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THE PL MYSTERY

An Enthralling Story of the famous Detective and
Nipper, his Assistant, in Costa Rica,

By the noted Author of ‘“ Yvonne,” *“ The Black Woalf,” and cther stories.

e P

CHAPTER L

Digby Forrester F:inds Himself in Difficulties—The Trouble on Patricia
Plantation—The Last Straw—Thz Ariival of Nelson Lee.

the manager, sat wrestling with a great mass of noles and figures.
Beside him, his young brow puckeved up with “orry, was his assistant

and plantation timel:ceper, Jimmy Harrison.

Pinned to the wall over the crude table ot which they sat was a blee
priat plan of the plantation, revealing the sections as they had been surveyed
off in narrow lines of white, while criss-crossing these lines were broader
white marks, indicating where roads should be located. Beside this blus
print was a smaller plan of the plantation tramway A rather grubby
calendar hung on the other side of the blue print, and bevond that the un-
plastered walls were bare of adornment.

The tuble at which they sat, two or three chairs of native manufacture,
and a rusty typewriter, were the extent of the office furniture. One end
of the room had Dbeen almost completely done away with, and the area
covered with fine copper wire netting, to permit a free circulotion oi
vwhat air there might he and yet to keep at bay the mosquitoes.

Outside the troplc sun blazed down relentlessly. Beyond a cleared circle
of about one hundred vards was the edge of the Bananas, stretching clear
away to the Matina River. Back of the house was the unbroken line ot
the virgin forest, against which Digby Iorrester had been struzgling
£ xhantly for a Louple of years.

The house itself was typical or the pluntation house in Costa Rica. 1r
had been originally built in sections in the United States, and finally htte:l
toocther on the plantation, its foundations being a few small cement piilars
of the rongh workmanship of the negro. It consisted of the office and three
hedrooms, the latter apartments furnished in the moet simple manier—
plain black ivou bedsteads, cedar- wood tables, and rongh chairs of tie same
moterial

li\ the screen-enclosed offlice of Patricia Plantation Housn Dioby Torrestcr,
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Adjoining the house at the rcar was a small galvanised lcan-to, ueed as a'
kitchen, and beyond that the line of whitewashed buildings used ae stables,
and finally the negro huts.

In all Costa Rica, where is to be found the finest banana land in the world,
there was no more choice spot than that occupied by the Patricia Plantation.
It had the benefit of the overflow of the river, which bounded it on two
sides, and which periodically deposited a rich silt over the flats. For, be it
known that nothing is more conducive to the growth of the golden fruit
than such conditions as these. It had, %00, that humidity of atmosphere in
which the banana revels, and, on the face of it, Patricia should have been
a very profitable plantation. But such was not the case, as the pile of
notes and figures, over which Digby Forrester, the manager, was worrying,
could prove. And his words to Jimmy Harrison indicated that trouble in a
concrete manner.

Both young men were garbed in thin khaki riding-breeches and lcather
puttces. Khaki shirts, thrown open at the throat, covered the upper parts
of their bodies, and wide-brimmed stetsons were at the moment pushed back
from their faces.

Digby Forrester finished his last set of calculations, and slamming the

pencil down he began to roll a cigarette.
- ¢“It’s no use fuming,’”’ he said, in a tone of resignation. ‘' I can’t scc any
way out unless the company cables more money at once. Ever since we
came here, two years ago, and this plantation was nothing but forest, we
have been bucking against the same miserable treatment.’’

‘“ You're dead right there, Forrester,’”” responded Harrison. °*°As far as
1’m concerned, I don’t see how you’ve pulled through the way you have.”

‘“ It has been touch-and-go more than once,”’ continued Forrester. ‘‘ Here
we have one of the finest bits of banana soil in Costa Rica. For centuries
it has been covered with an annual overflow of the Matina, and the soil is
as rich as I have ever seen. Yet here we are, after two years, with only
four hundred acres in bananas, and even that area just coming into
bearing.

" Four hundred acres ownt of two thousand—just think of it! Why,
Jimmy, if the company.had delivered the goods as they ehould have delivered
them, we would have had the whole two thousand coming into bearing, and
we’d have been shipping next month. But look at what really is the case.
Fourteen hundred acres not even cleared yet, and why? Becausc the con-
founded company for which we work won’t give us the money to develop the

lace.”

d Harrison nodded his young head sagely.

‘“ That’s the poiat to a T,”” he said. “‘ By the by, Forrester, what is
the capitalisation of the company?”

‘“ A hundred thousand,’”’ replied the manager, *‘ although I don’t know
bow much stock has been sold. I do know this, however, that if I had
known two years ago what I know now, I never should have taken on the
contract to put Patricia Plantation on a producing basis.

““ I was satiefied with the job I had down in Panama, but they gave me
no peace until I threw it up and came along here. The company pledged its
word that I should have plenty of money to develop the place properly, and,
after two years, look what we have been able to do.

““ Out of that four hundred acres coming into bearini, we shall he able
to ship perhaps two hundred thousand stems during the coming months,
Instead of that, we ought to.be shipping a million. It ien’t fair treatment,
and, putting that to one side, I'm hanged if I see, Jimmy, what we'rc going
to do about the pag-roll: to-day unless the funds arrive,
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*“ The post from home ought to reach here by three o'clock, and I'm
hoping that they will receive the order on the Sun Jos¢ Bank by it. [If so,
you will have to ride into Matina and catch the up-train there in the
morning. You ought to be able to get the funds and come down by the
evening train, then we could pay off to-morrow night.

‘ If we have the actual order on the bank, and the funds are there to
meet it, I shall be able to hold the men off for twentv-four hoygs all right.
If not——"" And Digby Iorrester thrcw his hands up with a hope
gesture.

Neither Forrester nor Harrison were exaggerating the conditions at
Patricia in any detail. It was, as Forrester had said, one of the finest arens
of bavana land in Costa- Rica. And, with a sufficiency of funds for its
gevglopment, should have begun by now to reach a profitable preducing

a6is,

Forrester, although a young man, was well known from Honduras to
Panama as one of the moat able banana producers on the Mosquito Coaat.
Beginning as a timekeeper with the Intermational Fruit (‘ompany in Hou-
duras, he had been transferred to Guatemala as mandador of one of the
largest plantations there. Hc was a perfect marvel for making a plantation
yicld the maximum, aund at the same time in keeping hia cost of production
down to the minimum,

Another big fruit company had then secured his services in order to
develop a large area in the Changuinola district of Panomu. His work there
had strengthened his reputation, and when, at Bocnx del Toro, he had
reoeived an offer from a newly formmed fruit company to go and develop
their land in Costa Rica, he had rcfused somewhat curtlv,

DBut offer after offer had becen made him. The increasing remuneration
suggested indicated that for some reason thie newly formcﬁ COMPINY Wiy
determined to secure Forrester’'s services.

" Tinally he had accepted, had travelled to Englurd in orler to arrange
his contracts, and then, sending for young Jimmy Huarrison, whe had Leeo
workiug with him in Panama, made his way to Patriciu "lantation.

Ao has been said, the plantation was bounded on two asides by the
Matiina River. On the other two sides it joined another large plantation.
which was beinﬁ developed by English capital. And this other plantation
was the only thing which lay between the Patricia und the railway. A
right-of-way of sorts, however, gave access from Datricia to the platform
beside the railway, where the fruit would be picked up.

With funds in hand and the promise of plenty more as he should reguire
them, Forrester had lost no time in getting to work. He had engaged bali
a dozen negro contractors with their gangs, and an open srac'e was cleared
tfor the buildings. By the time thia hud been done the zectional honde hal
arrived from the States, and had been erected at once. Thea followed th.
building of the stables and the huts for the negroes--\Weat Indians all ol
them, and mostly from Jamaica.

Then came the buying of mules and horses and the clearing of the land
right to the edge of the river. Even then Forrester found difficulty 1.
getting the funds he desired, but he had plodded on, until now, two year:
after, he had come to this. The position, instead of being improved, w: .
worsc than ever. The previous month the funds, which ~hould have betn
paid for the clearing of another hundred acres, had been used of neceasit:
{or tlhe :ctual upkeep ot the four hundred acres which Forrester hud manag.d
o plant,

There had not been a penny left over for further development of the
cstate, and he had just barely managed to moet the pay.tull,
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Now, a month later, when the four thousand pounds for which he had
cabled should have arrived, he was at the moment without even the few
bundreds necessary to meet this month’s pay-roll.

His demands had been met with promises only, and in no case had these
promiscs materialised. He had figured over the matter from every point
of view, but could not understand the action of the head oflice in London.

The four*hundred acres he had planted would, bar accidents, yield some-
thing like two hundred thousand bunches of fruit during the coming twelve
months, Forrester had a profitable selling contract with a big banana
shipping firm- a contract which guaran him 31 cents, American gold,
forhall:h ie ‘‘ firsts,”’ 28 cents for all his *‘ s3econds,’”” and 26 cents for all his
oct i ") N

Forreeter had reckoned to produce at a gross cost of production of not
over 15 cents a bunch.® As a matter of fact he had done even better, for
the cost of produnction sheets of the first cutting had shown the gress cost to
be only 13 cents a bunch.

On that basis for the twelve monthe he would ship somethicg like thir-
tecen thousand pounde’ worth of fruit, which would cost him in the neigh-
bourhood of five thousand pounds to lay down at the railway. There was a
profit in sight of cight thousand pounds, but under present conditions that
would do little good. He needeé)o that amount, and more, urgecantly. He
vould not wait twelve months, receiving monthly driblets. To develop the
{wo t(;wusand acres would cost, he had reckoned, about twenty-four thousand
pounds.

Over two years ago, when the company should have sent him this amount,
he had reccived less than six thousand pounds, and, firmly believing in the
promises of the head office, ho had invested a couple of thousand in laying
down a small plantation tramway, which would enable him to get out his
hbananas more cheaply, more expeditiously, and with less risk of bruising
than by the antiquated mule-pack system., -

This tramway bad been laid down with the expectation that it would feed
the whole two thousand acres. But now, with only four hundred acres
planted, it made such a hole in the development funds he had received, and
created such a tremendous overhead charge, that it would ‘‘ take the gilt
off the gingerbread,”’ so to speak. In other words, it would eat up all the

rofit on the four hundred acres. That was the position on Patricia Planta-
ion on the day when Digby Forrester and Jimmy Harrison were anxiously
awaiting a letter from London.

The negroes should be paid off that night. The pay-roll came to nearly
eight hundred pounds, and at the present moment there was in hand to
mect 1t less than twenty pounds. There was, too, a certain attitude on the
part of the negroes wiich ‘neither Forrester nor Harrison could fathom.
Their work during the past month had been slack, and on riding through
the different ecctions Forrester had found much of the contract work slurred
over or shelved altogether. Yet throngh him or Harrison net a hint could
have been formed of the actual financial position, |

Forrester had cabled and had written for more funds, and if, as he hoped,
he conld this day reccive even half of the number of thousands he nceded,
he would be able even then to carry on. If not—well, the position would be
of the blackest. Therefore, it can readily understood that when a negro,
mounted on a mule, appeared out of the timber which lay between Patricia
and Matina with-a mail-bag thrown over the pommmel of his saddle, both
Forrester and Harrison watched his approach anxiously.

.. 1t seqined to them, as they gazed through the great wire screen towards

\

the trail up whiclPthe negro was riding that never bcfore had mule moved



THE PLANTATION MYSTERY 6

6o zlowly., To men in their state of mind the leisurely manner in which the
uegro descended was particularly’irritating, and, walkiag out on the balcony
to meet him, Jimmy. Harrison snatched the mail-bag from his hands. Half
a minute later Forrester was slitting open the envelope which bore the
name of the Patricia Plantation Company.

‘Unfolding the shoet of paper which it contained, he hezar to read, and
Jimmy Harrison watched anxiously whilst the eyes of his chief travelled
down the page.

Coming to the end of the letter, Forrester struck the table with his fist,
and, pushing the letter across to Harrison, said curtly, *° Read.”

Jimmy picked up the letter to obey, and this is what he read:

*“ Digby Forrester, Esq., Manager,
‘“ Patricia Plantation, Matina River, Matina, Costa Rica.

"“ Dear Sir,—In reply to your last letter, we regret to have to inform you
that for the present we shall be unable to send any further funds to you.

““Owing to conditions existing here, and into an explanation of which we
cannot enter, it will be impossible for us to provide any more money for
some weeks to come. ,

“ We would suggest that you get rid of the bulk of the labourers on the
estate, putting them off as you may think best, unless, of course, you have
sufficient funds in hand with which to meet their claims.

““The only thing to do then is to mark time until we have arranged some-
thing at this end. It seems to us that you might be able to realise on
some of the fruit which is coming into bearing. Perhaps the shipping com-
pany would advance against crop.

““ We shall coramunicate with you further just as soon as we are able to
arrange something.

£* We are, Sir, yours faithfully,

‘ The Patricia Plantation CCompany,
“W. Morris, President."’

Jimmy Harrison gaped stupidly at the letter in bis hand. It was For-
rester’'s voice which recalled him to a realisation of the crisis which was
upon them. .

“Did you ever read such utter piffie in your lifer”’ growled Forrester

savagely, as he took the letter once more. ¢ Just listen to this: - We would
suggest that you get rid of the bulk of the labourers, putting them off as
vou may think best, unless you have sufficient funds to meet their claima.’
Why, they know we haven’t any money on hand out here. They know
how I have been pushed for funds ever since I've been here. To-day is
pay-day, and those niggers expect to receive something like eight hundred
pounds. To meet it we have a beggarly twenty pounds or so in hand, and
tlnz-l head office ought to realise that one charge you can’t slide is pav-
roll. : '
‘““If T had had an order on the San José Bank, I could have staved them
oft all right until You went up and got the money. But now, what can I
6ay to them? It’s been hard enough to keep the whole country from know-
ing our financial position. And certain things which have happened during
the last month or two cause me to think that the niggers have got wind of
our dithiculties.

““What can I say to them? If I get out there and call them together and
say that I can’t meet the pay-roll, there’ll be a row, you can bet your
life on that. There are half a dozen Martinique niggers in that buuch
who are just aching for trouble. And then, take this idiotic suggestion that
the shipping company might advance money against crop. They know just
a’ well us T do we couldn’t get a cent against crop. Why, every banana-trea

’
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or the plantation might be destroyed by a hurricane, and no one is going
to take that rsk. - :

“It’s ruin, Jimmy. It’s bad enough for us, but Heaven only knows what:
I'm going to say to these niggers out there.”

** How many bunches do you reckon we can cut to-morrow?”’ asked
Harrison.

Forrester drew a shect of paper towards him and began to figure. He
lifted his head after a few minutes and said:

“At the outside we should cut four thousand stems. If I could stava
the pay-roll off until we got that fruit out, I could get a cheque from the
Banana Company at once. That would be between two hundred and two
hundred and fifty pounds. With that I might delay the pay-roll for another
four days until we cut the next let. I figure we should get between five and
Bix ti‘xiouaand stems, then, and that would mean, say, another three hundred
pounds,

*‘ By stripping every scction the following week we might realise enough,
with luck, to meet the wages charges. We’ve got the tramway to get it
out by, and that means that we sha’n’t have the charge of paying for extra
mulcs. The only thing for me to do is to call the men together and talk
straight to them. I’ve always kept my word to them, and if I pledge myself
that they will get every penny due to them, perhaps we can stave things
off until we get these three cuttings over. It’s the only way out, and after
that we can decide what we had better do.”

