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INTRODUCING

MAGAZINE

OLUME 1—Number 1 is far too

v soon i the life of a.magazine—any

magazine—to begin making didactic
statements concerning the future. And
promises and predictions always seem too
vaguely intangible and dubious at-a stage
in the game where background is still
something to be acquired.

However, if ACE-HIGH DETEC-
TIVE MAGAZINE has yet no record of
past performance of its own: on which to
base promises and predictions for the fu-
ture, POPULAR PUBLICATIONS, the
publishing house under whose . wéll-known
imprint the magazine comes to you, has a
long and enviable reputation in the field
of detective-fiction-magazines. And we are
preud to anmounce that in presenting
ACE-HIGH to the great army of detec-
tive-fiction fans the world over, the same
careful editing, the same diligent hand-
picking of the best authors and artists
available, the same enthusiastic aceeptance
of new ideas and suggestions which have
been hall-marks of the success of POPU-
LAR’S great DIME DETECTIVE and
DETECTIVE TALES have been part
and parcel of this, the first issue of ACE-
HIGH DETECTIVE.

With all due modesty we feel that pub-
lishers, editors, authors and artists have
done a good job. We're willing to let the
magazine speak for itself—for the next
hundred and twenty pages. And succeed-
ing issues will tell whether or not we've
been patting ourselves on the back un-
warrantably.

You're the jury—and the judge, too.
What's the verdict? Thirty days—or life.
We hope it’s a long sentence with a re-
newal clause twelve times a year!
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Missing Millions

de Cordova from her Park Ave-
nue penthouse—early New Year’s
morning after a gay party—was a nine-

6

T HE disappearance of Mrs. Ramon

He snatched the black leather box and tore back

along the pier.
When Mrs. de Cordova vanished
from her penthouse—"Naked as the
day she was boranl” insisted ber
French maid—everyone, including
the police, fignred she was simply
fed up with her gigolo hasband
and had walked out on him. It
wasn't till days later that the murder
angle came to light—and young At-
torney Franklin was able to convince
the homicide squad that they onght
to get on the bdll, despite the in-
credible story of the maid, the ab-
sence of a corpse—and the missing
pearls that weren't missing after all.

day wonder, but it hadn’t interested Tom
Franklin very much.

The young attorney had learned from
the papers that Mrs. de Cordova was a
kittenish woman of fifty who had been
married for a year to a young Spaniard—
a dancer and presumably a gigolo—whom
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she had met in Paris. Franklin assumed,
from the newspaper accounts, that she
had come to her senses and gone as far
away from her patent-deather-haired hus-
band as she could get. That she had taken
with her a hundred thousand dollars’
worth-of jewels, and-that no checks signed
by her had come through her various
banks since her disappearance, pigued
Franklin's auriosity slightly. He thought it
rather remarkable that a woman ef her
wealth and prominence could disappear
so completely that the police were not able
to locate her,

The teuth day after her departure there
wasn’t a line on Mrs. de Cordova and by
that time Tom certainly wasn’t thinking
about what had become of the lady. He
had net known her and he had infinitely
more important things to censider—such
as how he was going te continue to pay
his office rent, and where next week’s
meals were eoming from.

Two years ago he had graduated frem
a grave and reverend institution which
had taught him everything about law ex-
cept how to get clients. His scanty capital

was almost exhausted. Lately-he had been
trying, as a last resort, to wangle a job
as a clerk in a big law firm, but there were
no such jobs available, apparently.

HE began thinking ruefully about a girl
he had met at a coektail party recent-
ly. Marion Morten was #lark, vivacious,

* and friendly. They had talked quite a lot.

Obviously she wouldn’t have objected to
seeing him again but Tom couldn’t make
dates with girls because he had no money
with which to entertain them. That had
never mattdred much untit-he met this one.

He had been considering ways and
means all morning and it was twelve by
his desk clock when the doer opened—
he had no ante-roem with an office-girl—
and the object of his thoughts walked in.
She had on a beige dress and a sort of
cene-shaped black hat, and looked so swell
that Tom Franklin forgot his manners
and, for a second, remeined glued to the
seat of his chair.

7
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,

“Miss Me=Morton,”’ he stammered as
he got to his feet finally, “What a won-
derful surprise

She smiled a him in a devastating
fashion. “You didn’t call up as you
promised,” she declared. “So I inquired
where your pfice was and— May I sit
down ?”’

“ beg your pardon. Please do.”

HER countenance assumed a grave ex-

expression. “As a matter of fact,
this is a business eall. I need legal advice.”
The corness of her pretty mouth drew
down. “But ¥ have no money,” she added
plaintively.

“1 loathe the stuff,” Tom asserted
mendaciously. “T’li rap up a few tons of
Tegal advice and deliver them free of
charge. He seated himself on the edge of
his desk. He was a big, hearty young
man, whose. featares were bold, prominent
and rather wgly. But his was the kind of
ugliness women like.

“You must have read of the disappear-
ance of Mrs, Ramon de Cordova,” Marion
Morton began abruptly.

“Sure. The rich woman who married
the gigolo.”

“My aunt,” said the girl sharply, but
her eyes twinkled a bit.

“T am the world’s most expert foot-
putter-inner,” he exclaimed dolefully.

She smiled at him. “I'm afraid it’s
true, though. And I'm frightfully wor-
ried.”

“Pshaw. She just got fed up and ran
out on him.”

“Nothing in the world would have in-
duced Aunt Sarah to leave him. She was
stifl infatuated with him. Mr. Franklin,
I am convinced that Ramon murdered
my aunt.” She was intensely serious and
tears came into her eyes.

“You can’t make charges like that light-
ly, you kuow,” he said gravely. “Have
yeu any good reason for thinking so?”

“If she isn't dead where is she? He’s
perfectly capable of it,” she added earn-
estly. “The oily snake! I hate him! I've
always hated him.”

“H he’s guilty, I hope he is pupished.
But why do you require a lawyer?”’

“Ramon refuses to pay my allowance.
I have almost no money. The least he
corld do is to comtinue my allowance,
Please don’t think me mercenary—I'd be
just as concerned about Aunt Sarah’s fate
if T had no fimancial interest—but he
Knows she wants me to have my two
hundred a month. Would he dare vefiise
to pay it if he thought she would come
back ?”

Tom nodded. “That’s a point,” he said
cautiously. “He has her power-of-attor-
ney, obviously. She’s worth millions, I
believe, so if there is anything wrong it
was stupid of him to antagonize you in
such a way.”

“He hates me. I did everything pos-
sible to keep Aunt Sarah from marrymg
him,”

“I haven't followed the case closely.
Does he inherit her fortune in case of
death ?”

“No. He gets fifty thousand a year as
long as he lives but loses it if he re-
marries. Her fortune is willed to a hos-
pital. T get ten thousand a year, I am
her only blood relative.”

“If this is an unlimited power-of-attor-
ney,” stated Tom, “he can do what he
likes with her property until Her return.
And a person who disappears is not
legally dead for seven years. So it is in-
finitely more to his advantage to haye her
disappear than to—er—murder her.”

“Yes, except that, if she iw alive, she’ll
comie back.”

“True. But if he expected her back
soon I doubt if ke would have dared cut
off your allowance.”

“Well, what can we do?”
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He looked perplexed. “From what I've
read, this is a voluntary disappearance
case. They've found a taxi-driver who
picked her up near her apartment house
and took her to the Waldorf. She didn’t
register. Probably sat in the lobby until
she could get an early morning train for
somewhere. But nobody saw her in the
lobby, and nobody saw her on a train.”

