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HIGHWAY TO MURDER-

By Edward Ronns

HE HIGHWAY undulated with
the approach of the hills, unwind-
- ing like a bright ribbon out of the -

spool of darkness. Once clear of the
heavy city traffic, Bill Thompson tooled
the big Diesel along at fifty, pushing the
heavy load ahead with expert manipula-
tion of the fifteen forward speeds. Be-
side him, Mokey Johnson was already
asleep, his head back on the leather seat
cushions of the cab, his big homely face
completely relaxed. Bill wished he could
relax the same way. It was one of the
penalties of trying to run a new trucking
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= Other shadows strugghd
~in_the darkness. A fist
~whistled past Bill’s head

and he swung hard

<;utﬁt, he reﬂected',)that he was behind

the wheel of the box, tense and tired,
while Mokey slept the sleep of the undis-

turbed.

Then, without opening his eyes,
Mokey said, “Watch the tachometer,
Bill. Keep her revved up as high as
she’ll go.”

“I thought you were gettmg some
shut-eye,” Bill said.

“Not until we get where we’re going,”
Mokey grunted. His burly body jiggled
with the vibration in the tractor cab.

‘said, and lapsed into

b

“Don’t forget, Petey Slocum is my pal.”
“He’ll be all mght ” Bill sald ‘
“He’d better be.” '
“The report didn't say he was hurt

Just the box was smashed.”

~ “We'll see when we get there,” Mokey

silence again. -

“Watch the tachometer, Bill. Keep that

speed meter at maximum rR.PM. =
He had the giant Diesel revved up to

full power as they hit the Malibu Hills,
roaring up over the rolling crests. All
around them, darkness had settled in the
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valleys and lowlands, and far behind the
sun had surrendered to the bloody Pa-
cific. Bill had his left arm hooked loose-
ly through the wheel spokes, using his
other hand, heavily gauntleted, to ma-
nipulate the two shifting levers. Twen-
ty-two 11.00-by-20 tires pounded the
highway relentlessly. Hauling 70,000
pounds of roaring tractor and van over
the hilly road took all of Bill Thomp-
son’s attention for several moments. The
tachometer touched the red warning line
and he kicked the Diesel into free-wheel-

ing as they started downgrade. The box

descended at: increasing speed, quieter
now with the idling of the Diesel. Mokey
. opened his eyes and stared through the
windshield at the highway swooping
toward them at a faster, and even faster,
rate. His eyes slid sidewise to Bill.

“We'll get there in txme, Bill,” he‘

murmured.

“I thought you were in a hurry,” Bill

said grimly.

“Ain’t one crackup a night enough for
you, Bill?”

“We won’t crack up.”

HALFWAY up the next slope, he
flicked the motor to life again. The
heavy truck hurtled forward with scarce-
ly any decrease in speed. The white
guard rails along the dark highway

flicked by under the touch of the probing

headlights. Traffic was thin. Another
truck swooped downgrade toward them,
its green, yellow and white lights like a
Christmas tree. The signal lamp on the
other’s cab blinked once.

“Clear road,” Bill murmured. “That’s

d Ei) =

He blinked his own signal lamp twice
in Diesel talk, to indicate that traffic
cops were patrolling the road behind
him, and then the two vans thundered
past each other to be swallowed in the
darkness of the highway again. Over-
head the night sky showed a sprinkling
of stars. Bill checked the bank of gauges

on the dashboard, listened to the smooth

revolutions of the 200-horsepower Diesel,
and settled back behind the wheel.

Even for the size of the cab, he seemed
to crowd the place. Mokey Johnson was
big, but Bill was bigger, with a breadth
of shoulder and chest that he rarely
found equaled in other men. His face
was lean and burned almost mahogany,
but under the weathering were fine lines
of exhaustion and strain. Two of his
half-dozen new Diesels had crashed in
the past week, hauling high-priority
freight out to Halcyon in the desert. It
was a contract that had saved Bill from

_going out of business, just when he was
~ struggling back to his feet after his years
- in the Navy. Now it looked as if his con-

tract with the Harrison Construction
Company was proving his nemesis. Un-
less he could get to the bottom of this
plague of accidents. Unless he could stop
them and deliver the*goods to Arthur
Harrison in Halcyon.

He pushed his battered hat back from
his thick sandy hair and reflected that
this night’s work was going to cost plen-
ty, both in frayed tempers and added
expense in taking out this box without
an ounce of payload. He hoped Pete
Slocum wasn’t hurt. A local doctor had
telephoned about the accident, and
Bill hadn’t spoken to Pete Sloeum direct-
ly. The wreck was in Sweetwater Can-
yon the doctor had said.

“Seems like Slocum just went to
sleep.” The doctor’s voice had been tin-
ny over the long-distance wire. “Drove
that truck of yours clean over the em-
bankment.”

“None of my drivers go to sleep on
the job,” Bill snapped. “They pull over
and rest if they need it.

“Well, this one went to sleep He’s
still out,” the doctor had said. “You'd
better get out here.”

Bill rubbed his eyes and concentrated
on the road ahead. For fifty miles the
highway was flat, offering no problems.
Then they began a long climb upgrade,
and he had to drop one gear at a time,
the Diesel roaring with frustration. He
passed several trucks laboring under
payloads, tooling his own empty box up
the inner lane at reckless speed. Yet the
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gmde bega.n to teII and he kept flicking
the gear into lower ratios as the engine
speed fell to around 2. 000 R.P.M. s, —

.VER the t0p oi the pass the country
spread out rough and mountainous.
By nine o’clock Mokey Johnson was
snoring in his sleep, but tension was
plainly visible in the awkward angles of
~ his body.” Forty miles farther on, after
rambling through boom towns and the
back streets of villages, it happened.
They had just left a settled section be-
hind and were pounding across the crest
~ of Snake Hill. The road curved down-
ward in crazy loops.
- Bill could see the headhghts of a pas-
senger car moving out of the darkness

“at a diagonal to his road, coming at sixty Th
~ from a crossroad on the ridge. The oth-

er car’s lights flickered and vanished mo-
- mentarily behind & farmhouse. The re-

flector buttons on a warning sign indi-
~eated the crossroad five hundred yards
~ ahead. The passenger car had the right
~_of way. -Bill would have to slow down.
 He touched the air-brake pedal and felt
“a squeeze of horror as the rubber oﬁered
no resistance to his foot.

The Diesel w&sﬁihnndeiﬁzg at ﬁfty-f

ﬁve The other car, confident that the
truck would yield, rocketed out of the
darkness and across the road. Bill
_pumped the brake uselessly for another

_instant, then reached for the emergency.

The lever was limp and ineffective on

the mechanical brakes. Nothing grabbed.
Tn desperation he swung the tractor cab
out of the lane. The heavy tires rumbled

“on the graveled road shoulder, and the
_trailer behind made the cab sway crazily.

Mokey Johnson sat bolt upright from his

_slouch. There was a wild blast of a horn
from the passenger cary then it swerved
on screaming tires and was gone, bolting
-across the brightness of Bill's headlights
~like a frightened rabbit. Bill fought the
wheel to the left, his whole body tight

_as he got the Diesel back on the smooth

~_concrete again.
Mokey Johnson cursed exploswely
: “Whats the matter with you,‘Bﬂl?”

‘that paralleled the highway.
_ guard rails suddenly flashed in warning,
— and Bill twisied the wheel. The heavy
- tractor groaned and took the curve, tires -
_racketing. The cab rocked crazily. There
was no loss in their juggernaut momen-
‘tum. Out of the corner of his eye, Bill

Ahead of them, the road diwed ina

series of twisting curves to the floor of =
"the valley far below.

“Bill said: “The brakes are gone :

’Mokey = =
~— “The brakes——?” ==

“No air. The mechamcal’s shot too.
We can’t stop.”?

Johnsen’s face went. pale I-hs heavy, =

beeﬂe—brows lowered. “You're kidding.

We ean’t go down thle grade without

‘.'brakes‘” =
~“We can t-f—but we've got 10
S ERpe T
“Shut upp, : =

THERE was 1o questnon oi free-wheel-"
mgdowtius curving twisted slope.
The ness yawned all around them.

To the Jeft of the two-lane hxghway
“stretched a high forested shoulder of the
hills, elbowing them implacably toward =

the other side of the road where there
was a sharp drop-off of several hundred
feet into the jagged roeky canyon floor
Whlte

saw Mokey shove the cab door open,
ready to leap.

“Don’t ? he said sharply “That’s

crazy.”

“You'll never get her down < Mokey'
whis pered. '

“Srt tight. We've got to get her down P

He had a moment’s respite as the road
angled upward for a short distance over
a spur of the hill. He kicked in the

clutch and threw the gear shift into the

next lower ratio. The Diesel bucked and

- pounded, The sudden compression of the

engine jolted them both forward in their
seats as the momentum was checked a
little. They took the next curve by hug-

ging the rocky left-hand side of the road.
The empty van behind them acted like

the tail end of a whip, sliding across the
width of the hi@way before the massxve— =
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tires cut the skid. They straightened
out for the next curve, several hundred
feet closer to the valley floor.
Again Bill risked free-wheeling whlle
he kicked out the'clutch and dropped
to a lower gear. Again the Diesel
groaned and they bucked forward in
their seats, trying to check their insane
rush down the winding highway. Up
the hill, groaning under a heavy payload,
came another box. The white signal light

on the other truck began to blink anx-

iously, warning them of their speed. Bill’s
mouth was grim as he tooled the Diesel
downgrade toward the newcomer. There
was a desperate blare of horns, a breath-
less rush of air, and they were past,
squeezing between the other truck and
the guard rail. To the right, the drep
had lessened considerably. There was
another level of flat, and then a long rise
that headed for a small plateau. A glow
of lights in the sky indicated an ap-
proach to the Midway.

BUT THE descent wasn’t over yet.
There was one more curve. Then
another. The governor on the Diesel
_ meant nothing against the weight of the
truck catapulting downhill. The box
behind the tractor whip-cracked from
side to side, threatening momentarily to
plunge them into the abyss. Another
passing truek would be fatal. Bill’s arms
ached with the effort to control the
wheel. The wind blatted against the
ventilator shields, the motor began to
rise to a new crescendo, and black Diesel
smoke poured from the stack into the
night of hills behind them.

Then they were on level ground with
2 slope ahead of them, thundering across
a bridge and between massed woods
that pushed the darkness into the road.
The truck lost momentum steadily.

Mokey Johnson exhaled loudly and
violently. “I was sayin® my prayers, Bill.
I ain’t done that in a long time.”

“So was 1,” Bill admitted grimly. Now
that they were comparatively safe, re-
~ action set in all through his body. At
the same time, a cold flame of anger

burned inside him. “I thought this box
was checked before we left the terminal.”

“It was,” Mokey said. “I’'m sure of
s

“What about Swifty’s?” Sw1fty s was
a way-stop on the road where they had
paused, miles back, to check their gear
and fuel. It was a truckers’ rendezvous,
isolated between towns and catering to
the Diesel men. Bill said, “Everything
was all right up to Swifty’s.”

“Aw,” Mokey said, “Nobody’d delib-
erately do a thing like this, Bill. Not on
purpose. Hell, we could have been killed.
We would’ve been, if you wasn’t doin’
the driving.”

Bill tried the air-brake pedal again.
And again there was no reaction. The
truck was crawling now, at little more
than five miles an hour, up the slope to
the Midway. Passenger cars flashed past
them, then a bus, vanishing with red
tail-lights winking into the night.

“Those brakes were all right until we
checked into Swifty’s,” Bill said again.
His voice was grim. “I don’t think this
just happened by itself. But we’ll find
out at the Midway.”

THE MIDWAY was a big sprawling
establishment catering to the truck-
ers who stopped for equipment repairs,
food and rest. There was a vast graveled
parking lot where the big boxes pulled
off the road, fuel pumps, a restaurant,
and barracks in the rear with free cots
for weary haulers who could sleep easily,
confident that they would be called in
time to go on with their schedules. The
place was ablaze with lights from dusk
to dawn. ,

Bill eased the crippled truck off the
highway into the parking lot and let it
coast to a rumbling stop far beyond the
normal position for servicing. Three
uniformed attendants came trotting aft-
er them as they climbed wearily from
the cab. Mokey and Bill waited in the
semi-darkness until the first one, Velvet,

crunched to a halt beside the big tractor.

“You got a cripple there, Thompson?”
Velvet gasped.
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- “No brakes” Bill sald
checked all over.”

“I want her

— “We'll have to take her mto ‘the ma-
~ chine shop for that” The machine shop

~ opposite them had a grease pit one hun-
~ dred feet long and all the power tools

- necessary to repair almost anythmg

- Velvet looked curiously at Bill’s tall fig-
ure and at Mokey, bulking like a barrel

- beside him. “Where did they go out?”
-~ “Snake Hiﬂ > Mokey said.

cept Bill.” =

- Velvet Whls%led appreexatlvely Tve
got to see your brakes myself.” He was
a little monkeyish man, with slicked-

,,ba.ck hair, a wizened face and magic

~ hands when it came to tmkermg*"
~ his beloved Diesels. Pop

~ without him. He all but vanished under
~_the massive cab, and there came a metal-
~ Jic elanging and rasping sound. In a mo-

~ment Velvet was squirming out, a smear
~ of oil en his face and puzzlement in lnsr

 love lost between them, although Bill
~ “Hell, your air Was dlsconnected Bxll o e

_dark eyes.

= “Doﬁt lookv t. Just dlsconnected :

,Sa,me for the mechanical rod, too. How

did it happen?” .

- ~ Bill shook his head. “1 WlSh I knew.
;I m going to find out, anyway.

=P _better check everythmg,:—éon =

- Velvet grinned.- “Sure, but that won t

~ do you any good”
= “Who asked you?” Bﬂl grmned n re-
= tum,

‘He left the truck n Ve]vets compe-

:tent hands and strode to t.hg Midway
_restaurant. Gaudy neon signs splashed

the ground underfoot with waves of
bright red, green . and yellow. The sound
- of boisterous voices and the thumping
rhythm of a juke box filled the cool

Johnson at h}S heels =

== “We’ Te
- workin’ now in the hereafter, if you know
what T mean. Nobody else could’ve got-
~ ten that box down wrthout brakes, ex-

=4

‘Me fca' enﬂ‘ee,” Mokey sa:d and
stradaled a stool at the erowded counter.

Bill stood. just _inside the deorway,

searching the _smoky ‘atmosphere for a
glimpse of Sally Ives. The juke box
throbbed through the babble of voices
and the clink of dishes. Saﬁy wasn’t in
sight. He was about to turn away when;
he was blocked by Russ Meecham.
- “Hello, Thompson. Have they cut you”

“down so badly that you're stuck Wlth
}eper&tmg your own tmcks?” ' :
‘Don’ Bﬂl said

ﬁxed“'any tears
RUSS MEECHAM grmned. He was'
a big man, as big as Bill and heavier

through the shoulders and chest. Where
Bill was sandy-haired, Meecham was

iﬂ,*_,i_,:duk and smooth, with a small tooth-

0P~ brush mustache over glistening white =
~ erated the Midway, would have been lost

feeth. Both men were well over srx-feet-,

three, both had the physiques of football

athletes. An observer might well have
wondered what the result would be if
the two ever came to a elash, Bill ha,d
often wondered himself. There was no

would willingly have ignored Meecham,
# the other had consented to things be-
ing that way. Unfortunately, Meecham’s
trucks ran en routes directly rivaling
Thompson’s. There had been more than

_one ugly brawl between Meecham’s op-
_erators and Bill’s, especially when Bill
first started hitting the conerete with

his Diesels. The man looked smooth and
dapper in a blue business suit and top-

coat, contrasting sharply with Bil's rum- -

pled leather jacket and corduroy slacks.

“Y ain’t shedding tears over anything =

bad that happens to you,” Russ Mee-

~ cham said. His big hand blocked Bill's

exit from the eafe. “I hear another of

your boxes leedi up tonight. Pete Slo- =

cum, down at- Sweetwa.ter Gap, wasn’'t
itpa’. ; Z
“Vultazes get all the bad news ﬁrst =

'VB;H said calmly.
_mountain air. Bill pulled the swinging
door open and went in Wlth Mokwi

“Meecham was not oﬁ'ended. “Look;

Bill, I asked you before. You're knock-
ing your bead against a wall, irying fo
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operate against me. You're a newcomer
to this racket. You ought to throw in
with me. 1 got a lot of contraets I could
let out to you.”

“T’ll haul on my own contracts,” Bill
said. “I’ll be hauling when every one
of your vans is in the junk yard.”

Meecham’s lips parted in a mirthless
smile. “Some day, Thompson, I'm going
to take you apart. T figured you might
give me just enough competition to
make it enjoyable.
men I can tangle with. But you’re my
size. And some day we’ll have it out,

just between us.’
~ “Let’s have it out now,” Blll said
flatly. “Right now.”

Meecham shook his head. “Uh-uh.

~ Sally don’t like brawling around the

Midway. The time and place ain’t now,
Thompson.”

“Name it when it sults you,” Bill
rapped.

“T will,” Meecham nodded. :

Bill pushed past him and out of the
smoky restaurant, aware of a sudden
renewal of voices that were hushed dur-
ing his brush with Meecham. The cool
night air soothed his anger as he crossed
the highway to the Ives house. Mingled
with the fury was a disturbing puzzle-
ment. Russ Meecham was rarely on the
road like this. It was odd that he should
be here at the Midway on the very night
of Pete’s accident. Still thinking about
Pete Slocum and the wrecked truck he
had to reach, Bill mounted the Ives
porch steps.

FROM the shadowed rocking chair
; Pop Ives said, “Ain’t no use, Bill.

She’s with Hank Prudy tonight.”

“Hello, Mr. Ives,” Bill said. “I just
wanted to see her for a minute, that’s
all.”

The little white-haired man grunted
and came out of the shadows. For all
of his pretended annoyance, his eyes

warmed to Bill’s tall figure at the door.

“Truckers! Bah! In my day it was rail-
roaders, and any one railroad man high-
balling it over these here mountains

There ain’t many

HIGHWAY TO MURDER

could’ve taken on ten of your stinkin’
Diesel contraptions and whipped ’em to
hell an’ gone. Men ain’t what they were
in my day!”

Bill grinned tolerantly at the old man’s
prejudices. “I’'m not going to argue with
you tonight, Mr. Ives. I understand
Hank Prudy’s here.”

“Yep. There’s a sensible man, too.
Handles this place like a slicked monkey.
Good man. Dependable.”

“No railroader,” Bill said.
a trucker.”

“You fellers keep comin’ back, don’t
you?” Pop cackled. “That cash register
keeps takin’ money outa your pockets
and puttin’ it into mine. That’s what
Hank Prudy’s good for.”

“How does Sally feel about it?” Blll

“Not even

asked.

“That ain’t for me to say Ask her
yourself.”

Bill nodded and pulled open the screen
door and entered the house. It was cool
and sweet and clean in here. Like Sally
Ives. There was no one in the long Cali-
fornia-style living room, and he pushed
on into the kitchen, ducking his head
under the door beam. Sally was pour-
ing beer for Hank in the dining alcove.

Hank looked up at Bill’s entry and
frowned. He would have been tall by
normal standards, but Bill’s lanky height
overshadowed him. He had a sharp alert
face and dark restless eyes that reflected
blunt displeasure at seeing Bill. Sally,
in a cool gray dress that accented her
blonde hair, looked up with a smile.

“Hello, Bill"””> She looked at Hank
Prudy and said, ‘We just got back from
a movie in town.”

“You're not engaged to Blll yet, Sal-
ly,” Hank said. “You don’t have to ae-
count for where we’ve been.”

“I didn’t ask,” Bill said. “I just came
in to find out about Pete Slocum and
my truck.”

-“We heard about that,” Hank nodded.
“Tough luck. You’ve been having a lot
of tough luck lately, haven’t you, Bill?”

“Maybe it hasn’t been just luck, good
or bad,” Bill said tightly. He was aware
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of Sally’s eyes widening. “I've had too
many accidents to my boys, and I think
you can help me, Hank. I want to know
how he was when he left here.”

“He was all right. Why?”

“Was his truck checked, too?”

“Velvet looked it over himself. Every-
thing was fine.”

“How was Pete? Was he txred?”

Hank shrugged. “There’s bunks avail-
able if he wanted to sleep. But I don’t
go around coddling these Diesel jockeys,
if that’s what you mean. Maybe you
ought to glve them more time to sleep,
Thompson.”
~ Through tight hps Bill said, “My boys

know they can pull over any time.
They’re supposed to rather than take
any chances.”

“All right, don’t get sore,” Hank said.

“I’'m not sore.”

“Yes, you are. Because Sally went out
with me.’

Bill said, “That’s for Sally and me to
decide.”

E TURNED on his heel and stalked
out, barely remembering to duck his

head under the doorway. He reached the :

porch before Sally came after him, alone,
her high heels clicking hurriedly. Her
face was soft and lovely in the moon-
light.

Bl

He turned, towering over her, “I was

going to ask you for a date for next time
I come through. But I didn’t want to
~ give Hank the satisfaction of hearing
you turn me down.”

“Well, I’'ve been busy,” she murmured.
~ “Sure. Going to the movies with a
guy like Hank.”

“He’s nice and quxet anyway,” she
retorted. “At least I'm sure I won’t get
into any brawls when I'm out with him.”

“I

Bill’s words were cut off by a sudden
- yell from across the highway. The shout
came from the shadows among the
parked trucks on the lot, between the
restaurant and the machine shop

“Bill! Help!” :

11

It was Mokey Johnson. His words
were smothered by the sharp sound of
a blow. Scuffling noises followed, then
the sound of running feet and the sudden
clang of metal on metal. Bill forgot
Sally in an instant. He vaulted the
porch rail and hit the concrete highway,
and charged on long legs down the lane
of parked boxes.

He kept running through alternating
pools of yellow, red and green lights that
washed down between the trucks from
the neon signs atop the restaurant. The
thud of blows came from his right. He

-skidded on the gravel and turned that

way, twisted between two big Diesel
tractors and plunged into a deeper pool
of shadow behind the machine shop.

Without warning, a body landed on his
back, hurtling down from the back of
a parked van. The shock drove Bill to
his knees. The man went on over his
head, sprawled with a scatter of stones
and twisted, came up desperately for
defense. Bill had never seen him before.
He swung a quick left, then a right that
slammed the man back against the truck
tires.

Other shadows struggled in the dark-
ness. A fist whistled past Bill’s head and
he ducked, swung hard. His knuckles
sank deep into solid flesh. There came
a grunt and his opponent fell away. Side-
stepping another’s catapult right, he
fought through to a little clearing.

Mokey Johnson’s voice gasped:
here, Billt”

He had been giving a good account of
himself, as the caution with which three
or four men were circling him testified.
Bill plunged without hesitation into
Mokey’s assailants, ignoring the.whis-
tling blows that came at him. His fists
cracked hard and sure on one man’s
jaw, another’s stomach. Someone tackled
him from behind. He went down, the
breath knocked out of him by the other’s
weight. In the dimness he made out a
contorted face and glimpsed a spanner
in the man’s hand. Bill got his foot un-
der him and shoved hard. The man
went sailing into space. Mokey John-

“Over
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“son accounted for another battlmg to face as he tooled the tr&etor out through =
Bﬂ]s side as he scrambled to his feet. the parking lot to the concrete. She Was -
~ The man with the spanner suddenly standing by the highway, and evidently

-~ scooped it up again and hurled it vi- Hank Prudy had already relayed news =

~ ciously. The heavy wrench missed Bill of this latest brawl to her. Bill muttered
by inches and elanged into a truck fend- to himself, not meeting the brief con-
__er. Bill dived for the man and he turned ~ temptuous glance she gave him. Maybe
- tail, scurrying away into the .dark alley this would be the last straw with her,
between the vans. ~— ——  he thought b;tterly He had foresworn
fighting several times in the past for her,

AS SUDDEN’LY as it had begun the and each time he’d been sincere. But he

fight was over. Other shadows scut- was fighting for the life of his outfit now,
tled away, their feet grating on the grav- and if fists were needed he wasn't going

el. From the direction of the restaurant to stop, not for Sally or anyone
_came a babble of voices and the ever- '
- present thumping of the juke box. Bill IT WAS after mldmght When Bl]l ,

-~ straightened his tousled hair and picked L 1 - nd fo

up his hat. Mokey was grinning at him t :
_in the dim light, his lips puffed and bat— from other passt

—fered.— he was approaching it. The road at this

f ~ “You were a blg help, BlH = he gasped point was on the flat floor of the canyen,
“Many thanks.”” = steep rocky walls rising on either hand.
~ “What was it all about?” = A small mountam stream gurgled Dear- -~

, Mokey pulled his leather }acket m'm
__shape over his burly shoulders. “They Up
~ was Russ Meecham’s men, I think. I ternsanda spothght from a state police
ain’t sure, though. Them dnvers of his ecar Stlp posted in the area. The only
—are more like hired goons.” visible signs of excitement now were two
“How did the fight start?” passenger cars that had paused out of
= “They ~started nosin’ around Betty morbid curiosity.
Lou here,” Mokey said, gesturing toward Mokey Johnson squmted mto the glare
their truck. “They didn’t fade when I 3 ‘ ;
_asked ’em to, and I was pohte about Jt,

at first.” Thu’ty feet of the guard rail had been
- Velvet, the mechanic, POked a cat- smashed to splinters where the truck had
tious head out of the machine shop plunged off the road into the stream.
doors, saw that thmgs were qmet and The water here was fairly deep, almost

= caf?e over sadly. ‘ covermg the radiator of the giant trac-
-~ “Wag the truck damaged ?” Bﬂl tor which was'eanted atarpenlous angle.
mPPed The trailer, ‘with i its heavy payload of

- Velvet shook hlS head. “Naw Mokey construction material for the Haleyon
busted it up before they could get near project, was still coupled te the tractor, -
~ it. Your box is okay now, Bill. You had and the heavy rear axles were clear of
~three flats, and I changed ’em. Your water, the t}res firm on the rocky Tiver
— brakes are okay, too. You ‘won T have bank. =
- any more trouble.” = Was cold here in the mountams
~ “All right,” Bill said. “Let s roll » — The wind bit through Bill’s leather jack-

-~ Mokey said, “Ain’t you gom to have -et with iey teeth. He hopped down from
1t out with Meecham?” the cab and sirode through the scattered

the glare of red lan- -

“Not this time. We've got other things fragments of guard rail toward ‘the cops =

to do tomght == who were waiting for him.

He was conscious ef Sally s pale ang}w One of the troopers eyed lum cunously' =
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as he approached. “You Mr. Thomp-
son?”’

“That’s right. This is my truck.”

- “You gave orders not to call a wreck-
er?” >

“T'l haul the box out myself,” Bill
—said. “That stuff has to be dehvered by
morning.”

“If you can do it,” the trooper said
dubiously.

“T've got to do it,” B111 said. “Whexe s
my driver?”

“Right here,” said Pete Slocum. The
dapper little operator came trotting up
from the bank of the stream. Bill felt
overwhelming relief at seeing him. He’d
been afraid Pete was slated for several
weeks in the hospital, judging from what
the doctor had told him over the tele-
phone, but Pete seemed little the worse

for wear. There was an ugly bruise along

the line of his jaw, but otherwise he
seemed to be as natty as ever. The big
diamond ring on his finger winked as he
-waved a hand at Mokey Johnson, then
turned back to Bill. '

“I don’t know what to say, Bill.” He
knew how much the contract meant to
Bill, and his eyes were apologetic. “This
confounded thing just happen ,

“Accidents don’t just happen, Pete,”
Bill said.

“Well, I just don’t know what hit me.”

“Did you fall asleep at the wheel?”

ETE SLOCUM'’S eyes were puzzled.
“I guess I must’ve gone to sleep. But
I wasn’t tired. It hit me like a slug on

the noggin. I don’t remember anything

until after I went through the guard
rail.”

Bill’s face expressed dissatisfaction,
but he said nothing more. He was think-
ing of Arthur Harrison’s project out in
the desert, the new town of Halcyon for
which he had contracted to deliver con-
struction supplies. Harrison was racing
against time, struggling to complete the
factory, veterans’ housing and irrigation
‘ditches in time to satisfy a government
contract. Every hour was precious, and
this was not the first delay Bill had suf-
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fered on his delivery schedule. He turned

suddenly, waded knee-deep into the icy

stream and examined the tractor. It
looked hopelessly waterlogged.

“It’ll take hours to shift that load of
steel bearings,” Mokey said. “Maybe a
full day. And we’ll need a crew of men.”

Bill clambered up on the tiny platform
behind the cab and examined the cou-
plings to the van. “We can unhook this
box,” he decided. “Get some hawser
from our cab. We'll haul this mess back

to the hlghway and couple the trailer to

our Diesel.’

It was back-breakmg work, straining

the massive 20-ton load back out of the

stream. Once it seemed as if the whole

box would tip as the wheels rose on a
sloping boulder by the stream bank.
For an instant the truck teetered peril-
ously, and Bill, in the cab of his own
tractor, flicked gears, easing pressure a
moment, then suddenly reversing. The
van behind his tractor swung sidewise,

paralleled the road and began to cut

back across toward the guard rail. He

had to back up, then shove forward,

losing some precious ground he had
gained,
bulky awkward machines. Fortunately,
the traction was good.

He kept his eye on the tachometer as

the Diesel thundered and coughed in
protest. Then, with a last and final effort,
the bogged truck yielded to the im-
placable tug of the hawser and snaked
slowly up the embankment. Mokey, at
the wheel of the wrecked machine, ma-
neuvered the unwieldy trailer until the
wheels bit on concrete. Bill eased slowly
backward, never slackening the tautness
of the line, until a shout of triumph teld
him that both trucks were at last fully
on the highway. Locking the brakes, he
jumped to the ground, wringing wet with
perspiration.  The cold mountain air
made him shiver, ‘

“We'll swap boxes,” he announced.
“Another cab can haul that swamped

Diesglsback to the Midway for repairs.”

Traffic began to swing past them now,
several cars at a time, at the direction of

in order to manipulate both

N
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= sald “No casualties.” :
—— “Deon’t take that attltudae Blll” said
~ Meecham. 7
~ here. T want you to meet a friend of -
— mine, Oliver Waggoner. He’s building
- that housing project out in the San

' the tmopers. There weren’t many vehi-

cles on the mountain road at this hour
~ of the night. Bill was striding back to
~ his machine when a long sedan pulled to

a halt beside him.
: “Hey, Thompson”’ =

T WAS Russ Meecham behmd the-,

L wheel of the sleek ear. His big sun-

S bumed face was smiling. He looked

dapper and smart. Amtﬁer man, stout,
~ his breath wheezing, loomed dimly be-
~ side him. Bill came to a halt and stared.
“Sorry to dlsappomt you, Russ,” he

“f was hoping to find you

~ Felipe valley. Gives me a lot of haulmg

—tosdo
~  The fat mtm wheezed and lookedr.
~ sharply at Bill. Bill ignored the plump 'O
— ——white hand that was thrust hmply at
— him.
~“I know all about San Felipe. Not

~many veterans can afford the price of
real estate in that locality.” —

“Better than a dream town m ther

= desert,” Wagoner grunted.

- “That remains to be seen.”
= “He’ll never get water inte that hoke
~ town.”

“He will 1f theres no interference,”

Bill snapped. “And there’ll be decent
‘houses and good jobs when the pro;ect

-~ is domne.” :
- Russ Meecham mterrupted smoothly,}s
“Now, now, let’s take it easy. The rea-

Son we stopped was because we want to
help you, Bill. T was telling Mr. Wag-
goner that you're really an ace truck

man except for your recent bad luck.

Mr. Waggoner can give you all the pay-

~ loads your boxes can carry. Maybe your
luck will change if you work for us in-

stead of for that lunatlc out in the
desert.”

can afford,” Bill said.

“Maybe so0,” Waggoner snapped “But. :

_way.
troubled moments before he tumed back ==

~ the construction camp.. A
highway read

“high cah. Dust haz
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there’s no waier cmt there, 1o matter'

‘how much he figures on irrigation

ditches and piping to bring it down from

the hills,. Maybe my houses cost more,

but real estate in San Felipe Valley

~_costs mere, t00.”

“Harrison isn't frymg to proﬁteer,

iBlll said stubbornly

' “'ﬂlat s not a mce word Mr Thomp-

son.”

“f dont “mean to be niee,” » Bill said. 7
“If that’s all you stopped for, to get me
to doublecross Harrison, you’d better be
on your way. I've got work to do.”

- The fat man subsided, his face dark

;w1th anger. Meecham muttered some-
/‘thxng to‘h:m‘ then aneed up agmn at

 still ;I;ave that date»,rblg

“‘Any time you say,” Bill snapped.
He turned back to where the trucks

Blll frowned after

to the work at hand

'DESERT heat and a noonday sun -

made Bill squint as he pulled mto
:'by_j{the =

_ARTHUR HARRISON Coxsmcnoxs
Buinipine BErrer HoMES FOrR VETERANS
WeLcoMmE To HaLcyon

Where the Desert Blooms =
But Halcyon was still a sorry sight,

liBlll reflected as hg swung down from the

the bitter rays of
the sun.” Construction machinery and
half-figished cottages were on surveyed
streets still marked off by plumb lines
and measuring strings. In the center
were the white glazed walls of the factory
which Harrison planned as the center of

Haleyon’s economy. And stretching out :

of sight across the sage and judas trees

~ to the ridge of purple mountaing were
_“He’s bulldmg good houses that vetsi'

miles of irrigation ditches—dry as bone.
Bill had a momentary doubt that the
desert eould ever be made to bloom here :

were,parked’the loaded van now coupled ’ =



EDWARD RONNS

But one end of town was already com-
pleted, and here the new bungalows
shone with bright walls and gay tiled
roofs. Scores of discharged GI’s and their
families were walking hopefully around
the lots, their parked jalopies scattered
among the bulldezers and construction
gangs. Huge crates of airconditioning
- units and garden tools were piled near
_the construction shack. Bill walked
slowly through the heat to Harrison’s
office.

He had shed his leather jacket when
they first came down from the hills, and
now his shirt stuck to his wet back like
plaster. The hot dusty air scratched his
lungs. Inside the offices it was no better,
like entering the dark maw of a furnace.
Men sat about at drawing boards with
flushed perspiring faces. Someone nod-
ded toward Harrison’s door as Bill came
in, and he pushed inside. :

Arthur Harrison was a slight little
man with thin hair and the eyes of a
dreamer. What saved him from looking
too intellectual was the grim line of his
jaw and the tight determination of his
thin mouth. Shadowy patches of fatigue
darkened his face, telling of sleepless
nights. His handshake was' firm as he
greeted Bill.

“What held you up?”

ILL told him in terse sentences. Har-
rison, staring from his chair into the

blinding glare of the desert beyond the
windows, didn’t seem to be listening.
The hand he rested on the desk trembled
slightly. Bill realized the man was close
to complete exhaustion. Finished, he
waited until Harrison turned around.

“Don’t get me wrong, Bill,” Harrison
said. “I'm in. a nut-cracker here, and
you promised to deliver on time. I
needed your load at sunup this morning.
The delay kept a whole crew of stiffs
idle until now. Another day shot.”

“I got here as soon as I could, Mr.
Harrison.”

“Not soon enough.” Harrison shook his
head with weariness. “The reservoir has
to be operating before the rains start in

-we get water.
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the hills. The place is a dead loss unless
Im trying to give the
customers a fair shake here, for all the
guys who served overseas for years and
came home expecting a home for their
families and decent jobs. Everything is
right here if we can make it work. But
the jobs depend on the factory, and the
factory depends on a government con-
tract. I’ve got to be rolling soon. A
committee of inspectors is due here in
two days. Every hour counts, Bill. And
if you can’t deliver on schedule—"

“It isn’t that,” Bill said. His heart
went out to this tired little man. Harn-
son had not mentioned it but Bill knew
he stood to lose his shirt on this appar-
ently hopeless task. Quite suddenly, all
of Bill’s suspicions concerning sabotage
came to the surface and crystalized. He
‘told Harrison everything he knew about
Meecham and Waggoner and the un-
canny accidents that had been occurring
to his trucks. Harrison heard him out
again, and this time his attention didn’t
wander out the window. ,

“I know about Waggoner,” Harrison
nodded. “His reputation as a builder
smells to high heaven. But we have no
proof.”

“Maybe I can get proof,” Bill said
grimly. “I'm being sabotaged, and so'
are you. He doesn’t want you to be
successful in this desert experiment. I
don’t know how they’re wrecking my
trucks, but whatever their method is I'm
going to find it out and scotch it.”

“There isn’t much time,” Harrison re-
minded him. “You've got some more
equipment on the coast that must get
here. We need water, and soon.”

“It will get here,” Bill said. °

He spent an hour in Halcyon, lunch-
ing in the mess hall and going over the
grounds. It was a dreamer’s project, this
idea of taking cheap desert land and
turning it into a green paradise. But the
more he saw of the work that had been
accomplished, the more determined Bill
became to see the thing through, at
whatever cost. What was being done
here was bigger than Harrison’s success

-
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or his own. He couldn’t fail to deliver
the goods to these men Working in the
savage desert heat.

Before he left, he gave Mokey John-
son orders to take the truck back and

~ _meet him at the Midway. Then he bor-
rowed one of Harrison’s station wagons,

~a Speed Graphic camera and flashgun—

muech to Harrison’s puzzlement——and hit-

the concrete back to the mountams

IT WAS seven hours to San Felipe, even
at the rate Bill pushed the station
wagon. He had to stop once, high in the

*

\,_

_car down from the hills.

HIGHWAY TO MURDER

hills; to pull over and sleep. He went

to sleep easily and completely for half
an hour, a trick he had learned in the
service, and when he awoke he felt re-
freshed and mv1gorated by the crisp
mountain air.

San Felipe Valley sprawled in peace-
ful darkness when he finally tooled the
He could smell

—the pungency of orange groves when he
turned into the road bordered on ome
side by huge ranches and on the other
by the artificial San Felipe Lake. Few
hights were visible in the ranch houses at
this hour. He watched for signs and then
swung off into a narrow lane A mile

Someornie with 3 bull’s-
eye lantern started
through the houses
at the other end
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down the new road, and he pulled over
to the grassy shoulder to allow a Diesel
to rumble by. He spotted the name on
the side of the box, Meecham’s Trans-
port. His mouth went a little grimmer.
Another quarter-mile, and then the lane
ended in a wide clearing. The air was
damp, soggy with moisture from a near-
by bog A sign read—
OLivEr WAGGONER
Varrey GrovE VILLAGE
Homes For VETERANS =

Bill snapped off the headhghts and
went the rest of the way on foot, carry-
ing the camera and flashgun w1th him.

Waggoner’s ads in the city newspapers
aimed for snap sales, sight unseen. They
had advertised the place as within walk-
ing distance of the railroad station but
had neglected to mention that it was a

five-mile walk and that only- two. trams =

stopped daily at San Felipe.

Red lanterns winked in the warm dark- :

ness, guarding piles of construction sup-
plies. There was a bigger house, built on
a.slight rise, evidently the original ranch
house of this particular grove Waggoner
had chosen for his trick real estate de-
velopment. One of the ground-floor win-
~ dows was al'xght ~Bill gave it a wide
berth, moving silently and carefully
among the parked machinery and piled
lumber.

There would be watchmen about. He
moved with caution toward the row of
ghostly skeleton houses looming through
the darkness. Once he ran into a pile of

shingles and the boards clattered to the

gound with explosive noise. Bill ducked
to deeper shadow and waited. But
there was no alarm. He went on, climb-
ing carefully among the unﬁmshed joists
and timbers.

It didn’ t take Iong to venfy his origi-
nal suspicions. The concrete basements,
even before the houses were completed,
were already crumbling to sand. He
rubbed some between his fingers, raging
inwardly at this wholesale swindle. The

porch timbers were of green lumber,
ready to warp in a matter of months, and
to compensate for adequate fills, scrap
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pieces of old lumber of any size and
shape were jammed beneath the joists
and timbers. Working swiftly in the
darkness, Bill worked a bulb into the
flashgun, set the camera, and stepped
back to take his pictures. Released in
the city newspapers, they should make
a sensational story, exposing. Waggoner
with all the publicity this pro;ect de-
served.

- The flashgun went off, dazzling bright

~ for an instant. He tried another angle,

took a second shot, and then another.
Each time he waited for signs of alarm
from the watchmen, but nothing hap-
pened. He worked swiftly, exposing his
film to record the slipshod workmanshlp
in the row of houses. He had used al-
most all his film holders when a sudden
creak of timber warned him.

ROM out of the darkness came a
man’s sharp voice,, “Who’s there?”
Bill froze, camera in hand. There was
another cautious footstep. Bill searched
the gloom, selected a erevice in the wall,
and posted the camera there out of
harm’s way.

- “Come out of there!” the man called.
“Or T’ll shoot!”

- Bill took two cautious steps sidewise,
his body tense. The dim light enabled
him to make out his surroundings—the
concrete cellar floor, the ghostly timbers
and beams of the house shell rising into
the night. He took another step, and his
shoe grated on a loose pebble. At the
same moment, the watchman slid around
a corner and leaped into the cellar
foundation.

Light glinted on his gun as he leveled.
it. There was something on the ground, a
small piece of two-by-four. He scooped
it up and hurled it at the gun. The
man grunted with pain as the wooden
block slammed the gun out of his hand.
By some miracle it didn’t go off. It went
clattering over the.concrete, and they
both dived for it in the darkness.

Bill kicked at it, and again it went
skittering out of the man’s range. He
swung with a snarl, lashing at Bill’s



smm&of running feet. Bill spun to the
~ crevice where he'd stowed the eamera

i&f

ﬁgure Wbth both ﬁsts B}ll stepped back
countering his blows. The watchman’s
breathing was heavy and raw in the still-
ness. Then he came on again, his heavy

— gnarled fists catching Bill on the jaw,

~ the cheek, and over the heart. But only
-~ for a momentary flurry. Bill “measured
_him with a long left, and as the man

-~ staggered back; followed up with two
- short jabs. Terror eame into the man’s

“face as he stumbled away.
“Help!” he yelle& “Help‘”

' fBILL gave h1m no opportumty to call
. 2% agamn for reinforcements. One more
nght to the jaw flattened the man, sent

- H!GHWAY T0 MURDER

thb hcense tags cleanly visible in the ‘
light from the window. There was no

doubt about it

It was Hank Prudys car. From the ‘
M?ldway ‘He'd seen. it often enough be-

fore. =
“That meant Hank was ‘here, w1th,
Meecham and Oliver Waggoner. And
that added up to the fact that he'd
stumbled on the souree of treachery and
sabotage to his trucks. At that moment
he became conscious of the sound of
voices coming from the open window. >
They were men’s voices, and as Bill

sidled closer along the wall of the house,

he began to recogmze ‘them. He held

~ him skidding across the rough 'basementﬁ;—_ s C

- floor. He didn’t move aft

~ stood over him, breathing quickly, the

- blood pumping through him. But the
~ damage was done. Shouts of alarm came
from across the tangled lots, then the»

i‘; and hiked himself out of the cellar, flat-
~ tening on the muddy ground as footsteps
pounded close by. Someone with a buﬁ S~

~ eye lantern started through the houses at

the other end of the row. Lights winked
on all sides as they closed in on the

~watchman’s cry for help. Bill cast about

- for a gap in the circle of men around
 him. The house on the knoll was the
only way open. He headed that way,

slipping from shadow to shadow. The

confused shouts 0£ ‘the other watchmen

~echoed in the row of buildings he had
quitted. It would ‘be several min ‘es'g{pitched Wlth' WOITY.

= before they found the gonﬁa _he d taik

knocked out. Enough for escape.
- One qguick dash across a moonht
~ lawn brought him under the shadow of

— the ranch house. He waited a moment,

~catching his breath, feeling the bruises

- on his neck where the watchman had all

- but snapped his spine. Light from the
open window made a dim yellow rec-

~ tangle on the ground nearby. It was

then that he noticed the ear parked
under the trees at the edge of the lawn.

~ For a moment he couldr’t believe it,

"‘Bui it was a }ong yellow convertlble

, 2 ep
was saymg, ‘Sure, ‘he got the load
through. We did all we could to stop it.
You saw the cops there yourself, Mr.
Waggoner”’ , e

~ now. A httIe more effort on- your part

and he'll be washed up. You’ve got to,
make that effort, Meecham” - :

“We're domg everything we can, short
of murder,” Meecham said. There was
a meaningful pause. Then, “I won’t

- stop at anything to kéep my part of the -

bargain, I can use my share of this pie,
too, you know, Anyway, we’ve got the
Midway with us.”

“I dont like this

Te you = Meecham drawled.

“Tt isn’t tha’t. T just don’t like it,
that’s all” Prudy sounded frightened
but dogged. “I'm willing to do my share,
too, as I explained to Russ when he
asked for my help. I won’t be so;:ry to
have Thompson out my hair.”” ,

Russ laughed. “You mean eut of
Sally’s mind.”

“My reasons are personal Hank per-
sisted. “I want the Midway for my own,

and Sally will give it to me if I marry

her But all Fm saymg is that I went

Hank Prudy’s voice was thin and thh- —



have been kﬂled 2

: Jarge ﬁashhght pmned lum hke a ﬂy to

in with you ]ust to delay Blll Thomp-

son’s schedules. That was my under-

standing. I didn’t expect what hap-
Pete Slocum eeuld

pened- last night.

ROUCHED in the shadows, Bxll puz-
zled over the remark, then listenied
again as Waggoners —cold precise voice

- spoke, “You are in it now, Mr. Prudy.

s too late for you to withdraw. The
next two days are vital.

go through.”

“Tt won't,” Meecham said conﬁdently
“Ycu can ecount on—

His words were cut off, unheard by

Bill. For the past few minutes he had

_ forgotten the chase that was after him.
He was reminded violently of his dan-
gerous position by a sudden shout of
triumph. Then the blazing glare of a

— ‘enemies

Thompson’s
_trucks must be stopped no matter what
means are taken to do it. I have in-
formation that he will be given a Tush
shipment for Haleyen in the next twenty-
“four hours. And that shlpmekt must»notff
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selves, he ra.mmed his way mto ihe open.
The alarm had spread to the inside of
the house now. Waggoner and Meecham

burst through the door to the front
— porch. They were both armed. Hank
- Prudy hesitated behind them. The ap-

pearance of the armed men gave Bill his
final chance to escape. His first enemies
drew back, evidently to give Meecham
free play for his gun. But Meecham,
coming out into the night from a lighted

room, was momentarily blinded by the

darkness. Bill dived for cover among the

-masses of tarpaul'n-covered machinery

nearby.
Drawing

them aw x from the statxon

~wagon, he doubled [ back around a cater-
pillar erane, swung into a narrow alley

between unfinished houses, and plunged

__headlong into the swampy woods sur-

rounding the development. Behind him
a gun cracked futilely, again and again,
the slugs whining overhead. Then the
guards on the place gave belated pur-
suit, after the failure of the gun. But

Bill’s start was too much for them. He
_drove through the underbrush, circling

_back to the station wagon, while his
stumbled and cursed and

n_ searched B}mdly ﬁxroug‘h the unfinished .

just an instant before it would have
brained him. Bill ducked, and the wood
thumped - brutally against the house.

Someone else came at him with hard-
ened fists, slashing at his head. Handi-
capped by the need to protect the Speed
Graphie, Bill did little more than ward

off the worst of the blows. His foot

“slipped in the soft loam, and he went
- down to one knee The _Very eagerness
1. They jostled
one another, anxious to get at him. One
“man hurtled headlong at him when he
_slipped, and presented a suitable target

of his op

for Bill’s right. He made it good. An-

- other landed like a clawing panther on

his back and went head over leels as
- Bill tossed him, limbs flailing, into the
—others. It gave him a moment’s break.
While they -were dlsentanghng them-

_before  Meecham  appeared,

, ing A houses for him.
_elub whistled _through the air, vmble

No one was at the car when he
reached the road. He had the metor
started and backed all the way around
running
swiftly toward him. His gun spat vicious

flame, -and the windshield shattered on
the right-hand side. Bits of flying glass

cut Bill’s face, but he paid no attention.
He slammed the powerful wagon into

high and roared down the narrow rutted

lane, jouncing wildly over the ruts.

its precious film to be mailed to the
city newspapers at the first town he
reached. More important, he had Hank

Prudy poportylibeled now, Totier

with the source of all his difficulties. But

_there was no point in risking the camera,

no matier what. Where he was going :
there would be more trouble—and this
time he would stay to see it finished.

The camera was safe beside him with —
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G CAME and settled over the
mountains, creeping along the high-
ways, filling the dense forests with
streamers of mist. It didn’t stop the
Diesel men. The Midway was as busy as
ever—the parking lot jammed with
trucks, the restaurant going full blast
with the ever-operating juke box send-
ing jive music into the gray fog outside.
The sun had already been up, invisible
above the low ceiling, for four hours
when Bill swung the station wagon into
the square and came to a halt by the
dormitory behind the cafe. He was rested
by three hours’ sleep in the car, on a
side road where searchers would never
think of seeking him. He was hungry
but that could wait. He looked for
‘Hank Prudy’s car, but it wasn’t in sight.
The Diesel that Mokey Johnson had
been told to bring here, however, was
parked out in the mist behmd the ma-
chine. shop.

Mokey was snoring bhssfully in the
last bunk down the aisle when Bill
found him. He came to all at onee, with
a wild snort, when Bill shook hls shoul-
der.

“Up and at ‘em, Mokey. We’re going
to roll.”

Johnson scrambled out of bed, almost
fully clothed. He grinned, said, “Hj,
Bill,” and rubbed a sandpaper jaw rue-
fully.

Bill said, “Don’t bother making your-
self pretty. Check Betty Lou and see
that everything is on the level”

“Velvet checked her himself, last
night,” Mokey said. ,

“Never mind Velvet * Bill rapped.
“Do it again, yourself.

Mokey shrugged. . “You re the boss

“T’ll see you at the truck in ten min-
utes,” Bill said and left.

He looked for Sally Ives in the res-
taurant, but she wasn’t there. Neither
- was Pop or Hank Prudy. He turned to
the pay telephone and dialed long dis-
tance to the Halcyon construction camp
in the desert. Someone out there told
him that Harrison was out in a truck
inspecting the ditches and wouldn’t be
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back for several hours. Bill shrugged
off mounting uneasiness and hung up.
The city newspapers wouldn’t have his
pictures yet. He turned toward the Ives
bouse across the road. It was strangely
silent as he mounted the porch. The
mist painted the screen door with a
thousand silvery drops of dew. There
was no answer to his knock. He stepped
inside and called, “Sally?”

SOMEONE groaned in the big living
room opening out to the right from
the center hallway. Alarm tingled along
Bill’s nerves. He went through the wide
_doorway, moving fast.

“Sallyp—

= ’Tam t Sally It’s me.’

Pop Ives was stretched out on the big
green couch near the open windows.
‘There was an Indian blanket over his

“thin wasted frame, and his wizened little

face, with its mop of silvery hau', looked
oddly shrunken. A glaze of pain shone
in his eyes as he raised himself to glance
at Bill’s tall figure.

“Sally’s all right. She’s gone for the
doctor. And a good thing she ain’t here,
“Bill Thompson, or she’d ha,ve your heart
out for fryin’t”

“What happened?” Bill rapped. “What
are you talking about?”

There were big livid welts on the old
man’s jaw, and his mouth was puffed out
of shape. A makeshift bandage was

“taped behind one ear. Pop indicated the

“lump on the back of his head and
grimaced. “I got these last night in a
free-for-all. If T was half the man I used
to be, I'd have wiped up the lot of them
punks of yours, Bill Thompson. I should
think you’d be ashamed to shew your
face around here after last night.”
Bill was bewildered. “Wait a min-
ute. You say my men did this to you?”
“Your hearin’ is correct, trucker. Now
glt')l =
Bill said desperately, “But you're all
wrong. None of my men have been on
this highway since I passed through. My
boys wouldn’t touch you anyway, Me.,

Ives. You know that.”



- drunker than skunks. 7
~and polite to take it easy, and then they
—— just begun slappm me around.” The
_~ old man’s voice was bitter.
= ‘around like a medicine ball, ’till Sally
- made ’em stop. She took after them

~ with a shotgun, but by then I wasn’t
* much use to a;nybod =

— in’ back to the Midway, either.

~ more”
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-~ “Well, they éaid they was your men,
and they come rollin’ in here in one of
-~ your trucks, looked like. They was

~ “I don’t believe it Bill persisted. “It
wasn’t my men. What’s more, there's

— something I want to have out with you,
~about Hank Prudy.” ;
== “Your boys had rt out with me- last, ~ a steady pace, eating up the miles. The

~ night, Bill Thompson. Now git! I don’t

_ aim to waste my last breath talkin’ to

~ you.” The old man avoided Bill’s angry

f,'puzzled stare, “You better not be com-
: We
~ don’t want your trade around here any

“You know it wa my xﬁen, Biﬂ
— said. Something in the old man’s voice
eonvinced him. “Maybe they said they

= were, but you didn’t believe it, any

- more than I do.”

“Well, Sally belief?es it, and she don’t:
,want “you back here any more, either.

No more than 1>
“Why not, Pop’” =

The old man twisted ‘on the couch
% ,Cause

and shook a finger at Bill.
you're gonna get nothin’ bat trouble

_-from this place. Now ain’t that enotrgh?;,_
~ T can’t tell you no more. Use your head,

‘that’s all I'm saj n. And steer clear

~ of the Midway. Them’ s my final words.”
The old man meant what he said. He

~ turnéd on his side, hunched down deep

- under the blanket thh his back to Bill,

and maintained stubborn silence. Bill
~ waited, helpless the old man’s at-

~ titude, then turmed on his heel and

’banged out of the house

OKEY had the truck parked by the
- restaurant, engine idling. The burly
and around Bill, thick and stubborn, :
_ tenuous, blanketing his eyes, wrappmg

~man was just coming down the cafe

— ~ steps, a steaming container of coffee in

' Ins band, when Bt swung up inte the

I a'skedﬁ ’em nice

“Tossed me

“had a hfe of its owin, im]
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cab. Mokey knew Blll well enougk to be
silent in the face of his scowl. He took
the wheel without being told and si-
lently handed the coffee to Bill before
ﬂlekmg the heavy Diesel into motion.
Snake Hill gave them no difficulty this -
time. Without speaking, they finished
the pmt of coffee and settled down to
covering the miles to the coast. Mokey
stayed at the wheel. Bill stared glumly

-~ Hiough the windshield, waiching the

ribbon of road unwind before them.
- Afterward, he wasn’t certain how
much time had passed since they left

~ the M}dway. Mokey kept the Diesel at

fog kept step with them all through the

mountains and across the valleys as well. -
It seemed to be getting thicker after a
while. Bill blinked and rubbed moisture
from the windshield and set the little

,axfangnmgtodemthecab Tt didn’t
-~ seem to help. He thought of advising
— ﬁqkey‘to slow down a bit, since the
highway was wreathed in mist before

them, but he didn’t want to interfere
with the driving. He wanted to get to
the eity terminal as soom as possible,
anyway. If what he had overheard last
night meant anything, he had only hours

—in which to help Arthur Harrison from
“some unknown disaster. Settlmg back

on the leather cab seat g}umly' :

watched the fog thicken.

- T was strange about that fog. It
,maved along with them, crawling out of
" the woods and towns as they thundered

through, ereeping out across the guard

~rails and medial strips and even moving

into the cab with him. E was as if it
able, patxent
ever-thickening. Bill rubbed his eyes
‘and looked at Mokey The driver’s face
‘was patient and relaxed. He shook his
head to clear it, and the fog left the

_ecab momentanly

But only for the moment. The next
instant it was back, crawling pers'lstently
around Mokey and the instrument panel

hm m soﬂ: wnm cotton wool, creepmg
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into his nose and ears and mouth, lulling
him with the rhythmic thunder of the
Diesel engine under them, making his
eyes tired, heavy, easing him into soft,
sweet sleep. .
2 GGMokey'il

He tried to call out, but only a croak-
ing sound came from his lips. Mokey’s
eyes were glazed, his hands lax on the
wheel. They were just on the outskirts
of a small farming town then. Traffic
was growing thicker. A farmer’s truck
came toward them, growing down the
highway, looming out of the mist.

“Mokey!” Bill yelled.

It was like a nightmare in which dan-
ger rushed toward him and he was rooted
helplessly to the spot. He saw Mokey’s
head loll forward, his eyes closed. The
farmer’s truck kept coming. Without
guidance, the huge Diesel crept slowly
across the white center line, encroa,chlng
on the opposite lane—

‘With a last conscious effort, Bﬂl
leaned over and grasped the wheel from
Mokey’s limp hands. He glimpsed the
horrified face of the farmer in his little
truck coming toward them, then he
wrenched with all his strength, pulling
_ the Diesel to the right.

He was conscious of a scraping of
metal, a sharp cry, and then the bitter
rending of the guard rail as the huge
truck tore off the road, hurtling full-
tilt into the ditch. The windshield came
forward, there were splintering sounds of
twisted metal, and then he was flying
through space, soundlessly, with empty
darkness all around him. .

HE BECAME aware of rain, beating
with monotonous fingers on a gray
window. He watched the water stream-
ing down the glass pane in little, ir-
regular rivulets. He listened to a drain
spout gurgle and rattle. The daylight
was drab, painting the room a dismal
neutral color that even the bed-lamp
failed to dispel.

Bill rolled over carefully, conscious of
aches in every muscle of his big body.
He was alone in the room. There was a
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sign on the walnut door, and he squinted
to read it. City Hospital, the sign said.
So he was back on the coast. That was
something. He was still alive. And that
was something, too.

Then he sat bolt upright, conscious of
precious time lost while he’d been here.
He remembered nothing after pulling the

~ Diesel off the road. There was an ugly

taste in his mouth, and his head felt
heavy. But when he threw off the blan-
kets, he could find no serious injuries
beyond a multitude of lumps and bruises.
He looked at the rain on the window and
thought of rain in the mountains. Then

‘he thought of Arthur-Hamilton’s bone-

dry irrigation ditches and unfinished
reservoir in the desert.

He threw his legs over the side of the
bed and yelled, “Nurse!”

As if she had been waiting for him, the
door opened and a tall, spindly, middle-
aged nurse came in, smiling with horsey
teeth.