“ Why don’t you chuck it up, Forrester?’’ said Jimmy. ‘‘ There’s never
been anything in it for you. You've even used your own salary to keep
things going.”

Forrester's jaw cet griimly and his grey eyes narrowed.

“I'll chuck it up when {they’ve got me beaten,” he said. ‘ That moment
has not come yet. I don’t understand what they’re trying to do at the
head office. Their actions seem to be directed towards weakening the estate
rather than developing it. It’s absolutely beyond me. I guess this business
promotion is a good thing to leave alone if a man understands as little about
it as I do. Anyway, Junmy, let’s get the men together and see what
happens.”

*“ Aren’t you going to read that other letter first?’’ asked Harrison.

“It's only a local letter,”” responded Forrester. °‘ Probably only a bill
for material. However, we’ll see what it says.”

Tearing open the envelope, Forrester drew out the enclosed sheet, and
Harrison noticed that as he read a heavy frown appeared on his forehead.

*“ Listen to this, Jimmy,”” he said, when he had finished. ‘‘ I'll read it
aloud. It’s from Alvarado, who is manager of the estate which lies between
ours and the railway. He eays:

" Dear Sir,—I beg to call your attention to the fact that the course of the
plantation tramway which you have built runs for a certain distance
through this property. I refer particularly to the link which connects up
vour main tramway system with the railway.

‘“Without prejudice, I acknowledge that the strip of land on which you
‘built this part of the tramway was supposed to be right-of-way f{rom
Patricia Plantation, but, on looking up the matter, I find that this stretch
of land actually belongs to Santa Rosa Plantation, of which I am the
manager, o

‘“ It is with regret, therefore, I hereby notify you that none of your trucks
can be permitted to pass over this section of track, aind, furthermore, 1 am
compelled to givc‘e .you :notice that the rails must be taken up within ten
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days. Failing that, I shall continue the fence lines of Santu Rosa in order
to enclose this strip of land with the estate.
““ Should you mnot accept this notice, I shall be compelled to secure an
injunction against you until the matter is settled.
** I am, Sir, yours faithfully,
““JuAN ALVARADO,
‘“ Manager for the Santa Rosa Plantation Co."

THat Torrester was greatly upset was clear. After reading the letter
aloud he clutched it in his hand, and walked to the end of the room, gazing
out across the sea of waving banana-trees.

** This can’t be true,”” he muttered to himself. ¢ There has never been
any question about that right-of-way before. When I built the tramway
through there to connect ours up with the railway, Alvarado raised no
objection. Now he claims to have suddenly discovered it i3 not a right-of-
way, and coolly orders me to tear up my rails. Why, that would mean abso-
lute ruin to this plantation with that right-of-way closed. It cuts us off
completely from the railway. Without that means of getting our fruit
away we should have to let it rot on the trees. Even if he is in the wrong
he can probably carry out his threat to secure an injunction forbidding us
to use the tramway until the matter is settled, and with things as they
are at present that would kill my last fighting chance.

** I'll have to go and sce him to-night. He "’ .

Forrester broke off his musings as the sound of excited voices reached him
from the huts. He knew that sound all too well—knew it for the sound of a
multitude of negroes all trying to talk at once.

The next moment he saw over a hundred of them break into view. They
were heading straight for the plantation house, and frem their attitude
Ferrester knew they meant trouble.

*“* We won’t have to go to the men, Jimmy,"' he said. ¢ They are coming
to us instead. Come on! Let’s go out and see what they want.”

Harrison jumped up, and, after one look through the .screen at the
cncoming mob, followed his chief out to the verandah.

Dighy Forrester leaned on the railing, and waited till the mob was withia
a few yards of the house. Then he held up his haad.’

‘“ Stop!”’ he called. ‘° What does this mean?’’

The crowd of negroes halted and looked for guidunce towards a huze
Martinique black who was in the front rank. He looked up to Forrester
insolently, then he said:

““We’ve come for our money, boss. You pay s now.”

Forrester’s hands itched to strike down the negro. His voice, his manner,
the whole thing was so absolutely out of order. No black should ever have
addressed a white man in such fashion. And the thing which puzzled For-
rester was, what had encouraged the negro to do so?

To lay him out, however, would have been sheer madness, for that the
negroes had primed themselves for trouble by drinking poisonous ‘‘ whito
@;rlel” was ‘plain. It behoved him to handle them with diplomacy. if pos-
sible,

“ You want your pay, and you will get your pay,” he said. ‘“Is theic
-any man among yon who can stand forward aud zay that I have ever broken
faith with him?® Answer me!”

** No, boss!"’ came a voice from the back of the crowd.

““Very well, then,” went on Forrester. ¢ Go back to your huts and
vour work. I know that your pay is due to-day, but the pay-roll is noi
ready. ‘lheve are certain mistakes which it wili take a (iay or two to
discover. As soon as they are corrected you will receive your money. Iu
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the meantime, for what you necd I will give you orders on the plantation
cominiseary.”’

Nome cf the negroes appeared inclined to obey. But even as they wavere:d
the Martinique in front said:

** You speak much, but you will never pay us, boss. You have no money,
aund you will receive no money. Auswer us, boss, and tell us if that is true.”’

“What do you mean?’’ enarled Forrester, lcaning over the raihng and
gazing down on the big black. °‘ What do you mean by that statement:”

The negro grinned impudently. ,

‘“1 mean, hoss, that you had word to-day that no more money wotld
bLe aent. If that is not true, then show us the letter you got.”

‘“ How do you know what letters T receive?’” asked Forrester.

He was hedwing for time now, for the hlack's remark puzzled him ex-
ccedingly. How did he know, how could he know, that Forrester had
reccived a letter from the head office in T.ondon that day? And how could
he guess, moreover, ite contents? 'The lctiers wounld have beer put into
the plantation bag at Matina, and the hag lecked. It had not been forced
open, nor had the letters heen tampered with. Then how did the black
know--or was he mercly guessing? Forrester considered his only hope was
to move swiftly and with a high hand.

.** You are insolent!”’ he said. ‘I will give the lot of you just ten seconds
to get hack to the huts. Tf you are not gone then I will drive you there!”

For anewer the Martinique deliherately turned his back on the white
man. and shouted to the others:

“1'm right! He hosn't got the money, and he won’t get it! He is
afraid to <how us the letter! Come on, and let ws get 1t for ourselves!”

“ Get ready, Jimmy!” said Forrester quickly. °‘“ They are going to rush
ws. The best thing to do i5 to try to hold the steps.”

Nor was he wrong, lor, inflamed by the awful mnative liquor which
they had boen drinking, and excited by the words of the Martinique who
had da:iced to insult the white man, the blacks flew into a fremzy, and, led
by the Martinique, they rushed at the bhouse.

Ferrester and Harrison drew their antomaties and stood ready.

“ Back, you fools!"’ shouted Forrester. * I'll shoot the first man who sets
feot on the steps!”

The words did not sarve, however, to arrest the rush, for the next instant
tbe Martinique was on the lower step.

Forrcster’s antomatic spoke, and the man went down in his tracks. There
were others to take hisx place, however, and now that blood had flowed the
last restraint seemed to slip from the negrces. Shrieking and yelling in

a peculiar high falsetto, they came on. Forrester and Harrson fired quickly
and methcdically, and not a bullet was wasted.

Man after man went down. only to be lost to view hencath the feet of
those who swept over him. Two men managed to gain the top step. Jiinmy
Harrizon clubbed his weapon and drove it full into the mouth of one, send-
ing the man reeling back with half his teeth choking him. Forrester sent
his hecl into the other's so'ar plexus, and he too went tumbling down the
stops.

\Pet, fact as the white men sent the enemy down the ranks were filled,
for there were over a hundred of the negroes altogether. Slowly but surely
Forrester and Iarrisen were driven back, step by step, until they were at
the threshold of the ‘door which opened into the office. The verandah was
hterally swarming with hlacks new, and hoth white men knew they could
last out only a ~hort time longer. '

They Lad bothp empticd their rcvolvels some time before, and, having
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no fresh clips of cartridges, had clubbed them. There secmed no hope «f
succour either, for the nearest white man was several miles awayv. All thex
could do was -to hold the office as lonz as possible, and, if they were ovor-
powered, to go down fighting. They were both determined on that. ‘_

When Forrester saw that the blacks were preparing to rush them from
three sides at once, he grabbed Harrison by the arm and jerked him back
into the office. Theh he slammed the door and locked it just as the fir.t
wave of the onslanght came.

Several blacks had worked round to the side of the building, and with
drawn machetes were preparing to cut through the wire metting. That
job would take only a few seconds at most, and would enable them to work
both front and rear at the same time. :

The situation was certainly desperate, and, backing aleng the room,
Forrester and Harrison were preparing for their last desperate stand, when
outside there sounded the sharp staccato bark of automatics, and, follow-
ing that, the blacks, with yells and screams, turned and fled.

Bleeding from half a dozen machete wounds, Forrester and Harricon
staggered to the door, and, jerking it open, peered out to see what or who
had so opportunely come to their rescue.

_ In full retreat.towards the cover of the bananas was the mob of negrcesa.
But near the steps were a couple of horses, and in the saddles, still hold-
ing their automatics, were a man and a boy.

R w————

CHAPTER 1L

Mr. Nelson Leez Makes a Proposition—The Arrest of Digby Forrester and
Jimmy Harrison.

*A S Forrester and Harrison stepped out cn to the verandah the man
A and the youth slid from their saddles ard came vp the steps. pocket-

ing their weapons as they did so. Forrester advanced with out-
stretched hands. '

“I don’t know who you are, sir,”” he said, ‘“ but yvou have certainly
arrived at an opportune moment.”’

“You are Mr. Digbhy Forrester:” inqunired the other, 23 he teok
Forrester’s hand. '

Forreater bowed.

‘“ Guilty,”' he said.

‘“ Then permit me to introduce myself,”” said the stranger. My name
ia Lec-—Nelson Lee—of ILondon. And I have Dusiness with you, Mr.
Forrvester.”

Forrester bowed again.

““ As soon as we get these niggers out of the war——

‘““ Quite 80,”” interposed Lee. “ My assistant and I wil' lend vou a hand.”

The big Martinigue black who had started the riot lay sprawled across
the lowest step. Beyond him were four more regrocs, two of them wounded
by bullets and the other two with broken heads.

Between them the four white men dragged the wounded rouad the house
to one of the stables. Jimmyv Harrison got some hot water, and Lee and
Forrester bathed the wounds, then bound them up. The other pair they
left to come round as best they could. But the Martinique presented a
greater problem, for a brief examination revealad the fact that Forrester's
bullet had gone through his heart. .

He was carried to the stable, and left there until such time ag the native

X
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police could be notified. Then the four white men returned to the planta«
tion house, where Harrison dug out some wine and biscuits for refreshment.

The nigger woman who acted as cook had taken to the woods at the first
sign of trouble, and had not yet returnecd.

When they had refreshed themselves and had 1lit cigarettes, Dighy
Forrester turned to Lee with an inquiring look.

‘“ Now, sir,”’ he began. ‘‘ May I ask——"’

‘“Y shall come to my business without delay, Mr. Forrester,’? said Lee.
‘T have come to Costa Rica as the representative of the minority share-
holders of the Patricia Flantation Company. There is among them o keen
disappointment that the Patricia I’lantation is not going ahead as they
(eel it should.”

Forrester looked at Lce in amazement.

' The minority ehareholders!”’ he cxclaimed. ‘° Why, T have always been
under the impression that the Patricia Plantation Company was a closed
corporation.”’ '

““It may have been at ome time,”” said Lee; ‘“ but it certainly is mot
now. KFor a year or ¢o the shares have been sold steadily to small investors,
such as clerks, schoolteachers, clergymen, and widows, all of whom have
bought with a desire to turn their small capital into wealth,

“ About &ix months ago, at the instigation of a certain sharcholder, a
clergyman, these minority shareholders sent a representative to the annual
meeting of the company. They were by no means satisfied with the report
of the proceedings which took place there. 'They waited some time longer,
however, in the hope that conditions would grow better. But instead cf
that they seem to have grown worse.

‘“ Under the stimulus of this same clergyman another meeting of the
minority sharcholders was held, and a levy made in order to send an in-
vestigator out here to see exactly what conditions existed.

‘T was approached in the matter, and, after looking into things in London,®
decided to come out. That, «<ir, is the reason for my being here. I shall
now hand you my crvidentials, and I shall greatly appreciate any informa-
{ion you are ablc to give me. I know Costa Rica fairly well, and I know
that no land in the world can be more suitable for banana growing than
this land along the Matina river. Therefore, it is even more of a puzzle
{o me why the Patricia Plantation is not paying dividends.”

Forrester made no remark while Lee drew out his letters of introduction
and handed them over. lHe¢ read them slowly, and when he had finished
laid them on the table,

** 1 hardly know what to say to you, Mr. Lee,’> he said. ‘“In the fir:t
place I did not krow that the Patricia Plantation CompIany was composed
of u lot of small shareholders. As a matter of fact, I know very little
indced about the composition of the company. But I do know, and I wiil
say, that whilc the company follows its present policy Patricia Plantation
will never pay a penny in dividends, and ultimately can only go to ruin.
I do not know that I should eay this to you. I imagine the president and
the bhoard of directors would not thank me for doing so, but it just happens
that you arrived at a moment when Patricia Plantation has reached =
scrious crisis.”’

‘“ 1 quite appreciate your position,”” remarked Lee, ““and I do not for
a monicnt wish you to tell me anything which you feel you should nnt.
" am hers without the knowledge of the president or the directors of the
company. I have come, as I have already told you, to investigate matters
for the small shareholders, who feel that there is something radically wrong
somewbere. If {hat sometbing is not your management of the cstate, then



THE PLANTATION MYSTERY 1t

L]

it-is my duty to tell them eo. Ou the other haad, if the trouble s <tul
Lkigher up, I wish to kncw it.

““In recent ycars there has bcen a tremendous amount of money lost by
small investors. Company promoters have grown rich out of the gullibility
of the widow, the clerk, the clergyman, and the schoolteacher. I do nnt.
say that such is the case with this plantation; but I have laid my catd«
on the table, and I leave it to you to enlighten me.” '

““ And I will do so,”’ said Digby Forrester. ‘‘ Perhaps in return you may
be ‘able to enlighten me on a few points. To begin with, Mr. Lee, let me
tell you that you have arrived here at the very moment when it is neceu-
sary to suspend all operations on the estate. Two vears ago, waen { was
employed to develop the place, I was assured by Morris, the president of
the company, that I should have all the funds I needed. On that under-
etanding I accepted the post as manager and came out here.

‘“ During the past two years I have asked for, and should nave received,
twenty-four thousand pounds for the work which should have “»een done. Of
that amount what did I receive? I received six thousand pounds only, and
on that I have been trying to develop a two-thousand-acre estate. It was
- an im{)ossibility. As you arrived here to-day, what did you see? You saw

a emall area of bananas and a far greater area in virgin forest. Every trec
ehould have been cut down by now. A portable saw-mill should have been
erected, and the timber sawn up and sold to pay the cost of clearing.