“T'm sure she is dead:”

“It 4s almost impossible to eonvict of
murder in . a case like this. There must
be the body of the person who has been
fmurdered. If it has been disposed ofy
there miust be direct evidence of the
crime; witnesses who saw it committed.
That’s the law. As murderers dislike wit-
nesses around, the body of Mrs. de Cor-
dova must be found and nfedical testimony
supplied that she did not die a natural
death. The police may he suspicious of
Cordova, but they can’t doranything under
the circumstances except wait.and watch.”

“And T suppose, meantime, I shall
starve. I dom’t know how to do anything.
I'm studying art—I've never had to work
for my living.”

“You've got a lawyer who is taking
you to lunch. T’ll take your case, Miss
Morton.”

She offered her hand. “I don’t know
why—>but, somehow, I have a Iot of con-
fidence in you, Mr. Franklin.”

“I hope to merit it,” he said but he
didn’t have much confidence in himself.
Without a body there didn’t seem to be
even a starting point. He might, how-
-ever, scare de Cordova into resuming pay-
ments of Marion’s allowance.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“Ritz.”

“I dom’t think you can afford it.”

“Today I can,” he said expansively.

N the Winter Garden at the Ritz,
through which they passed to enter
the main dining-room, a beautiful blond

young woman, expensively dressed, smiled
brightly at Marion Morton. Franklin’s
companion bowed coldly as they passed
by. > <

“Peach,” commented Tom. “Why so
haughty to her?”

“She’s a musical-comedy actress. named
Billee Burton. I've seen Ramon with her.
Considering his obligations to my aunt he
might at least have been loyal, don’t you
think?”

“I suppose so.”

They were hardly seated when Marion
grasped his forearm tightly. “Look,” she
ejaculated. “There’s Ramon. QOh, the
cold-blooded heast! And my poor aunt
probably lying dead somewhere.”

Miss Burton had entered followed by
a dark handsome man wearing English
tweeds.

The head-waiter conducted the actress
and the Spaniard to a table a short dis-
tanee from that occupied by the attorney
and his client. Ramon was seated so that
Tom faced him directly.

De Cordova was tall and straight as a
soldier. His hair was jet black and shin-
ing. He had a small well-shaped head;
fine features, save that his lower lip was
a bit too full and his jaw slightly under-
shot. He had very large, fine; black eyes
and a clear olive skin. He wore a closely
clipped black miustache.

When he spied Marion, he bowed
politely, sedulously ignored her presence
from then on. He didn’t act to Tom as
if he were even faintly embarrassed for
he talked and laughed gaily with the girl
at his table.

“The effrontery of the snake,” Marion
Morton muttered angrily.

“Seems to me I've seen him before—
recently. Now where the deace was it?”
Tom mused.

“Running into him this way has spoiled
my lunch,” she said savagely.

“I have it. . . . He was in Drake’s Toy
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Store a few days before New Vear's. He
was buying a lot of stuff for favors,
Striking=looking bloke. That's why I re-
member_him, ¥ suppese. Well, Miss Mor-
ton, I want to ask you questions now. ¥m
hazy about the details of this affair.”

“PlI tell you all I know,”

Marion’s answers to Tom’s probing

were rather vague—apparently she was in
no mood to concentrate—eand Franklin
was willing to let the conwersation run
into pleasantly persomal channels. Pre-
sently lunch was finislhed and the check
came,
“Pm going to say aw rewoir,” he told
her. “I want to have a talk with the head
of the Bureau of Missing Persons. I hap-
pen to know him—Captain Garvey. Din-
ner toright?”

She laughed. “Of course not. But you
may repost. FPm at Forty-five East
Eighty-fifth. Eight o’clock?”

“Swefl,” said Tom. “It's a date.”

CHAPTER TWO

Penthouse

APTAIN GARVEY, round, red-
faced, genial and Irish, welcomed

Tom cordially. “Sure I remember you.
We met at the Fights six months ago.
What'’s on your mind, Me, Franklin?”’

“I am attarney for Miss Marion Mor-
ton, niece of Mrs, Ramon de Cordova.
I’'ve only just been retained and I'm nat
up on the details of the case. I wonder
if yow'd give them to me.”

“Sure. Why not? Damnedif we know
what’s become of the woman.”

“No werd of her yet?”

“Not a trace.”

“Don’t yon suspect foul play P’

“Homieide has been looking into it, of
course. This Spaniard is a rat but yon
can’t hang him for that. It's been estab-
lished that she left the building—she
owned it, you know—at four fifteen A.M.

and took-a taxiste the Whaldorf.”
dug through a file. “Here's fhe official
report. Want to make notes?”

Tom already had scratch paper out.

“She lived at Number — Park Avenue
in a penthouse on the roof-of thé apart-
ment building. Thirty-one gfories high it
1s.

“Question: “When did shedeave home?’

“Answer: ‘I cam’t say exactly. We
retired about three A.M. January first.
When I woke up about nine and went
into her room to awaken her she wasn't
there. I ask the servants. They know
nothing.” This is her husband tafking.

“Question: ‘Well, what did you do?

“Answer: ‘I am at a loss. 1 telephone
to varigus of her friends They have not
seen her. I begin to be glarmed. I hope
she will return by night but she does not
return. She has not retarmed.’

“Question; “Think she eloped?

“Answer: ‘Certainly aot. My wife
adored me’.” Captain Garvey chwckled as
he read this and went on.

“Question: “You made gther inquiries?

“Answer: ‘Certainly. The employees of
the huilding have not seen her depart. It
is most nmiysterious.’

“Question: “She took a bag, of course?’

“Answer: ‘No bag.’

“Question: ‘What clothes was she
wearing ?’

“Answer: ‘I don't kmow. Her maid
says nothing was missing from her ward-
robe.’ :

“Question: ‘Did you and your wife
have a row?

“Answer : ‘No, indeed. We were happy
together. We had a farge party of guests
to celebrate New Year's Eve’

“Question: “Was she stewed?

“Answer: ‘No indeed. She drink very
little.”

“Question: ‘What are the exits from
this penthouse?’
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“Answer: ‘A private elevator and a
staircase to the thirtieth floor.

“Question : “Pepple on duty below?’

“Answer: ‘As-%was New Year’s Eve
and there were parties in many apart-
ments there were men on all the elevators,
extra phone operators, and an extra clerk
and doorman.’

“Question : ‘Do:they all know your wife
by sight?

“Amswer : ‘All except the extra people.’

“Question: “Why let three days pass
withaut reporting her disappearance?’

“Answer : ‘It is most delicate. Ido not
wish to embarrass her and each moment
I expect her return.’

“Question : ‘Mr. de Cordova, you were
a danmcer in Paris, weren’t you?

“Answer: ‘What has that to do with
this ?

“Question : ‘I want an answer.

“Answer: “Yes.

“Question: ‘How much money did she
settle on you?

“Answer: (sullenly) ‘A hundred thou-
sand dollars.

“Question: ‘How much have you got
left?’

“Answer : ‘I refuse:td reply. It'sa per-
sonal matter.’

“Question: ‘Has she made a will in
your favor? . ‘
“Answer: ‘I don’t know. I wouldn’t

answer if I did. I am reporting any wife’s
disappearance. I resent your insinuations.’

“Question: “We'll skip it. I want the
latest photographs of your wife and a
complete description—moles, scars, botlily
idiosyncracies, bridge-work.

“Answer: ‘I shall supply them. She
has no moles or scars or disfigurations.
Seme bridge-work. Her dentist will
supply details.

“Question: “That’s all for now. We'll
get busy right away.””

“Thanks,” said Tom as Garvey folded

and 1aid away the report. “Why did you
ask those embarrassing questions?”

THE captain grinned. ‘“This dame was

the widow of William P. Hopkins,
a swell guy. Bill must have turned over
in his grave when his nit-witted widow
margied the gigolo. I figured maybe he
had made away with the woman, but it
looks like he didn't:”

“His story is confirmed, then.”