“Well, I see you're with us again, Mr.
Thompson Welcome back to earth”

‘Bill said: “Listen, I've got to get out

of here. Where are my clothes? What

time is it?” :

“Eleven a.m. of the next day, Mr.
Thompson. And you can’t get out yet—
you’ll have to rest for a while. Besides
some people are waiting to see you.”

“What people? Where is my driver?
How is he?”

“Mr Johnson came out of it an hour
ago.”

“But is he all right?”

“He’s just fine.” :

BILL rolled his tongue around the in-
side of his mouth, curious about the
vile taste there. It was as if someone had’
swabbed his tongue with oily waste. The
way his head ached, he felt as if he had
the grand-daddy of all hangovers.

“What kind of stuff have you been
feeding me?” he demanded.

The nurse said primly: “That is for
you to explain. What kind of liquor had
you two been drinking?”

“I don’t drink. At least, not much”



_ “Well, you had a swell cocktail yester-

day, Mr. “Thompson. It certainly putk

you and your driver to sleep

— “Cocktail?” -

~ “Chloral hydrate. Knockout drops to
-_you; Mr. Thompson.”

~~ “Knockout—?" He paused abruptly,
~ Staring at the horsey nurse. “T don’t

: _ understand.”

“Neither do s we. But 1f you and your
_driver weren’t so lucky you would have
‘really been hurt in that accident. T un-
derstand your truck was a total loss. It’s
“a miracle you two weren’t. You were

thrown clear before the truck turned,

= over :
“Bill- shuddered

~or T'll get them myself.”
~ “You don’t scare me,” said the nurse.

e She grinned at him. “You'll have to stay
The hospital
can’t be responsible for what will happen-

in bed. Doctor’s. orders.
to you if you get up. It will probably
;_take a_few more hours for the after-
effects of the drug to wear off. So just
“relax whﬂe‘Mr»Harnson comes m and

- talks to you

- “Is he here?” Bill asked
“He’s been waltmg for you to snap eut
—of- "

~“He li;té? Izook = “don’t care‘

~ who's responsible but I've got to get out
of here, immediately. Either you walk
~out the door or you don’t, I'm leaving!”

“Well,” the nurse said dubxously, “The

~doct9r won't like it, but if you insist you
_can sign yourself out. They can’t stop
you and it absolves the hospztal in case
anything happens.”
— “That’s what Tll do,”

while I dress?” -

The nurse went out and Bﬂl went to'

‘the closet for his clothes. His legs felt
~curiously weak and trembling. His ach-

-ing head didn’t help, either. He got bis

pants on and then sank weakly into a

chair by the rain-spattered window.

~ What he’d heard the other night at
- Waggoner's in San Felipe was coming
true, then. Harrison was on the ropes
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“Fain brmg yon?”
== “I’ve got ta get out»'
: of here,” he decided. “Get me my clothes

- on the job.”

. ‘Bill sald =
~“Would you ask Earrlsen to come m
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vand needed help He thought matxonally =

of Hank Prudy and Sally Ives, of
Meecham and Pop. Then the door

_opened and Arthur Harrison hurried in.

Ha.mson was pale under his desert

tan. His large dreamer’s eyes were hag-
‘gard and desperate.

His trenchcoat
showed signs of having been out in the
rain for hours.

- “Thank heaven you re on your feet

again, Bill. We heard you were killed, :
at first” =

“Far from it Blll said stoutly, trymg 7

_to ignore the poundmg in his head. He

motioned to the wmdows “Dld the

“It’s raining in
I flew in as

ARRISON nodded
the mountams, too.

_soon as I located. you here in the hospital.

I'm at the end of my Iope, ‘Bill. A load

~of valves for the irrigation ditches has

turned out to be the wrong size. Some-

one switched them on me. They’re no

good, they won’t fit. I've got another

load ready for delivery here in the city
‘but they’re got to reach Halcyon and be
installed before the rain hits our system
too heavily. Otherwise, the whole wa-

ter system will just be useless decoratmn" -
in the desert. The government inspec-

tors are due tomorrow, and they want to

see water in Halcyon Otherwme Pm
licked, Bill.” :

Bill said, “You didn’t have to wait 2
for_me, Mr. ~Harrison. It would have
been all right if you got another truckerf

‘Harrison’s smile 1 was wry “Nobodyf '
is Wxi]mg to truck for me. I seem to be
porson They re all afrald to touch the

Meecham?” == ' =

“He has the other outﬁts ina bag
They’re afraid to cross him. Evidently
the word’s gone around, and he has a
lot of power. There’s political pull be-

hind him, too. The only man who can

deliver that truck over the desert is you,

Bill. You made a good try with those
_pictures. of San Felipe, but the newspa-
pers are hoId;ng up the plctures for yom‘; =
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sworn statements identifying them. In
any case, they won’t solve the issue now.
Your trucks are my last chance. It won’t
be easy, Bill. They’ll try to stop you by
any means they can.” —

Bill’s lean face was grim. But a spark
of anticipation leaped to his gray eyes
as he met Harrison’s stare. The need
to battle it out once and for all with
Meecham’s crowd made him forget his
bruised and battered body, his aching
head. He slipped mto his shirt, ignor-
ing the twinges of pain.

“They won’t stop me,” he said. “There
are some things I must do first, though.
I want the names and addresses of some
of your ex-G. I. buyers here in town.
I want about twenty of them roanded
up, and the situation explained to them.
The bigger they are, the better. Rangers
would be best, if you have any among
your buyers. And make sure they know
their homes are at stake.”

“That can be done,” Harrison nodded.
His eyes were puzzled. “Besides the
valves, though, I'll need a bulldozer. I
have one at the terminal, and if you get
it across to Haleyon, it would be a blg
help.”

Bill grinned. “We’ll bring that, too.”
He found his hat and put it on. “First,
Pve got to get Mokey out of here Tl
explain on the way.’ b

HE NEXT few hours were full of
hectic activity, careful checking of
trucks and equipment at the terminal,
the slow gathering of puzzled vets who
appeared at Bill’s office with slips from
‘Harrison demanding to be let in on the
project. Bill explained the situation
briefly. =
“It depends on you fellows. If you
want those homes in Halcyon, we’re
going to fight for them. We need help,
every hand we can get. It won’t be a
pushover. There may be more than a
few cracked skulls on this trip. Anyone
who doesn’t want his home badly enough
to fight for it can drop out right now!”
Nobody dropped out. The bulldozer

_arrived and was rolled up into a van and
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half of the men assigned to that Diesel.
The big warehouse echoed with activity

jas the crates of valves were hustled into

a second box and the rest of the men
made comfortable inside. The afternoon,
despite all their hurry, began to wane.

_The rain increased. It would be no easy

roll across the mountains where cloud- -
bursts might cause roundabout detours.
But by six o’clock everything was in
readiness, both trucks ready to  roll.
Mokey Johnson, a pateh of court plaster
over one brulsed and blackened eye,
and Pete Slocum were assigned to the
second cab. They knew their orders.
Bill and Harrison shared the first Diesel.
Two trucks, Bill reasoned, were better
than one, in case something went wrong
that they couldn’t cope with.

He was about to swing into the cab
when the dispatcher came running
across the big, hollowly echomg ter-
minal. :
~“Call for you, Bill! Tt’s a dame! Says
it’s important.”

- Harrison murmured 1mpat1ently Bill
hesitated, then leaped down again. “T’ll
only be a minute.”

He ran across the floor to the office
and picked up the telephone. The re-
ceiver crackled with statie from electrical
storms in the mountains. It was a long
distance call! Sélly Ives!

“Bill? Bill, is that you?”

“Speakmg,” ‘he said shortly.
TR (5

“T've got to tell you something. T just
heard you were going to try to push a
truck through to the desert.”

~“That’s right,” Bill said.

““Don’t try it, Bill. I’'ve found out—
they’re waiting for you. They’ve got it
all figured out. You'll never make it.”

“T'll make it,” Bill said. “What did

“What

you find out?”

“I can’t tell you from here. They

~might hear me.”

GGWhop”

“I can’t tell you. But don’t stop here
at the Midway, Bill. T know now that
it wasn’t your men who beat up Dad
yesterday. I know a lot of things now.



~  strument and quit the office.
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~Don’t stOp here, whatever you do.”
“Why not?” he insisted. “If you know
anythmg, Sally, teﬂ me, please Tell me
now!”
“f can’t. I'm afrald I—-— :
~ The receiver crackled in Bill's ear,
“Her words were drowned out by the

~static. Bill shouted desperately into the

mouthpiece. “Sally! Saily, can you hear

= mep”

The line Went dead There wasn’t
even a dial tone in the receiver. -Bill
- Jiggled ‘the hook, then cradled the in-
1s face
- was white as he swung back into the
~ cab of the waiting Diesel. He waved a
~ gloved hand at Mokey s truck behmd

~ him.

i “All nght = he cailed “Let s rol] 2

THE FIRST ﬁfty miles were covered =

without incident, pulling free of city

traffic “to the open highway. Long

~ streamers of black Diesel smoke marked

- their route over the flatlands. The trac-
~ tor rolled easily, eoasting often on the
-~ momentum of its heavy payload. Bill
~ listened to the steady rthythm of the
~ Diesel, ehecked his instruments, and
~ snapped on headlights as the rain yielded
~ to the gathering darkness. Inside the

~ cab, Harrison’s face was a pale profile

_in the gloom. The headlights cut sharp
~swaths through the curtains of rain that

_ billowed endlessly toward them.
~ Rolling downhill toward a small tows,
 Bill kicked into freewheeling and coasted

~ through the back streets at forty. The
cop on the corner highballed him
through. Mokey’s truck, bringing up in -

‘the rear, coasted along behind them.
THE BURLY man took a length of

Clear of the town, Bﬂl stepped up the

' at ﬁfty

- There was no‘ sign of Russ Meecham’

yet -In the hills the rain grew heavier,

~ and the concrete was -slickly wet under

_the pounding tires. Bill didn’t slacken

= “speed. The towns flickered by. On the

upgrades Bill settled down to his gears,
ﬁghtmg for each speed ratio, manipulat-

: .mg engme speed and the two geag.' levers,

“expertly S0d éxmlﬂtaheously Harrison

was silent for the most part. Bill glanced
at his wasch and spoke into the darknessj

»~=thhont taking his eyes off the rain-

lashed road alead. “We'll pull in at

Swifty’s soon, We’ll refuel and check
equipment.”

“Deo we have o stOp at ali? = Harnson

rasked

“This time, yes,” Bill saxd gnmly
Swifty’s, although smaller than the'
Midway, was normally just as crowded

‘at this hour, with trucks lined up on
‘both sides of the hxghway while the

operators ate, slept, or just rested. To-

night, however, the restaurant was dark
—and there were no more than half a
“dozen ‘boxes parked on the road shoulder.

There was hittle of the usual activity.
The machine shop was open, though, and
men in red eoveralls sauntered out into

_the rain as Bill pulled Ins Dlesel oﬂ the
_concrete. -

Swmgmg'down from the cab he faced
the leader of the mechanics. He was a
big. burly man whose insolent eyes

_ measured Bill’s height while he wiped his

hands on a greasy rag. Bill had never
seen him before. Nor were any of his

_assistants the regular men at Swifty’s.
In the rain, their faces were heavily

anonymous. Their hands caught his at-

tention—they were white, without the
_ingraimed grease stams of the dslly :
‘mechanics. =

— “Where's Swifty?” lel demanded,

The first man spat into the R
_“Not here tonight.”

“How come the restaurant is elosed ?”7
“We ain’t servin® tonight, is all. 2

steel spring-leaf from an assistant

and casually went around the cab,
~ thumping tires. If one was flat, it would
“sound like an over-ripe watermelon. All

of them sounded solid and resonant. The
man came back and said blandly, “You

_got four flats. We’ll have to change em.
~May take a little time”> ==

Bill said, “How long have you been
checlung boxes?” — =
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. The burly man spat again, this time
barely missing Bill’s foot. “Smce tonight.
Why?”

Bill said: “I think T’ll take over your
equipment and check my trucks myself.”

“That’s what you think,” the burly
man said, and grinned.

“And drop that bar,” Bill added.

“Wh P”

“Dl‘Op it

“To hell with you.”

Still grinning, the big man swung at
Bill’s chest. It was a murderous blow,
the flat of the steel bar driven with
speed enough to crush his ribs to splin-
ters. But Bill wasn’t there to receive it.
He slid sidewise, caught the man’s thick
forearm and twisted sharply. The burly
man howled with pain. The steel bar
clanged to the ground. At the same
moment the coveralled assistants closed
in, weapons of all kinds suddenly spring-
ing to their hands:

It was the signal Mokey and the ex-
G.I’s in the trailers had been waiting
for. They poured from their conceal-
ment in the trailers in a wild yelling
wave and swarmed over Swifty’s, fierce
battle yells on their lips. Examples of
judo and in- -fighting which they’d learned
in years of overseas combat were dem-
onstrated on every hand.
~For a moment Bill was caught in the
swirl of action. One coveralled man
dived for his legs, and Bill swung him
upright, threw him overhead squarely
into the ringleader of Meecham’s hood-
lums. He swung hard at another, felt his
fist jar on solid bone, and the man flailed
away, covering a smashed mnose. Tt
wasn’t much of a battle, at that, he de-
cided. Once disarmed of their wrenches
and heavy tools, the coveralled gang was
no match for the vets who cleaned up
the parking lot with them.

Bill swung clear of the struggle. He

filled the tank of his truck with oil and.

climbed back into the cab. Arthur Har-
rison’s pale face bore the ﬁrst makmgs
of a grin.

“Nice tactics,” he commented, as Bill
threw in the clutch and the Diesel began
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to roll. Then he looked back at the
second truek. “Are you going to leave
the others there?”

“Mokey w1ll be along after they clean
thmgs up,” Bill grinned. “He’ll catch
up.” <

“Those were Meecham’s men, weren’ t
they?”

Bill nodded. “Not the last of them,
either. Our next stop is the Midway.
Pve got some unfinished business there,
too.”

“They’ll be warned by the tlme we get
there.”

“I can’t help that,” Bill said. “It’s a
personal matter I've got to settle there.”

“You’re the skipper,” Harrison said.

ORE RAIN. And darkness. And

the road, winding endlessly into the
hills, climbing hlgher, as midnight ap-
proached. The men in the trailers were
sleeping now, sprawled on the crates of
machinery. There was little traffic on
the mountain roads. Mokey kept his
Diesel at a respectful distance in the
rear, ready for any kind of trouble. The
tension was growmg more unbearable
with every passing mile. Every car was
an object of suspicion, every oncoming
truck was watched with anxious eyes
until it was left safely behind. The wind
was rising, adding to the difficulty in
keeping the Diesel to the road. The ir-
regular gusts hit the trailer like broad-
sides, and the force and pressure of the
blasts provided a constant source of ir-
regular skids and hazardous swaying.
Driving took all of Bill’s attention now,

‘vet despite his skill he was forced to

slacken speed again and again as a con-
cession to the storm.

His mind was still on Sally, even while
pondering the possibilities of Meecham’s
next move. He knew they weren’t
through yet in the need to sabotage the
Halcyon project. The whole road was a
series of booby traps. Constant alert-
ness was his only defense. As yet they
were only halfway to their destination,
approaching the Midway. :

- Past Snake Hill, there was the same
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long uphill pull that had broken their
speed the other night on the runaway
truck. Up above was the wooded plateau
where the Midway was located. A glow
of neon lights hazed the night sky half
a mile away as Bill pushed the Diesel
into the first of the uphill grade. On that
slippery treacherous half mile he needed
all the momentum he could save, yet the
engine soon ground slower and slower
and he bad to turn his attention to the
dual gear levers, dropping ratlos as the
grind began to tell. .

He was halfway up when the other
truck appeared over the crest of the
hill. Headlights cut through the rainy
sky, moving downward in a slow arc and
pointing the way to a clash with Bill’s
as the truck started its descent. It
seemed to be moving very slowly. Bill
listened to his own Diesel, dropped an-
other gear as the engine bucked and
ground up to meet the other truck. He
squinted to pierce the gloom up ahead.
Glancing in the réfr-vision mirror, he
saw that Mokey’s truck was a cautious
quarter mile away, just at the foot of the
rise. When he looked up again, he was
startled to see the approaching vehicle
bearing down with growing speed.

There was something wrong with it.
It wasn’t over in the proper lane for one
thing. It seemed to straddle the center
line, crowding the two-lane highway. At
this point in the climb there was no
safety shoulder to the road. There was
a jagged descent on one hand and close-
crouching timber on the other,

Bill felt Harrison stir nervously be-
side him. “That fellow up there is
hogging the road.”

SLOW apprehension clutched at Bill’s
middle. The other truck seemed to
be coasting down that slippery, treacher-
ous road, all lights blazing, gaining speed
with every revolution of the ponderous
wheels. He blinked his signal spot, but
there was no answer, He blinked again,
- and came as close to the edge of the con-
crete strip as he dared. The oncoming
truck clung to the center of the road
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bearing down on them like a juggernaut.

_ There was no sign of their mutual
danger from the other driver. In fact,
Bill realized with an icy shock, there was
no sign of the other driver at all. The
thought had no sooner occurred to him,
than he knew the desperate truth.

It was an empty truck bearing down
on them, wheel set with no hands to
guide it and no earthly way to stop it
on its insane rush down the slope. There
was no chance to avoid it, either. It
was a choice between dropping off the
edge of the road to the canyon floor
below, or meeting the other in a head-on
crash. At his slow, uphill speed, Bill was
utterly powerless to get out of the path
of the onrushing tons of runaway steel.

“He’s going to crash us!” Harrison
suddenly yelled.

There were only seconds left. The
headlights of the other vehicle were
blinding, a maddening glare set at high
level” to deliberately dazzle Bill. He
didn’t stop to think. He lifted from his
seat, grabbing for the company revolver
that was always placed in the cab in a
pocket over the windshield. At the same
time he rolled down the window with
his left hand, ignoring the wheel com-
pletely for the moment. Wild rain and
cold rushing wind poured into the cab.
Bill leaned far out, leveling the revolver,
and fired.

There was no way to stop the thun-
dering death truck, but to blow one of
the front tires. It was the one vulner-
able spot in the metallic monster, He
squeezed the trigger again, but there
was no sign that he had hit. The truck
was almost on him now. Harrison had
his door open, ready to jump, as Bill
pumped bullets up the road.

One of the slugs met its mark at last.

The runaway truck, only fifty yards

-away now, seemed to waver suddenly.

One headlight was shot askew where
Bill. had missed the tire. But its course
was- definitely changed. And while the

- gap closed with a sickening rush, the

truck swerved entirely away from the
canyon side, off the center line and into
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- the close—crouchihg trees that borde:ed
the other side of the narrow highway.

HE CRASH was éXplosﬁé A screech- -

' -ing, ripping, grinding sound of tor-
~ tured metal filled the alr, drowning out
the wild rhythm of the rain. Glass shat-
~ tered and the cab of the other box
smashed against a giant redwood as if
~ crushed by a mammoth hand. One huge
steel panel went hurtling end over end

_into the night sky, clattering on the

highway only inches from Bill’s cab.

" The trailer, torn loose from its couplings,
rose on end and crashed crazily down
- the slope toward them. Bill yanked the

wheel hard, felt his right front tire slip

~ off the concrete and grind on thé tiny
-~ shoulder next to the guard rail. | gave

him only the slimmest margin of safety
~ as the shattered twisted box slithered

~ down the slope and paused bemde his
own Diesel.

~The sound of ram retumed after the

'shattermg noise. Flames were licking

around the tractor jammed between the'

redwood trees across the road.

- Arthur Harrison exhaled a long shud-
dermg breath. His face was -ghastly
~ white in the dxm glow from the mstru-
~ ment panel.

—“That was close,” he ‘whispered.

~ “Almost too close,” Bill sald He kas'

'shakmg with relief. :
~ Harrison went on hoarsely, “Those

men are out-and-out murderers. We'd

have been smashed flatter than—"
Bill peered upward through the wind-
shield to the crest of the hill, outlined
in the glow from the Midway’s lights.
, “Well they know they missed out
agam > he said.
‘all in one piece down here.” He came to
a sudden decision and elbowed the cab
door open, leaped to the ground. In the
glare of the fire from the wrecked truck
he made out Mokey Johnson’s Diesel
grinding to a halt behind his own parked

- vehicle. He had the gun in his hand as
Mokey ran up through the rain, fol-,
lowed by the men who’d been asleep in

the trallers of both trucks Their faces

“They can see welre
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tlghtened up as they realized the deathi
they had escaped = '
Bill’s voice was crisp and sharp above '

the erackle of the flames and the hissing = ‘

patter of the rain. “Fm going up there.

I want half-a-dozen of vou fellows with

me. The rest can turn to and clear the:

wreck off the highway so we can get

past without risking our necks on the
drop-off.” -

~Mokey sade “I'm gomg up with you,‘
if there’ s g(nng to be a fight. My
knuckles just itch. —

~ “There won’t be any ﬁght,” Bill saldr

"‘They know our strength now. They’ll

be hauhng out of there right now, with-

~out waiting for us to come up. But
there’s somethmg else I’ve got to attend =

to in that place”

He wasted no more tlme but started
up the sloping road at a quick trot. The
rain soaked through his leather jacket.
The wind snatched his sodden hat from
his head, and his sandy hair was plas-
tered flat. He paid no atténtion to per-
sonal discomfort as he jogged to the crest
of the hill. He saved his wind and his

_strength in covenng the quarter mile to
the M}dw&y =

: LIKE SWlfty s, the restaurant had been

closed for the night and stood dark
and deserted in the center of the huge

__parking lot, although the neon signs still

blinked, forlorn and forgotten, on the
roof. Instead-of the usual bustle of ac-
tivity and dozens of Diesels parked on

_ the lot beside the machine shop, there

was nothmg but empty darkness. No
one was srght m all that wmd-swept
space, -

The other men came pantmg up the
hill to halt beside him as he examined -
the surroundings. Meecham’s gang had

done an efficient job of putting Pop Ives

out of busmess for the night. Bill could

‘imagine how it had happened “With

Hank Prudy’s help, the machme-shop
hands would have been told 1o take the
night off. The restaurant would merely
have been closed on Hank’s orders. With

Pop Ives already beaten into helpless-
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ness, there was only Sally, a single girl,
to oppose the plans of these ruthless
men.

The thought of Sally made him spin
toward the dark house across the road.
No lights were visible here, either. An
air of desolation hovered over the ram-
bling place. Bill ran up the porch steps.
With an oath he stumbled over a body
sprawled in the rain. He spun back,
dropped to his knees, and turned the
man over. One of his men flicked a light
in the other’s face.

It was Velvet, Pop’s chief mechanic.
He had been badly beaten, his face al-
most unrecognizable after savage merci-
Jess blows. He was unconscious but not
dead. A long jagged wound on the back
of his head made it plain that he
wouldn’t be in any condition to talk for
hours.

Bill said, “See what you can do for
him,” and took the porch steps in two
strides. The screen door wasn’t locked.
_He yanked it open and called, “Sally?
Pop?” Ear =

There was no answer. He snapped on
the lights as he went, gun in hand, to
search the rooms. He was shaking with
‘anxiety for the old man and Sally. It
wasn’t their battle they had fought here.
It was for him that Velvet had chosen
a beating instead of yielding to the
scheme to wreck him.

__-“Sally!” he shouted.

- Something stirred, scraping along the
floor upstairs. The sound of it chilled
~his spine. He turned, went up the steps
three at a time, turned on the light in
-the corridor.

Pop Ives was on the floor outside his
bedroom, crawling on hands and knees
toward him. The silvery-haired little
man had been beaten again. His face
was almost unrecognizable now, his shirt
hung in tatters on his thin frame.

‘Bill dropped to his knees and held the
old man’s head in his arms.

“Pop! Pop, can you hear me?”

The old man nodded faintly. His whis-
per was almost inaudible, “I told you
not to come back here, boy. They’ll kill
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you. They got a truck, they’re gonna
send her downhill when you show up—"

He was delirious, Bill realized. He
said slowly, “Listen, Pop, they didn’t

make it. Pm here, don’t you see? It

didn’t work. I want to know where they
went, Pop. And where is Sally?”

“If I was young again,” the old man
muttered. “If I had my railroad crew
again, I'd show those hoodlums—"

“Where is Sally, Pop?” Bill repeated.

THE OLD man sighed and opened his
eyes at last. “With Hank Prudy, that
rotten skunk. . .” He recognized Bill.
Intelligence returned to his faded blue
eyes. His hands clawed at Bill's arm.
“Hank’s got her. Hank and that Mee-
cham feller. They got dynamite, too.
They figured if you got through here,
they’d stop you at—at—

“Where, Pop?”

“They took Sally with ’em, too.”

“Where?”

_ “Mountain cabin. Sweetwater Gap.
They got dynamite. They mean to get
you there.. They’re erazy mad to stop
you, Bill. And they got Sally.” Hank
Prudy, that low-dowan skunk—”

Bill straightened as several sober-faced
veterans came up the stairs after him.
The old man lapsed again into uncon-
sciousness. Bill scooped up his little fig-
ure in his arms and headed down the
steps, the young men trailing him.

“One of you stay here and call a doc-
tor. Take care of Pop and Velvet, and
then get the state troopers. Tell them
to meet us at Sweetwater Gap.”

Satisfied that he had done all he could,
Bill quit the house, reaching the road
just as the Diesels muttered to a slow
stop on the highway outside. Bill
climbed into the cab of the first truck
and Pete Slocum gave way, to rejoin
Mokey in the following van., Arthur
Harrison’s pale face was set as Bill told
him what had happened and what they
had to expect.

“Maybe we’d better wait for the troop-
ers. If they’ve got dynamite—

Bill shook his head. “We need to get
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E thls stuff there and then theres Sally
These boys with us aren’t going to be -
~ scared out of their homes by a gang of

-~ hoodlums.”

Harrison grmned “You re nght Let’

'r‘.keep rolling.”

HEN there was the rain and the
empty highway again, and the miles

~_ticking off under the wheels, The min-
utes lengthened into grueling hours of
~ battle with the slick hlghway and the

~ _mountain curves and growing exhaus-

~ tion. Fear for Sally’s safety made Bill -
~ push the Diesel ruthlessly, flesh and

= spirit whipping brute metal to a maxi-
- mum of effort.

There was almost no traﬂic at all now

~ The few scattered towns they passed
~ through were wrapped in darkness and

~the torrential rain. The Diesel gobbled
~up distance to Sweetwater, mile by mile.

~ On the seat beside him Harrison began

,7 —to doze, conservmg energy for a day of
~ bitter labor in Halcyon—if they ever got

~this load through to the desert. If. But
it had to go throngh, Bill decided, and he
~ spent the swiftly passing minutes in
= pla,ns for the showdown he knew was

~_coming at Sweetwater Gap.

‘He knew the place fairly well and had

the steep walls, the stream, and the nar-
~ row highway clearly printed in his mind.
it was a bottleneck

Thiekly timbered,
on the road and was often subject to
troublesome rock slides that kept the
state higchway erews busy. Rock slides,

7, - Bill thought—and dynamlte' The two
~ ideas clicked together in his mind and
~ made a grim picture. At the same time

he felt relief at glimpsing Meecham’s
_ plan. His thoughts jumped to Hank
~ Prudy’s mountain lodge on the north
~slope of Sweetwater. He had gone there

‘once with Sally before his rivalry with
~Prudy had reached a point of open hos-
~tility. The lodge was a big log cabin
affair perched high on the mountainside
~over the road. Ft could be reached only
by a narrow dirt road that wound up
: t.he face of the wooded scarp. .

Hiu'nson ‘woke up, eonsu}ted 3 road’
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~map and checked the speeéometer His
voice interrupted Bill’s plans. '

“We're only three miles to the gap
~now, Bill. Are you just gomg to iry to
~bull our way through?”

“No, that won’t work,” Bill said.
“They’ll be sure to have the road blocked
somehow. But we’d better stop here.”

He eased the Diesel to a halt on the
next level siretch and parked on the
road shoulder. Watler poured in lusty
torrents from a nearby drainage ditch.
The rain and darkness showed no signs
of letup. In a moment Mokey Johnson’s
_headlights appeared and Bill ﬂagged h:m,
to a halt.

“What's wmng now?” Mokey bel—
lowed.

"‘Nothmg Just teH all hands to p;lek
out> -

HE SCOBEV of men, huddling i

slickers, gathered silently in the
windy darkness. Bill effered few expla-
nations. He set the men to shifting cargo
from his truck to Mokey’s. The work
consumed a _precious twenty minutes,
but-it was time well spent, Bill reflected.
When the ]ob ‘was done, he ordered all
_the men who had been riding with him

“to pile into Mokey’s truck. Then he

turned to Arthur Harnson
wrth Mokey, to0.- If&eeham p}ans to .
blow us up with dynamite, he’ll try for
the first truek to make sure nothing at
_all gets through to Halcyon.” =
Harrison demurred. “You can’t take
this truck on ahead, all alone.” :
“Pm going to,” Bill insisted. “You fel-
Tows will tmﬁmby twahundred yards,
“just in ease.” =
“Then Pm going to nde with you,”
—Harrison said. -~
Bill shook his hea,d “1 ,must insist. =
Tm ordering you to get in that other
truck, Mr. Harrison. There’s no pomt ;
n your risking your neck with me.” =
 And there was no point in further de- '

bate, Harrison could see. The transfers

_were completed in the next five minutes,

and t‘hen Bﬁ ehmbed back mto the
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empty cab, revved up the idling Diesel
and pulled down the highway again.

He was alone this time, and he was
aware of the difference. It wasn’t pleas-
ant to jockey 70,000 pounds of truck
down a highway that might hit the sky
at any moment. There was a wide sweep-
ing curve to the road, and the mountain
walls began to close in as the grade
dropped to the canyon floor. Over the
drumming of the Diesel he could hear
the roar of a swollen mountain torrent,
and he eased slowly over a bridge that
crossed the racing stream. This was
where Pete Slocum had cracked up, but
the bridge was intact. That was another
mistake for Meecham, Bill decided.
There was a point up ahead in the can-
yon that was now the logical place for
Meecham to establish his road block, but
the bridge would have been the best ob-
stacle,- This fear over, he leaned forward

with some anticipation for future events.

They weren’t long in coming. The
canyon walls drew closer and closer, Bill
kept his headlights at full brightness in
order to pierce the billowing curtains of
- rain that came at him. The cab seemed
empty and lonely now without Harrison
‘beside him. Mokey’s truck was out of
sight at a safe distance to the rear. Now
he could hear the thrashing of the wind
in the trees as the slopes pressed in on
the highway, and up ahead was the little
dirt cutoff that led up to Hank Prudy’s
lodge. Sally was up there. He watched
the cutoff come toward him as he slowed
down to a cautious twenty. He wanted
to be able to make a quick stop when
be needed to. The lane was abreast
now, and then swimming to the rear in
the darkness—

HE CAUGHT the red glare of the ex-

plosion out of the corner of his eye.

The blast made a lurid savage flame
among the dripping trees of the slope,
just a little ahead of him. No sooner
had its echoes traveled down the canyon,
than it was followed by the ominous,
rumbling, rolling thunder of raw earth
and rock torn loose from its foundations,
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catapulting down through empty space.

Bill slammed down savagely on the
brake pedal. He was traveling slowly,
but he had the implacable weight of the
trailer behind him, driving the cab for-
ward to the hell breaking loose up ahead.
He could see the slide now, a jumbled
mass of torn trees, boulders and loose
earth pounding down the steep slope,
spilling through the timber and leaving
a raw gash in its trail. Something rattled
on the cab roof as Bill hauled back on
the emergency brake. A rock as big as
one of the Diesel hub-caps slammed with
a loud, metallic clang on the engine hood
and- ricocheted off into the darkness.
The brakes squealed in torment, strug-
gling with the enormous momentum of
the vehicle. With the roaring of an earth-
quake, the slide hit the road ahead. The
ground trembled with the impact. The
truck jolted to a halt. More boulders,
fragmentary scraps from the main slide,
bounced like giant marbles out of the
darkness. A residual hailstorm of loose
earth, rock, and gravel clattered on the
steel roof of the cab. Dust momentarily
overcame the rain, rising in a cloud from
the dark mass that blocked the highway
ahead.

It was a full minute before the slide
completely settled. Bill didn’t dare get

out of the cab until then. The dark

slopes of the canyon were silent now.
Evidently Meecham and his men were
satisfied with the damage done by the
one dynamite blast. No more followed.

He stepped from the cab: into ominous
silence, broken only by the steady drum-
ming of rain and the rushing of the
mountain stream nearby. He kept his gun
ready, squinting up into the whispering
timber that surrounded him. High up on
the nearest slope a dim light from Hank
Prudy’s lodge gave the only sign of life.

The silence was broken soon enough.
A man’s shout came dimly through the
sound of the rain. It was answered by
another shout, and then the sound of
men scrambling down through the under-
brush to the road. To finish the job, Bill

thought grimly. He swung around the
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“fromt. of the track: shding over the debris

~ of the rock slide, and looked anxiously
~ down the dark road behind him. The
dank smell of sagebmsh ﬁlled the night.

: E HEARD the drumming thunder of
the Diesel before he saw it, zooming

 around the last bend in the canyon.

— Then he was bathed in the glare of
~ Mokey Johnson’s headlights as the big
box squealed to a halt to one s:de of lm

- stalled” Diesel.

_ 'Their arnval was Well tlmed Slmul-

taneously, there rose a murderous yell
from the surrounding darkness. Mee-
cham’s men poured over the highway, n

~ a wave of dark figures. At the same time

the back ramp to Mokey’s box dropped
with a thud to the conerete and the men -

- swarmed out in a counter-wave to ‘meet

them. All hell broke loose. From the

— shouts and curses of the struggling men,

“there arose a wild battle cry of “Geroni-

mo!” as a huge ex-paratrooper cut a

swath through Meecham’s ‘men- thh a
lengthy two-by-four.

No tribe of wild Apaches could have
- been more effective or devastating in

~ their attack. Brass knuckles, blackjacks,
and lead pipes were met with judo, foot-
ball tackles, and the tactlcs of trench and
jungle warfare.

Bill had little time to ]udge the way
things were going in those first wild
minutes. He ducked under the vicious
r'swmg of a sap, and drove a fist into the
man’s face, seemg xt vamsh in a smear
of glistening red. -

All over the hlghway the stmggle had
resolved into knots of deSperately
battling men, their shadows grotesque
and dark on the concrete. Russ Mee-
cham’s giant figure was not in sight any-
where. Bill worked free of his immediate
opponents and slid around to the back
of his van. He was in time to see Mokey
Johnson go down under a blow from be-

~hind. The squat man’s face was stream-
_ing blood. His assailant stood over him,

heavily booted foot poised to kick the
driver’s ribs in. Bill tackled him in a
long dive. They rolled over and over

‘the hard wet eoncrete in the glare of the

headhghts Bill’s fist kept smashing into

“the man’s face until his body went limp

under him. Rising, he saw that Mokey
had rejoined the fray.

Someone was ecalling to hxm from
above the tumult. “Billl Over here!”

It was Arthur Harrison. He had given
a good account of himself, to Jmige from -
_the two men sprawled unconscious at
his feet. He had taken temporary refuge
near the rear wheels of Bill’s van. There
was a bloody gash on his pale forehead,
but his eyes were alight with relief at
coming to grips with the forces agamst
him.

Bill worked his way toward Inm and
_for a moment they stood apart from the
,stmggle that raged on the highway. He
~had to _to make himself understood
by the httle man.

“Open Mokey’s van!” he yelled “Soon
as things settle, get that bulldozer out!
C}ear the hlghway"" =
0 and gmmed toshow

“Whai sheii sl b

“T'm going after Sally,” Bill answefed

grimly. He pointed up the slope to the
light in Hank Prudy S lodge, far above.
“Up &ere,, '4

Meecham’s men were too busy to pur-
sue him when he cut across the highway,
jogging througk
the ditch that paralleled the road and

- was engulfed in the drlppmg Wlnspenng

redwood trees.

FANK PRUDY’S lodge was on a

- small plateau notched back in the
face “of the wooded scarp, overhanging
the highway four hundred feet below.
Tt was a long rambling house, with a
railed veranda and low overhanging
eaves. The lighted window faced west.
Bill doused the flashlight he’d used on
his climb up the road and stood for a

~“moment under the dnppmg trees, watch-
ing the place.

He could see a vague shadow moving

behind the lighted window. He pocketed
the gun, sheltering it from the rain, and

gh the rain. He burdled

1%
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considered ways and means of breaking
inside. There were no signs of more of
Meecham’s hoodlums up here. Evidently
he had dispatched them all in the assault
on the highway. But Sally was some-
where inside the dim building.

He had just decided on a bold entry
‘through the front door when light sud-
‘denly streamed across the veranda and
Hank Prudy came out. The man hesi-
tated, glanced anxiously over the rail
dowm the cliff to the struggle on the
road below. He was carrying a small box.
His face was worried in the dim light.
He paused, then plunged out into the
rain, proceeding directly toward the
shadows where Bill waited.

- Halfway across the clearing he stopped
again, and light squirted from a torch
in his hand, settled on a broken crate on

the soggy ground. Even from where Bill
stood he could see the red lettering, the

.words, Danger! Dynamite! on the splint-

ered box. He realized that Hank was
gathering up the evidence of the blast
and rockslide to burn it. Bill didn’t wait
any longer. He left his post under the
dripping trees and sprinted across the
clearing.

Hank didn’t hear him untn! Bﬂl left
the ground in a long dive. The man half-
turned, mouth open in surprise. Then
Bill hit him above the knees in a clean
tackle that swept -him off his feet with
a stunning jolt.

For a moment they rolled over and

over on the muddy turf. But Bill had
the advantage of surprise. Hank’s fists
flailed, surprisingly weak, pummeling
Bill’s chest and head. Bill rolled free of
the punches and grabbed Hank’s collar
in one fist, yanking him to his feet, Hank
wrenched back, and Bill ducked under a
wild frantic blow that slid over his
shoulder. At that moment Hank recog-
nized him in the dim light commg from
the doorway. :
~ Up to now the man had been too sur-
prised to call out in alarm. But with
recognition of Bill, his face turned pasty
gray, and fear glazed his eyes. He opened
his mouth to shout a warnmg, and Bill

clamped a hand over his lips, cutting off
the frightened yell. With his other hand,
he twisted sharply and Hank’s con-
vulsive struggles ceased abruptly.

“I owe you something, rat,” Bill said
bitterly. “I ought to give you everything
that’s coming to you.” Unintelligible,
muffled sounds came from Hank Prudy.
Bill rapped, “Is Sally here?”

ANK’S fear, and added pressure from
Bill’s grip, dispelled all thoughts of
lying. He nodded desperately, sweat

‘mingling with the rainy wetness on his

face.

“She’s in there with Meecham and
Waggoner?”

Apain Hank nodded.

“Anybody else?”

A negative shake of the head.

Bill said, “You’re the one who doped
my drivers’ coffee, aren’t you? You got
back from San Felipe in time to fix that
container Mokey Johnson took out, too.
That’s what’s been happening to my
drivers, isn’t it?”

Hesitation, then a nod. Hank’s face
gray with fear.
~ “Meecham had _Sw1£t,ys place sewed
up, too, didn’t he? That’s where they
fixed my brakes the other day, isn’t it?
You were getting a split from Meecham
on their crooked real estate deal in San
Felipe, weren’t you?”

Another silent nod.
~ “Who beat up Pop Ives? Was it you?” :

Hank shook his head.

- “Meecham?”

A quick, anxious nod.

Bill said, “I ought to take you apart
Or better still, hand you over to Pete
Slocum and Mokey. They’d like to get
their hands on you for what you did to
their trucks.” ‘

Fear was too muech for the man. It
gave him for a moment a burst of
strength. With a convulsive movement
he tore loose from Bill’s relaxed grip. A
yell burst from his lips as he turned and
fled streaking for the darkness of the
woods. He was only halfway to the
safety of its concealment when flanie
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= = sudden!y spat from €he shadoweﬂ ve-
~randa. The sharp flat report of a gun

~ ripped_through the drumming of the

~ram. Bill didn’t move for a moment.
Hank Pmdy seemed to stagger, thrown
~off stride. The gunman on the porch

~fired again, and this time Hank’s legs

went out from under him and he fell

~ flat on his face, skidding along on the

: ~mucky ground, He didn’t get up. He
~didn’t move. There was a limp empti-

= ~ ness abont ‘his figure that told the whole
~ story. Hank Prudy would never get up

- again.

BRIGHT danger flared for Bill as the
shadowy gunman turned his ai-

~ tention to him. Three shots Wh}sﬂed ==
- over his head as Bill ran crouching to-  Hi
~ ward the perch Bill h&rdléd the steps

~with one leap and was on the poreh,

-~ diving at the stout figure crouched be-

~ hind the nearest post.
- It was Oliver Waggoner, his face livid
- with rage and panic. Seeing the sho

~ down at hand, he had killed Hank Pru tle
“to stop the mouth of the witness who door

~ could do him most damage. His terror
~ made him like a madman. He wrestled
— with Bill tooth and nail, trying to bring
his sxx-shooter, Wxth' 1ts -one last slug,
—mtophy — -
The hoards underfoot;'

~ ward, Waggoner on top of him. For a

~ moment he lost his grip on the other’s
~ gun, Waggoner wriggled like a snake

struggling to get free, and Bill lunged for
1gain and
twisted. Waggoner’s last carfndgeff ex-

~ ploded. The shot was muffled between — grim
— their bodies. The muzzle blast seared
- through Bill’s shirt with stinging pain.
- Waggoner abruptly, 3erked free, stand-

— ing upright, an expression of utter
amazement on his round features and
= then slumped to the ground

~ Bill, gasping for breath, staggéred to
-hls feet. Not a sign of Meeeham' No

“sound came from the house. ~Water

_ dripped sulienly from the overhangmg

252

= shppery and: = ﬁn
~ soaked with rain, suddenly cracked and

~ collapsed. Bill felt himself thrown back-
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_eaves, imklmg in ramspouts, rustlmg in

the trees overhead. The sound of struggle
from the highway far below was muted,
drawing to 2 close. He stood a moment,

waxtmg, watching the doorway. Noth- —

ing happened. No one came out to chal-
lenge Him. But Sally was in there. '
~ He pulled open the porch doer and
stepped inside, his gun in ‘hand. The
place felt damp and cold. “A kerosene

burricane lamp on the table in the rustic

living room cast the only light. There
were logs in the fireplace, but they were
wet through The hearth was littered
with signs of an unsuccessful attempt to
make a blaze. Bill moved sxlently aeross
the room. :

a grotesqne shadowrof his ﬁgure on the -
rough paueled walls. He took his pocket
flashlight in one hand and quxckly

icrossed the Vava;o‘ rug to stand n the»

quarters in the' back of the house, V

The rain rattled monotonously on the =

roof, shaking the windows. He turned =

into the kitchen, flicking his torch on the

empty room, the:n the first bedroom and
he; hi =

hand wnd foot and a gag was tied

securely over her mouth. He took the =

gag from her mouth and kissed her before
she could talk, then untied her, '

— “Bi}l' 1 thought you were kxlied-——-’; '

 other fellows,” he said
all right? They didn’t

hurt you?”

‘“No. But Velvet and I put up a scrap,
and they beat up Dad horribly; and then
Hank Prudy am’l Meecham bronght me
here—"

“Where’s Meecham?” Bﬂl asked.
- “He started down the hill to give his
men a hand. They blew the dynamite,
and then I heard the fighting start, and
be began to get womecf and left. But;,
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he’'ll be back. He’s dangerous, Bill—"
~ “Pm back already,” said a deep voice
from the doorway.

~ It was Russ Meecham.

E STOOD in the cxit to the bedroom, -

- big, dark, powerful, his handsome:

face wet with rain, his eyes half-smrlmg :
to his feet, shaking the pain and ringing
from his ears. Hiseyeszghtbhrmifor —

as he measured Bill. His hands were
empty. He had no gun. There was mud
on his shoes, and his trenchcoat was
ripped and tattered by his partrai descent
down the mountain.

“Y heard the shots. I figured you were
up here, Thompson. I told you some day

we'd measure each other. Youre the

only man big enough 10 be interesting.
There was no thmrghst of

other weapons now. For a long: "oment,

netther man moved. No sound came -

from Sally ‘She took a slight backward
~step, out of the way. Her face was
white. Her eyes were haunted with fear,
moving from Bill to Meecham’s giant
bulk. Rain raitled in a sudden gust
against the windows. Bill put the ﬂash—
Jight and gun on the table.
— “Like this,” he safd
~ “That suits me.” Meecham said.
— wassxlﬁoueited against the Iight
~from the kerosene lamp in the living
room behind him. As if he had become
aware of it, he stepped back, and Bill
came forward a step. Meecham kept
backing out of the close quarters of the
bedroom, and then turned his back on
Bill with supreme _confidence ‘and went
into the hiving room. B&l iol}owed
through the doorway.

“Without warning, a blow like a sledge-

hammer blasted against his head. The

shock would have broken an ordinary

‘man’s neck. Bill’s size saved him. Asit

‘was, he went staggering off balance,

crashed against a chair. His weight

smashed the chair flat and for a moment
he was entangled with the wooden legs.
He cursed himself for not having fore-
seen Meecham’s treachery. The big man
‘had flattened against the wall just out-
~side the doorway and waited for hlm to
'vtep unw anly through. ,
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E WAS stﬂ on hxs knees, shakmg
_his head, when Meecham drove at
him to press home the advantage‘ His
heavy shoe lashed out in a vicious kick
at Bill’s face. Bill wriggled desperately
aside, thrust out his leg. The other’s

impetuous rush tripped him, and he

went stumbling across the room. Bill got

a moment and he paused to reecover.
Meecham came driving back, huge arms -
swinging like pistons. Bill stood his
ground and met the shock of his at-
tack. The room seemed to rock with the

savage, brutal,

A ~ Russ Meecham was a fighter whaknew :
—all the tncks, clean and dirty. He tried

‘them all in those close quarters. His
heavy fists slammed savagely into Bill’s
middle, working on his body, bruising
him, murderously vicious. Bill con-

eentrated ‘on. Meecham’s face, aware of

the man’s conceit over his good looks:
He slammed home two good )abs, drove

~ a right that crushed the big man’s nose

: and ‘made the blood Spurt. Meecham

- gave a gasping sound and pulled back, =
_snorting. Bill followed up his momentary

advantage with a left hook that would
have finished anyone else. Meecham’s
head snapped to ene side with the im-
paet, and his arms went out. He stag-
gered momentarily and withdrew an-
other step. Bill followed him up cau-
tiously, watching for an opening as Mee-

- -cham covered up. His ewn ribs ached

‘with anguish from Meecham’s pum
‘meling. But he had &am&ged hls op-
ponent i m return. =

-~ “T owe you Mhmg,” Bill gasped.

“You're going to get it.” :
~ “You'll have to ecollect it first.” ,
“That’s what Pm domg,” Bill said.

They each waited, recovering from the
‘blows. The sound of their heavy breath-

ing filled the big rustic living room.
Then Bill was on the big man again,
driving him backward, smashing through

“the flimsy screen door and out into the
open, rolling over and over on the wet

a montent there was ==
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porch floor. " Meecham’s breath was
deeper now, hoarse and rasping. His
blood-smeared face was almost unrecog-
nizable under the swellings. Bill felt
blood stinging his own lips, and licked it
away.

Meecham leaned back against the Wall

of the house, his arms limp at his sides.

“You can’t get your truck through that

rock slide. My men will clean up your

punks. You’re licked, and you know it.”

Bill was at the porch rail where there
was almost a sheer drop down the face of
the scarp to the highway far below. He
risked a quick glance downward through
the rainy darkness. What he saw made
him grin.

“Maybe you ought to look for your-
self, Meecham.”

Distinctly above the drumming of the
rain came the popping motor of the bull-
dozer as it began to take bites out of the
slide. - With each bite, the road was
cleared a little more, the debris shoved to
one side.

Meecham didn’t come near the rail to

look. “I still win,” he said suddenly.-

3

HIS ARMS, flat against the wall of
the lodge, were suddenly galvanized
into movement. There was a chinking
sound, and then the glint of steel from
the blade of an axe the big man snatched
from its wall pegs.
the axe was there. Before he could
move, the big man hurled it with deadly
strength.-The heavy blade shot through
thé air. Bill had only time to move his
head inches to one side. The axe flashed
past him, the steel edge biting into the
wall with a vicious thunk! The axe
- caught there, the handle quivering,
“Nice try,” Bill said mockingly.
Meecham cursed and came forward in
another rush. Perhaps he felt time was
running out for him. The fact that he
had resorted to a weapon encouraged
Bill. He stepped away from the danger-
ous rail to meet this next assault solidly.

Meecham tried to grapple, but Bill slid-

away, poked a long right at his face,
came in again with a left to the body,

Bill hadn’t known
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then moved off for another right to
Meecham’s jaw. The other spun with
his back to the rail now. His eyes
glistened in wicked little crescents in the
gloom. He tried another rush, and again
Bill met him with the solid impact of his
fists. Meecham’s blows were weaker
now, but still powerful enough to hurt
when they landed. Bill felt his own
strength ebbing. He put all his remain-
ing strength into the next two punches.
His knuckles crashed through bone and
cartilage and Meecham fell back. His big
body lost balance, staggering toward the
rail. At the last moment, he groped for
support, his legs no longer holding him.
His fingers clawed wildly at the air to
stop his dangerous backward rush—and
closed on the axe handle in the wall.

It was not as solid as the porch rail
he sought. The blade slid from the notch
it ‘had cut, and with it, Meecham’s
ponderous body hit the barricade. There
came a splintering sound, a rending noise
as the porch rail crumpled like a match-
stick under Meecham’s weight. For just
one instant, Meecham’s startled face was
visible in the gloom. Then he went help-
lessly backward, hurtling out into dark
empty space. A wild yell went with him,
a scream of mortal terror, rage and
frustration. Bill stood frozen, sickened.
The yell was cut off, and he could hear
the sounds of Meecham’s body, crashing
down through the tree branches, hun-

dreds of feet'below.

HEN there was silence.

Sally’s voice came shakily from the
doorway, “He tried to kill you every way
he eould, Bill.”

“I know,” he said. His voice was a
hoarse whisper. “But I didn’t want it to
happen this way.” ;

“He brought it on hnnself when he
th’l;ew the axe at you. You eouldn’t help
it.

He shook himself, as if to dispel a
nightmare vision before his eyes. Turn-

‘ing to the girl, he smiled wanly. Every

muscle in his body was bruised and
aflame with pain. He forgot it when he
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saw her eyes, }oekmg up at him.

= Everythmg s all rzght m}w, honey,
he said,

S know, Bill. I was 50 stupld' How
couid——” '

-~ “Don’t talk about it,” he said.
~ “But if I could have warned you be-
fore they got me, you could have gotten
your trucks through.”

He mustered a grin as he realized that
she thought the highway was still
~ blocked. “Don’t worry about that, Sally.

ready to roll in twenty minutes”

"It took most of that time for ﬂlem to
scramble down the mountainside to the
highway again, where Mokey Johnson
was shouting orders. Those of Meecham’s
men who hadn’t escaped in panic into

the dark hills were hard at work with

plck and shovel cleanng the, concrete of

the trucks to get through.
Arthur Harrison met him as he crossed
th‘eIroa'd., The little man’s face glowed

P

Idozer’s clearmg the shide. We’l} be :

the'mck shde enough for 1

waxmly as Bﬂl qmckly told hxm of the
cleanup at the lodge. >
“Then there’s nothing more to stop

us,” be said. “We'll be in Halcyon by
~dawn. I'll have to make a -report to the
~ state police when T get there, but 'm

sure there’s mothing to worry about.

‘We've got emough evidence to have

~ finished Prudy, Waggoner, ‘and Mee-

- cham, anyway even if they hadn’t ended-
the way they did.” Harrison pansed
looked at his wristwatch, and gave a
shout “Let’s get these trucks rolling.”
Somehow, by unspoken arrangement
arriso his

Bill ﬁnally swung ‘
his Diesel, ten mmutes Iater,

e Sally already seated there, waltmg for

him in the close privacy of the cab. ,
'1 B}H staxted the Dxesel llstened to 1t :

expe ‘tly into Iow ratio. The heavy
truck rumbled forward over the high-
way, slowly gathering momentum.
There were only clear roads ahead.
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It was dusk when McQuarrie
and Hernandez came ashore—
followed by the Bakele boy

By Dan Cushman

ROGUES’ TREASURE

T HAD been eight years since Oak-
leg McQuarrie had seen this Congo
town of Botamba, but apparently

nothing had changed.

There on the knoll were the white
buildings of the Belgian military canton-
ment with the dark wall of the jungle
beyond. At his right were the rusting
sheet-metal warehouses of Le Belge Com-
mercialé smelling of palm nuts and crude

rubber. At his left the thatch and bam-
boo huts of Conge tribesmen staggered
down te the water. Straight ahead was
the town itself, half its buildings stand-
ing on stilts to raise them a few precious
inches above the miasma of rainy season
overflow. ‘ : ;

It was all familiar, like a bad dream
one has forgotten until he experiences it
a second time. The town was perhaps a
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httle older, a htt}e shabbler, a httle closer
to its mevxtable destruction by the
jungle’s twin forees of cancerous growth
and decay, but asxde from that, eﬂI was
the same,

McQuarrie clomped his artlﬁcml rlght

foot heavily and let a contemptuous

smile twist his large-featured, rather
fiercely cut face. It was ridiculous. He, a
man of culture, of education, driven by
the forces of curiosity and poverly to
_this festering sump-hole town in the
depths of the jungle.
- “You are my friend,” the letter had

sald “You saved my hfe in Kenya, ,a,nd

- T have not forg_
now before it is to
you . . .” and so on for a half-c erexﬁ:

page and a half. Until the letter arrived

five days before in Leopoldville he had
almost forgotten that a jungle tramp-by

the name of George Benhew even existed.

,and hmped ECl'OSS*theimdden Piaﬂ = e
terranean bloed.

the steamboat dock to an elevated side-
Wa}k

He was a large man, made to seem
-even larger by his wrinkled, and loose-
fitting suit of whites. His age was forty
perhaps forty-ﬁve—-dt was hard to tell.

The tropics of three continents had been

“zood to him. Once in a while yéu find a
white man who thrives on quinine.

~ The elevated walk led him to a street
of cobbles and mud. He passed a native
~ gri-gri market, the stalls of noisy Hittites
and silent Arabs selling French slum

jewelry and shoddy cottons from the

‘Jooms of Calcutia, He turned left, fol-
lowing a street to a wandering two-story

~ building with a double verandah and
_the only tile roof closer than Leopold-
ville—the Hotel Bordeaux.

- The Bordeaux had an ornate main -

entrance that was seldom 1sed,

~ sereened imitation of a Continental sxde-
-walk cafe. Beyond that was the entrance

to the hotel bar.

MeQuarrie nodded to the %akele boy
~ to put down the uniform can and duffle-
~_bag. The boy opened the insect-proof

door for lns bwana, not offering to follow

5

There was stﬂl a late afternoon sun
outside, so MeQuarne stood by the door
for a while, waiting for his eyes to become

> accustomed to the dmness

'IT WAS a ]nng room w:th a low eexlmg

A couple of jour-bladed electric fans
turned wearily, stirring the tepid air. At
one side was a bar of red okume wood,
and a backbar with ornate ieaded glass-
work of a type fashionable in European
places forty years before, Scattered here

and there were a dozen tables, and

twenty or thxrt.y raiﬁa ehau's of local

a hybnd vanety of Bantu French over

bottles of cheap Brazzaville beer. A
Frenchman played domino solitarie over -

iced café noir, a massive Senegalese with
- tribal-notched ears‘ watéhed_ mth dull

,hxgefbeaked man of Medl-

The propriefor lowered his newspaper
and watched as Oakleg \IcQuame came
forward, clomping heawly on-his arti-
ficial right foot. -
~ “Senhor KcQuarneJ” the man crxed

“You a are Mcﬁua:rne?” —

= “Aye sir. So Iam” \icQuai-ne sxmied

It is good to be remembered, even in .

such a sump-hole of the tropics as this.
He came elose and thrust his hand across
the bar. “After all these years. But 1

hmust confess, sir. Your name— Paldon

e -
““Caderosse.”
“Ah, vyes. Pablo Caderosse I re-
ember you we}l, but lt’s been 50 many
years.”
Caderosse shmgged }ns bony shoul-
ders.
have been years ~But for those of us

who always stay in the Congo, years are ,'

like to run together like the halrs ona
man’s head.

-~ “Well spoken. WeH spoken mdeed >
 MeQuarrie drummed his thick fingers

_on the okume bar while his eyes roved

-the stock of hqﬁor on the backbar.

“Indeed? Peor you, Senhor, they 7
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“Your pleasure, Senhor#”

“My pleasure would call for whisky.
The best Kentucky—what one would
find in the wonderful city of San Fran-
cisco. But I'm a realist and I know better
than to ask.” McQuarrie clomped his
artificial foot for emphasis. “Indeed, I
would even settle for schnapps.”

Caderosse lifted a hand regretfully.
“Not even the schnapps. T have cognac.
Not the French—a pity. Only the cog-
nae of Morocco.”

He set up a long-necked bottle and
twisted off the cap. ‘

“Stengah,” said McQuarrie, naming
the drink by its Malayan term. ~

Caderosse took a precmas ice cube
from the stock in a noisy little me-
chanical refrigerator and mixed the
drink, pouring one neat for himself.

“Your health!” cried McQuarrie with
sudden resonance, lifting the drink high.

Caderosse said, “McQuarrie, I thought
T would never see you again. After your
bout with the fever in those rooms up-
stairs, you told us all that the tropics
had seen you for the last time. Do you
love our city so much that you have re-
turned?”

McQuarrie made a wry face over the
vile Moroccan brandy and pulled him-
self to great height.
-of my choice. An old friend. You under-
stand.” He spread his thick hands and
then drew from the pocket of his wrin-
kled white jacket a bﬂ; of paper which he
did not unfold. =

“A letter?”

“Aye, from George Benbow I thought
him dead.” :

“Benbow?” :

“You find it strange?” asked McQuar-
rie, watching Caderosse’s expression.

The man spread his hands in a Latin
gesture that might signify anything.

“What about Benbow?” pursued Me-
Quarrie.