~ “‘Instead of having four hundred acres of bananas, the whole area
should have been under cultivation. There are i1n sight during the next
twelve months two hundred thousand stems of fruit. There should have been
a million stems in sight. For months it has been touch-and-go here. Where
the head office should have sent me thousands they have sent me hundreds.
I have even turned in my own salary to help make up the pay-roll. But
to-day things have occurred which, in my opinion, eliminate all possibility
of making Patricia Plantation a success.”
‘““May I ask what are those things?’’ inquired Lee.

For answer Dighy Forrester took up the letter he had received that day
_from London, and handed it to Lee

‘“ Read that, please,’”’ he said.
Lee read it, and passed it back.

Next Forrester handed him the letter which had been received from Juan
Alvarado, the manager of the Santa Rosa Plantation., When Lee had read
1t he laid i1t on the table and turned to Forrester.

““ You have been cxtremely frank, Mr. Forrester,’”’ he said, ““and I appre-
"clate 1it. I am convinced from what I have seen and from what ycu-have
told me that the fault does not lie with you. I may say that when I landad
at Limon I made inquiries about you, and in every case heard you spoken
of in the highest manner. However, I am convinced, and this letter proves
1t, that the trouble is in London. But I cannot understand why tlie company
sh?}lld jeopardise thc whole success of the plantation by such a niggardly
policy. '

*“1 know for a fact that upwards of fifty thousand pounds has been
invested by the small shareholders alone. I simply cannot understand why,
during the period of two years you should have received only six thousand
for development work. They must know that such a policy means failure."
_ "I have tried to puzzle it out for months,”” said Forrester curtlv. * But
it’s ahsolutely beyond me."”

"* What was the trouble as we arrived?” asked Lee.

‘“ It was inspired by the fear of the negroes that thev would not be padd,*”’
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replied Forrester. ‘“ At the same time there arc several elements of mystery
in that affair which I cannot fathom.”

‘“ What do you mean?”

“I will tell you. Although we have been hard pushed for money. we
have until this month managed to meet the pay-roll regularly. Neither
from Harrison nor myeelf hag a whisper of our difficulties gone abroad. Yet
during the past month particularly the negroes have acted in a strange
manner, as though they knew something. To-day Harrison and I were
figuring how we could manage things if the funds I had written and cabled
for should not arrive, and had just decided what we should do, when the
mail-bag was brought from Matina. It contained these two letters which you
have just read. There was no time to decide anything further, for the
negroes had got together and were on their way here. |

“I don’t profess to know why they should have acted so to-day. It is
beyond me. In any case they had no reason to feel nervous until the day
had passed. But the queer thing about it all is that they know that I had
received -a letter from the head office, and, Mr. Lee, they knew the contents
of that letter. The bag had not been opened nor had the letter been
tampered with in any way; therefore I cannot understand how they knew.
It could not have been a guess; their statement wae too definite. I am just
beginning to think that somewhere there is a treacherous hand at work, but
for what reason I don’t know.”’

Nelson Lee tapped the table thoughtfully.

“ It certainly does seem queer that they should know the contents of the
letter,”” he said. ‘“ And from what you tell me, I am inclined to think
that this mutiny was deliberately fomented.”’

“Who took the leading part in it?”

‘“The Martinique black whom I shot,’”” said Forrester. *° I suppose that
wi(lil (;nean a further complication, although I was certainly justified in what
I i .’, .

Lee nodded.

““ Your case there is flawless,”” he added. ‘° It was self-defence. I can
prove that. And now to take up the matter of this letter from the manager
of Santa Rosa Plantation. What will you do about the plantation tramway,
Mr. Forrester?” |

Forrester threw up his hands. -

““ What does it matter now?’’ he said bitterly. ‘“I'm finished. Let the
company fight it out.”

“I’'m sorry to hear you say that,”” said Lee. ‘‘ As far as the company
is concerned I agree with you. But I am thinking of the scores of small
shareholders who bave put every penny they possessed :anto this investment,
If the plantation closes down it will mean ruin to them.”

‘““I realise that,”” eaid Forrester. ‘‘ But what can I do? I can’t carry on
without money, and the company won’t give me any. There are about eight
hundred pounds in wages to pay to-day, and I have got about twenty pounds
to meet it with. Nine men out of ten would have chucked the thing months
ago. But I kept hoping against hope that the company would realise their
mistake and send the funds before it was too late. Now they’ve let me down,
and, as near as I can see, the nigger contractors can put an injunction on
the fruit until they are paid what is owing to them, That means that the
plantation must come into the hands of the receiver. Then, I fancy, you
eould buy the shares of the Patricia Plantation Company for a song.”

Nelson Lee looked Forrester straight in the eye.

‘“ Mr. Forrester,”” he said, ** you spoke a few minutes ago of a treacherous
hand. Has it ocqusred to you that someone may be at work with that exact
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object in view which you have just mentioned—to drive the ehares of the
‘company down to nothing. You know, and I know, that there is everything
here to give maguificent rcsults. It only needs the money to develop it.
Suppose, then, that someone else realises this, and schemed to get possessinn
for a song. C(ould they have gone about their purpecse in a more cunning
manner?”’

‘““ But who on earth could it be?” exclaimed Forrester. *‘ The company
‘has hel';ie back the funds. They must realise it means -ruin. As I said, who
can it 'ber”

“ Ah! I don’t know that,”” said Lce, but I am beginning to think that
there is some influence at work which has had as its objective exactly what
has been brought about. Now let us get down to facts and figures, Mr.
I'orrester. You have here two thousand acres, I think you said?”

- Yes."'

“ Four hundred acres of that you have planted with bananas®”

“Yes.” ,

‘- What additional area has been cleared of timbler:"

‘ About two hundred acres.’’

““That” would leave, then, about fourteen hundred acres in virgin
forest?”’

“Yes.” |

‘““ What amount did you reckon it would take to bring the whole two
ilhousand acres into bearing?”’

‘“Twelve pounds anm acre, or a total of twenty-four thousand pounda.
Of that amouct I have received, roughly, ¢ix thousand,’’ replied Forrester.
““Of that sum I spent two thousand in building the plantation tramway
and four thousand in devclopment. In addition to that, some of my own
money and some of Harrison’s has been used to tide things over.”

‘“ What amount is necessary to swing through this present crisis?”’ went
on Lee.

‘* There arc eight hundred due on the pay-roll alone,’’ replied Forrester,
*“ 1 wrote tho company asking for at least four thousand. As you kuow, I
rcceived nothing. The two hundred acres which are cleared should be
planted with suckers at once. Then the clearing of the timber should go
ahead without delay. It will take eighteen thousand pounds in all tn do
what should be done. But if I had the four thousand I asked for, tnen
that would carry me on until I began to receive from the bananas which
are now coming into bearing. Of couree these figures arc based without
‘considering the complications which have now arisen with Santa Rosa.

‘““If my outlet to the railway is cut off, I'm blessed if I can see how we
can get the fruit out, But if the company won't give me the money, I'm
shorn of every weapon.”

Nelson Lee turned to Nipper.

““My lad,”’ he said, ‘“ go and get my saddle-bags, plcase.”

Nipper jumped up and went out $o the horses. Unbuckling Lee's saddle-
bags, he carried them in and placed them on the floor beside his muster.

Bending down, Lee opcned onc of the bags, and took out a thick leather
wallet. He opened this, revealing as he did so that it was literally stuffed
-with Costa Rican banknotes to the value of twenty colones, each note heing
worth in English money about two pounds. The notes were done np in
“bundles of ﬁﬁ:y, making the valic of each bundle a thousand colenes, or,
roughly epeaking, a hundred pounds each.

Lee counted oyt eight bundles of the notes, and Ilnid them ou the
table in front of Digby Forrester.

* There are eight thousand coloncs, Mr, Forrester,” ho suid briefly, “or,
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roughly, cight hundred pounds. That should be enough to mect your pay-
roll. I would suggest that you settle this matter at once, then we can
discuss future work.” . i

*“ But—but why should you put up this money?’’ stammered Forrester.

“ Let us say it is just my fancy,” said Lee, with a smile.

““But I cannot let you do it,”” protested Forrester. °° While it would
stave over this moanth’s pay-roll, I could give you no guarantee that it will
be paid back, for, as you have seen, the company holds out no hope of being
able to send me any funds for some time to come.”

““I am fully aware of that,”” rejoined Lee. *‘ Nevertheless, I wish to
advance it to you. Let us say that I am doing it on the authority and for
the benefit of the small shareholders. If you will give me a receipt as
manager of the company, that is all I wish, Afterwards perhaps we can come
to some arrangement whereby we could still save the situation.”

Forrester’s shoulders went back, and his eyes filled with a light which had
ﬁt’been there for many months. He thrust out his hand and grasped

e’s.

““You’re a white man, Mr. Lee,” he said earnestly. ‘“And I'll take the
money. Jimmy,” he went on, turning to Harrison, ‘“ go down to the huts
and round up the six contractors. Tell them to come up here at once and
get their money.” | '

“ I'll go with you, if you don’t mind,”’ said Nipper, rising.

“I'll be glad to have you,” said Harrison. ‘‘ And I guess, just in case
of emergency, we had better be ready for trouble.” .

He slipped a fresh clip into his automatic as he spoke. Then the two
young fellows departed together.-

When they were gone IForrester wrote out a receipt for the money and
handed it to Lee. Then he opened his plantation account books and made
out a pay-sheet for the six contractors., That done, he ripped the bands off
the bundles of notes and divided the money into six portions. He had just
finished when footsteps sounded on the verandah, and Nipper and Jimmy
L}Jarri_sohn appeared, followed by six blacks, each man looking somewhat
sheepish. . -

They were admitted to the office one by one, and each man given bis
money, Forrester made no reference to the mutiny, but dismissed themn
curtly., And when they would arrive at the huts in order to pay their
men, 1t is safe to say the blacks would begin to feel uneasy and to realice
that they had been too precipitate.

When they had gone Nelson Lee drew up his chair to the table and said:

‘““Now; Mr. Forrester, let us go into matters more thoroughly. Exactly
what is the next step you would take providing you had sufficient funds?’’

Forrester opened his mouth to speak, but clozed it again as footsteps
sounded on the verandah outside. And the next moment there appeared
at the door two native policemen. -

Forrester glanced inquiringly at them. One of them stepped into the
room, and, bowing slightly, said:

‘“ Good evening, Senor Forrester.”’ |

‘“Good evening,” replied Forrester curtly. ‘ What can I do for you?”’

““ A thousand pardone,’” said the policeman. ‘I come upon an unhappy
duty.’” ' i - |

“ What is that?’’ snapped Forrester. ‘° Come to the point, I'm busy.”

‘“1 regret to inform you, senor, that I must arrest you and the Scuor
Harrieon on a charge of murder.”

Forrester sprang to his feet. - oL

““Murder |”” he cried, * What do you mean?™ S
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The policeman shrugged.

““The charge is murder, senor,”’ he said, ‘““the charge of murdering o
Martinique negro. We have already taken charge of the body. senor. and
I trust that you and the Senor Harrison will come peaceably. My men arve
waiting to escort you.”’

He turned as he.finished speaking, and whistled. The next moment half
a dozen ragged-looking native policemen swarmed on to the verandah and
into the office

CHAPTER Il
Lee Takes Control of the Situation,

F a thunderbolt had fallen in the midst of them it could mot have

I created more consternation than the announcement made by the native

policeman. Forrester and Harrison arrcsted on a charge of murderiong
the black! It was too ridiculous. .

Lee, who in the short time he had been there had conceived a high opinion
of Forrester, realised that there must be something behind this sudden
arrest. To begin with, it was less than a half-hour since the negroes had
mutinied. Lee and Nipper had reached the plantation in time to eec the
assault upon the two white men. From a distance they had witnessed the
«hooting, and, as is well known, they had come on the scene just in time to
save Forrester and Harrison. °

Leoa knew and Nipper knew that I'orrester had fired in self-defence. and
that if he had not ‘“ got’’ the black the black would have ‘ got ' him.
Therefore it was absurd to arrest him on the charge of murder.

Another thing: how had the police at Matina known of the affair so soon®
From Patricia Matina was about four miles distant. Even had one of the
blacks raced off there with the news, he could hardly have done it on foot,
and by his report enabled the police to appear at the plantation &o soon.
Nor would any of the blacks dare to take a horse 'or mule from the plunta-
tion stable.

The police had already viewed the body in the stable and taken charge
of it. How had they known a man had been killed? How had they known
‘where the body had been put? How had they known it in order to arrive so
quickly? Realising that Forrester must not commit himself to any state-
ment, Lee stepped forward and spoke to the policeman.

““If you wish to arrest the senors, you may rest assured that they will
come peaceably. But before they do so you will please state the charge in
detail and inform us who makes it.”

- ‘“That is impossible, senor,”’ replied the native. ‘‘I have my orders to
arrest the eenors on a charge of murder, and I must carry them out. The
must come with me to Port Limon, where they will be lodged in the cuartel,
and will be given every opportunity offered by our great land to defend
themselves.”’

The native accompanied his words with grandiloquent gestures. His atti-
tude was that engendered by the ¢ opera bouffe ”’ country in which he lived.
Lee knew the nature of the Latin American well cnough to realise that
argument was ueeless. Forrester must submit for the present. So, with &
bow, Lee said:

““ Senor, we can do naught but accept your decision. But before the
senors accompany yoir I beg that you will grant me a few words in privato
with Senor Forrester,”

As he spoke Lee took a couple of gold pieces from his pocket and gave
them to the native. |
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“ Perhaps you and your comrades would care to refrcsh vouraclves later,”
he said, smiling.

‘The native clutched the coine and howed to the ground,

‘** Senor, we shall drink your health,”” he said. ‘‘ For five minutes you
may speak in private with the Senor Forrester.”

lee touched Forrester on the arm, and they moved along to the desk
togetber. Jimmy Harrison and Nipper stood gazing out through the
screen, while the policeman and his men withdrew to the verandah.

** Now look bere, Forrester,”’ said Lee, in a low tone, ‘“ can you possibly
find an explanation for this? Whom do you think could have notified the
police so quickly? The charge on the face of it is utterly ridiculous. But
it soems to me to be a definite attempt to get you out of the way for a
time.”’

Forrester shook his head.

‘1 aimply can’t fathom it,”’ he said. ‘‘It has come on me like a bolt
from the Llwe. I know these countrics, and I know what a charge like
this means. It will cost a lot of money to fight the case and get clear of
the charge. It means ruin to me. I haven’t got the money to fight with,
and I know Harrison hasn’t. With both of us away from the plantation it
means tho place will go to rack and ruin.’”’

‘“ You necd not worry about the financial end of it,”” said Lee. ‘‘I'H see
vyot through that. I’'ll start the ball rolling this very night ard have the
pair of you at liberty again in no time. oreover, I'll run thinge here
until the case is actiled. Have you power to turn the management of the
placa over to mer”’

‘* No, 1 haven't,” said Forrester. °* My comtract doesn’t anthorise me
to go that far.”’ ' -

[eo waas silent for a moment, then be looked np quickly.

