T FROM the frame, the
MOst preeions treasure of my
whole colleetion — da Vinm's
lost Ghineven Benel”

Lawrence Osgood, the
American Mediei, as  the
press called him, was
standing with Clare Ked-
dall in his private gallery,
rucfully regarding a heavy
gilt frame whieh now enclosed nothing but jagged
ends of canvas fringing the careful hacking on which
bad hung the famons portrait,

“And today 1 reeeived this letter,” he added,
spreading out on & Sixteenth Century table a note in
n eramped foreign seript. “What do yon make
of ity

It bore neither date nor heading, but as Clare read
the signature, she exclaimed, “La Mano Nera —— the
Black Hand!™ Hastily she van throngh it:

“We have heard,” It read, “that yvou have lost s
famoun painting It ean be restored Lo i If you
will ser THerre Jaeotl of Jnoot & Cle, the Fifth Ave-
nue denlers Juoot knows nothing of it vet Dut
this afternoon n woman will et him Know how the
pleture can be socurcd 1t will be returned on pay-
ment of $60,000 ps we direct. It Is useless to try
to trace this letter, the mMessengers we « mpioy or any
other means we take to communiente. Such an ef-
fort or any dealings with the police will proyole a
tragedy and_the pleture will bo lost 1o you forever
—La Mano Nora™

“A woman will let him know,” repeated Clare,
turning the letter over and looking nt it earefully,
. "Apparently there is nothing about this note that
gives a clew, not even the postmark.”

“Do you think Jacot himself could have anything
to do with it 1" asked Osgood slowly, “I have {lwnm
Jacot a long time, but 1 did n't think he knew 1
owned La Ginevra.”

“What do you mean?" asked Clare in surprise.

“It was the companion picture to Mona Lisa,
painted about the same time,” explained Osgood
thoughtfully. “It disappeared a few years after da
Vinei died and was only reeontly discovered, after
centuries, in an old ehapel in Italy, Mona Lisa was
stolen 3 now Mona Ginevra is gone also,”

L AB anything else taken 1" asked Clare survey-
g the rich store of loot eollected from all ages,

“I don't know yet, Until my curator, Dr. Grimm,
and his assistant, Miss Latham, have gone over the
catnlogue and ehecked things up. 1t looks now as if
the thief, whoever he was, had eonfined his attention
to this Fifteenth and Sixteenth Century Ialian cor-
ner. The modern erook, you know, has an eve fo
ietures,  Anyhow, this one went straight for the da
{'illei which cost me n guarter of a million at a seerel
sale in London,"

“Secret 1

“Yes, that is why 1 did o't say anvthing to the
wliee or the newspapers. The erook must have
anm the faects, It was smuggled out of Haly by
a London dealer after its discovery; they have very
striet laws there aboul taking sueh things out of the
ecountry, Yoo soe, 1 hoped in some way to have i
fixed up so that 1 eould get a clear title in the end,
for 1 ean’t afford to have people make me ont a
pirate. 1 could have fixed that, all right, Here's
a photograph of the eanvas,”

Clare swiftly stndied the face which the mastes
had painted as a companion 1o the famons portirait
which had hung =o long and attracted so HEnNyY wWor-
shipers at the Lonvre.  There was a hard, eruel senn-
ousness aboul the beautiful mouth which the painter
seemed to have eaptured beneath the very oils
Masked cleverly in the penetruting bazel eyes was a
sart of Medasa-like eunning, a eunning whieli com
bined with the ravishing curves of the neck and ehin
transfixed the observer even of a photograph.
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The Signora and Dr. Vaccaro quietly moved toward the carriage entrance .

OHUUII['} saw that Clare, with bher woman in
stinet, had eaught the spirit of the portrait, as
that subtle fascination over the human mind whieh
is exervised by the art relies of the past,

“What erimes a man might commit under the spell
of a woman like that!"™ he mused, then added, half
stuiling, “Even for her portrait I was ready to risk a
eceriain il(‘”lﬂ- of t‘l‘[ltllnliuu. Now some one risks
his own liberty to kidnap her.”

“The infatuation in this cnse,” commented Clare
quietly, scanning the letter again, “is of the kind that
holds for ransom, not for love, 1 should like very
much to look over your musenm. Have you any
iden bow the thief gained entrance

“No, that is another inexplieable feature. Appar-
ently everything was safely locked, and as for Dr.
Grimm, T would trust him with the whole eollection.
Bhall 1 ask bim to aecompany us about

“By all means.”

Narrowly she watehed the eurator as they pro-
ceeded, chatling, from room to reom of wonders.
Dr. Grimm was a middle-aged man, rather good-
looking in spite of his huge tortoise shell spectacles
and the slight stoop 1o his shoulders, He had an ai
thal suggested the savant and epicurean combined.

AREFULLY Clare went over every lock and
bolt of the big private gallery, At last in the
basemoent, after what hod seemed a fruitless search,
they enme 1o a strong door by which rubbish was re
moved to the street, A low exelamation from Clare
enlled atiention to some gteel filings which had eol-
lected n o corver and hind evidently been overlooked
].l_\ SOme one in t'It'nnill:.:.
She began tapping the door. Suddenly with her
nail she dug direetly into what looked on the surface

To follow them would have been fatal

like painted steel. There, over the lock, was a little
hale in the heavy door, puttied up and ecarefully
painted over,

“How could that have been done?” exclaimed
Osgood.

“By an electric drill,” she answered, glancing
about. “It must have been attached to that lighi
socket up there outside the door, Very clever, too,”

Dr, Grimm said nothing, but it was evident from
his face that he felt relieved that the robbery had no
longer the appearance of being an inside job.

“What would you advise me to do?" inquired
Osgood, as they retraced their steps,

CNJEGOTIATE,” decided Clare tersely,
half the demand at first,

“Offer
Only, don't pay
vel."

“I wonder if Jacot did have anything to do with
it reiterated Osgood.

“I should like to see him before you begin negotia-
tions,” answered Clare noneommitally. “By the
way, from your end 1 would suggest that it is safer
to put the matter in the hands of Dr, Grimm and let
him manage it with Jaeol,”

That afternoon Clare and Billy Lawson, with a
small grip, sat in the lobby of the Prince Henry, just
around the corner from Jacot's, She had telephoned
bastily to Lawson and had briefly stated the facts in
the case,

“You will stay bere, Billy," she planned in econ-
clusion, “Keep this grip of mine. I will eall up
from Jaeot’s, if 1 need you; and will have vou paged
as Mr. Winterhouse. Then bring the grip over.”

Jacot’s, enjoying an excellent patronage, opened
on Fifth Avenne just a few feet below the sireet