“Everything checked. The taxi man
who picked her up reported voluntarily
to the department. Probably de Cordova
was-carrying on with a dame at the party
and she decided she’d had enough of that.
Hiding out now for fear he’ll locate her
and vamp her into coming back. Leaves
the-scut sitting pretty. He has full power-
of-attorney over three or four million
bucks. If he killed her, he’d only get fifty
thousand-a year. If he.remarries, he loses
that. She didn’t trust him much.”

- “It’s strange a woman whose picture
and descriptions have been broadcasted
hasn’t been spotted yet’”

“You'd be surprised how often 4t hap-
pens. Of course we've had reports on
fifty phony Mrs. de Cordovas. That al-
ways happens. Anything else I can do?”

“No thanks,” said Tom ruefuily.
“Much obliged.”

“Wait a minute. De Cordova forgot
to report the first time he came in that
she tarried off a hundred grand in jewels
that she wore at the party. We have a
description of them. As she hasn’t cashed
a check—at least, none has come into her
bank—she may be hocking the gems and
we may get a line on her that way.”

“A hundred thousand in jewels,” said
Tom thoughtfully. “And he forgot to
mention that!”

Garvey laughed. “It don’t show on the
written report but I got the guy’s goat.
I certainly hate gigolos.”
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PPOM rode uptown in a dismal frame of
= mind. His first big case and it didn’t
ook hopeful. The police were apparently
content to let it ride. Tf nobody had seen
the woman leaving the building that
would have indicated other possibilities,
but the taxi-driver had proved that she
did leave—alive and of her ewn free will
—and that was their out.

What could Tom do about it? He was
a fawyer, not a detective, and neither he
nor Marion had money to hire investiga-
tors. And temight at eight, he had to
report to Marion. Repert what?

He told the taxi to take him to the Park
Avenue apartment-huilding. He could try
to get into the penthouse. Even if he
had to impersonate an officer. True the
police had been all over the place amd his
prospeets of learning anything worth
while were nil. But at least he could
report that he had been busy. He stepped
iito one of the elevators in the Estancia
Apartment Building.

“Where to?” asked the elaborately uni-
formed operator.

“Fhe penthouse.”

“You got to be amneunced.”

“Not me. I'm from headquarters.”

“Oh, excuse me, captain.”

When Tom rang the bell on the pent-
house door it was opened by a very dark,
very pretty young worman.

“Mr. de Cordova at home?” he in-
quired.

“Monsieur was not announced,” said
the girl reproachfully.

“Police,” declared Tem and thrust his
foat over the threshold.

Prettily arched eyebrows lifted. “More
poliee P’ she asked with a scornful smile.

“More and better.”

The girl laughed. “At least younger.
Monsieur de Cordova is not at home.
Nobody is at heme but me. I am Ma-
dame’s personal maid.”

“But Madame isn’t here.”

“Monsieur desires that I be on hand
to attendd her when she zeturns.”

“A pretty thought,” Tom said with a
grin. “Do you like thavguy? I don't.”

The girl beamed. “Come in, Monsieur.
Just between us two, } don’t like Mon-
sieur de Cordova either.” She stepped
back to permit him te enter.

It was a break that de Cordova was not
at heme. If confronted by him Tom wasnlt
certain what he would have dome. This
maid, however, seemed more than friend-
ly. M he exerted his Irish charm and she
proved susceptible he might learn plenty.

“What's your name?” he inquired with
a gmile.

“Annette Peletier.”

“Shew me around, beautiful.”

“You are what they call fresh,” she
said with-a dazzling snifle. “But yow have
a certain appeal. It has been very dull
here. Monsieur dines and lunches out;
the eook has gone aund so has the butler.
And the other gendarmes were stupid.
One was a cechon.”

“What’s that ?

“What yau call the ‘pig’,” she said with
a laugh. “I have to slap his face. New
here is the salon,”

The penthouse was an imitation marble
palace and the salon was a huge gold-and-
white reom with a carved and ornamented
ceiling, Opening from it was the beautiful
refeetory where forty guests had dined on
New Vear's Eve. There were two sump-
tuous bed-chambers, a large serving-
pantry and a stereroom, but no kitchen.
Annette informed him that a caterer had
prepared and served the dinner which
began at ten P.M. A famous dance or-
chestra had furnished the music.

French windows opened from the salon
upon a broad tesrace dotted with potted
plants and extending to the parapet of the
roof. Its floor was of marble slabs.

Annette was evidently much attracted
by this particular peliceman for she took
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his arm-as she conducted-him on his tour
of the apartment and seemed-loath to have
him go.

“Tt is so absurd to have me wait for
Madamg;” shie declared. “He knows well
she will not -come back.”

“How do;you figure that?”

She eyed him dubiously. “I just think
so0.”

“Why-do you think so, beautiful ?”” Tom
asked with an ingratiating grin.

“You are the flirt,” she said, much
pleased. “You are married, yes?”

“I should say not!”

“You like to dance?”

“You bet™”

“We shall be friends, eh?”

“The first evening you get out, let me
know. But why do you think she won't
come back?”

“Because,” said the girl, “if she left
here, she went naked as the day she was
born—exoept for her jewels?”’

“How do you make that out?”

“Because all her clothes are here.
Everything I

“You can’t be sure of that.”

“I know. F know every garment Ma-
dame owned.”

“Did you tell that to the police ?”

“Those pigs? Oh, pardon! Well, I
answer their questions. T tell them I find
nothing miissing from Madame’s ward-
robe. They think T am mistaken. What
do T eare? You—what do you call your-
self—your name?”

“Tom.”

“Well, Tom, I am not mistaken, She
left nude—if she left.”

“If she didn’t, she’d be here, wouldn’t
she?”

The gixl spread her hands, shrugged.
“She ig not here but I know what I know,
She took nothing-—not even a chemise.”

“But she was fully dressed when a taxi
pieked her up on the sidewalk. How do
you account for that?”

She gave amother shrugf “It-is a mir-
acle perhaps, lke Saint Anthony’s hat.”

“What's that?”

She laughed merrily. “I do not know
you well enough—yet—to tell you.”

She darted to the radio and turned it
on, “Come, let-us dance,” she commanded.
And Tom Franklin, attorney for Miss
Marion Morton danced a fox trot in the
living-room of the penthouse with the
missing Mrs. de Cordova’s maid and en-
joyed it. The girl was a marvelous dancer.

“A glass of wine,” she suggested when
they had finished. She left the room and
returned with two glasses of sherry. It
was evident that from her point of view
an interesting intrigue was on its way.

TOM asked questions which she an-
= swered freely, among dthers, whether
or not her mistress had had a lover.

“Oh, no. She adored her husband.”

“And did he adore her?”’

She giggled. “At least he pretended
to.’!

“She was very jealous, I hear.”

“Like a tiger, Tommie. She accused
him of flirting with other women every
time they had a soirée.”

“I suppose there was a row on New
Year’s Eve?”

“Ye-es. About Miss Billee Burton.
Madame was angry because Monsieur
insisted on inviting her for New Year’s
Eve. When the guests were gone she said
to him. “This is the last time I tolerate
that creature in my house’.”

“What did he say?”

“Nothing. She send me away then to
the servants’ quarters downstairs on the
thirtieth floor.”

“Then he was alone in the penthouse
with his wife?”

“That is right—Ah!”

She leaped to her feet. The door had
opened and Ramon de Cordova came into
the room. His dark face grew darker.
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“Annette !
this?”

“It is a monsieur from the police.”

De Cor@ova turned hamd eyes on Tom
Prankln., ‘“The police?”

“Oui, Monsieur., What can I do? He
insist upen coming in.”

“Leave the raom, Annette!”