"* You have the authority, though, to employ an aesistant manager?’’ he

asked.
** Yes, I can do that.”
** Very well. Sit down and write me a letter appointing me assistant

manager to Patricia Ilantation, and giving me full authority to act for you
in your absence. That will cover the point.” )

** I don’t see why you should go to such troyble and expense for me,”’
said Forrester, as he began to write.

‘“ Never mind that,” said Lee. ‘‘I'm going to see this thing through.
1'll get iny money out afterwards. Don’t yon worry about that. Now tell
me,”’ he continued, after Forrester had written the letter, ‘° what is the
immediate work to be carried out?”’

‘or auswer Forrester opened the plantation work book, and began to
go through several items.

“ We cut fruit to-morrow on these sections indicated,”” he eaid, pointing
to an entry. *‘ That fruit should run to about two thousand stems. It has
te o ‘ burating’ full’ for the New Orleays market. It should be cut
to-morrow morning and placed beside the railway during the aftermoon.
If you load it on the tramway trucke and have the trucks pulled through
hy mules you should managa to get all on the platform by the evening. The
bunana train will Bick it up about eight o’'clock the same night. The receiver
will give you u cheque for the bunches, which can be cashed in the bank
at Port Limon. |

‘“ At tho end of the week we have an order to cut ‘full three-quarter’
fruit for the New York market. You want to cut that fruit on these sections
that I have indicated, and have it on the platform to be picked yp Saturday
night. Then next Tuesday we will cut ‘ plain three-quarter ' fruit for the
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Inglish market. I have estimated eix thousand stems of this grade will
be ready by next Tuesday. By the way, can you tell the different clasees
of fruit on the trees?”

Lee nodded.

‘“Yes, I think 60,”” he said. * I have had a little experience at it, Lut
it I am uncertain I will depend on the judgment of the contractors. Now
don’t you worry about the place, Forrester. I'll see that this fruit is got out
and shipped, and I’'ll keep the negroes busy on the new land. Until we
straighten things out I'll find the necessary funds, and what I receive from
the bananas I'll turn into a temporary working account. We’ll pull this
thing out of the hole yet,

““ Ag to your own case. I shall get into communication with the British
Minister to-night or to-morrow at latest. I know him personally, and we’ll
have you free as soon as possible. I think that's all. And you can depend
on hearing from me some time to-morrow.”’

'I'he reappearance of the native policeman put a stop to their interview,
and, five minutes later, Lee and Nipper stood on the verandah watching
Forrester and Harrison as they rode away in the midst of their guhrd.
When t(}w helt of bananas had swallowed them up, I.ee turned to the lad
and said:

“ Nipper. we’'ve got our work cut out here, but we’re going to stick to it
until we find what is the real trouble and eliminate it. Our first wove
1s to call the blacks together and scttle their position right away. Ship down
to the huts, my lad, and tell the contractors to bring every man here at
once.”’

Nipper ran down the steps, and, vaulting into the saddle, galloped off in
the direction of the huts.

Work for the day was over now, and most of the hlacks were loungina
about in front of their quartcrs. He located two of the contractors who had
been paid off, and, delivering Lee’s orders, turned his horse and galloped
back to the plantation house.

It took nearly twenty minutes for the blacks to assemble once more
hefore the steps, and when they did so they gazed in silence at the com-
.manding figure of the strange white man who stood facing them. Theyv all
.knew that Forrester and Harrison had been arrested. But thev did not
understand the sndden appcarance on the scene of another white mmn to take
charge. Lece did not leave them long in doubt on the matter. Standing on
the top of the steps, he spoke in loud, clear tones, which carried to the
uttermost ends of the gathering.

" You men,”’ he said, ‘“ have to-day done a very wrong thing. You hava
veen punished for it to some extent, and it lies with youn whether your
punishment shall be still greater. For what he did every man shall ba
h{lod one day’s pay. But if you obey orders and return to work that fine
will be remitted to you at the end of the month. If you do not do so, I shall
notify the police, and, in addition to that, I will send a letter to every

I,l;:ntatiou in Costa Rica, making it impossible for you to find work else-
where. -

““There is to be no more disobedience of orders. There is plenty oi
money for you all, and there will be. If you return to your work quietly
t:;ls will be wiped out. If you do not, you know the consequences. Thaoso
¢t you who are in authority, step forward and say which you choose.”

_IL(*e_ﬁxed each of the contractors with his eye, beckoning as he did so.
The six men stepped forward somewhat sheepishly, and then, choosing one
a8 2 spokesman, waited for him to reply for them,
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The spokesman wae a big Jamaican black. He took a step forward, and,
after a struggle to find the necemary wordes, he blurted cut:

** We're satisticd, hess. We work for you right.”

Lec¢ nodded.

““ Yery well,”” he said. ** You six contractors come inside. The rest of you
get back to your huts.”

Laughing and chattering like a lot of children, with an ufter lack of
realisation of what they had done that day, the blacks moved away, while
the six contractors followed Lec and Nipper into the office,

There Lee indicated the sections on which fruit must be cut on the
morrow, giving explicit orders for the work to be started at sunrise. Then,
dismissing them, he and Nipper began {o make a tour of the plantation in
order to familiarise themselves with it.

The negress who acted as cook had returned from her place of hiding by
the time they reached the house once more, and turned them out a very
decent dinner that evening. They had finished the meal, and were sitting
on the verandah, when, through the gloom, a horseman appeared.

Lee and Nipper rose as the man threw himself from the saddle and caine
up the steps. In the gloom they could not see his features, but as soon as
he spoke Lee knew the man was a Spaniard.

“I am Senor Alvarado,”” he said pompously, bowing stifly. ‘ Might I
inquire, senor, who you are and by what authority you are here?”

Lee matched the other’'s bow.

‘““When I know by what Tight you make such an inquiry then I may
answer it,”’ he said stiffly. '

“ I make my inquiry by every right,”” replied Alvarado. “I am mow in
charge of this plantatién, and, while I do not wish to be inhospitable, I
~must request that any friends of Senor Forrester leave at once.”

‘“‘Indeed,”’ said Lee. °‘ Your statements are rather sweeping, scnor.

I would suggest that you step into the office, where we may discuss this
matter.”’

Lee signed for Nipper to stay outside, and led the way into the office.
A single oil lamp Iit up the place, and by its light he scrutiniced the
eountenance of his visitor. He saw before him a weedy, under-sized, dark-
skinned Spaniard, with close-set, cunning eyes and a shrewd, cruel mouth.

His manger had all the cheap pomposity of one who considers his importance
far more than the world at large coneiders it.

As Nipper put it later, in a rather slangy manner:

““If Alvarado could buy himself for what he was rerlly worth and scll

himself for what he thought he was worth, he would make a very handsome
profit on the deal.”

‘* Now then, seror,”’” said Lee curtly, ‘ you come here with an extra-
ordinary statement. Before we begin to discuss the matter, may I inquire if
you are by any chance the Senor Alvarado who is manager of the Santa

osa Plantation, which adjoins this?”’

“I am the same,” answered the Spaniard with a leer.

““In that case,” said Lee, I find it difficult to understand your state.
ment. Only to-day a letter was received from you mauking certain claims
regarding the plantation tramway which runs from here to the railway
line. Now, a few hours after, and, curiously enough, hot on the departuro
of the Senor Forrester, vou appear with a claim that you have heen ordered
to take over the management of this plantation. As assistant manager of

Patricia Plantation, I must request you, senor, to show me any documents
you have to substantiate such a elaim.”
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Tor answer Alvarado thrust his hand into his pecket anda drew out a
cablepram, which he laid on the table.

‘“ There is my authority, senor,”” he said, pufing himself out.

Lece picked up the cablegram in a leisurely manner, and read.

It ran as follows:

““To Juan Alvarado, .
‘“ Santa Rosa Plantation, Matina, Costa Rica.

‘“ You are hereby authoriced to assume management o Patr.’ia Planta-
tion, on understanding that no steps shall he taken to close tramway right-
of-w%y from Patricia to railway line.

‘“ Forrester, present manager of Patricia, is being notified by cable to this
effcct. If you wish to retain his eervices, have no objection. Letter cou.

firming follows.
| ¢ (Sigued) W. Morris, President,
‘“ Patricia Plantation Cowpany.™”

Lee laid down the cablegram, and eyed Alvarado coolly.
‘“ Senor,”’ he said, ‘‘ you surely do not expect me to hand this plantation
over to you on such authority as that, do you?”

“ Why not?’’ spluttered the Spaniard. ‘‘ It is the order of the president
of thc company. Besides, you have no ri(;,'ht or authority here. I do not
know you. Only the Senors Forrester and Harrison were employed here.”

Lee sat on the edge of the table and lit a cigarette.

‘“ Senor Alvarado,’”’ he eaid slowly, *‘ I am afraid that you are nnder a
misapprehension. I am assistant mapager of the plantaticn, having been
sppointed to that post by Senor Forrester. In his absence I have complete
authority. Your cablegram may be from Mr. Morris, or it may not; but [
can tell you this—you will never take over Patricia Plantation on any such
document as that. I am in charge. and I remain in charge.”

““ You—-"" cried the Spaniard, almost choking with rage. ** Who are
you, and what do youn do here?”

‘“ I shall leave you to find that out,”' said Lee. ‘“ And now, Scner
Alvarado, I have given you all the time I feel inclined to give you. You will
oblige me by getting off Patricia Plantation and staving off 1t. [ wi!l te!l
you this much, however—no such cable as is mentioned in yonr mescage has
arrived for Senor Forrester. I suppcee, Senor Alvarado, you know that
Senor Forrester has been arrested?’

‘““He will find that he cannot defy the laws of this country,”” smarled
Alvarado. ‘‘ And you, eenor, you will find yourself in trouble, too. Te-
morrow I shall cable Mr. Morris, and then you will realise what it niecans
to sct yourself againet Juan Alvarado!”

Tho Spaniard turned and stamped out of the office, throwing bkimeelf
into the saddle and sending his horse furiously through the darkness.

As Lee stood and listened to the rapidly diminishing sound of the horse’s
hoofs, he muttered:

‘““ Now I wonder if that little rat is responsible for Forrester’s arrest?
And what on earth is the meaning of that cable from Morris? It simply
.crowns several inexplicable acts of hia which at the moment 1 cunaet
fathom. He seems deliberately to have set himeelf to ruin the plantation and
wreck Forrester’s career. It lcoks to me as if eomeone at the head offco
in London is playing a double game. At any rate, I am here, And here 1
stay until I know the truth.

“But I fancy from what I can already see that we shall have further
trouble with Senor Juan Alvarado.” )
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CHAPTER 1V,
The Fight on the Tramway—The Injunction.

S the next day promised to be a strenuous one, Lee and Nipper turned
A in carly. Lee, however, did not fall asleep at once, but instead lay
staring up into the mnight, listemning to the sounds which came

from the forest, and puzzling over the affairs of Patricia Plantation.

It scemed that he had just dozed off, when he was awakened by the old
negreas. It was still dark when he and Nipper emerged, but by the time they
had eaten an orange and drunk a cup of coffee—the early morning meal in
(osta Rica—the eun was just rising. _

As the great golden hall came up in the east, casting a mighty scimitar
of crimson across the heavens, the plantation awoke to life. Down by the
huts Lee could hear” the negrocs laughing and chattering as they went
off into the hbananas to begin cutting. Jn the stables the mules and horses
stamped restlessly as a couple of blacks distributed their feed.

The leaves of the hananas were &till wet from the night’s dew, and the
tiny globules which lay scattered over their broad surfaco threw off the
shafts of the sun in a thousand facets of pink, green, vellow and purple.

A couple of parrots and a swarm of parrakeets <hrieked along their
way high overhcad. On top of the pest to which he had been tethered, a
little, whitefaced, black monkey, which Jimmy Harrison had made a pet,
chattered noieily, and plaved a sort of primitive game of hand-ball with an
alligator pear which one of the blacks had toesed him.

The panther, which during the night was in the habit of coming close
to the plantation buildings, had slunk into the depths of the woods to his
lair. A sloth clung to the branch of a bhreadfruit tree, his legs clasping it
and his body hanging downwards in an extraordinary position.

Humming-birds were everywhere, and, at the edge of the timber, like a
great ecarlet slash against the green, hung a single crimson orchid.

Beyond the bananas one could see the sun sparkling on the broad, turbid
waters of the Matina. And in the distance, bringing a touch of civilisa-
tion to this primitive sccne of Nature's intence green, was the sound of a

locomotive pulling a heavy banana train np the grade towards the Matina
Bridge. .

I.e and Nipper waited on the verandah wuntil their horses had been
hrought round; then, climbing into the saddles, they rode into the bananas
to inspect the cutting.

Secing that the Wlacks were working industriously, they pushed on to
make a detailed examination of the plantation tramway. This tramway,
upon which Forrester had expended a couple of thousands, had been planned
to fced the whele two thousand acres which comprised the estate. The
four hundred acres which had already been planted had feeders from the
main artery of the tramway running through each section.

Little open trucks had heen provided, and at the moment these had been
awitched down the spurs which served the sections on which the fruit was
I'cing cut. ‘T'ho tramway 1itrelf was only a two-foot affair, with very light
rails, and the trucks would, of course, be drawn by mules. As the heavy
timber waa cleared, the main line would be extended, and new feeders thrown
into ecctions a3 they were formed.

Thre main artery of the tramway led along the edge of the bananas ‘“in
bearing,’’ then, turniug to the right, continued to the line which separated
Patricia Plantation from Santa Rosa.

Leo and Nipper rode along this main track until they came to the line
where the tramway Bad been continued on through the right-of-way. There
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Alvarado’s two blackes still s‘00d behind the lug harricade with
rawn machetes.—(Sce page 23.)
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Lee discovered that Alvarado intended losing no time in carrying out hi3
threats. From the corner post which marked the cdge of Santa Rosa proper
right across to the heavy timber which lined the other side of the right-of-
way, & heavy barricade of logs had heen placed, and behind this barricade
stood two of the Santa Rosa blacks with drawn machetes.

They grinned over the barricade at Lee and Nipper as they rode up.
[se did not address them, but peered aleng the green perspective which
formed the right-of-way, noting that, so far, none of the rails of the tram-
way had been torn up. Then he signed to Nipper to follow him, and, turn-
in% his horse, rode back to where the cut-ti:g was proceeding. .

ntil early afternoon the negroes worked through the sections, getting
svery bunch of ‘‘ bursting full ** fruit which they could find. '

Such terms, it must be understood, refer to the condition of ripeness in
which the bananas might be. For instance, in shipping frnit the ehi];}rer
must take into oconsideration the market for which it isa intended. New
Orieans, being only five daye away, naturally takes much riper fruit than,
say, New York or Boston or Bristol, in England. For that reason New
Orleans receives the moet nearly ripe bananas—technically termed °Sburst-
ing full.”’ Baltimore and New York take the next moet nearly ripe grade,
which is known as ‘‘ thrce-quarter full.”’ Boston receives the next class,
which is ‘‘ full three-quarter.’”” And. finally, England takes the lcast ripe
grade, which is known technically as '‘ three-quarter.”’