HE HAD known George Benbow long
ago. He remembered him as a short
pale-eyed Englishman of middle years.
Now he must be quite old. They had

“This visit is not
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gone north to prospect for diamonds in
the Kenya country, and six months
later McQuarrie had sailed for the East
from Dar es Salaam. He had not thought
of the man for years, and then the letter
had come. Benbow wished to discuss
something of “extreme profit,”” and as
profit- was perhaps the one thing that
would lure McQuarrie back to Botamba,
here he was.

Caderosse stroked his lean jaw for a
while, his shiny black eyes shlftmg '
around the room.

“You would hardly know Benbow,
Senhor McQuarrie.”

“'Wh p” < -

“There are two. thmgs in the tropics
that destroy men faster even than the
egg which our mosquito lays in the
blood. These two things are liquor and
fear.” :

“Which is it in Benbow s case”’
“Both § 2 5

. “What's ho afraid of”

Caderosse lifted his shoulders. “He has
not said.”

“Maybe you think that notch-eared
Senegalese over there against the wall
has something to do with it.” :

Caderosse shot him a surprlsed glance
“Perhaps!”

“McQuarrie - had guessed there was
something wrong about the Senegalese.
The manner in which Caderosse turned
his head when he mentioned Benbow’s
name, as though he expected the Sene-

-galese to read his lips.

“Who is he?” asked McQuarrie.

“The Senegalese? They call him Tov-
ada. We do not serve him, Senhor. The
regulations, you know. We do not violate
them as ‘many places do. But still he
comes in and sits. All day, perhaps. He
has a master—Romeau. You have heard
of Romeau?”

McQuarrie shook his head. He knew
no Romeau. There was somethmg un-
reasonable about all this.

“Why should anybody be after Ben-
bow? I'll wager he doesn’t have a thou-
sand franes to his name or he Wouldnt
be in this heathen sinkhole.”
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“Men are murdered for other reasons.”

“Money and love. Those are the
reasons.”

“Senhor is a phﬂosopher '

~ McQuarrie could have told him that
 “Senhor” was a damned fool or he
wouldn’t be here. He drank the brandy
_ that remained in his glass and turned the
conversation back to more pra.ctlcal con-
sideration. , :

“Benbow. Where can I find him?”
~ Caderosse elevated a forefinger in a

sign for patience. He walked from be-

hind the bar, ignoring the Frenchman
who was snam)mg ‘the cover of his
“matchbox in a signal for more cefé notr,
and passed from sight through a draped
~doorway leading to the hotel.
~ McQuarrie waited. Once such a situa-
tion would have appealed to his sense of
the romantic. Now it nierely irked him.

From habit, his fingers | inside
his coat to the butt of his er pistol.

Not that he considered himself in danger.
_ Tt was just that he had a certain way of

~life, and the pistol had become a part of

HE HALF—CASTE clerks finished

X their beer and left. The Senegalese, =
Tovada, stared at him with dull eyes.
McQuarrie had seen eyes like his among

the apes which are shipped in cages of
Congo steamboats destined for the zoos
of Europe and America.

- From somewhere in the depths of the

‘hotel came the sound of a_ wireless tuned
to a Johannes'bm‘g jazz band, tinmy

trumpets mixing with intermittent ma-
chine-gun bursts of static.

Caderosse returned, walking silently
-as a leopard on his tennis shoes. He
lifted a cloth and wiped his way up the
bar. Pausing before McQuarrie he spoke,
keeping one shoulder between his mouth
and the Senegalese. :

~“He will come down the back way and =

~ wait for you in the private dining room.
Go out the rear archway and turn right

_ through the haﬂ The ﬁrst door '

~— *Now?” - :

“After your drmk Ssﬂhor
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Cadtrosse mixed a second sundowner,

‘and using both hands, he placed It before
McQuarrie. :

“Your 1ealth‘;” cried McQuarrie w1th

- an unexpected vo:ce which caused the

Frenchman to jump and overturn a

—domino. He drank,

There was a flat brass key under the
glass. He palmed it without comment.

McQuarrie followed Caderosse’s direc-
tions to the private dining room. Its door
was locked as he had expected it would

‘be. He fitted the key and worked it back »
and forth a few times, loosening the fun-

gus-corroded tumBIers It opened, and

he stepped inside.

It was a small room ﬁlled with hfe-
less air and the odor of stale liquor. The
jalousies were closed, shutting out the
light of late afternoon. A bare eleetric

~bulb was suspended on a fly-spotted cord
~overa table. the
= sa% a man.

AT | sxde of tha tabie = 7

"He held a small cahber mckel—plated

revolver i his hand, its octagonal barrel

pointed at an off angle.
“Come inside and close the door.,” he
said in a voice whose huskiness mdieated

“the ravages of Tiquor on vocal cords.

McQuarrie did as he was told:
“Bolt-it.”

McQuanxe threw the bolte—
The man stood then, poking the re-

volver in the band of his crumpled white

trousers, giving MeQuarrie his first good
look at hzmr

"HE HAD expecfed Benbow; so Me- -

Quarrie recognized him, although
there was not much about him that
resembled the man he had known over
in Kenya. The old Benbow was heavy-

set and had a rugged manner to match.

This man was skinny, enervated and old,

He was hunched, his skin hung loosely
_over his sharp skeleton, his eyeballs were

yellow from the prevalhng tl'OpIC liver

complaint.
“McQuarrie!”

walked around the table extendmg 3

~ bony hand, his rope-soled shoes going
slap-slap on- the woven floor mattings.

Benbow - smlled “and
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“It’s been a long time since the old days
over around Ehzabethvxlle, McQuarrle 2

“It has been a long time.”

Ten years. In Benbow’s case it had
been the difference between youth and
age. Indeed, that is a long time. Mec-
Quarrie shook his hand, noticing how hot
and dry it was. He felt sorry for him—
frightened and old, drinking out his last
days in this rotten jungle town.

It oceurred to McQuarrie how des-
perately a man needs friends, especially
when he no longer has anything to offer
and friends come hard. Take Benbow,
here—he had played out his string and
~ now he needed someone. He’d gone a

long way back to find one, and it was
himself, McQuarrie. Yet had their places
been changed, he never would have sent
for Benbow. He wondered how the man

had learned he was in Leopoldville.
Maybe there was some mental telepa-
thy involved, because about the time the
question came to McQuarrie’s mind,
Benbow grinned with his betel-nut
browned teeth and said, “I heard you on
the wireless, you know. That piano—I
wouldn’t miss it anywhere. You could
have been a Paderewski if you’d tried.”
So that was it. A man’s vices always
find him out. Hernandez Riley, that
worthless Don Juan from Vera Cruz,
used to say the piano would be the death
of him, and perhaps time would prove
- Hernandez right. McQuarrie had been
entertaining himself at the keys of the
piano on the terrace of the Hotel Vander-
kirk, when an engineer of the local wire-

- less station set up a microphone.

“Paderewski,” repeated McQuarrie
looking down at his strong hands with
their long expressive fingers. “Aye. Per-
haps. Who knows? You see, I too have
my regrets.”

“Drink?” asked Benbow, walking back
around the table and shovmo out the
bottle and glass. :

It was more of that imitation cognac
from Morecco. McQuarrie poured a

small one and followed it with a glass of
tepid water from the pitcher. Like all
water in these river towns, it recked of
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iodine and was a fitting accompaniment
for the miserable brandy. Benbow
poured a very large drink for himself—
four ounces or so—and drank it slowly.

“I suppose you’re’ wondering why I
wrote to you,” he remarked, putting '
back the glass.

MecQuarrie nodded. “Your letter made
some mention of friendship and some of
profit. Either one would bring me, you
understand.”

Benbow nodded, becommg a little
straighter for the big slug of liquor.

“You saved my life one time over in
Uganda. That native, you remember—
the one who tried to put the assagai’
spear in my back.”

IT HAD been one of those emergencies
that turn up—any man would have
done it without thinking. The native
sprang up behind Benbow with the cop-
perheaded assagai, ready to impale him
like a lamb on an Arab’s spit. McQuar-
rie saw him, and it was merely reflex to
flip out the gun and pull the trigger—he
would have done it for any man, even an
enemy. It seemed strange for Benbow to
place so much weight on it after all these
years.

McQuarrie answered, “It is what any
man would do for his fnend =

“You saved my life. You would do it
again. But those others!” He gestured,
taking in a whole lifetime of acquaint-
ances. “I have given them money. I
have fought with them. And now—" He
did not finish his'senten'ce, but his mean-
ing was clear. “That is why I sent for
you.”

McQuarrie sat down in a lopsided rat-
tan chair and waited.

“I haven’t got long, McQuarrie.”

There was no use disputing the point.
A glance would show what thirty years
of quinine and malaria had done to him.
This cognac was only finishing the job.

‘However, it took more than quinine and

cognac to explain the locked door and
the revolver.

To lead on to this point, McQuairrie
remarked, “I take it, however, that you
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will not go down without a fight.”

“The gun, you mean!” Benbow jerked
‘his head with a hoarse cackle of laughter.
“T was merely saving myself for you,

McQuarrie. I have something to tell
you—something to give, and after that
they can do their worst.”

“Who? That notched-eared Senega-

lese?

“Caderosse told you?”

“I have a certain discernment.”

“Yes, the Senegalese. And his master,

that oily Portuguese who calls himself
Romeau. His real name is Alvarez, but
. he changed it to Romeau because he was
Vichy French during the war.” He
glanced over his shoulder as though he
expected someone to be listening outside
the closed jalousies that covered the
window. He lowered his voice, “You
must not trust Caderosse either. He's

half Portuguese, like Romeau, and those owned by the old Union du Kongo, a

- Belgian charter backed by pounds ster-

fellows always stick together.”

Cadarousse was honest enough, to Mec-
Quarrie’s way of thinking. The infusoria
had gone to work on Benbow’s nerve
centers making him hypersuspicious.
He’d seen men like that before.

“What do you have, Benbow, the
secret to Captam Kidd’s treasure?”

‘He meant it as a joke, but Benbow did
not take it that way. He seemed to be
considering the question seriously. He
nodded.

“Yes, McQuarrie. A treasure as great,
perhaps, as Captain Kidd’s. A treasure
in ivory and gold ingots, and maybe in
placer diamonds too, if a man could be
lucky enough to find them. I have known
of it for a long time. Since before the
old days up in Kenya. Since before you
first left your native America.”

McQuarrie had left America for the
first time in 1916 to go to work for
Chosen Consolidated, so Benbow’s treas-
ure must date a long way back. Perhaps
it was one of those timeless things exist-
iny only in the dim malarial islands of
his imagination.

McQuarrie, however, made no sign of
doubting him. He waited for Benbow
10 go on. :

“You have heard of the Marette?”
asked Benbow. =

The Marette! So it was that. For many
years McQuarrie had heard adventurers
sit around and talk about the Marette,
and each year her treasure became more
fabulous.

17O EXPLAIN the Marette, it must be
-+ remembered that before the first
World War the Belgian Congo was filled
with thieves who had fled Rhodesia.
These men became fond of lurking along
the banks ‘of rivers, waiting to fall on
any unprotected boat that chanced
along. As a result of such depredations
trading concerns commenced hoarding
ivory, gems and other commodities of
high value to be transported all at once
and under heavy guard.
The Marette was a small sternwheeler

ling. She was loaded with ivory, valua-
ble gems, and some said with diamonds
and gold. Then, under the protection of
an army craft, she started down the
Lomela for Leopoldville on the Congo.
Somehow, by connivance or accident,
she became separated from her guard

~and what happened to her was never
Jearned. She ‘merely disappeared.

So the stories multiplied through the
years until the Marette became an Afri-
can counterpart of Eldorado.

McQuarrie said, “Yes, I suppose every-
one has heard about the Marette.”

“T was aboard her the night she sa:

McQuarrie was prepared for some-
thing like this, but the words jolted him
just the same. He shot a glance across
the table. Benbow was making no pre-
tense at drama. He merely said the
words in the flat tone of a man who has
reached the end of his trail and has
recognized the futility of his life’s effort.

“You were aboard the Marette?”

“Yes. I was a lad of twenty-one. I
had come from my home in the English
midlands to make a fortune in the mines
of Rhodesia. A year after my arrival, I
went north and worked for Union du
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~ Kongo at the old" Portuguese post near
Santa Isabel. The sternwheeler Maretl:e

called, and as was the custom each year,
- she was loaded with the most valuable
trade goods that had been gathered dur-

- ing the season. Chiefly ivory—lots of it
grade one serivello, the soft variety, not
the glassy tusk you generally find along
these western provinces. And gold and
gems too, as I said. We waited three

~weeks for the army boat to come. Finally

she did. She was a new one, a fast screw-
operated craft that should never have
- have been sent farther than Coquilhat-
~ville. To make it worse, this one was

commanded by a drunken lieutenani —
who had been dxscxplmed to the colony'
~ after a court-martial. -~ :
“We started d&wnnver, the army hoatv{; z
spending half her time on sandbars and

‘the other half racing uprxver to the next
grogshop village, sometimes fifty or-a
hundred kilometers away.

“The river pirates were well organmeﬂ =
A Dutchman named Schlect who had
been an oﬂicer in the Boer War had

shlpped as engineer. He did something to
the engine. She drifted onto the shallows
at the head end of an island, where a

dozen of his accomplices boarded her.

“We fought them for a balf houwr.
Schlect was killed. I don’t know how
- self. ,“Why ehdn’t

‘many more. It was every man for hlm-
self, so there could be no surrender.”

Benbow paused to roll up the sleeve of

~ his shirt. Anéld sear ran across his fore-
arm, from wrist almost to elbow, cutting

in half the tattooed ﬁgure of a naked =

woman.
“That sear T have in memory of the

Marette to prove I am not dreammg = : 3 ,
to find the xshnd He died the next year
of kmfe-po;sonmg in Laurencio Mar-

The woman had been tattooed in Johan-
‘nesburg the year before, and a bullet

“creased me and cut her in half. T was

lying on the deck behind a fire barrel,
trying to do nothing much but stay alive
It was then that it struck.”
“The boilers exploded?”
- “What happened I'll never know.
Something struck me, and I came to in
~ the water holding to a piece of deck

 timber. T swim for a long time with no

Qne of the
~ean who had been
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sxght of the Marette anywhere Only sa_,- =
~ white cloud hangmg -over the head of the '

5 made it- to slmre and found twe»

men, One of them was pamed Liddy
Ross, the other LaFarge. They were
both with the river plrates We thought ,
we were the only survivors.” e

MEMORY of the scene had brought a
little feverish sparkle to Benbow’s
bilious eyes, and there was an almost
vouthful eagerness in his hand as he
lifted the bottle and' ‘poured another
drink. -

“What could T do, McQuarne? I was
little more than a boy—alone. My life
hung on a slim thread. You understand.

‘Those men—Rg&aﬂdLaFarge ‘were not

as evil as one n : expect. We decided
to say nothing of the sunken craft’s
whereabouts. Someday we could return
and have its treasure for ourselves. —
“Later we heard of another survivor..

Rhodesia. T never met him. LaFarge
once told me that he went to America
and was elected to Congress but I sup-

pose that was a lie.”

I suppose it was ,the truth,” growled
McQuarrie, pouring a short one for him-
O% e e ek tud

The Union du Knngo kept searchmg
I have been trying for years to raise
money. And it is a dangerous under-
taking. Recovering it would take time,
equipment. Iunderstandthat ledyRoss'

ques.’ _

“And LaFarge?” =

“He is m Bentlouville. A ,gr‘ogshop,
proprietor. You will find him using the
name Plerre Delns for reasons of his
own.”

McQuame sat fora long t1me staring
at Benbow beneath the light of the elec- =
tric bulb. The secret of the Marette had

ies;'Preston, an Amer;-,s =
| for murderin -
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dominated the man’s entire life, keeping
him in these deep tropics, always schem-
g to go back, to take a fortune, and
perhaps return like a lord to his native
midlands.

And in the end here he was, dying of
drink and fear and quinine, the dream
he had lived by lying scattered and futile
like confetti after the last dancing slip-
per has gone.

McQuarrie was a poet of sorts, and
such things appealed to him. Omar the
Tentmaker wrote a stanza that would
fit well here—

He did not repeat it aloud for Benbow
was not the sort of person one quoted
poetry to.

Of course, there was a good chance it
was only a lie. Men sometimes dream
things for so many years that they be-
lieve them themselves.

“You could find the lsland”’

“In one week, if I chose, I could drop

a buoy within a hundred meters of the
wreck of the Marette. But that is some-
thing I will never do. I will die here in
~ this Jungle city. From bullets, from
__cognac.’

~ “What makes you think someone is
trying to kill you?”

“They have already tried once to klll
me.

“And you think it was because of the
Marette?”

“Yes.Q,

Ridiculous, of course. They might
torture him for the secret, but what could
be gained by killing him? _

Benbow stood up, restlessly feeling the
butt of the revolver in the band of his
white trousers. “Wait here. .I have a
paper in my room. I'll go the back way.
It would be difficult with you and your
artificial foot. Tll be back—in five
minutes.” :

MCQUARRIE waved him away,
' watching as he unbolted the door
and moved into the dark hallway with a
whispering slap-slap of rope shoes against
rattan mattings. :

Yes, of course, it was ridiculous. Ben-

bow had dreamed it while delirium tre-
mens was burning his brain. McQuarrie
had made another in a long succession of
fool’s journeys.

He drew out his wallet, opened it and
counted the thousand-franc notes it con-
tained. Their total would scarcely make
the equivalent of thirty pounds sterling.
- Time passed. He could still hear the
wireless popping and sounds of the
Johannesburg jazz band coming through.
He poured a small drink and tasted it.
Benbow’s five minutes were gone long
ago.

‘He snapped off the electric bulb and
lifted the jalousies. The sun had gone
down, and it was already growing dark.
He walked back to the bar. Four Bel-
gian non-coms were doing a lot of ‘bel-
lowing and backslapping at a wall table.
The Senegalese, Tovada, was in his ae-
customed place.

- “Your business is ﬁmshed Senhor?”
asked Caderosse.

“Where the devil is Benbow s room?”

“Ah—I have promlsed You under-‘
stand—

“To hell with that sir! He left me to
be gone five minutes an hour ago. I’ll
not be kept waiting while he sleeps off
his drunken stupor, locked in some secret
room from a non-existent danger

Caderosse lifted his hands in resigna-
tion, “Very well, Senhor. We have been
friends the long time. I know you have
been Benbow’s friend, too. His room—
there is no number. One reaches it by
following the verandah to the north side
of the building. It is the third door from
the corner. It will be locked, and I doubt
very much Whether Benbow will open it
—even for you.”

- McQuarrie stomped away through the
street door, climbing an outside stair-
way which led to the verandah.

Thick twilight hung over the street.
It was quite dark inside the verandah,
for vines had grown wild among screens
and shutters, making deep shade even
during the sun of afternoon.

He walked, coming down heavily on
his artificial foot so Benbow would be



~_once been used fo

-

— adesed of his approach He turned the
- corner and found the door without diffi-

~ culty. It was blank, the only unnum-
_ bered one on that side. Ewdently it had
a_storeroom. -

He rapped. There seemed to be some-

_one shuffling around inside, but no an-

- swer-eame. He rapped again.

~— “Benbow. Open up, man. Thls is Me-
~ Quarrie.”

~ The shuffling sound ha,d stopped
““Open up, I say., Benbow!”

~ This was damned strange. For a iew

‘seconds he stared at the panels. He

placed his shoulder agamst the door &nd,
- leaned forward.

— The door gave so unexpectedly it al-
~ most spilled him to the floor inside. He

had not intended to break it down, only

to test it, but the screws which held the

~ bolt had rotted so that any heavy push

would tear them out.

~ For a second he fought for balance.
_He steadled hlmself w1th one hand on
~the wall.

* alcohol: Dark, with only a slight glow
-~ coming from the open door behind him.

“Benbow!” he repeated. :

~ He walked forward, feeling his way

- with his feet, reaching aloft for the hang-
~ing cord. He couldn’t find it. He drew a

~ chemi-dry match box from his coat

— pocket, screwed off the top and struck a
:match _ =

p'FLAME burst up, building distorted

shadows along the walls. Things were
strewn in a mad disorder.- The drawers
of a commode had been pulled out and
their contents spilled across the floor, the
bed was upended, the mosquito eurtain
- half torn down and strung across one
suleof the room.
There was another room beyond A
~sort of tiny parlor, divided from the bed-
room by a beaded drape. He stepped to-

- ward the drape, but the match flame

-sank and went out,

~ Helocated the light a.bove on rts hang
ing cord. He touched the bulb. It was
still hot. It had been turned off only a

~ there, s
It was close heavy mtk the stale of
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few seconds before. Whoever 1t was must =

have heard the sound of his heavy steij

on the verandah.

Ho tumsedon the Lot His cyes £

on something that made him step back —

- sucking breath with surprise.

A pair of feet, encased in rope-soled
shoes, protruded from the upended bed.

He booted the bed to one side, know-
ing well enough what he would see. Ben-
bow was sprawled there, face down, the

woven palm mattings beneath his left

arm soaked and blackened by blood.
He had been knifed under the left

arm. His shirt was torn half off his

shoulders, so there had evidently been a

struggle. There was a red streak across

his cheek, and blood where his temple
had struck an. iron washstand. His
mckelplated pistol Jay in the center of
the room, wlﬂr none of its loads dis-
charged. -

McQuarrie stood after his brief ex- =
amination, listening. They had been
: the room, only a mo-

ment before,
the verandah of course, but th 7
that other exxt——through the archway_
and the tiny sitting room to the balcony
overlooking a patio in the center of the
building.

He took a step toward the drape. The
drape was made of bits of colored bam-

- boo; stmng on silken threads, and it was .
~ responsive to slight movements. It moved

now—a tremble, as though from a pass-~
age of air.

It was evident that the patio door of
the room was open. McQuarrie stepped
forward. His fingers reached to sweep
the drape aside, then he hesitated, and
some instinct made him swing his body
to the protectmn of the archway.

A gun hammered the silence. It was
so close that its concussion was like a
blow on his chest. The bullet tore the
drape, cutting two or three of its strands
to the floor, sending slivers of bamboo

that burned e back of his hand. It

would have struck him chest-high had
he gone through as he started.
HIS own gun was in hxs hand, by reflex

had left by way of':'";" ‘
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action. He stood with shoulders pressed
to the wall, gun barrel angled toward the
inner room, finger on the trigger, but
resisting the pressure that would send
a continuous stream of those Mauser
bullets. He was thus for the tick of
three sounds, then he swung the barrel
-in a high arc, shattering the light bulb.
The room was dark. Soon the outline
of the verandah door became visible. He
could feel the poorly supported floor
weave under his feet, indicating that a
man’s weight was moving the back way.
He lifted the edge of the drape. The door
leading to the patio stood open. He
hobbled to it with four long strides and
paused on the tiny balcony

BELOW him he could seq the disused
patio overgrown with orchilla weeds
—weeds which stood as high as a man’s
armpits. He could catch no movement—
not the rustle of a single leaf. =

On the opposite side of the hotel men
were talking. Their feet shook the ter-
mite weakened structure as they ran
along the verandah, attracted by the
- sound of shooting.

McQuarrie put back hls gun and
walked inside, groped his way through
draperies and the cluttered bedroom.

“Ah, Senhor!” exclaimed Caderosse as
they collided at the verandah door. “It
is you.”

“Yes. Itis I.”

A certain grimness in McQuarrie’s
tone made Caderosse step back and
catch his breath,

“Then the shooting. It was .

“The gun was meant for me. Benbow
is in there with a knife wound in his
heart.”

News traveled fast, and within four
or five minutes the verandah in front of
the room was crowded with men who
babbled in a half-dozen languages. A
native gendarme in military cap, white
shorts and little else elbowed his way in-
side and played the beam of an electric
torch on Benbow’s body. Excited at the
opportunity of investigating the death of
a white man, the gendarme commenced

%
.

47

questioning those who happened to be
nearest without paying the slightest at-
tention to what was told him. McQuar-
rie stomped back down the stairs and
found a table at one side of the bar.
“Stengah, sir!” he shouted, beating °
his heavy fist on the table. “Even your

vile Moroccan liquor is welcome to take

the dry taste of death from my throat!”

LATER that night, a gendarme took -
MecQuarrie to the reception room of
the colonial administrator. The admin-
istrator was a short paunchy man who
did not bother to move from his rattan
chair when McQuarrie enteréed.

“Pour yourself a drink,” the admin-
istrator said in the Flemish tongue, wav-
ing a puffy hand at a bottle and a con-
tainer of ice on the table beside him. The
brandy was European and excellent
McQuarrie wished he had gone there in
the first place.

“Dirty business, back at the hotel,”
the administrator remarked. “You didn’t
kill him, did you?”

“Indeed not! A dirty treacherous
act—"

“No offense.” The fellow wanted to
get rid of the details as quickly as possi-
ble. If it had been some planter, or an
official of the Commercial Societé, his
attitude would have been different, but
a tramp like Benbow deserved somewhat
less consideration than would have been
aecorded a native,

McQuarrie sipped his stengah, and
drew a letter from his coat pocket.

“Proof, if you wish it. This letter
shows I was on the friendliest of terms
with poor Benbow. If youlireadit . . .”

The administrator waved it aside with
his pink fingers. He sat in courteous
silence waiting for McQuarrie to finish
his drink. Then in a tone which indi-
cated that the unpleasant business was
settled, he said, “I hear that you play.”

McQuarrie bowed and hobbled to an
old grand piano which stood near the
screened bay windows. He lowered the
stool, sat and stared at the keys for a
while as though re-finding an old
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- acquaintance, His ha.nd fell sohd}y,
- awakening a major chord from the
» ,stnngs
~The piano was not new. Not “tropic-
= proof” like some of the recent models,
- and its strings had been corroded by the
- action of moisture and fungus so they

— were robbed of natural brilliance, but

_given a singing tone caused by their tiny
~ oscillations from pitch.

- McQuarrie familiarized himself with

‘the instrument’s touch moving along m
~a series of arpeggios, then, recognizing
the mood of his host, he played from
— memory a senes of sxmple Chopm
= waltzes
~ The administrator drank his tall

~ with weeping mnosta

~his'strong fingers touched the keys. ‘In-
deed, a piano player must be suspect of
— more than murder to g0 to jail in the

henhe Te-

It was near mtdmgh

— He wanted 1o ask eoncermng Romeau,
hut Caderosse was gone, several native

_ boys in white coats having taken his McQuarrie had been expecting to run

~onto him for months, but somehow the 7
rthought of his being on thlsboatirom

place behind the bar. He ordered bra,ndy,,
~and stood without drinking it, looking
— through the haze of c1garette smoke

“which filled the room. The notched-
eared Senegalese was at a table in the
_corner—but tonight he was not alone.
“With him was a rather handsome man of
- about thirty, smooth-shaven, with soft
~naturally brown skin.

So that was his master, Romeau. He S

—was something of a shock. McQuarrie

had expected Romeau to look more like

a cut-throat. It was foolish, of course.

. A man’s soul cannot be read in his eyes,

~ all generations of poets to the contrary.

-~ Romeau’s gaze met McQuarrie’ ’s, but

—there was no recogmtlon, no s1gn of
= mterest

That night McQuarne bolted both

= doors and slept with his Mauser pistol
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on the ﬁoor beside his bed No one
bothered him. Ner did they the next
night. About noon of the day following
one of the big Androes Company stern-
wheelers came, riding deep under a cargo

~of blister copper from the mimes of the
Dganda, and Mchame was taken

aboard.

He would return to Leepo%éyzﬂa and
forget the Marette. It was only a dream,
a creation of Benbow’s drink-embalmed
mind. Indeed, Benbow had died violent-
ly as he had suggested, but McQuarne
was forty-five, and ferty-five is the

‘tropical age of Methuselah. Hereafter,
- for him the cool stengahs of the hotel
, — terrace, the piano, and his dreams,
brandy and hstene&whﬂchls eyes swam : =

~ McQuarrie
 glimpsed the mood and “smiled down as

JE TOOK a shower and waited for his

Tlinens to be pressed by his Bakele
boy. It was then time for tiffin. He
found a small table beneath the awnings
and was sipping pinkish-sweet papaya

~ juice, waiting for his eggs and ashanti

= ~ wheaafamiﬁarme shattere& thepahte -
turned to the Bordeaux. The place was = =

— filled with drunken non-coms from the
- cantonment, with clerks of the company,
— with the assorted flotsam of the jungle.

g;— =z
“McQuarrie, you ev:tl-foeteti genms'r
I haven’t seen you since the nisht we
raided  the moonstone concession at

Palembang.”

Tt was Hernandez Riley, of course.

upriver never occurred to him.
Hernandez strode across the salon,
weaving with tall grace among the

tables. He slammed MecQuarrie on the
_shoulder with a force that knocked him
‘against the table and slcppﬁd ‘the

papaya juice,

— “Indeed, Hemandez cautmned Me-
Quarrie, “ should think you would for-
get that Palembang thing. A bit of high
spirits, despite all that régisseur said in
his report, but still you insist on makmg :
it sound like a foray of Henry Morgan.”

Hernandez laughed with a toss of his
dark hair and sat down.

He was half Trish, half Spamsh and in
McQuarrie’s opinion he had inherited

“the vices of both peoples. He was tall—
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perhaps an inch taller than McQuarrie,
although he lacked the elder man’s heavy
strength. His eyes were that peculiar
shade of midnight blue one sometimes
finds in the mingling of light and dark
bloods. Although his upper lip and his
Ronald Colman moustache were twisted
a trifle out of shape by a shrapnel scar,
it did not impair his ruggedly handsome
face. Hernandez Riley was fond of tell-
- ing how he got that shrapnel sear fight-

ing the sons of Nippon, while holding

them at bay on the rice paddies of North

Singapore practically singlehanded, but .

McQuarrie knew it had come several
years before in a much less glorious man-
ner, when a Limey gunboat fired on him
while his pearling lugger was working
some crown shell by the dark of the
moon.

“I say, McQuarrie, old top, you're a
long way from Singapore, what?”
said Hernandez playfully, making fun
of the pukka Sahibs as he sometimes
liked to do.

“Singapore!” McQuarrie made a wry
face. “Federated Malay States are not
the place for a white man they once were.
We -whites were once considered gods.

It did our prestige no good when the

natives saw the little brown fellows
slapping us around.”

“And so you came to the Congo where
some vestige of white supremacy re-
mains.”

“That was a second consideration.”
McQuarrie moved around in his reed
chair, clomping his foot for emphasis.
“There was a venture, a mercantile ven-
ture in Dar es Salaam. A failure.”

“T heard about it.”

“Indeed!”

MCQUARRIE and five others had

promoted a vessel, the Hsin Heng
of the old Far East Forwarding and Dry
Dock Company, to haul a thousand
European refugees from Ostend, where
they were loaded without the formal
scrutiny of Belgian authorities, around
Good Hope to Aquaba in south Trans-
Jordan, thus placing them in the Holy

of his own.
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Land without offending the watchful
British of Tel Aviv. Two things proved
wrong with the scheme—the poverty of
the refugees themselves, and those snoop-
ing port authorities of Capetown, where

~ the Hsin Heng had stopped for repairs

to her main drive. As a result the
refugees were now an unwelcome addi-
tion to the port of Berbera in Portuguese
Somaliland, the Hsin Heng was once
more plying the Bay of Bengal and Mc-
Quarrie had wandered from Dar es
Salaam to the deep Congo in search of
the young man who now shared his table.

McQuarrie lifted his papaya juice,
revolving the glass sadly in his supple
fingers. “A crusade, Hernandez. A
modern crusade in the name of justice
and humanity, and yet those British
would imprison me, if they could.”

“I heard you were in Leopoldville,”
remarked Hernandez.

“I was called upriver—by a friend.”

McQuarrie told briefly of Benbow. He
did not glamorize, yet as he talked
Hernandez Riley leaned forward with
breathless attention.

“And now you are going to Bentlou- -
ville to find LaFarge?”

“T am not. Bentlouville isup the river,
not down. I am returning to the ease of
Leopoldvile. To the devil with the
dream treasure of the Marette!”

Hernandez reared back; he snorted and
began rolling a native-tobaceco cigarette.
“Returning to Leopoldville! To sit on a
hotel terrace, I suppose, and play a piano
for the drinks that those Belgian loafers
will buy you.”

McQuarrie was beyond the point of
taking offense at anything Hernandez
Riley could say to him. He shrugged
his heavy shoulders. “The drinks are
cool in Leopoldville, no matter whose
money buys them, The water does not
taste of iodine, and one is not called upon
to eat cassava three times a day.” Me-
Quarrie sat back and lighted a cigarette
“It occurs to me, Hernandez,
that I am growing old.”

“It occurs to me you are a fool.”

“So!”
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— “Yes, a damned fool, and don’t put on

: that Omar Khayyam look. Anybody

is a fool who looks for comfort on the

- Congo. The Congo is a place where one

comes to make money and get out as

- damn well quick as he can. And here’s

a chance to make more money than

~ you’ve ever seen in our lives simply by

unearthing that sunken boat.”
, “You forget that we don t know where
it is.”

“But that other ieikiw LaFarge or

Delus or wI:atever he caIIs hxmself ‘must
k]IOW ” = =

“And it has been submerged just a few
years.”
— “T dare say the waters of the Lomela
~ haven’t had too great an effect. on ivory,
- gold and gems.” Hernandez slammed his
hand on the table so hard that the glass-

: ~ ware danced, and people turned to look

at him. “I say we go for it McQuarrre,

and the hell with your comfort.” f = the bottom ventilation which, in theory

= Mcavmm shrugged. There was 5o

: arguing with the boy. The mystery
of Benbow’s death had aroused his Irish
imagimation, and the Marette treasure

~ ~ had appealed to his Spanish cupidity, or

_ vice-versa. Really this was what Me-
, Quame had intended to happen.

" They finished tiffin and were ferried -

ashore late that afternoon at a little

Mission town called Basanka. Basanka
boasted a clean rest-house in connection

with the Catholic hospltal and some good
~ cognac in possession of Dr. George
Serios, French medico from Nice. Serios
sent them upriver in the hospital power-

~ boat as far as Bonde where they secured

the services of a native crew and dugout
which, after two monotonous days,
~ placed them in Bentlouville, thirty or
forly kilometers up that stagnant series
of swamps generally referred to as the
Gombe River.

~ Bentlouville had been a dismal trad-
_ing-post stop where palm nuts and a
_little crude vine-rubber were gathered,
but early in the current year a crew of
“oil drillers from the Haut Katanga un-
loaded and started sinking their casing

“around three '
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throngh the distriet’s well—mgh botiom

Jess mud. Although no sign of oil had yet

stained the rotary tools, the drilling had
created a mild boom, so that now a half-
dozen new buildings of sheet metal and
wood shone brightly in the clearing that
had been the native cassava patch.

It was twilight when McQuarrie and
Hernandez came ashore, followed by the
Bakele boy. Across a disused eompound
grown waist-high with cane grass they
could see the upper part of a thatched
whitewashed building with a flagstaff set
in front. It was evidently the rest-house.

Tt proved to be clean enough, although,

like all such places, it had been allowed
to run down during the war when Bel-
gian resources were being expended else-
where. Tt had a verandah running
: sides, droopmg low like the
bill of an Englishman’s cap. The build-
ing itself stood on foot-high plles to give

least, is safeguard against the black-
water and ahalf-hundred other fevers of
the tropies. -

A houseboy i ina red calico robe, with
enormously enlarged earlobes showed
them to clean quarters opening on a hall-
way which ran down the middle of the
building.

After depositing their baggage, they

~left in search of the grogshop operator,
LaFarge “alias Pierre Delu = :

—A ﬁerce—leokrﬁglta]zan with .gold"ear-
rings who presided over the bar in the
dingy Salon Delus spread his hands help-
lessly on the bar, lfting his shoulders in
an opere bouffe gesture of helplessness.

~ “You are looking for Pierre Delus? Then
~ you must travel £arther than hnmaxr has
__ever trave]edbeioi' 2=

“What do you ‘mean?” demanded Mec-

: Quame thumping his foot in exaspera-

tion over a race which insisted in drama-

~ tizing their most simple utterances.

The Italian turned and pointed to a
small hole which centered a spiderweb of
eracks in a rusty mirror behind him.

“The first shot, Szgnores——rt missed.”

“Are you trymg to tell us that Delus
has been mm'der ‘ :
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“Si. Murdered' Not twenty-fou:r hours
ago, and given to earth without sacra-

_ment, jungle conditions bemg as they'
_are.” With a ponderous motion the man.

~ crossed himself.

" “In a brawl?” demanded MeQuarrxe,
- knowing quxte Well ~what the answer

“would be.

= “Ambushed by some dog of the devﬂ'
~ who stood outsuie the door and ﬁred two;

shots.”
*He
: “Obvmusly, Signor!”

§ enemles ”

“over the bar cast a strong white light on

= McQuarne’s back. He glanced at the'{
1 ‘lQ

lamp and his eyes moved uneas
artificial foot and back again,

~ making its habitual gesture toward the
: Mauser automatlc beneath his coat =

Re ember, “his first shot
ook a match from its mois-

phasis, “T would much prefer in the
future thet 3 Qu do not tamper with my
= ~ E }1 E ‘

- Vanderkirk hotel in Leopoldville.” -
Hernahdez emlled and spoke to the

The Italian made a wry fae

do they know of the European, of our
_eivilization, of why we klﬂ? Is 1t not so,
Signores?”

“Fhere has been a man here named =
~ CAN DLELIGHT glow ed in two of the",; -

wmdows, reflecting dimly agaimst -
the vines and bamboo shutters thleh

Romeau?” asked McQuarrie.
“T do not know him.” -
“He had a black—a Senegalese wrth'

~tribal notches in his ears.”

“A Senegalese? I heard the‘ rl;wuseboy

speak something of seemg 4 notch-eared

man this evening. At the rest-house.
These nggyes-—they notice the strange

_ perplexity of aH ﬂns

fi = “Yﬂu have che =
o, call a night you deliberately ‘walked into

and struck it to ﬁeme on

~ We are beset v murderers.

5 my mn Iudgment’ I weu]& b eomfbr.t- prder tO be t T Hntel' than the hunte

ably ensconced on the terrace of the

colonial police—these black men! What :

tribal marksf’,’ The Itahan gestured hls
“A drink, Sig—,
nores?”

“Agea drink Erench Cognac French,

~or I'll have your heart on my sword, sir.”

Hernandez grinned, “Yes, Kentucky
bourbon for Monsicur &’ Artagnon.”
-~ “T have brandy from Rabat!” I’nut-l:,

“tered the Italian truculently.

~“Very well then. Brandy from Rabat 2

~ One drink, and McQuarrie stom‘pedto' —

— ~ the front door.
> ~ beneath the tin awning looking across

~ It was dark now, and the petrol lamp :

He stood in shadow

the grass-grown compound, A couple of
lights glowed in the rest-house windows.

~ “T would wager devalued francs against
~— American silver dollars that Romeau and
his notch- eared Senegalese are ever‘r =

there.” ,
Hernandez gave hlm 2 grm that pulled :
his Ronald Colman ‘moustache off kilter,
anged, McQuarrie. T re-

an ambush set by that Dutch pig, Van

Sheldt, and very mearly beat the life

from him with our fists.” —
““An act of necessity. I have never

to get both of ~ been like you—a man who mvxtes’—,—,f
"V_[cQuarrle struck the bar for em-'

trouble.”
“But still . =
“Aye, but sthI we are in Bentlouville.

£ § Wou}d =

Fo emphasize these words, McQuame =

.hfted his ugly, forward—heavy Mauser', ‘
automatic and jammed it back in its

He started away, Her- -

’r.l:nandezr followhié, avoiding the path,
- skirting a yam field and the fop-heavy
thatch houses of the native vﬂlage ap-

proaching the rest-house in the deep
night shade of a wxdely branchmg'r
~bokongutree = =

shaded the low-reofed verandah Me-

Quarrie paused beyond the fringe of
light, trying to see inside the rooms.
- A man was moving about in ope of
_them. A short white man in linen trousers

<
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and a pink undershirt. Probably one of
the traveling officials of the drilling com-
pany who preferred the old, bottom-
ventilated rest-house to the new tin-
roofed company buildings which held
heat like so many cookstoves. :

He looked in the other room. It had
been curtained by many thicknesses of
mosquito nettings so its interior was
milky and indistinct.

“Oh, hell!” said Hernandez.

He walked to the verandah and sat in
a canvas swing chair. McQuarrie fol-
lowed him. They smoked and listened
to the song of mosquitoes, to the distant
throb of the tom-toms in the village.

Tﬁen “he ,turnéd
and saw the man
almost hidden—

It was peaceful with the heat gone and
a slight breeze rustling among bamboo
shutters and glossy-leaved nichi vines.

The short white man left, following
the cobbled pathway through the old
compound toward one of the grogshops.
The native boy came, carrying bottled
water and some tinned chicken.

McQuarrie stopped him, “Have you
seen a native man of strange tribe with
notehed ears?”

“This afternoon, bwana.”

“Where is he now?”

“I do not know.”

“Who is inside?”

“Only the man from the mission school



1g in_the
McQualrxe could tell that byxthe Tow

~ his Turkish cigarettes.

~ “In a moment.”

' ’Nkox Th;s is lus supper bwzma-
McQuame handed the boy a copper

franc-piece. - ,
“You see,” yawned Hernandez “The

killers have already gone. ~Why wou}d'

~ they stay after their task was done?” =

” =

“modulation of his voice. “You are wrong.

Evan _now, perhaps th:ey are on the:r

They smoked listening to

~ voice of the tom-tom, the closer half-
_melodious twang of a cora—the native

_guitar, His Bakele boy was probably

ng
McQuarrle felt his pockets for one of
He bhad none,
_but there were still a few packs in the
umform can. msxdx: He eou}dn’t endure

“To bed P” asked Hem

“Perhaps. First a decent smoke = He =

walked to the door. “Coming?”. he

asked,

niered a dlstant

moonhghf, ‘which ¢
~ screened door. McQuarrie walked slowly, -
__guided by his sense of touch, by the echo
of his artificial foot on the raised floor. -
His room was next to the end. ‘He struck  ©

~ajar—just as he had left it. He _opened

the door with his foot. carrying {he

— match aloft, looking for the candle.-

It was beneath a smoky chmmey on

' a three-legged bamboo stand. He lighted
1t repla,ced the clnmney emshed out the

ren-pain mttmgs
oithe ﬂeor Then he tumed andsaw the

\ ';W-cusumn =
— man who steod half- lndden aang
,movement -

~some devil. ] = =

Benbow had said, but with Arabian

bIood too. His eyes were intensely dark,
- th hke the skmofa e

over there, dancmg hxmself mto’a tranee :

_nandez alive.

bedraggled mesqmto curtains tha‘f’sm-

rounae& the bed -
- The man

revolver ﬂeadly
McQua

“So we meet?”
Romeau was smxlmg‘
Portuguese,

ky-s

“wait, and the world comes t
“You have thmgs pretty well
_control then.” - ‘

gomg to pull the trigger?”
“Neot—yet.” =
No, he wouldr't puH’ he trigger.

~wouldn’t kill McQuarrie an&'k&we Her- —
He would have to kil
Perha,ps his helper, that
,,Senegalese was wa:tmg = ==

Hls eyes were steady, but hls mind was
_ Iike an imprisoned bird, darting for a
~ means of liberation. :
e He dared not move closer to Romeau.
~The gun was cocked and amed at his-

pali the

“The door was about four inches e

McQuarne spoi;e rocking heavxly oix

his artificial foot, “First it was Benbow. =

“Then Pierre Delus. Now me. Do you
— kill like the leopard because'
“of the sport?” =

- “Of course not Romeau smiled. He =

~ did not say why he killed. Instead he

asked “What was it Benbow told you‘ = —

Romeau He heid = :

’\{[cQuarne spoke, “Well, eren’t you, =

our Iove —
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about the Marette?” :

#Why should I tell you! You will kill
me anyway.”

“Perhaps I would reconsider.”

“Do I look so much like a fool?”

Neither spoke for a moment. Through
the flimsy walls came the regular thum-
ta-ta-thum-thum of the tom-tom in the

native village, the high-pitched “ke-ke-

ke” shouts of the dancing warriors.
Closer at hand McQuarrie could hear
the movements of Hernandez out on the
verandah.

In a moment Hernandez would open
the door and enter the hall. The Senegal-
ese would strike—with a knife perhaps.
Even though he died himself, McQuarrie
would have to warn him.

HE RETREATED a slow step, bring-
ing his back against the three-legged

bamboo stand where the candle burned '

beneath its glass chimney.

Romeau did not seem to suspect what
was happening for he made no move-
ment until the sudden swing of shadows
told him the flame was tlppmg to the
floor.

He muttered a sharp word in his
native Portuguese. He swung his gun to
keep McQuarrie covered. For the mo-
ment the room seemed like an elusive
spinning thing with the light standing
still and every other object on the move.

Romeau pulled the trigger. The muzzle
of his revolver spat fire just as the chim-
ney crashed. For a bare fraction of a see-
ond the candle flame fluttered upon the
mattings. Then it went out.

MecQuarrie had already flung himself
to back and elbows, head bent against
the wall. His hand came from his shoul-
der holster with the heavy Mauser pistol.
He paused a second, trying to locate
Romeau. He'd lost his bearings in the
flickering darkness.

He sensed a movement. Real or im-
agined. He squeezed the trigger and
held it down. The Mauser was not like
- a Colt or a Luger in which each cartridge
was discharged by an individual pu!l

of the trigger., This gun hammered its
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magazine dry, the bullets coming in a
single machine-gun stream, sweeping the
room in their deadly arc. »

And of a sudden, the room was silent—
a sort of ringing silence. The air was
filled with stinging fragments of burned
powder.

No way of knowing whether one of his
blind bullets had struck home. A man
was running outside on the verandah.
Perhaps Hernandez. It might have been
either Romeau or the Senegalese. Mec-
Quarrie dared not call for fear of re-
vealing his position. There was a good
chance Romeau was still over there,
unharmed. =

Gradually his eyes became accustomed
to the darkness. Shadow forms grew
up. The mosquito curtain, the rattan
chair, the little stand with its water
bottle and wash basin.

“McQuarrie!” It was Hernandez com-
ing through the hall at a trot. He had
paused outside the room. “McQuarrie!”

McQuarrie inserted another charge in
the magazine. “Be careful!”

It was not Hernandez’ nature to be

" careful. He stmck a mateh and walked

in, holding it in one hand, his Luger
pistol in the other. He saw McQuarrie
lying on the floor.

“What the devil!”
“Are you wounded?”

“No. I like it down here.”

McQuarrie made it to his feet. Romeau
was gone. He must have been on the
move to the door when he fired his shot.
It had been his steps running down the
hall. McQuarrie never yet had seen a
killer who was not a coward at heart. A
series of bullet holes lined the far wall
about waist high. Hernandez examined
them while his match burned to his
fingers. -

“That’s a dirty way to shoot—at a
man’s digestive organs. Why don’t you
Irish ever aim for the head? Was there
someone here? Or was it your artistic
imagination?”

“Hell and damnation!” McQuarrie

He came closer.

closed the home-made bamboo jalousies

and picked up the candle to light it.
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“Thls is an nnpude!rt way to speak to
one who has just saved your life.”
2 (‘My hfe?”

~“The_ Senegaléseé-he was Waltxng in_

your room.’
“T'd have shot him between the eyes,

yawned Hemandez “nghp bef.ween the '4

2 eyes,”

The bit of shooting att'he guest—house ;

caused no excitement in Bentlouvﬂle

- Only the man from the mission school
at "Nkoi was aIarmed and Hernandez

explained the shooting was merely an
accidental discharge while McQuarrxe

nuhtxamen on the' prow =

THEY slept In the mornmg McQuar—
rie placed a ten-franc note in the
“hands of the voodoo priest and learned
that a certain bwana and his notch-'e"&ired
-black man had sta_rteddo’

crew of paddlers from the native vﬂla,ge,’

- the agreed destination being Kombodo.
- Two days later at Kombodo McQuarrie
- was told that the same men had takena

“missjonary steambeat for some unan-

nounced downnver destination.

M Romeau planned
the Lomela in search of the sunken
Marette, Coquilhatville was its logical
_starting point. But the trail had ended.
- No one in that ]ungle city had seen

v Romeau, nor had ever heard of a notch- :Q =
: —“F am broke. And so are you.”

~ After three days g
food, and worse hquor, Hernandez, who
_always vacillated between triumph and
despair, was for giving up the search and
taking the first steamboat, downriver to

~ Leopoldville. McQuarrie was of a differ-

ent nature. Now that his teeth were setin
_the thing, now that he had met Romeau

face to face and accepted his challenge,
~ McQuarrie was determmed to see it
~ through.

~ He visited the records of Coqmlhat-

_ville province to inquire whether a per-
mit had been issued for a salvage '

was cleamng hls plstol There would be
= ting those natlve
= saad to Hernandez on returning to the -

hotel. “Whoever heard of a lost city in
that swamp-hole of the Lomela? Things

‘for an extended absence.

3 se,rMcQuarne amd Herﬁ#n- :

expefhtm upf'i- e

s e
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: expedmon There he reeexved an _inter-

estmgbitof news. The matter of saIvage
was up to the ongmal owner, but in

Leopoldville a permit had been granted :
to a scientific expedition to Coquilhat- :
ville province. The scientists had stated

that their purpese was a search for cer-

tain cities of a,nthulty along the middle

Lomela. , :
The permlt had been" granted to
Arthur Gilling, an American. The ex-

pedition and its chartered steamboat had

been at the dock of Coquilhatville for
these five weeks, making preparations

ities be damned!” McQuame

there have been built of straw and bam-
boo since the begmnmg of time, That _
sxpedition permit is merely an excuse to

, ;dlg‘ Didn’t Benbow say one of the river
~ pirates went to America? And here is

something—if the matter of salvage is
up to the original owner, then the
Marette treasure still belongs to the

successors of Union du Konge. It would
_be up to this Gilling to do his dlggmg'

on the quiet.” = ‘
- McQuarrie clomped to a table and sat
with his brandy and bottled Water glvmg =

“Perhaps you ve©
unearthed the American’s secret. What
will it be? Blackmail?”

“Yeu are _crude, Hernandez!”

“Union du Kongo.” said McQuarne =
thoughtfully, looking through the screen-
ed verandah of the hotel at the giesta-
deserted street of the river town. “Bank-
rupt. Assets absorbed by Congo Belge
Societé. That was during the worldwide
depression. I'll wager the Marette means

hitle enough to the resident direetor

of the Societé in Leopoldville. I seem to

recall him, A small fellow who was for-
“ever eating plantain and banana salads

on the terrace of the Vanderkirk.” =
“You don’t plan on bwymg the Mar— =

ette!”
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“Not with our assets! In a short time
we’ll be fortunate to be able to buy a
‘good cigar. I would prefer the Societé
for a partner. Perhaps it can be ar-
ranged.” :

MCQUARRIE instructed Hernandez
to strike up an acquaintance with
Arthur Gilling, and, using a good share
of his remaining money, he took the
plane to Leopoldville. There he once
more sat on the terrace of the Hotel
Vanderkirk, and when Edouard Daye,
the resident director of the Societé, ar-
rived for his plantain and banana salad,
McQuarrie introduced himself. Daye,
as it happened knew considerably less
of the Marette than would most jungle
tramps. He seemed a trifle amused at
MecQuarrie’s request for a salvage lease,
but neverthless he read the contract
carefully before signing and insisted on

a one-third cut of the final net returns, -

if any, rather than the twenty percent
that McQuarrie had suggested.

With this lease and salvage agreement
tucked in his pocket, McQuarne flew
the return journey.

Hernandez was not at the plane dock
when the pontoon ship was set down on
the smooth surface of the Congo. Neither
was he at the hotel, nor had he been
seen for two days.

The fellow was amply able to care for
himself, but still MeQuarrie worried
about him. It was a relief when a rap
sounded on his door late that night, and
Hernandez’ voice sounded through the
panels. “Get up, you of the oaken leg,
‘and behold the Spanish Don who will
guide the Gilling expedition to the lost
cities of Cibolo!”

“You’re drunk,” muttered McQuame,r

doing a one-legged hop to the door.
“T am sober!”

Riley came in, puffing an extremely
long Egyptian cigarette. Cigarettes of
that quality cost in the neighborhood of
seventy franes the package, so McQuar-
rie was more than mildly curious.. “You
must have received part of your fee in
advance"’

ROGUES’ TREASURE

“You look dull,” remarked Hernandez
with a touch of admiration. “But actual-
ly, your brain has a certain acuteness.
How did you know I bulldozed them
out of a portion of my fee?”

“Not only that! I also suspect the
existence of a woman.”

“Damn you, McQuarrie! Who have
you been talking to?”

“No one. Merely that we have been
acquainted a long time. I fail to remem-
ber a single conspicuous suecess of yours
that did not have at least one woman
involved.”

Hernandez laughed, flattered by the
observation. He was rather proud of
the way he had with women. “You’il
never forgive me for that little Siamese
dancer, will you?”

“No. I will not.”

“So, there is a woman. Young and
quite beautiful, I might add.”

~“The- mllhonames daughter It fits
hke mosaic.”

“You have a rough stone in your
mosaic this time, McQuarrie.” Hernandez
inhaled deeply and with a certain regret.
“She is not his daughter. She happens
to be his wife.”

“Mrs. Arthur Gilling?”

“I prefer to think of her as Janet
(hulng ” =

“What does Arthur think of his wife’s
protegé?”

“Why, he’s fascinated with me, Me-
Quarrie. It happens that Gilling has
spent weeks searching for a man who is
familiar with certain areas of the Lomela
river—especially an area at the head end
of a certain island. I convinced him that
I knew the names of the very crocodiles
that live there.”

“You've never been up the Lomela.”

“But you have, McQuarrie, and you
are my assistant.” He asked, “Did you
get the lease?”

McQuarrie patted hls pocket “We
own a two-thirds interest in the Marette
treasure for a period of five years, no
matter who unearths it.”

“And we’re the guides of Gilling’s

expedition!” Hernandez lay on the bed,
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bh)wmg cxgarette smoke “McQuarrxe,
hew does it happen we didn’t become
mﬂllonau-es years and years ago? 2

' MCQUARRIE had - a_habitual sus-
picion of easy. conquests and for

7 “’that reason he was wary of Gllhng,
There was Romeau, for instance. It
was strange the way Romeau had (ks-,

appeared between Kombodo and Coquil-
-~ hatville. So far there was no connection

— between Romeau and the American, but
the interest both showed in the Marette
was too great a comeldence o please
him. :

He met Arthur Gﬂling amd his wife at

~ tiffin the following noon. It w: ,s&ved =

— beneath the bright new a,wmngs on the
_deck of the Cygne, the little sternwheel
- steamboat that Gilling had chartered at
-~ Stanley Pool.
- Gilling was a powerful, ‘man
- - OF foﬂy—ﬁv&He had an abrupt aggre
sive manner and was riiihéi"prohé to
~ bark at those who disagreed with him,
“Not the type, thought MecQuarrie, who is
generally interested m _discovering lost
~gities for the sake of science. His wife was

~ fifteen _years his junior—a lovely qulet- =
“voiced girl who had a habit of saying
more with her eyes than with her tongue

- “J understand you know the rivers of
~ the South Congo drainage the way most -
~ men know the palms of their hands'
Gﬂhng said to MeQuarrw =
“Indeed those rivers are famxha.r to
me.”
“You're one- Iegged,s apen’tyou?“
““T have not found it a handicap.”
Gilling shrugged.
strange that a one-legged man would be
familiar with some of the most inacces-
sible piaces on earth”
- “T am an unusual mn, all three-’

fourths of me.” remarked McQuame and
Gilling laughed, rockmg the table with
~ her drink and eased his heavy body back

a forced jocularity.

- Actually the Lomela was far from m—i

: accessible, but McQuarrie let that pass.
He did not want to undermine any of

~ Hernandez’ fictions. He tasted the sun-
= &ownu* that the native boy ba:owght and

“It merely seemed

— =

Was thankful for its Amenean wh;sky
This boat would no doubt provetobea -
~ deadfall, but its whisky would be one of
its compensations. =~
As tiffin progressed he detected severai =
things. He detected a coldness between
Gilling and his wife. The man was sus-
picious of him and Hernandez. Gilling
masked these things behind a manner of _
bluff cordiality, but they were there.
You mstmctwely sensed them.

THERE was still a week of preparat:on

in Coquilhatville, and finally, with the =

~ last of the provisions aboard, the Cygne
fired her boilers preparatory to leavmg;
in the cool hours before sumup. =~
Tt was evemng, and McQuarrie sat
beneath the awnings of the hurricane

deck, watching lights come on along

Coquilhatville’s “dingy busmess district.
~ A lawn party was under way ‘somewhere

gres- - near the govemm;mt buﬂdmgs,, od
through the clear air of tropic evening he

could hear native musicians playing
European instruments and domg a
spotty job of it. '
Janet Gilling came and sat down
across from him.
“Stengah?” he asked ' =
She nodded. He mixed the drink with
“half a shot of whisky and plenty of ice.
He knew she preferred them that way.
He asked, “Have you ever observed the
custom that some jungle tribes have of
marking their members? Head flattened,
the distortion of lips, the notching of

" cars?” He seemed casual, pouring bottled

~water into the glass, but he was quick
enough to see the little, startled move-
ment she made when he‘mentmned the
notching of ears.

He held out the drmk She did not
notice it. She was staring at him with
fixed eyes. “Why did you ask that?”

- McQuarrie shrugged. He put down

in the chair. Then he asked, “Have you -

— ever seen a man with notched ears? A

Senegalese, for example?”

“T will answer that, Mr. McQuarne, —

if you tell me why you want to know.”
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McQuarrie did not need her answer.

He knew that she had seen that Senegal-
" ese, Tovada, and no doubt Romeau as

well. Furthermore, she must have sus-
pected them. :

He went on, “Two or three weeks ago
I was visiting in the jungle town of Bo-
tamba. I had a friend there—name
Benbow.” - , . ’

He could see the girl flinch at mention
of the name.

“The name means something to you?”
he asked. : =

She waved for him to proceed.

“Benbow. George Benbow. He was
what you might call a soldier of fortune
in America. Here we call them jungle
tramps. Benbow was murdered. Am-
bushed, stabbed. There were two visitors
in Botamba at the time. A man named
Romeau, and a notch-eared Senegalese
named Tovada.” :

McQuarrie paused, expecting her to

make some comment. She didn’t.
“Benbow was number one. In com-
pany with Hernandez I visited a Pierre
Delus. You have heard of him?”
She shook her head.

“His real name was LaFarge.”
She recognized that name all right.