The girl fled.

The Spaniard looked Tom ever from
head to foot. "“You lunched taday at the
Ritz with the miece of my wife,” he ac-
cused. “Whe are you and hew dare you
intrude here?™

“T am Miss Mortaw’s attorney. My
name is Thomas Franklin. She has en-
gaged me to locate her aunt. Have you
any objeetiens?” :

“You have entered here wunder false
pretenses. 1 object to that. If you are
her lawyer let me tell you that I shall
take measures against Miss Morton. She
has told several people I have murdered
my wife.”

“Well,” said Tom inselently. “Didn’t
you?”

De Cordova’s mouth dropped open. His
eyes nartowed to gleantimg black slits.
“How dare you—1I shall hawe y0u arrest-
ed. I have nothing to fear. As for the
meee—Y'H stop her lying—"

What is the meaning of

“Be ecareful, de Cordova,” warned
Franklin. “You are on very thin ice.”
“Tll fix you—"

‘I wowddn’t, #f 1 were you,” Tom said.

He turned -away comtemptuously,
crossed the salon, opened the front door
and rang for the elevator.

CHAPTER THREE
: .Two Tanks of H
AS ¥T was unlikely that he could im-
persomate an officer for a second time
in this apartment building, Bom decided

on the way down to secure as much in-

formation as possible before de Gordova
could issue orders regarding Him. As a
police detective he questionmefl the people
in the lobby, learned that there was a
service elevator which was always locked
at midnight, so Mrs. de Cordova must
have used edther the stairs or the passen-
ger elevators,

In the small hours of MNew Years
morning there had been many parties in
the building, so it was quife possible that
Mrs. de Cordova, smuffled in fars or wear-
ing a veil, kad got into an élevator in the
midst of a group without being wvecognized
or attracting attention. But-met a naked
waman! Obwieusly Annetbe was mis-
taken. Perhaps Mrs. de Uprdova had
plauned her departure befordhand, pur-
chrased a costume sbout which fhe maid
huew nothing.

Or else—

Had she ever left the penthouse at all?
Qr if she had, was it  a box er a teunk,
i Marion’s notion that Ramon had killed
his wife were cerrect? Mafion'’s earnest-
ness had inclined Tom to accept her
theory; his interview with Captain Gar-
vey had caused kim to doufi it; the en-
eounter with de Cordova had convinced
him all over again. The man seempd ob-
viously capable of murder. ¥ he had
found a way te kil his wife andanake the
police believe she had voluntarily disap-
peared, he would not hesitate—especially
when it was so greatly to his advantage
to have her absent instead of dead.

Tem took a taxi—he was using cabs
recklessly that day—back to police head-
quarters, and these he requeSted Captain
Garvey to introduce him to the homicide
official who had investigated de L£ordova’s
report.

“That was Lieutenant Sommers,” said
Garvey. “Wait till T see if hie's in.” He
phomed. “He’s in his office,” he told Tom.
“I1l tell bim you're friend of mine.” He
talked a moment with Sommers and hung
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up. “Go see him,” he said. “Any friend
of mine is a friend of his. We're pals.”

The lieutegant was a thin, baldish,
stern-visaged man of forty-five with hard
gray eyes and a brown brush mustache.
He shook hands cerdially with Tom and
asked: “What’s on your mind?”

“You investigated the disappearance of
Mrs. de Cordova from the homicide angle.
I am aftorney for Miss Marion Morton
who is her niece. To put it bluntly, Miss
Morton thinks the woman was murdered
. by her husband,”

“Well, if that’s so, this bird beats them

all. T've been all over that place up
there—"

“TCet me tell you what the woman's
maid told me,” Tom cut in. He repeated
Aunnette’s story. _

“Bosh!” said Sommers. “She over-
looked something. Walking out naked.
Huh! I have a deseription from the taxi-
driver of what she was wearing. A small

black hat and a black dress. Probably she
had ten black dresses and the maid didn’t
count right.”

“It oceurred to me that she-might have
been killed in the penthouse and the body
shiipped away by de Cordova in a box or
attrunk. Did you look into that angle?”

“¥ou bet we did, As amatter of fact
deé Cordova did ship a packing-case the
day after New Year’s.”

- “He did?” cried Tom excitedly.

“Yep. Sent it to the Acme Chemical
Company. It contained some laboratory
equipment ordered by a chemist in the
building who happened to be away. As
the de Cordovas own the building he sent
the stuff back to the company. That’s the
only box or case that left the penthouse.
It oceurred to us that the Spaniard might
have killed his wife for her dough and we
went right at it. The only way to get a
body out of the penthouse would be to
throw it into the street, send it away as
freight, or carry it down in the passenger
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elevaters. None of those things happened.
We ¢hecked with ¢he Acme Company on
the box and there wasn’t any body.”

“Suppose this faxi ntan were a confed-
erate of de Cordeva’s.”

“That means She stayed i the pemt-
house. She’s nat there. There is no hid-
ing-place. We went thzough the joint with
a fine-tooth comb. Maybe, after he killed
her, she went straight up to heaven.”
Somnrers chuckled. “That’s the only di-
reefion she could go frem where she was.
Now, as it's getfing on to six o’clock—"

“Much obliged,” said Tom. “Sowry to
take up your time.”

After all the pelice were thorough, he
thought as he went uptown—on the sub-
way—fthis time. What chance had he?
But he had seen the murderous rage in
de Cordova’s eyes. Amd he had admired
the beauty of the blond actress with whom
the Spaniard hadl lunched that day. Fer
a beautiful, fascinating woman like Billee
Burton, a man like de Cordova might very
easily decide to rid himsel of an elderly
wife if by doing so he could secure pes-
session of her fortune. And he certainly
had pessession of it! Peor Marion!

TOM dined frugally as was his wont

and at eight o'clovk presented himself
at the apartment house where Marion
lived. The doorman phoned up. “She’s
not at home,” he reported. The elevator
arrived in the lebby as he spoke. “See
Miss Morton go out? he asked the op-
- erator.

“She left half an hour age,” the man
reported,

Fom Franklin, much disappointed, left
the place. Even if he had nothing en-
couraging to report, he had looked for-
ward all day to their meeting. No word—
she had simply broken the engagement.
He went to his ewn walk-up, one-room
apartment and then phoned Marion's
apartment house. She had not returned.

*

He phoned again, an hour later, and -re-
ceived the same answer. It was funny.
No, it wasn’t funny—it -was {nfuriating,

He went te a motion picture, but his
own thoughts prevented hirr from follaw-
ing the story of the film.

Whether Mrs. de Cordova were dead
or not, within a few months the courts-
would take eognizanee of her inexplicable
disappearance and listen to a plea from
Marion's attorney to terminate her hus-
band’s virtual possession of a vast estate.
It would then be plaeed in the hands of
trustees who would administer it, impar-
tially and with due regard for the interests
of her niece and the haspifal to which her
will bequeathed the bulle of it, untif such
time as proef of death was presented, or
mental incapacity, should she return not
in complete possession of ber faculties.

De €ordova must be aware of these
eventualities, and i he were wise he
would sequester as much of her propesty
as possible, do a disappearance act him-
self.

As a lawyer, Tom could do nething but
wait until enough time had elapsed so that
his plea would have a chanee of suceess.
But as an individual he could continue to
try to find Mrs. de €ordova—dead or
alive.

It was exceedingly exasperating, after
his efferts all afternoen, that Miss Mor-
ton had forgotten or deliberately broken
the appeintment, He wanted o ask a lot
of questions about her aunt's husband and
something might have occurred to her
which would be helpfid. Now he couldn’t
figure out what his next move should be.