On this occasion Patricia Plantatiom waa cutting ‘‘ bursting full >’ fruit
for it was intended for the New Orleans market. And by two o'clock
in the afternoon there were piled beside the tramway rails, ready to be
hauled out to the railway, nearly three thousand bunches of bananas, or
almoat one thousand more than Forrester had calculated.

Nelson [ee said nothing to the contractors about the barricade which
he and !'ipper had seen. Instcad he and the lad remained on the sceme
while tle trucks were being loaded with the fruit. There were twenty
trucks in all, and, each truck having a capacity of fifty bunches, that meant
e thousand stems could bo transported at one time.

The scctions on which the bananas had been cut were fed by five epurs
from the main tramway, with four trucks to each spur. Lee watched truck
after truck being pus up its spur towards the main linc, and there
switched against the others by a small hand-switch.

When the whole twenty trucks were ready to be pulled along they were
coupled up in five short traine of four trucL each. Five mules were then
. rounded up, and a mule hitched in front of each lot of trucks.

Now all was ready for the pull along th¢ plantation tramway to the rail-
way—a mile or so beyonrd. negro stood at the head of cach mule, wait-
ingd to start. But just then Lee called the six contractors together, and
saud:

‘* My men, listen to me. 8Benor Alvarado has erected a barricade at the
point where this tramway runs pust Santa Rosa Dlantation. Senor
Alvarado ie tr{lng to provent ua from getting our fruit to the railway line.

us

You men m get your gangs together and come on ahead with me. Weo
will tear down the barrier and keep the line free until we have semt

through all our fruit. If the men at Santa Rosa Plantation try to stop us,
we must fight them. Are you ready to do this?”

‘The six contractors, who for some¢ reason or other had implicit confidence
in Lse, nodded their headd in assent. Then, turning, began moving among
their inen, telling them what was requircd of them.

A fow momonts later lee and Nipper, with drawn weapons, started off
With a rabbie of about a hundred negroes behind them, each negro carrying

g~
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his machete. Behind them the mules were walking slowly, each mule pulling
its little train of bananas. ,

They followed the course of the rails until they came to the heavy log
barricade which Alvarado had caused to be erectcg. Alvarado’s two-blacks
still stocd behind it with drawn machetes. Lee said nothing to them, hut,
advancing close up to the barrier, ordered his own blacks to remove the
logs.

ilvarado’s two men hesitated for a single moment, then, considering
discretion the better part of valour, they turned and took to their heels
through the bananas. |

The hundred negroes made short work of the barricade, and soon had the
rails clear again. Lee left Nipper with three of the contractors and half
the regroes to keep that end of the line oper. He himself took the other
three contractors with the bhalance of the men and went on in froet of tke
mules,

As they travelled along the right-of-way he kept a sharp eye on the
bananas at the edge of the Santa Rosa Plantation, but they had proceeded
nearly the whole distance before he caught sight of anyone. Then he dis-
cerned a black face peering out at them from the concealment of the
bananas. But it was quickly withdrawn, and Lee’s party moved on un-
molested until the tramway swung to the left beyond the outer boundary
of Santa Rosa Plantation and close to the main railway line which passes
through to Matina,

A hundred yards down, the rails ended beside a long, covered platform,
on which the bananas were to be piled. The negroes worked rapidly under
Lee’s direction, piling up the fruit at one end of the platform ready for it
to be picked up that night. Then the mules were hitched on to the other
end of the cars, and without further delay the return journey was begun.

They reached the spot where Nipper and his men stood guard without
being interfered with in any way. Lee left only a score of men with the
lad now, and, taking the rest of them with him, hustled the mules down to
the sections where the rest of the fruit lay.

Another thousand stems were loaded into the cars as rapidly as possible,
and the second journey begun. But even as they approached the spot
where the barricade had been Lee heard the bark of a revolver, and a moment
later, as he and his men swung into- the straight, he saw a mob of blacks
rushing Nipper and his handful of men.

Leo ordered the blacks who were leading the mules to pull up and
remain where they were. Then, calling upon the eighty odd men to follow
?gm.l.he drew his revolver and set off at a run to where Nipper was holding
he line.

Alvarado’s negrocs came to grips with Nipper's force a few moments
beforc Lee’s men reached the spot, and they were already fighting despe-
Tately when he and the main body of the Patricia blacks hurled themselves
mto the struggle. |

At first Lee thought Alvarado himself might be there, but the Spausiard
¢vidently had too much regard for the safety of his own skin to risk joining
1o the fight,

The Santa Resa blacks secmed to be under the leadership of a big negro,
Whe looked like a* Martinique. From the savage manner in which they
f°}'ght 1t was plain to Lee that they were working under definite orders.

I'be fight at first was more of a mob rush than anything else, but, using
strentous efforts, Lee managed to detach about two ecore of his own men,
and work round on the flank of the Santa Rosa lot. Then, clubbing his
revolver, he yelled for his men to follow him, and, dashing into the melee,
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Liegan dealing blows right and left. The blacks on both sides were nalng
theiv enachetes with a besutiful disregard for the wounda they might inflict.
Hlashing and cutting and thrusting, they fought without discipline, without
method, but, nevertheless, with considerable effect.

Nipper, with the reinforcements Lee had left him, seemed to be holding
his own, il not gaining ground a little. And, after a few minutes, Lee’s
flank movement Loro ruit, for, slowly but surcly, the Santa Rosa blacks
were driven off the rails and down the shallow embankment towards the
vdge of the bananase.

When lee and Nipper and the Patricia blacks had worked their way
over tho rails, Joc canght hold of one of his own contractors and said:

‘“Uct back and start the mules at once.”

‘The man nodded and sped away. Lee gave a loud shout, which Nipper
rchoed. Them they both charged savagely, and in an irresistible rnsh swept
the Santa Rosa begroes to the cdge of tho bananas, where, after a briel
stand, they turned and fled. |

There were broken heads und bad cuts on both sides, and the Mar-
tinique hlack who had Jed the Santa Rosa men was lying at the foot of the
vmbankment blecding from a deep machete wound in the side.

loe made a rapid examination of bhis own men, and those who appeared
more severely wounded he ordered back to Patricia plantation houee for

trcatment. The Santa Roea wounded were dragged to the edge of the

Lanaoas and left there.

B. now the mules had come up with the trucks, and, leaving balf the men

with Nipper to guard the spot, Lee took the others and formed an escort
.o the [:nuu.

Al » rapid pace they made their way along until they reached the plat-
form once more. There was no need to leave a guard for the frnit there,
tot no inan would dare to touch it once it was on the railway platform.

They unloaded the aecond lot of bananas in record time. Then, rehitching
the mules once more, they eet off on tho return journey. As they reached
Nipper the lad reported no new developments, and, keeping hisa men on the
move, Leo hod the last of the fruit loaded.

The third journey to the railway was made without further incident, and,
as be once more came to the side of Nipper, Lee was just congratulating
hmuer!l ou his victory, when, from the bananas fringing “anta Rosa Planta-
tion, there auddenly appearcd a body of men. '

At Brst Lee thought the Santa Roea blacks were returning to the fray:

Lat, aa they drew mearer, he was able to recognise that several wore t{o

browa amd biwe cottoa nniform of the native ?lice. With them was
!

Atvarado, and bebhind him a acore of Santa Rosa blacks carrying pickaxes
and crowbars.

[eo drew up as his line and theire converged. but ordered his men to
continue on. He was now standing at & point only some thirty yards or so
distant {rom Nipper, and with a gesture he signalled to the lad to be
coady for any ewergency,

He etond at the top of the embankment watching Alvarado and the
native police climb towards him, Then, as Alvarado pointed to him and
~rid something in Spanish to the sergeant of police, the native drew from
luui Ls:rket a paper, and bowed otifiy to Lee. Lee bowed in return and
waited.

‘" Newor. you claim, I believe, to be in charge of Patricia Plantation®™
said thoe sergeant of police, addressing Lee.

“ 1 am 1n charge qf Dptricia Plantution, scnor,” replied Lee curtly,
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** By pno right whatsoever,”” interposed Alvarado. ‘‘ He holds his posi-
tion by forve; but eoon we shall eee.”’ |

*“That 1s a matter which does not concern me, Senor Alvarado,* said the
native. ‘‘I have simply my duty to perform. Senor,” he ecaid, addressing
Lee once more, ‘‘ by the command of the Minister of the Interior and on the
authority of the Jefe at Matina, I must inform you that I hold here an
injunction to restrain you from using this section of the Patricia Planta-
tion tramway while the dispute between Santa Rosa Plantation and Patricia
Plantation is sub judice. I am instructeq further, eenor, to order several of
the rails to be torn up in order to insure that this section of the line is not
used. ‘lhis injunction, senor, will be pcsted at the point where the land
in dispute joins the land of Patricia Plantation. And, senor, you will
disobey the injunction at your peril.”

Lee, who could sce the cunning of Alvarado in this new eomplication,
realised that protest was useless. Alvarado had lost no time in pnlﬁng what

litical strings he might control. And the fact that the Minister of the

nterior had granted the injuncticn so promptly told him that Alvarado
evidently stood strong with the powers that be.

For the moment ILce was beaten, and he knew it. There was a keen
satisfaction, however, in the knowledge that he had got the last bunch of
that day's cutting through to the railway platform for the evening pick-up.
The next cutting would come three days later, but, with the only apparent
way to the railway closed by that injunction, it looked very serious for the
fruit on Patricia. However, where he could fight the Santa Rosa mob, it
would be sheer madness to oppcse the action of the law. In that move
Alvarado had used an effectivg weapon, and, for the time being at least,
Lee was powerless. _ '

However, bowing to the sergeant, he said:

‘It is neither the time nor the place, senor, for me to dwell upon the
injustice of this decree. That, of couree, is a matter for the courts. In
the meantime I can do nothing but bow to the inevitadble. While the
injunction is in force you may rest assured that I ehall respect its terms.

‘“ As for you, Senor Alvarado,”” he went on, turning to the Spaniard,
‘“let me warit you that the game is not yet finished. The next deal will be
thine.’’ .

Then, with a curt nod, Lee turned on his heel, and strode along te
where Nipper stood waiting. And the next moment the xregrocs from Santa
Rosa were attacking the tram-lines.

CHAPTER V.
“Lee Leaves for Limon.

EE said little until they had reachcd the plantation house once more.
L There he called the six comtractors together, and gave them orders
to begin planting suckers on the two hundred acres which were
already waiting. One of the contractors he ordered to proceed to the
railway platform that evening, and be on hand to receive the cheque when
the banana train should pick up the fruit.
. ‘Then he called Nipper into the office. | . .

““My lad,”” he said, “ I shall go to Port Limon this evening. I muat
sce Forrester, and also get into communication with the British Mx.mst.er
in order to sccure Forrester's release. I fancy I shall be able to bail him
out. .In the megntime, you will remain here, and it will be neceieary for
You to be on your g'uard):
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“ With that cablegram from London in his possession it is difficult to
«ay what steps Alvarado might take. We have already seen a sample of
his cunning, and he is all the more dangerous because he is shrewd enough
to establish a technical point of law before he acts. If I can get things
cleared up at Limon I shall be back here some time to-morrow afternoon. I
shall have to cut fruit again the day after to-morrow, and 1 must figure out.
some means of getting it to the railway. But the chief thing is to get
Forrester and Harrison free as soon as possible.”

“I'll do my best, sir, to look after things,’”” said Nipper. ** And I'lIl keep
a weather eye open for Alvarado.”’

Lee's arrangements were soon made. Packing his saddle-bags, he took
lcave of Nipper, and, with a mounted negro behind him who would bring
the herse back from Matina, he set off.

By the ordinary Patricia-Matina trail he rode, passing through several
smaller plantations on the way, until, a little later, he drew up before the
Matina commissary. Slipping to the ground and throwing the rcins over
his horse's head, he took his way leisurcly to the Matina station to wait for
the train from San José. Ile had to wait a matter of ten minutes or so
L.efore the train drew in at the station.

And a little over an hour later, after passing through Zent Junction and
the swampy land at Eighteen Mile and Twelve Mile, he reached Limon.

Lee’s first duty was to walk across to the great steel and cement building
cccupied by the International Fruit Company. There he had an interview
with the manager of the company, which enlightened him considerably on
several points which before had puzzled him.

Accepting the manager’s invitation to dine with him that evening, Lea
went along to the corner office, where the eompany’s telephone switchboard
is located, and requested to be put into communication with the British
Minister at San José. It took only a few minutes to get through, and,
luckily, he caught the Minister just as he was departing from the Ministry.

I.ce had a long conversation with the Minister, whom hLe knew per-
sonally, and for whom hc had once done a considerable service. After ex-
pressing his surprise and delight that Lee should be in Costa Rica, the
Minister listencd to what Lee had to say about Forrester, and, when lre
had finished, promised to start that very moment and to use all his influence
to secure Forrester's release without delay. He arranged to telephone Lee
later that evening, and, thanking him, Lee hung up the receiver.

.. Then, with a letter from the manager of the Intcrnational Fruit Company,
he proceeded to the office of the Commandante of the Port., That grizzled
old Spaniard received him politely, and, after meading the letter which
Lee had brought, wrote him a note to the governor of the cuartel, or
prison.

Lee took leave of the commandante, and made his way at once to the
guartel. There he handed the letter from the commandante to an orderly,
who took it to the governor. ILce was received almost instantly, and, after
a few formalities had been gone through, he was taken in charge of a
native policeman and led along to the cell occupied by Digby Forrester and
Jimmy Harrison. 0 -

The cell was mot so bad a3 Lee had anticipated it would be. It .was
Iarge and light and airy, and had been recently whitewashed. A couple of
boards on boxes, however, were the only things in the shape of beds which
were provided. When he entered the cell Forrester and Harrison were
sitting on the boards in a very dejected manner.

They came to their feet, however, as Lee entered, and questioned him
eagerly about their chances of being released. Lec gave the native police-
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man a gold piece, which caused him to retire. Then he drew ou! his
cigarette-case, and not until Forrester and HMHarrison had taken a first
appreciative puff did he speak. ,

‘“ I know what you are most anxious to hear,”” he said, turning to For-
rester, ‘“ so I shall tell you about that first. I came down to Limon this
afternoon, and bad a long interview with the manager of the Interma-
tional Fruit Company. I made some inquirics of him about our friend
Alvarado, of Santa Rosa Plantation. But I will tell you ahout that after-
wards. The chief thing was to tell the manager about your arrest, and to
get him to use his influence for your release. lle has promised to do so,
and hopes to arrange something either to-night or to-morrow.

‘““ Then I telephoned to the British Minister in San Joeé. He is pull.izig
the wires now, and it is only 3 question of hours until you will be released.
We can’t bring too much pressure to bear on the authorities, and that is
why I am working at both ends. So chéder up, the pair of you. You will be
free again before you know it.

““Now as to other matters. I will tell you first that we finished the
hanana-cutting to-day all right. You under-estimated the number of stems
wo should get, for they totalled nearly three thowusand bunches of good,
sound fruit, It was touch and go, however, whether we should be able to
get through to the railway or mot, for Alvarado nearly succeeded in pre-
venting us.”’.

