his features. ‘I must hurry, please. For a little while I will sit with you in the Pearl.’


‘Swell,’ he murmured mechanically.


She was gone, and he resumed his seat, conscious that he was the cynosure of all eyes in his vicinity. Apparently the men in his neighbourhood regarded him with envy. But their feelings did not concern him. He was grappling with the surprising fact that Yumasaki was in Hong Kong. He must have returned secretly, and be the ruling spirit of the Japanese agents there. Carter felt that he had obtained one priceless item of information. There could be little doubt that the man to whom she alluded as her fiancé, who took her home at night, after her dancing was done, was Yumasaki. It had been a well-known fact that they were in love with each other, and she was not the sort to get herself engaged to another man directly the one she loved had left the colony. Besides, she had shown concern when he had pretended to guess that her fiancé had an interest in the China Doll, and had called it after her. Also she had made no denial. Carter decided that he had learnt something that Sir Leonard Wallace must know at once. He felt sorry for the girl. She was such an entrancing little thing, and he believed that, though she had acted with great secrecy as Yumasaki’s messenger, she was not actually concerned herself in the Japanese espionage activities. Carter’s impressionable heart had been touched. Everything about the China Doll delighted him, not the least being her fascinating repetition of the word ‘please’.


He finished his drink which he had not previously touched, and strolled out of the place. At once he sought for a telephone booth. He had a certain amount of difficulty in locating one but, when he was beginning to grow a little anxious, success rewarded his efforts. This time he found himself talking to Sir Leonard. The ball was over. The governor was greatly interested in his disclosures; was equally certain that the girl could only have referred to Yumasaki. At once Wallace made up his mind.


‘Tell her,’ he directed, ‘that you have just met a man who informed you her fiancé is a Japanese Secret Service agent called Yumasaki. Hint that there were other items of information about him as well, and appear mysterious. Say you can quite understand now why she didn’t want to talk about him. You may as well pretend that your informant was a police officer. I think, after that, she will be only too anxious for you to go on to the Canton saloon and possibly see Yumasaki. If she still persists on your not going, ignore her request. Yumasaki is bound to want to meet you, anyway, once he is told what you have said. He might take you to his hiding place. I sincerely hope he does. Well, that’s all, I think, Carter. Hurry, away. You mustn’t miss her.’


Wondering what his chief had in mind, but believing he could hazard a pretty shrewd guess, Carter left the kiosk, and hastened to the Pearl Dancing Hall. He found it to be the smallest and perhaps the most tawdry. It was run by an obese Chinaman who greeted him as though he had been expecting him. The fellow was standing by the door, when he entered, and bowed as low as his corpulent proportions would permit.


‘It is my great privilege, honoured sare,’ he announced, ‘to welcome you to my welly poor establishment. The illustrious China Doll has dilected your humble selvant to place at your disposal a table.’


‘Say, that’s real nice of her,’ acknowledged Carter. ‘Lead on.’


Treating him with every appearance of respect, the fat Chinaman took him to a table in an advantageous position; called up a boy to attend to his requirements. Carter sat down, and looked about him, wondering why the place was called the Pearl. There was nothing pearly about it, while its patrons appeared even less engaging than those in the other halls. Most of them were Chinese of a low class. Carter thought they looked a lot of cut-throats, making the mental reservation that appearances are often deceptive. In any case he preferred Chinese cut-throats to oily dagoes. He had arrived only just in time; had hardly taken his seat, when the Chinese orchestra broke forth into its weird dance music, and the China Doll appeared.


By that time, he practically knew her dance by heart, had even begun to understand the rhythm of the music. Nevertheless, he was not bored. There was something so dainty and fresh about the little figure gyrating gracefully in the centre of the room. He knew well quite a number of English actresses and dancers, practically all of whom were sophisticated to a degree and extremely artificial. There was nothing of that about the Chinese girl. She appeared entirely natural; childlike in some ways, wise in others. The more he saw of her, the less he felt it possible to believe she herself was an espionage agent of Japan, though no one knew better than he that her type was very successful in Secret Service work, mainly because of its entirely innocent appearance. However, he believed he could swear he had not been mistaken in her. Yumasaki was probably using the girl without her understanding the nature of the work upon which he was engaged.


She smiled quite frankly and in most friendly fashion now, as she danced by him. He, on the other hand, contrived to wear a puzzled and somewhat worried expression on his face every time she glanced in his direction. She proved that she had noticed this when, the dance over, she again caused a good deal of comment and interest by approaching him, and accepting the chair he held for her.


‘You see,’ she observed, ‘I have kept my promise. What is the matter, please? You look troubled.’


He pretended to evade the question.