TH_E sun was pouring brightly mto

Tom’s bedroom when he awoke at the
blast of his alarm clock at eight thirty
next morning. It was his Imbit to arrive
at the office promptly at nine each day,
just as though business were piled up on
his desk and a score of clients waiting for
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him. He rolled out of bed, showered and
dressed in haste, and after a quick break-
fast was delivered by subway at his office
building on Fifth Avenue in the Forties
in three or four minutes. At precisely one
minute to nine he unlocked his door and
picked up his mail from the floor under
the letter-slot.

There were four letters, three of them
bills—the last on good stationery in a fem-
inine hand unknown to him. He tore
open the envelope and with growing dis-
may read the enclosed note.

My dear Mr. Franklin:

You will be pleased to know that Mr. de
Cordova has had a change of heart and has
not only paid me my allowance to date but
has advanced it for several months. I have
decided to take a trip to California and
am leaving tonight. As there are many
things to do I have not been able to keep
our appointment and hope I have not in-
convenienced you. I appreciate your con-
sideration but see no further reason for
your interesting yourself in my affairs.

Marion Morton.

Tom dropped heavily into his swivel
chair.

He was horribly let down, though his
distress was more at Marion's hasty de-
parture than over losing a client and a
possible, if improbable, hefty fee.

How this had happened was clear to
him. De Cordova had become frightened
at finding Marion’s lawyer in his pent-
house on friendly terms with his wife’s
maid. No doubt he regretted immediately
having uttered threats and, after thinking
things over, had decided that he had made
an error in refusing to pay Marion’s al-
lowance and hastened to rectify it. Pro-
bably he had ealled on her while Tom was
at police headquarters. Several menths
advance on a $200.00 allowance was a
goodly sum, so the girl had evidently de-
cided that her suspicions were groundless,
and had hopped a train for California after
curtly dismissing her attorney.

So that was the kind of girl she was!

It was difficult for Tom to accept that.
He had looked into her candid eyes, rea-
lized her charm and her strength of char-
acter, and sensed that she liked him. It
just wasn’t possible that she would treat
him like that. And finally, Marion had
firmly believed that de Cordova had made
away with her poor silly aunt and she
wanted him punished. There had been no
mercenary meotive behind her desire to see
justice done. Such a girl wouldn’t sell
out for a few months’ advance allowance,
even if she were starving,

That meant that this letter must be a
forgery. Tom called up her apartment
house and asked to be connected with her,
was told that she was out of town. Tom
wondered if her aunt’s lawyers were fam-
iliar with her signature and phoned them
to inquire. After a moment a Mr, Holt,
of Brown and Holt, Attorneys, was on
the lie.

“I'm Thomas Franklin, attorney, of
Five Twenty-one Fifth Avenue,” Tom
said. “I was retained yesterday on a legal
matter by Miss Marion Morton, I have
a letter withdrawing the matter from my
charge this morning. Miss Morton is not
in town. Do you know her signature ?”

“Yes, we have communications from
her in this office. Can you let me see
this letter ?”

“T’ll bring it right down. Thank you.”

Brown and Holt were located on Cedar
Street, but in less than twenty-five min-
utes Tom was ushered into Mr. Holt’s
private office. He was a man in his fifties,
urbane, polished, shrewd-looking. He
greeted Tam cordially and produced a let-
ter from a file.

“We bad a note from her inquiring
about her allowance a week ago,” he said.
“Mr. de Cordeva took his wife’s affairs
out of her hands a few days after she dis-
appeared. ¥You see he has power-of-attor-
ney. I'm surprised Miss Morton didn’t
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come to us in her difficulty. We would
have tried to reason with Cordova. We
had to write her that she would have to
deal with him direct under the circum-
stances.”

Tom handed him his letter and Holt
laid the two missives side by side. The
handwriting seemed identical.

“And there you are, Ma Franklin,”
said the older attorney. “Miss Morton is
“the only person who has a right to inter-
fere in this matter, and she seems to be
satisfied. It’s a very queer business.”

“When did Mrs. de Cordova give him
this power-of-attorney ?”’

“A couple of months ago when she was
i and there were some important changes
in investments to be made. He consulted
with us and accepted our suggestions.”

“No time lirit?”

“It runs until revoked.”

“May I ask your opinion of Mr. de
Cordova 7’

“I wouldn’t eare to give it, sir. Besides,
according to this letter, you have no fur-
ther concern in Miss Morton’s affairs.”

“Well, I'm very much ebliged to you,

Bae 79

Sir,

IF TOM had been a lawyer with briefs

to make out and court cases demanding
his attention it is likely he would have
theught no more of the de Cordova case.
But he had no pressing affairs and while
the girl had apparently treated him very
cavalierly, Tom Franklin had to admit
that he still admired her tremendously ; in
fact, he was crazy about her.

And it seemed to him queerly coinci-
dental that on the day when it might have
been necessary for de Cordova to get rid
of a body, he should have sent 2 packing-
case to the Acme Chemical Company.
Though Lieutenant Sommers said that
angle had been checked and had revealed
nothigg out of the way it wouldn’t hurt
to verify the findings of the police. He

looked up the concern in the telephone
book and, finding it docated on the lower
East Side not far from the offices of
Brown and Holt, Tom walked over there.

Again impersonating a police detective,
he obtained access to the manager. s

“I'm inquiring about a packing-case re-
turned to you by Ramon de Cordova from
the Estancia Apartment Building on Park
Avenue on January second.”

“But you already know about that at
headquarters. I was sent back by Mr. de
Cordova, the owner of the building, on
behalf of Doctor Thomas Hines, the re-
search chemist, who lives there. Doctor
Hines was away and could not receive the
consignment.”

“I'm checking another angle,” Tom
said. A fantastic idea had come to him.
“A body is missing and I wondered if
Doctor Hines’ shipment might have con-
tained chemicals which could be used to
destroy a cadaver. What was in the
case?”

An expression of blank astonishment
came over the face of the Acme manager
at Tom’s suggestion. Then he laughed
uproariously. “Two tanks of hydrogen
gas was what we sent Doctor Hines,” he
said when he could control his mirth fi-
nally. “And that’s what came back to us
from Mr. de Cordova.”

Tom’s face fell. “You actually received
the case with the gas tanks in it?”

“Of course.”

“Oh! What is hydrogen gas used for?”

“For many scientific purposes.”

“When did this Doctor Hines order the _
stuff?”

The manager looked in his files. “We
received his order accompanied by a post-
office money-order on December Twenty-
sixth. The tanks were delivered two days
later.”

“I see.” Tom rose, thanked the still
amused manager, and left the place. He
stood for a moment on the sidewalk.
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What would a detective do now? Well,
he might go up and ask Doctor Hines
about this packing-case which Mr. de Cor-
dova had so kindly stored for him, only
to return it to the sender after a few days.

His notion that the packing-case had
not returned to the chemical company had
blown up and, if a dead body had been
substituted for the gas tanks, the officials
down there would have found it out
quickly enough. It was funny though,
that this chemist had ordered stuff, thea
gone away and it had had te be returned
to the people from whom he had bought
and paid for it.

CHAPTER FOUR
Pearls—and a Stiletto

HALF an hour later Tom rang the bell
of Doctor Hines’ apartment en the
twenty-ninth floor of the Estancia Apart-
ment Building. The doctor, in his shirt
sleeves, personally admitted him. He was
a stocky red-faced man with pleasant blue
eyes and an agreeable smile. :

“What can I do for you?” he asked his
visitor,

“I'm from police headquarters,” lied
Tom. “I'd like to get some inforniation.”

“Glad to be of serviee,” said the doctor.
“Come in. I've been on a trip. Only re-
turned a couple of days ago se things here
are not in order. Come into the sitting-
room. It's the only place that’s clean.”

The doctor sat down and lighted a
cigarette. “Ask your questions,” he said
genially.