‘“How do you mean?’’ asked Forrester quickly.

“I will tell you,”’ said Lee. ‘' After you end Harrison went off with "
the police yesterday, my assistant and I made a brief inveetigation of the
plantation in order to familiarise ourselves with it. We had dinner early,
and afterwards were sitting on the verandah talking when a horseman
appeared. It was Senor Juan Alvarado, of Santa Rosa Plantation, and, on
reaching the veramdah, he coolly announced that he had come to tiake
charge of Patricia Plantation.

‘““ He was evidently under the impression that we wero visiting you, for
he ordered us to clear out. He was rather nonpluased when I informed him
that I was the aseistant manager of Patricia, and, on my authority, de-
manded to know by what righti made such & claim. For answer he drew
out a cablegram, which purported to come from Morris, tho president of
the Patricia Plantation Company.

“I think I remember how it ram. I shall repeat as best I can. It was
addressed to Alvarado, and said:

““‘*You are hereby authorised to assume management of Patricia Planta-
tion, on the understanding that no steps shall be taken to close the tram-
way right-of-way from Patricia to the railway line.

““ * Forrester, the present manager of Patricia, ia being notiRed by cable
to this effect. If you wish to retain his eervices, have no objection, Letter
confirming follows.’

““ And it was signed by Morris. That may not be the exact wordiag of
the cable, Forrester, but it is near enough. And now, can you throw any
light on the matter?’’

Forrester shook his head.

. I'm all at sea,” he said. ‘I can’t ece through it, although, of cour-e,
thero never has been any love loat between Alvarado and me.”’

" What do you mean?"’ ashed Lee qm’ckl}y.

. Oh, it was nothing much,” responded Forrester. ‘° When I fiyst came
-ont. here, Alvarado’'s father, who, by the way, iz Minister of the Interior,
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¢ une to me and made certain offers of comcessions which, had I acoepted
them, would have meant that Patricia fruit would have bien free of export
tax provided I eplit the ‘ rake off * with him. It was sheer graft, and I
would bave nothing to do with it.

“Part of his proposal was that his son sjould be taken on as assistant
mandador of Datricia. I turned the proposition down cold. He never
approached me again, hut a few weecks later his son appeared as manager
of the Santa Rosa Plantation. I have had little or nothing to do with him,
and received no correspondence from him until that letter yesterday, which
you rcad.”

Ice gave a grunt.

““[ wish 1 had known that before,”” he caid. ‘° Knowing this, I can
understand things that, up to now, have been puzzling me.”

““ What are those things?”’ asked Forrester.

« Lee briefly told him about the fight on the tramway, and the sudden
serving of the imjunction. -

““T'he injunction was served on the authority of the Minister of the
Interior,”” he said, when he had finished. ‘‘I thought Alvarado must have
a pretty strong political pull to turn the trick so promptly. But I did
not drcam that the Minister of the Interior was his father. That explains

it. By the way, I'orrester, do you kunow -who owns Santa Rosa Planta-
tion?"’

“ It is owned by a company of which the elder Alvarado seems to be the
head, although the morey, I have heard, was put up in London.”
I.ce grew thoughtful.

With this information in his possession he was able to understand more
clearly some of thé points which had been intriguing him. To begin with,
there was the question of the right-of-way through Santa Rosa Plantation.
He¢ did not doubt that a thorough threshing out of the matter would settle
the dispute in favour of the Patricia Plantation. It was a natural right-oi-
way, and, had the Santa Rosa Plantation Company any genuine grounds for
protest, they would have filed it at the time the tramway was being built.

But the work had gone ahead without protest being made, -and only now,
after many months, was it disputed.

As Minister of the Interior the elder Alvarado could casily lend himself
{o such a protest without jeopardising his position. Moreover, he had done
60, aud he had gone stiil further. Hec had, on the authority of the office
he held, i1ssued an injunction against that section of the tramway, and by
this one stroke bad cut off the Patricia for an indefinite period of time.

It would mean expensive litigation unless a compromise of some sort were
cfiected. But at that point other questions arose. If one took into
consideration the cablegram which Juan Alvarado had received from Morris,
the president of the Patricia Plantation Company, then 1t would seem that
Morris must have been for some time cognisant of the Santa Rosa protest,
and, morcover, must have been in communication with Alvaradd about 1it.
Why, then; had Forrester been kept in iguorance? Why was it that not
until the preceding day had he received any notification from Alvarado?

GGoing back over tle events which had happened since he had arrived at
Patricia Plantation, Lee found a great deal to cause him to ponder. The
sudden arrest of Forrester and Harrison, he now felt certain, was by no
chance due to the efficiency of the native- police. Behind that sudden
descent upon Patricia plantation house he could sec a strong political hand,
and that hand he now designated as Alvarado’s. Furthermore, from what
IPortester had told him.about his financial difficulties, it secmed certain that
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the blacks on Patricia Plantation had been for some time cognizant of the
situation.

How did the Martinique black, whom Forrester had killed, know, not only
that Iorrester had received a letter from the head office in London, but
also that the letter had contained a definite refusal to send funds to
Patricia? The mail-bag had not heen opened, nor had the letter been
tampered with. The whole thing made Lee strongly suspect that somewhere
there was treachery at work, and deduction from the facts in his posses-
sion made him locate that treachery in London.

Was it possible that by the same post which had brought the letter of
Tefusal to Forrester, another letter had come revealing the contenta of
Forrester’s letter to someone else? Who could that someone else be? From
the fact that Juan Alvarado had received a cablegram from Morris, it was
certain that he was in communication with the president of the Patricia
Plantation Company.

To go a step further. Was it possible that Alvarado was the one who had
received another letter which revealed the contents of the one Forrester had
received? Certainly, if treachery had been at work, and a second letter had
come from England, then it must have been sent to someone in the immediate
vicinity of Patricia, and this someone, who had apparently been slowly
undermining the loyalty of the blacks, had been near enough at hand to pass
the information on to the Martinique mutineer without delay. That was
proven by the fact that the Martthique had known the truth almost as soon
as Forrester himself.

Very well, that being ¢o, what was Lee’s only possible inference? It was
that the treachery lay at the head office in London, and, if it lay there, the
ﬁlnger of suspicion pointed more certainly towards Morris than anyone
else.

Was Morris playing a double game? If so, what was his object? What
advantage could he gain by the ruin of Patricia Plantation? For the
moment Lee could not guess. But, all the same, c¢onsidering the policy
.Which Morris had followed ever since the formation of Patricia, and, taking
into account the strange events which had followed his own arrival at the
plantation, Lee could not but feel deeply suspicious of the man.

Morris knew that Forrester was without money. He had left him in a
most difficult position. Wae he working in conjunction with Alvarado?
Wasg he in tacit agreement with the steps which Alvarado had taken? If so,
then for what reason?

Ice was determined to find out. He was determined, firstly, for the sake
of the small shareholders who had sent him out; secondly, for the sake of
Forrester; and thirdly, for the sake of the game—to fight things out to a
finish.

If Alvarado were working in with Morris, then he would loce no time in
getting further authority from Morris to take -charge of Patricia, ueing
force if necessary. The best means of fighting such a move as that would be
by striking in London, and to that end Lee determined to send a long cable-
gram to the minority shareholders. While Morris had his hands full with
them in London, Lee reckoned he could handle matters at the Costa Rican
end. '

He was pondering so deeply over-the matter that for the moment he
forgot where he was, and it was only when Forresper haq spoken to him
for the third time that Lee dragged himself out of his reverie.

*“1 am sorry,” he said. ‘- What you told me aroused a train of thought
which I wished to follow while the facts were still fresh in my memory. I
rather fancy, Forrester, that I am beginning to see day ight in this
“matter,” s
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“ How do yoo mean’  nquired Fotreeter

" § eanmod eay yet. asnid lse, a0 he rme | wish to follow up ome or
twn isquirive Arst, then 1f 1 am night [ will tell you what [ think of the
w hole aileation i- the meantime, the thing for you and Harreon to do
e hat 1o warry. and got come oleop We'll have vou out of this So-morrow
mwning by book or by crnok ‘

Afier s fow mnre wotds lee ahnok handa with both the prisosers, thea
wede hieo way oul of the ruartel te the atreet agnin. It was his intenticn to

ateed s\ onee 1o the rable aflcs and srnd off 5 cadle 10 the clorgyman in
[' land who wes acting os the leader of the minotity shareholders of the
Patricis Plastating Company, but &n the way a negro Doy interee him
mih » --or that the manager of tde International! Fruit

glad if

y
wonld be be conld come there at once. Ho, inatend of continning L:.
et the park, low tazned hin footst te the right, and, skirting the
trpniscounrt ip finnt of the lodge, hia way » o the manager's
olbce

The manager of the International Fruit Compeny was an American, otill
18 the eatly thirties, & been, hatd-headed buninewn man. who had done much
te make the Intornational Pruit Company the power it had growa to be.
e jumped (0 hie foet 02 low came in.

“Ab' The Doy leund you, [ see.”” he said. °** There wus a messenger
hete o lkw minnten age with & cablegram for you. There seems to have
lecn ramme confnsinn over the address, en they inquired if wo knew you.
: said yom wete here, aad told the mensrnger to lsave the cable with me.
leeo 18 4o

He teok up an ravelope from the desk and handed it to Lee. Lee thanked
hiw, sad, cacuring himeell, tose n the fap. The .l—.g‘,‘:.u', wae
sigasd b) Rebrite 1he clrrgyman who led the minority ehave . a0d thise
‘e bow It ran

"Teo Nelema loer ' Then came » coafusion of letters where the mame
* Pulricia " sbouid bave been, with ' Plantation '’ following. aad finally
" Casla Bice. ™

" At eslsncrdinary geseral mecting of the sharebolders, held in London
rdnvlay. veideatl of compuny anncunced that Patricie Plentatica was »
ailere slatoments srcounting for this, laying principal blame om
} cevester, the manages.

* Blated oaly Whiag te do wan (o recrgunive company, and levy ten shilliags
« ach shore o8 then beld out ne dellaile b-r of mNimeate ancedes, ¢:-
Plotning thel ur.-u litigation was in prospect over right-ol-way leading
lm:-mu- ® s way.

" Rald, lurthet, bimwif{ and directars willing to sboulder coerfaia amount
of o, sod, if shatedolders wished, were prepared to buy frem them all
shatee st (oo -Nlh'r :: share. The eriginal cost being » , either
::—m-.-nu % o small shareholders, ment belng unable to pul uwp

b-:‘m shillings, and if they sheald eoll at two shillings will leve nearly
eves vibiag

* Whet do vou adviee’ Cabls urgeatly. (Sigeed) Romzam.”

Nelowd lar read 10e mwusage over twice. then. asking permission to
nee :bo mansgri’s desk. be sal dowa and wrote a reply. which he worded
Tanely, )

* Raberty, The Vicutage, Bamplos, Surrey. Eagland.

U Nislemeals made Motte not founded oa (act. I'airicia Plantatioa

capable of womderiul sod prefilable development. Porresters work been
W. Aurpt wciiber propmition putl logward. Am an verge of die-
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covering conapiracy to defraud emall shareholdere. Play for time until eufi-
eient proof in my hands.

‘“ I1a additiom, Q%‘Ofﬁ! fully cecupied by comstant visits of eelf and
other shareholders. ould suggest yon and minority shareholders offcr to
buy bholdings of Morris crowd at five ehillings share. I could guarantee
to find money if they should accept. But from what have discovered feel
confident ueL would not accept two pounds share.

‘* Will cable further as sorn as possible. (Signed) Nzirsow Lzn.”

Lee dispatched the cable to the cable office by one of the Imternational
Fruit Company’s messengers. Then he went upstaire to freshen himself up
for diamer,

After dinmer, when be and Ferguson were sitting on the wide baleony
of the Lodge, listening to the thunder of the surf beyond the sea wall and
the whisperings of the palm-trees as the geuntle night breese stirred them,
a clerk appeared to tell Lee that ke was wanted by San José on the tele-
phone,

[t proved to be the British Minister, who informed Lee that he had brought
pressure to bear on the (lovernment, and that Forrester and Harrison
would be released on parole the following morning. Lee thanked him, and
returoed to Ferguson. He turned in «oon after, however, and the following
norning. early was at the cuartel rcady to greet Forrester and Harrison
when tbhey appeared.

All three had a hasty lLireakfact at the Lodge, and afterwards boarded
the mid-morning train for Matiua. Lee bad wired ahead for horses to meet
them there, and, swinging into the saddle, they set off at a briek eanter for
the plantation.

It was when they had almo«t reached the end of the trail, and would soon
emerge from the bamarae, that Forreater drew up his horce sharply aud
lifted his hand.

" Listen!" be «aid,

All three sat motionle«s in the caddle. Then, skarp and elear on tke
qli|ll air of the tropic noonday, there sounded the staccato bark of a re-
volver, .

R The ucxt moment all three were galloping at top apeed for the plantation
ouse,

]

CHAPTER VL

What Happened to Nipper.

HEN Nelson Lee departed from Port Limon, Nipper climbed into the
saddle and rode down the newly cleared patch of two hundred acres
to watch the planting of the suckers. He remained om inspection

there until almoet dusk, and when bhe reached the plantation house oace

more the swify tropic night had fallen. By the time he had written out 3

report of the day’s work the old vegress anmounced dinner was r , and

the lad idled over a eolitary meal in an attempt to use np as mueh time

as ible.

IL had scarcely finished when the contractor whom Lee had semt to the
railway appeared with a cheque for the bananas received. Nipper emtered
the detaile im the cont of production book, and credited the amount in
the journal. Then bhe locked thc cheque away, and, after idling for half
an hour or 30 on the verandab, he turned in.

Fully alive to the fact that he was in sole charge of Patricia, he laid
his antomatic om the chair beside bim, and then, lulled into drowsmess
by the myriad seunds frem the weer fovest, he finally dropped off to sheep.
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It was probably due to the stirring cevents of the day that, even after ke
was asleep, Nipper’'s mind should still have remained active. His sleep
was disturbed by grotesque dreams, until, out of the chaos of nonsense which
was being piotured by his subconsciousness, there suddenly emerged a scene,
clear and Sistinct.

He secemed to be standing on the verandah of Patricia plantation house,
yrazing along the shimmering rails of the tramway. Although it was impos-
sible when standing on the verandah to sce the spot where Alvarado had
placed the barricade, in dreamland there was no such difficulty. And, as
though possessed of X-ray eyes, Nipper was enabled to see distinctly.

He saw in his dream that another barricade had been erected, and, lying
beyond, made out the open space in the track where several rails had been
torn up. Then he turned his gazc to the left. It appecared to be early
morning, and the sun was being reflected in myriad shafts of light from
the wet banana lcaves, while beyond it sparkled in a broad path of silver
on the waters of the Matina. And thcre, on the bosom of the stream, Nipper
saw a curious sight. He saw some crude rafts being poled along by negroes
until they reached a spot opposite Patricia Plantation.

The negroes leaped ashore there, and secured the rafts to the banana-
trees which edged the river. Then the scene shifted. Nipper caw the
plantation negroes cutting fruit industriously, saw the bhunches piled beside
the tramway track, and then, after being loaded into the trucks, saw the
trucks pushed along to the river bank. From there the bananas were loaded
on to the rafts, and, when a vast pile had grown, the rafts were cast frec ard
nllowed to drift down stream with the current.