The girl was not skilled at hiding her

emotions. She was twisting her tiny
lace handkerchief into a ball no larger
than her thumb.

“LaFarge, too, was murdered. Shot,
for the sake of variety. And again the
same men were there. Romeau and the

- Senegalese. Quite a startling coincidence,
don’t you think?”

“What does that mean to me—to us?”
she asked with a sudden defiance.

“T will tell you of more coincidence.

 Both of these men, Benbow and La-
Farge, were survivors of a certain boat
called the Marette.”

By now, her expression had a certain
fixed agony, so it was impossible to tell
whether that word “Marette” meant
much.

“We followed those men downriver.

~ In Coquilhatville T learned that the Gill-
ing expedition was preparing to set’ out

ROGUES' TREASUme

for the land of the Marette to search
for certain lost civilizations.” A smile
erossed his heavy lips. -

“Ridiculous! Lost civilizations are
found in the lands of desert and stone
where things endure, not in this low-
lying morass where the forces of decay
and growth compete with insane vora-
ciousness. Did you know that if Coquil-
hatville there were to be abandoned to-
day, no single trace of it would exist
one hundred years from now?”

“Then you think we are looking for
the Marette!”

“I am certain of it.”

E WATCHED her as darkness set-

tled lower over the broad brown
waters of the Congo. The ancient tom-
tom drums of the native village throbbed
to life, mixing with the sound of auto
horns on Coquilhatville’s streets. For
five minutes the young woman had not
spoken.

He said, “T have been honest with you.
Is it too much to ask the same in re-
tm?” :; Eame ,»: 2 - >

~ She inhaled sharply and stood up.
“I do not believe what you were telling
me. If you think we are murderers—"
“I do not think you are a murderer.”
~ She stamped her small foot. “If you
think we are murderers you should not
be aboard. Besides, isn’t it true that
you sneaked behind our backs and se-
eured a lease on the Marette? What
does that make you? Accepting our
money while all the time you are trying
to get the profit for yourself! There, I
have warned you! You come now at your
own foolish risk!” :

“Who told you about a lease?”

Without answering she hurried away

- along the deck. McQuarrie watched her

out of sight and went back to look for
Hernandez. He was ashore somewhere.,
It was midnight when Hernandez came
te his stateroom.

McQuarrie caught him by the collar

of his white jacket and thrust him

against the wall,
“Damn you, you bungling idiot! What
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did you tell that woman?”

Hernandez struggled, rocking from
side to side, attempting to free himself,
but McQuarrie’s massive strength held
him as though he were a child. “I say
what did you tell that woman?”

“The devil with you. Get your hands
off my throat!”

“You told her about the lease I ob-
tained on the Marette, didn’t you?”

“Of course I didn’t.”

Hernandez walked to the mirror with
a bruised expression to straighten the
lapels of his coat.

“Well, she found out somewhere.”
McQuarrie. :

“Is this another of your dreams?”

“And here’s something else—she prac-
tically admitted that Romeau and the
Senegalese were aboard this boat.”

“What do you mean, practically?”

With rich sarcasm, McQuarrie repeat-
ed in Spanish. Then he let his bulk drop
to the rattan chair by the cot.

“A floating deathtrap!” he mutteréd.
“She warned me, too, did I tell you that?
They have ample reason to kill us now.
I dare say Gilling is only waiting to get
-enough distance so a pistol shot won't
be heard by the gendarmes before he
butchers us and tosses us overboard.

said

Indeed I should have taken my own

council! T should now be at my ease in
Leopoldville with—"
“Well, go to Leopoldville and play
- your piano like a beggar for drinks. You
still have time to get your dunnage
ashore.”

“And leave you here like a rabbit in
an owl’s nest?” McQuarrie sighed heav-
ily and unstrapped his artificial foot.
“No indeed. We McQuarries may lack
something of judgment, but we have our
sense of duty. Thank God for that!”

' MCQUARRIE slept behind a bolted

door, the Mauser pistol making a
comfortable lump beneath his thin pil-
low. He awakened briefly with the first
- vibrations of the paddlewheel as the
~ boat backed into the slow waters of the

Congo. Then he went back to sleep, and

arose with Coquilhatville far behind.
He showered, shaved and stomped up
the sta:rway for breakfast. A barefoot
native boy in shorts and immaculate
stengah-shifter was serving Janet Gill-
ing the inevitable halved _papaya.
McQuarrie paused, coming down heav-
ily on his artificial foot. “Good morning!
An excellent mormng for travel, my

dear.”

She nodded. Her face was lovely and
immobile. She did not invite him to sit
down so he pulled a chair up to a table
near the rail and waited his morning
fritter in silence.

Arthur Gl]lmg came, and looked at the
two of them. “Aren’t you on speaking
terms?” he asked with the abruptness
that was his habit.

McQuarrie stood. “Forgive me. The
lady, I perceived, was expecting you. It
is my belief that a man should monopo-
lize his wife at least at the break-
fast table”

“Yes, at least! At least then!”

McQuarrie hadn’t meant it the way
Gllhng chose to take it. The man’s man-
ner in saying “At least then” was such
a coarse insult to his wife that even the
native boy must have noticed, but Janet
did not flinch. She had grown used to
her husband’s cruel tongue.

“The papaya is good, Arthur.”
said.

“Pll have whisky!” said Gllhng.

He was probably suspicious of Her-
nandez, although that young man’s

she

“actions had been a model of reserve. At

least, they were so far as McQuarrie had
observed. But you can never tell about
a Spanish-Irish Romeo.

The girl was lovely, and the hurt
which always lay deep in her eyes made
her more so. He couldn’t really blame
Hernandez. Twenty years ago he him-
self—McQuarrie sighed and finished his
fritter.

THE boat carried them along the
broad Congo, then to the Lomela—
a narrower siream, but essentially little

different.



- ~There is a sameness about all Tivers.
- On each side there is the solid wall of
green. Now and then ene glimpses a
_native village—a few huts on tall siilts,

_dugout canoes paddling out with car-
goes of plantain, banana, cassava. A

—small stream opens the wali like a tunnel
—a vault of great trees and parasitic
~ vines through which only a few stray
shafts of yeHow sunlight fall. And the

“inevitable smell of it—musty from ages

- of fungus and decay. This for uncounted

hundreds of rmIes-—-the gneea heart of
Alnce =

McQuarrie sat beneath the awmng,

- drinking his sundowners of American

— whisky, watchful for trouble. Days

pa.ssed——brlght morning, stultifying héat

of meridian, siesta, and cool breeze of

: ROGUES’ "REASURE

9 have a drmk here,” he said '
- “T don’t need it. You’ll have to En"dr :
Hernandez” ===
“You mean Gilling is out for us?”>
- “Something will happen tomght You
“must know 'why'” = :
“Get your wits about you' Here's a
drink. A straight one. It will help”
“He wasn’t always like that, , Mr. Mec-
Quarrie. Arthur was fine once.

Then
there was a scandal, bribery. Something
_about the state legrslature and he went
to jail. It was  only for three months, but
he was nearly bankrupt when he came
out.- He tried to win it back. There
were lots of deals, some of them not so
honest. And now this insane adventure
-in Africa—all starting with a piece he

night. Five days and trouble did not ,
' claimed o

materialize.
—  The Lomela Was falling after the rains
of March and May, and mudbars kept

_ them at a zigzag pace. Here amlvﬂlere_

—were long islands which eut

Mread i the Sunday sqpplement Some

amed Preston who
a nver‘plrate twenty or
thirty years ago.

Certain things were becommg plain

to McQuarne He encouraged her by

— lagoonlike strips with the deep chan-  She

~ nel hard to find. The Mareite’s restmg

= _place was getting eloser.
~ On that fifth night McQuarrie went to

,}ns stateroom and stretched out in his -

 chair. He was barely comfortable when
a rap sounded on the .door.

“Come in!” he said, moving to one
wall, his hand on the ro'and bntt of hlS' -

Mauser.
‘The door cpened It was Janet Gllhng
: She must have been following him. She
came in and closed the door behind her.

asked.
- “Not for a half- hour.”

~ She stood still, breathing fap&dly from .

~ excitement. =
He said, “You don’t think—"
“I don’t think anythmg has happened.
Not yet. But I must warn you that
~ you're not safe on this boat”

“Hold on, girl.” McQuame laid a

hand on her slight shoulder She seemed

very young then. Like a child. Fragile,
alone in a land of men. Tt was gettmg
to be too much for her «

“Have you seen Hernandez?” _she

real name is. At Boma And mw,they

haven’t stopped even at murder. 1al

most wish he were dead.” =

“But what in partlcular ha.ppened ,

tomght”’

“You must know!” -

~ “Believe me, child” :
— “Then it wasn’t you who opened the
‘strongbox in Arthur’s office and took
the maps?”

“Maps?”

“The maps! The one he got mAmer- =
~ica, and the other one that eame from, ,
Benbow’s room.” :

“We have taken no maps I didnt
even know he had them. T didn’t know
he had a strongbox.” =

““You're telhng the truth?”

“Of course.”

“Then it must have been Romeau.
Romeau knew they were there.”

“f thought perlmps _Romeau would
‘turn up before we were finished with this
journey. And T'll wager that notch-
eared Senegarese as well :
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“I don’t know what happened to the
_Senegalese. He—disappeared. Romeau
said he was drowned.”

“You mean, he got in the way of
Romeau’s trigger finger.”

McQuarrie paced the room. He open-
ed the door, walked to the companion-
way and thence to the deck. He collared
a messboy, giving him a ten-franc note to
find Hernandez. Someone was coming
along the deck then, so McQuarrie hur-
ried back to the stateroom.

ANET stood exactly as he had left
her. She was a frightened kid, twelve
thousand miles from home. It occured to
him what a hell of a spot she was in. A
man could go over the side and get
along through the jungle, but a girl just
had to stay and take it.

“What are you gomg to do?” he asked.

“Me?9, >

“Sure. You can’t stay with him. Not
after all this,” '

She shook her head She had no idea
what she would do.

“Don’t worry, my dear!” McQuarrie
thrust back his heavy shoulders, thump-
ing his foot for emphasis.
close to me. I'll protect you from Gilling
and Hernandez both.”

“From Hernandez!”

“He is a vulture, my deér No goody

can come from a Spanish-Irish pocket
Romeo.”

Someone tried the door.
Hernandez—“Open up!”

McQuarrie drew his automatic. There
was a chance that someone was standing
behind Hernandez, making him talk. He

threw the bolt. The fellow was alone.

“What the devil!” said Hernandez,
looking from the pistol, to Janet, to
McQuarrie.

“Trouble! Trouble enough to last the
night out, I’ll wager.”

Janet said, “The strongbox—someone
robbed it. They took the maps showing
the position of the Marette. Arthur is

- convinced it is you—" :
- “What a gross idea!” Hernandez
- brushed his Ronald Colman moustache.

A voice,

“Just stay

“Calling me a common thief.”

McQuarrie confronted him, “Let me
have those maps.”

(‘Sa’y_,’

“I repeat, this is not the time to trifle.”

Herandez shrugged and reached inside
his coat pocket. He drew out a manila
envelope and tossed it on the table
“There it is, McQuarrie.”

“Hernandez, you have brought us to
a da.ngerous brink by ransacking that
strongbox.”

“The trouble with you, McQuarrie, is
that you didn’t get the idea first.”

- “Indeed!”

“Yes, indeed! Gllhng is right under
our thumbs as long as we have those
maps. He won’t dare knock us off. Dead
men don’t talk—or hadn’t you heard?”

“There is a certam treatment known
as the water cure.

~~ Hernandez dls_mlséed the water cure

with a wave of his graceful brown fingers.
He lighted an Egyptian cigarette and
inhaled deeply. He stood, rocking on
his toes, letting his mdnxght-blue eyes
smile down on Janet.

- “Why don’t we ditch your husband?
We can go over the side at the next
native village. A crew of paddlers will
take us back—"

“Hernandez! I have promised to pro-

“tect this gu'l from Gilling—and from

122

you!
Hernandez laughed and sprawled his
long form in the rattan chair, “McQuar-
rie, the protector of lovely women! Don’t
be fooled by the blarney tongue of him,
Janet. In faith, he’s the worst rascal
this side of Baghdad - =

ANET started to answer, but Mec-
Quarrie silenced her with an upraised
finger. He once more drew the auto-
matic, balancing it with barrel angled
toward the ceiling. A man’s steps were
approaching along the companionway.
“You’ll die with that thing in your
hand,” muttered Hernandez. :
A glance of McQuarrie’s fierce eyes
put him to silence. It was very quiet
inside, the steps coming closer. McQuar-
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e rather ‘expected to have the steps: ,
~pause at the seeond officer’s room next
door, but they didn’t. They were out- —

= side, hesitating, the man’s weight bring-

~ ing Tittle complaining sounds fmm the—
ﬂoor boards, .
The latch rattIed but the bolt was

“Yes?” asked McQuarne

~ “Tt’s me!—Gilling!” the man Bérked

“What do you want?” =

“Jetmein”

McQuarrie motmned Hernandez and =
—and Janet out of sight. Gilling must not
~~ find out she was there and had warned

~ him. Better for him not to knew Her-

- nandez was around, either. He replaced
~ the automatie and opened the door,
standing there to block the wa;

=

- “Sir, I was Just planning to go to bed:
“Well now, isn’t that just too damned
bad!”” Gilling had been drinking more

than usual, and he was in a mean in- -
sulting mood “Come down to the oﬁice =

T'd like to ‘have a few words with you.”

him no choice. He had te get Gilling

- away, He nodded and hmped along at
'the man’s side.
~ Gilling un]ocked hlS office door “Yeu -
first!” '
He followed McQuarrle, snappmg on
the light, but it was so flickering dml
from the drain of the pilot’s floodlights
that he put a match 1o the petrol Iamp\‘

instead,
McQuarne took tlme to look around.

~— He’d never been in the office hefore.
There was a teakwood table at one’ “side,
~ ink-stained from long use, a stool, a
couple of upholstered chairs. The room
was cut in half by an areh. Beyond, he
could see a bed, and a chair with man’s
~ clothing hangmg over it. EVldently,

~ Gilling used the offiee for a4 bedroom.

“Well’” dema.nded McQuarne

IL’LING dldn’t get to the sublect "

right away. He went to the table

= poured drinks in tall glases. He

added soda to one, left the other neaj;

McQuarrie would not have budged, on
_only Janet was in the room. That left

“Drmk’” ;g =
McQuarrie hesxtated and he smlled
“Here, you take mine and Tll dnnk
yours.” :
They drank G}ng tossed hlS glass \

back on the table.

“Well, McQuarrie, you seem to have

f’mewhereyou wantme -

“Indeed?” : =
“There’s no use avoiding the jssue, is

_there? We might as well deal the cards

face up on the table. T knew you had
that lease on the Marette. One of the

‘colonial officials told me, ,ILtoa ,;good

amount of guts to ship with me on the
journey so I could do your dredgmg for
you, but you and that Spaniard were up

to it. I must confess I rather admired

ou, even though T had planned to kxll
s your usefulness was over.”
“That was understood z =
“You knew T was going to knock yon
off?” '
~ “You had not used much mercy on the
0 might cause you tronble

“0ne of those was an 3ec1dent. Ben- :
bow came to his room at the wrong time. -
In the case of LaFarge—perhaps my
man Was carrmed too far by his enthu-
siasm.” = = '
“Lets not qmbble” =
“And S0 you came on board knewmgl

~“T am not so chxl&hke as to expect
proﬁt without risk>

Gilling looked in McQuarrie’s eyes,
and his lips twisted in a smile. “I must
say I rather admire you.”

- “Why are you t llmgmeall this :

“Just to put th _cards on the table.

“You took the maps from my strongbox
= tomght didn’t you?” '

“Maps?”. =

“Yes, damn you, maps——and don’t act
surprised. I know you have them.”

““Indeed, sir—you may search me—"

“I won’t let you get away with them.
You mxght as well give them up the
easy way.

McQuarrie seemed to b& consxdermg

They were alqneffgg they seemed to be.

= —
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And the automatic was still in his armpit
holster. It seemed strange that Gilling
would call the play here, with no one to
help him. Of course, someone might be
cached in the inner room. If so, he
wouldn’t be much assistance.

“You don’t think I'd be fool enough
to carry the maps on my person.’

“Now I suppose you would like to go
for them.”

“Do you know of a better way?”

“] wouldn’t want to tire you, Mec-
Quarrie. Walking is rather difficult for
you on that wooden leg. I'll call a nig-

ger boy and send him, if you dontr

mind.”

MCQUARRI,'E turned rockmg heavﬂy
on his artificial foot. The door was
closed but not bolted. Of course, there
might be someone in the companion,
At one side of the door stood an old
fashioned Japanese silk screen. He was
certain someone was planted there.

“I advise you to remember one thing!”
“And what’s that?”

“If I should chance not to return from

this expedition, it will require a bit of
explaining to my partners, the Congo
Belge Societé.”

Gilling spread his fingers. “But that
is just the pomt Give me the maps and
you will return.”

McQuarrie knew he would be a dead -

man as soon as those maps were in Gill-
ing’s hands. He had little enough chance
anyway. Hernandez had bungled by not
coming as soon as they were removed
~ from the strongbox. They could have
gone over the side to safety, or at least
to something that would look like safety
when compared to this.

He took a couple of steps forward,
placing Gilling in line with himself and
the Jap-silk screen. He looked at the
petrol lamp, recalling another deadfall—
the one back in the rest-house at Bent-
louville. There had been a candle that
night. If Romeau was behind the screen,
he would be watching for the trick. But

would Gilling? And Gilling was in the

line of fire

-~ He spun on away.

“Has ‘it ever occured to you that we
could go a long way together?” asked
McQuarrie.

“We could?”

“There are fortunes to be made in the
tropics. I know of a proposition in
Nomaqualand that would make this
sunken boat look like penny dominoes.”

Gilling watched him intently—a trifle
suspiciously. McQuarrie was big and
slow moving, but he had a mind as quick
as a pigmy’s arrow.

McQuarrie felt in his pockets and
found a Turkish cigarette. He hunted
for a match. “Do you know much con-

_cerning the diamond combine?” he asked, '

leaning to light his cigarette from one
of the double mantles of the lamp.

He came up, blowing a blue cloud of
cigarette smoke. He turned, swung his

left wrist; and swept the lamp crashmg

to the floor.

HE HAD never expected it to work

so well. For perhaps two-fifths of a
second there was no sound. No light,
save for the little reddish gleam of the

-white-hot mantles that lay broken on

the floor.

McQuarrie had rolled sidewise, agile
as a jungle cat despite the handicap of
his artificial foot. His Mauser pistol was
in his hand.

- It flashed in his mind that he was
wrong about someone hiding behind the
screen, Then a gun roared from that

~screen cutting the blackness.

McQuarrie was ready. He fired twice
—instinet telling him the bullets had
struck home. A man stumbled forward
in the dark, crashing over a chair.

Only a couple of
seconds had passed. The air was filled
with the heavy odor of spilled petrol.
A sheet of white flame leapt from the
floor. The petrol had caught from a
lingering spark of the shattered mantle.

McQuarrie hurled the table from his
way. He hobbled toward the door.
Briefly, by the white flame of burning

petrol he glimpsed Romeau, spread full

length.
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~ He stepped over the body Gas from'~

~ ' the burning petrel was blinding him. He
—  reached for the door, but there was only

the blank wall and the overturned sﬂk“

screen underfoot.
He found it—the httle brass knob He

: ", = ﬂung the door open. Afterward he re-
~ membered the flash of the gun, but he

“had no recollection of its concussion.

- Something struck him like a sledge, and

be came to on hands and knees, drag-

ging himself up. agamst the far Wall of

= the companionway.

~ There was no sensation along his nght '
—~ side. No feeling of movement in the leg.

A second bullet tore splinters from the
wood against the groping fingers of his

left hand. He had preswce of mmd to,,, = : ——
== ~TIP'HE CYGNE was not a,large boat and'
He'd lost his gun somewhere He_ -

— {all face down.

~ groped along the floor, looking for it. His

~hand struck it and knocked it farther

~away. He dived, coming up W1th it
"rpmsed against his chest. =

‘He found the trigger and

~_companionway deserted. He clumped
- away, holding the wall, watchmg the

door as flames rolled out in successive -
waves, like puﬁs ﬁem == Haeksmrhh’ s

= — half fell over the rail. The wound had
Sudden}w apparenﬂy from nowhere,—' W in was

forge,

= _hls feet. Men were shouting from both  across the
' ,du'ectmns but fear of bullets kept the

ROGUES ?REASURE

vshape to bum R WQuldn £ Iast long wzth ==
her center going up.-

. Engine room bells clanged. She was —
headed full steam for somewhere. Prob— =

ably for the closest shore.

McQuarrie made it to hl,é stateroom =

‘The door was unlocked. Dark inside and
the electrie light wouldn’t work. The
transmission lines must have burned. He
lighted a match. Hernandez and Janet

~ were gone as he expected they would be,
but the mamla envelope had been left

on the table. - ==

“Never tms{; a f ish Irishman,” he
muttered, snatchmg the envelope, twist-
ing it in a roll and j Jammmg 1t inside his
jacket pocket. =

- the fire had broken through her hur-
ricane deck when MeQuarne made it
outside. She was still moving, though the

pilot had abandoned his post. She came :
'Qto an abrupt stop, shlvenng, rolling
' uarne face ﬁrst;' '

A mudbar. Th 'ck;jungfe was 3
hundred meters away, a solid massf
across shallow water. , =
Men were going over the side, splash- =
_ing armpit-deep. McQuarrie half leaped,

Gilling came into the hall. There had

been a second door leading to the inner

- _room. Gilling fired once before McQuar-
= rie could steady ‘himself. Then, with feet

planted and one shoulder resting against

i the wall, McQuarrie leveled the Mauser
~ and squeezed hard on the tngger, ham-

~mering its full charge.

He couldi’t see Gilling for smoke &nd :

spreading flame. He was down some-

place. Dead with a half dozen of those

screaniing bullets through him,

McQuarrie saw that the wound was in_
“Through the lower ribs and
out again, His shirt and hnen coat were

7 his side.
- becoming stiff with blood.

~ A fire alarm bell was clangmg, and,
" men’s running feet shook the deck. It

~was dry season, so the boat was in good

; with the mud o

to his feet. ' =
A native, one of the black gang from =

the furnace room, had wrapped an arm
- around him and was half carrymg hlm, —

to shore.
= “Nott_h the bla
fellow kept m ng. “That’s crocodile
water, big bwana”
He was briefly comscious of lying on

~ the hard earth of a footpath. It was

‘morning after a million years of dreams.
He was thirsty, and the black man was
giving him water from a hollow shell.

- His side pained him when he breathed
,Hls tongue seemed thxck and dry, Tt
occurred to him that men do not live
long in the jungle after stagnant water
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has soaked and infected a wound.

Four natives with a tepoi carried him
along a winding footpath to a village of
pointed grass huts. He awoke a long
time later, Iying on a cot with a ceiling
of plaited palm overhead. He was con-
tent to remain still and listen to the dull
fly-drone of afternoon. Outside a woman
was pounding cassava root between
stones.

Someone had entered. A small negro
in shorts and a freshly pipeclayed helmet
was sterilizing a hypodermiec syringe and
filling it through the cork of a bottle.

“What the devil?” asked McQuarrie.

“You are now receiving the benefit of
the Colonial Council’s appropriation for
the training of native physicians. At
least I hope this proves a benefit,” the
fellow remarked, cleansing a spot with
alchohol and inserting the needle.

IT WAS in the first days of the October
rains. The hotel Champs-Elysée
stood dismally in its rain-soaked white-
wash just above the steamboat docks in
the Congo town of Nouvell St. Cere.

Despite the rains, and although eve-

“ning was on its way, the sheltered dining

terrace of the Champs-Elysee was mug-

gy with heat. A half-dozen old-style
electric fans turned wearily, stirring the
air above the few traders and colonials
who sat at table, drinking their inevita-
ble sundowners. Unexpectedly, one of
them clapped his hands. Two or three

others followed suit. They had been

moved to this demonstration of en-
thusiasm by a large man in wrinkled
whites who had limped through the door.

The man paused, eyes sweepmg the

room. Then, nodding in recognition of

piano, sat down and stared for a moment
at the keys. A sundowner was brought
through the courtesy of some guest. He
drank it, nodded in thanks, and brought
his hands down solidly in a major chord.

He was on Chopin when a tall young
fellow, dressed immaculately in expensive
linens, entered and strode to a table. The
young man listened, smiling a little, occa-

sionally stroking his Ronald Colman
moustache. When the étude was con-
cluded, incongruously, with a series of
Beethoven chords, he ordered a drink
sent to the piano.

The big man turned, glass in hand,
and their eyes met. “I should strangle
you with these two hands!”’ he said,
stomping over.

“Why, McQuarne?”

“For leaving that empty manila en-
velope which you said contained the
maps of the Marette!”

- Hernandez Rilgy laughed, making his
habitual movement of stroking his

“moustache. Tt was impossible not to see

the monumental square-cut diamond,
placer quality, that gleamed on his index
finger.

The display of riches was sufficient to

- assure McQuarne ‘of the worst, and he
f banged a massive fist on the table. “So!

It is true what the patives told me. I
heard that you went upriver with a tug
and diving barge and found that treas-
ure. Let me warn you, Hernandez, that
I have a lease—"

“We had a lease, McQuarrie, A privi-

lege of dragging the river for a sunken

wreck. However, through my own re- -

- sourcefulness and at great expense, I lo-

cated the Marette treasure. It was not
in the river but on the right bank. Left
high and dry after the Lomela changed
its course. Therefore it is not salvage,
but subject to the mining laws—"
“Mining laws be damned. Tll have

_ your pants in court on that score, Her-

nandez, and you know it,” McQuarrie
shouted. =
“Now hsten, McQuarne We're just

being silly. Old friends should get along.
the small ovation, he hobbled to the

I want to play fair with you. Do you
think T'd have hunted you out other-
wise?”

McQuarrie calmed down a little, part-
ly because of Hernandez’ protestations
of friendship, partly on account of the
excellent French cognac which the waiter

" brought to the table. He cleared his
~throat and in a new voice— Tell me,

Hernandez, was it a great treasure?”
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ERNANDEZ’ eyes bnghtened at the
= memory. “The ivory led us to i,
: you know. We found a couple of those
tusks sticking out of the rround. And

i fine condition, too, despite the years.
- We dug down and found the rest. The

L

7 McQuarrie!' Fifteen hundred
 carats of them, and mostly gem qua.hty,'

~ too. I suppose we'd find more by get’ang

_ equipment there to move the du't

 “Ah! Then it is true that you have a
- fortune to divide with me, Hernandez.”

“T mlght compromlse on a small per-

~ centage.” = 2
: McQuarme slammed hlsﬁst o the
~ ble. “Let us not quibble!” Ill have m
,share of that treasure—>
~ “Your share will be twenty percent
My share will be two-thxrds, if T wish

= it, with- th_erremalnmg third gomg to. the .
,.Secleté >

“Yo:u-e imgetfmg,one.ﬂamg,}McQuaz-

"rxe You may be-able to force me into
giving you as much’ as fifty per cent,
> He stopped abruptly, staring into

~but-
— the blg man’s eyes. What he saw there
seemed to tell him the worst. “McQuar-
~rie! You didn’t make that trip to Leo-

_in the cold. You didn’t—"

“Qh, didn’t I Did T no-t., mdeeé"’

- “You scoundrel?” growled Hernandez.

““You peg-legged thief! After all T've

— gone threugh for you. McQuame, does
~ friendship mean nothing?”

 “No more than it did to ybu” He

“In other words, it ;’outwietted‘ihei—-

1 poured a drink.
doesn’t mean more than twenty per
~cent.” :

““McQuatrie, you must know I was

joking—> 3

& - “Hah‘,ﬂ - =

- Hernandez fested h1s head on one

_hand. He nodded sadly. ““You're serious.

I can see it. You're hard to bend, Me- scrawled the agreement, and put his

Quarrie. H you’re determined on en-

forcing that lé;se, youll do it.®

= twenty per cent it is.

‘jthoughtful A fine girl, Janet.

Fn'st Gilli

= Wltho >
_nandez softly

xocuzs ‘REASURE -

“You know my nature wsell T’hen :

“No matter. You're still my best =

= fnend McQuarrie. You just outsmarted '—.gv =

me, that’s all As y‘tm Americans s’a,'y,

35

~ easy come . -

~ hull of the Marette had rotted and the -
~ gems were lost, but we recovered some
after a couple weeks of sluicing. Dia-
~ monds,

McQuarne sxpped hls cognac, savoring
its bouquet like a connoisseur.
Hernandez went on, “That_ ‘was why
we put off our Weddmg—w-so yeu eo&ld be
best man.” — , =
“Indeed!”
 “Yes, Janet and I are going to be mar-

ried. In fact we would have been mar-
ried long ago if only you had been here

to be my best man, McQuarrie.” =
“Ah! That was thoughtful. Most
Sl be

erful_ wife to you. I Wxshff could
ate in husbands.
> you. But perhaps‘ =
you will change, Hernandez

“My only ambition is to give her a

“home. A humble home, but heaven grant

e! !That was my reason for

‘goad, on
= :'t‘ 'you outwi‘tted '

“Ah Hernandez ‘ "V[y throatvl‘prglve
me. P'm a sentimental man. It was fine
that you thought of me. Best man at

_your wedding! Hernandez—a handker- -
 poldville and name yourself for the full chief. Thank you.” He blew his nose

~ two thirds of that lease, leaymg me out mth»a low tuba sound.

»,M"Iike:m? \;mddxng
¥ > fere, saxd Her—

cleared his

McQuarne =
throat, “Ah. About the share. We have
always been ﬁfty-ﬁfty 0f coux:se;—i was
_merely }okmg ‘ =

“Indeed.”

- “No, Mc k e‘lth You 7

“No quibbling. Half and half, the

_ friendly bargam——

“Would you sign your name to lt

- McQuame?” =

—“You doubt my word?” -
“Just to show Janet, oldrma,n = :
_McQuarrie found paper and pencil,

name to it.
( Contmued en page 93)
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Jug threw a body block and gof“: :
- the worst of it. Chuck scrambled

’ ~ from the tangle and skated fast

S HE PRODIGAL'’S return was not

Jmpresswe ~He came back on a

battered motorcycle. He had
dreamed of coming back to Paxton in a
bright new car, a convertible preferably,
with the top down. He returned, instead,
astride a pile of junk, wearing a leather,
“oil-splotched jacket to protect him from
the chﬂl December wind. -

67

—

S

~Chiick.Mereer fooked about - him
through his goggles as he eased his mo-
tor bike through Main Street traffic.

“The small city hadn’t changed. It was

active with New England bustle, and the
people looked about the same,
Chuck felt uneasy, slightly guilty, as
hie bad a right to. He had stayed away
too long and had maintained a silence .
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ut of keeping with the obligations he
owed old Jim Mercer, his only relative.
‘He hadn’t written to his uncle Jim for
fourteen months, not since the govern-
ment had handed Chuck his discharge
from the service.

He was back, now, to explain things,
and was certain Jim would understand.
His uncle was like that, a swell guy,
slightly irresponsible, it’s true, but a man
to tie to just the same, a man who
backed his hunches and his friends up
to the limit. He owned the local air-

port and a few small airplanes, and a

, hockey team, the Penguins. He made
~his income from the first and ran the
latter as his hobby.

Chuck entered a side road near the
end of town, followed it to a dead end
and stopped at a rickety fence. The air-
port was a grassy field, a couple of wood-

“en hangers, and a dingy unpainted shack
for an office. It looked rattier than ever.
He grinned, remembering his uncle as a

“man quite unimpressed by class and
style. He’d used the same dingy shack
for an office for many years, ever since
he’d opened the airport.

Chuck racked his motoreycle against
the fence, then stamped his feet to start
the circulation in his legs. He was a man
of medium height, about five-nine but
not of medium width or thickness. The
structure of his frame was solid but as-
sembled with a nicety which did away
with any hint of bulkiness. His chest
was deep, his shoulders wide, and he
moved with smooth economy of motion.

- When he peeled his goggles and the
helmet from his head his hair was sandy
and rebellious. His eyes were blue with
an electric quality, clear now, whereas
a year ago they had been shaded with
the opaque curtain of the things he’d
seen and done in war. The features of
his face were blunt, not handsome but
‘not homely. They spoke of stubborn-
ness, perhaps too much; also of pride, the
stiff-necked sort Whlch isn’t always to

‘be recommended.

-He climbed the fence and walked to
the shack which served as an office. He

~Jim’s, say.

man inside spoke up again.

"HOT ON ICE

stopped before the door. He waited for
a moment while anticipation crowded
through him. It would be great to see
old Jim again. He decided to slip in
quietly, surprise his uncle.

HE RESTED his hand upon the door
knob, turned it, and the door swung
open silently. Chuck stepped into the
outer office. There was no one in it,
just the desk for the stenographer and
a bench for visitors. The door of the
inner office was partly open, but Chuck
couldn’t see inside.

He heard a man’s gmﬂ voice, not
“Better think it over.”

Then, as Chuck stood uncertainly, an-
other voice replied, “I’ve thought it over.
The answer’s no.”

Chuck frowned. The second voice be-
longed to a woman, and there was-defi-
nite tension in the voice. Chuck didn’t
quite know what to do. His uncle ob-
viously was not in just now, and his
secretary was probably relaying a busi-
ness decision to the man inside.

Whatever was going on, however, was
no affair of Chuek’s, and he felt mildly
foolish, having tiptoed into something
which didn’t concegy him in thé least.
He figured maybe he should cough, shuf-
fle his feet or do something to announce
his presence, but he vetoed the idea, de-
ciding instead to ease from the office as
quietly as he had come, then make a

louder entrance.

He was halfway to the door when the
“Look, sis-
ter, T ain’t kidding. Just remember, I'm
Monk Hackett, and I ain’t gonna let no
fancy little dame like you stand in the
way of what I want. No, smter, I ain’t
kidding.” :
~ The rough insolence of Hackett’s tone
stopped Chuck in his tracks again.
Chuck couldn’t see the jerk, but he knew
he wouldn’t like him. He turned slowly
toward the partly open door.

The woman said, “I'm not interested.

~ Get out!?”

A short silence followed. Chuck could
feel its tautness. Then Hackett spoke



: ~_othe

= ;—_.Hackett
-~ —geady.”

= N re\ready new,” Chuck told hnn

_gently. “I heard the young -lady tell you -

- 50” He stepped aside, leavmg a free

< path to the door. “So long, m:ster Tius =
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,agam, his voice tuned down to what he
probably believed was masculme allure.
“Look, babe, you're quite a chxck
There ain’t no reason for me and you to
figcht. We'd get along lots better if we
‘took a little trouble to understand each
~ Just take it easy, teots Fm
_right guy when you know me.”
~ “Probably devastating. Now get out'”
~ “Yeah, devastating, babe. That’s me.

Just—

“Get back! I’ve wamed yon This'
_ashtray’s made of stone.”

~Hackett laughed, but the laugh
Jammed in. his throat when Chuek

: folks Can Icut in?”
. meaty hands on the desk. Behind the

~ desk a dark-haired girl was standing

~ tensely, her color high, her beauty and

_her temper obvious. She was holding a

_heavy-ashtray shoulder- hlgh aboat io
- "Iet it go at Haeketts head

= “tern-jawed. His eyes were close-set mean'

little windows of grey quartz. They
)turned on Chuck and Went a l_xt,t_le Inean-

faeross a élstanee of six ,fe:et g
— “You wouldn’t know if I told you,”
- Chuck said easily. “I heard you were

- - about to leave and figured it was my
lk a httle busmess thh the

' “Your ears are 100 damn Iong,

wa,yout:”»' ———

“a ed for the door. -
-~ Tt was a poor. masquerade to pull on

Chuck. He had his muscfeS‘ )
But I am’t leavin® till we get to know
~ each other some. Glmme a chance, babe

:blow then dropped into 5 “swift half- =
_erouch, Hackett’s second blow with the

_ Chuck gave

THE 550 o e rlppled alonz

Hackett’s 3owls His eyes went ugly,
then flattened into craftiness. Chuck

watched him carefully, making his re-

gard seem casu
beefy shoulders, |

ckett shrugged his
\_%“Okay,” and start-

anyone who'd been around as much as
¢, his

feet Well braced when Hackett cames‘,

_abreast of him. When Hackett threw his
- punch Chuck Mercer saw it coming. He
= tucked his chmas:de and let the big

other hand went whistling across Chuck’s -

: ‘head. Chuck moved a shuffling step in-
“moved through the doer and sald “Hx < : “rioh

nd left hook

ink wrist-deep in the béer—fat; area

~ above Monk Hackett’s belt. He heard
-the snott of wind from Hackett’s lungs—

‘then Hackett kicked aft-him. =
Tt was a stinking trick, butChuek had s

 met a lot of men who knew more tricks
= 'rthan Hackett. Chuck’s lightning motion
g was instinctive. He saw the kick before

rtgathered steam and Chucks own heel
ed up - the other’s

: 18 g
but Chuck was really;r p;enty peeved by

now. =
~_ While Hackett tectered on one foot
CIr'uck reached h1m Wxth a loopmg r;ght —

a pork chop. “Monk Hackett’ yes,Went"\ 7
glassy and his muscles flaccid. He was
out like a hght ut still on his feet.

door. When Hackett’s legs gave way he
toppled like an accurately felled free,

Chuck stepped across Inm, rabbed him

hulk sprawled there on the ground hke’_

= 997 i'

a‘gbny’r 2

’ ~careful steering push :
_ which guided the inert ‘body toward the
sald'
“And I’ll leave When I get

his bedy lurching through the doorway
to collapse on the outer offiee floor.

by the collar, dragged him to the door 2
and booted him outside. He left the big
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a stranded whale, then returned to the
office, closing the door behind him.

THE GIRL was still standing behind
the desk. She had lowered the heavy

ashtray, but held it dangling at her side

with the obvious suggestion it was still
-~ a weapon. Her eyes were steady, una-
fraid, but definitely watchful.

_Nice eyes, blue-grey, long-lashed. The
flush of anger was still on her face, a face
whose clean-cut contours were alive with
all the things a man of nice perception
might require. Chuck Mercer suddenly
felt awkward and embarrassed. The
feeling irked him, brought a gruﬁness to
his voice.

“Maybe 1 shouldn’t have butted in,”
he said.

She put the ashtray on the desk. The
corners of her lips moved faintly toward
a smile, a tentative acceptance of Chuck
Mercer which her eyes did not confirm.
They remained impersonal. She said,
“T'm glad. I don’t throw very straxght =

“I'm Chuck Mercer.”

“Yes, I know.” Her voiee contamed no
welcome.

“How could you know?” demanded
Chuck.

“I'm Naney Mercer.”

“You—" Chuck started, then bogged
down with sagging jaw. He stared at her
in earnest now, ‘and recognition gradu-
ally seeped in. He had known her as a
gangling skinny kid five years ago, but
none of these characteristics were appar-
ent any more. His Uncle Jim and his

Aunt Martha had adopted her from an
orphanage. Later when Aunt Martha

had died of pneumonia Nancy had taken
over the household duties. She had been
a quiet self-willed youngster, and Chuck
had never paid her much attention. He
made up for lost time now, feeling like a
fool.

He managed, “Hello, Nancy,” and felt
more like a fool than ever. ,

“Hello, Chuck,” she said unpassxvely

Chuck swallowed with some difficulty,
and asked, “Where s Uncle Jim?”

“D ead 22

: Chuck sank into it numbly.

HOT ON ICE

The word came at him like asledge, as
it obviously was intended to. He swayed
from the impact of the blow, then com-

-prehension followed slowly.

“Dead?” he repeated dully.

“Eight months ago. Heart failure.
Swift and painl&ss He went to bed and
stayed asleep.”

There was a chair beside the desk
He stared
at the wall but didn’t see it. He was
seeing too many other things in his mind.
He let them torture him for several mo-
ments then gradually pulled himself to-
gether, an accomplishment made easier
by the fact that death was not a stran-
ger to him. Men had to die, and some
were luckier than others. Some died the
hard way. Others, like his uncle Jim,
checked out in bed without the agony
of previous fear. Chuck hauled his
breath in deeply :
~ His voice was steady when he sald
“Of course I didn’t know.”

“Whose fault was that?” Her voice
cut at him like a whip. “We tried to
reach you everywhere we knew. Your
-uncle needed you, and you chose. that
time to drop completely from his life®

The words stemmed from a deep bit-
terness within her, and the bitterness,

Chuck conceded, was just. It didn’t
anger him but made him feel, instead,
the terrible necessity of making Naney
understand just what had happened to
“him. He felt that if the girl could under-

- stand, it might, in some vague way, ex-

plain the thing to Unecle Jim:

But how could Chuck tell Nancy what
he’d seen and done while doing his duty
as a Ranger in the service? How could
‘he tell her what he’d brought away from

-war, the black depression, the morbid

fear that he couldn’t adjust himself to
normal life? He hadn’t dared to bring
these things back home to Paxton, so

of course he hadn’t dared to bring him-
self, or even to risk communication till
he’d satisfied himself he could be cured.

E'D CURED himself by knocking
about the country, working when



fas he could in words.
hen I left the serviee. I had to get my»

' rited 3~

_~ from hlS father, and instead of setthng
~ downa
7 had sold the store, gone to the city and

;f :  :5 - JAcxseN V. scumz

}he had to eat, ﬁghtmg —— had to
fight, and loafing when the mood was on
him. He had purged his system grad-

ually of its accumulated hell, and when

 hed finally judged himself amenable to
~ ordinary living, he had headed home.

~ Now he tried to sum it-up as eareiully
“T wasp’t normal

~balance before eemmg‘ ‘home.” -
The words “seemed feeble in their

- ;’fﬁscope “He didn’t see how they could

~have appreciable effeet on Naney Mer-
~cer. He was wmsed»tkerefore at her

~ considered answer.

~ “P’m glad you toId me that,” she smd.

~ “It was a thing your um:le, worﬁd have

_ understood. T believe I understand it

~ too, and I'm sorry Iaccused you of de-
—hiberately mistreating Dad.” ==

. The words were honest, but her atti-

- tude wasstill antagonistic. There wasa

_ barrier between ich she obvi-

— ously intended should remain. She had

— —“excused him for his months of silence,
~ but held him clearly accountable fo:r oth-

: er’thmgs

& 2 er v
~ the kuowledge elicited no more than a
Emef{rta} shrug Okay, he probably had
= punk before he went

war.
‘2 humdrum local merchant, he

- spent the money hike a sap.

~~ Then he’d madi the*grzéethha
> league ‘hockey team Leaders. He'd
~_been hot stuff, had ecoined a lot more
- dough and had also booted that away.

~ But he'd had his fun, and it was no busi-

~ ness of Nancy Mereer s. She could think
~ what she damned pleased, just so she
~was eertam he had really-—ioveﬂ his un-

—ele.

~ Hegotup siowly, saying, “Jim, in my -

book, was one of the finest men who

ever lived. Well, Nancy, mce

to have
~_seen you. “Pll be moving on.”

wx”

“Thats good” Sald Chuek. “He was

_’\eiercer. S

The girl said qmeﬂy, “Dad 'leftr a

7

s&menm&s a llttle careless. I’m gTad he |
got around to it.

“He left you half of everythmg he ,' ‘,"

owned.”

- “What!” gasped Chuck henestly

~ astounded. The idea of an mhentance »"5 -
from hxs Uncle J:m haad not occurred to ==

him: — =

~“Vou shoult Bive hadit all irn stmk. !

areund long enough to see a lawyer and
sign my half over to you.”
~ “] don’t want 11:.’:’__— =

' ) have xt He
thought-ﬂxa%

oﬂ z ' == =
“T see, Chuck put in dryly “He ﬁg—
ured I might be tempted to take hold of
myse}f and settle down z ,

mte Chuek’s thoughts He hatedrto be
needled, particularly by anyone possess-
ing the dlsturbmg quahtles of Ntmcy '

He pu]Ied oui; his
“He eﬁered one to Nancy.

cxgarettes
She shook her head Chuek asked, “Mmd
if I do?” -

= £
things over.”

tate,” she told him briefly. “The airport

b;g “is about to fold. The Pengums have for-

gotten what it’s like to win a game.
We're up to our ears in debt. Ira Stover,
a local loan shark, holds our netes for

six thousand dollars. They expire short- =

Iy, and he won

7 js’mis;(e_renew :
CHHCK whlst]ed softly. “Not so good
How did it all happen?”

~ “Dad’s fault mostly. He was a swell

person, but he had too much fa;tvh inhis =

hockey team. He had to bet on them.
“He lost.” =
_ “But the au'port should be domg Well e
-~ said Chuck. ’

“It is but ‘we }ack eqmpment, The

~ “There’s very ]1ttle left 0& Dads s
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hangars are about to fall apart, our re-

pair equipment is old and junky. The
banks, and. even Stover, refuse further
loans. I can’t raise money anywhere.
We have the only land suitable for an

airport close to town but they started

that Barth Airport a few miles out.
Barth is a fair competitor but I can’t
compete much longer with our old planes
. and firetrap hangars. I had a hard job

talking the city council into letting our -

permit run another year.”

“Where does Hackett fit in.”

“He owns two planes, has some politi-
cal pull, and it’s generally believed he
deals in stolen goods and black market
operations. He can’t rent hangar space
and he wants privacy for his operations.
So Hackett wants to buy us out. He
offered four thousand dollars,-about a
third of what the place is worth, even in
its present condition.”

“If he offered that much,” said Chuck,
“someone else might offer more. We
could st:ll sell out, redeem the notes and
have a small profit.”.

“Whlch I’m sure Vou’d hke to get your
hands on.” -/

Chuck flushed, but held his anger
down. He also held his tongue.

The girl continued, her voice as brittle
as thin ice, “The Penguins ought to be
-worth a little too, and you own half of
them. It’s your privilege, of course, to
sell out any time you want to. Maybe
Monk Hackett has come to by this time
and Would be willing to talk busmess
with you.”

Chuck hauled in a steadying breath,
then asked qui'etly, “Your opinion of me
is pretty low, isn’t it Nancy?”

She answered with an uncomprom1smg,
“Yes 3

Getting to his feet Chuck said, “And
who am I to dispute the ]udgment of a
woman of your wide experlence and busi-
ness training? I can’t compete with
oracles. So long, Nancy.”

He started for the door. Her voice
caught up with him. “Are you selling
out?”

Turning bneﬂy Chuck said, “An oracle
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should know the answer to that one.”

He left the office in a state of sim-
mering anger, which, however, did not
prevent his cautious exit from the outer
door. He looked around assuring himself
that Hackett was not in sight. He
walked across the field, hopped over the
fence and climbed aboard his motor-
cycle, still jittery with irritation.

A cold wind was sweeping down the
side road which was devoid of traffic
and pedestrians. No one was in sight
from the field. A bulky old fashioned
car was parked some twenty feet down
the fence, but there was no one at the
wheel. He started his noisy motor and
let it warm a moment. He slid the gear

lever into first, let out his clutch and

started to make a turn.

Something warned him, probably in-
stinet, or maybe he saw a surge of mo-
tion from the corner of his eye. At any
rate; his head jerked around in time to
see the big car coming at him, thunder-
ing in low gear.

HUCK had no time to think. His

actions from that point were purely

reflex. A quick flip of his wrist opened

the throttle wide. The motoreycle
leaped beneath him and began to skid
as he held it in its turn. He encouraged

‘the skid, turned the front wheel sharply

till the rear wheel tried to slither out
from under him. He let it slide, jam-
ming his foot against the pavement

~where the muscles of a powerful leg kept
‘the machine from falling on its side.

It was the skid that saved his hide.
Without it the front fender of the car

“would have tossed him like a matador

on the horns of a fighting bull. The car
missed him by a hair, roared past with a
fraction of an inch to spare, swerved
sharply in a right angle turn and took
off down the road. :

Chuck cursed with fury as he fought

_his machine to bring it under control.

He finally kept it upright. He spun it
around to chase the car, and then his
common sense moved in to check his
anger. He knew well enough who the
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driver was, even though the features had
been blurred through the windshield. Chuek ‘would see a lawyer next day,
Monk Hackett. The louse had been transfer his half of the inheritance to her
waiting for him, lying flat i i the seat so and let the crash be a colossal one, Or

Okay, if she felt hke that abeut. =

the car would appear empty. His motor,
of course, had been running all the time.
- Catehmg Hackett at this time would
- do no good without the aid of witnesses
- who could swear that Monk had tried to

~run him down. There were no witnesses, !

the inner office windows faced the field.
His accounting with Hackett would have
to wait. Also, Hackett had ’apped his
hand by indicating how_ he ehose to
fight—dirty. A hard grin twisted Chuck
Mercer’s lips. Tt began to look as if his
-stay in Paxton, if he clded to stay,

-~ would not be u,neventfni

I he decided to stay. Everything -
“seemed to ‘hinge on that rlght now, and
slow resentment erept through Chuek at
being faced with a decision of that
- magnitude. He was Qirh “tice when
it came to making u mind. He
' ha(ldone what he Wanted to for months
- on end. This was different. He'd been
_ dragged into something which he felt
: Wa&ﬂa.ggemnsfy beyon: depth.

~He checked in at a cheap hotel, went

~ 1o his roou, started to smoke, and tried

“to dope things out. It
_normal impulse in his

- fo get out from under whlle he still had

time.

He didn’t want to run a bankrupt air-
_port He didn’t want to be partners
with that self-opinionated little female,
~ Nancy Mercer. Or did he? The thought

—brought him hard agamst a barrier be-
- eause the picture of her in his mind was

— still too elear. He began to wonder how
_she’d look when smﬂmg, how shed treat
‘a guy she really Tiked.

~_ “Oh, cut it out!” he
“She hates your guts”

~ She was a nervy kid, all nght batthng
agamst big odds and asking for no sym-

~ pathy. She was stubborn too. Or was it
= merely loyalty te her ¥0ater father smem-_

g;imed aloud.

: ‘ never sell out. She’d Iet Lt erash aboat
= her ears. :

7 erxpples look like,

would he? Why shouldn’t he? He be-

gan to pace the room, battlmg his in- '

decxslon, and not too 1d of lt

and still found himself 1gnommlously on
the fenge, =

He took :
prised to find his g him to-
‘ward the Tce Arena, which had been his

upcle s pride and joy. When he reached =

, though, he got a ]OIt It had never

enough as Chuck remembered it.

But now it was a mess, scabrous from
lack of paint, and dra,fty from eracked —
ch had not been re-

_window panes whi
placed. It brought

twinge of unac-

~countable sadness to Chuck’s heart. He

_had never considered himself a sentimen-
tal person, but xt was tough to see the =
pla ion.

flng into shape.
Chuck started for the door. =
“shrugged and told himself, “Why not?

I never owned half of a hockey team
~ before, so I might as Wéﬂ see what the:

He started for
dimness of an over-hang. The outside

- lights had not been turned on. He was
_reaching for the knob when he saw it
~ turned from the inside. He stepped- aside.
~He had not deliberately chosen his posi-
tlon, but when the dom‘ _swiing open

him feel a bit ridiculons, but the feelmg-? fj =
~ was waped a,way by the sound of = =

AXBE “he told hi elf ‘he could
think better on a fuII stomach, It
was dinner time and he was hungry. He,, ==
‘hunted up a lunch wagon. He filledup
on hamburger sandwiches, pie and coffee,

en much more than a glorified shed to - =
“start with, but had been presemtable =

were ide. Chuck won-

dered why then‘gﬁt the answer promptly.
Practice session, naturally The season
would soon get under way, and the
Penguins, such as they were, were get-

e

“door under the './i,k{ -
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: i
familiar gravelly voice, Monk Hackett’s.
Hackett said, “Nice goin’, Al Just Leep
things movin’ as they are.

“Yeah, Monk, you can count on it,”
the woice inside the door replied.

~ Monk Hackett moved away, not look-
ing back. The door closed and Chuck
stood for a long thoughtful moment,
narrow eyed. Something stank, and it
wasn’t anything a man could smell. Who
was Monk Hackett’s buddy, Al? What
was the tie-in with the hockey team?

Chuck’s interest in the team began to

quicken.

He waited a little longer then let him-
self inside the building. The space near
the door was empty, but Chuck could
hear the ring and hiss of skates upon the
ice. He stopped a moment and his head
went up like an old fire horse smelling

_smoke.
__many years,
through his body.

He let the feeling pass, then settled his
mind to the job at hand, even though
he wasn’t sure just what it was. He'd
skated in this place many times, so he
knew his way around. He climbed the
stairs which took him to the upper sec-
tion of the banked seats. It was dim up
there, the lights focused on the rink.
He sat on a bench, unnoticed, and let

\

~ his eyes rest critically upon the scene

below.
IT WAS familiar enough, at first, merely

coaching. The coach was a man of mid-

dle age, small, round-faced, with his
He

features crowded near the middle.
had a bellowing, aggressive attitude
which Chuck guessed quickly served the
purpose of disguising his meager knowl-

edge of the game. The guy didn’t seem

to know a whole lot about hockey, or if

he did, he wasn’t putting it across.
Chuck wondered who he was, and soon

found out, in part at least. A player
yelled across the rink:
“Hey, Al, what time is 1t?”
~ The coach glanced at his wrist watch
“and ealled back, “Eight-fifteen.”

He hadn’t heard that sound for
and it sent a tmghng A
Al was coaching the Penguins in de-
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- Chuck’s head thrust forward. So the
guy called Al was the Penguins’ coach.
It was a pertinent bit of information
which moved Chuck’s thoughts into high
gear. Al and Hackett. What did it add
up to? Nothing good. e

Chuck watched the practice critically
for another fifteen minutes, cataloguing
his impressigns accurately. There were
some pretty good skaters on the ice and
some fair puck handlers, but the talent,
for the most part, was raw and unde-
veloped.

One player, a big defense man, looked
as if he might have possibilities. The
others called him Jug. He was built like

_the side of a barn, with arms like a

gorilla. His facial characteristics were
definitely neolithic, with a probable men-
tality of the same era. But he was fast,
nicely coordinated and strong as a bull.
He obeyed Al's orders to the letter.

fense, and as Chuck Mercer watched
Al's work a smouldering indignation
rose in him. Al wasn’t teaching them the
fine art of defense, he was schooling

~them in nasty little tricks of mayhem

which might escape a referee. But not a
smart referee. If the Penguins followed

-Al’s instructions, the penalty box would
~be too small to hold them. It looked

like deliberate sabotage to Chuck, and
his indignation changed to anger. -
He left his seat, walked down the aisle

“and leaned his elbows on the fence. He
a hockey squad soaking up pre-season

was there for several moments before

one of the players noticed him. The

player called, “Hey, Al, we got a visitor.”
Al turned, spotted Chuck, and skated

“over to the fence.

“What're you doin’ here?” he de-
manded. .

“Just looking your team over,”
swered Chuck.

“Just lookin’ ’em over, huh? Well,

an-

“kid, get a load of this—when Al Jurgen

wants anybody to look his team over, he
invites ‘em. See? Now scram outta

- here.”

A perverse 1mpulse needled Chuck
inso prolonging the situation. He didn’t
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know quite why, but he put on a dumb
look and said, “Gosh, Mr. Jurgen, I
didn’t mean any harm. T just thought
‘that—that” another crazy impulse took
quick shape, “that you might need an-
other hockey player. I thought maybe
you might glve me a chance to try out
for your team.”

“Where’ve you played?”

“Oh, here and there,” Chuck told him
vaguely.

URGEN’S eyes narrowed specula-

tively.

Chuck tried to follow Jurgen s mental
trail and came up with a hunch that
‘satisfied him. Jurgen,-he reasoned, cared
nothing about Chuck’s previous hockey
experience, good or bad, because Jurgen

- already had a team he could handle as
he wished, and he wanted no outsider on
the squad who might gum things up.
On the other hand he dared not openly

- refuse the chance to re-enforce the team,

—in_which respect Chuck had just put

~him on the spot. So Jurgen asked, “Got

- your gear with you?”
~ “Np> :

Jurgen looked relieved.

- around some other time.”

But Chuck had started something he
~had the perverse urge to finish. “You
could loan me a pair of blades and a
stick,” he pointed out.
- This was true enough. Jurgen hesi-
- tated then was swayed to a decision by
one of the Penguins who suggested,
~“Let ’im on the i ice, Al We'll soon find
out how good he is.’

The other players seemed to like the
idea too, so Jurgen said, “Okay. What
size shoe?”

“Eight and a half.” 7 :

Jurgen canvassed the Iesser members*
of the squad, and one of them volun--
- teered that he wore Chuck’s size shoe.
- Jurgen took the shoes and gave them to
Chuck. Chuck was wearing riding
breeches and high-laced boots. He took
_off the boots and donned the skates.
- They fitted pretty well. Jurgen handed
- him a stick and a pair of padded gloves -

“Then come

pressively.
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“What position?” demanded Jurgen.

“Center. Can I warm up a little?”

“Yeah.” 7 ,

Chuck stepped on the ice. This was
the first time in five years he’d been on
skates. He was a little jittery at first,
but the feeling came back fast, much
sooner than he’d believed it would. The
blades were sharp. They cut in nicely.
He tried a couple of fast stops, spraying
ice-dust. His muscles tingled. It was
great to be on skates again. It was still
in his blood.

One of the Penguins flipped “the puck
to him. Chuck snared it, but not im-
He tried a few short runs,
finding the puck disobedient and agile.
He was pretty rusty on his stickwork,
but the rust was not too deep. It would
scrape off easily: He was satisfied.

He could have used more time for

_practice, but Jurgen was impatient. He

called, “Okay, bring it down the ice.
Start from the neutral zone and see how
close _you can get the biscuit to the

_cage.”

Jurgen gave orders to three Pengums

The goalie took his position before the

net, and two guards moved into the de-
fense zone between Chuck and the goal.
One of the guards was the big guy, Jug.

- The other was a rangy blond kid whom

Jurgen had addressed as Jack.
3',!

- Jurgen yelled, “Get goin’!

CHU'CK snugged the ptck against thé
blade of his stick, hauled in a deep
breath and started down the middle of

- the ice. A quick elation surged in him,

as if he had regained a thing of value he
had lost years past. ThIS, he told him-
self, was living.

-He had a head of steam by the time
he reached the blue line. He changed
direction slightly, heading toward Jack

—on the right, deliberately picking him as

the softest touch.