‘This is mighty nice of you,’ he told her. ‘Shall I order a lemonade again for you?’


She nodded.


‘With much ice, please.’ The order was given to an attentive waiter. As soon as the boy had hurried away. ‘You have not answered my question,’ she reminded him.


‘Oh, it’s nothing,’ Carter replied with an appearance of reluctance. ‘Say, what is your name – your proper name, I mean.’


‘Does it matter? After tonight we will not meet again.’


‘Don’t say that,’ he protested. ‘I want to be friends, and I’m coining right along to see you every night while my ship’s in port.’


‘You must not, please. It would not be wise.’


‘Gee! That’s real unkind of you. You seem mighty mysterious. I shall begin to believe that what I’ve heard is true, if you won’t let me see you again.’


He found her big brown eyes fixed on his face with an expression of trepidation in them.


‘What is it you have heard?’ she asked anxiously. ‘Tell me, please.’


‘I’ll think about it, if you let me know your name. I can’t call you Miss China Doll, can I?’


‘You would not be able to pronounce the Chinese words. It means in English the Dove of Gladness.’


‘Say, that’s pretty. Suppose I call you Dove?’


She smiled.


‘In England I was called Joy. It is the same, you see, as gladness.’


‘Then Joy’s good enough for me.’


The lemonade, pleasantly tinkling with ice, was placed before her. Carter paid its excessive price, adding a generous tip, and they were alone again. She drank a little; then again her anxious eyes regarded him.


‘You do not wish to tell me that which was troubling you,’ she persisted. ‘I feel it is connected with the things you say you have heard.’


He laughed.


‘You’re like all your sex, Joy; a whole heap inquisitive. Guess it’s nothing much, but I sure felt a bit worried. Say,’ he looked her straight in the face, ‘is your boyfriend’s name Yumasaki?’


There was a crash. The glass which she had been holding in her hand had dropped to the floor, smashing in hundreds of pieces, while a pool of lemonade spread round her feet. Carter immediately sprang up, producing his handkerchief, and expressing concern for her silken robe. It had luckily escaped being splashed, however, and a Chinese boy quickly mopped up the liquid, sweeping away the broken glass. Carter insisted on ordering her another drink, pretending not to notice the sudden pallor of her face and the fear in her eyes. He began to speak of trivial things, as though he had forgotten the question he had asked her; but she was not listening. When the second lemonade was before her, she turned to him; clutched his arm almost fiercely.


‘What do you know of Yumasaki?’ she asked in a low, tense voice.


‘Nothing much,’ he replied; ‘anyhow, I guess it’s none of my business.’


‘Tell me, please.’


‘Well, OK, if you insist. When I left the China Doll, I met a guy at the door who had a whole heap to say. He began by asking me if I knew you well. I told him to scram and try being fresh with somebody else. But he refused to be shaken off and I guess, when he told me he was a dick, I—’


‘Dick!’ she repeated. ‘What is that, please?’


‘A cop – a bull!’ She looked exceedingly puzzled.


‘I do not understand.’


‘A police officer.’


‘A police officer!’ she gasped. ‘Are you sure?’


‘He said he was, and I guess he ought to know.’


‘Please go on.’


‘I told him, since he seemed so almighty anxious to know, that I had only met you tonight, and he sure got my goat by warning me to be careful. He said you were in love with a Japanese Secret Service agent called Yumasaki, who—’


‘He said that?’ she interrupted, adding almost to herself: ‘Then they know!’ There was a pause, while she stared at him with fear-stricken eyes. ‘Was there anything else, please?’ she asked.


‘Yes; he said several things about this guy Yumasaki, but I was too anxious to get here to pay much attention; besides it had nix to do with me.’


‘What were the other things?’


Carter looked uncomfortable.


‘Say, girlie,’ he begged, ‘let’s forget it. I can understand why you weren’t too darned keen to speak to me, if you’re mixed up in the Secret Service racket, but it means nothing in my life, I guess. I like you a lot, and I don’t care a button if your boyfriend’s a spy. Only take my advice, steer clear of that sorta thing if you can. I’d hate like hell if you got into trouble.’


She rose to her feet.


‘Excuse me, please. I must go.’


‘Oh, I say, don’t go yet. Why, we’ve only been sitting here for ten minutes and, if you won’t let me come to the next joint, I shan’t be able to see—’


‘I have changed my mind,’ she told him. ‘I think I would like to speak to you, please, after my last show.’


She was gone. Carter reflectively lit a cigarette.


‘Sir Leonard right as usual,’ he murmured to himself. ‘I wish I had that uncanny ability of his of being able to anticipate how the other person’s mind will work. To do it when the brain concerned is a woman’s is sheer wizardry.’