Nipper turned once more, but as he did so the sun caught him full in the
eyes, causing him to sneeze violently, and, sncezing, hc rose up, to find
that he had kicked the clothes off him, and that he was in imminent danger
of getting a chill. Sitting there in the dark, he sneeczed again. But, as he
grew still wider awake, he whispered to the night:

““Scott! I believe I have solved the riddle of how to get the frnit to
the railway without going through the right-of-way. If we build rafte and
flout the fruit with the current we could reach the railway platform at
Matina that way. By thunder! I'll tell the guv'nor about that as goon as
he returns.” |

And with that the lad turved over and weunt to sleep azain,

Nipper was abroad early the next morning. His first act was to ride
down to the area which was being planted with young banana suckers and
to inspect the work which was proceeding there. Then, with the memory
of his dream still vivid in his mind, he turned his horse and rode through
the bananas towards the river. |

Now, in order to understand the exact situation, it will be nccessary to
give a brief description of exactly how Patricia Plantation had been laid out.
Allowing for the irregular boundary of the river, the plantation formed an
almost perfect rectangle. At the lower end, that is to say, the down river
end, and situated wii?l'lin two hundred yards of the lower river boundary,
were the plantation buildings. To the left, or, in other words, on the
loncer river side, were the main acres of bananas.

There were about three hundred acres in fruit there, and this belt con-
tinued to the upper boundary of the plantation. There the belt of bananas
followed the course of the boundary until it came to the upper right-hand
corier of the estate—the corner which joined on to the right-of-way leading
through Santa Rosa Plaintation to the main railway line.

IFrom end to end of the plantation, but much nearer the river side than
the Santa Rosa sMe, ran the main line of the tramway, following the course
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of the belt of bananas and turning to the right at the upper end, as hos
already beep secen.

On the left of this metal backbone several spurs had been carried down
through the banana sections towards the river. To the right it wos all
virgin forest, tor on either side were the fourteen hundred acres which
Digby Forrester had not yet been able to clear.

Nipper followed the course of one of the spurs on the left, and, on reaching
the hank of the river, found a narrow path running just outside the last row
of trees.

‘He rode along this for some distance, examining the stream carefully as
he went, until he had pasced the power corner of Patricia Plantation, and
fournd himself continuing past the dense forest line beyond.

As the path still remained negotiable, he pushed on until another hend
in the river allowed him to see Matina in the distance. He drew up his
horse, and raising himself in the saddle, made a careful survey of the situa-
tion. And what he saw convinced him that his dream of the previous night
had been true inspiration,

The Matina, broad and deep, flowed sluggishly at that point, and it should
not he difficult to guide fruit-loaded rafts down ite course to Matina.
There it would be a simple matter to transfer the fruit to the railway plat-
form, and, as he rode back to Patricia, Nipper flattered himself that he
had discovered a way of outwitting Alvarado.

Ho spent the rest of the morning riding sections, and midday found him
at the plantation house once more. He took a short siesta after lunch, but
by three o’clock was in the saddle again. For a couple of hours he superin-
tended the work of planting, then turned to the plantation houee to write
out the day’s report.

It was while be was thus engrossed that heavy footsteps sounded on the
vcrandah, and, looking up, he saw the evil countenance of Juan Alvarado
peering in at the door. Nipper, scenting trouble, jumped to his feet, and,
with a ewift mofion, dropped his hand to his hip where his holster had
been strapped. Just then another Spaniard appeared behind Alvarado, leer-
ing over the latter’s shoulder.

*“ What do you want?”’ asked Nipper curtly. ‘“ You were ordered off this
Elantation, Senor Alvarado, and were told to stop off. Why do you come

ack?”

““ Where is the other senor?’’ asked Alvarado truculently.

“ I shall not answer that question until you have replied to mine. I
ask you again—what do you want here?”

“ I have come as I came yesterday,” snarled Alvarado. ‘I have come to
take charge of Patricia Plantation, and, if mecessary, I am prepared to uce
force to do so.”

‘““ You were told that Patricia Plantation would not be handed over to vou
‘on the authority of the document you produced,” said Nipper. °‘ That
should be enough for you. And if you think you can gain anything by using
force you are mistaken. T am in charge here for the present, and I order
you again to gct off the place and stay off.”

For answer Alvarado made a step into the room. In a flash Nipper had
drawn his automatic and was covering him with it,

““1 shouldn’t adviseé you to come any further,’”” he said steadily. ** If you
do, I shall fire.”

Alvarado, seeing the determination in the lad’s eyes, drew up. Then, as
Nipper took a step forward, the Spaniagd went slowly backward until the
lad, by shecer domination of will, had forced him over the threshold,

Now Alvarado’s companion said something rapidly in Spanish, to which



ot THE NELSON LEE LIBRARY

Alvarado did not reply. He was still looking at Nipper. But the nexw
moment, with a snarl, he turned and walked down the verandah.

Nipper moved cautiously to the door, but, just as he was peering out,
there came a sudden rush down the verandah, and Alvarado’s revolver
spoke. The bullets whistled close to Nipper’s face, thudding into the wood-
work of the door behind him. Nipper drew back sharply, then, jerking hLs
arm outwards, he expoeed his hand for a brief second, and sent a volley of
chots up the verandah.

There was a momentary pause. Like a whirlwind Alvarado and his com-
panion covered the rest of the distance to the door, and before the lad could
tire again they were upon him. Nipper fought savagely, but the two
Spaniards were fighting with a ruthlessnees born of the great proportion of
Iundian blood which flowed in their veins. '

Alvarado’s companion, the larger of the two, threw himself upon Nipper
-1a a fury, and, clubbing his service revolver, brought it down on the lad's
head with crushing force. From that moment Nipper lost all interest in
tihe proceedings. As he crumpled up in a heap on the floor Alvarado panted

““ Vietory is ours, Jose. Possession is nine poii ls of the law. We are ia
possession, and we shall remain in possession. Come, amigo, let us drag this
gringo out of the way.”

They were just bending down to lift up the unconscious Nipper when tha
thunder of boofs sounded outside. With a startled oath Alvarado and his
companion ran to the door. They saw three horsemen drag their animals
vack ?nhtheir haunches, then leap from the saddle and dash towards the
verandah,

They were Nelson Lee, Digby Forrester, and Jimmy Harrisou.

— S——

CHAPTER VII.

The Fight at Plantation House—Nelson Lee Comes Ugon Some Com-
promising Material —-How Lee Settled the Affair—The End.

VEN back in the bananas, when they had heard the sound of shots at
E the plantation house, Lee had felt instinctively that the firing must
have something to do with Alvarado. He knew that when, on the
jrevious day, he had gone to Port Limon and had left Nipper in charge, he
had taken a great risk. He did not think for a moment that Alvarado would
remain quiescent or accept the rebuff which he had received from Forrester
the previous might. Yet so urgent was it that Forrester and Harrison
should be released that Lee had been forced to take the risk.

The time which, he feared most, would prove dangerous to Nipper was
the night. But when nc word had come from the plantation, he had hoped
that, after all, Alvarado had not become cognisant of his departure from
Patricia.

The shots certainly did not mean another rising of the negroes, for, on
their way through the bananas, they had passed several gangs working
industriously. As they galloped towards the plantation house they could
sce little. Yet once more the firing broke out, and, as they cleared the
Iast belt of cover, they were able to see two figures dash along the verandah
towards the office. -

By the time they had thrown themselves from their saddles there was no
doubt as to what was going forward. Alvarado and another Spaniard
appeared at the door of the office, their weapons held ready in their hands.

Lee came to the ground with his arm already stiffened at his side. A loosely
lianging arm can never be brought into action to draw as quickly as one
already hanging rigid. A single bend of Lee’s wrist, and he wonld be abio
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.to jerk his automatic from the holster, and thiz he did, even as Alvarads
threw up his arm and cried out in Spanish:

‘“ Halt, gringos! You advance at your peril.”

Forrester and Harrison had also drawn their weapons, and, keeping clore
to Lee, they rushed the steps. It was soon evident, however, that Alvarado’s
.words were no bluff. As Lee and his companions rushed up the steps,
Alvarado straightened hie arm and began to fire. His companion, with a
coolness worthy of a better cause, steadied the barrel of his weapon againss
one of the uprights of the verandah and pulled the trigger methodicnﬁy.

At the very moment when Jimmy Harrison bounded up the last step the
.bullet caught him in the leg. He went down with a sharp cry, hut re-
covered himself, and, laying Hat on his face, hegan emptying his automat:c
as ({Uidﬂf as he could pull the trigger.

Alvarado and his companion held their ground a single moment longer,
then they dashed into the office, slamming the door after them.

. ““ Harrizon can hold this end of it,”” panted Lee. *‘ Come with me, For-
rester; we’ll get them through the screen at the side.” .

Lee vaulted the rail as he spoke, and, slipping in a fresh clip of cartridges
as he ran, dashed round the corner of the house with Forrester at his heels.
As they came within line of the screen, Alvarado and Josee fired again. One
of the bullets ploughed through Lee’s coat and grazed his shounlder. But
the next moment he and Forrester were firing rapidly, bending low as they
ran. .

Looking through the screen from the outside, the interior of the room
could only be seen dimly. Realising that Nipper must be there, Lee was
compelled to fire cautiously. But in the gloom, beyond the screen, he saw
two figures dash towards the door,

Wheeling sharply, he raced back to the verandah. Even as he reached
the rail, the office door was jerked open, and the two Spaniards appeared.
Jose must have emptied every chamber in his weapon, for he was not firing
now, and, after pumping a couple of bullets at Lee and Forrester, Alvarado
fled up the verandah towards the steps.

Jimmy Harrison, however, although wounded, was still in the job, and
covered the two men as they ran towards him. Something in his eye must
have told Alvarado that if they persisted in their course he would bring
them down, for, pulling up, he turned and raced for the office. Lee and
Forrester were over the rail by now, and as the two Spaniards dashed along
each chose his man, and grappled, :

Lec had picked Alvarado. The man fought with eyes full of hate and the
snarling ferocity of the ocelot. In Lee’s hands he was like a child, how-
ever, for the only method of fighting which the Spaniard knew was with
the knife or with the gun. He was utterly ignorant of the Anglo-Saxon
method of combat. And as he held the kicking, biting, cursing Spaniard with
his left arm, Lee doubled up his right fist and drove a smashing blow
hetween Alvarado’s eyes.

- Alvarado dropped like a log, and Lee straightened up just in time to
see Forrester bring the butt end of his weapon down on the other Spaniard’y
head. They dragged the two unconscious men into the office, and while Lco
set to work to bring round Nipper, Forrester ran along to assist Harrison.

As soon as the two young fellows had been cared for, Lee turned his atten-
tion to Alvarado. T}ze Spaniard wase still unconscious, though he was he-
ginning to.shew signs of coming round. Without the slightest compunction
Lee opened the other’s coat, and brought out several p:}{)ers and letters
which were in the inside pocket. Then he walked to the desk, and im
methodical manner began to go through the documents he had just seeured.
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Firat he carefully read a couple of type-writien documecnts, after which
be turned his attention to the letters. He had hoped to find among tke
papers some clue to Alvarsdo’s vecent activities, but he had little expect.d
to come upom such a maes of incriminating evidence as that which he had
before him.

The¢ first document proved to be a detailed statement of the condition of
Kantr Rosas Plantation st the end of the preceding month. It contained,
moreover, & list of all the abareholders in the company, and the proportion
of the shares which they held.

A steely giitter came into Lee's ﬁ“ , at the top of the list of share-
holders, he read the name W. Morris,”’ the p ot of the Patricm
Plantetion Company. Then followed several other names which Lee recog-
nised as those of the directors of the Patricia Plantation Company. And
at the end, with only a few sharce credited to him, was the name of the
elder Alvarado.

The vext document was one which had been drawn up in Samn Jose, nd
rrond to be highly interesting to Lee. It dealt with what were assuredly
ptimate wonderatandingw between Morris and the two Alvarados.

It began with a long preamble which wtated that a halfpeony export
duty on baoafiaa would be waived in the case of fruit being shipped from
the Santa Rosa FPlantation.

In full production, Santa Roaa would ship eix hundred thousand bunches
a vear. On this hasis it will be scen that tge concession was worth at least
twelve hundred pounds per annum to the plantatioa.

The eecond clovae atated that, in liem of paying this export fax, Santa
Rosa Plantation was to pay to the elder Alvarado half of the amount of the
tax, or, in other words, a farthing for every bmnch of fruit shipped of
Hanta Roas, which would mean a private rake to the elder Alvarado of al
lerat aix hundred a year.

The third clause stated that Juan Alvarado was to be made the manager
ol Santa Rosa at a salary of six hundred a year. There were a few minor
(lauses, but the firet three combined dealt with the agreement, and revealed
to Lee the truth of a good many things which had been puzzling him.

The letters be fonnd consisted of five—two personal epistles from the clder
‘Alvarado to hin son, and the other three, letters from Morris, the presideat
of the P'atticia Plantation Company. And by the time he had read those
theer letters, Nelnon Lee had the whole secret in his own hands.

Jt waa ag protty & scheme as a cunning speculator like Morris wou'd
have rooked for th- eonﬁdh:g and trusty. called Forrester to him
when he had floished, and anid:

‘1 have got the whole facts now, Forrester. Sit down, and let me tell
sou what it meane.”

Forrester lit a cigaretteo and gave his attention to Lee.

‘" Now listen while I tell you of the mental acrobatics whick ounr friend
Morris has been indulging 1n,”' went on Lee after a moment.

‘ Morris and the directors of the Patricia Plantation Company are, it
nppears, the largest sharebolders in Santa Roea 0s well. Santa Rosa was
Imnfht before they took over this plantation. From their experience on
Santa Rosa they saw that this land must prove a fine investment, Lut
they did not propose to develop Patricia with their own money. Oh, ro’
Morris had a echeme far better tham that.

* They orgaaised Patricia as a acparate company, and, in order to impreca
potential investors with the proposition, they secured the services of a
well-knowa banana expert—yourself. to be exact.

* Your record was good along the whole Mosquito Ceast. Any timid



+HE PLANTATION MYSTERY 37

‘investor who took the trouble to investigate would find your record flawless,
.and that you would not lend yourself to anything which was not strictly
,above board.

‘“ While they were still eelling the shares of Patricia, Morris and his crowd
seD: you just cnough money to carry on a certain amount of development.
But, once they had raked in the shekels, they began cutting down remit-
t:;nces,d until they thought the time ripe to bring off the coup they had

anned.

P ‘“In the meantime, Alvarado, on Santa Rosa, wae acting as their spy,
and when they thought the time had come to deéal the last hand they struck
from every point.

‘“ Firstly, they stopped all remittances, leaving you in a bad hole.. At
the »ame instant Alvarado notified you that he disputed the right of way
from Patricia to the main railway-line. |

“For a month or more past he has been working surreptitiously amoug
the negroes, raising doubt in their minds about their morey. Everything
was arranged to come to a crisis at the same moment, and that moment
W'asf pl.atnned at the time when Patricia should be shipping her first cutting
of fruit.