Jack edged toward him carefully,
gathering himself for the block. Chuck
swerved sharply, heading for the boards

“at _his right. The turn was so abrupt he
-almost Jost the puck. He let out an ex-



: asperated grunt ‘but managed tc snare
- the rubber before he skated past it.

Jack broke into quick action, dashing

~ in at an angle which, i both men held
~their lines, would force a collision near'
~the fence. But Chuck refused the chal-

~ lenge. He slammed the puck low against

 the dasher, then flashed inside of Jack.
Jack made a long stab for the puck,
= ~ whereas an experienced defense man
~would have tried to stick to Chuck. =~ ¢
~ In other words, Jack fell for one of the
_ corniest attack tricks in the game. While
-~ he was still regaining balance from hJSj,'g
_ reach, the puck bounced off the boards

- and eame out to Chuck again. He took
- it easily and flashed in toward the goal.
~ Big Jug came h:mgmg at him. Chuck
~was within shooting distance, but Jug

was now between him and the goal. -
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first react:on was one of shocked ahrm,

~as if Chuck were a liability rather than
~an asset, making it rather obvious that
Jurgen didn’t want a man as good as

Chuck upon the Pengmn squad It was

-pretty raw.

Jurgen had- sense enough to wipe the

_ expression off at once, and to replace it

Chuck swerved toward the middle of*"

~ the ice. Jug plowed to a halt to keep
~him covered, and did so with surprising

- speed. But not qulte fast enough. While
Jug was digging in for another charge,
~ Chuck turned again and bore in toward
_+the goal. He made his try, a whistling
~ shot two feet off the ice. The goalie

 slapped at it but missed. _The P“Ck

~ ended in the net.

with a dead pan. “Not bad,” he admit-
ted. “Pretty good, in fact But you -

can’t get through again”

“I guess not,” said- Chuck faking hum—
bleness “I was pretty lucky, Mr Jur- —

en
“You e tellm me. Qkay, ry i

CHUCK went up-ice and tnmed,‘He_r
had to wait while Jurgen gave Jug

some low-voiced instructions. Chuck’s
-~ lips hghtemad«m a mirthless smile. He
~didn’t need a crystal ball to know what

the coach was telling Jug. He saw Jug
nod with solemn relish. =

~ They ganged up on Chuck this time

as they should have done the first time.

d him against the fence, and
Jug slammed in on him, battered him
hard against the boards. Chuck ‘had ‘the

—quick dazed feeling of being caught be-

Tt was a nifty plecé of work, 1mpres- =
~sive. Chuck got a big lift out of it, but
_standup.

~ he didn’t try to kid himself too much.

“He'd had a lot of luck, both in handling
_ the puck, and in the fact that ‘he’d taken
- the Penguins by surpnse They’d played

— bim for a ¢luck.
Chuck was reasonably certain he could

~ not repeat his skillful run, not without

- more practice than he’d had tonight, He
. also knew that on the next attempt the
- two defense men would be on their toes.

The effect of the goal upon the Pen-

= guins was amusing. They stared slack-

~ tween an elephant and a brick wall.
~When Jug bounced off of him Jug laoked
surprised to find Chuck still a.ble o

Chuck kept hls heed. He was;fbadl -

“shaken up but far from out. He had the -

build and previous training to soak up -
punishment of that sort. His eyes were
brittle, his anger deep inside and well
controlled. He said to Jurgen, whe had
skated up, “Shall I 80

“Why not?” v : —
So Chuck went’chroqgh agam, grateful =

~for the chance. If Jug and the coach

jawed at first, ‘then began to mutter

among themselves excitedly, as if al-
- ready antxclpatmg a strong addmon to_
- their team.

Tt was Jui'gens reactlon, though -

— glances and leamed plenty Jurgen’s

wanted to play games, it suited Chuck.r =
Partxcularly this sort of game.
He went in fast. He carried the puck

against his stick, but the puck meant
nothing now. ¥ had no part in what,
= _ was scheduled to happen. :
~ which captured Chuek’s attention. He

~ studied Jurgen with a series of quick

Chuck drew a line on Jug and skated' -

— at him. Jug obviously expected Chuck
to swerve because the bxg defense man -
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‘held his charge too long, giving Chuck
the advantage of momentum:. Jug threw
a body block, and got the worst of it.
Chuck’s shoulder blasted hard against
Jug’s chest, and Jug went down with
Chuck on top of him. Chuck scrambled
from the tangle fast, figuring Jug for a
sorchead who might want to finish the
argument with his fists. Chuck didn’t
want it that way. He had other plans.

Jug reached his feet with anger and
embarrassment equally divided in his
wide flat face. He stared at Chuck like

a peevish bear, and growled, “Come
through again.”
“Sure, Jug,” said Chuck. “But don’t

forget it’s your idea.”
So Chuck came through again. He
-didn’t swerve. Jug didn’t either. This
~ time Jug had his speed. They met like
a pair of charging bulls in a primitive
exhibition of pure savagery. The impact
was a brutal thing which flesh and bones
were not supposed to endure.
- They bounced clear. Both men hit
-the ice. But Chuck was first on his feet.
~Jug climbed up shortly after, mad by
now. :
“Come through again,’ he ‘raSped
And Jurgen, mean-eyed, let them fight
-it out. It was obvious he couldn’t be-

~lieve that Chuck would last it out with -

Jug, who outweighed Chuck by twenty-
~five or thirty pounds.
— But Chuck knew things about the
~game of hockey Jug had never learned.
- Chuck knew the science of a body block.
He knew the secret of compactness, of
centering his striking foree into an area
~which distributed the shock throughout
his body. He knew the fundamentals of
- swift leverage and exquisite timing.

He came through twice more. He took -

~a beating, but Jug took a worse one. Jug
~weathered the first charge but not the
second. Jug stayed down, fighting for
wind like a big mackerel on a cake of
ice. Chuck skated to the rinkside and
leaned against the dasher, glad of its
support. He was too done in just now
even to wonder What was. going to hap-
pen next.

“said. -
“hopefully. “Could I learn ’em?”
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A COUPLE of the men helped Jug to
his feet. He wabbled at first, then
steadied, looking dazed. Jurgen was
across the rink, scratching his chin and
thinking hard, obviously groping for an
answer to the embarrassmg problem
Chuck had thrust on him.

Chuck was feeling better when Jug
came skating slowly toward him. Jug
still had his stick, so Chuck moved

‘hastily from the wall into a position of

more maneuverability. He got a jolt
when Jug said meekly, “I ain’t sore.”
He grinned to prove it. -~

Chuck managed a cautious grin of his

own, scarcely daring to believe what he

was seeing. There was no trace of animos-
ity in Jug’s eyes, which made him more
of 2 man than Chuck had suspected.
There was a respectfulness about the guy
which did not lessen him in stature.

-~ Chuck said, “Glad to hear it, Jug.

~ I've had enough.”

asked

“How come a guy your size,”

~Jug, “can push a guy like me around?”

“I know some tricks.” ,
Jug bnghtened perceptlbly “Yeh,” . he
“I figured it that way.” Then
“Sure. I’Il teach ’em to you. Glad
to 3

Al Jm‘gen skated up in time to hear
Chuck’s last remark. The coach said
loudly, “You'll teach nothin’. Ive got

~you spotted now. You’re some ringer

that dirty Hilton coach sent down here
to cripple my men before the Hilton
game. What’s your name, fella, - Talk
fast!”

But Chuck didn’t talk fast. He took
his time, beginning to enjoy the situa-
fion: ==

“Speak up!” yelped Jurgen.
your name?”

Chuck let the silence hang another
moment, then said quietly, “Chuck
Mercer.” :

Al Jurgen s head snapped back asifa
trick cigar had exploded in his face. His
jaw flapped loose, a grunt came out, his
eyes went slightly glassy. He forced his
jaw up with an effort, ran a tengue

“What’s
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—across his hps and bhlstered “Yeu Te a
~ Har! Idon’t believeit,” -

~ Chuck’s hand ﬂashed out axid closed
_on the front of Jurgen’s heavy sweater.
He spun the coach about and pinned

~ him hard ‘against the sideboards. He
~ thrust his face up close to Jmagen’s and

fdemanded softly, “Who am I, AI?”

Al Jurgen blurted hastxly,/ “You TE -

= '-,Mercer Chu-Chuck Mercer.” -
‘Chuck suddenly released his hold. De-

" Jurgen’s feet slid out from under him.

-He sat hard on the i ice. Chuck hauled

~him to his feet and said, “You're fired.
~ Get out and don’t come back.”

: 'pnved unexpectedly of the support, Al
- guys want me $0.” 7
The goahe said with satlsfactlon, —

- “You can’t fire me. I gota eontract.”'i

“Which I can bmk » Chuck shot at -
-~ him. “Because I just heard : you teachmg; =
~ these kids illegal hockey Beat 1t, ]erk =

_before I lose my temper.”

Al turned to the Pengums pleadmg, '
;V“Are you 1ettm Jnm get by wﬁ.h thisP”

- were varied, verging from uncertainty

1o plain indifference. Jurgen obviously

~did not rate very high with them. They

get by Wlth it because you are a jerk.

~ needed a spokesman, and the goalie
~ volunteered, “Yeah, Al, we're lettm him

- The others looked relieved. Chuck -
~ was relieved: He let his breath out

slowly. “So long, Al, h;e said.

— When Jurgen chsappeared Chuek
- Mercer found a hollow space inside him.

-Without - intending o he’d stuck his
neck out, and his neck, tight now,
~ seemed long as a giraffe’s. He had acted

—upon impulse. It was the enly alibi he

- had, and gradually he began to under- _

giddy at the
~ last half-hour. Things had happened fast,

grﬂmed and smd “Well }ooks hke the

~ Penguins aré ‘going to need a new

coach.”

“Are you playmg w1th us?” asked the
gealie bluntly. =

The question pmned Chuck down. He

felt his palmis go damp, knowing he had

to come up with the right answer, the
one the goalie wanted. -Chuck flled

~ his lungs, then burmed his bridges behind -

him.
“Why sure,” he sald “T play if you

“Now youre talkmg ’\Iaybe we can
have a team.” ==
Jug said, “And you can coach : tae
= “WhO, me?” =
“ngv}got? You ve played blg tune
We've |
made a monkey ~out of me.
There was a muttering of assent from

the other Penguins, Chuck finally saw

Sl

;'-h e’d walked into a trap whieh would
HE EXPRESSIONS of the men"ff: grizz i :
of xt and said, “Okay | fellas, it’s a deal.

g bear, so he made the best

=

Tl get some gear and go to werk tomora
row. See you then.”

He left the Arena feehng ehghtly
e he'd traveled in the

and his first reaction was held made a
first class jackass of himself. He had

~ been he&&mg East with eve;'y “chance of

signing a nice fat contract with his old

“team, the Leaders. And what had hap-

pened to him? He’d fallen flat on his

_snoot, He’d commitied himself to play

with, and to coach a tankiown club of

elueksk Was he nuts? Compleﬁelyimts?

stand how wide a loop he’d thrown. -

~afraid to guess. It made him sweat to

- think of it. So he didn’t think of it

right now. He thrust the thought aside
_and played the cards he’d dealt himself.

- He faced the Pengums who, for the
most _part, were eyeing him wﬁ.hout €x-

‘pression. They were wondering what was

= — The implications of his impulse were
- far-reaching, just how far Chuck was

He dec;ded that ﬁhebrwas He waited,

= strong wave of self-recrmnnatmn to

_sweep over him. But it didn’t come.
_Another feeling came in place of it, a

‘;_It worried him.

rather pleasant feeling which wavered
between smug satisfaction and down-
right elation. He couldn’t d0pe it out.
“What in thunder’s

_happened to me?” he asked himself. “Go

Vcommg next. So was Ch\tck He

the mornmg

to bed, sucker

”'

-of you. You're goed_ Yon =

You'll feel different in
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UT HE didn’t. He awoke with the
stimulating feeling of a job to do,
and a rather exciting job at that. He
decided not to tamper with the feeling.
He told himself it wouldn’t last long
anyway so he might as well enjoy it
while he could. He sang discordantly
while shaving.
While toweling his face he told him-

self he’d have to break the news to

Nancy Mercer. The picture of her
flashed across his mind. The towel

stopped in the middle of a swipe. He

felt as if he’d just dropped sw1ftly in an
elevator. He sucked his breath in angrily
and snarled aloud, “No, chump, no! Not
that! For heaven’s sake use your head!

So he used his head by showing a
care in dressing that he hadn’t shown
for months. He took his only suit to a
tailor to be pressed. Meanwhile he

bought a new tie, a conservative blue.

Back in his room he stood before the
mirror critically, and sneered, “Hi, meat-
head. What’s the score? You don’t
know, huh? Smart guy. Oh, very smart.”

He left the hotel and started to his

uncle’s airport, Reaching his destina-
tion he climbed the fence and walked
toward the office. He was strangely out
of breath when he reached it. He stopped
before the door, and his hand went
automatically to his unaccustomed neck-
tie to see if it were straight. He grunted
angrily and jerked his hand away.

He opened the door and walked in.
- The outer office was empty, the door to
- the inner office closed. He rapped on the

panel.
Nancy’s voice called, “Come in.”

~it’s you.”
She was wearing slacks and a green
-sweater. She had been working on some

papers on the desk. Her eyes were im-
personal and steady.

‘A short circuit jammed Chuck’s com-
municating system, but he managed
gruﬂly, “Yeah, it’'s me.

“What do you want?” she asked.

“A business talk.,”

He took the chair beside the desk.
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Nancy waited for him to speak. Chuck
filled his lungs and said, “I’ve taken over
the hockey team.”

“Why?Q’

“Because it needed taking over.
There was a challenge in hxs tone Whlch
she accepted.

“Why didn’t you consult me?”

“It happened too fast.”

-~ “Is that any excuse?”

CHUCK. felt his anger coming up, but
he held it down. He lighted a cig-
arette, smoked a moment, then said
quietly, “I guess we’d better get things
straight. You haven’t pulled any punches
as to what you think of me. You're
probably justified, so we’ll let it go at
that. But the point right now is, that I
went off half-cocked and got myself in
neck deep. I gave Al Jurgen the old
heave-ho. He’s out. I'm in. Now go
ahead and start the fireworks.”

“Later, maybe. Let’s hear the rest of
what you have to say.”
- “It’s this. I've dealt myself a hand.
You can sit back and trump my aces,

-or you can play ball with me. We're in

the thing together, now, whether we like
it or not, and it’s up to you to make the
rules. We can fight, or we can work
together.” ‘

“How about the Pengulns?” Nancy
temporized.

“They’re a mess, and Jurgen was a

- louse who was playing ball with Hackett.

The Penguins are potential money-mak-
ers, but they’'ve been mismanaged,

- tossed to the wolves. Somebody is re-
- sponsible for it, and I assume it’s you.”

Chuck went inside. The girl said, “Oh, -

Nancy stiffened in her chair, then
flared, “Now wait a minute! You can’t
—” She stopped abruptly, caught her
lower lip between her teeth, and stared
at the desk for several moments. When
she raised her eyes they were still rebel-
lious; but the rebellion faded gradually.
She finally admitted with an effort,

- “Yes, you're right, of course. The Pen-

guins were my responsibility, and I
didn’t accept it as I should have.”
“Why'?” .
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‘ “Because I loathe hockey I reahze 1t’

~~a poor excuse. I suppose I hdte it be-

— cause of the influence it had on Dad.

~ It was responsible for everythmg that

~ happened to him. It ruined him.” ==
~~ “Mayhe.” admitted Chuck. “But you
~_can’t begrudge him the pleasure he got

_out of it. All the thrﬂls -and the excite-

— ment’ —
= “No,” she conceded honestly. “T can’t.

(i

= and button-nosed He had a clear con-
= 4ceptmn of the Penguins’ plight.

~ learned a few more facts.
~ them threugh a talk with Barney Chad
— that evening at the rink. Chad was the
: goahe and captam of the “team. Clmck_; €

~ It’s just that T—well, T have a stupid
~_prejudice agamst the sport. When dad’s
~ former coach resigned I hired the first
- man who applied for the job, Al Jurgen.
~ I simply wanted to wash my hands of
~the team, and I’'m not proud of the way
— Pve acted toward it.” She made another
~ effort and admxite&, “I-——I’m gla& you've
_ taken over.” ,

Chuck Tet his breat}x ou

' “Yes,” Her tone beecame impersonal

-~ again. “On a strictly business basis.”
— “Don’t worry,” Chuck :
—hejmt that - 1ted

- She colored famﬂy Her eyes eate ~ They got

~ swiftly, then cooled. : ~ Penpuins U

e

- Chuck said, “Don’t sell the Pengums

= short. They’re the only ehance we have
_ to put us on our feet again. Ii we get

the breaks we might elear,oﬂ our debts
and get the axrport back in shape.”
~ “T hope 3 y:eu ‘Te nght, she sald

, _’_’CHUCK hoped he was too, ’ﬁbut’lns "

hopes began to teeter when he
He learned

~“It’s not good Chuck,” he said. “We

— began to go to pieces during the war

~_ when players were hard to get. The
~town lost interest in us, and we haven =

- made more than our bare expenses siuce.

- We manage to keep our freezing plant in

- shape, to pay taxes on the building, and
 to buy equipment. There’s nothing left

e

A

: overhauhng,
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: after the players take thelr cut-a—whlchf.

isn’t much.” ==
Chuck asked “What are t}us ye r,s‘
prospects

‘Chad held his nose eXPI‘eSSwely “Only

one game, our first, against the Hilton
-Hawks will draw a gate worth counting.
“We’ve slipped so far none of the hot -
teams will play us. Even if we tnl'n out
to be Stanley Cup material, no one
would want to see us pIay ab nch of
hams”®
“How about the Raytown Rams They
used to pack the place.” =
“¥eah,” said Chad gloomlly “They
were always a surefire sellout because -
the people of Paxton hate the j eeple of
Raytown. But the Rams havm’%‘ Been

Sowly. . M
— “Then we work together?” he inquired. sh

“Maybe,” <aid Chad doubtfully “But
first we got to show the class.”
- “Let’s get to work then,” Chuck safd

That was good. Chuck told them _blunt-
ly, “Pm going to drive you men like
_galley slaves, but I'll pile it on myself
- as WeH We T hck the Hawks, and after'

brave because the first - workout was
_pretty sad. Chuck Mercer’s optimism
_took a licking, and the job ahead began
_to look colossal. Jurgen had lald 2 rick-
ety foundation w1th dehb rate :

“strict training from the

ground up. The big defense man, Jug

_ Steebo, and Barney Chad, the goahe,

were the only ones who showeil :
- promise. They formed the nucleus from
which Chuck had to work, He needed
‘wingmen, another good defense man and

~ replacements.

When the Wo1kout ﬁnally ended, _
Chuck sent the weary Penguins home
whrle he stayed hehmd to turn the
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lights out and lock up. He, too, was
“dog-tired. He’d driven himself hard, and
the unaccustomed skating muscles were
rebelling now. They tightened on him
as he walked.

~ The switch controlling the rink lights
-was near the entrance. Chuck threw the
switch and started toward the door,
above which a single bulb threw half-
hearted light through its crust of dirt.
“Chuck reached for the cord to douse the
-light when he thought he heard a shuﬁie
-of steps outside.

[ FROZE to attention, letting in-

stinct take complete control. Then
his muscles loosened slowly as his sixth
sense told him that the danger was not
imminent, that it wasn’t closing in on
him. They must be waiting for him,
~probably just outside the door.

“He told -himself it was a case of -

nerves. His hand reached for the door
knob, but something seemed to check
his fingers in midair. It wasn’t nerves,
not aimless apprehension anyway. Hed
conquered that disease since he’d been
discharged. This was the real McCoy.

- He backtracked slowly, circled the in-
side of the arena and stopped before a
“window near the rear. He released the
catch and raised it gingerly. It squeaked
softly but went up. He slid across the
sill and eased himself to the ground. He
~elosed the window as quietly as he could,
then followed the building toward its
~front. He had to know if he’d guessed
right, or whether his war nerves were on
“the march again.

He reached the corner of the building,
peered around, then sucked in a breath
of quick relief. Three men were waiting
“there. He was glad to see them as live
proof his nerves were playmg square with
“him.

Instead of waltmg until his elation
-passed, then slipping quietly away, he
did a stupid thing. His only possible
excuse was that he needed further proof.
“He stepped from the corner of the build-
ing and asked sharply, “Looking for me,
boys. T'm Chuck Mercer?”
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A gritty voice rasped, “Get ‘im!”

The voice belonged to Hackett, a fact
-Chuck didn’t find surprising. The near-
est man to Chuck flashed into action.
He lunged at Chuck, arm raised, a short
club or perhaps a blackjack in his hand.

Chuck’s Ranger training hadn’t dulled
to any great extent. Instead of moving
back or dodging, he moved in, but fast.
He locked the other’s arm and broke it
neatly just above the wrist. The fellow
squealed like a stuck pig, and another
muscle-man got there about that time.

Chuck heaved the first one at him, and
the pair collided. The second attacker
got his feet tangled in the first. He
started falling forward, but Chuck nailed
him before he hit the ground. He
slashed the edge of his open hand behind

the other’s ear and that was all for num-

-ber two. He hit the ground out cold.
-Chuek started for Hackett, but Hack-
—ett had started first—and not toward

Chuck. He dived toward his waiting car
like a scared groundhog for its hole. He
scrambled behind the wheel, slammed 1t
into gear and went hurtling down the
street, the door still flapping open.
Chuck watched him go, then shrugged.
He turned toward his two victims and

shrugged again. He couldn’t even think
-of a sound reason for calling the cops.

The man with the broken arm was
cursing steadily. Chuck wheeled and
walked away.

But he wasn’t fool enough to treat the
incident indifferently. He’d been lucky

to come out of it so well. Paxton was

not a healthy place for him just now
because Monk Hackett wouldn’t rest
until Chuck Mercer had been mauled
about a bit. So Chuck decided not to
be too careless,

HE WORKED the Penguins hard each
night, trying not to forget that
some of them had worked all day at
other jobs. His progress was disheart-

-eningly slow at first, and there were
-times when Chuck decided he was not

a coach.

A week went by before the first en--

I



eouragmg symptoms came {:o hg}at Hav-
~ ing mastered the fundamentals as Chuck

~ taught them and having thrown off the

_ bad effects of Jurgen’s coaching, the men

~ began to gather confidence and speed

~ and smartness. Individuals _began to

stand out sharply from the others, as
~ those of greater talent got their teeth in ;

Chuck’s instructions. ,
- Jack Middleton, 2 defense mn,» ’
~ one of these who suddenk; beg;mr
1mp1:bvement' ‘H

Was a whole. Iot

hun on the ice. ,
Chuck also began to see hopes for
Cotton Blam and Happy Berger a cou-
15k “who: learned

then' iwscms fast amislm

~ the wing positions. The Penguins pros- =
 pects were beginning to look up a bit.

~ Jug Steebo was a first-rate man on the

~ defense, and Barney Chad could plug %

bxg 1mporta,nt hole inside the

_his own comébaék: He 'hadwheld.‘ 3

—the pubhe eye; however. He beca
figure of importance. He renewed old -
f aequamtances and began to believe, ,taf;r
his surprise, that Paxton Wasn’t such X =
vba:d place after all. '

~ beiter or £or worse.

ﬂOT ON l€£

It served to bnng Chuck some hat m

Nevertheless, he regarded all the cxtl-
zens of Paxton in the light of prospectxve

- customers. Tt was the first time in his

~ life he had ever been concerned with the

W clink of cash at a hockey turnstile, but .
~ now it was a matier of supreme im-

- “mal - portance. He had to have that dough.
= better now tha.n when C’huck first met

It was the only source of bouyancy
which could save a sinking ship, a ship
on which Chuck had taken, passage for

= game p

y hi'ge mwd turned
: a crowd as Chuck

had hoped for. The arena could accom-

modate eight thousand, but scarcely

more than half of the seats were filled.

ck vomed ‘his di appemtment to the =

sneaklng fear that his five-year layoff =

~ might have slowed him down. It did at
ﬁrst, but his speed came back because
—he’d never let himself get out- of shape.

~ His stickwork needed touching up, but

~his old skill wasn’t far beneath the sur
- face. It came out gradually, and Chnck
_was quick to see its effect upon th
~ guins. It was the sort of
- needed for years past. It spaxked their
- game and.made them begin to believe
- they-weren’t the bums whieh folks hgd
~ tried to make them thmk ﬂ:ey were.

dldn’t set the place afire or‘ anythmg of; .
~ that sort, but the deadened interest of}j

— the hockey fans began to show some
~ sluggish signs of life, The local papers

gave the Penguins several cautious

boosts, allowing, ~with their ers
_crossed, that Chuck Mercer mxght, Just

~ might, be makmg pmgr&es with the
tmmaﬁm added FOInP

i:Pengmns _ =
-of nerves broke out in the dressing room.

The old tail-end complexfwa‘, ereepmg

-’that&el’en- G
He didn't like it.

few years Cripes, there are so-many
people out there now T'll probab}y have
a case of stage fright” '
It made Chuck feel a little better. It'
Iped | hlm turn hls attent;on to the -job

The men were keyed to a high pltcﬁ'

= They wanted this game, and they wa e'd =

Penguins were

= sendmg a halfway decent team on the
ice, and the men wanted desperately fo

prove they weren’t a bunch of stumble
bums. They weren’t sure of themselves.

in to haunt them

<Wa;nted to wm thls E
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game more desperately than he had ever
wanted to win a game before. But he
knew he couldn’t win it with a team
which lacked the confidence to win:

He gave them a pep talk—a-}ust a lot
agamst the Pengums wall of nerves.
He couldn’t get through to them with
words and knew it.

So he took them on the ice, The Pax-
ton fans greeted them with tentative
-applause, making it clear the Penguins
were on trial. The thumbs of the fans
were figuratively suspended horizontally,

ready on provocatmn to tarn up or-

down.

“The warmup of the Pengmns didn’t
help their cause a lot. They were sloppy,

tied in knots. The Hawks came on, be-

gan their warmup, and made the Pen-
guins look like clucks. The Hawks were
flashy, cocky and assured. Few of the
Penguins had ever played against such
talent. They kept shooling questioning
looks at Chuck, and €huck’s lips got
stiff from answermg “with reassurmg
grins.

The Hawks were also waiching Chuck =

with ecritical attention. Sensing this,

- Chuck deliberately slowed his play, made

blunders and tried to put across the idea

that he was just a has-been. It was the
“only strategy he could think of at the

moment, and when he saw the Hawks ex-
changing knowing looks, he knew he'd
put the idea over. It gave him an ad-

Chuck moved in
- fast. He nailed the
~man, who hit the
ground, out caold

8
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vantage which he knew he’d need.

When the referee came on the ice to
start the game, Chuck had his mind
made up. He knew he’d have to gamble,
take a long chance. If it paid off, swell.
If it didn’t—maybe he could think of
something else.

He moved to the middle of the ice
where Hogan, the rangy center for the
Hawks was waiting. He regarded Chuck
- with no trace of awe, no obvious concern
for Chuck’s previous reputation. It
suited Chuck. He wanted it that way.

The centers braced themselves in their
positions. The referee checked the posi-
tions of the other players, then tossed
the puck on the ice between the centers.

~Chuck Mercer had his senses and re-
flexes stretched wire-thin. He exploded
into action with the-vielence of a hand
grenade

: IT WAS more than Hogan had antici-
pated. When he made his first stab
for the puck it wasn’t there. Chuck
frisked it out from under him with a
lightning jab which sent the puck to
Hogan’s rear. Chuck pounced on it be-
fore the other had a chance to turn.

Chuck cradled it against his stick and
started for the Hawk defense zone. He
entered it before the Hawks recovered
from the shock. The right defense,
Barstow, came steaming in at him. The
left defense held off, keeping an eye on
Cotton Blain who had followed Chuck
across the line.

Chuck drove hard at Barstow, show-
ing every intention of skating right
across him. He saw the other’s eyes ac-
cept the challenge and saw Barstow
brace himself for a savage body block.

Chuck let him throw the block before
he swerved. It was a matter of the
most exquisite timing, but Chuck took
the chance and pulled it off. He flipped
the puck between Barstow’s legs, weath-
ered the light brush of Barstow’s lung-
ing shoulder, then flashed around the
Hawk to snag the puck behind him.

~_ The left defense made a belated try
to get across, but he might as well have
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saved his strength. Chuck came at the
goal line like a cyclone. He saw the
astounded eyes and the bared teeth of
the goalie. Chuck rifled the biscuit to-
ward the cage from just outside the
crease. The goalie made a wild stab at
the puck and missed. The red light
flashed, and the Penguins led, 1-0.

The Penguins fans were stunned at
first. They had to pull themselves to-
gether, find their voices. Then the roar
broke loose. Chuck scarcely heard it.
He was watching his own men, studying
them closely, wondering if his successful
gamble, aided by a lot of luck, had
achieved its end.

- He believed it had. The Penguins were
still bug-eyed, but another element,
other than surprise, was creeping in.
They stood a little straighter, carried
themselves with more assurance, re-
garded the Hawks with less respect.

Chuck had shown them that the
Hawks were vulnerable, even against a
one-man rush, and that one man was a
member of the Penguins. The Pen-
guins would remember that, and Chuck
hoped grimly that the memory would
cure their case of nerves.

The Hawks were still suffering from
the jolt when the puck was faced off
again from the middle of the ice. The
Hawks had misjudged Chuck badly, and
the stiffness of their faces showed they
wouldn’t make the same mistake a sec-
ond time.

They didn’t make the same mistake,
but made one almost equally as bad.
Hogan did a better job on the face-off,
but Chuck cleared the puck after a brief
battle. He started another whirlwind
rush up ice, and the Hawks, the memory
of Chuck’s first rush vivid in their minds,
ganged up on him,

Their left defense left Cotton Blain
uncovered. Barstow and Chuck crashed
head-on, but before they met Chuck
snapped the puck to Blain, a perfect
pass which Blain took in his stride, He
made connections just outside the crease
and whammed the puck into the cage—

 another tally for the Penguins.
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The Pengum fans went nuts this time,
and Chuck didn’t like to see their op-
timism soar-so high, He had pegged the
Hawks for a fast smart team which
knew its way around. Chuek had fooled
them at the start, but there was no
. reason to believe ’diey’d stay fooled.
They had experience ‘which the Pen-
guins lacked, and Chuck saw them £0
mto a qmck lmdd&e befone the next

HE RESULT of the handdle bwame
_quickly evident. Hogan was tougher
on the face-off. Chuck finally cleared

the puck He Stal‘ted 5 ¢ m Whmh ==

stalled against the Hawks’ alertness.
got the puck to Happy B bu

Berger was promptly pinned against the
boards. He slammed a long pass to Blaim,

but a Hawk wmg swooped i on it, and

v of‘—'Hawks “hore down

- enguin “Middleton and
Steebo slowed down t'he attaek, but the
Hawk right- wing got off an angle-shot
for the Penguin goal. Chad blocked it

with his pads, fell on the puck and .33
cleaged" it, but the Hawks were Showing U

‘ jpenod which ended W}th the game tied

They upg d- hp t;empo of the ga.me,
sent strike “after strike at the Penguin
goal, yet managed to keep a constant
pair of men on Chuck. The Penguins’
goalie, Barney Chad, weathered a bar-
rage of shots and did heroic work. A

pamofthemgotpasthxm tbmh,and
Lhe cow - man defense into the Hawk attacking
zone which became a storm center of

penod the Pengums staged another
rush up the ice and cracked the Hawk
~defense. Chuck drew them in and cleared
the puck to Berger who made a long try
‘at the goal. The goalie stopped the rub-
ber with his chest It fell outside the
crease. He tried to fa:llonxt,’bfl.itﬂ!e
_blade of Chuek’s stick scooped beneath
his falhng body. snared the puck and
drove it in the net.

The period ended W:Lth 232 score but :

‘ 1Ghuck was thoughtfulashe eft the ice.
Two of the Penguin poinis had been
'earned through strategy. Beyond that,

fans were going
- Penguins to lay siege to the Hawk goal
'But Chuck had other 1deas =

: the Hawks had outplayed them ’Ifhe-

Penguins had showed lmprovement, sure,

and with the added experience of the

game wouki show some more lmprove-'

would the impmvemimt be sufficient to
offset the greater ‘experience of the

 Hawks. Chuck dxdn’t know, m;d couldn’t

The second period was & scorcher

 Chuck drove himself mercilessly md

managed to keep the Penguins geared up

10 a speed they had never shown in prac- =

ﬁce Thelr game was not spectacular,
i xd. They played clean
uck had drilled mto
_argument he knew, It

"*‘paad off now, helping them keep their
~ strength upon the ice, rather than in the

penalty box. It permltted Chuck to use
replacements cagily, saving the streng%ll
of his regulars; :

The Hawks were not so smart m thls :
respect. They began to rough things up

~a bit and weakened their team by fre-
i the

1S1LS O segow. It permit-
Pengui; on. The Hawks
red only a ’sm sle goal in the second

up 3-3.

The Hawks dug hard for pay-dirt in
the early stages of the final period. They
battered the Penguins with everything
they had, trying savagely for a break
through. There werc several heart-stop-
ping moments, “but Chuck pulled a five-

wild action. =

But the Pengnins he!d an When the
first fury of the Hawk‘attacks su&:ded
the score was

':i:razy, yelhng for the

'WHEN the Hawks expended ﬂ}eir, >

opening fury and eased up for a
breathing spell, they obviously expected
the Penguins to take advantage of the
moment. Chuck led a rush or so but

made hzs play bok tenfstlve as ﬁ Iﬂs
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hopes for scoring were not great. He
kept the Penguins, for the most part,
definitely on the defensive. It was a
good act, and the Hawks, studying his
every move, soon fell for it.

Chuck saw eonviction growing in them.
They were beginning to think as Chuck
wanted them to think, that the Pen-
gums would be more than satisfied with
a tie game, that they would consider it
a virtual victory if they could keep the
Hawks from scoring another point dur-
ing the remainder of this period, and
during the ten-minute extra period which
would be allowed in case the thlrd penod
ended in a tie.

It was asking the Hawks to believe a
lot, but they accepted it with growing

certainty as time went on. They re-
gamed their wind and began battering
again at the Penguin five-man defense.
The defense held doggedly. Tension be-
gan to grow in Chuek as the game sped
mto its final moments. He watched the
Hawks like a cat at a mouse hole. He
saw them getting careless as they drew
their entire team closer and closer to the
Penguin goal, bunching their men in a
last desperate effort to cage a shot.

Chuck’s nerves went ragged as he

waited for an opening. He began to fear

it wouldn’t come. Then suddenly it
‘happened. Hogan iried to reach one of
his wings with a long pass. The puck
flashed across the ice, then suddenly a
hurricane was on it. The hurricane was

Chuck. He came from nowhere in a

blur of speed.

He stabbed for the puck one-handed
His blade cracked solidly against the
disc and sent it skittering toward the
eenter of the ice. Chuck followed it,
uncorking everything he had.

A close-in Hawk came at him, lunged
and missed. Chuck reached the puck,
controlled it with his stick and went

_slamming down the ice—a clear path to

the goal, with only the goalie ahead.

The furious out-guessed Hawks tried
hard to cateh him, but they might as
‘well have chased a shooting star. Chuek
held his lead, increased it.

14-0 score.

“pitiful. -
~~ Which hit Chuck where it hurt the
“most. He loved hockey, sure, but at the
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The goalie lost his head. Instead of
leaving the crease for a rush at Chuck,
he tried to blow himself up six feet wide.
He couldn’t make it. Chuck feinted to
the left. The goalie lunged in that direc-
tion, leaving an opening as broad as a
barn door. Chuck drilled the puck into
the net, and the Pengums took the lead,
4-3.

And what is more, they held it_for the
few remaining minutes of the game. They
guarded their own goal in real earnest
now, and- the Hawks could not get
through “““““ =

Tt was a blg moment for the Penguins
and the Penguin fans. It was also a big
moment for Chuck Mercer, so he en-
joyed it while he could, knowing full
well it couldn’t last.

Nor did it. The Penguins had a team,
a pretty good one, but they were all
dressed up with not a place to go. The
remainder of their schedule was filled
with teams which had been chosen for
their weakness.

A FAIR crowd showed up for the sec-
ond game, and a lot of them left
before the game was over, although call-
mg it a game was flattering it. The Pen-
guins romped across the visitors with a
It wasn’t hockey, it was
slaughter, and the fans knew that the
games to come would be as bad. They

_proved their knowledge by their absence,

and they didn’t miss a thing except lop-
sided scores. The' gate receipts were

momeﬁt he loved money more. The
irony was more mtense, because his at-

“titude toward money in the past had

been contemptuous
But now he wanted it and saw no

_chance of getting it. He wanted it to

save his uncle’s crumbling estate. He
turned his own emotions inside out and
came upon a startling truth. The urge -
to play and see the world had left him.

He had done those things. He was ready
now to settle down.



- could not be

-~ The thought was revolutionary. It

=  seared him some but also offered him a

sirange contentment. And, associated
closely with his future plans was Nancy

- Mercer. He finally had ’eo face thai fact,

lmpe}ess asitwas.
“He saw her often as he dared The

- meetings always shook him up internally,

~but he kept relations strictly on a busi-
~ ness-basis. So did Nancy, though a puz-
zled look kept showing in her ey% with

greater regularity. It came at s when

Chuck’s deep interest i hhe bﬁsmess
— When he in-
dicated without doubt that he wds ﬁght—

~ ing with her, side by side.

_He studied the airport carefully, and
the things he learned were not encourag-
_ing. The Mercer planes and hangars
_were n bad shape. Chuck talked a lot

p}anes ng passengers
and fre;ght. Héit ‘was an honest rough-
~ hewn man who had the business deep at
_heart. Chuck trusted him.

“Pm good with engines and maémm

= ery,” Holt adnntted But I don t know - = ,1

ese heaps
together "1 need pa.rts, need ‘em bad.

But I-can’t get what I need on credit.
“And that’s the Whole thmg in a nat
shell, Chuck””

“Chuck made the rmmds and tried to
borrow money. Nothing doing. He
failed as Nancy had. The Mercer outfit

was too shaky for the banks or mdw;d—7

~ pinned his hopes on the hot:key ‘team,
not this year but next. If the Mercer -
terests could squeeze through till then,
- Chuck knew he could book a playing
- schedule which would mterest the fans,
and also the banks.
It was a sound praetmal hOpe, ixut it
- exploded with atomic force. Chuck got
his first warning of catastrophe from

~ Monk Hackett. Chuck was heading for

~  the airport when he almost bumped in

_to- Hackett, who was coming out of a

- - drug store. Both stopped and faced each
~ other. Hackett stretched his hps info a
grin of ugly smugness ‘ :
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said.

R

"‘I just been talkm to your partner, , =
he said. “T gaVe* =
er some good news. You'll hke it, too =

Nancy on the phone,’

“Okay. Let hmr 1 B4l
Hackett unlo

had been crying. —
“We're through, Chuck = she sald '
tonelessly. “All through.” =
“What happened?” -
“Ira. Stover soiﬂ Ha.c]:ett our six thou- =
~do h of -notes. He owns

them now. They fall due in ten days, ‘
,and he intends to cal] them then”

CHUCK felt the color draining from
his own face. He sat down stiffly,

then took time to pull himself together.
He’d never weathered a punch like that

before, had never known how one could -
hurt. .
“We re thmﬁgh =

repeétéd Nangy '

A‘:came to drlve away his chill dlscourage-"

ment. “A sellout hockey game would
almost brmg enough to meet the note.
We could raise the rest.”

“A fine dream,” said Nancy. “There =
only one team which could pull a crowd

Tike that, the Raytown Rams, and you've
tnedk to get a game with them.”

” said Chuck.

owner, Fox, might help us out, Maybe =
he’s got a kind streak in him > =
“That’s not hls mputatmn ” Naney

“I@thw = :
- Chuck rode to Raytown on his motor

bike. He found Jed Fox and made his

try. Fox was fat and am:able, but

“adamant.

-~ “Serry you're in such aga;ii;

~ “But I'm a business man. I can’t takea
chance of bunging my men up ina game
with the Penguins. Our otker games are

too lmportant.” :

“a chuckle, oily Wlth f =
satisfaction, “Yowl} hear it soon enough,”
be said and walked away. =

- Chuck hurried to the oﬁice He found
~Nancy sitting rigidly at her desk. Her
face was pale. ‘Her eyes were reﬂ Sﬁe' =

/es. “Their schedule’s
Etrll.*But there’s just a chance their
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Chuck started to leave when Fox said
craftily, “I might reconsider under—ah——
certain conditions.”

“Which are?” Chuck asked suspi-
ciously.

“Winner take all,” Fox told him unc-
tuously. 4

Chuck’s muscles stiffened, but he held
his anger down. “You know the Rams
could lick the Penguins, don’t you. We'd
give ’em a good game but our chances to
win would be about ten to one.”

“Of course I know it,” Fox admitted.

“You’ve got me over a barrel and you
know that too.”

“But certamly,” smiled Fox.

“T’ve got to take you up on it,” said
Chuck.

“Fine, I'll have my secretary draw up
an agreement. We'll play the night be-
fore your note falls due.”

The news of the Pengum—Ram game
hit Paxton like a small tornado. What-
ever lagging interest there had been in
hockey vanished promptly. The fans
knew that their Penguins wouldn’t have
much chance to win, but the chance,
though slender, was still there, and the
game itself was bound to be a pip. The
sellout was complete three days before
the game.

The weight upon Chuck’s shoulders
was enormous. He’d never known a
weight like that before, but he was satis-

the stakes had not been so tremendous,
there were times when the weight might
actually have caused him satisfaction.
He' scarcely knew himself these days.

The Penguins accepted the coming
game with a feverish intentness, and
Chuck liked their attitudes. They
weren’t licked yet, far from it. They
_ trained like demons, and they trained
to win.

Chuck smoothed them = out = and
brought them to their peak. It almost
scared him to admit how good they
really were. .He knew the Rams were
hot, although he’d never seen them play.
On paper they looked better than the
Penguins. Hockey experts seemed to

game.

-other side of the dasher.
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think they were. The wise ones picked
the Rams to lick the Penguins by three
points and that’s the way the betting
held. =

THE PENGUIN S were holdmg prac-
tice session two nights before the
Chuck was tapering them off,
letting them take things fairly easy. He
was about to knock off When he heard
his name called.- —— ~ —

“Chuck! Hey, Chuck!” =

He turned and saw Marty Holt on the
There was
urgency in Holt’s expression as well as
in his voice. Chuek skated over to hlm
hastily.

“What’s
manded.

“Plenty, I'm afraid. I got lots of pals
among the mechanies around town, and
one of ’em just tipped me off that Hack-
-ett’s bringin’ some of his boys over to
our place tonight. It sounds like a
straight steer, Chuck, but I didn’t want
to call in the cops till T talked to you.”

Holt’s voice was unintentionally loud.
Jug Steebo, standing near; moved up.

wrong, Marty?& he de-

. Chuck was thinking hard and fast when
:‘Jug _interrupted, “We're wastin’ time,

“Chuck. Let’s get over there.” He didn’t
wait for Chuck’s permission, but turned
~and yelled to the other Penguins, “Hey,

] - men, come here! Chuck’s got trouble.”
“fied to know it wouldn’t crush him. If =
- skates. Chuck turned on them and said,
—*“¥’s my headache, not-yours.
~may be trouble and maybe not, but I

The ice hissed under the Penguins’
There

can’t take the chance of any of you guys
getting battered up before the Ram
game. Keep out of it.”

“You’re talkin’ like a sap,” growled
Bamey Chad. “If you’re in a jam, we're
i it too. You can’t keep us out. How
about it, men?”

The other Penguins left no doubt as
to where they stood.

‘An involuntary tightness settled in
- Chuck’s throat. He cleared it grufily,

- and said, “Okay suckers, here’s the dope.
- Marty got a good tip that Monk Hack-

ett’s bringing some hoodlums over to do

X



~ had eome i
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=2 htﬂe wreckmg work in the hangars

~ It sounds possible because Hackett

wants to run us out of business so he can

~ move in. He knows that if we lick the

Rams we can meet our debts, and he’s

- not faking any chances. He’s trying fo
*  speak in a low punch,- which is sure to

~ruin us. Pm certain of #, because that’s
the way a punk like him would reason.
Let’s go. ‘Bring your sticks.”

~ The Penguins kicked off their skaws

: and didn’t waste time going for their

shoes Armed w1th “their stleksf»i-h‘e

- crowded into these, and soon reached
~ the airport. The place was silent,

“I guess they haven’t come yet,” said
Holt, relieved. “How about the cops?”
-~ “Later maybe,” sald Chuck “If we
have eustomers for ’em.’

They left the cars which the dnvers{z
“parked up the road near some houses.
/ They crossed the dark field to the two
~hangars, both dark. Chuck gave his
—— orders briefly, “We’ll divide; You four—~

he motioned to four of the players, “go
_ in-that smaller hangar the rest of us
~will take this one. Iimagine they’ll start
~on this ofie but we can’t b&sare —

~ “Hide in the planes:a , “the

: 1 they come let "em get started wﬁhf

their work—for evidence. When I switch
—on the main lights, let ’em have it. You,
Jug, station yourself by the light in the
v other hangar :
~ mear the switeh. The wait 5ega11 The
minutes dragged. The tension grew.

— Chuck could hear the restless stlrrmg of
- shortness of the brawl. Not one of them

~his men. =

TIME passed mternunably It finally

reached the point where Chuek was

_ certain someone had pulled a fast one

= Marty Holt. Chuck was about to
call the v1gi1 off. Then his breath Jammed;

smftly in his throat. Someone was jim-
mying a window at the side of the hang-

~ar. He heard the lock snap; then the
~ sound of the window being raised. Fig-

-ures began_ chmbmg tlirongh Chuek

/"W&;and—. “the Pengums ‘
~ throats. Then Penguins began raining

himself behind a plae

tion at the sight of Monk Hackett Who

_came in last.

Hackett gave the orders in hrs grxtty >
voice. “The tires first,” he told his men.
“Slash ’em good After that we'll takeﬂ =
the fuselages.” =

ItwashmdforC}xncktodmphne

- himself to further waiting. He managed,

though, until Hackett’s men had driven
knives into two tires. Chuck heard the

rush of escaping air—then turned the
- light switch.

The place Jeaped mto ‘brillianece. A =
irery blasted from the Pengmns

from the walls and planes, weird figures
in their black and white jerseys, wild
strangers from another planet—or so it
must have seemed to Hackett’s hood-

- lums. They tood in freien terror for a :

nmment
Some rewvered sooner than othem. '

fTheV tried to fight—with knives—but

didn’t stand a prayer against the long
reach-of the slashing hockey sticks.
- The fight was shortived. Chuck had
to hurry to get in it. He picked Hackett,
reaching him as he tried to climb out
through the window. Chuck grabbed

ok him by a leg and hauled him back, let-
ting him bounee hard upon the floor.

Hackett scrambled up in panic. He un-
corked a wild haymaker at Chuck’s
head. Chuck dueked beneath it, braced

~ his legs and nailed Monk with a thun-
dering uppercut. It landed flush on
- Hacketl's jaw, and Hackett bounced on

the floor again. This time he stayed.
The Penguins were grumbimg at the

was scratched. Chuck told them bneﬂy, : =
“Thanks. Now we can call the cops

Burke himself was there, and the s;tua-,
tion seemed to p}ease hm,
- “Tve been gunning for this emmb'
Hackett for some time,” he said. “T'd
Tike to get him for a bigger rap than this,
but thisl keep him out of circulation
for a whﬂe Thanks, Mercer. ‘A nice

= e = —
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' counted six. He grunted Wﬁth satlsfac-:

The law arrived without delay. Chief
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THE INCIDENT brought Chuck a lot
of satisfaction, but he knew it didn’t
solve his problem. Monk Hackett, in
jail or out of jail, still held the Meicer
notes and would call them the instant
~they were due. If the Penguins licked
the Rams, Chuck could pay Monk
Hackett off. If the Penguins' lost, the
Mercer interests were washed out. And
that’s the way it was.

“The Penguins were as ready as bhey’d
ever be when game time pulled around.
Chuck sized them up in the dressing
room before they took the ice. He found
them taut, but not too taut, confident,
but not cocky He was satisfied with
what he saw.

But he wasn’t satisfied with himself.
He was tied in knots, physical and men-
tal, and no force of his own will seemed
able to correct it. The pressure of the
_last few days was finally catching up to
him. His legs and arms felt cramped
and useless, and the feeling scared him
as he tried without success to shake it
off. He saw the men glancing at him
worriedly, knowing he was not himself.
The assistant refereé¢ came in and said,
“Someone outside to see you, Mercer.”

Chuck left the dressing room. and
stopped, surprised. Nancy was outside
the door, and there was something in
her bearing he had never seen before, a
lack of self-assurance. She let her eyes
meet his, and something funny happened
deep inside him.

“I—I’m sorry to bother you at this
time, Chuck, but—but—" She hesitated,
flushed, then pulled herself together. She
spoke carefully, measuring her words. “I
know what this game means to both of
us. So do you. But T had to tell you
that, whether you win or lose it, I'm
proud of what you've done and that 1
was badly mistaken in you at the start.”

Chuck drew his breath in slowly, try-
ing hard to understand the words he’'d
heard. And when he finally understood
them, a great and lasting warmth spread
through him. He tried to speak, and
found it difficult. =

“Thanks, Nancy,” he said hoarsely.

~

'lnm and found no flaws.

HOT ON ICE

“It was fine of you to tell me. You—
you don’t know what—I—I mean, you
don’t understand what—> He bogged
down, endmg feebly, “Well maybe you
do.”

She smlled at him and sald “I hope
it means just what I think it does. I'm
staying for the game, and I'll see you
afterward. Good luck, Chuck.”

He stood for a moment after she had
gone. Then he whirled toward the locker
room, burst in the door, and roared,
“Come on, you bums! Shake out the
lead! We’ve some work to do.” ~

The Penguins stared at him, then
grins began to split their faces. The
room was filled with static as they fin-
ished with their dressing. It didn’t take
them long, and then they clumped out
on their skate blades toward the ice.

THE PENGUINS looked good in their
warmup, and the fans gave them a _
big hand. The Rams looked formidable, "
too. Chuck watched them closely, par-
ticularly Bert Webber, a cube of a man,
fast as an ice boat and strong as a buffa-
lo. He was good, good enough for the
Boston Blades who had signed him for
the following season. Chuek studied

“The referee’s whistle shrilled to start
the game. A tense silence settled on the
fans. The players deployed to their
places. Chuck started for the center of
the ice, his muscles no longer tied in

‘knots. They were loose, flexible and full

of life. His mind was clear and accurate.

He shook hands with Webber, meet-
ing the man’s hard calculating eyes.
Webber was on the upgrade, and he had
a reputation to maintain. His eyes said
he’d maintain it in spite of anything
Chuck could do to stop him.

“They braced themselves for the face-
off. The referee tossed the puck ac-
curately between their stick blades.
Webber moved like lightning, almost,
but not qulte stealmg the puck on his
ﬁrst slash.

* The two sticks crashed together
Chuck could feel the raw power flowing
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downward from the other’s arms. It
took everything Chuck had to match it,
but he did. Neither of them gained im-
mediate control, ‘and the puck finally
skittered aimlessly from between their
sticks.

By luck, the rubber. went in front of
Chuck, behind Bert Webber’s back.
Chuck drove at it and snared it with his
blade. He started for the right-hand
fence. A Ram wing stopped him with a
body block, but not before Chuck had
made a clean shot to the speeding Berger
who carried the disc across the blue line
into the Ram defense zone.

He was smothered promptly but man-
aged to get the puck to Steebo who had
hurried down to make a four-man wave.
Steebo tried to rush the goal but was
blocked by a defense man. The puck
was free for a brief instant. Cotton Blain
came in to pounce on it. He carried it
behind the cage and came out with it
on the other side, 'using his eye and
brain.

He saw Chuck cutting in fast toward
the goal. Blain passed. A honey! Chuck
took it in his stride. He shot for the net
just as a thunderbolt hit him from the
side. The -thunderbolt was Webber.
Both men went down. Chuck skidded
along the ice on his side, but kept his
eye peeled, a fact which gave him one
of the luckiest breaks he’d ever had.

HE SAW the goalie try to catch the
scoring shot and saw the puck
bounce from the goalie’s hand just out-
side the crease. It hit the ice ahead of
Chuck. Chuck couldn’t have stopped
sliding if he’d wanted to, which he didn’t.

His skid took him toward the puck. He

whlpped his stick in a flat half-circle on
the ice. The stick slammed against the
puck, and the puck slammed into the
net—a freak shot but a good one just
the same, The Penguins led, 1-0. = -
The Rams didn’t like it, but they had
to swallow it. They’d be dangerous,
Chuck knew, till their anger cooled a bit.
The next face-off was another fight, with
no decision, between Chuck and Web-
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ber. Once more the puck flew wild, re-
covered this time by a Ram wing.

He carried it up-ice, and he was fast.
So were the other Rams. The Penguins
closed in on the attack, but they met a
brand of stickwork they had never met
before. The puck flashed back and forth
lg;tween the Rams’ blades hke a darting

h :
Chuck had a qmck sharp fear that the
speed of the attack might rattle his de-
fense men. But it didn’t. They geared
their own speed up to meet it, or at least
to slow it down.

A Ram wing made a wicked scoring
shot, but Chad lunged fast and blocked
it with his chest. It was a brilliant save.
Jack Middleton recovered briefly, then
teamed with Jug to hold the fort until
the Penguin wings got up to form a five-
man wall.

They broke up the attack, and, unim-
pressed by the reputations of the Rams,
they stole the puck and started up the

ice with it. themselves. Chuck led the

drive, but the Ram defense was solid
this time. The drive got nowhere. The
puck changed hands, and then changed
hands again. The ice was a blur of flash-
ing darting figures, first at one end, then
the other. The bright surface of the rink
was quickly dulled with ice-dust. The
Penguin fans went wild to see a brand
of hockey they’d never dreamed their
men could show.

Chuck was proud of his Penguins,
deeply proud. More so, because they
were largely on their own. A colossal
battle was developing between Chuck
and Webber, and Chuck wasn’t a great
help to the team. Webber was a top-
flight player, and he kept Chuck cov-
ered. Which was only half the story be-
cause Chuck kept Webber covered too.
Each neutralized the efforts of the other,
and Webber was first to get fed up with

He served notice by a bull-like charge
when Chuck was carrying the puck. The

block was unnecessarily hard—but legal.

Both men went down. Chuck was mo-
mentarily dazed, but he shook his head



— you want it that way, huh?”
- And Webber answered, "Thats the

- witha baseball bat, but ,

_rest did lots to freshen him. The battle
~started in the second period where it

~ _bad left off in the first. The Penguins
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=
and elearefdlt pmmpﬂy. = f’
~ He said low-voiced to Webbez

way I want 2

_Chuck watched his chance.

 crete block. They were down again, but

~ both got up. The fans saw how it was

~ now and bellowed their approval. They
"’}:}":liked this sort of stuff.

== They battered each other for tke Te-
: ,;mamderofthepemd,bﬁth

strictly to the rules, and neither drew a

The Rams sneaked in & score

_penalty.
while this was gomg on, and the period

~ ended, 22.

_Chuck felt as if he'd ‘been pounded

“and the Rams fought one fight, while

Chuck and Webber fought another. Both
fights were draws. The Penguins didat
_score, but they arose to heights of

-dogged courage to keep the Rams fxom
~ scoring either.

- Chuck Mercer ached in every muscleé‘ﬂ_f Yebber E
of his body. He was wondering if he Off.
—could last another period. But he knew

_he’d have to last. Bt had resolved itself
“into a matter of pure strategy, brutal
strategy, but sound. Webber had named

~the game, and Chuck was playing Web--
- ber’s game. Hed piay it just as kmg a.s:i;-,

“he could stand on his feet.
He took first crack at Webber in the

~ final period. It was a- -thundering block
which sent pain screaming through
 Chuck’s body. He wanted to remain on
, thelce, but he forced himself to rise. He
- saw Webber come up slowly too, which
- Chuck was glad to see. He also noted
- that- Webber’s eyes were hot and ugly '

= Chuck was glad to see that toe.

The game swirled on with Chuck and

“SQ =

Just hét‘v, ‘Chuck

the ten minute

- 'Webber batthng for brute sumemacy.
Their blocks were not so forceful now,
~but they were dogged and persistent.
Both men were sk)wmg down It couldn’ t; -
last.

A ND THAT'S = n‘)f
: The
_ next fime Webber got the puck, Chuck
Mercer went at him—all strictly legal.
Chuek hit him with a concentrated force
and felt as if he'd tangled with a con-

Tt lasted, though for the ﬁrst ten min-
utes of the final scoreless perfiod. Chuck’s
mind was dull, his thoughts congealed

his body one big throbbing mass of pain.
He clung to one idea—keep Webber

covered——gwe the bag mug what he asked
for. = = =
Chuck had anoth ~,ch=mc =

bad slowed down badly and slmost

skating groggily,
- blundered into a lucky spot before the

muffed it. Webber,

Penguin cage. The puck came to him.

|

~ He snagged it sloppily, but had an open

sbet for the cage. He didn't make the
. becaus wuck reached him first.

ver knew, but he

threw his block and saved an ahnost

certam score.
“Then Webber lost lns head, forgot the

raised his stick.

'rules and dld‘ what Chuck had hoped

vickedly at Chuck’s

head, but Chuck got his own stick up
n_tme {o catch the blow on it

territory. Which turned out to be the

Ch‘uck élmoéf envied Webber at the
moment, —but ‘he couldn’t think of rest

for some time yet. Things had worked
_out, to this point, as he had hoped. His

The
“Rams closed in about that time and
hauled the raging Webber off to safer

pena,lty box When the referee bounced
= ﬁlmnte cool -

strategy had panned out. It only re-

- Chuck to find the strength
~ to make ﬂie strategy pay off. He reached

deep down inside himself and found a*j/ =

small reserve still left

THE referee led the way toward

S
A the face-off mark, Chuck swept his

shot through him as they met his glance
and seemed to read his mind. They too

were gathering themsalves, ready for the =
final big explosm —= =

“eyes across the Penguins. A quick thrill
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It is doubtful if the Rams, dazed by
the temporary loss of Webber, quite
knew what hit them. It is certain they
were not prepared for the explosive re-
juvenation of the Penguins, and they
must- have regarded Chuck’s recovery
as pure miracle.