“It’s about the tanks of hydrogen you
bought from the Acme Chemical Com-
pany.”

“Eh? When? I've not used hydrogen
1n my experiments for months.”

Franklin stared at him. “But I've just
come from there. You bought and paid
for two tanks on December twenty-sixth.”

The doctor jumped to his feet. “I did

nothing of the sort. What is this?” he
demanded angrily.

“Your order was accompanied by a
post-office money-erder, sir.”

“A post-office money-order! I always
pay for things by check. My dear Sher-
lock Holmes, I was on the high seas De-
cember twenty-sixth, on a liner bound for
Havana. I've only been back a few days.”

“Thaks queer. The tanks were deliv-
ered in a packing-case. As your apart-
ment was locked—"

“And sealed. I always have seals put
on the apartment whea I go away.”

“—Mr. de Cordova stored it in his
penthouse. And the day after New Year’s
he sent the case back to the chemical com-
pany.”

“You must be mistaken.”

“No. We have the report of the super-
intendent of the building, and the case was

received by the Aeme Company. I've
just come from the manager.”
The docter shock his head. “It's all

news to me. I have no use whatever for
hydrogen gas and I certainly never bought
two tarfls of the stuff.”

He reached for the telephone book,
looked up a number and picking up his
phone called the Acme Company. “Give
me Mr. MacGrudor,” he demanded.
“Hello, MacGrudor, if I bought some
tanks of hydrogen gas from: you, send 'em
back to me. You seem to have my money
Well, in that

He hung up and grinmed at Tom
Franklin. “They won’t send them back
because the tanks were returmed empty,”
he said. “And as I dida’t order them, pay
for them or use them, I don’t give a damn.
But it’s a very peculiar tramsaction.”

Tom’s brow was furrowed. “What does
one do with hydrogen gas?” he asked. “I
ought to know, of course.”

The doctor laughed heartily. “Well, it’s
principal use is to inflate Zeppelins. In
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this country ws use helium which is non-
inflammable. But, as our dirigibles all blow
up and the Germans’ don’t, perhaps we
should continue to use it. I'm damned if
I know whe ordered the stuff in my name
and what the devil he did with . There
isn’t enough in two tanks to inflate a
county-fair balloon.”

“Couldn’t it have leaked out?”

“Out of the tanks? Not a chanee. Any
more questions "’

“Why—er—"

“Because ¥m pretty busy. How does
the matter happen to interest the police
anyway ?”’

“You'll pardon me if I don’t tell you
that, sir.”

“Fhen good-day, sir,” said the chemist
irascibly.

Tom found himself ushered out.

M had lunch in a cafeteria and re-
turned to his office, buyiny an after-
noon paper on the way. He didn’t know
what te make of the packing-case busi-
ness. Doctor Hines didn’t have any rea-
sen for lying, Somebedy had ordered the
gas tanks in his name, used them, and re-
turned the empty tanks to the Acme
Chemical Company. And it must be Ra-
mon de Cordova.
Now if the tanks had contaihed ether—
No, that wouldn’t help. It didn’t mat-
ter how Mrs. de Cordova had died—it
was what had become of her body that
mattered. And come to think of it, that
didn’t matter either now. Marion had
checked him omt. Though his heart told
him that she couldn’t be like that, common
sense contradicted it completely. Hadn’t
her handwriting been identified by her
aunt’s lawyer? Well, to hell with it! Let
the police handle the mystery of Mrs. de
Cordova, he was through.
He had no mere than picked up a book
on torts, begun to goncentrate on it, when
his phone rang. He closed his book,

picked up the receiver. “Hello,” he said,

“Tom,” came a familiar voice, “I didn’t
want to write that letter. I had—" There
was a click. Marion’s receiver had been
slammed back on the hook, or the con-
nection had been broken off. Tom jiggled
his receiver excitedly,

“Operator,” said a languid voice.

“Somebody was talking to me and was
cut off.”

“Hang up. Your party will call back.”

He hung up but Marion did not call
back. At the end of two minutes he called
the operator. Marion, of course, would
have been calling from some distant point.

“That was a long-distance call. Please
trace it,” he pleaded. He gave his name
and number, was asked to hang up and
wait a minute, s

In a short while the phone rang again.

“No long-distance call has been made
to your number today,” said the operator
indifferently.

“Then it was a local call. I want it
traced.”

“Name and address of party who called
you?”

He gave Marion’s name and apartment
number and had another wait.

“That party did not call you from that
address. It was probably a pay station
or dial phone. It can’t be trated,” the
operator finally reported.

Tom walked the floor in a state border-
ing on frenzy. He was worried and yet
his heart was singing. Of course Marion
wouldn’t have written him such a letter.
She hadn’t wished to break their engage-
ment last night. It was de Cordova’s
work.

He phoned pelice headquarters and
asked for Lieutenant Sommers.

‘“Lieutenant Somimers is not in. If it’s
important leave your name and number
and he will call you,” said the headquarters
operator.

Tom swore luridly, finally sat down
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again. After all, what had he to say that
would interest Sommers? That de Cor-
dova had used duress upon Mrs. de Cor-
dova’s niece? He conldn’t prove that. He
couldn’t even prove that Marion had
called him.

Sommers might he interested in the
business of the tanks of hydrogen. When
the police had inquired into that matter,
Doctor Hines was still away and they had
no reason to be suspicious.

Where was Marion? She had called
him, she was going to tell him something
and had been prevented. Obviously she
had not hung up voluntarily. She might
be in danger! As the only blood relative
of Mrs. de Cordova, she was a monkey-
wrench in the plans of the Spaniard. With
Marion out of the way, there was nobody
who had any legal right to interfere with
his management of the fortune of his miss-
ing or murdered wife.

Cold sweat broke out on Tom’s fore-
head. But what could he do? He could
go to de Cordova and take him by the
throat. But that would only land him in
jail.

He sat in a brown study for ten min-
utes, then suddenly he grabbed the tele-
phone book, looked up a number and
called the Estancia Apartments. “Connect
me with Miss Peletier in the de Cordova
penthouse,” he requested.

In a moment the fluted voice of An-
nette came on the phone. “This is Tom
Franklin, the detective,” he said. “Would
you like to go to a show tonight? That
is, if you can get out ?”’

“I shall go out,” declared Annette. “I
have had enough of this. But I must wait
until Monsieur leaves. I meet you at eight
thirty—where ?”

“Where would you like to go?”

“The revue of Miss Billee Burton—

Stepping Sisters. 1 have not seen it.”
“Meet you at the theater,” said Tom.
“Thanks.”

“I heped you would want to see me
again.”

“I do, indeed,” he assured her, and
hung up.

It was a break, Tom told himself, that
the French girl liked him. She knew more
than she had told, without doubt. Per-
haps even something about the packing-
case stored for Doctor Hines by de Cor-
dova. Maybe she’d drop semething that
weuld turn into a real clue.

M gasped when Annette Peletier
presented herself in  the lobby of the
theater. She was a vision in a sable eve-
ning wrap and a gown that advertised one
of Paris’ best dressmakers, both selected
from her mistress’ wardrobe, She was
really beautiful.

Tom hadn’t dressed and her disappoint-
ment at that was obvious. But she was
appeased when she found their seats were
in the front row. Tom had beem forced
to buy them from a speculater and it left
him with little eash.

The curtain went up on a conventional
musical revue. Billee Burton didn’t come
on until the act was half ever—she was
not the star but was playing second lead.
When she appeared it was as & model dis-
playing an exceedingly daring evening
gown and wearing a long string of pearls.
He heard a gasp from the French girl,
She suddenly applied a pair of opera
glasses to her eyes. She muttered some-
thing in French and then grasped Tom's
wrist,

“Mon Dieu,” she whispered.
pearls of Madame!”