The riot, and your shooting of the Martinique, were, of course, unlook-d
for, but Alvarado was cunning enough to take immediate advantage of
them. No doubt while the riot was on he was watching the whole thing
from a near place of concealment. He saw the Martinique shot, and in
flash realised how he might get you away from the plantation, and keep you
away until the gamz had been played out.

‘“ Because his father was so influential, it was not difficult for him to get
8 small police posse at Matina to arrest both you and Harrison. e
presence of mysclf and Nipper proved a second complication. E: could not
account for our being here, but finally decided that we must guests of

ours.

1o Theue letters prove every statement I have made 6o far, and the whole
idea of the plot was to make it appear that not only was Patricia a failure
as a plantation, and a discredit to you, but alse to make it appear that
disastrous and expensive litigation was looming ahead. \

‘“ What would be the effect of such a report on the small shareholders of
the Patricia Plantation Company? What was the effect of this report?
The day before ycsterday, in Londom, Morris, under the impression that
the conp had been brought off, called an extraordinary gemeral meeting
‘of the shareholders of the company, and, basing his statements, no doudt,
on cables eent by Alvarado, made a most pessimistic report.

*“ Then his accomplices, the other directors, suggested another full
Yeorganisation of the company, with a levy of ten shillings a share; or,
with what was intended to impress the small shareholders as magnificent
generosity on their part, offered to take up all outstanding éhares at two
shillings per share.

‘“ Now, what was the situation that the emall ehareholders were faced
with? Most of them were people in a very small way financially. Some «f
them —nearly all of them—trusting to the statements of Morris and tie
other directors, invested all they possessed in the company, paying oue
pound for each share.

** It would be utterly impossible for them to stand a levy of ten shillings
pcr eharc. Morris and his crowd knew that. They thought, and hoped.
that, in desperation, the offer of two «hillings a share would be accepted.
‘Had this been so, then you can eee that not only would Morris and his
crowd bave been on v'e'{v'et regarding the financial development of the
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plantation, but at the very moment when it was beginaing to prodace, with
the profit they wculd have acquired by the outstanding pound shares for
only two ehillings each.

‘“ After a short lapse of time they would announce that a settlement nad
Deen rcached in regard to the dispute on Santa Rcsa Plantation, and then,
nn doubt, the two would have been openly amalgamated.

“It was a very prctty scheme, but with these two documents and five
letters I rather fancy I have got Mr. Morris and the other crooks of his
crowd exactly where we want them.™

By the time Lee had finished his explanation I'orrester was white with
anger as he realised how he had been duped.

“If T had that man and his crew here——"’ he began.

T.ce held up his hand.

“ My dear Forrester,” he said, ‘‘ that would do you no good. The only
wav to hurt men like Mr. Morris is to hit them in the pocket, and I promise
you that before I have finished with them they will be a sick lot of men.”

“ What will you do?”’ asked Forrester. |

“I will tell you,” said Lec. ‘I will exact froin them for the minority
shareholders of the Patricia Plantation Company exactly what they intendad
exacting. I will force them to cell all their. holdings, not only in the
Patricia Plantation Company, but in the Santa Rosa Plantation Company
a: well, for two ehillings per share. We will reorganise the two companies
as one, with you as manager out here. When I get to Londcn I can casily
find the necessary capital to do this, and I assure you, with the documents
1 now hold, Morris and his gang will have no choice but to yvield. The
alternative will be a criminal prosecuticn, and, if I know that kidney, they
won't risk such a thing.

““ As for Alvarado cenior, I shall make it my business to have an inter-
view with the president of Costa Rica, and place before him proof of what
Alvarado has dene. With regard to this rat "-—and as he spoke Lee in-
diouted Juan Alvarado—‘‘ we shall run him and his greasy friend off the
place. and I do not think you will be worried any more by either of them.

** To-morrow I will send n long cable to the minority shareholders of the
company, and another to Morris, which I fancy will keep him on tenter-
hooks until I get back to London; that’s all. Now let us call up a few of
the huskiest blacks, and have these two greaseis run off the place. Then
I suggest, Forrester, that, in celebration of our victory, we use our most
persuasive manner with the cook, and have a little banquet to-night.”

And. ¢ven as he said he would do, Nelson Lee did, for to-day therc is no
more profitable plantation in Ccsta Rica than Patricia Plantation Companvy,
which stretches in one vast area of green banana-trees from the Muatina

tiver to the railway.
THE END,
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'THE - ISLAND OF GOLD

A Story of Treasure Hunting in the South Sea Islands - [

By FENTON ASH
i = = =

You can begin this Story to-day !

ALEc MAcCkAY, the hero of our story, with CLIVE LowTHER, an old chum,
Dr. Campbell, and BExX GROVE, a hearty old ‘* sca dog,” are comrades in an
expedition to the South Seas tn search of a supposed treasure island,

They meet with many advenlures. One day, Alec and Clive are lost in a
rocky and cavernous part of the wsland. They sit down lo talk matters over,
but immediately become the targets of a troop of huge apes, who throw pebbles
at them from the rocks above. Alec examines one of the slones and finds 1t lo
be one of those for which the party is searching !/

They fall in with a party of blacks led by a stalwart native named QOLTRA, and
an Irtshman—one PETE STORBIN, who warn the treasure hunters agasnst «
sascally filibuster—PEDRO DIEGO, and his gang . o « « By some means the pirate
has got to Inow the object of the expeditioi, |

"Pedro Diego—PFilibuster,

~“HESE werc awkward and disagreeable items of infermation, which gave
T the worthy doctor a good deal of anxious thought.

It was clear that he would have to provide against an attack sooncr
or later—and it might be sconer—by a gang of utterly unscrupulous ruffians,
who would think no more of appropriating the yacht and all his property
than they did of robbing the wretched natives among the islands they
visited. And if they succeeded in this, what would be the fate of the ex-
plorers themselves? The doctor could guess only too well what it would be,
and he shuddered as he thought of it. :

Apart from himself, he had to think of those who had entrusted them-
selves to his guidance—of his two young assistants, and the members of kix
crew. He felt he could never forgive himself if his leadership should land
them in such calamity.

Evidently, therefore, as a prudent man, there were but two things to
be done—either he must abandon his enterprise, so far as the cearch for gold
was concerned, and move on to other lands, or he must adopt such measures
as to render his party fairly safe from attack.

And here the chance which had led to the meeting with Oltra seemed
likely to turn out an event of more than passing interest. If the doctov
could gain the native chief as an ally, he might be able to so arrange
matters as to be able to proceed with his research in comparative safety.

Oltra, on his side, had a long score to pay off against the filibusters. For

ears Diego had been a terror to many of the islands in those seas. He
ad stolen right and left; he had captured men, women, and children, and
carried them .aff, and sold them under the pretended name of °‘ imported
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lak:cirers,”” but in reality as virlnal slaves, to the planters and ranchers
living on other islands e¢r on the mainland.

And wherever he and his gang had met with resistance to their lawless
arts, they bad murdered right and left, shooting down ruthlessly the
unhappy natives who dared to oppose them. and burning their dwellings.

Then, Lefore the people thus treated could collect a suflicient number of
tueir countrymen.to retaliate, the freebooters sailed away to some place
where there was a recady sale for their miserable prisoners. After every
such haul they would visit some large coast town where others of like
character were known to congregate. There Diego and his men spent
therr gains in gamhbling and riotous living, returning after a while to their
(ntherwise) unmnhabited island to plan and carry out {urther raids.

Oltra, as stated, was one of those native chiefe who had a score to pay
off. Therefore, he was not unwilling to assist in anvthing likely to lead
to the discomfiture of this murdercus gang. But the dusky potentate was
somawhat avaricious, and o bit cunning withal. He had hLeard of the
report that the doctor was engaged in a treasure hunt, and had probably
f.rmed exaggerated notions of the affair,

He considered that i¢ he helped the white chief to guin the treasure he
was seeking, he ought to have a share in the results. And as the Jdoctor
cir his side could not say that such a condition was not fair, the only
trecuble seemed 1o he to arrange terms. And herc was where the difficulty
came-in, for Oltra had at first such inflated ideas that his corditions were
out of the question,

By degrees, however, they abatcd under the cold logic of actual fact
which the doctor brought to bear on the subject, and managed, after much
patient °‘ parleyvooing ''—as Storbin called it—to hammer into the dusky
king's rather foggy understanding.

Thus the natives stayed on from day to day, fraternising with the white
men, whilst the leaders of hoth parties met and discussed and haggled over
the terms of co-operation.

By the {ime these were cettled the doctor had quiie recovered from his
accident, and was ready and impatient to carry out the quest which had
brought him to the place.

Clive and Alec would have found this interval a rather dull time if it
had not been for the continued presence of the natives. The doctor forbade
them even more strictly than before to engage 1n anything in the nature
of an excursion inland or among the rocky heights leading to the upper
part of the island. He suspected that the freebooters, whose revengeful
teelings were now certainly aroused, would be on the look-out for oppor-
tunities of reprisals, and he knew how easy it would Ix to them amid such
natural facilities for concealment to arrange an ambush,

So the two chums were enjoined to confine themselves to the shore line,
cither on land or in boats and canoes.
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Amongst the various natives with whom they thus went out there were
two who were their constant companions and attendants They were Meny.i
and Kalma, the two who had tbrown themselves between Alec and the
shark, and so undoubtedly saved him trom a dreadful death.

Following Storbin’s hint, AJee had refrained frem offeringry the brave
fellows any recompense at the time. He bad only shaken handa witt
them, and addressed a few words of hearttelt thank+, which were duly inter-
preted ‘by Storbim But a day or two after, the two were formally enrolted
ds members Tor the time being of the doctor’s company. Thereupon Alec
presented them with a ritle cach as part of their equipment, impreasing
upon them the tact that they were to regard the weapons as their very nwn,
which they would be free to take with them when they finally returned fo
their homes. And 1t 18 needless to say that no surer way of pleaving them
and gladdening their hearts could have been found.

Proud warriors, indeed, were they now, and envied of their tellows as
they strutted about, carrying their rifles. Thanks to ANiec’s turther libe.
rality, they were provided with plenty of ammmunition, with which they eonitd
practise and ~o make themselves good shots.

In return they instructed the two young fellows in many barbarie hut
warlike gports; and, lastly, they worked very hard te pick up Enghsh_ that
they might be able to understand what their white friends said to them

As Alec and Clive were at this time both doing their bent to learn ~ame.
thing of their language, in order to be able to converse with the natives
generally, -the four were soon able to understand one another fairly well

Clive and Alec were returning one afternoon from a little excursion 1w
a canoe with their two faithtful natives, and.they were all busy Linding some
fish they had caught, and getting their tackle and arms ashore, when the
two blacks suddenly left what they were engaged on to take ap their rifles
and stand at ‘° Attention.”

** Hullo!” said Clive, without looking round. *'I guens [ know what tht
means. The Irishman walks this way.”’

“Yes: here he comes,”’ Alec confirmed, laughing. *° Here cometh the
generalissimo, and of course they must leave whatever they are doing to pay
him bonour. I do believe he seems to have more swagger this afternoon
than ever—if such a thing be possible! Nomething's up. I fupey! [ wonder
what it is? Can his royal master have managed to lind some fresh poet to
oonfer upon him?’’

Storbin made it an inflexible rule that all those natives who bore hrearms
must salute him, .

“‘ Sure an’' it's only roight, an’ it's all for the good av me masther's
arr-my.” he was wont to sav. ‘* It's discipline is sahlutin’. The riflemen
are the flower av our arr-my, an’ if the gineral can’t maintain disciplive
amongst thim, phwat good is be?”" Which proposition both Chve and Alec.

when it was propoungded to them, had

FREE GIF T found so unanawerable, that they
' = " L]
veloper wii be | both gave it up on the spot.
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the doctor, and Storbin, as one of the High Contracting Par! e .-aturally
1.1',0ur(‘d under a eense of addod lmportan(o

“Surely,”” remarked Chive, " he has added to his staturc as well. Wh; 1t
he been up to?” .« - -t - .

As to this, it was enly that the ““ gineral ” had charnod t}.e u]nmcq he

!
bad been wearing on the top of his helmet for anothier aud Jareer buach,
which had theé- ('iic(t of making him look sfomewhat tal'u f not as ho
lnm clf mo doubt imagined, more imposing « N LR
"The crame of the at hmnoon to ye, (“'lllt](“n(‘ll ho qzu(l affably, '\ftm

returning the sal uto ‘of the two blaol\:-. and signing to them to rcmrm»

taeir occ up..1t10n " It’s good news Oi'm ]J‘lllﬂ'lll“‘ ve this day. Oi'm going
away to-morrow. - : . z&,;.;.
“Sol” lolmncd Clive, tr)mn‘ to luok mopor]\ mmpressed by the over-

powering importance-of the anuwouncement. * But why should that be good
news, friend Storbin? . 1101* my part, I call 1t bad news. I both of us --

will Le sorry to lcse you.’ EE N
“ Thrue for you, me bhoys, an’ Oi'm sorry to go. Tho good news is
that Oi’'m comin’ back.” - S

“Oh!” Alec put in. ‘“That's the good part of the news, is it? Wel!,
1t sounds better than the other, so why not have put it first?" -
- “ How could I, sorr? Sure, Oi'll have t’ go away first afore Oi can

come back,” won 't 0j?" . e
~ 'l‘hatb true cnough,’ aunhcd Alcc - ““ Well, when do you expect
to bLe back?” - -« - 5 R T Y
RS 'llmt O1 can’t say. Yo sce, we' ll a\e a lot t’ do W(- re goin’ t’ bring
our.war_canoes with us.’ . > A%y
‘% The deuce you are ! Wlhat's up, thcn" Has some othcr native king
dmlarod\war on your" Ny R, A TR e T e
No. it's"hot "that,”” Storbin . rcturned, with a somc“hat pompous air.
‘1ts ycrsolvos as we 11 be looking afther.” o e Ry ST

‘v lt’sswe.you're. going ‘o look,,aftorf‘” Chive ropoatod affccting to De
greatly a ton'shed. *° You're going to bring your war caunocs and, all your
._walhko hordes, 1 suppose, over hcro against us? .-Good ncus! W hat have

we'done?” . Crey A s YT e AR
2 Its prot(‘(,t ye, me fuends " Storbin 0\plamc~d “Ii's t take yer
lart we're rrom .to aginst yer mncnueb—Dmﬂo an’ his pirates.”” @~ .

. L Oh, I cee.”” You’re going to help us aﬂamqt them. So the doctor has
. arranged that haé he? Now thatl's gocd news. We knew, of course] that,
g somofhmrr of "the Lmd was in the mnd but I did not know it had bocu

S(‘ttl{‘d AR T ot e P P 'l.r'#,,fqr . 't'
| “()nly Scttlod t]llb morning,”’ Storbin an\worod ““An’ now we’re goi’
back t’ get our men. “An’ thm, I think,  “he added 1e'f’loctwely, ‘ bctwccn

us we ourrht t’ be able t' wipe out that nest o’ vipers! ;

- o= ‘

S (Another thrilling instalmént of fhl&grand yarn next. week)
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