Which it was. He led the wave when
the Penguins grabbed the biscuit from
the face-off. He moved as if the game
were in its early moments, and the Pen-

guins, fired by something only they could

understand, were with him every instant,
handling the puck like masters.

The drive was irresistible, and the
Rams were crumpled by its fury. The
puck flashed back and forth before them
in a dizzy pattern. They couldn’t flag it
down. The Penguin passes were as true
as rifle shots. Chuck Mercer made the
final one, a whistling shot deep in the

corner of the net. The score was 3-2. -
And the Penguins held their lead tena-
ciously. Chuck found more strength
from somewhere and stuck with them.
They held the lead by forcing the at-

~tack while the Rams were shorthanded.

Bert Webber joined the game five

minutes before the end, but inactivity

had left his battered muscles stiff and
useless. The Rams threw everything
they had against the Penguins; but they
couldn’t score. The final gun went off,
and the count was still 3-2.

The crazy din of Penguin fans fol-
lowed the team to the dressing room,
the door of which ecould not shut out the
noise. Chuck listened to it, grinning
broadly, for it acted as a tonic to his
aches.” And then he thought of Nancy,
and the weariness dropped from him,

and he didn’t ache at all.

Rogues’ Treasure

(Contmued from page 66) o = - =

HE DID not notice the glrl approach-
ing until she was almost to the ta-

cutta coat. Hernandez smiled cheerfully,
patting the agreement he had ﬁmshed

ble. Then he stood, clomping his artifi- —folding.

cial foot. Janet, looking prettier than he

had ever seen her, stood smiling at him.
“My dear!” he said. “T suppose I will be
calling you Mrs. Riley one of these
days—”

“You may call me Mrs. Riley now:.
Hernandez and T were married a month
ago.Q!

MecQuarrie stood very straight, his

shoulders swelling to fit his cheap Cal-

Janet stared at McQuarrie. “I haven’t
said something—"

“Indeed not, my dear. Surprise only,
I assure you. And Hernandez . . .” He
grasped Hernandez’s slim hand and bore
down with his massive two hundred
pounds of muscle, making the young
man writhe from his chair on bent knees.
“Allow me to congratulate you, Hernan-
dez. My friend! My friend!”

Readers! |

W‘rife Us Your Opinions!

FIVE-NOVELS IS YOUR MAGAZINE! WE AIM TO PLEASE!
What do you think of the stories? Which one did you like best?
Tell us what you really think. Good or bad; we can take it!




BL

D UNDER
 BRTHGE

AL BRENT lay in bﬁancﬁjrsed -distortion of the neon sign refleeted m
in a cold level monotone. He the mirror of his cheap dresser. -
-cursed the tiny hotel room, the  He cursed the unbearably oppressive
corny jive music blaring from the sky- humidity which made ® impossible to
_ light beneath his only window, the weird shut out noise and glare by closing the



He cursed the

shade.
Branch - Office responsible for these

window and

wretched accommodations. But above
all; he cursed the uncanny workings of
the grapevine telegraph which, by flash-
ing ahead precise information of his con-
fidential assignment, had robbed it of the
secrecy Home Office expected.

~ His impotent rage reached its flash
point when the banging on his flimsy
door panel commenced. Forgetting mo-
mentarily the ache of his stif knee,
Brent slid his lanky frame from the too-
short bed and strode to the door in bare
feet and blood-red pajamas.

* “I’'m going to kill the next drunk who
starts something,” he asserted aloud, as
he twisted the key, flung the door open.

It seemed, in the harsh light of naked
overhead bulbs in the threadbare hall-

A

stop him.
95

As he crawled up the weed-covewed
bank, the gunmen were shooting at
him from the low concrete "bridge

way; that the time for the promised
slaughter was at hand. The young man
at Brent’s door was disheveled in ap-
pearance, unsteady on his feet.

~ “No, this isn’t Maisie’s room,” Brent
announced, grimly, ‘Maisie doesn’t live
here any more. Now scram, brother, and
if you bother me again—

_ He checked himself as his keen grey-
green eyes noted that his unwelcome
visitor was not much more than a kid.
About sixteen or séventeen. A turban of
clean white bandages protruded beneath
the brim of the boy’s old felt hat. His
right arm was in a sling. The lad was
not drunk; he was injured.

“You’re Hal Brent, aren’t you?” the
boy said. He crowded past Brent into
the cramped bedroom and Brent didn’t
“You’re head of Imperial



-

Camaity s Gestapo, aren’t you?”
_Brent’s black eyebrows drew together

_He knew, of course, that the work his

_ private investigating agency did for the

Impenal Casualty Company had eaused

it to be called the Gestapo by the insur-
~ance company’s employees. It was

natural enough, but Brent didn’t Iik(;l:;t..e =
W

The implication was sinister,
~Brent’s work for his most important

~ client had always been on t‘he ecmstmc-
~ tive side.

“T'm Bi-ei:t,” he sm&, sh(n‘tly

~ are you? Why root me out ofbed tins
time of night?”

The boy shut the door, leaning against

it heavily. In the garish green and yel--
- Jow glare from the signacross the street

- the pallor of his face was e

~ Brent saw that his visitor was ahnost at
~— the point of collapse.

“m Phil Adams,” the lad said in a
_ shaky voice. “I'm on the property dam-

age desk in ITmperial’s office here. Tt was

me who got you this room—>
Brent’s anger surged back.

— you're just the guy I wanted to see,” he

evploded- “Of all the crummy dumps—"
Phil Adams raised his one good hand

o= entreatmgly “Please! Two conventions

in town, everything’s jammed. I ducked

out of the hospital to telsyou they’re kill-
ing the Princess! ch must stop them!
= I heard them say— g

THE sharp vicious crack of a;gun at

1 the open window turned the boy’s

words into a thin scream. He clutehed

at his throat, toppled to the Hloor.

Brent dived as the gun blasted again.
_ A bullet cracked like a Whlp above his

~ head. Plaster puffed out in white spray
from the wall. Heedless of his injured

- knee, Brent rolled violently toward the -
~wall under the window. Two more slugs

tore holes in the worn, faded carpet be-
fore he got there.
It was all over by the tlme Brent

~ raised himself on his good knee. Sithou-

etied against the neon sign, a man was

_ racing across the skylighted roof of the
basemem; mght club Runmng feet

from the floor.
-~ carpet traced his progress. He was sitting
‘on the edge of Brent’s bed. The thin
_cotton blankets were quickly turning red.

BLOOD UNDER THE BR!BGE

Vcrunched on the tarred gx'avel

Brent’s automatic was in its shbu?der
holster hanging in the narrow clothes

closet. He had it and was back at the —

window as the escaping gunman reached
—the edge of the roof. He snapped a shot
from the window.

-~ The man jerked to dne SIde as though

hit but did not stop.

- Brent shrugged. The mght club roof
‘was also the bottom of the hotel’s light

~ and air court. Not more than five feet

above sidewalk level. By this time the

_gunman would be dv cking through alleys

to a hiding pIa'

would be insanity.
The boy, Phil Adams :

Red stains across the

Blood ocozed from between the fingers
the boy pressed to his throat. His lips

were skinned back dreadtully \agamst :
“Then

“She’ll e dea ¥

don’t help.” The Words were’aso faint and
painful Brent had to bend close to under-
stand them. “Princess . . . I love her . . .”
The words became completely un-

intelligible, changed to a rattle as blood
‘and mucus clogged the boy’s throat. His
_eyes epened very wide, staring. He tried

to stralghi;en féﬂ baek on &c’beefhfe-
less. :
Tt was then Brent dlscovered that Phil
Adams was wearing coat and pants
puﬂed over colorless hospxtal pa}amas

JUMPY WIﬂl }mpatlence, B:ent ﬁshed‘

his discarded evening paper from the
wastebasket, passed it to the grizzled

-police veteran in charge of the homicide

detail.

“It’s all here”

thing they forgot to print was the size
of my fee frem the msurance company
for handling the job.” His stubby fore-
finger tapped his own picture in Army
unifOrm which appeared above the head-

he told L:e&tenant:’ '
'Gorsm:h “Slapped me right in the face
~as soon as I opened the paper. The only
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ing. “I wonder if it’s possible they
weren’'t told about the fee,” he added
bitterly.

The silver-crested cop glanced at the
18-point bold-faced caption: “WAR
HERO TO INVESTIGATE VANDAL-
ISM,” he muttered aloud. He trans-
ferred his attention back to Brent.
“What?”

Wearily Brent said, “Read 1t allt”

“Captain C. Harold Brent,” the cop
read rapidly, “head of the private detec-
tive agency of the same name in Boston,

will arrive in Baltimore tonight on an in-

vestigation for the Imperial Casualty
Company. It s understood that Captain
Brent, who received the Congressional
Medal and Purple Heart for action on
Okinawa, will undertake to discover the
identity of the person or persons re-
sponsible for the several recent attempts
to destroy property of the Baltimore,
Stockton and Ashley Railroad near Hal-
ton, Maryland.”

The police lieutenant handed the paper
back to Brent. “So you're a private eye,
are you? And you landed in town last
night? You didn’t have nothin’ to do
with that party last night, did you?
Where the insurance people got busted
up in the auto wreck?”

Brent’s black eyebrows lifted, “Party?
Wreck?”

“Yeah. Seems like your insurance com-

pany is tryin’ to keep us jumpin’ all
around town tonight. Two-three hours
ago a car sideswiped a truck out near
Ellicott City. One guy dead, two other
guys and a girl in Leigh Hospital.

They’re all people who work for this

Imperial Casualty outfit. Now with this
shootin’—f” i :

“Wait a minute!” Brent’s thin nostrils
quivered suddenly. “This kid. Hed
been hurt, He said something about
ducking out of a hospital. Maybe—"

The homicide cop was already on his
way to a telephone. ‘T'll check. Seems
screwy as hell.”

“You can say that again, brother
Brent agreed heartily.

A few minutes on the phone brought

~
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information that one of the injured in
the car smash was named Adams. And
that Adams was inexplicably missing
from the hospital room where he had
been placed after receiving first aid.

“Ask them if there was some foreign
princess in that wreck,” Brent prompted.

Lieutenant Gorsuch stayed on the wire
a moment longer, then hung up with a
grin at Brent. “The girl’s not royalty.
Her name is Princess Stevens. Ain’t that
a honey of a name? Like as not her folks
named her after a race horse. This is a
race fan’s town, yknow” -

“How badly is the girl hurt?” Brent
demanded anxiously. “Phil Adams said
she was being killed.”

“The kid was probably slap- happy
with the bangin’ up he took,” the big cop
suggested. “Hospital says the girl will
probably be all right. Shook up, but
that’s about all.”

Brent stroked the thin black line of his
mustache. “I wonder! That kid didn’t
sound goofy to me. But he was plenty
urgent. And somebody was willing to
kill in order to keep him from talking.”

“There’s lots of checkin’ to do,” the
police lieutenant admitted. “First thing
is to pick up this guy you say shot the
kid. If the guy has a slug in him, like
you think, that ought not to be too
tough.”

Brent pulled a rumpled pack of cigar-
ettes from the pocket of the dressing
robe in which he’d received his official
visitors. “Smoke?” He flicked a match
on his thumb nail, exhaled through his
nostrils. “Now, Lieutenant, if you’ve
finished with me I'd like to get dressed
and get over to that hospital myself.
Maybe I can learn something there.”
~ Lieutenant Gorsuch nodded. “Go
abead if you want. The pic and print
boys are on their way and I've lots to
do. T’ll keep your gun awhile. Your
permit looks all nght but we’ll have to
check.” — -

“Sure, I understand.”

“Just stick around town,” the homi-
cide dick ordered. “Don’t be leavm
until I tell you it’s okay.”



g
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= “You can reach me eare of _Impenal

Casualty s office,” Brent told him. “One

— thing I'm sure of—I'm not going to

~spend even one more night in this dump
- if theres anoﬁher hutel room in Ba.ltl- 7

more

BLQBD UNBER THE BRIDGE

= “Wé thmk so,” Dr. Fargo sald “Yuur

Claxms Manager, Mr Linthicum, h&s 2
broken arm.”
Brent Wh:stled

“Was Paul Lmt i-

eum in the crash, too? I _eertainly want

to talk to him. But I’H see the gxrl first,

- please.”

THERE ‘were stﬂl a couple of hours

before dawn when Hal Brent strode

stiffi-legged into the long tunnel-kke

’cemdm of Leigh Hospital. A grim-
facedelder}ymmanmon&utyatthei

- npight desk.
- “Strictly agamst doctors orders,” she
: mld Brent. “Dr. Porter himself took
~care of these people. He left word they
- were not to be disturbed under any eir-
cumstances
~ “Doctors make mstakes, sa
~ anyone else,” Brent told her eoolly

~ “This i is one time Dr. Porter was mis-

taken. Because I intend to see his
—patients.” .

. S dokie adiond Be
= thhout doctor’s orders: yond have tz)j

~ wait until visiting hours.”

-~ Hal Brent leaned with one palm'

~against the desk “Look, lady,” he said.
“The people hurt in that wreck are all

employees of Impenal Casualty. I repre-
sent the company’s managemgnt. Now
- will you please call someone in authority
~and fix it with him so I can get up-

stairs?”

The -~ woman hes:tated then “reached

reluctantly for the telephone, dialed a
~ house number. “Dr. Fargo, the resident
phys;eian on duty tonight, will be down
~ soon,” she told Brent. She bent over her

silent disapproval. -
Dr. Fargo, a young man in wlute, the

~ inevitable stethoscope around his neck ,

~ appeared in five minutes.
“You’re from the insurance com-

~ pany?” he said as he shook hands cordial-

Iy, “Great shame ahout yeung Camp-
~bell, isn’t it? A nice fellow. He used to
- come here often, for reports on Dr.
_Porter’s cases. Dead on arrival tonight.”
~ “Tough!” Brent agreed. “How abeut
- the others? Will they all pu}l thmugh?”

“Brent stepped forward. He

same as dor at his
: ‘doctor gav ,Brent =% vxolent shove

The resident physmxsm ie& the way
down a marble-tiled hallway to a small
automatic elevator. He pressed the but-

ton, As the red light flashed and the
_cage came hummi

down from some-
where above, a whlte-elad hospltal at-
tendant appeared ﬁ'om an mtersectmg
eorridor.

Dr. Fargo slid the elevatﬂ;

am.—; 4

“Watch out! Behind you!” he ex-
claimed sharply.

Brent’s weight had been on his stxﬁ

_leg at the moment he was pushed.

~ Caught oft balance, he  staggered, fell for-

~ ward, caught himself with his palms on
the floor of the elevator. His eye caught

the sweep of gleaming steel just- above
his head. The next instant a wicked,

~thin-bladed knife had struck the back

of the elevator cage and clattered down

_near his ha;nd

For a man with a bad Ieg, Brent’
speed was miraculous. He was

 the floor, had reached the'comdor mfer- -

section in half a dozen bounds. But the
long hallway, broken at frequent inter-
vals by crisscross passages, stretched dim

~ and empty. The white-clad 3 ftendant
papers, lips pressed tegether hghﬂy in ,

had eompletely vamshe(i =

Dr. Fargo - fro :
astomshment When Brent went back to
the elevator. And the sour-faced woman

at the night desk had turned to stare ,

goggle-eyed. -
The resident plcked up the knife, test-
ing the blade agaimst the ball of his

thumb. “Sharp as a scalpel,” he re-
marked. “Why’-’—som’eone tﬁéd' to k'll
youl”

“Tt’s been trled before,” Brent sald

= gnmly ‘Tm hard to kl}L” '



— temal injuries.”

= THE GIRL in the tmy cublcle on the
fourth floor was young and very
~ pretty. Not more than nineteen she -

_ looked, with her gossamer-fine copper--
" colored hair braided by the hospital

. people into hea,vy strands thxek as a

= man s wrist.

- Hereyes were closed The covermgs
_over her breast moved shghtly with her
~ gentle regnlar breathmg She bore no
s of the accident except one large
_bruise along her jaw on the left side of
her face. ==
~— “Dr, Porter gave her a hype 'o£ mor--
phme and atropim
_cian told Brent. “She’ll sleep for hours.

— No broken bones and no apparent in-

- Br@tguéedftk%ywn , T with
shrewd eyes. Fargo was a clean—cut
: chap, hkable in_appearance. Brent
— decxded to take him at least pa

it you'd arrange for
- a specral nurse in this girl’s room to-
— might” he said. “I have reason to be-

- heve, Doctor, that an attempt may be
' made against her life. Pm go’}gtax:all
-~ the ' them

toputa cop on guard as well.”
The young doctor was thunderstruck_

3

‘5_‘%“;? name is g

T don’t know . . .Vj;et;"”r’ Brent ad-

~ mitted. His jaw set in a stubborn line.”
“But hg promlsed, “it will be my bust-

AUL LINTHICUM lean ‘thin- faced
- District Claims Manager, lay in a

e whxte—enameled iron bed in the room

= s the hall from Princess Stevens.
His face wa ’_idrawn with pain but he
managed a grin as Brent’s head appeared
, a.round ‘the corner of the screen at the
oot of the bed. :

~ “As7 live and breathe,” he exclalmed,
= “SE it isn’t Hal Brent of the Gestapol
Don’t tell me the company’s heard about
our accident already and sent you ~down

~ by rocket ship to mvestxgate g2 =
A ska;;p edge of irony lay beneath the

* the resident physi-

- him with his good hand.

',lly »_

tacempan'

Clalms Manager S kld’dmg Brent lgnored
it. Long ago he had learned to expect

-the imevitable resentment his job pre-

-~ voked among —employees of Impenal
Casualty.

fact, among Brent’s best friends. But
—the idea of bemg subject to undercover
checkup is nmever popular. Especmliy

with older x;:enem posxtxons of responst =

bility. ’
“They_ tell me you ve got a busted

Wlng,” he said, moving around the screen

toward the bed where Llnthlcum lay.
“How do you feel, Paul?” -

- The Claims Manager struggled to a
- sitting position, poking pillews behmd
“Fortunately
it’s my left one,” he said. “Won’t keep
me from my work. I intend to get out of
here in the mornmg and go to the Dﬁice
“as usual” =

“Better take it easy,’f Brent w&med
How did it all happen?” ' ~

Linthicum shrugged. “An oﬂice party
Out at Bankton Gardens near Ellicott
City. Strictly informal. Juke box music.-
Beer. Four of us were in Campbell’s car
on the way home. I don’t think he even

saw the truck we hit. I know I didn’t.

Too much beer, I guess. If we’d busted

i you'd really be after our
lps; But i was Campbell’s crate

Tough for him”>

= *He won 't worr, ,?’ Bremt sald dryly

“You can’t

} Consternation

grew in Linthicum’s eyes. “Are you tell-

ing me that—>
Brent nodded gmmly

“Yes. ouwll

rneed a- rep}acement for Csimpbe}l i

- Home Office can give you one, Same ap-
phes to the Adams kid.”

The Claims Manager’s face was bleak. =

“I had no idea it was that bad. Guess
~ 1 had a closer eall, myself, than Ireahzed
I must live right!”

“The Adams kid wasn’t killed in the

auto wreck,” Brent said. He told the —

Claims Manager what ‘had happened.
- Linthicum reacted the same as Lxeuten-
ant Gm'such. :

Nothing personal was in-
~tended. Scme company people were, in

't take it with-you, you know.”
-~ “You don’t mean—"

CURT!SS T GARDNER = 99 =
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“The poor kid must have been out of
his head. All mixed up subconsciously.
You see he had a crush on this girl, Hal.
Everyone in our office is wise to that.
The Princess is pretty and she has plenty
of appeal. Adams fell for her, but hard.
He must have imagined someone would
want to hurt her” '

“He didn’t say anyone was trying tof;
“The word

hurt her,” Brent corrected.
he used was %ill. < And one thing’s sure,”
he pointed out, “it isn’t a subconscious
bullet the cops are busy digging out of
Phil Adams.” :

Linthicum shrugged, winced as the
movement hurt his broken arm. “Bea,ts
me, Half”

“Who is this Dr. Porter who seems
such a big shot around Leigh Hospital?”
Brent asked casually.

“Ridley Porter? Why he’s probably
the best known industrial accident
speeialist in this city. We send him a
large percentage of our own Workmen’s
Compensation cases. Handles lots of
work for other insurance carriers, t00.”

“Where’s his office?”

“Lombard Street. Most complete lay-
out I've ever seen for handling industrial

~cases. Like a private hospital. In fact,
Porter lives on the top floor of his own

clinic” The Claims Manager gave
Brent a shrewd look. “What’s cooking,
Hal? You’re a nice fellow but we never
see you unless there’s trouble. I hope

Home Office doesn’t think someones‘

been )ugglmg our office funds!”

: BRENT’S/bhck eyebrows raised. “Are
you kidding, Paul? If you ‘don’t
know why I’'m in town youre the only
one in your office who doesn’t. When I
phoned in last evening to find out about
my hotel reservation your switchboard
operator knew. So did the Adams kid.
In fact, it was even printed in the news-
paper.” -
“You know how it is,” Linthicum said
lightly. “The boss is usually the last one

in the joint to know what’s really going

on. I could use a smoke, Hal; if you don’t
mind.”

didactically,

BLOOD UNDER THE BRIDGE

Hal Brent shook a cigarette into the -
Claims Manager’s good hand, held a
match, while Linthicum got it going.

“Home Office wanted it kept cosy,”
Brent said.  “But I guess there’s no harm
_talking now. I'm down to look over the
situation in /respect to that jerkwater

railroad.”

“Oh. You mean the fidelity bond loss?”

“I don’t know much about the bond
loss, except that the company paid out
a lot of money. The Underwriting De-
partment has been griping about the loss
ratio on the whole account. They want
to get off the business. Sa,les Depart-_,
‘ment feels dlﬁerently =

,“They would,” Linthicum complalned
“The Sales Department always does!
Experience has been lousy on those rail-
road policies. Two hundred thousand on
the bond loss. Five death claims under
Workmen’s Compensation when the shop
building at Halton burned. Not to men-
tion the licking our Fire Insurance Com-
pany took.”

Brent said, “That’s where I come into
the picture. The bond loss was some-
thing that isn’t likely to happen again.
‘But the fire and these other queer doings
at Halton might mean more big claims
in the future. Home Office wants me to
smell around and see if I can find what’s
behind it all.”

“I don’t envy you the job,” Linthicum
said flatly. “T Wouldn’t know how to
start.”

“And I wouldn’t know how to go about

2 settlmg a serious public liability claim,”

Brent pomted out. “The old story about
one man’s meat and the other man’s
poison. This kind of thing is the only
work I know.”

“I don’t suppose I can of any help,
Linthicum said. “But if I can, just sing
out.” His face brightened. “You’ll like
Baltimore. Know anything about our
town?” :

Hal Brent grinned. “Not much—and
T'll probably be too busy to find out. -

“Baltimore,” Paul Linthicum said
“is the most Northern of
Southern cities, the most Southern of



= ﬂi-f"Northem cltles and ﬂle most Western of f.

Eastern cities.” It has a Shot Tower thatv}'r’j
~ dates back a hundred and twenty-five =
doct mght_be able to throw some hght: —

years and is said by the experts to be

~ the finest specimen of brick masonry
~ever erected anywhere in the world, We
~  havea “street, The Fallsway, which runs

right through the heart of downtown
with an underground stream beneath it.

~ We have the first railroad station built in
~ America. And our seafood! You really
— :_‘shouldn’t mlss our seafood Ha;

‘PE}’

decent place to sleep And believe me,
brother, that’s something 1 do mtend to
find!”

Before leaving the hospital, Brent put

5 in a call to police headquarters from a

who had _shot Phil

Adams was still at large although the
police hoped to find him quickly. The

- Jieutenant was mcImed to scoff at

= “By that txme,;
right now.

FIRST faint streaks of approaching

~ taxi was parked ‘at a stand across the
~street, driver dozing behind his wheel.

 Brent tapped the man on the shoulder,

~ gave the name of his hotel. -

~ The windows of the cab were closed.

Although the humidi

but they seemed immevable,

mvestigatlon

He wxmld v:sxi the railroad ofﬁces, of

your fair city isa f cut

~ glrl bnt ﬁnally,.

Brent pramised, TH
know more about this affair than I do

v‘daﬁm' were turnmg »t¥he sabie sky to

7 was lower than
earlier in the night, it was still hot and
sticky. Brent tried to lower the Wmdows, =
= He gave
~ it up and relaxed against the worn up-
—  holstery, closing tired eyes as his mind
— grappled with a possnble approach to his -

1di =

of .}.’hll Adams.

g = =
f’Wlﬂl his request and placedf‘a specmi e
= f.nurSe on duty with thegirl. =

Nevertheless Brent’s mind was not at =
Unlike Llntlucunq Qr the pohce-"'

sultmg from the auto ¢ :
had been anxious to prevent ‘the boy
from telling his full story Anxmtxs =
j‘egough to mmder =

= Then he wouId tackle the matter of hote} =
rooms. And after that—

The jouncing of the cab over cobble-f‘
stones made Brent open hi:

= sheﬂs in Wlnch -

‘ bneﬂy. A:; ug}y‘beetle-bwwed man with

a crooked nose which looked as if it

‘might have been broken in some kmd ofj"
~a street brawl.

“T drive the cab, see,” he told Brentf
msolently

the cab business yourself.” ,
With that he pulled the shdmg-glass >
partition shut behind his back, leaving

Brent shuttered away from further con-»' =
-versatlon. = 2 e

hg’h : bm'ned dimly in the com- S
"1ng dawn. = =
On the way from the hotel to the‘

hospital Brent had not seen doeks. He
leaned forward and spoke to the tax1 :
driver. =

“If you know your way =
-around so good maybe you oughta bein
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Museles bunched in hard lumps at the
corners of Brent’s jawbones. He leaned

forward again, attempting to shove back
the glass. But almost at the same’instant

the taxi driver cut the wheels of the car
sharply, opened the door beside him and

leaped free of the cab.

THE car shot out on the. Woaden plank-
ing of a freight wharf. Dark water
rippled beyond the end of stringers a_

hundred feet ahead. Brent seized the
door handle and twisted. The door was
. locked,

Swiftly he. shifted to the other mde‘

‘The door there was locked, too.

Brent took both hands to the> door -
handle. Sweat popped out on his fore--

head. His lips curled back from his teeth
with the effort. Just as the cab hit a

timber bumper at the end of the pier;
the handle let go. It turned freely, its-
The- door was

spindle sheared inside.
still locked!

Jounced end over end by lmpact
against the guard bumper, the taxi hit

the water, radiator first. Brent’s head
struck the roof of the cab, his feet landed

“against the closed glass behind the
empty driver’s seat. The glass shattered,
long jagged fragments raking Brent’s

legs. The blow against his stiff knee.

caused-it to start throbbing again pain-
- fully.
. Instinet made him draw a deep lung-

ful of air before water poured into the

cab. Habit made him keep his wits.

Quickly he kicked away the knifelike
shards of glass which remained between
him and the driver’s seat. It took a full
minute for him to erawl through the
opening and then force the front taxi
door open against the weight of water.

When he reached the scummy surface
of the harbor, his lungs were nearly
bursting and colored lights flickered be-
fore his eyes. With his last remaining
strength he pulled himself over the splin-
tery pier end, then lay panting on the
boards,

His chest ached from holdmg his
breath. Waves of pain shot along the
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nerves of his injured leg. Hal Brent
cursed aloud in an even lurid flow of
language.

Someone, he knew, must be keeping
close track of his moves. Close enough
to have planted the fake taxi driver out-
side the hospital to wait for him. Was
it the work of the firebugs who had
burned the railroad shops at Halton he

‘wondered? How did it tie in with the
_death of Phil Adams?

Brent knew he could congratulate
himself for arranging police protection
for the girl on the fourth floor of Leigh

Hospital. That girl, he had a hunch, was
“a vital factor in what had happened the

past few hours. ,

Another thing was increasingly evi-
dent. Time was of the essence! Brent
decided he would modify his plans. In-
stead of waiting a conventional hour, he
would. make hxs call on Dr. Porter at
once. — :

THE accxdent clinic occupied an en-

tire three-story building on the fringe
of the financial district. An old red brick
structure formerly the offices of a tea im-
porter; fresh white paint had brightened
it. Wooden blinds on the second and
third floors were a crisp lettuce green.
Brent went through a glassed-in vesti-
bule to an elaborately furnished recep-

tion room on the gl‘ound floor.

An angular woman in nurses’ white

_was behind the receptionist’s desk. She

looked tired and bored after a night on
duty. Her eyes, behind heavy horn-
rimmed spectacles, were cold.

“Looks as if you’ve got yourself
messed up with barbed wire,” she ob-
served pointedly, as she eyed Brent’s tat-
tered pants legs and his bleeding shins.
“I’ll call the police first and see what
you’ve burglarized. After that I'll put

- dressings on those lacerations.”

Brent said, “You’ll call Dr. Porter
first. After I've seen him I'll give you
the privilege of patching me up.”

The woman shook her head decidedly..
“You can’t see the doctor this hour in
the morning. He was up during the
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rmghxr on-an emergency eaH HIS hoursf_.

are nine to eleven. And besides—
5 haven’t time to argue,” Brent in-

formed her. “I know Dr. Porter lives up-
stairs. T represent the ‘management of
the Imperial Casualty Company. 1 want
to see him right now—even if it means

_getting him out of bed.”
“You look like the manager of a big

[insurance company"’ the mght nurse
_ a violent push.

scoffed,
~ Brent walked past the desk and
~opened a dooz at the end of the recep-

tion room. “Okay, sweetheart,” he said.

“Tl go find Porter myself.”

The door led into a passageway which
connected with a first-aid room and with
Dr. Porter’s large private office beyond.

At the end of the passage was an eleva-
tor and beside the shaft a flight of stairs.
~ The woman called, “Sam! Oh, Sam!”

‘A giant in faded work overalls ap-
pea.red almost instantly from the base-

ment stairs. “Where you goin’, mister?”
“To see Dr I’orter,” Brent rephed
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Jounced end over end the taxu ‘
hlt the water, radlator ﬁrst,

' ‘qmetly “Unless the lﬁdy lel phone andr

announce me as I asked.”
“You can’t go upstairs,” Sam said and
laid a huge hand against Brent’s chest.

“T don’t want to ‘hurt ; you, but T mtend

to see the doctor” =

The janitor showed yeHow tusks.
“You gonna hurt who?” He gave Brent

~ Brent took one step backward :
brought his right fist up solidly. Tt

caught the big man flush on the point of 7

the jaw. Sam staggered, lost his footmg
and tumbled backward down the stairs.

Wild clattering and banging from the

basement indicated that he had landed '

in a nest of ash cans. :
- The night nurse picked up her tele-i

phone, said, “Emergency' Get me the
~police!” ==
“Ask for Lleutenant Gorsuch = Brent =

advised as he went up the stairs. “And

: tell hnm you Te cang about Hal Brent

~ ‘Stand out of my way, Sam!” Brent
advised and there was steel in his tone.
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THE second floor of the building was
devoted to X-ray and physio- therapy
equipment. Brent found Dr. Porter on
the third floor. The doctor was not in
bed. He had on pants and undershirt
and one side of his -heavy, pink-jowled
face was covered with shaving lather.
The doctor trained a .38-caliber Colt re-
volver on Brent as the private detective
opened the door and walked in.

“Get your hands up!” Dr. Porter or-
dered sharply. “Who are you and what
do you think you’re doing?”

Brent stopped just inside the door, but
he did not raise his hands. “Put the gun
away, Doctor,” he said impatiently. “I'm

not a stick-up man. Sorry to burst in on

you this way, but your nurse refused to
announce me and I haven t time to play
around.”

The accident speclahst wa.ggled the

snout of his gun. “Get your hands up,
I said! You must be crazy. I have regu-
lar office hours.
right not to disturb me this hour in the
morning.”

Hal Brent said, “Let’s cut out the
clowning, Doc.
I'm on a job for Imperial Casualty. I
want to talk to you about that accident
last night.”

Dr. Porter had small pale-blue eyes.

They regarded Brent narrowly. “I've
never heard Mr. Linthicum mention
anyone named Brent working for him.”
He glanced at Brent’s legs. “And fur-
thermore, your appearance .. .”

Brent made two quick strides forward

and seized the doctor’s wrist. He twisted
sharply, caught the gun as it fell from
Porter’s fingers. “I'll take care of this.
I'm sick and tired of having people make
passes at me. Someone’s likely to get
hurt.” E

He snapped out the cylinder of the
revolver, shook the six shells into the
palm of his hand. “Get it straight this
time, Doctor. I don’t work for Paul Lin-

thicum. I represent Linthicum’s bosses

at Home Office,” He thrust the cart-
ridges into his coat pocket, tossed the
gun across the room into a chair.

Myrs. Green was quite

My name’s Brent and

Princess Stevens,”

“Now,

suppose we get down to cases.”

~ Dr. Porter went to a telephone on the
night table, lifted the receiver. ‘“I'm
going to call the police if you don’t leave
at once.”

Brent grinned. “You're late, Doc. Mrs.
Greene’s already done it. I advise you to
look at these and then cancel her order.”

He fished soggy identification papers
from his wet clothes. The accident spe-
cialist hesitated, then took them ginger-
lIy. He hung up the phone

MOMENT later he lifted the re-
ceiver again. “Mrs. Greene,” he said,

““Tell the police they needn’t bother. My' 2

visitor isn’t a holdup man.” For Brent’s
benefit he added, before he pronged the
receiver again, “I can’t say I apprecxate
my visitor’s manner of calling.”

— “To hell with the etiquette stuff,”

Brent snapped. “This is a matter of life
and death. Doctor, T want to know ev-

_erything you can tell me about that ac-

cident last night.”

The fingers on Porter’s hands spread
fanwise. “What is there to tell? The car
crash was simply one of those unfortu-
nate occurrences. Mr. Linthicum’s in-
juries—" e

“I’m particularly interested in the girl,
Brent interrupted.
“How badly is she hurt?” :

The doctor’s eyes shifted nervously.
“She’s had a severe shock. I've given her
sedatives. I hope she’ll pull through all -
right but it’s too soon to make a definite
prognosis.” '

Brent stroked the black line of mous-
tache on his upper lip. “My company -
wants you to make very sure she does
pull through okay,” he told the doctor
quietly. “And don’t forget my company '
is one of your best clients.” =

~The aceident specialist flushed. “I
don’t quite understand your attitude,
Mr. Brent. Do you by chance believe I
can guarantee the girl to have no bad re-
actions? That I can vouch for mstance,
for her heart?”

“I’m just stating facts,” Brent said.
“My company expects you to vouch for



- Brent. “Entxzely personal
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‘ - the Stevens gn'l’s heart. Yes, mdeed';

- And—" he added with ominous inflec-

— tion, “so do I personally! In my book
~ this whole a.ﬁazr hasa damned pecuha.r-

smell.”

— 'The doctors heavy-}owled face was
— rved. “Now leok here, Brent, I dont
_know what you're dnvmg at but—"
~ Brent grinned mirthlessly. “It’s your
town’s much advertised southern hos-

'pxtahty that’s getting me down, Doec.

- My arrival has been greeted with entive-

1y too much celebration. Two attempts
- to knock me off since just last evening.’

~ “An attempt to kill you” Dr. Por-

~ Bers shocked surprise. sounded almostv

phony to Brent.

“Tt’s been tried beﬁore,” Bxent ‘sald:

~ grimly. “But P'm hard to kill.”
— Dr. Porter’s tone became concxhatory.

~ “Of course I didn’t know who you were,
- Mr. Brent. I keep my gxm,handy be-

~_cause Pve recaveé ‘threatening letters

— Tately”

~ “Indeed? Tell me about them

~ But the doctor was frosty again. “En-

: rhrely a personal matter,” he informed

- “Bad,” Brent said. “Very bad! Well,
Doec, Tl -go down now and get Mrs.
~ Greene to stick some plaster on my

~ shins. You can finish shaving in peace.”

 He turned with his hand on the door
—knob, “But don’t forgét what I told you

— about the Stevens girl.”
-~ As Brent went down the stans he

~could hear Dr. Porter muttenng some-
~ thing. The big janitor, Sam, was ‘waiting -
‘at the bottom of the steps on the ground
Brent duecked under the giant’s
. terrific haymaker. He put his right hand
- on the “janitor’s chest, gave a violent
- shove. Sam went down the basement

‘ floor.

 stairs again, backward. The clang of ash
= cans floated upward from the cellar.

“ “You can put iodine on these scratches

7 “now,” he told the nurse calmly, “Let’s
see if yoa rea;lly know your ]ob = '

= THE Baltunore, Stockton and Ashley
~ was pnmanly a coal carrier. Ifs tracks
= Tconnected mmes m the mountams of

western Maryland with a bxg 3unct10n

outmde Baltimore. Most of its traffic
was freight, but occasional local passen-

ger trains served the scattered hamlets :
along the road snghi«of-way =
That morning at ten-fifteen one oI,
these locals dropped the private car of
Glenn Ross, the road’s general manager,

_at the tiny station of Halton, Maryland. =
A switch engine shunted the car onto &

sxdmg

- Hal Brent was feeling a bit comp!acent —

“as he hoisted his stiff leg down from the

rear platform to join Ross on the cinder =

_path beside the track. There were good
-Teasons mplacency, He'd
cleaned up from his involuntary bath in

the harbor scum, fortified himself with

wheat cakes and” country sausage and, =

“bestof a,]l, moved mto a good downtown
‘hotel.
“WEB, there it is, Breni, GIenn Ross -

observed The railroad man waved his
“hand toward the blackened shell of the
old shop. “I haven’t the faintest idea
why anyone would have wanted toburn

it. We were figuring on closmg it any—

‘how and contracting out the repair of

our rolling stock. “Your company paid

~ us about what we’d have collected from = =
sale of our equipment. Except for five
experleneed shop employees, workmg» —

mght shift, who lost their lives” -
Brent said, “Both the fire t:ompany '

_ and Imperial Casualty took a ‘beating,
It hasnt helped the loss ratio on your

aecount ‘Those death claims alone were

“two hundred percent of your year's pre- =
mium. Add the loss on the paymaster -

who skipped with your payroll funds
five years ago and the picture is a Jot.
worse.” =

_Glenn Ross held a gold monogrammed: -

cxgarette case toward Brent. “I know
our experience has been terrible. It -
wouldn’t be nearly as bad if your
peaple had recovered that payroll mon-
_ey. Strange about that, wasn’t it?”

“Two hundred grand, T understand,

T'm not familiar with details of the loss.
1 was busy gettmg myself shot up at the ==
tuﬁe =
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Ross said, “Our paymaster, Frank
Dow. T wouldn’t have dreamed Dow
would do such a thing. One of our old-
est and most trusted employees.”
“It’s always the old and trusted em-
ployee who gets away with the firm’s
surplus,” Brent observed dryly. “That’s

an axiom in the bonding business. Only

the trusted employee is in a position to
get his hands on that much dough.”
The two men walked along the ties,
stopped in front of the sagging walls of
the gutted shop building. “The bank
was partly to blame,” Ross went on.

“They should have suspected something
nght away when Dow drew the money
But he gave

in thousand dellar bills.
them some cock-and-bull story about
paying for new construction work in
Stockton. They did call us about it later
that same morning but Dow had skipped
by then. There wasn’t a trace of him
until he called your office.”

Brent shot the railroad man a quick
glance. “Dow called our office?”

“Why, yes. Just a few months ago..
Offered to return the money if your:

people would agree not to prosecute him.
But when your man Stevens went over;
Dow shot Stevens and blew his own
brains out. I've never understood it.”

“Stevens!”
narrowed, thoughtfully. “That was Im-
perial Casualty’s man?”

“Sure. One of their head adjusters.

There was plenty of excitement about

lt b2

“Something tells me I'll have to read

the claims file on that loss,” Brent said
thoughtfully. “You’re right, Mr. Ross.
It’s even queerer than you think!”

There was nothing to Halton except
the railroad station, the burned shop and
a general store at the point where. the
highway crossed the railroad tracks.
Most of the men who had formerly
worked in the shop had come from the
city each day.

“What I can’t understand,” Ross com-
plained, “is why anyone would try to
sabotage our property way out here ‘in

the sticks. Unless it has some connectlonr

Brent’s gray-green eyes
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with the uranium processing plant.”
“Uranium!” Brent exclaimed. “Sup-

ipose you give me the whole picture.”

But the facts, when Ross outlined
them, gave Brent little to go on. .

The uranium processing plant had
been an empty factory building before
the war. During the war it had been

~taken over by the Army with the great-

est secrecy. Nobody knew what was

~ going on there, the place was guarded by

soldiers constantly, you couldn’t go near
it. Now that secrecy had been relaxed

somewhat, people knew it was a uranium.
processing plant of some sort. However,
~ it was still under military guard.

Connecting the plant with the main
line of the railroad, a spur track ran
through the woods about a mile. This
line was not used by the plant now—
their equipment and product were
trucked in and out. Just beyond the
town limits of Halton this spur ran-
through a twenty-foot cut and across a
short iron bridge. A sentry was posted
at the bridge day and night. Tt was here
that the trouble appeared to havé fo-

cused.

ONE night shortly before the shop

Z burned, the sentry had heard what
sounded like gunfire in the woods just
beyond the railroad cut. Being a rookie,
he had done the wrong thing. Instead

- of calling the sergeant of the guard, he

ran in the direction of the sound. For-
tunately, however, he did not go into

__the bushes, but turned back in time to

see a man slide down from the top of the
cut and go out onto the bridge. The
sentry fired and the man ran off into the
woods. Next day a handful of exploded
firecrackers was found in the underbrush.

“A trick to get the sentry out of the -
way,” Brent observed.

“Undoubtedly.”

About a month later the shop bmld-
ing burned. All available men from the
guard detail had been sent over by the
officer in charge to help fight the flames.
While they were away the other attempt
at the bridge was made. A man slipped
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up behind the sentry and attempted to
club him. Aware of his danger in the
nick of time, the sentry fired and missed.
Again the attacker escaped.

“And here’s one of the queerest things
about the whole affair,” Ross said. “The
bridge has a footway, fenced for safety
with a railing of cast-iron pipe. The club
that was intended to smash the sentry’s
skull was a short section of the bridge
handrail. Someone took time to unscrew
the pipe before making the attempt on
the sentry. Will you tell me why they

didn’t use a sap or a piece of two-by- -

_four?”

Hal Brent ﬁngered his hairline mus-
tache thoughtfully. “Was any explosive
found on the bridge?” :

“Nothing. Apparently the idea was to
silence the sentry first. The motive for
the whole affair has me fogged. The fire
“was clearly of incendiary origin”> -

AUL LINTHICUM’S office was a
glassed-in space at the end of the big
cluttered general office in the Bently
building. It was just large enough to

hold the Claims Manager’s desk, a green.

steel file cabinet and a couple of chairs
for visitors.

The Claims Manager was at his desk.
" Linthicum looked pale and shaky. His
left arm was cradled in a sling of black
silk knotted at the back of his neck. But
he managed a cheerful grin when Hal
Brent walked in.

Brent dropped loosely mto one of the
chairs. He felt whipped down. Gnawing
worry about the girl at the hospital lay
heavily upon his spirits. He made no at-
tempt to disguise his state of mind.

“Why the hell didn’t you tell me this
girl with the race horse name had a
brother working for you?” he pitched in-
to Linthicum angrily. “Why didn’t you
let me know her brother was killed work-
_ ing on that railroad bond loss?”

The Claims Manager’s lips still smiled
but a chill came into his voice. “Why
the hell should I have told you? You
didn’t ask me. Strange as it seems I've

“been more interested in my busted wing
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than in gossiping with visiting firemen

- about company employees.”

“Then Stevens was actually her bro-
ther?”

“No,” Linthicum snapped. “He wasn’t.
George Stevens was the Princess” hus-
band.” ,

“Hmmm,” Brent modified his tone.
“She looks mlghty young to be a mar-'
ried woman.’

“She’s not such a baby as she looks.

- Southern girls usually marry young.

Anyhow, the Princess isn’t married.”
“But you just said . . .”
Linthicum’s grin returned. “I didn’t.

I said her husband’s name was George

Stevens. But she isn’t married now. She’s

-~ a widow.”

Brent fished out his crumpled pack of
cigarettes, held it toward the Claims
Manager. “Smoke? You’ve developed
a morbid sense of humor since you left
the Home Office, haven’t you, Paul?”

Linthicum looked contrite. “Sorry,
Hal. Maybe you're right. George Ste-
vens was a good boy.” :

“Maybe you’d better tell me all about
the bond case,” Brent suggested, letting
smoke dribble through his nostrils.
“That will save me from wading through
what I imagine is a pretty thick file. T've
already got part of it from Glenn Ross at
the railroad.”

Linthicum leaned back in his battered
swivel chair and cocked his feet comfort-
ably on the top edge of his desk. He

__winced as the movement jarred his in-

jured arm, “There isn’t a lot to tell, Hal.
This embezzler, Dow, made a clean get-
away with the payroll money. The po-
lice were looking for him over five years
before he popped up suddenly right out
of a clear sky. Right here in Baltimore.
Dow called me on the phone, said he
wanted to make a deal. He’d make full
restitution if we’d agree to kill the crimi-_
nal charges. Of course I had visions of
saving dear old Imperial Casualty a pot- -
ful of jack, so I sent George Stevens over
to where Dow was holed up. Iknew that
the company—"

“On a thmg involving two hundrea



~ thousand bucks Pm
— handle it yourself,”

~ Linthicum flicked ‘cigarette ash onto
- the faded green rug. “T was up to my

/surpnsed you didn’ t
~Brent interrupted.

ears in work. Anyhow, Stevens was quite

capable It was his job. T had him work-

ing as supervisor of general casualty
_claims. Lucky for me T didn’t go to see

 Dow myself! I'd probab}y ‘have a slabt ==
in the boneyard now.” =

Brent grunted. ““Okay. Go ahead =
— “Next thing T knew I had a call from
~ Dr. Porter at the Leigh Hospital,” Lin-

~ thicum said. “Dow was dead and they’d
= broug’ht in George with a bullet through

~his chest. Porter thought for a while he’d
— be able so save Geotrge but he didn’t.”

“Did Stevens say why Dow-had shot'

hnn?”
word.”

“No. George dred mthout saymg a"

“Do ydu have any xdeas Why Do;w,

should have done it?”
Lithicum raised his good arm &nd

 made circles with the index finger in the
region of his right temple. “Dow must

have had & loose serew. It’s al] I can

”

AL BRENT leancd back in — chm‘ =

- and cursed. “Not a damned thing
1o nge me a toehold.”> He blew a cloud
~ of smoke ceilingward. “How about this
- Princess girl?” he went off abruptly on
~another tack. ‘What’s her ]Ob in this

: office?”

“Tha.t fhe one and only break I’ve
had in the whole affair,” Linthicam said
earnestly “The girl is efficient and that’s

“saying plenty with thmgs the way they

_are today. You see, Princess was George

~ Stevens’ assistant before they were mar-
ried, She handled his office paper-work.

Home Office couldn’t give me an ex-

~ perienced replacement for George so I

_ got approval to put the Princess on

]

the job” He ground out his cigarette,

grmned ruefully.-

other year rolls around.”

‘ “They’ll have some
~ dame in my own chair by the time an-

Brent fingered his mustache thought--

fully “Theres only one thmg in all
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you've tald me that gﬁers a begmnmg in

eracking this nut.”

Linthicum gave a brittle laugh‘
= “Frankly, ‘Hal, if you can see even a
begmnmg, you’ re one up on me, What -

is it?”

“Dr. Rldiey Perter,” . said qulet-' '

ly—

Genuine - amazement showed in the
~Claims Manager’s long lean face. “Dr.
Porter! What the ﬂammg hell has he got'

todo with it?> -
“I don’t know,” Brent admltted “I’

just thinking out loud.” He leaned for- 7

ward and tapped a foreﬁnge1 against the

desk. “But you said this doctor was with

Stevens when Stevens died. Mightn’t it

just be possible Stevens did say some-
~thing and the doctor never told you?

Suppose- Dow told Stevens where he'd

hidden the payroll loot. Suppose Stevens',
told the doctor. Porter might have de-

cided to get that dough himseli.”

“The Claims ‘Manager’s face was a'
~study as the thought soaked into his
brain. “Hal! Maybe you do have some-

thing, after all! No wonder you re head
of the Gestapo.”

- Brent 1gnored the wiseerack. “Flgur-, =
ing angles is my job,” he saxd shortly. -
“Tll go a bit further, Was the princessat
the hospital when her husband died?”
7 Linthicum was puzzled
_again. “It was all over before she knew '

“Why, no.”

anything about it. Why?”

“If she wasn’t at the hosplta.l therest

of my theory isn’t any good,” Brent said

slowly. “T was just thinking that perhaps
“her husband said something to her about

what Dow had done with the payroll

money, That would make Porter anx-
ious to get her out of the way, too. And
the boy, Phil Adams, told me he

heard someone at the hospital talk about

killing the girl. T can’t think of anyone
he could have overheard except the doc- —

tor”>
Lmthlcnm took hxs feet dawn oﬁ the

desk. “T think you're getting a little wlld = =
now, Hal. It sounds like a mince pie
nightmare. This man Parter has a sp}en- =

BN

did reputatwnf’e =



CURTISS T. GARDNER

“Even doctors who specialize in in-
surance work can go money mad,” Brent
said. “The whole thing is a mince pie
nightmare no matter how you look at it.

-The doctor told me he’d been receiving
threatening letters. Got any idea who
they could be from?”

“I’'m way beyond my depth now,” Lin-
thicum admitted. “I don’t know the first
thing about Dr. Porter’s private life.”

Brent got up with an air of decision.

“There’s only one thing I can do, then..

That’s te get into the doctor’s place on
the QT and take a lock through his
things. I'll get busy on that right now.
Incidentally, how about the use of a
company car, Paul?” ~

“T’ll write a note for you to the Reade
Garage,” Linthicum told him. The Dis-
trict Claims Manager pulled a sheet of

scratch paper toward him. He wrote
slowly in a neat, almost womanish hand.

“Here you are,” HaI “That ought to fix
you up while you’re in town.”

‘MPERIAL CASUALTY’S cars were
- kept on the fifth floor of the garage.

Brent went up in an automatlc elevator,

tooled one of the company’s black Ford
sedans down the long spiral ramp. He

braked te a stop at the garage entrance

as traffic swished by in the street out-
side.

A man was loitering just outside the
entrance, He opened the door of Brent’s
car suddenly and slid into the seat be-
side him, :

“What the hell . .. 2 Brent started.
Then he saw the gun in the man’s fist.

The gun muzzle poked into Brent’s
right side. “Don’t let out a yip,” the
man warned, “or I'll let you have it right
now! Drive on.  Right down Daley
Street.”

Brent drove. The gunman made him
stop at the side of the Bently Building
while they picked up another passenger.
The second man was ugly, with black
brows and a crooked nose. The fake taxi
driver who had left Brent at the bottom
“of the harbor! :

- Brent’s mind was working qmckly Ap-
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parently, these men had constant knowl-
edge of his whereabouts. They had
known they could pick him up outside
the office of Imperial Casualty. One of
them must even have trailed him from
there to the garage.

“You fellows are working hard on my
account,” Brent suggested coolly. “Why
not relax? My company has a lot of
money. They’ll spend quite a wad if
you’ll tell me who you're working for.”

_The man in the front seat, a wiry runt
with a stubble of brown whiskers, an-
swered. “Save your breath, pal. You put
a-shig in one of our friends this morning.
Besides, we ain’t no doublecrossers.”

“Ten grand?” Brent persisted.

“Shut up!” The man poked Brent vi-
ciously with the gun snout. Brent sub- '
sided. -

Under orders Brent drove west.
Through Chester and past Valleytown.

He got a hold on a grab iron
on an end car, swung upward




then they got beyond Elks Falls the
men made him take the U. S nghway
toward Mlddleberg :

- No illusions were in his’ mmd so far ae
~ he was concerned. This was strictly a
'Vone-way ride. He had to do ‘somethmg
and do it quickly if he were to survive.
These hoods were only Waltmg for the

proper spot. Whoever was paying them

didn’t want another corpse too near h:s
own doorstep = — ,

' suie him might eatch f'ﬂre"hoed

~ guard. Brent rejected the expedient The
— crooked-nosed man in the rear seat

“would then split his skull with a gun butt

or seud a slug':threugh the back of hls
‘ head. = -

—How about runnmg the car into

= dltch or a tree? That would be a double

‘hazard. Involving too much luck. The
crash would have to knock out both gun-

- men without hurting Brent. If he were
- stunned, even fm' a moment 3t W‘ould

probably be fatal.

“Traffic had almost dlsappeared From::

_the eorner of his eye Brent could see the
~ man beside him looking around, trying
- topicka smtabie place for the work at

hand : ; :

= l‘ﬁE car mﬂed :’oii A quarter mﬂé‘:
‘ahead a concrete brldge across a sma.]l,;

stream came mto vxew The w1ry runt

saw it.
~ “Pullup by that bndge, pal,” the man
“ordered. “We'll talk things over there.”
No further time for planning. What-

ever he could do to save hxmself must be
: ~ With his game leg i

Brent spoke to put the killers off th S
guar& “Don’t do it, fellows,” he said in

&one ‘here and now.

a pleading tone. o‘_‘My company will pay

= Whatever you ask. Only don’t kill me.”
~ He had his foot on the brake as he

- spoke, bringing the car to a gradus’ stop.
They were almost at the bridze. '

Suddenly he reached forward, jerked
= dense nor tall. Brent stooped as heran
“and he could hear the men behind him

'erashmg _through- bushes in pursuit.

the hand throttle out as far as it would
go. He held his stiff leg straight; his left
hand near the door handle.

 The light car sprang forward with 3

water. It closed over h’xs hea&
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jerk that sent both the unprepared gun»
men lurching forward. Brent tore the

~ door open at the same instant. He Ieapedv' =

out catching himself on his good leg.
~He hit the pavement running. Two
“bounds brought him across the pave-
ment to the low bridge parapet. Brent -
went over the rail without pausing. W.

dering if he would end with a broke
neck on rocks or in shallow water.

The heods in the company Ford were/ =
' ,_ja.lrready:;g_gg;ion,fE 7

as Brent cleared

pet-a-
near lﬁs head. Another, kae a whxte-hot
finger, touched his throat just below the

jawbone. The next instant Brept hlt'

\ bles sﬁi‘l agamst his palms
at the bottom of the stream. He lunged
forward with powerful strokes, kicking

,wﬂ;h his good leg while he let air dribble

th, conserving it
r a new world’s
record under—water c}mtance mark.
He didn’t come up again untll his’
straining lungs could carry him no fur-
ther. Then he shot up just long enough

~ to gulp another great lungful of life-giv-
~  ing oxygen. As he submerged he heard
the crackl of plstol shots somewhere

only before they d come after him along

“the bank. There was but one thing left
— for him to do.

He must get to shore,
take his chances of dodging their lead.
it was a g&mble with

_He headed inshore. Momentanly hus =

luck still held. As he scrambled dripping

up the weed-covered bank, the gunmen
were still shooting from the bridge. They
seemed rattled. Their shots went wide.
Brent plunged into the underbrush.
The serubby bushes were neither

This was :olhng country Brent'
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reached the top of a gently rising slope,

- dashed down the other side. Halfway
up the next hillock the bushes ended in
a big open patch. He hesitated a bare
instant, then raced across. Shouts and
pistol shots came from behind.

As he ran, forcing his crippled knee
to the utmost, Brent’s hand explored the
place where the bullet had touched his
throat. His fingers were wet with blood.
But it wasn’t the carotid artery or a big
vein. Brent knew he wouldn” t “have
lasted this long otherwise.

Still, he was losing a lot of bIood His
legs felt heavy, the stiff knee throbbed
like fire. He knew he couldn’t go much
longer. Yet there was no place to hide
in this scattered underbrush. Unarmed
he could not hope to turn on his pursuers
and make a stand,

He was tiring fast, losing his race,
when he heard the train whistle. He stag-
gered to the top of the next rise, found
himself looking down into a railroad cut.

- Just around a sweeping curve a loco-
—motive with a long string of boxcars was
chuffing out of the cut. =~ -

For the third time Brent’s luck ‘held.
The train was a heavy one, moving slow-
ly. There was just time for him to half-
slide, hali-fall down the sandy slope of

_ the cut before all the cars had passed.

He sprinted beside them with his last
remaining strength, clutching for a hand-
hold on a grab iron. He got it, on one
of the end cars, held fast, swung upward

On top of the boxcar, panting, pressmg
his water-soaked handkerchief against
his bleeding neck, he saw two figures ap-
pear at the top of the embankment. The
train rumbled out of the cut into open
country. 5

Brent didn’ t move for several minutes
as reserve strength flowed gradually in-
to his tired muscles. His bad leg ached
as if another bullet had been pumped in-
to it. He was drenched with sweat in

~ spite of his cold bath, for a brazen sun

glared fiercely from the cloudless sky.
It was the hottest time of day. The
metal car roof radiated waves of heat as
from an oven door. ——

fiT

UT it wasn’t physical pain and dis-

comfort that made Brent curse
aloud in icy rage. It was his complete

and utter lack of progress on the job.

He’d had little enough to go on before.
Now the issue was more clouded than
ever. And while he groped in the dark
someone was making calm deliberate ef-
forts to eliminate him altogether. Four

tries, all of which had come close to‘_

success.

Vaguely, at the back of his mind, an-
other thought nagged Brent. The girl
lying in the hospital under the influence

of drugs. In spite of the fact that a po-

lice guard was stationed outside Princess
Stevens’ door, Brent was afraid for her.
One of the hospital attendants had
thrown a knife at him. What good would

the police guard be to the girl if a nurse '

—or-a doctor—were determmed
should die? ‘

He sat up on his swaying perch, took
the wet handkerchief from his neck. The
fabric was stained a deep red, but cau-
tious exploration with his fingers showed
that bleeding- had almost stopped.
Brent’s determination mounted. He
must get back on his job. This train
was taking him farther away from it
with every turn of the wheels.

He’d wait until the first station the
train reached, Brent decided. There he'd
drop off, find some means of transporta-
tion back to the city. He was already
feeling more buoyant, getting a grip on
his thoughts, when the train swung onto
a long stretch of track parallel to a high-
way. For a couple of miles in either di-
rection the ribbon of concrete was free
and clear of automobile traffic. All ex-
cept one car. That one ear was a black
Ford sedan. Two men were in it.