The China Doll’s final engagement for the night was at a dancing saloon in the very centre of Chinatown. The neighbourhood reeked of dried fish, roast pig and burning joss sticks. Although it was now half past one in the morning, everyone seemed wide awake and excessively noisy. It appeared that a wedding celebration was taking place nearby. Drums and strange shrill instruments were making the night, or rather early morning, hideous; crackers were continually exploding with startling suddenness. Carter was relieved to get inside the Canton. Even there, above the music of the Chinese dance band, could frequently be heard the sounds of festivity from without. The place was packed to suffocation. It seemed as though the revellers had overflowed from the streets into the saloon, for the majority were blue and black smocked Chinamen or Chinamen in European clothes dancing with Macanese Chinese and white girls with a verve that was entirely unoriental. The few men present of that indefinite race, generally known as dagoes, were of a particularly greasy species, while European sailors were in a minority. Carter, as an American mercantile officer looked, and felt, quite out of place.


The proprietor this time was a Filipino. He also had apparently been told to expect the supposed mate of the Seattle for, on Carter’s appearance, he escorted him to a table that had obviously been reserved for him, unpleasantly close to the band. The heat was intense, the whirling fans making little difference to that stifling atmosphere. The Canton was much like the Pearl; as tawdry and as unwholesome. Carter saw things going on there that nauseated him, and made a mental note to advise the Commissioner of Police to tighten up the regulations governing dance halls.


The China Doll’s dance was performed under immense difficulties, but she went through it with the same spirit she had displayed all along, not appearing to notice the mass of polyglot humanity threatening, by its congestion, to encroach on the space reserved for her. Carter had a clear view, but people pressed behind and on either side of him, while the wailing notes of the band deafened him. He was glad when the dance was over, and agreeably surprised to be told by the Filipino that the China Doll would receive him in her own room. The proprietor, an astonishingly savoury specimen compared with most of the others, and possessed of a really courteous manner, escorted him through a curtained doorway and along a bare, whitewashed passage. He knocked at the door and, on receiving an invitation from within, opened it and, standing back, motioned Carter to enter. The latter stood on the threshold astounded. Having come from the gaudy dance hall he felt, for a moment, that he was dreaming. The room to which he had been bidden was small, but exquisitely furnished in the Chinese style. It was a perfect picture, and invitingly restful. The China Doll, reclining on a long chair, smiled slightly at the astonishment, and invited him to sit at her side. He promptly crossed the apartment; sank with a sigh of pleasure into the depths of a luxurious chair. A small lacquer table, on which was a tray containing a decanter of whisky, soda siphon, and glasses, stood within easy reach. She begged him to help himself. Carter, who had been forced to drink more that night than he relished, refused; lay back, and allowed the whirling fan suspended from the ceiling to play on his overheated face.


‘This is swell,’ he remarked. ‘It’s real nice of you, Joy, to have me in here. Say,’ he asked, ‘what caused you to change your mind about my coming to this saloon?’


‘After the information you gave me,’ she explained, ‘I thought it best you should meet my fiancé. In a moment, he will be here. I have told him what the policeman said to you.’


Carter contrived to look embarrassed.


‘But I thought you said he was jealous and would not understand.’


She shrugged her shoulders, and smiled. The fear she had shown at the Pearl, when he had confided to her the supposititious remarks of an imaginary police officer, had apparently left her entirely. She seemed now quite at ease and unconcerned.


‘Personal matters that appear important,’ she remarked, ‘become trifles before events of general urgency. My friend, I think, was a little displeased, but any foolish jealousy he may have felt faded at the importance of my tidings.’


‘That is so,’ observed a quiet voice, which pronounced the sibilant sounds as though hissing them. ‘One cannot allow one’s own feelings to take precedence of bad news affecting one’s national activities.’


The stilted and precise English told Carter who the newcomer was, even before he turned to survey the man who had opened the door and entered the room so quietly. He had heard it before with its distinct hissing inflection. A short, stoutish man, wearing the costume and felt-soled shoes of a Chinese gentleman, stood eyeing the two through a pair of large, tinted spectacles. Carter recognised Yumasaki at once, despite this attire, a recently grown moustache, and the glasses which normally would have constituted quite an effective disguise. The Englishman had, on several occasions, had official dealings with the Japanese, when the latter had been consul in Hong Kong; had met him at social gatherings; had been present during Sir Leonard Wallace’s severe cross-examination of him regarding Japanese espionage in Hong Kong. Carter had no fears that his own disguise would be penetrated, but he knew he would have to retain all his wits about him, if he were to prevent any suspicion arising in the mind of the spy.


Yumasaki closed the door softly behind him, advanced towards the pseudo-American, and bowed low. Carter rose from his chair; held out his hand in friendly manner.


