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      "Well, I’m damned,” said Dorus Noel, “if this isn’t the queerest day I ever spent! Three hours on Park Avenue, at a tea given by the elite to a Chinese actor. And China’s best though he is, is still an actor, than which profession there is none lower in China. He was made over by all the society folks as though he had been a king or something.”




       




      As Dorus Noel spoke, ostensibly to his Chinese “boy”, his hands absent-mindedly fingered the strange gifts which had come to him during his absence at the tea. He scarcely saw the ancient musical instruments, much as he liked such things, for a moment or two, because he was thinking of Mei Ying, the actor. From the second he had clasped hands with the actor—doing it with his tongue in his cheek because his society hosts expected it of him—he had had a feeling of repulsion. There had been something unclean about Mei Ying. He had felt sure, too, that he had seen something akin to hatred in the eyes of the gorgeously, orientally gowned actor.




       




      He shrugged his shoulders, though, and gave closer attention to the three-barred frame, shaped oddly like an “H” with an extra bar across its middle and one across the top, containing the nine bells, three bells to each bar.




       




      Those bells were the Chinese musical scale and were sounded by a little wooden mallet which was part of the gift.




       




      The other instrument was the oldest known to the Chinese. It looked like a teapot and one played it by blowing into the spout. Where the lid should have been were twenty-four resonance tubes, with holes in the sides. One played them by fast manipulation of the fingers, and one had almost to inherit the art of playing them.




       




      How was Dorus Noel to guess that both the instrument of the nine bells and that of the twentyfour resonance tubes were really weapons of murder—and the strangest and most horrible that had ever come to Chinatown?




       




      Dorus Noel was undercover man for the police in Chinatown, chosen for the job because he had lived years in China. His task was to see that the Chinese kept the peace.




       




      He gave the nine bells a caressing tap of the mallet before he bade his boy good night. Then he turned in and was instantly asleep. He was dreaming of Mei Ying, the actor, and seeing him as a bird of prey with long talons, when he snapped awake as though someone had slapped his face. For a moment he thought what he heard had been part of his nightmare. But that it had been very real was proved by the fact that his whole body was bathed in perspiration.




       




      “Hold onto yourself,” he whispered softly, his heart pounding with excitement. “Maybe a cat went sleepwalking on the frame.”




       




      The sound which had wakened him had been the rhythmic chiming of the nine bells! No cat could have caused their chiming like that. The bells had been played by human hands—talented hands—Chinese hands. Yet how? Why? He had taken all the usual precautions that even the bravest man of good sense takes when he lives in the land of his enemies—barring his doors and windows, affixing to them noise-making devices of his own.




       




      Nobody could have entered without making a noise, and he had been alone in the house on retiring, Sang Chiu having gone back to some hovel near the Bowery. The “boy” wouldn’t return until morning.




       




      Even as he listened, his eyes narrowed in the darkness and he felt his hackles rising like a fighting dog’s; for the bells had started ringing again, and this could not possibly be a dream! The gifts of musical instruments which, according to Sang Chiu had been delivered as coming from “a friend of your Peking days,” were tied up with some new horror in Chinatown, for Chinese are not given to practical joking. Who could it be? Chu Chul, the Cricket? He was dead. The White Wasp? She had left the country between sunset and dawn on the heels of a murder charge. Dorus Noel had brought about both happy events. Who, then? Friends of either Chu Chul or The White Wasp?




       




      Noel, grasping his automatic in his right hand, left his bed without sound and strode on tiptoe to the door which gave onto the room of his




       




      Chinese relics. At the door he did a strange thing. He stooped, his torso straight forward from his waist, and covered his throat with his forearm.




       




      “Who’s there?” his voice cracked like the lash of a whip.




       




      There was no answer. But a breath of wind fanned his cheek and something smacked into the wall of his bedroom, many feet behind him. He sucked in his breath. He knew the feel in passing, and the sound in striking, of a thrown knife. No ghost threw knives. Had he stood erect the knife would have got him. His hand went to the light switch inside the door.




       




      His bedroom was flooded with light. So, too, in a second, was the room of the bells. Both rooms were empty of human occupancy, save for himself.




       




      He strode into the room of relics and held his ear close to the nine-bell frame. The bells were still vibrating. The player had vanished in split seconds, as though the light which had vanquished the darkness had erased the player. It was uncanny, but Dorus Noel was accustomed to Oriental eeriness.




       




      He whirled back into his bedroom. His face was grim and hard as he stared at the knife which had been driven a good two inches into the wall.




       




      The blade was of slender, tempered steel, razor sharp. The haft was a golden dragon with beady eyes of polished red coral, gruesomely and marvelously carved. The tongue of the dragon, red as blood, licked out at him as though it were alive.
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