Once more Hal Brent dropped flat
against the catwalk of the freight car.
The Ford sedan was too far away for
him to be sure, but it had a familiar look.
And it rolled so leisurely it seemed to be
pacing the train,

The road curved away again and the
Ford disappeared. But Brent’s new
cheerfulness went with it. Herc was a

she

L



~— next farmhouse.

7 ~ tank cars. But near its end were a few “He
~ boxcars. Brent got to his feet, began to  reac

-~ ia

: development hehad 1ot consxdered The, _
~ hoods stalking him were tenacious. If
~ they were actually following him, if they
—should be waiting at the next station

~ stop when the freight arrived, his goose

= ealt be cooked for sure.

~ His mind woerked: Iapldly
: sensible thing to do. He must drop off
~the train when they passed the very

~work out some way of getiing back to
-~ theaty. It might be difficult out here
~ in the sticks. But it was the only way.
‘He was getting set to follow his
—new plan when he saw black smoke
~ ahead. Another Ireight, eastbound. Brent

~time to play around. Not if he wante

=0 keep the Stevens girl from being mur-
- dered.

The two trams met in an echoing din

= ~of wheels. The eastbound freight con--

_ sisted mostly of coal gondolas and oil

run toward the end of his train, There

— were only a few cars in front of the ca-

~ boose, A trainman appeared suddenly in
_the caboose, arms waving fr&ntlcallv

~ Brentleaped thegap to- the car behind,
= sprmtxng as fast as his bad knee would
~let him, in order to cut down the reverieiw s s:’
~ momentum he would encounter in mak- un
= mg his leap. He twisted lns head to

~ wait for the precise mstant when the
_first boxcar on the ather train caught
_up with him. He ‘had almost teached the
~ caboose on the westbound train,

_would not make it. Sausage meat! That’s

~ what he’d be under those grmdmg.
- wheels beneath him.
He fell forward, face down, The car

_top smacked hard against his chest,

knocking him breathless. At the same
~time reverse momentum, like a giant’s
~ hand, swept his body s1dew1$e toward
~ the car edge.

For a breathless mstant Brent hung

bhly one

From there he could
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slipped as the skin tore. He clung pre-

g carlously, half off the slde of the car.

_He was drawing himself pamfully to
—safety when the crew of the eastbound
_train erupted from their caboc
towa.rd hzm across the car tops.

HAL BRENT a;tproaehed Dr. Porter's
clinic from the rear alley. Summer
dayhght still lingered although it was
nearly nine. Brent would have welcomed
. _ darkness but a strong sense of
~ changed his plans again in a hurry. This

- was more risky. But there ﬂmplywa‘;no« :

drove him to immediate m?.tio
‘He moved an empt;y trash can, hot-

: :ncyr.

»Iadder was six feet
above hls head He made sure no one

on- ﬂze vetge of destruchon Then his

_clutching fingers caught the edge of the
~wooden catwalk. Splinters jabbed imto
“his palms like probing needles, His hands

was within sight before he chmbed e

top of the can.

- the process of

g ¢ S :
all over, he thought: sa.rdomcally, it

would take at least a month fo repair .

the damage of the past day.

 When he reached the second floor Wma_‘
dows he could see the length of a lighted ,
corridor. A nurse was walkmgfalong the

before he w ?:" p"hg‘ﬁer
There were no lights on the top ﬂoor

Brent lay flat while he peered cautiously -
-through the window. In the fading day-
~ light he could see that the room ms:de,
At the final instant, as Brent Jnmped ' :
7 his stiff knee failed him. For a sickening
~ split second in midair Brent was sure he

— A momen Igter'hef was -msxde, hsten-'

ing carefully at the door of the bath-
room. The rooms beyond were silentand
unlighted. Brent slipped from the bath
into the physician’s bedroom, from there
to the sitting room where he aad seen

Dr. Porter early that morm' :
Daylight was rapidly «

He used his ﬂashhght as he rooted swift-

His stiff knee was another handlcap -

ca When this was

appearmg ,

ey

Iy throngh the desk, the books and
_papers on the table near the reading
- Iamp, the bureau in the doctors bedi
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room. Finally he found what he had
~hoped for in the pocket of a pau' of pants
~ hanging over a chair back in the bed-
room.

The note was written in rounded fem-
I Fknow now that
George died of belladonna poisoning.
Someone 1s gomng to pay It was signed,

Princess.
~ Brent thrust the scrap of ‘paper into
his own pocket. He replaced the doctor’s
clothes on the chair Where he had found
them.

Vaguely, as he turned toward the win-
dow and the fire escape, he had a feeling
that something was different in the bath-
room. But he did not identify the change
until too late.

The bath tub, shower curtains drawn,
was behind him as he lifted the window
sash. As he did so the tail of his eye
caught the movement of an arm from
behind the curtains. The shower cur-
tains had not been drawn when he first
entered the doctor’s apartment.

Brent whirled, catlike. But not in
time to avoid the sap which lashed out
from behind the shower curtains. It
caught him exactly where his hair was
~ parted. The twilight gloom of the room
seemed suddenly bright with whirling
points of light.

WHAT happened afterward was like
: fever dream. Intervals of dark-
ness, broken by occasional lucid flashes.
But flashes unreal, terrifying and with
no thread of purpose to tie them into
coherence.

First, the muffled hum of machmeryr

somewhere beneath Brent’s body. He
was in total darkmess. His aimlessly
groping hand touched wood and leather
that jounced away beforé he could eom-
prehend. Then the raucous blare of an
automobile horn tore at his senses and
darkness came again. -

~ Water in his face brought lucxdlty once
more. This was the crux of the night-
mare. But the feel of the water was real.
Tts chill drove some of the fog from his
his brain. The whole thing seemed real.
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There was a high stone wall way above
him. The lights of tall buildings way up -
over the grey wall. And trees and a
terraced lawn, and up—way up like the
face of a crazy, fever-ridden man-in-the-
moon—the yellow dial of a clock tower
floating high in the sky.-

It was all blotted out suddenly again
by the insistent darkness. And yet this
darkness was not like the other. This
was consciousness, yet with blackness at
the same time. Maybe he was blind!
Maybe—

His head submerged beneath rushing

~water. If this was a dream it was pain-

fully real now. He was choking, stran-
gling. Drowning!
Something bumped against him in the
dark. His fingers clutched instinctively.
He still had mind enough to recognize
the feel of slippery wet wood. An empty

box floating in the water beside him.
Brent pulled it closer, tucking it under

his chin like a tired child cuddling up in
bed with a wooden plaything. Then once
more there was nothingness.

The fever dream ended with a sharp
pain in the calf of Brent’s stiff leg. Such

‘a sudden unbearable pain that it brought

him straight back from his mental
borderline to realities.

His leg jerked with automatic reflex.
The sharp pain ceased but a dull ache
remained. He was still in perfect dark-
ness. Still floating in water, chin propped
on the empty box. And his head felt as
if he had celebrated a full month of New
Year's Eves, this being the morning after,

~He put out his hand and touched hard
cold stone, Was he actually blind? Brent
felt a sudden surge of helpless panic.
The he remembered the pencil flashlight.

It was still there. The elip clung stub-
bornly to the saturated lining of his in-
side poecket, then came loose suddenly.
He almost lost it, fumbled, recovered it.
His heart was pounding in his throat,
sending waves of pain beating against the
front of his skull, as he pressed the
switch. ’

“A thin line of radiance wavered across
black water. Hal Brent let out his breath



~ him in that water.
~ things were,

~ Teappeared again.
~ narrow ray of brillian
~ the concrete WaIF

= ghstenmg ‘spots were here, too.
- Eyes, watchinghim 'redly from Tedges

S

~ina deep Slgh of heartfelt relief. What—
ever else had happened to hlm, he

~ wasn’t blind.

“He flashed the light arouni ‘He was in

~what seemed to be a tunnel filled with

~ water. There were things floating . around
Brent saw what the
His lips curled with dis-
gust. A sewerl Apparently one of the

- main channels of a blg c1ty s waste dis-—

posal system.
~ For the first time he ntheed gleaming

H _ spots of reddish hght reflected back from
~the far end of the flashlight’s beam.

~ Spots that moved, disappeared and then
He whipped the’
: suddenly toward

= :,»‘along the walls of the sewer.
~ Sewer rats! ,

: "And he had flos
~legs trailing, thy
~ feast. In spite of

15t a side wall,

—shudder at the thought of bemg caten
7 _ahve by rats.

He thrust the hght toward them and
~ the scurrying ~of their small sealy feet
_ filled the tunnel with a dry rustle of
sound. But they did not go far. Brent

“could still see the eyes hm;e 'Qward
— him from both sides of the sewer wall,

= Ffrmly he controlled his mind, ﬁght¥
~ ing down a moment of panic. Rats are
~ cowardly animals as well as vicious.

~ They wounld not attack him, even in a
— mass, so long as he retamed _conscious-
- néss. He must makea tremendous e&ort

= and escape thls underground trap

WALL Iedge was too small to 7

: HE
= Tchmb up on. He clutched the slippery
~ stone with one hand while he kept the
~ light circling with the other SO the rats
would stay away.
Brent cursed aloud in cold futlle rage.

- 5_ His words rumbled dully, echoing in the
~ confined space. Now that he was help- .~ Brent swam dlrectly beneath the bot-

~ less everything was so clear to him. With

— hig own Irfe m deadly penl, he unde;»
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f‘or both he and the girl would surely die. =

: glow became dlmme;',

n fengfh -As ﬁ. dle(i Brent’s hope died

‘Stbo&'.-the source of the dsnge - wl
menaced Princess Stevens,
But he must act swiftly, Brent

Abruptly he made his decision. He would

try to fight back to the place where he =

had been thrown into the water. His

remembrance of the tall buildings and =

the clock tower was too vw:d to be a
dream illusion,

He held the “ﬂashhght between his
teeth and started “He
sick and glddyﬁ'
—_his strength was inadequa

',,cover a mile or more, if that shouid be

A thin line of radiance —
wavered across the water

to take him forward another streteh, he
progressed about a thousand feet. ‘

Then his light started to give out. Its
its beam shorter

~The Tight was almost gone now, a

reddish gieam reaching not more than
“ten feet into the blackness. Then Brent-
~ saw the ladder. Its bottom rungs ended

three*fee’t;aboye’the water surface, while
its-upper end disappeared into gleom-
which the burned-out ﬁashhght could no
longer penetrate.

tom rungs. Nearly submerged in the
ﬁlthy stream, he sprang up from the:;




= "water as far as he ecm}d‘

: Treadmg Water he stnpped off hxs

pants. When he leaped again for the

ladder he threw one leg of the garment
“over that bottom rung. In another mo-

“ment he was climbing the improvised
rope, up the ladder nntil he reached a

manhele cover above.

- Anyone chaneing along Baltxmore s

“deserted downtown streets between the

~ Maryland Penitentiary and the Gu;Iford,;
~ Avenue elevated tracks during the wee ;.

small hours that morning Would'have
witnessed an incredible s
'nsmg, gnomelike, fre

under which Jones” F:
its course through the center of the city.
A figure dngpmg, dxsheveled and pa.nt—
fess.

Staggermg, bleedmg, hls sodden cIothes
coated with stinking slime, Hal Brent
emerged from the manhole. He rubbed
stubby fingers over his hairline black
moustache and ins unsh

‘ gle into hls ‘torn soaking trousers. Then-‘

he set off at a loping run for the red
neon sign of the Reade Garage, visible a
few blocks distant.
Lieutenant Gorsuch/ was not happy
about being | routec Y
lookin® for you
~ Where the hell’ve you b

~monkey you shot. I wanted— ~
: ent cut the cop short. “Small iry,
told the homicide dick over the tele-

he

_phone from the booth in the garage.

_ “But 'm going to hand you a multi-
_murderer, “He'll chalk up another victim
—if you ‘don’t move fast Get down to
Leigh Hospital - yourself right away.
Don’t let anyone go-into the Stevens
girl’s room. No one! Underst&nd?” '
Gorsuch did not.

Brent said, “Just be at the hospltal'rr
T'll see you in a couple of hours and then

T GARDNER

= branch' from the lnghway It was still

n, bristle-
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: ,yon’ll get it alL Oh.,another thmg gwe '

grasping ior
is fi 'ger txps barely brushed_i[Paul _Linthicum a ring and tell him to

come to the hospital, too. Tell him T've

recovered the railroad’s bond loss. Keep

your eye on the ball, Licutenant! The
girl’s life is strictly in yeur hands.”

He hung up, made another call. This
time to Halton. =

THE OFFICER of the gua,rd was waltv =
ing at the outer gate of the Army-

-proteeted Processmg Plant at Halton

when Brent drove in by the side road

t = =
thelpnvgte dick climbed out of

company car, eutting off the headhghts.
“What’s happened to you, fellow?” He

- caught a whiff of Brents clothmg

“Phew!” —

“Yeah,” Brent agreed. “You- ‘saldxt! :
Got the light and the Stillson wrench?
Good!”

An enlisted man brought a gasoline
lantern from behind a sentry box, ad-
justed the wick and touched a match.

id, “Now Tl show ycrfx What’
this destruction.”

“hey went out together, Brent the -

“captain and three enlisted men. Down
the ties of the railroad spur, toward the

bridge across the creek.
“You can rest easy about the p]ant,” =

Brent told the officer. “Everything’s

been aimed at the bridge. Even the fire

S at the shop buildings was only started to
- lure your sentry away from the bridge®
Captam Cutter de-

~“But why?”

= manded

“That’s what T expect to show you,
Brent did not explain until they reached

- the short span across the ereek.

While an alert sentry, rifle in hand,
lcoked on dnd the others crowded
around, Brent took the Stillson wrench.
“The night the shop was fired an attempt

‘was made to club your sentry,” Brent re-

minded the officer. “That, Captam is
the key to the whole matter.” =
~ The guard officer stared as Brent

‘began to unscrew a section of the pipe
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handrailing from the bridge footway.
“This is what the saboteur used as a
club.”

The section of handrail was now off.
Brent held the pipe toward the gasoline
lantern, squinted through it as if through
a telescope. “This isn’t it,” he said.

He put the Stillson wrench on the next
section of pipe. He held it to the lantern,

squinted.

“Success!” His voice rang out loudly.
“Now if T can borrow that rifle a
moment.”

The sentry looked at Captain Cutter
for permission, handed his gun over
wonderingly. Brent took the rifle, in-
serted the muzzle in the section of pipe
and pushed. The barrel seemed to meet
some obstruction.

- Brent shoved hard against the rifle
butt. Suddenly a plug slipped from the
end of the pipe, dropped to the bridge
planking. As it fell the plug separated.
_In the glow of the hissing lantern a thick
_ roll of thousand dollar bills scattered at
the feet of the amazed army officer.

- “You see,” Hal Brent explained, “there
was really never any idea of sabotage.
The person who did all these things was
only after this money. He knew it was
hidden here but he couldn’t get it be-
cause the sentry was always on the spot.
So he tried to get the sentry out of the
way. Once he was even successful to the
extent of obtaining one section of rail-
_ing. But from the wrong end of the
bridge. If he’d been able to club the
sentry he could have gone ahead and
finished his search. But as it was . .
“How did this get here?” Captam
Cutter asked, still bew1ldered
“This,” Brent said, “is money stolen
from the railroad by the paymaster,
- Frank Dow. Dow concealed his plunder
in the railing, intending to come after it
~later when the hue and cry for him had
died. But that was before Pearl Harbor.
During the war Dow couldn’t get near
the bridge. Then afterwards when Dow
came back your sentries were still on
the bridge; he couldn’t get his loot.”
~ “But Mr. Ross told me the embezzler

!’ >
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was dead,” Captain Cutter complained.
“Wasn’t he shot?”

“Yes. After he found he couldn’t get
his hidden fortune Dow decided he’d
reveal its ‘hiding place in return for a
promise of immunity. But his plans went
wrong for the second time .. .”

Something struck a bridge gn'der w1th
a metallic clang. There was a blinding
white flash, a dull booming explosion.
The enlisted man with the lantern
shrieked. Hal Brent felt himself swept
violently off his feet. Once again he was
dimly aware of water closing over his

head.

EIGH HOSPITAL was hushed with
that intense quiet that precedes the
dawn. The men waiting in the chart room
on the fourth floor had talked themselves
out. They now sat in silence. On the
wall the clock hands stood at four forty-
five,

When the telephone buzzed the sound
was not loud. But everyone’s nerves
were drawn so taut that it was startling.
The nurse answered, passed the phone
to Licutenant Gorsuch.

After listening a moment the homlclde
cop exclaimed, “Hell!” The receiver
crackled and then Gorsuch said, “Yes.
T’ll have to get in touch with the State
Police.” He laid the instrument on the
breaker bar. >

“That,” he told the others, “was Mr.
Glenn Ross. He’s just received word that
there’s been another attempt to blow up
the bridge. This time it’s been success-
ful! Brent and a number of army men
were killed!”

° The veteran cop’s face looked drawn

. and weary, “It’s beyond our jurisdiction

now,” he said. “I'm sorry about this fel-
low Brent . .

Paul Linthicum got to his feet. “It’s
terrible! Fll have to report to my com-
pany right away. I thought it would be
too good to be true if Brent actually re-
covered that bond money.” He looked at
Dr. Porter. “I don’t understand what
Brent had in mind about Mrs. Stevens;
What do you think?”
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The doctor got up, too “Pl glve her‘

another hypo to keep her quiet. I'm sura

she’ll be much better within another

forty-eight hours.”

Linthicum and the doctor Walked to-
gether to the room where Princess
Stevens lay. The nurse set a boitle filled
A
bent spoon was fastened to the bottle
with adhesive tape. She filled the spoon

with water and heated it with an alcohol
lamp When the Watel\boﬂed she drew,

The nurse finished preparing the hypo-'

dermic. She pulled back the girl’s sleeve,
Princess Stevens lay as if she had not

_rstu'red for hours.

- even so. AImost
= ~g1ﬂ’s had” :

=y

= b;hty,” Brent said grimly,

The needle was poised over the flesh of

\ ihe gu'l’s arm When a dlrty seoxched

from the nurse’s hand. Behind the sod-

den unshaven Brent loomed the bulk of
Lieuténant Gorsuch.

~ “Just barely in time,” Brent sald. ve
harshlyd =
'doxm:ﬂ”

“Ihw Wasf- \proba.bl

Linthicum exclalmed “Hall Say——I’
glad to see you! Glenn Ross just phoned
us you’d been killed.”

Brent said, “The reports of my death

were greatly exaggerated. Ross got a

garbled report. But it was a close call
‘glose a caII Vﬂns»

HE BENT and plcked the syrmge
from the floor. The nurse appealed
to Dr. Porter. “Is this man crazy? You
told me to give her this morphine.”

Dr. Porter drew himself erect. His cold
blue eyes gleamed. “T've “been trying to
keep Mrs. Stevens quiet,” he began in-
dlgnantly “I can’t assume respensxbxl-
—“You’ve assumed plenty of responsx-
“This girl
isn’t all you’ve been keeping qmet How

~ about her husband? You haven’t exact-

v boen shautine from the housetops that

;,open;
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he dldnt die from bullet wounds butl =
from belladonna poisoning.’ ‘
“The doctor licked his lips.

He looked snddenly old and tired,
“That’s a lie! No one can prove—"

“Oh, yes, I can!” Brent pressed home
his attack. “I found a note in your apart—

ment with this girl’s name signed to it.
Ridley Porter crumbled.

one slip.” =
- Brent’s {es were hard as gun steel.
“Yours needn’t have heea;? ke told the

doctor severely. *“But you’ve been more

a fool than a knave, Dr Porter. B’e-ff” -

cause, you see, George Stevens dled
through no fault of your own.”
The ccldent specialist’s
moved as if he were trymg to,
speak but no words came out. =
““That’s right,” Brent said. “You'
didn’t poison George Stevens.” His hand
swung around and pointed inexorably to
Paul Lmthicum “You haven’t been here
:mght ‘have you Linthicum?”
aims ] ‘\Ianager stared. “Why,

,’
.

yes . -
The homicide cop said, “I called him
right after you phoned me and that’s
more than two hours ago. He’s been:_
here less than half an hour” =
“He was busy,” Bf

with a hand grenade. One soldier died.

— They pulled me out of the creek. Fortu—

nately, no one else was seriously hurt.

“There’s your real murderer, Lxeu- =
tenant,” Brent went on.
shot Frank Dow to death and thought
he’d killed George Stevens. He finished
his betched job on Stevens here at the

“hospital with poison. And he used that
_telephone right out there in the hall to

round up his hired killers for a try at me
as soon as he learned Phil Adams had

- gone to me. He’s only been waiting, of
_ course, for a good opportunity to do

away with this girl. Tll bet my entire
fee from Imperial Casualty against

A e
angry color had drained from his face.

“Tt was a
~mistake! All a mistake! Tt isn’t faira
man’s Whole career should be blasted for

-mouth fell

_ = “Workmg,“ =
fast trymg to keep me from finding the
‘bond money. He tried to blow us all up

“The man who
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Linthicum’s chance of living to be ninety
that you’ll find belladonna instead of
morphine in that syringe. Another
substitution, Doctor, and you’d never
have known it. The Company’s had a
plenty slick Claims Manager in this
town!”

PAUL LINTHICUM laughed harshly

but his eyes flickered around the small
hospital room like those of a cornered
animal. ““The nurse was right: he is in-
sane!” His long, thin face grew threaten-
ing. “I shgll have to inform the Home

Office how their Gestapo Chief has

blown his top and tried to disrupt the
local office.”

Brent paid no attention to the Claims
Manager. “It’s the old, old story,” he
went on.
years on a small salary and sees a chance
to get rich quick. The opportunity came
to you, Linthicum, when the embezzler
Dow called and offered to return the
_stolen railroad money. You knew he had

it hidden and if you could find out

- where you could get it for yourself. But
you couldn’t just go over and shoot Dow
yourself. Too obvious. So you decided
to sacrifice your assistant, Stevens.”

- “A fairy story,” Linthicum remarked
coolly

“Does sound like one,” Brent ad-
mitted. “You sent Stevens to see Dow,
slipped out of the office and joined
Stevens after he’d started on his assign-
ment. You waited until Dow revealed
the place where the money was hidden,
then you shot Dow to death and thought
you’d killed Stevens, too. But that was
your first slip. Stevens didn’t die. He
was brought here to the hospital in a
_critical condition. You were notified by
Dr. Porter and rushed over here. While
the doctor was preparing a morphine
hypo to quiet Stevens you substituted a
belladonna tablet. And when Stevens
died in convulsions you accused Dr.

Porter of criminal negligence.” He turned

to the insurance doctor. “Isn’t that
correct?”

There was a stricken look on Rxdley

“A man who has worked for

JLOOD UNDER THE BRIDGE

Porter’s face. He said, “He threatened
to make it pubhc 1f I didn’t do as he said.
But I thought—

“You thought of your career,” Brent
nodded. “And you thought of it again
last night. You’ve come pretty close to
making yourself an accessory to murder,
Doctor.”

He swung around again to face the

lean Claims Manager. “As head of the
~ local claims staff, Home Office must have

advised you about my coming down here.
I suppose you thought I might postpone
my action if T found the whole story
published in the newspaper. That would -

" have given you time for another try after

the concealed money. But the auto crash
was a tough break for you.

“When the Princess gets ‘over the
effects of that drug you’ve kept her
under, she’ll be able to tell us exactly
what happened. The way I figure it, you
got knocked silly and talked out of turn.
About things you wouldn’t ever have
talked about if you’d been in your right
mind. And the girl wasn’t hurt. She
overheard. She probably accused you of
being responsible for her husband’s
death. You had to do something, but
quickly!”

Brent pointed to the purple bruise on
the drugged girl’s jaw. “So you slugged
her! You wanted to scare Porter so he'd
play into your hands. You know your
way around the hOSpltal coming here
often as you do in the course of your
work. So you were able to get pen and
ink quickly although you couldn’t reach
a typewriter. You wrote that note, try-
ing to imitate the Prineess’ handwriting,
Your own handwriting is rather feminine.
I recognized the resemblance to that
note you wrote for me to the garage =

THE doctor’s tongue was suddenly
loosened. “He told me he’d found the
note on the girl in the wreck,” Porter
said. “He said she’d told him she was
going to blackmail me. I kept her under
morphme while he was figuring a way out
for me.”

“For you!” Brent laughed harshly.
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~ “His own skin was all that worried him.

The way out he intended was more mur-

—der.

hlred tngger mien talkmg 1t over.

Very mterestmg theory, Hal. Of course,_,.
you can’t prove a thing and you know it.
If the girl has hallucinations caused by
',bemg involved in the auto crash theyj

won’t stand in court.”
Hal Brent moved the hypodermm
~ syringe in his fingers. He laughed again

~ but there was no mirth in the sound.. stu

“You’re right. I can’t prov
Linthicum. But it has to be the
~said. That’s the only way that makes

sense. I was puzzled until I was slugged

_in Dr. Porter’s apartment. I knew then
it had to be you because you were the
only one T'd told wher v g,

e

Linthicum’s lips &

Brent grinned. “I won’t need the Prin-

cess” testimony. You haven’t forgotten
the torpedo you sent to my hotel after

_youd discovered the Adams kld had - L :

_your ?He gave me three!” He yawned prodi-
 hirelings? Well, the Lieutenant’s men
have plcked ‘him up, Linthicum, He’s

~ overheard your conversation

~ gota slug in his carcass but he’ll get well.

~ And to save his own neck he’ll make it

possible to stretch yours!”
The Claims Manager’s teeth flashed in

- The Princess would probably be
_dead right now if that poor Adams kid

hadn’t overheard Linthicum and hts
— his way out. You'll never take me . .
- —Hal Brent was almost beside the man
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a sudden snarl. His good hand da,rted =
to his coat, came out with a gun. He‘
backed toward the door. = '
“T'II have to knock you all off now,”
he rasped. “I’ll say Porter tried to blast

”

as the guns snout swung around. He

‘brought up the hypodermm syringe,

pointed at Linthicum’s face. He pressed
hard against the plunger. A thin needle-
like jet of liquid spurted into Linthicum’s
eyes.

The gun blasted as
mbled backward bhndly Powder
red Brent’s check. But the lead tore

v T harmless splinters from a window frame.

One of Gorsuch’s men reached around
the door jamb, tapped the C€Claims
Manager across the head w1t.h the barrel

~of a Police Posmve

~Hal Brent set the syrmée t)n the mght =

 table beside the bed of the sleeping
Princess. He glanced down at the un-

conscious murderer at-his feet, ruefully
surveyed his own wet baggy clothing,
“I owed him one bath,” Brent grinned.

.

g:ousiy *“Neow, gentlemen, I intend to
do some plain and fancy sleepmg before
I advise the Home Office they’re in the
market for a new Claims Manager. You
know—I think TIl recommend the
Prineegal” - -~ — = == =

Linthicum
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Sam caught a glimpse of his

prey on a straight stretch
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each of the five men gathered in

‘the office of Henry Adee, president
of the Miners’ and Drovers’ Bank, knew
it well. The shock of realization regis-
tered differently on each. The Trans-
Western railroad was missing Placer City
by a wide margin. The big westward-
rushing railroad was going through the
Yellow Fork pass instead.

PLACER CITY was doomed, and

~The forelegs of Waldo Lockley’s chair

hit the floor with a bang. “Yeah, Gil-
more! It was supposed to be a dead

cinch. All we had to do was put up -

money for your Washington loebbyin’,
and the railroad’d run right down Plum
Street.” He turned to glare at the man
who had called the meeting, who now
stood before them, impeccably dressed
and unruffled.

Henry Adee was gettmg old and he

took the news with a sudden slump of his

shoulder, a slackening of the sharp jaw
and a deepening of the pallor of his gaunt
features.
town, There won’t be a penny coming in

here. Not a penny.” To the right of his
desk Jake Putman was slouched in a
chair tilted against the wall. His beefy

florid face wore a look of stunned dis-
belief as he absently eracked his knuck-
les.

But Sam Tugwell, who was much
younger, was the only one who didn’t
look helpless as well as angry. He was
big and solid with a mop of curly yellow
hair. He was carefully dressed now but
his skin, burnt darker than his hair, be-
spoke the outdoors. His was one of the
oldest names in Placer City for it had

been his father—old Jubilee Tugwell—-

who developed the famous and now ex-
hausted Tugwell lode. He leaned for-

ward in his chair, elbows on knees, his -

large smoldering eyes intent on Claude
Gilmore. “Well, Gilmore, there ought to
be an explanation to go with the news in
the telegram you’ve got there.”

Gilmore took the cigar from his lips,

one hand sliding into his trouser pocket,
pushing back his coat and revealing a

gray brocaded vest. He let a bland glance

“That will break the whole.
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slide around the room, then smiled and
cocked his head disarmingly.

“Is it going to get you anywhere to
blame me for this? I never agreed to do
anything more than try. I tried. It cost
money. I failed.” He shrugged as if dis-
missing the subject. :

“Hell and damnation!’ Lockley  ex-
ploded. “What’re we going to do now?”

“That’s up to you gentlemen, and to
Placer City. But I have a suggestion.
Why throw good money after bad? Why
depend on outside interests to build a
railroad? Why don’t we build our own
spur line to join the Trans-Western at
Ekton?”

Henry Adee came out of deep rumina-
tions to widen an owlish eye. Jake Put-
man had been biting his lip, now his

_mouth opened and hung that way. Wal-

do Lockley jammed fists deep into his
pockets and turned to look out the win-
dow. -

TRAIGHTENING in his chair, Sam
Tugwell looked at Gilmore quizzically.

- “Tt’s sixty miles to Ekton, mostly moun-
tainous. To build a railroad, buy the

equipment and meet the initial operating
deficits would take three-quarters of a
million dellars!”

“You're an_ engmeer Gilmore said.

- “You should know”>

“You think a sum like that could be

raised in Placer City?”

Gilmore shrugged. “If it wants a rail-
road bad enough. And it’s got its choice

~ between having a railroad or becoming a

ghost town. I think it could be done.”
He smiled faintly. “I’ve had experience

along that line. You men are the town

leaders. If you approve, I'd hke to un-
dertake it.”

Lockley whirled back from the win-
dow, his face still angry. “You had ex-
perience in lobbying, too!” he snapped.
“That cost us fifty thousand dollars and
the railroad went the other way!”

Blood stained Gilmore’s cleanshaven
white cheeks for an instant. Old Henry
Adee cut in; “Quit bellyaching about it,
Waldo! Gilmore warned us he couldn’t
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guarantee results- when we hired him.
That was a chance we took and we lost.”
“What I’'m proposing,” Gilmore said,
his eyes boring into Lockley’s, “is that
we quit relying on outsiders and work
out our own salvation! After all, you
people are the ones who're vitally con-
cerned. The work you hired me for is
finished. I failed and I regret it, but it

wasn’t my fault. Yet I'm interested in

Placer City. The mining that made it is
largely over but I think it’s still got a
future. If it gets a railroad! It’s deader
‘than a door nail if it doesn’t!”

0Old Adee’s voice rumbled up from his
thin chest. “No question about that.
But we ain’t used to starting million-
dollar deals at the drop of a hat, Gilmore.
How long you going to be around?”

“I’d meant to take the stagecoach this
afternoon. But I'll wait a Week or so, if
you want to think it over.

“Wish you would. Looks like you just
about deseribed it. Placer City’s got to

have a railroad or be another cow town-

in fifteen years. Looks like we're throw-
ing money down the well trying to per-

suade a big road to look our way. May-
be we’d ought to build it ourselves. If
you’ll wait until we can look into it may-
be you get the job.”

Satisfaction gleamed briefly in the pro-
moter’s eyes. Sam Tugwell noted this as
he climbed to his feet, picking up his
Stetson. He said, “Going my way, Wal-
do?,” and Lockley turned and left the
office with him. They moved across the
lobby and out to the street.

“T don’t like that jigger, Sam!” Lock-
ley said.

“Me, elther I wonder just how hard
he worked in Washington, and how
much of that money he spent and how
much he pocketed. You know, Waldo,
he could’ve wanted to get us in this spot
so he could sell the proposition of build-
ing a railroad ourselves.”

“The same idea’s been bothering me.”

SAM let his gaze travel along the cob-
blestoned street. He had grown up in
Placer City but had been away four
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years earning an engineering degree in an
eastern school. He had been back only a
short while, planning to start doing con-
struction work. Although he had not
been welcome at the meeting of the
town’s bigwigs, his father’s old friend,
Waldo Lockley, had insisted on bringing
him along. “I want you to get a slant on
that setup, Sam! I don’t like it!”

Lockley’s surrey was tied to the hitch-
rack in front of the bank. As he got in
he asked: “Haul you home, Sam?”

“No thanks. Think I'll walk. I'll be in
to see you in a day or two.” He looked
at the beefy old man and grinned. Lock-
ley was probably his one remaining
friend in Placer City. The one man still
loyal to the memory of Jubilee Tug-
well.

As Lockley s rig pulled away, another
drew into its place. Sam s eyes nar-
rowed. For a moment panic was in him.
Then he grinned again and removed his
hat.

An ancient Negro was driving the Vic-
toria. On the back seat was the girl.
Sam felt the old stirring of his pulses. He
noted that she was prettier than ever,
and just as spirited and baffling as al-
ways. It was the first time he had seen
Sheila Putman since he returned. He
stepped to the curb.

“Hello.” ‘

“Hello, Sam.” Her voice was €ool, dis-
tant, and her black eyes searched the
bank door as though she were anxious for
her father to appear. She behaved as if
she had last seen Sam yesterday instead
of four years ago.

Sam’s lips twisted. “You never forget,
do you?”

“No. Never.” :

Sam replaced his hat and turned down
the street, anger blotting out his embar-
rassment. He had not minded old Jake
Putman’s coldness back in Henry Adee’s
office. He certainly should not have been
surprised at Sheila’s, he told himself, for
he had known it much of his life. Yet
while he was away in the East he had
allowed himself to think that now they
were mature things might be different.



~ to the Sheep-horn plateaus.

: Sam Tugwell moved down Plum Tree
Street, nodding abstractedly to acquain-
tances here and there. He was thinking
~ about the Putmans. Not many were left
who remembered the cause of their
_ hatred for the Tugwells. Tt had begun
so long ago. . .

~ Fate pla,ys ,strange trlcks in its dlspom-

: j.jtlon of men in space and time. Thirty-

two years earlier 2 much youngér Jake
Putman had led a pack burro up the
- meandering course of the untraveled
Whitewater River looking for gold It
— had been a profitless irip and he had
prospected his way higher and higher on—
: He had
~ come out at last upon a wild unexplored

plain. At a point that was soon to be-

- come the site of Placer City, he paused
~ only brfeﬁy {0 examine a strange quartz
~formation charaeterizing the river bank

and the big rollmg hllls south of it. Then
he passed on.. — :

WEEK later Jake Putman niet Jub—
: ilee Tugwell leading in an outfit from
: 5~'the other direction. It was the first time

~_ they had laid eyes on each other, but

_being lonely men, they pitched camp to-

_ gether. Around the fire that night Put-
~man mentloned the strange color he had
seem.

, lt blue-black stuff?”
- Putman nodded. “That was lt frlend
= What good is it?”
~ That men came to call it the Tugwell
- lode was the first thing Jake Putman had
_taken to heart agamst Jubilee Tugwell.

- Yet the naming was natural enough.

- Putman had discovered the silver lode
~  but had not recognized it or made a
~claim, for he had been hunting gold. For -
days, while Tugwell made excited ex-

~ plorations, Putman had remained skepti-

cal and pessimistic. He showed no sign

~of wanting to do anything about it him-

~ self for this was something new to him,

~_He simply had not recognized his oppor-

~ tunity and perversely refused to ae-
: knowledge it at first.

Many a man was later to marVel tha!;

~sand souls.
italists flocked i in. All the fever and rush

Jubdee Tugwell came to his feet “Was
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Jubilee Tugwe}l dld not force hlm out of'

it then and there; for he had the chance.
But Tquell ‘took him into equal part-
nership. It was Tugwell who got the

stuff analyzed who protected them in
_the tremendous rush that followed pub-
_lication of the find. It was Tugwell who
‘eventually got backing and built reduc- -

tion plants to turn the blue-black quartz
Putman had considered useless into sil-

_ver bullion. Jake Putman had neither

aptitude nor initiative and these om-

“issions were further handicapped by a
deliberate hold-back stubBornness.

The inevitable break came. In two
years Placer City rose-from the wilder-
ness and became a city of fifteen thou-
Eastern and Western cap-

had to do wi les bemg dug in and
around the Tugwell lode where Jake
Putman had seen nothmg but queerly :
colored rock.

As time went on the town seitled
~down. Permanent streets ‘were. laid out,
permanent buildings erected. Luxurious
hotels went up, fine restaurants and an
opera house were built, schools and
churches founded, and homes started.

Fortunes were “made and lost, and the

bigger mines became mstltuhons

There Jubilee Tugwell broke with his
hang-back partner. Jubilee loved the
thing he had started and lived it with

lusty relish. He wanted to go forward.

He was forever planning and pushing.

“He paid off his backers and organized a

company that belonged to himself and
Putman alone. It made them rich. And
every step of the - way Jake Putman was
a fretful Werrymg eritic, ’

The erisis came. Hard and ruthless
‘men had gathered here. In time high
financing mshead/of mining seemed to

be Placer City’s chief mdustry A group
“backed Jubilee Tugwell into a tight cor-
_ner. Things looked bad. And Jake Put-

man began to holler. :
- Jubilee looked at him and sald “You
never had the getup and gumption of a
barn cat, Jake! You better get out. How
mnch do you want?” = :
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Without batting an eye, Jake Putman
said, “Two million.” He was ready to
quit.

his attackers and in five years was worth
ten million. Putman never forgave him
for that, not even in the years that fol-
lowed when Jubilee went broke. Putman
still was a rich man, but he could not
forget the fact that he might have been
richer, nor that Jubilee had carried him
as dead weight for sixteen years.

UBILEE had been dead for six years
- but his memory was so vivid that

Sam had only to shut his eyes and pic- -

ture the thatch of white hair and match-
ing mustache, the rosy cheeks and twin-
kling gray eyes. He could hear the
beoming voice roar, “Hey, you young
Sam! I'm just the jigger as can take a

fall outta you!” And they would be at

it, wrestling on the floor of the stately
living room of the Tugwell mansion, to
the dismay of the servants but never of
Sarah Tugwell. She was not above add-
ing a bucket of water to the melee,

It shocked Sam sometimes to recall
the really short span of years in which
Jubilee Tugwell had risen from callus-
footed prospector to mining tycoon. He
had lost much of his first fortune, then
regained it in a breathlessly short time.
He had been like that, filled with ideas
and the energies to translate them in-

to being—a combination that for him

seemed to cancel the limitations of time.

Jubilee’s final financial ruin was caused
by his abiding faith in his fellow man.
By this time Placer City had a consider-
_able financial circle of its own in which
there were rivalries, Many there were
who, for sundry reasons, were impelled
to take pot shots at Jubilee Tugwell. He
delighted in returning a charge of bird-
shot for each such pellet.

The old Lucky Tiger mine had been
somethmg of a bone of contention—a
mine that had been profitable until its
extension into the seeps had begun to
flood it with subterranean ‘water. Since
then a number of companies had tried to

Jubilee bought him out. He beat off
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operate it, to their eventual ruin. Then
appeared a man, who claimed to be a
geologist, with a scheme for driving a
tunnel into the mountain, below the im-
portant lodes. This method, he claimed,
would be certain to drain them and
make their working profitable again. The
man sought out Jubilee Tugwell, demon-
strating his idea with a small scale
model. It was too costly a proposition
to test on a real scale, so Jubilee had
been obliged to accept it on the strength
of the model, as well as the man’s en-
thusiasm and apparent knowledge of his
business..

“The chance to hck the hoodoo on the
Lucky Tiger, where so many of his rivals
had failed, was too much for Jubilee. He
gave the scheme his backing. Since it
entailed so much expense, he quietly or-
ganmed a company of his friends, and the

_project was undertaken.

The work was pushed for nearly a year
before Jubilee Tugwell began to doubt
his judgment. The initial tunnel, driven
into the earth far below the Lucky Tiger,
failed to relieve the mountain of its im-
pounded waters. Undaunted, Jubilee or-
dered another begun, and when it failed,
another. —

By this time most of his friends had
dropped out, some with a grin and a
lesson in prudence, some angrily out-
spoken about it.

This served only to set Jubxlee in his
determination. He fired the geologist,

‘threw away the model and tried a num-

ber of experiments of his own. Mean-
while he had stretched himself thin in
other properties and he began to feel a
pinch. In an astonishingly short time he
found himself in real financial trouble.

His stubborn chin set now, Jubilee be-
gan to sell common stock. In spite of the
increasing ridicule of the Lucky Tiger ex-
periment, his name still held magie in the
town. For a time his troubles were eased.
But he had too many enemies, sniping,
undercutting, blocking him. The drain of
the grand experiment had been too great.
One morning he awoke to find himself
ruined, the town upin arms against him.
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== Sam Tugwell doubtect that Jubllee had,
~ been greatly troubled by this. He met it
“in his characteristic way, There was still

— a little property in_his wife’s name, the

- Tugwell mansion, a few business build-

~ jings, some small and scattered bank
~ holdings. Jubilee refused to touch this

~and ‘went on a prospecting trip. He re-
— turned from it only to die of pneumonia.
~ The old body could no longer support
the grand old heart =

S HE left Pium Street and "tumed
= toward the rococco old Tugwell
~ mansion on the hill above the town,
Sam Tugwell reflected that Sheila Put-

~ man had never heard anythlng but her
~ father’s side of that story. Old Jake
~ now honestly figured that he had been
~ squeezed out, slickered by his partner.
~ There were many in the town who had
~ lost money in the Lucky Tiger venture.
~ There had been a great deal of talk

about Jubilee’s lack of sound busmess
sense. Some had labeled him an oul

~ yight swindler, The Lucky Tiger aﬁ'an'"

~—was recent enough to be well remem-

~ bered. =

~ Tt was the Putman quarrel ‘that mat-
- tered most to young Sam though he tried

- ot to admit it. Until he was eight and
~ Sheila was six—when the partner;sh;p

~ broke up—they had been playmates It it

had been natural for him to stay in love
~with her in the years that followed.
~And he loved Placer City, not only be-
_ cause of its gauche and noisy past, its
S stlmng memories of old Jubilee, but for
~ what it was today. Except for a few
~ small reduction concerns the mining was
finished. Instead of the shovel the great

- plateau now felt the bite of the plough
— Stockmen ran big herds there and in the
supplying Ioeal mar-

= uplands.- Iﬁdustry,
—kets, ‘had risen in the town. -
~ The transportation age had come.

' Flrst the Union Pacific, then other roads

~ had extended lines westward. High on _

~her mountain plateau, Placer City found

~ that she was being isolated. When the

. Tugwell lode played out it looked for a
~ timeasif she | were destmed to becomea =

£

= of the old house. How the old man would
d “He
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ghost cnj, "?:But a few tough-mmded old
~builders were still around, men like Hen~

ry Adee and Waldo Lockley. Even Jake

Putman, whose mvestments all were
here, had a real interest in saving the
town, in keepmg it lusty and thriving.

“Claude Gilmore was not a local prod-

uct but his abilities in western promotion
~were widely known. When the Trans- -
_Western had started across the Big Mud-
= dy, Gilmere had been hired to represent .

~ Placer City in an endeaver to bring it
“across the plateau. But,
-~ roads, the TranSa-Westem had prefen'edl
the easier routes, :

Sam’s memories of old Jubilee Werer,
strong as he crossed-the huge verandah

_situation like this!
: the idea of bring-

: mg inan outSIder to give the town what

it needed. Sam could almost hear him

addressing a meeting such as had just

taken place down at Adec’s bank.
Jeht

here aba ?,"-‘Iets\go 5ﬁxld —
us araﬂmad” ==

THE OLD Tugwell mansion was in a
bad state of repair. Sam saw this as

“he let himself through the front door.

One of hls first jobs would be to restore
: ig columns of the verandah

y mdss-gxawn Some of the -

fancy trlmmmg on the gables and eaves
was missing: a few upstairs window shut-

ters hung askew. Yet a foreign prince

and a President had been entertamed =
—heres
In the haﬂ &ﬂ] ghttemg thh tar-, ‘

nished gilt and big plate mirrors, he
could see through the arch into the
_spacious room where his mother sat bit-

“ing off an embroidery thread. Sarah
Tugwell looked up and smlled as Sam

= walked toward her.

“Gilmore didn’t get us our rallroad
—did he?” she said,
-Sam shook his head.
build one.”
“T don’t like hxs looks Sam ‘ '
"Adee likes hnn Apparently 80 does =

“He wants to

But, like other rail-



GIFF CHESHIRE
==

Jake Putman. Mother, how much cash
could we raise?”

“I don’t know exactly. The property
and some cash that was in my name.
You thinking of gomg mto Putman’s
railroad?”

“No. I’m going to build one. Jubilee’s

blood’s been boiling in me ever since T

left that meeting. I want to try some-
thing as daring as he did in the Lucky
Tiger and make it stick!”

Sarah Tugwell smiled. “You’re so
much like him, Sam. I've noticed it par-
ticularly since you got back from school.
I like that. Go ahead, Sam! Frank Sat-

terlee can tell you more about our finan-

ces than I can. D’ve left it up to him.”

Sam’s heart warmed as he looked at
~ her. He did not wonder that old Jubilee
~ had loved this woman he had married in
his middle age.
small, her hair was graying, but her skin
- was firm, her eyes clear and bright. She
had never been afraid of anything.

Sam said, “When Jubilee was in the
money he was the toast of the town. He
was a man who did the things he
thought ought to be done, and the town
benefited by it. If it hadnit been for
him the town would never have existed.
They’ve forgotten that. They remember
the Lucky Tiger and the money they
lost. The Putmans consider him a cheat.
I want to pull the town out of its hole.
As a sort of monument to him!”

“You can, Sam. I don’t understand
‘those things but I do know this. Jubilee
used to say a man on a tightrope was as
safe as a man on the ground unless he
‘stopped to remember he ‘was on a tight-
‘Tope. Go see Frank Satterlee. Tell him
you’re taking over.”

FOR several days Sam was busy check-
ing financial matters, experiencing
alternate periods of determination and
doubt. And all the while, as he learned
from casual sources, Claude Gilmore
made real progress with his own project.
Sam dropped in at Waldo Lock]ey s mill.

“That slick son of a gun’s putting it
over, Sam! Adee and Putman’re throw-

- Sarah Tugwell was
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ing in with him but they don’t want to
put up too much of the money. They
want to call a town-meeting and get the
little fellows in with the big one. Popular
support.”

- “When’s the meeting?”

“Three weeks or a month, yet. They
want to do a lot of spade work before it
comes up for a debate.”

“How do you feel about it, Waldo?”

Lockley’s saggy jowls relaxed. “God
knows we’ve gotta have a railroad. But
I don’t trust Gilmore. That’s a lot of
money, boy! And are we sure we’'ll get
a railroad, or that it'll pay off if we do
get it?”

Sam grinned.
do? Trust me?”

“How do you mean?”

“I'm going to build a railroad. With-
out all that fancy financing. You and
I ’re going to put up the cash.”

The old man bit the end off a cigar and
rolled it in his lips, looking at Sam bili-
ously. “You been drinking. I couldnt -
raise that much money to keep from
hanging.”

“I’c won’t take that much. Nowhere
near.”

“Whatcha going to build it out of?
Pipe smoke?”

“No. Wood.”

“You are crazy.”

“Maybe. I saw a wooden rallroad op-
erating, recently. Narrow-gage wood
rails with an angle iron covering. Right-
of-way and grading cost cut to half.
We'll have some special, half-pint loco-
motives built in the east and shipped
out. We’'ll buy wheels and build " the
runty cars ourselves. At a fraction of
the cost of standard equipment. The
same reduction in expense will apply to
operating costs, once it’s finished.”

The old man shook his head. “Worse’n
crazy,” he mumbled. “You’re a fool.”
Yet a tinge of excitement had crept into
his voice. ~

Sam laughed, knowing he had cap-
tured the man’s interest. “This is the
point. With a comparatively small in-

“How about me, Wal-

-vestment we can probably make money



flﬁém the st}iﬁ; “Well run do’wn the,

~ Whitewater through Jonesburg and
~ Three Corners and Brierville, As we
~can afford it we'll convert fo standard

— _construction and eqmpment I think we

can build Placer City its standard rail-
road without anybody but you and me
_rlskmg a dime. We'll make it pay for -
gl

7ALDO LOCKLEY had‘ not yet

= lighted his cigar, s had

flared three matches and let th "'burﬁ
~ his fingers before hactlly Wavmg them
-~ out.

-“Sam, can you actually do that?”
‘Sam Tugwell looked at him for a long

moment. “P've got to answer “that the

~ same way Claude Gilmore would, Wal-
~ do. Ithink I can I can try. But that’s
all T can promise.”

“Yeah. But you’ *ve gotta different
smell to you, hoy “You know, you re-
mind me of your dad.” He began to
chuckle. “How soon can we get going?”

 “We’'ll have to run 2 survey down the

~ Whitewater and file the location before
- Gilmore suspects what were up to.
- That'll force him to pick a harder and
even more expensive route or face open -

competition. It pmbably rmn his
chances of getting backing”

“Tf he’s the man I think he 1s,” Lock-
ley said, “it’ll probably get you and me

- into a kettle of hot water!”

_“That’s to be _expected. DIve already
got the survey equipment, stuff I had

~ shipped in here thinking Td do a little

contracting. T1l slip down to Ekton in

— the morning, hire a crew, and start run-
~ ning a line back this way. We'll iry to

~ keepit qmet but if it gets around we can
~ claim we're making our own estimate
= agamst Gilmore’s figures. T think I can
~ raise forty thousand, Waldo. 'l put up
that and my efforts against sixty thou-
sand from you and make it a ﬁfty-ﬁfty
proposition. Do I get it?” =
The answer was- mstant “You ve got
it, boy?” '
-~ In the days that followed Sam Tug-

= well had to remind himself several times
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of the man Ins father had been On the
day following his agreement with Waldo
Lockley he took the early stage for Ek-
ton, suzty-odd miles down the river. To
avoid arousing cuno&ty, Lockley sent
one of the mill teamsters dowa with
the survey equipment, dispatching him
quietly. By the time the stuff had ar-

rived, Sam had lined up rodmen,'fcham-:, =
men and axemen for a survey party. He

started at once running a location line
up ‘the south bank of the river.

~ Halfway back to Placer City he réal- =

med that he had involved himself in a
number of tough construction problems.

Downstream there were tributaries and

_swamps to cross. Upriver were the rocky
hﬂ:s in the foothills of the Sheephorn

mountains, then the wild and rugged
country that f&llawe& the savage water-
course upward onto the plateau. Yet
they were problems simpler to solve in

_connection with a narrow-gage road than
with a standard lme _He could do ﬂ;
, cheaper = ude

could. =

One thmg oade the prospect look
worse. Once his plans were known, a bit-
ter fight with Gilmore and his backers
and a race against time would dikely
develop. It was now late summer. He

rwonld hage to have his materials and

: ped into Ekton, present
railhead of the new Trans-Western, and
so would be obliged to start construction

“on the Ekton end. Any way he figured

it, winter would be setting in by the time
he reached the worst part of the route
—the twenty miles from Jonesburg

- through the _mountains to Placer City. =
: It was gomg ‘ m&ke for tough sleddmg.i =

ITHIN three weeks Sam had com—’
¥ pleted the survey, filed the location, -
made rough profiles and was back in
Placer City. It had been nnpossable to
conceal the operatlons, and he knew they =

he managed to avoxd dnfect questxomng,
as did Waldo Lockley. Secreted in a_

back room of the flour mill, he fell fo

work on the detaxled plans,

l'
7
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- - His first task was to write up specifi-
cations for the miniature locomotives he
wanted built and to place the order with
an eastern firm, then to order wheels and
the other parts he needed to build the
cutdown carriages. Assured that the
trains would be on hand by the time he
had completed his track, he placed a big
order with a sawmill east of Ekton for
bridge timbers, road ties and the wooden
rails he proposed to introduce. He found
that a foundry in Ekton could supply the
iron facing for the rails. More precious
weeks went by before he had accom-

‘plished this necessary preliminary work.

In the meantime Claude Gilmore, backed
by Henry Adee and Jake Putman, called
the town meeting.

It was held in the opera house and
Sam and Lockley attended. After being
introduced by old Adee, Gilmore took
charge and presided. He outlined the
necessity for Placer City’s constructing
its own railroad, using much the same
argument he had advanced that day in
Adee’s office. He proposed that, if pos-
sible, the money be raised strictly by
local subscription to give the town com-
plete control of the line. His talk was
studied and reasonable.
Tugwell noted certain omissions, the
exact cost and guarantee of completion
and continued solvency after completion.
In a subtle way he posed the proposition
- as a gamble of desperation, leaving him-
self a wide loophole for almost any
eventuality. =

Old Henry Adee spoke again and en-
dorsed Gilmore’s remarks. He was fol-
lowed by Jake Putman and a string of

lesser lights, all previously lined up by,

the faction. Then the meeting was
thrown open to debate. Sam noticed
with grim satisfaction that Placer City
showed a hard-heeled intelligence on the
subject. It wanted to know the details
and it began to probe inte Gilmore’s
jpoin’ted omissions. A man rose te in-
quire how much money Gilmore himself
would be willing to put into it.
“Considerable,” Gilmore replied. “And
I can get more from the East if there’s

However, Sam-
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a substantial local commitment.”

Then Sam Tugwell wason his feet. He
had one purpose—to prevent a landslide
of enthusiasm for the Gilmore project.
He was well aware that his own pro-
posal would be ridiculed as inadequate
and ineffectual. There would be many
who remembered Jubilee Tugwell and
the Lucky Tiger. He would have to
create his innovation and make it a guing
concern before it would be accepted.

“Mr. Gilmore,” he called. “Have you
done anything about locating a route?”

THE question created a buzz in the

audience for it tied in with Sam’s own
mysterious activities of recent weeks. On
the stage, elegantly dressed as usual,
Gilmore turned and looked at him.

“My young friend, we have to decide
to build a railroad before we start work
on it.”

“But what is your proposed route?”

“There is one natural route to Ekton.
Down Whitewater river.”

“Have you an alternate route?”

“No. Not a feasible one.”

“Then it looks like you’re in trouble
already,” Sam said. “Because I've filed
a route down the Whitewater, Unless
you want two roads that way.”

It created an uproar, Claude Gilmore

’turned a narrow gaze on Sam while he

waited for the noise to subside. Theh he
said, “Probably, my friend, you’d better
come up here and explain what you
mean!”

Sam moved to the stage and turned to
face the crowd. “Everyone’s agreed

we’ve got to have a railroad. The only

argument’s over the best way to get one.
I'm heartily opposed to a community
this size undertaking a financial effort as
large as Mr. Gilmeore suggests apparently
with the backing of a couple of our own
citizens. What I propose will be accom-
plished with private financing. It will be
a railroad scaled down to the cheapest
possible construction, with less expensive
equipment and less costly operation. It
won’t be a standard route but it will be
a vast step forward over our present sys-



~ him before you've put wooden ralls into

150 ,
“tem of stagecoaches and frelght Wagons

~ K can be enlarged into a full-scale rail-
~ road as traffic justifies it. I fully believe

~ it can be made to pay for itself as it

- builds. I'm telling you this now to give

- you pause. I don’t need your permission

~or financial backing for the work’s al-
- ready started. When it’s completed, how-
~ever, I'll need your patronage and sup-

~port. I ask you to wait. If my wooden

- railroad doesn’t fill the bill you've still

— got time to take up Gllmqre s propos1- »
. S

“T don’ t know a;bout that"’ Grrimore‘ '

— snapped, turning toward the audience,

~ “Pm a busy man. 1 don’t propose to wait

around while thls man. conduc ts a sﬂly
experiment.” - ’

_mg a railroad!” Sam returned. “Since
- you're not a natWe, Gilmore, it seems to
me that you’re probably not promoting

~ this scheme out of love for the town'”

: '_'He turned and left the stage.-

~ as he rode home in Lockley’s Victoria.
- Old Waldo Lockley sat beside him, silent
~but chuckhng from time to time. The

old man’s parting remark was sobering,

~ however. “You've dared the lightnin’,

~son. He'd have shot you if he'd had a
gun. Now he’s either got to make good
~ his threat and clear out, or admit he’s

out to clean up for himself by keepmg_ =

on. I gotta hunch he’H be a

- Placer Clty B

OUGH he drove himself to the
__~ limit, Sam Tugwell found he could

~ not slow time. It was early October be-
_ fore he had completed his preliminary
—engineering and tied together the thou-

— sand and one loose ends of red tape in-

- volved in matiers of right-of-way. By

~ the time he had assembled and organ-

= med 2 construction outfit and gota grad-
:—'mg crew started out of Ekton it was late

- _in that month, with autumn rains turn-

— ing the soil to sticky muck,
' He had buﬂt a tent eamp abovaEldon

Vpomts ‘and ﬁlied, i
one or two miles each day. Carpenter
- crews were glrea

“be crossed, ahead of the grading ecrews.
And behind came the tracklayers- a,na'

“ballasters, laying the crosst;es and iron-
,shea.thed rails and setting the new track
_in a solid bed of gravel. Sam did not ex-
'pect ‘the first of the spemally built en-
gines until after the turn of the year but
he had ah'eady xwe.wed several - sh}p- =
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“t0 serve as a base for that sect:on On a
“rainy afternoon he sat at a drang
“board in the tent he used as office and

quarters?talking to Wak}é Lockley. The
‘old man had just come down on the Ek-

ton stage, getting off at the camp, and he

was patently excited.
The moment they were alone in Sam =
tent he burst out, “Claude Gilmore’s
started running a survey down the north '
bank"’ : , ,
Sam stared at him. “No"’
— “It’s a fact! Can he do that, after
ive ve ah‘eady Iocated on the river?” :

no questlon of subsxéxes ahdiand grants
when we’re only building :

= -~ they haven’t gotten any subseﬁptmva*
—“Ph&e're other men capable of—buiki— =

from the town. What's he using for S
money? 1 bet you Jake Putman’s back-
ing him out of spite”

The old man grinned. “Claims hgg

starting the work at his own expense.
= ,Remember they forced hun_to commit -
Sam was filled with quiet sat;sfactlon“ ~him - -

e : :
style that mght Folks've been- sharp-

shooting him ever since. He’s trying
hard to save the situation so he can go
ahead with his scheme!”