‘Glad to meet you, Mr – er—’ he began.


‘Shall we dispense with my name?’ came from the other, as he barely touched the hand extended to him. ‘It really does not matter.’


Carter shrugged his shoulders.


‘As you like,’ he returned. ‘I guess you mean me to take the name for granted anyhow; otherwise I don’t see that there’d be any point in you wanting to know what that police guy said to me.’


‘Let us be seated,’ suggested Yumasaki.


He waited until Carter had once again sunk into the comfortable depths of his chair; then followed suit in another directly opposite. The China Doll had not uttered a word since the appearance of the Japanese, but her soft eyes were watching him a trifle anxiously, Carter thought as he glanced at her, as though she sensed antagonism in the air. The Englishman himself felt this. Yumasaki’s manner was suave, and contained all the excessive politeness of his race but, behind it, there seemed to be a suggestion of something that was certainly not friendliness. Possibly jealousy lurked there, despite his words. The British Secret Service man resolved to put an end to any feeling of that kind at once.


‘Say,’ he remarked, ‘I want to tell you right now you’ve got no call to be jealous of me. I guess I fell for this lady all right, but I didn’t know she was engaged to you, and I’m not the sorta guy to butt in where I’m not wanted. I’d sure like to be friends with Miss China Doll, though, if she’s willing. You can’t object to that?’


‘My dear sir, I object to nothing,’ came the reply. ‘Shall we proceed to matters of greater moment? I understand a police officer interviewed you outside the dancing hall called the China Doll. Will you kindly repeat to me exactly the statements he made to you?’


‘I don’t rightly know why I should,’ demurred Carter. ‘I guess I’m a bit muddled. The lady told me she was engaged to you – at least, I reckon it’s you she meant. Is that so, sister?’ he asked, turning to the girl. She nodded. ‘Well, you look to me to be a Chinaman, while I kinda expected a Japanese, you see.’


‘Since you appear in such difficulties, shall I admit that I am a Japanese wearing Chinese clothes?’


‘I get you. All right, I’ll spill the beans. First of all, though, you’ve got to know that I don’t want to get mixed up in any Secret Service racket.’ He thereupon repeated that which he had told the girl in the Pearl Dancing Hall, adding a few details to colour the recital. ‘That’s about all, I guess,’ he concluded.


Yumasaki had listened attentively without interruption. He now began to question Carter cleverly in an effort apparently to discover if the police had any suspicions of his whereabouts. The young man answered with obliging frankness, declaring that they certainly seemed to know something judging from the manner of the man who spoke to him. The Japanese then turned to the girl and spoke rapidly in Chinese. Unfortunately Carter was not well acquainted with that language, and was able to understand only a phrase or a word here and there. He gathered, however, from the little he was able mentally to translate that among other matters, Yumasaki was referring to the affair of the letter found on the sailor who had committed suicide. Possibly he was blaming it for his present dangerous situation. Presently he turned to Carter.


‘I am much obliged to you, sir,’ he acknowledged, ‘for the information you have imparted. I regret that your interest in the China Doll has involved you in a matter that is, doubtless, distasteful to you. At the same time you have been of service to us and that I regard as fortunate. You are, I believe, an officer from the American liner, Seattle. Is that so?’


Carter nodded.


‘Yes; I am second mate.’


‘May I ask you to say nothing about meeting me here?’


‘Sure. I guess that’s easy.’


‘Excuse me if you please. I will see if you can leave without any more police officers wishing to talk to you.’


He rose, and left the room in the same silent manner as he had entered it. Carter turned to the girl, who was looking distinctly perturbed again.


‘So that’s the man you’re going to marry, Joy,’ he commented. ‘Can’t say I’m impressed, but I guess I’m prejudiced. Say, what are you looking worried about?’


‘The situation to us is rather worrying,’ she replied. ‘You would not understand. But let us forget it, please. It’s not pleasant. This morning you will go back to your ship, and you and I will never meet again. I shall be sad.’


‘Why shouldn’t we meet sometimes? The Seattle won’t be sailing for several days, and I guess you’ll find me around.’


‘You must not, please. I really mean it when I say we shall not meet any more. Promise me you will not come here again to the saloons.’


He spent some minutes protesting, but she remained firm in her determination. At length, with an appearance of intense disappointment, which was not very much alien to his actual feelings, he acquiesced, giving the required promise. Womanlike, she then began to express her regret, which he believed to be entirely sincere. Yumasaki made his appearance in the same unheralded, quiet fashion, shut the door behind him and, crossing the room, stood before Carter, his hands hidden, in typically Chinese fashion, in the voluminous sleeves of his garments.
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