“What do you mean ?”

“So Madame did not even take her
jewels. She left naked as Mother Eve.”

“You're crazy!” Tom exclaimed.

“No, no! Have I not handled them?
And, when she turned just now, I saw
the clasp through the glasses. The coiled
serpent on the arrow. Ah, the fool! She

“The
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thinks it’s safe. Because the pearls are
so big and the string is so long people
believe it an imitation. She’d never guess
I would be here.”

“Be quiet. People will hear you.”

Annette subsided but econtinued to
study Miss Burton through her opera
glasses. And the glasses pressed to the
eyes of a woman in the first row, caught
the attention of the actress. Tom saw her
eyes widen as she stared at the French
maid and he fancied she grew pale be-
neath hec rouge.

He was excited himself. Here was
something tamgible. De Cordova had re-
ported that his wife had gone off with her
jewels. Anmette insisted that Ramon’s
sweetie was wearing the wife's pearls.
Lieutenant Sommers would have to take
an active interest in the case now.

Tom was so busy with his thoughts that
he couldn’t concentrate on the show.
Songs were sung; he didn’t hear them.
People came on, spoke lines that made
no sense to him, and went off. Finally
the curtain fell.

“Mon cher,” said Annette. “Now, I
must go heme., Monsieur always comes
in soon after midnight, It is a well pay-
ing job.”

“Another evening, seon?” he inquired.

“You give me your phone number. I
telephone you.”

“Miss Burten reecognized you, I'm sure.
Won't she tell him?”

“¥f she does, I tell the police about the
pearls. Mon Dieu! 1 have told you. Well,
I am mistaken. It is net so.”

“I felt you were mistaken all the time,”
he assured her. Annette was not to be
depended on, it appeared.

AT ONE A. M. Tom Franklin pushed

open the downstairs door of the old
residenee, converted into walk-up apart-
merits, in which he occupied a large square
room on the third-floor back. It was-lo-

cated in the East Sixties beyond Lexing-
ton Avenue, inconvenient but cheap.

He walked briskly up the three flights
of stairs, inserted his key in the lock,
opened the door, closed it behind him and
reached for the light-switch. He turned
it but nothing happened; the room re-
mained in total darkness. He sniffed—
tobacce smoke. Queer. He hadn’t even
smoked a cigarette that morning before
he left for the office, and he always left
a window epen a few inches.

He grew tense, listened, and fancied he
heard breathing, followed by a faint shuf-
fling sound. He was not alone. Some-
body was in his reoom. Warned by the
tobacco smoke, he was on guard, aad he
struck out in the dark as something
brushed his shoulder. He hit solid bone,
presuinably somebody’s chest, and there
was a grunt and a lunge as a faint spark
of light gleamed fronr-a knife-blade. Tom
sidestepped deftly like the ex-college
boxer he was and, as the knife swept
through empty air, darted into the middle
of the room.

The unseen amttagenist brought up
agamst the wall with a bump and an oath
in some foreign tongue. Then he began
stalking his prey in the dark. It was like
two blind men pitted against each other,
except for a very slight difference. What
faint light there was in the room concen-
trated upon the polished steel of the knife
blade. Tom knew where his enemy was
—his enemy could not see him. He
crouclred, slipped off his shoes. The tele-
phone was on the other side of the bed.
No chance to get at it and aid would prob-
ably come too late, anyhow. It was all
going to be up to him if he came out
unscathed.

What had possessed this robber to en-
ter the apartment of a poor man—a shod-
dy apartment in a shoddy section of the
town—with obvious intent to kill?

Tom could hear the fellow bring up
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against the bed and he began to edge
toward the bathroom. If he could once
get inside, close and lock the door, he
would be safe. There was a window close
to the bathroom door. Backing in that
direction Tom’s shoulder struck it and the
curtain flew up. Through the window
streamed enough light to enable the in-
truder to see him, and the fellow charged,
knife raised. There wasn’t time to make
the bathroom and Tom did the only thing
which occurred to him. He dived at the
man’s ankles, struck them with his shoul-
der, and wrapped his arms around the
fellow’s legs. The man with the knife went
to the floor.

Tom was up and on him like a flash.
Grasping the right forearm of the would-
be killer, he pinioned it to the floor and
drove savage rights against the stranger’s
face. The man swore, twisted and wrig-
gled to no avail, finally ceased to struggle.
A heavy smash against his jaw had
knocked him unconscious. Franklin pos-
sessed himself of the knife, rolled the man
over and searched him for a revolver,
found none.

He jumped to his feet and ran into the
bathroom. The light-switch there worked
and the electric bulb threw sufficient light
into the larger room to reveal all that was
necessary. Tom found himself looking
down upon a low-browed, swarthy, Latin-
looking man spread-eagled upon the floor.

He walked to his telephone and called,
“Peolice. Emergency. Caught a burglar in
my room,” he reported. “I'll held him un-
til you get here.”

He hung up as the man who had at-
tempted to assassinate him sat up. “What
made you think this was a good place to
rob?” asked Tom satirically. “I bet you
have more money in your pockets than
I have.”

The fellow scowled and made no reply.

“The eops will be here in a minute,”
stated Tom. “Take it easy, fellow. You're
sitting pretty.”

“I—I got into the wrong dump,” mut-
tered the prisoner.

“Well you were going to rob somebody,
so the cooler is the place for you. Is this
what you call a stiletto?”

“Aw, go to hell,” growled its owner.
“I ain’t saying nothin’, see?”

In a couple of minutes, footsteps were
heard outside. Tom epened the door and
admitted two unifermed officers. Without
asking questions, they pounced upen the
man and handcuffed him.

“You got to come with us to make the
charge,” said the eme in command.

At the station the prisoner was booked
as Joe Monteverdi and placed in a eell.
Tom filed the charge of burglary and at-
tempted murder and arrived home at two
A. M. He was so exhausted when he got
into bed that he fell asleep immediately.

their kenness neve varies

@ MADE SINCE 1880 by the inventors of the
original safety razor, Star Single-edge Blades
have 56 years of precision experience stropped
into their keen, lang-lasting edges. If your
dealer cannot supply you, mail 10c for 4 blades
to Dept. PG-6, Star Blade Division, 88 Johnson
Street, Brooklyn, N. Y.

FIT GEM AND EVER-READY RAZORS




24

ACE-HICH DETECTIVE

CHAPTER FIVE

The Flying Venus

T EIGHT-THIRTY the alarm clock
banged as usual and Tom rolled out
of bed, staggered under a cold shower.
Shocked to wide awakeness, the first thing
he remembered was Marion’s effort to
communicate with him; the next thing
was that- Miss Billee Burton was wearfhg
Mrs. de Cordova’s pearls; and finally that
he had to appear in court at ten o’clock
against one Joe Monteverdi for burglary
and attempted murder.

He dressed hastily and was just ready
to stast for the office when the bell rang
sharply, He opened up and found Lieu-
tenant Sontmers of Homicide on the thres-
hold.

“You wanted me to get in touch with
you,” said the police official with a grin.
“Well, take a look at me.”

“Come in. I was just going to the
office,”

“T'Hl ride you down if you like.”

Tom laughed. “Come to think of it, I
don’t particularly have to hurry. Have a
cigarette, Lieutenant. Sit down.”

“What did you want to see me about?
You still calculating on frying that Span-
iard for killing his wife?”

“I think he killed her,” declared Tom.
“Whether we can prove it is another mat-
o ?

“It4l be tough going unless you have a
corpse, young fellow.”

Tom nodded. “Pve been poking
around,” he said, “and I learned some-
thing that I thought you ought to know
if you haven’t abandoned the investiga-
tion.”