Sam frowned “With a nvaI road

bulldmg down the other side of mthe

river. -v‘3’5,Hg;wk;st_leciﬁl}ﬁpfell

_In spite of the chugging rair ;aa-‘-‘:vm;

~ boots and > vxs1tmg‘the ]ob with Sam.The
grading gang had already advanced e

yond the camp and was ngarly ten mlles

he low, advancmg

ready throwing up trestles
over the creeks and marshes that had to.!




— ntenis of car parts. Cut-down httle cars, =
~_— drawn by horses, moved back and forth

—  over the finished track hauling materials.
— Old Waldo’s eyes began to shine,

. “You're railroadin’, son!”

“We ~can_make t\me

—— Sam grinned.

- down here and -

~ different story wh )

~ -mountains, Waldo. Especmllyxf We av
~ abad winter.” - _

~ “And that "f:,Iockley said, turmng

'senous again, “we’re likely to have. The

— sxgns right fora; stmkemo”

~across the river from Sam.
~ twenty miles of the wooden r

—towns of Brierville and Three Corners.
~ The carpenters were at work en depots

_ in these towns, and as soon as he re-
- ceived a couple of ocomohves Samy
-~ meant to establish test-tube serviee be-
= Not only was
~ he anxious to prove the efficacy of
= ins system‘ to hxmself Such operatwns

—— tween them and Ekton.

= gis
= ,tang}b}e answe

ues! :
~ was now keeping it fmm backing Cla.ude :

~ Gilmore on the one hand and acceptmg
~ Sam’s hali-pint railroad on the! other.

- Yet his progress was often broken by .
e 'Wornsome accidents. To get his equip--

ad- materials strung out along the

day, a wagon frelghtmg concern moving

~ up the river between Ekton and Placer

Cft Pete Upton, the Ekton ma.nager,

“Thm"k we're fools enough to help you -

‘hogtie us and cut eur throats, Tugwell?

No, siree! We ain’t hauling any freight

- for you to build yeur blasted railroad. 1
~ don’t figure the danged thmg’ll work but
‘;,I 'm not having any part of it anyhow!”

- Sam had grinned at him and left, but
1thad disturbed him a lttle to realize the =

~ widespread resistance against his project.
— Tbxs waszn ang}e he had net thosght of.

= IN ANOTHER ten days Clande Gil-
: more’s “survey outfit was workmg; =

~ been built; they had passed through the

?coaches , Andrews! “orders =
¥ ﬁr‘ﬂag down your
“stages whenever they’ve a mmd to and'* :
_get on and ride!” : =
Tt was a morale builder for a tlme, as-

: ata consxder&bfe len/gth»andf' the
: of

The wagon frexghiers an& the stagmg ’

= f?;‘ = 131 =

lines on ‘the river route would be obsalete% :
if he succeeded. Knowing that crusty

~ hard-bitten pack, he did not doubt that
— they would throw c}nps of their own in-
_to the pot if gwen a chance.

So Sam was forced to use his own - .

- teams, which he could il spare from the
~ grading outfits, for his freighting. He
~ had nearly forgotten the incident with
Upton, as the work swirled on, until the

day his camp foreman reported that the

stage lines passing the camps had ab-

ruptly refused any further service be-
tween _the towns and the construction

ld wit]

Ekton again.
He went directly to the office of the

stage line and backed the manager into

Men Were hard enough to. get =
_ position. Sam Tugwell swore in a man- =
ner beﬁttmg old Jubllee and headed for

a corner. “If you don’t intend for my' :
men to come in for a little recreation -

once in a while, you better put some

slab-muscled seven - footers on your

the laborers, some drawn from the bigger
Trans-Western, others from cities near

and distant, rose to the occasion witha

whoop. And thereafter Tugwell men rode

Sam had moved his constmctmn:cam -
to a new site above Three Corners. Gﬁ-

When Sam saw the fast-moving party

across the river from his camp, he rede

oaches whenever ‘they had & mind
joying it even more if given an ex-
to upset the stage or paste the- ==
, driver before hand.

- more had reversed Sam’s method, run- =
ning his survey down from Placer City.

a work train back to Three Cornersand

caught a stagecoach to Plaeer Cx&y

E REACH'ED there around two m

- the afternoon. He had just left the

'sta.ge depot and was standing on the
sadewalk, preparmg fo cross the street,; =
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when a Victoria came by, close to the
curbing. Sam stared, then on abrupt im-
pulse swung into it.

Sheila Putman looked at him coldly.
“Well. The breed never dies. Placer
City does hate another aggressive Tug-
well?”

Sam smiled, hiding the uncertainty
within himself, and settled back into the
seat. “T suppose it’s natural for a couple
to quarrel who’ve been married as long
as we have.”

The girl straightened. “Married? As
long as we—2"

thing like getting married, Sheila!”
“Sam Tugwell they’ve been saying
that you’re crazy! Now I know it.”
Sam sighed. “You were four and I was
six, Skunky Davis was the preacher.
Red Tripp was the best man and Rosie
Adee was your bridesmaid. When I was
eight and you were six our fathers quar-

reled. But I don’t remember your di-

vorcing me, Sheila!” He looked at her
a little desperately, wanting to bring

friendliness into her eyes if only for a.

little while.

She was smiling reluctantly and he

knew that he had reached her. He looked
at her, his eyes sober though his lips
smiled. He had never onee deceived
himself in all the long years. Frilled and
- pretty and demure on the surface, she
was something else underneath. Even
as a child she had possessed that capa-
cxty for mingled tenderness and fierce-

ness. There was a warm pulsing force

there that set up a similar beat within
himself. She was his natural mate, she
had always been, and once she had ac-
knowledged it.

At long last the girl said, “I haven’t

forgotten, Sam, but I thought you had.”

He picked up her hand. She let him
hold it a moment before drawing it
away. “It’s been so foolish, Sheila,” Sam
said. “We knew back there, and I've
never cna,nged my mind. Let me see you
once in a while!”

“Dad wouldn’t stand for that, Sam.

He’s terribly bitter. And as he gets older
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he gets worse.” She sighed. “I just don’t

know how I feel, Sam. You’d better get
out now. I'm picking up Dad pretty
soon.”
“I'm not afraid of Jake Putman.”
“I'm not questioning that. But he’d
make a scene and I wouldn’t like it.”
“There’ll be a scen® unless you tell me
when and where I can see you again.”
She thought a moment. “Well—you
still move in Placer City’s best circles,
I’ve noticed you’ve been too busy to pay
attention to the social doings but stirring
around that way a person does run into

“Sure, Don’t tell me youd forget a ‘things.”

SAM grinned and swung out of the
moving carriage. He tipped his hat.
Slowly she responded with a full warm
smile. Sam turned down Plum  Tree
Street, heading toward Henry Adee’s
bank on the errand that had brought
him to Placer City. He was suddenly
happier than he had been in years.

Henry Adee looked at him biliously
when Sam came into his private oﬂice
“Howdy, Sam.”

“At his gesture Sam took a chair. Hen-
ry Adee had never begn an intimate of

_Jubilee Tugwell, even in the old days.

He had been none too friendly since
Sam’s return to Placer City and now his
rheumy old eyes looked actually chilly.
So Sam got to his point immediately.

“Henry, do you know who’s backmg
Claude Gilmore?”

“The banker looked at him uncertamly
“Young man, folks just don’t walk into
my bank and ask questions like that.”

Sam waved an impatient hand. “Let’s
skip the sparring, Henry. There are few
financial deals in this town you don’t
know about. And I think you’ve got
sense enough to know it’s sheer idiocy
starting a war over the Whitewater
route. There can be only one outcome,
I win or Claude Gilmore wins. Either
way, a lot of comstruction work is
wrecked. You know who’s helping lnm
I think it’s Jake Putman.”

Henry Adee made a church steeple out
of a pair of boney forefingers and looked



~ Likely he had put up

== = ‘a;t them angmly “You re the Qne Who’
o wreclung/PIaper City’s chance to get =

7 raising all this doubt, Ar
ulatmn railroad was already bemg
, about When you got thls ha:t

your shirt, mckmg Waldo dekiey be-

‘SJdes thats your busmgss.ﬁi But you re

= “You don t thmk my rallroad’ll do any
good?”

“or not. “Very good, Henry. T just want
~_you to remember that I preferred to be
= ;teasonable TlI have my rallroaddm op-

cede | i‘tfbut I’ll be able to realize a profit

~ at tariffs that’d bust your regulation
road. Somebody’s risking an awful pile of

~ moneyona ticklish deal and it isn thal- -~ Bad

- to be personal
that you he

~ Gilmore very cleverly proposes to serve
and I'll miss.” He nodded and left.

-~ Gilmore’s persistence in pushmg the

= ~ project removed Sam’s last fenuous I
“doubt that the promoter was in lt,for_z

_ what he could get out of it

~ but that would only be bait for
" A clever and uncrupulous man managing
so-large a project and checked only by
:mexpenenced men would find many
chances for geiting it back, hmng his
own pocketm add.ltmn =

= THERE Were several Ways Gﬂmore,
could foist a swindle on Placer City.

- He could do it through chwtmg on ex-
pense items. He could let costs mount

/ ~ and the construction bog down, milking
the town for additional funds. The man

had an mgemous way of suggestmgmuéﬁ
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~ failure. Withot

that was going tobea conmaeratmn, fair

d out of his min

-a lot of property in Free-
~ ling on the north side of the river which

e trap.

Whlle actually promising nothmg.

ahead.

'to Sam Tugwell Gilmore’s chances of;;_ =
_putting through his big swindle would Be
much greater if the wooden railroad
/:*pro;ect could be put deﬁmtely out of

to keep its eyes open.

Yet Sam returned to camp in good ——

spirits. Sheila Putman was never lon,

, and his mother,

- fiprlsed at her sons strange new mterést — =
_in such matters, had told him they were

invited to Mrs. Jack Purdue’s party onr
the followmg Saturday M_evenmg ==

g he eartﬁ théh it
nough to snow.

kept his track and bridge crews going.
He stood this slowdown one day, then
abruptly moved a sizable crew ahead on

horseback to the first cut they had to =

make through sheer rock. There he set
By &h_

scape. It dawned on Sam slowly that
winter had ¢ the raw, bitter winter
that he had been dreading. It was pos-

sible that he could do no mare grading :
~ until spring came and would have to de-
f:vote the intervening time to- the unen&-‘ ~

ing rocky canyons.
‘These would prove work enough

'Agam and again Sam had gone over a

section called Hell Canyon. Nature had

- net bmlt thcse reaclies w:th RIY “1@3 "f = = =

~ had not forgotten how easily he had ex- .
= plamed away hlS failure to mﬁuence the

jgéuﬁt he had alreadyif"i —
plotted a way through the maze of hedg-
ing, stalhng, dodgmg and excusmg yet =

Tugwell Lockley company Would do We'ﬁ -

— The grading —
was stopped “awaiting the thaw, yet Sam

C ith drills and dynamite, for

 no amount of freezing could make that» —

n cut any tougher. —
The thaw did not come. By the endf:_' =

of the week intermittent snows had put

an elghteen ine 'ibianket over the land-
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smtmg them to a railroad grade. Much
of the way would have to be blown out
of the rock. Sheer cliffs would have to be
faced with wooden trestles and on one
short stretch slow expenmsive tunneling
was the enly answer.

Since the winter was just beginning i in
earnest, Sam could work on the rocky
canyons now, but eventually snow
would prove a greater handicap and
menace here than down on the flats, for
in the canyons it would bank deep.

Those were worries he would meet as
they came up, Sam told himself reso-
lutely. Meanwhile, he had a private mat-
ter to attend to. Late Saturday after-
noon he rode out to the stage road, left
his saddler with a settler, and caught a
Concord for Placer City. There he
shaved, bathed and dressed in his best
bib-and-tucker. Sarah Tugwell, since
Jubilee’s death, rarely went out in the
evening, so Sam had dinner with her,

then set out happily for Mrs. Jack Pur-

due s pa.rty

HEILA was not there when he arrived.
For nearly two hours Sam waited,
endu!rmg the parlor games and polite

chitchat he privately detested, but still

she did not come.

- He was surprised to find himself the
target of much crude and biting banter-
ing. Most of these people were old child-
hood friends and schoolmates. Yet it
seemed to be organized baiting, the
the way they kept it up. “Hey, Sam!
‘When’s your choo-choo going to be ready
to play with?” “What T don’t under-
stand, Sam, is do you ride it with a saddle
or bareback?” And there was a brittle
moment that Sam let pass out of good
breeding when somebody dared to call it
“The Lucky Tiger Express.” Outwardly
- Sam took it good-naturedly, finding

light replies. But it began to rankle. He
had just about decided to duck out when

a ripple of interest ran across the big
room. He let his gaze travel with it.

In the big archway stood Sheila Put-
- man on the arm of Claude Gilmore,
~ The girl was beautiful—dark skin, up-

\

tenderness
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swept hair, low-cut bxllowmg white gown. |
And the man was handsome and in eve-
ning dress, which was rarely seen in
Placer City. Watching, Sam felt callow
and clumsy for a brief moment. Sheila
Putman looked cool and poised, almost
indifferent. Her glance met his but she
gave no sign of recognition.

An abrupt and unbridled anger boiled
up in Sam Tugwell. He let his shoulder
cut her from sight. For an instant he was
tempted to leave as he had planned.
Forcing himself to reasonableness he ad-
mitted it was a natural woman’s trick to
tempt him to one of these functions in
order to flaunt her handsome conquest.
It could be a favorable sign.

The reasoning did not stick. There had
been something cold and nasty in her
eyes when she had ignored him. He de-
cided to stay and probe further into the
matter. -

Catchmg her alone was another ques-
tion. Sheila Putman was highly popular
in Placer City, in addition Claude Gil-
more proved to be a jealous watchdog.
At long last Sam saw Gilmore saunter
toward the billiard room where the men
were largely congregated Sam disen-
gaged himself from conversation with
Effie Taskett and climbed to his feet.

Sheila nodded and smiled faintly as
Sam approached. He said, “Come into
Jack’s library with me for a moment,
Sheila. I've got something important.”

She looked at him quizzically, then
nodded. They moved under the huge
staircase and around a corner. A fire
had been lighted in the library but no
one was there. Sam closed the door as
Sheila watched him suspiciously.

“What’ve you got tha.t’s 80 im-
portant?”

“This.” He caught her to him and
kissed her, moved more by anger than

HE GIRL did not resist nor did she
- respond. When Sam stepped back,

_watchmg her with a look of mingled con-

trition and insolence, she said, “You
know, P'm one person who fails to ad-



— wyou know!

- well, get this straight! You're
~ enough! I couldn’t help responding the

: “hadn’t got sea;edgn ratt mﬂ»

~  mans’
> “How do you mean?” Hestared at her '
~ closely. “I had anidea Jake wssthe one ‘
- backing Gilmore.”

’t_;mn'e the Tugweli aggresslveness
h‘ “The slow smeoth stuff goes better,
—eh?> ——

~ She I’fted her eyebrows & If that was

= a clumsy dlg at Claude Gﬂmore, the an-
-~ sweris yes’ , —
— “Andyou trlcked' ne into I

"’

- to show mel”> —
~Anger spread sIowa under her dark
: . “T think you showed
~ yourseif Commg in here was your trick,

|”

He could not hold back the brittle

~~ temper that was rising in him. “T meant
= -commg to tk"f par =

Sh ella whlrled qulckly

~ other day but I regretted it, I think as
& matter of fact that I detest you. ch re.

on another Lucky Tiger!”
- “Leave my father out of it!”
“He’s in it. He’s always been in it.

~ Sneering at my father who gave him his —
_ start and finally casting hlm oﬁl Do wy7
you think Jake Put for-
~ give thatL;Do you
~ shrug it off as hghtly as ybu seem to
~ want me to?”

Iy thmk

Sam’s eyes were cold. “Jake Putman

~ didu’t lose anything in the Lucky Tiger.

~The only thing he ever regretted was
- that he’d have made more money }f he

“Oh! But T e e
~ Jubilee Tugwell always told you. And

~ you aren’t broad enough to concede that

‘ there ‘might be another side to it. But
sht find out yet, Sam Tugwell
well fe

The old Tugwell of superiority
xmght_f stllliget Of {tlge : I?ut-

““Jt could be. Now I've had enough of
ﬂn’s.” - Whirling, she Jerked open the door
and disappeared.

Sam stared after her fo:: a kmg mo-
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-Sam and blandly smiled

Tug- man 'had ‘thrown in thh thrs s'mooth
1 number, motivated by a lust for revenge.

7 15’1} be running then

~ Gilmore smiled. By Apnl you Won’tr
But Just to make it

_ wint

I’vegotthmkmgtodé ==
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==

ment then headed for the bﬂhar(iroom,'

feeling; the need of a drink. The place =
~was crowded with male guests. He made
~his way to the sideboard where an assort- ~

ment of liquor had been set out. He

: poured himself a- brandy and was sippin g =
> it when Alfie Dunbar said, “What’re you
gomg to do_ when :

“He' | use thefalth that moves:moun- :

ftams ” a voice at Sam’s elbow said.

“That’s what it'll take, and Sam’s gota
lot of it” Claude Gilmore looked at

Which made Gilmore feel awfully sure of

- hlmself Sam sald “I’ve scheduled my -
pril, Gﬂmm:e‘ =

1r A‘j

have ten cents.
mterest.mg, your on

=

; i back to the 3ob on
;,Monday ‘morning the camp was still

'A}:L'n;actlve for additional snow had fallen

during the mght He went to his tent
and built a fire in the sheet iron stove.

“As soon as his fingers were ‘thawed out -

he began to pore*t)ver ‘his blueprints.

-He’had done an angry and reckless thing
— when he laid money he didn’t even have
- onthe April date. In optimistic moments
*Y he had hoped to achieve that. In the
- cold realism of a bitter snaw—swept Mon-r ==

day morning it looked nnpossxble -
Lorne Teebow, the grading foreman,

came in looking equally downcast. He .
" was an old construction boss Sam had

~ beguiled away from the Trans-Western
“Creepers, Sam!” he exclaimed. “We're

gomg tobe stuek in these mountams all

Sam whlﬂed ‘angrily on lns stool =

“We re not going to be stuck amywhere'- =

We've got to develop new methods,
_ that’s all. Go worry somewhere else,

u get to Hell Can- —
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By evenmg he had completely
changed his procedure and the old excite-
ment was stirring in him, HQH Canyon
~was the crux of the whole problem. Sam
decided now to start a second outfit at
Placer City, heading down. It could get
across the plateau in almost any kind of
weather. Meanwhile the present outfit
would gnaw away at the lower canyons.
They would melt the snow and thaw the
ground with bonfires if they had to. If
 they eould get the road finished, with the
exception of Hell Canyon, by the end of
February when winter would start break-
ing up, they would have a gambling
chance of fair weather fop the last and
worst.
- In the days that followed he translated
the new procedure into action. He had
to scour the countryside for miles around
to find more teamsters and equipment
but by late December he had a second
outfit building down the Whitewater
from Placer City. He became a virtual
engine, pitting himself relentlessly
against the weather and the calendar.
When there was a short thaw he took

advantage of it, working day and night.

When the inevitable freeze came again
he thawed the ground artificially so it
could be worked. Every foot of timber
for the upper end had to be freighted.
High-wheeled wagons fought snow and
mud on the mountain roads in a con-
tinual stream, and along the right of way
men sweated, froze and swore.

Sam went home on Christmas Day,
but he did not see Sheila Putman nor
did his mother speak of her. Shortly
after New Year’s the first of the special-
ly built locomotives arrived in Ekton.
Sam had long since had freight, baggage
and passenger cars built to the same
scale, and as soon as the miniature engine
was unloaded, he sent for old Waldo
Lockley to eome down and have a ride.

Sam needed the first engine for his
work train, but when the second and
third arrived within the next few weeks
he established regular service from the
railkicad at Three Corners. Smarting by
now over the widespread ridicule of his
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enterprise, he refused to call attention
to it but simply started the little trains
running. :
“Meanwhile materials and equipment
for the Gilmore road began to pile up
in Ekton and a grading crew began
working out of there. Sam noticed that
they were not pushing for progress. Gil-
more apparently preferred to wait for-the
spring thaws before moving in earnest.

BY THE end of February the upper
crew had reached the edge of the
plateau and were slugging slowly down
the stretch of badlands approaching Hell
Canyon. Simultaneously Sam brought
his slow-creeping outfit to the lower end.
Here he should have felt considerable
elation, since he was on schedule so far,
but-the feeling failed to come. Hell Can-

,-' -~ Sam swung himself over the cliff,
~ slid down the rope hand over hand




~ moderating.
He had bet on the road’s completmn :

by Apn] which left him only four weeks.

Sam’s nerves clamped ﬁddle-t;ght In

spent all my own,jrmoney For a long'

- bet as much as yours

-~ got solid rock bluff ahead. We can blast-
= grade out of some of it. In places : we'll

~ side. Let’s divide Hell Canyon into ten
~ sections of a thousand feet apiece and
~ put a crew on each strip. We'll offer

/‘;; y@s two mlles istlll;

pomt just below Hell /Ca,nyon he

councnl with Lorne Teebow and Walda'{f"

 For t :'q'dmtme he told Lockley of =
= hls bet with Gilmore. “Tf I lose it, Wal-
_ do, T reckon you’ll have to pay off. T've

pay off. But were mnety—seven per cent
finished, Sam, and you’ve already done

"‘;_mn'acles Amt you got another one in

your hat?” >

~ per cent over than the next three. We've

'maybe a hundred feet. Ina menth? Ti’s
lmpossxb]eﬁ’ —

~Sam nodded glumly

Waldo Lockley looked sober for the

lt?” =
' “_I*m no_feol, _I,’m afmd mseiar

Elghtmg ‘his bxg,caiabash plp&r ck-
- Jey gave Sam a penetrating scrutiny.

“Sam, I ain’t a damned bit scared of
Hell Canyon. If we lose the ten thou-
sand what of it? We’ve got our railroad
~ almost built and: me’llv—ﬁmsh it come

- spring. But I am scared :
and that’s of you getting smed out*” »

Suddenly Sam thumped the table,

“Hank ‘Lund’s tapering off on the other

each one a bonus if it finishes its stretch
bythe ﬁtsi;oIApr.il!” —
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1l were unacratched; —
and the weather showed no signs of

ok h:s_,had sorrow-
> - ninety-seven

: ~temporary im

“Boy, you've got a dea!”; I@ckley =
said. “I’IL pay the bonus out of ; my own =

pa.nts

-~ “You and I ’m ;,,éome picked handsl'

| will tackle the tunnel.” =
“In the big tent that served_ as a cook-

house and mess hall Sam held a meeting

that evening. He told the men frankly
what they were up against and why he
wanted to do what he proposed. Inaddi-
tlon toa regular bonus he promlsed e

= = g = o= i =
s spmts cons1derab]y eievated
Sam went into a huddle with Lorne Tee-

bow and laid out the detailed plans

THE next morning men were swung =
down from the top of the clif on
block and tackle along the entire two-

mile stretch of Hell Canyon. They got —
ing toed t sl -

: ,'marked on the chiff, and the tweo blg’

organizations broke up into smaller units
and set to Work, each with a thousand >

feet to conquer
- first time. “It’s really throwmg you, )sn’t: ;

S.k&peval'oﬁg that stretch of craggy rock,
rising steep above the ragmg waters q_f =
the river. '

Sam and Téebow with as. many mes
as could work wtthout chwdmg started
the tunnel that was to pierce the one

promontory that could net be circum-

— vented. All day sledges rang on drills

- punctuated by the thundering of dyna-
‘mite. At night they set up oil flaresand
worked on. A depression appeared in
the rock at the end of a natural shelf
- Sam meant to utilize and gradually

deepened into a black hole. Exaet cal-

culations showed they had one hundred
'f‘twenty feet tqgg, a_somewhat greater

“The bn'd that draws the tunnel wﬂf’% —
: wxsh hed been kxlled quick instead of
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distance than Sam had figured on.

Sam Tugwell had never known a push
like that behind him now. In addition

to the construction at Hell Canyon he
was still concerned with the operation
of his two trains. He had put each one
“under a good man but he had to ride
the work train down to Jonesburg fre-
quently to see for himself.

The wooden railroad was meeting a
strange reception in the towns it served
and in their drawing areas. Passengers
and shippers tried it tentatively out of
sheer curiosity, only to discover ‘that it

served them well. Yet openly there was

still ridicule. They used it, ‘they told
each other, because it would do until
Claude Gilmore got them a real railroad
built.

Then came the day when the diminu-
tive locomotive came shrieking through
the defiles below Hell Canyon. Sam Tug-
well heard it and was waiting worriedly

on the track when it squealed to a stop

at the camp. It had been uncoupled
from its train.” Ernie Woods, who served
as combined brakeman and conductor,
swung down from the tender. He strode
toward Sam, hls face bleak with worry
and anger.
~ “Well, it’s happened! Just what these
jugheads around here’ve been predict-
ing! We jumped the track and piled in
the creek at Morgan Creek trestle.”

Sam tensed, his cheeks going white.

“Anybody hurt?”

“No, but only by a miracle. Rails on
the trestle’d been loosened, Sam! You
can tell it plain just by looking at it!
¥You know how the track makes a gentle

turn coming onto the trestle? Well,

somebody figured we’d hit it fast and
pile in the creek in kindling wood. I
reckon Heaven took a hand in it! If we
‘hadn’t been having trouble with a hot
journal and moving pretty slow, that’s
just what would have happened!*

“The passengers?” Sam groaned.

“They went in the ditch and got the
daylights whanged outta: them but no-
body was bad hurt!”

Sam was grateful for that, but with a

=
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sick sinking feeling he realized that the -
wooden railroad was hurt and seriously.
A stock criticism had been that the
scaled-down trains were so light that
they would ﬂy from the tracks with any
speed. Now it had happened—it might
be difficult to prove that the track had

been tampered mth =

O SAM had to leave his immediate

work and ride the engine back down
to the Morgan Creek trestle, which was
only a couple of miles below Jonesburg.
The passengers, he discovered as they
passed through the town, had already
walked back to Jonesburg, and Sam
paused the;-e long enough to reap their
furious abuse. Somebody had ridden
down to Ekton to have special stage-
coaches sent up to carry them on their
journey. For the time being, at least,

“the Concords had triumphed over the

railroad carriages. It took nearly a week
to get the wrecked locomotive and shat-
tered cars back on the track. They were
going to be out of service for much
longer than that. Somebody had scored.

~Sam found plenty of evidence that the
track had been tampered with but no
clue as to who was responsible. His
suspicions went to Gilmore but he ad-
mitted that it could have been the team-
sters or the stage people There was no
telling which. -

Sam kept hls key men working
through Sundays, but for the sake of
efficiency he allowed those of the crew
who could be spared to go into Placer
City on Saturday nights. They all re-
ported back one Monday morning with
the exception of the locomotive engineer.
The one lapse put Sam in a bad spot,
for there was no one else at the camp-
fitted to run the dinky engine and the
work train was bady needed for bringing
up supplies.

Then curiously, just before noon, a
man rode into camp on a saddle horse
and hunted up Sam.

< “Hear youre needmg a locomotlve
man, mister!”

“Where did you hear that?”
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The man looked rattled for a mo-
ment, then said hastily, “Placer City.

This jigger said he’d been working for

you but wasn’t coming back.”

“Can you handle it?”

“Mister, after them big fellows on the
U.P. that little baby won’t be no trick!”

Sam put him to work because he had
to but he was puzzled. The man-gave
his name as Earl Jenks and vaguely in-
timated that he was a boomer and just
drifting through the country. Old Waldo
Lockley had insisted on remaining at the
camp for the finish and Sam looked him
up. He told him about Jenks.

Lockley lifted a shaggy white eye-
brow. “Could be Gilmere bribed your
regular man and planted this one, all
right. Or the stage people. Or the devil
himself!”

“Don’t know what harm he can do,”
Sam said, “but we won’t take any

chances. Everyone knows you like to

3

ride that engine, Waldo.” He grinned.

The old man rose to his feet. “T get it.
T’ll keep my eye on him.”

Yet Jenks proved to be a good engine
man and he kept the work train moving.
Sam breathed a sigh of relief, but now
that he had a legitimate excuse for in-
dulging his secret passion, old Waldo re-
fused to quit the locomotive. “I’'m firing
for him and I like it. Besides, I still
smell a rat and I'm going to keep my
eye on the hole!” :

BY THAT evening the tunnel had
been cut and shored for better than
five feet. As they gained experience the
drillers made better time. By now Sam
prowled the works continually. The
crew on the farthest section up canyon
had finished its work, having benefited
. by a natural rock ledge. Now it moved
down to help the section below it. Tues-
day morning section seven likewise fin-
ished up and moved to help a neighbor.

Sam’s pulses began to run faster as he
contemplated it. Nearly three weeks to
go and they had already taken a big
bite out of the thing. The odds were

evening up! .
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Sam had been at the upper end of the
canyon and was just heading back when -
he saw Lorne Teebow racing up the eat-
walk toward him.- The instant he
reached yelling distance Teebow shout-
ed: =

“Sam! The work train’s gone into the
river!”

Sam sagged limply against the safety
railing while Teebow raced up. “Lock-
ley!” he gasped. “Jenks!”

Teebow’s face was hard bitten with
fury as he came up. “Jenks got off.
Jumped clear but hit some shoring. He
busted his neck!” -

- “It was on purpose?”

“It had to be. I saw it. I warned
Jenks yesterday about pushing out too
far on that new grade. We didn’t even

have the track ballasted but he liked

to show off. This time he didn’t even
try to stop before he hit it. Just kept
coming, then jumped right at the last,
Looks like he miscalculated and sailed
right into that timbering. The engine
and track and everything skidded off.

From the looks of things that’s what he
wanted to happen. I seen the whole

thing and it had that look to it.”

“I think maybe you’re right.”

Sickness came into Sam’s stomach as
he raced toward the end of the canyon,
disdainful of his own precarious footing
on the catwalk. Presently he could see
the wreckage, part of the work train
splintered and strewn on the boulders at

the base of the cliff, part of it submerged
in the foaming water.

It was lucky that it had been only a
work train, carrying mostly material and
no passengers beyond an occasional
workman catching a ride along the
works. As he plunged forward Sam could
not tell whether or not the locomotive -
was completely submerged. Already men
had gathered and lowered ropes and
some of them were dropping down to
the rocks seventy feet below the grade.

A man was saying, “Old Lockley was
in the cab and there was another jigger
riding on the tender! I seen em as they
passed the cook shack!” It was the cook,



7 stlll wearing: hlS whlte apron, hxs face

~ twisted with horrm' Nearby lay Jenks,:

obvm;usly dead. :
Sam seized a rope and swung hlmself

= over the lip of the cliff, lowered himself

~ swiftly. Soon his feet rested on the big
~ broken boulders upthrusting from the -

~ heavy debris between the chiff and the
~water. He hung there precanously, get-’

tmg a closer look at the situation.

THE locomQtwe was mlder'.the wafer,

together, with the tend:

_mext two ears. The rest lay partly sub-

merged partly bent and shattered on

“the big rocks. Sam’s heart sank with the

~rvealization that Waldﬂ Lockley could
: = 0

~ Being on the river sxde,ﬁhe;

=
Then from the gra.de above somebody

~ was yelling: “Hey! ’Ehefre_g; _somebody in
mi the rocks there A httl&bei‘ow yoﬂ,%
= Sam 5 =
: : Sam whu-led hope leaping wathm hlm i
~_but could see nothmg

““There! About sixty feet to your left,
%m” Lorne Teebow called again.
Sam surged inte action. He co
reach the point from vzher :

‘eould he see the man. His mstmchve :
‘hope was that it was Waldo Lockley,_

“but even if it were the other man report-
—“ed to have been riding the tender, it

= ~ would be something. He went back up

- the rope hand ov r hand.

From the brink he coul& see the fcrm

that had excited the others, lying face

~ down on a deposit of sand and rubble,
the lower part of the body in the water. -
“Sam recognized the clothing. Tt was
- Waldo Lockley. He must have tried to
jump and been thrown free of the cab.

~ Sam had the rope secured again and

_ in a matter of seconds was slipping down

it. His feet contacted the bank, and
securing a foothold he moved down to

~ the waler’s edge.

= béycmd ot

~ wss badly mangled, Sam conld not tell

~ Jenks’ opportunity to leap"'metﬁe Jast T
~few seconds before the outfit tumbled -

uld:nov
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1f he stﬂl hved He secured the mpe

t;ght!y under the old man’s armpits and

‘gave the signal for those above to haul

him up. Again he scapried the rocks, as
the ones on the hp were searchmg them,

‘but there was no ‘other man in evidence.

It would take a roll call to determine

“who the missing man had been. Right

_now Sam could think of nothing else but
—fo see if anythmg could be done for his —
- one true friend in- thls country. When
=5 ,

They ‘had place « aiad\ .'I}bckley' on

several hastlly assembled coats. One leg

and an arm sprawled grotesquely, his

features were battered, but Lome Tee —

locomotive that mlght have carried him
to a doctor was smashed and submerged
t.he Tiver. The only alternative was

€« Any.

He whlrled toward hls men. ==
body here a good horseman? The closest
doctor’s in Jonesburg. Somebody take
_my 7horse—'-he’s fast—and kill him, if
'tt.mg down there If you
Jo ,

t 1 - Jonesb
gomg‘unh} you"ge"" n

‘already left the assembﬁge’ﬁh w&siﬁ =

sprinting toward the canmip stabIes., —

THEY carried Waldo Lockley to the
tent the old man kad sha

Sam and got | retched
bunk. Samunﬂresed Y 5

“with blankets and sent someone for hot
_stones to warm him and overcome the
shock of the partial submersien. Then =
he applied crude splints to the fractured
leg and arm. Beyond that there was
nothing they could do until the doctor -

—got_there. Despite his desperate desire
“to the contrary, Sam could hardly be-

lieve that the old man would live that -

Iong He seemed on the verge of death.
Mﬁa.nwhnle, there were pressmg prac— =

k ’WJth- -



~ finances—he’s Waldo’s banker.
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tical considerations, Sam "took Lorne
‘Teebow aside. “Lorne, we’ll have to lay
the erew off.” - ,

The '~foreman looked at him in sur-
prise.. “Lay ’em off! When we danged

near got it licked? You amt going to -

let this whip you?”
~ “T don’t know how I can help it. I
- won’t have money enough to meet the
| payroll Saturday. Knowing that, I can’t

- work them any more. You sce, for the

last couple of months Waldo was ad-
vancing me cash as I asked for it, Nei-
ther of us expected anythmg like this

- to happen.  He was going up to Placer

Clty to get the payroll money tomor-
row.”
~ Theé foreman blinked his eyes

his wife!”

- “His wife died a number of years ago
‘and he had no children. He won’t be
able to take care of it Saturday or for
a good many Saturdays, if he ever is!
There isn’t another man in this country
who’d sink money into the Lucky Tiger
Express' And I'm not known anywhere
else.” ,

“By dang'” Teebow blazed “I’ll 'put
it up to the men! You been a fair boss
and they like you! They’ll take chits
for their work until you can -get it
straightened out!”

-~ Sam shook his head. “No, Lorne. I
couldn’t work it that way. If Waldo
_dies I'd never be able to pay them off.
I couldn’t raise the other money it’d take
to keep going until I could get into full
operation.” His jaw clenched fiercely.
“Somebody knew that, Lorne! Henry
Adee knew how we’ve been working our
) I still
can’t peg him as a man who’d want any-
thing like this to happen but he must
have spilled the beans to Claude Gil-
more! Gilmore’s responsible for this.
Murder! One man drowned and maybe
another to die. T'll get him yet.”
- Yet even the rage burning in Sam’s
heart could not tear him away from- the
construction camp until the doctor had
reached there. He sat by Waldo Lock-

7

“Butr
can’t you borrow? Or Lockley’s famlly— :
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“ley’s bed, his heart a solid lump of ice.

He was reassured from time to time,
by the lifting of the great old chest and
the feeble pulse yet in the strong old
wrists, that Lockley still lived.

At dusk the rider came pounding back
from Jonesburg, bringing the doctor.
Sam stepped aside, scarcely daring to
breathe while the physician made his
examination and administered stimu-
lants. He was a gaunt gray man whose
years of frontier practice had leaned and
toughened him. At last he rose from the
stool beside the bunk.

—“There isn »t_mu,ch hope. Besides the

fractures, his ribs and chest’re like jelly.
‘But Waldo Lockley’s always been. a

tough one. He may surprise us.”

“Can’t we move him down to the Ek-
ton hospitalp” Sam asked “T could have
the train come up.”

“Not for a day or so, until the danger
of internal hemorrhage has passed.”

“Then-will you stay here with him?”

“Yes. But I think the whole thing’li
be decided before morning.” :

That night was the longest Sam Tug-

~well had ever endured. All night he and
the doctor sat in the dlmly lighted tent,

Sam keeping the fire going and waiting
in utter impotence between times. Sev-
eral times the doctor stirred uneasily,
examining Lockley and administering
hypodermics. Yet through all those long
tortured hours Waldo Lockley’s stout
heart kept beating. In the gray hours

of dawn the doctor turned to Sam.

~ “T think he’s got a chance but we’ll
keep him here a while yet.”

- Realizing he could do no good here,
Sam got a saddle horse and hit the trail
for Placer City, hate and fury seething
within him against those responsible for
this.

HE reached Placer City in the dawn,
L the “spirit of old Jubilee Tugwell
strong within him as he rode through

- the outskirts. He saw clearly now that

he was only carrying on the career of
that stout old warrior. The ghost of .
the Lucky Tiger still was in the town; -



~ then. Sarf, old Jake.

= remcarnate now in the wooden reulroad.

~ And he was moving as Jubilee would

—have moved, sure of his enemies, deter-

- mined to exact their punishment. He

— reached ‘the old mansion, stabled his
—horse and moved quiekly inside. Sarah
- Tugwell was awake; she ¢ called to Sam as

~ he passed her door on tlptoe on lus way
~ %o his own room.
~ “Sam! Is that you, Sam'”

~ He went into her bedroem bent and_

= ,1 k}ssed her =

= = knew you’d be- Ber;: :
= ;mg for you! Word reached here yester-

= ‘day about Waldo Lockley. Something-

~ terribly important has happened smce
nan has sed

~ Claude. Gfﬂmore of try

~ Waldo?”

—— —Pam stared at her
~to it! But I wonder why he did it?” -

~ “Charlie Logan stopped by to tell me

— kst evening, hoping yon’d be here He's

-~ a close friend of Sid Munley
- iff’s office. It seems Jake

~ sheriff quietly late yesterday to keepr

~ Gilmore from guessmg what he meant
i;odo” = = =

— “Have they arrested Gllmore yot?®
~— “Not as far as Charlie knew - But they

— willl Sheriff Townsend’s an honest offi-

~cer. He won’t hesitate, no matter ‘how.
_ big a man Claude Gllmore s supposed
~to be!”

Sam Whirled hurrying to his own

= 'room He ﬁnppeﬂ off his sodden cloth-

~ing and re-dressed. Alarm was in him.
- H word of what was up reached lemare
it was a tossup whether the man would
~ remain to stand trial or would resort to

— flight. If Putman had brought charges ‘h — passéd Sam knew = had hit -

it would make damning evidence when
_linked with what Sam could tell about
_the man called Jenks. But there would
be gaps in the case. Maybe Gilmore

~ would prefer to take his chance dn break-
~ ing through one of them in order to

_come free.
~ Rushing from the house, Sam de.cxded
~ upon a daring move of his own. He

= 5meant to make it mposs:hle for Claud@
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“He only beat me

Gﬁmore to aveni the pumshment!ﬂlat =
~was coming to him. He hurried down--

town to the
hving.

Imt‘ ’:'Where Gilmore was

was hesnant about letting him up
early in the morning. “Why,

-~ not sure Mr. Gilmore wants to be o
itul‘be&b_ 1 think you?d =

’, 'hls teeth sounde& like dlce ratthng in
“Now will you tell me the

a dice-cup.
number of his room or do I have 1o beat
_you silly?” : =
Y,Sam s persuasmn made 1p t

TugweIl ope upg thve stan‘s two at a'
time. ,
When Gllmore did not answer Sams

knock f for a few mmutes Sam had the =

glvmg o 81gn of alarm. Sam breathed =

easier, sure that the man did not yet

know what was afoot against him, He

“stepped inside without invitation.

Gl]i;iore grmned coldly
What brine

“Well, Tug-

you Who knows of the murder you have
on your conscience!”
Gilmore closed the door and turned,

hls eyes suddenly icy. “What on“e_m:ﬂl‘

the bull’s-eye.

“Or don’t you feel quxte that secure,/

Gilmore?”?
“What is thls, Tugwell?”

-“A precautionary measure to see f;haf.' —

- you don't W}ggle your slippery way out
of a hang noose, Gilmore! Ai

re you sure
there isn’t just a- htt}' “crack of doubt_

“What;s G}lmare = room number?"'he’ =
'demanded of the clerk. =
The clerk, a timid paIe ymmg man, =

wenty: nme_ he sald’ =
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the one you hired to tamper with the
rails at my Morgan Creek trestle? Was
it somebody else? Or did you do it your-
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The flimsy wood held firm. Again Sam

. lunged against the door, all his weight

self? But for a fluke that would have

been mass murder, Gilmore! How about

Henry Adee who tipped you off to an

easy way to cut off my financing? How
about old Jake Putman who must know
or suspect a lot? When your luck clab-
bers, Gilmore, they’ll fall over each other
to get in their licks at you. I should
know.”

GILMORE straightened, sliding his
hand into the pocket of his dressing
gown. Sam had an idea that a small gun
was concealed there Nor was he at all

sure that the man would hesitate to use

it on him here in this downtown hotel.
“This is crazy talk!” Gilmore breath-

ed, yet his voice had begun to reglstel'

his inner apprehension.
“How well can you trust any of ‘them,

Gilmore? After what happened yester-

day maybe at least one of them is shak-
ing in his boots! Which one and what
will he do?”

“What are you driving at? What
brings you here with all of this?”

“The fact that I happen to know that
‘the sheriff will be here pretty soon to
arrest you!”

“On whose charges?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know so you
could fix him? It might even be me,
Gilmore! I suspected you from the start.
See what little chance you ve got?”

The gun appeared in Gilmore’s hand
then. His handsome face turned into a
frightened and snarling thing. “Yes, I
see. You know more than I expected
you to learn, Tugwell. I don’t doubt
what you say about the sheriff coming.
I've been afraid of it ever since yester-
day. Only he won’t find me. Back into
that closet!” There was deadly menace
in his eyes. Sam obeyed him.
~ He waited there for several minutes,
knowing that Claude Gilmore was dress-
ing. When he heard the hall door close
Sam heaved his shoulder against the
door. He put all his strength behind it.

.

focused on shoulder, elbow and knee.
Again! Finally on the fourth try the
wood cracked.- One more good heave
and the door was in splinters. :

- He dashed down the stairs and, stop-
ping at the wide-eyed clerk’s desk, said,
“Tear over to the sheriff’s office and tell
them to get a ring around the town.
Claude Gilmore’s on the dodge.”

There was no chance now of Gilmore’s
choosing to make a legal battle of it. He
had incriminated himself by taking to
his heels. Really, if he had stayed, he-
would probably have had a good chanee
of squirming out of the indictment on
some legal technicality. But now, as Sam
had hoped, Gilmore’s goose was. cooked.
Sneaking out of town was a dead give-
away. :

From Gllmore s pomt of view, though
if he could make it, he had only to aban-
don a small financial stake and his
hoped-for crooked gains to assure him-
self of freedom. e :

~Sam raced for the livery stable a few
blocks from the hotel and ordered a

- horse. Wlthm another five minutes he

was surging out of town, advised that
Gilmore had also secured a horse only
a few minutes ahead of him.

- Sam was not relying upon the sheriff
and his deputies to overtake the man.
Knowing Gilmore, he doubted that the
man would take the stage road to Ekton,
an obvious course. There was a straight-
er safer route off the plateau and through
the snow-locked mountains. One that
Sam himself would have taken under the
circumstances and Gilmore was engineer
enough to know it—the new wooden
railroad. Word would not have preceded
him and Gilmore would be safe on it
until he could reach some point on the
Trans-Western.

- Sam had borrowed a pistol from the
liveryman whom he had known since

‘boyhood. With it thrust into the pocket

of his sheepskin coat, he had cleared the
town and was racing along the right-of-
way between the snow-blanketed wood-



= Sooner or later, Gilmo)
=== Arap for him. It almost came sooner
" than he expected. He pounded around ha
~ a turn and saw Gilmore ahead almost
~at the end of a stralght streteh of track.

~ Gilmore turned in his saddle, fired at
~him. But the range was too great. Ew-,
= dently Gilmore did not want to mix at
- close range for he turned in the sadd!e; - across

~grade.

= ,He took it afoot

‘,-;en — Abcmt a mﬁe Gt of town he ':A
knew t.ha;t ‘his. hlmch ha(l been. soun(L

sorting to the rmlroad he had professed

‘ to despise.
~ Gilmore Would be but a little way
= ',ahead He wou]drb’ewatchmg for pur-

 mg .waner’ ‘as e miles chpped 1y
— Then on a straight stretch he caught 2
~ glimpse of his prey as Gllmore disap-

= peared around a far turn.

~Sam felt a prxcklmg; i lnsspmeno

and whipped his horse ahead.
Sam was gaining on Gilmore gradual-
_ly, for the man punished his horse un-
necessarily. There were a few times when
~Sam might have shot him but he did
~ not propose to do thaL He Want hz
: hve

- it or not, Gilmore could not negotiate
it with h:s horse. Afoot he would bea

— _soft man. Sam ﬁgured he’d have httle
/trouble overtaking him, '

-~ The mouth of the canyon Tomed Gk
_more pressed into it to the end of the

_catwalk that was the only - passage
~ around the cliffs above the ragmg TiVer.

close enough to yel

_and your flabby legs cave

= ‘barely oticed

him there. They wrestled vamly a mo-
ment Gilmore using his knees and one

Theyr were enly a short dlstance fmm, - Hess, SE T
Hell Canyon now. Whether he reahze&‘ = L :
- = most at the “edge of the catwaIk =
~Sam was up, too, now and attempted
to grab Gilmore. The man stepped ba,ckn_;} =

“space. There was a scream from be
“Sam stood weakly for a moment,

He dismounted, staring at the to gather his senise. Then he?st pped tor =

Clattermg up close behmd lum, Sam =

“swung down and followed him cautiously .
= _along the twisting ledges. Sam knew the
: A RIDER had cut down the ba:nk to
= the tracks and turned toward the
~  mountains at a fast clip. Gilmore had
~ been too crafty to let his tracks point
~ openly in this direction. He had prob-
~ably taken the stage road out of town,
~ found a stream or some place where he
~ could turn off without detectmn and cul
~ across to the right
- — ok adverswy,

man must be exhausted. Once he got

more! Keep going un

taking you back to hang!”
~ Gilmore stumbled and leaned p =
against the rock wall. He made no ‘move :

to goon. Sam came up towards himand
theﬁmOVement of hand
) ing or reasoning
Sam was crouehm'g on th

to side. Wit

e ground as a8
shot and then another whistled over hls,
head. :

g.h :
ing too. Suddenly Sam looked behmd -

him. They were at the edge of the eat~ - :

walk, Sam’s back.a bare foot from the —

‘the crack of 'breakmg bone The gun =

clattered from Gilmore’s limp hand. Gil-

more thrust a knee into Sam’s stomach ==

trying to force him backward mto the

_abyss. Excrucxatmg,waves of pain rolled
: al

arm only. The pain in Sam s stomach_ =
the gun which had fallen al-
ward away from those long arms into

the edge of the catwalk,
- A little way down, ,the‘ﬂwreckage OE =

,;;the work tram was v:sxble, Sam stared1 =

Keep going, Gil-
ur lungs burst =
hen I'm

With a leap of desperation and two g ==
teps Sam was on Gllmura =
“wrestle the
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at it for a long moment, then at the
place in the surging waters that had

_ closed forever over Claude Gilmore. He

sighed aild turned away.

SAM went on down to the camp and
discovered that they had brought in
his one remaining train. It was a little
ahead of schedule, but the doctor told
him, “He’s bleeding inside, and since the
train won’t be too rough on him I think

-we’d better take him down at once.”

“YIs there anything I can do, doctor?”
-The other shook his head. “There’s

little I can do, even. But we’ll give him

the best of care.” -
Nonetheless, Sam wanted to accom-

_ pany Waldo Lockley to Ekton and to

remain with him. But he was afraid

_his mother would be desperately wor-

ried. -So he decided to return home first,
reassure her and inform the sheriff of
what had happened to Claude Gilmore.

He was back in Placer City by late
afternoon. Her worry about him sub-
siding, Sarah Tugwell remembered to
say, “Oh, by the way, Sam! Sheila Put-

ma'n s been over here twice today, want-

ing to see you! It seems old Jake’s had

~a stroke and keeps calhng for you. I

promised to send you over.”

~Sam scowled. “Jaie Putman’s got

nothing to say that I care to hear!”
“He’s an old man, Sam. I wish you’d

go.”

~~ He cleaned up, refused the long-

delayed food his mother tried to coax
him to eat, and went reluctantly across
town. Sheila seemed to have been wait-
ing for him anxiously.

“Dad’s terribly sick, Sam. The strain
and excitement were too much for him.
For my sake will you forget our quarrel
and go up and talk to him for a little
bit?”

“To hear his deathbed repentance?”
Sam asked harshly.

“Listen to me for a moment, Sam! I'm

- not excusing my father but I can see
his side of it. He didn’t really care that

Jubilee wanted him out of the company,
It was the sense of failure it always
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gave him. If he had never been a rich
man nobody would ever have thought -
much about it, nor would he. His for-

tune aggravated the whole thing. There

were those who said that Jubilee had
practically given him the fortune. I think"
that deep in his heart Dad felt that way,
too. He took it out in hate. He passed
that hate on to me. All I can say is
that I'm sorry and he’s dying. Wen't
you please be kind to him?”
Sam could not refuse.

LD Jake Putman was alone in a big
upstairs bedroom; his once bulky

- figure now slack in the bed. His white
- hair was tousled over the pillow, his

usually florid skin was an ashen gray.
There seemed little doubt that he was
in a bad way.

“This won’t take me long, Sam. I gave
Claude Gilmore the tip that’s likely to-
cost Waldo Lockley his life. Henry Adee
mentioned to- me that Waldo was ad-
vancing you all the money you had to
go ‘on, that the partnership had no
money you could draw on yourself. I
never dreamed what that viper’d do

with the information!” ~

“He was a smooth one, all right,” Sam
conceded.

“I’'m not making out a case for myself,
Sam. I’'m dyin’ and I know it. I knew
about Gilmore’s wrecking your train at
the Morgan Creek trestle. He promised
me they’d pick an empty one so no-

body’d get hurt, and we figured it’d be

too big a blow for your railroad to stand.
That’s why I knew how Waldo come to
get hurt and the other killed. When I
heard about it I jumped Gilmore. He
was feeling pretty smart and told me I
was in it up to my own ears, seeing I
condoned that first wreck.

“I was almighty sore, and I went at
him with my fists but he floored me. He

.warned me I’d hang with him if I got

smart. I let him think he’d talked me
out of it. But I figured that if T had a
hanging coming I was willing to take it.
But I guess T’ll cheat that. The tussle
and all brought this on.”



~ came the afternoon when he opened his
~ eyes abruptly and gr

—“Doggonit, Sam, I went and let that
sknn} run our engine in the creek”

~ help, be

: IT was late in April when the excurswn

train made its first complete run over

: - Jﬁke Putman;dled that mght The
—next morning Sam returned b; stage t
~ FEkton. The next week he searcely left

~ Waldo Lockley’s room in the little hos-

_ pital there. It was three days before
~ Yockley regained econsciousness, then

~ “Tt doesn’t matter a hang as long as

you Te all ngbt, ’Waldo But dont try to

— easier.

‘ Sam =1 wouldn“t have lald :

= nmy seem extravagant. Or mavhe it sounds like

~and acclaim are nationwide.

— First to-spread his glory heyond the Hudson

— River was Valparaiso U., heavily favored in the
~ Madison Square Garden opener against LIU.

~""The ahxmdmeus\ Valpos gaped at his gm,

= “Seme “of these old-tlmers have
- amazing constitutions,” the doctor toid 1

( Contmued from Inszde Back Cover)

~sectional —pride, because these laurel-passing
~ coaches all operate in the East But 0o, his fame-

the new wooden railroad, leaving Placer

Tf‘Cﬁy and proceedmg with fanfare and

'Towi:l ﬂlgmtanes were aboard from = ";'
Cit }shurg, Three Corners, =

Aftera long moment Sheila answered

2 coup: = =
~we know.” He drew her into his arms.

inig brother would yell thrmlgh the iron plckets

for him to stop and come home.

“in defeat and rveturned home to rave .k

- ‘f,abont the Goldsmith phenomenon. Next came

~ the national champion Oklahoma Aggies, who
— won the game, but ‘were won by Jackie’s genius, .
~~ They were amazed at the sight of Goldsmith
- sinking about 30% of his heaves. That’s a good

“average for even the simple Iaynp shots, just

~under the basket. But about nine eut of 10 Go‘ld- :
— smith tosses are from: 30 feet ou =
-~ don’t come up for scrimmages mder%hefbas"ket,

e explains, “because I mlght get lost or stepped
,on by those six-foot- sxxets. -

“The nnghty mite_came up the hard — Hek
~Brownsville section of Brook-

> ,was raised in

fyn. Both his brothers were-
~ taining their high school teams. But that dido’t
scause they wei'e hig fellows, while Jackie’s
_srowth was painfully slow. So he had to forage

= ',ffor his own answer to a ‘burning baeslietball am-

: Fromthetxmehemsaldemughtoclmbover
the school playground gates, which were locked

~— after 3 o'clock, Jackie embarked on a campaign
—of constant practwe in sheoting at a basket. Ouly

~ 8 or 9 at the time, he kept peppering sway from

‘!',?31} angles-—-tmnl hig frmno mother or thymeg.’

- given glft, a pri
“the biggest lit

fine basketeers, cap--

= pat _that he was
ﬁusmon. ~Just to
e often attends s
coach, Clair Bee, and drops em-in from a sitting
position. His consecutive record for tIua m&
is nine straight baskels, :
But it isn’tall _practice. Goldsmxth has a GocT
5s€om. of eyesight
makes him

éoat-taxls,

?lus timing plus deft
Rather than

~Day after day, week after week, year after yeat

" up to his late teens, junior bey kept “throwing —
— the inflated leather at the disiant target, He
~ knew that he was doomed to have .ganglmg op-

>

Jackie envolled a3 a “different hxgh school—and —
matched their record hy rising to captain in his

senior year. A mere 5' 77 and 135 pounds when
reportmg for baskethall at LIU., he was told
1o “get off your knees -and crawl out of that hele —
= you’re standing in But he quickly made the
cynics choke on their words, After a promising
first season, the master’s hand was not dalled
~ despite more than ‘three years of shore patrol
work on a corvetie in the North Atlantic. Back

~in school under thé G.I. Bill of Rights last sea-

“gon, he merely broke the all-lime’ metropolitan

“scoring record with 467 pomts Be says he’H do
—even beiter ﬂl}B season =




mighty

mite

By

Hy Turkin
2 New York
_ Daily

3 News

® Mite is not right . except on special
occasions.

In any physical match between a little and
big fellow, the crowd sympathizes with the
underdog—but sympathy pius 14c will buy
you aioaf-of bread. The feilow without the
boarding house reach winds up hungry.

Yet since time immemorial, brain and
skill have been able to overcome a disad-
vantage in pounds and-inches. Little David
would have been mincemeat for Goliath but
for his surprise weapon: a 1,000 B.C. model
slingshot. And today there is a modern
David dominating the nation’s college bas-
ketball scene. He's Jackie Goldsmith, 5-foot,
7-inch ex-Coast Guardsman who plays left
forward for Long Island University. His
weapon? A long-range set shot that has the
accuracy of a bombsight and the goal-find-
ing uncanniness of radar.

All-American last year in a sport that puts
a high premium on height, pint-sized Gold-
smith has been tabbed by his renowned
coach, Clair Bee; by Nat Holman of Celtic
fame (also known as “Prof. Basketball”) :
by Joe Lapchick, who molds a court colossus
at St. John’s year after year; by Honey Rus-
sell, pro and college player and coach for
27 years, and by many others as “The best
set shot in the history of basketball.”

Now, a lot of fellows have taken pot-
shots at the overhead rim since Dr. James
A. Naismith first hung a peach basket on
the wall of the Springfield YMCA gym in
1891. And there have been legendary Dead-
eye Dicks like Johnny Beckman of the all-
conquering Celtics, Lou Bender of Colum-
bia, Bobby McDermott of the Fort Wayne
pros and Ernie Calverly of Rhode Island
State. So the superlative for Little Jackie

(Continued on page 146)
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THE BROKEN VASE ... .. . . .. . . Rex Stout degree of terror but each holds its reader in
“THREE WUMEN INBLACK . .. . .. . Helen RGIH',' breathtaking suspense from beginning to end. =

THE WHISTLING HANGMAN . . . . Baynard Kendrick BAR THEFE DOORS!

MICHAEL SHAYNES LONG CHANCE . . Brett Haliiday
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DEATH IN FIVE BOXES . . . . . . . Carter Dickson
THE DEADLY TRUTH ... . ... . .. Helen McCloy
APPOINTMENT WITH DEATH . . Agatha Christie

MURDER IS A KILL-JOY . Elizabeth Sanxay Holding
MURDER WITH PICTURES . . . George Harman Coxe

THE SO-BLUE MARBLE . . . . . . Dorothy B. Hughes :

WITH THIS RING . .. . Mignon G. Eberhart o s"T L

If your dealer cannot supply the titles you want, mcil . % 2

the coupon below Enclose 25¢ for each book ordered bY A_llce Tllton
.'...-......-._..-I...-........--l--...---.-. \“\Hefe is a hoppy mixture of mys'e'y und ex-
DELL PUBLISHING CO0., Inc., 149 Madison Ave., New York 16, N. Y. citement where the antics of exuberant char-

acters will give any mystery fan many hearty
laughs as well as a good many moments of
[ No.143 [ No.136. [ Né. 128 [ No.113. [] No.107 [ No. 181 spine-tingling thrills.
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