Sommers had a twinkle in his eye. “We
sort of suspended it but it can be re-
opened. Spill your stuff.”

“Doctor Hines doesn’t know anything
about those tanks of hydrogen that de

Cordova was storing for him in his pent-
house. He didn’t order them, didn’t pay
for them, and wasn’t aware they had
been sent to him until I told him yester-
day.”

“There wasn’t any dead body in that
packing-case. So what?”

“Den’t you think it was a peculiar tran-
saction.”

“Yeah. Might be worth looking into
except for one thing,” said the lieutenant
in a curious tone. “This Doctor Hines
sort of blew himself up last night. They
only found a few pieces of him.”

Tom stared at him eyes popping, mouth
open.

“Them chemists are always monkeying
round with dangerous stuff,” stated the
detective. “They mix one kind of fluid
with another kind and whoosh! It'll cost
about five grand to repair the aparfment
he lived in.”

“He’s dead?” -

Sommers nodded. “I'll say! And any
statements he made to anybody ain’t
worth a damn. You had a burglar last
night ?”

“¥es.” Tom wiped his forehead which
was suddenly wet.

“He tried to stick a knife in you?”

Tom nodded.

“I been down and had a look at him.
Funny thing but this wop happens to
be the taxi-driver that picked up Mrs.
de Cordova outside the apartment house
on New Year’s Morning.”

Tom was so astonished that he couldn’t
articulate.

Sommers nodded. “So it kind of struck
me that maybe he didn’t pick the dame
up at all. Maybe he was lying. You see
he only got a job as a taxi-driver the
day before, and he chucked up his job
a week later. Kind of peculiar, eh?”

“De Cordova murdered his wife,” ex-
claimed Tom. “I know it.”

“Where’s the body ?”
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“How do I know®”’

“Looks like this Monteverdi might be
working for de Cortlova,” remarked the
lieutenant. “Maybe the wife didn’t leave
the penthouse at all? Only where is she ?”

“We've got to find out.”

“Maybe de Cordova killed her. Maybe
he sent thijs wop to kill you. Maybe it
was a bomb that went off in this Doctor

Hines’ apartment,” said the lieutenant, “If -

I didn’t think it was all very funny I
wouldn’t have called on you.”

“Let me tell you something else,” said
Tom excitedly. And he told Sommers
about the broken engagement with Ma-
rion, the letter, and the interrupted phone
call.

Sommers pursed his lips. “Might mean
a lot or nothing,” he commented.

“Then what do you think of this?” de-
manded Franklin, “I took the French
maid of Mrs. de Cordova to the play in
which Billee Burton is appearing last
night. And she insisted that. Miss Burton
was wearing a string of pearls belong-
ing to Mrs. de Cordova, part of the
jewelry which the missing woman is sup-
posed to hawve eartied away from the pent-
house.”

Sommers jumped up. “Why didn’t you
tell me that in the first place?” he de-
manded. “That’s something! Now Frank-
lin, de Cordova is vulnerable. It iooked,
a couple of days ago, as if we couldn’t
touch him. No body, no witnesses. But
when he finds you, the niece’s lawyer, in
his penthouse with the French maid he
gets scared. He buys the niece off or
carries her off—that remains to be found
out—and you lose your job, But you don’t
quit. Yesterday afternoon you call on
this chemist about the hydrogen tanks
and find out he didn’t buy them. I'm
darned if 1 know what de Cordova wanted
it for, but it’s dollars to doughnuts the
doctor went after him to find out, told
him you’d been to see him, and it was a

bomb that went off last night in the doc’s
apartment. Does Billee Burton know
you?”

“She saw me lunching at the Ritz with
Miss Morton.”

“Maybe de Cordova got it out of the
maid that you took her to see Burton’s
show. An amateur criminal scares easy.
All he had to do was to sit tight and we
had no chance. But now he’s starting out
to eliminate people he thinks are a menace.
First the girl, then Doctor Hines, and
then you. If you’d been found dead, why
it was just a burglar caught by you in
your room, you tried to nab him and he
knifed you.

“I'm going up and pinch the French-
woman—something’s liable to happen to
her—she seems to know too much. And
then I'll swoop down on this Billee Bur-
ton. If she has those pearls it'll be easy
to identify them. I'll run the show ffom
now on but I’ll keep you informed.”

TOM went to his office in good spirits.

Sommers was a shrewd, experienced
detective and converted now to the theory
of murder. De Cordova would probably
be arrested before the day was over, and
that meant that Marion would be in no
further danger if indeed she was in any
now.

At ten Tom went to court and saw the
prisoner committed for trial, then he re-
turned to the office. In half a hour his
door was flung open and Sommers came
briskly in. He flung his hat on the desk,
pulled off his overcoat and flopped in a
chair,

“No luck,” he said in an angry tone.
“De Cordova fired the French girl last
night because she went out without per-
mission. Packed her off bag and baggage.
I bounced in on Billee Burton with an-
other officer. She was in bed. She raised
hell but we searched the place just the
same—tore apart the mattress, took a
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chance and had a matron up to search
her person. No pearls. The string she wore
are worth twenty-five dollars, she claims,
and she leaves them in her dressing-room.
She’s likely to have my job if I don’t pin
a murder on de Cordova. I picked up a
jeweler, went to the dressing-room and
found the pearls. Cheap imitations.”

“I only know what the French girl
said. She was very sure. We sat in the
front row and she inspected them through
opera glasses. There was a clasp in the
form of a serpent coiled around an ar-
row.”

“She was right, of course. And of
course Burton saw her looking through

the opera glasses and recognized her if '

you were in the front row. That’s why
they got rid of the French maid and why
the pearls have vanished. It means de
Cordova has confederates working with
him—people who are holding Miss Mor-
ton. We know the taxi-driver was his
man—and you can bet that this French
girl is locked up somewhere. Trouble is
we know all this and have no evidence
worth a hoot. I’ll have the department
hunt the town for the maid and the Mor-
ton girl, but it’s a big town. De Cordova’s
game is to cash in as many of his wife’s
millions as he can in jig time and take a
boat to Europe with the Burton woman.
We can’t extradite him for murder un-
less we find a body, and we can’t do any-
thing about the money because he has a
legal right to handle it. Yet this thing
can be cleared up and he knows it—that’s
why he’s scared. Watch yourself, Frank-
lin; he may try to eliminate you again.
Keep in touch with me.”

AS SOON as Sommers had gone Tom

picked up the merning paper. He
wanted to read the account of the death
of Doctor Hines, that friendly and able,
if irascible scientist. He found it, now, on
the front page—a short article. He read

it, listlessly turned the pages until a head-
line caught his eye—A MODERN ST.
ANTHONY.

Where had he heard Saint Anthony
mentioned lately. . . ? Oh, yes! The maid,
Annette, that day in the penthouse. She'd
been very coy about explaining her allu-
sion, he remembered. He read on, let his
eyes wander down the column.

. Portuguese Fisherman Spurns
Embraces of Venus Aphrodite
Emanuel da Sousa, mate of the fishing

schooner Rosita, and a devoted husband and
the father of seven children, has demon-
strated, according to his own account, a finer
moral fiber than Richard Wagner’s famous
Tannhauser. Tannhauser fell for Venus but
Emanuel exorcised the witch by making the
Sign of the Cross. The tale came to the ears
of the Courier reporter from his shipmates,
some of whom were frankly credulous, and
some of whom were scoffers.  Emanuel
offers to swear to the truth of his story on
the Bible and furthermore he has tangible
proof. But everything in its place. Here is
the statement of Mr. da Sousa, father of
eight.

“On New Year’s Morning I go on watch
at eight bells and take the wheel. There is
a thick fog. Joe Silva is on leokout at the
bow and I cannot see him from the wheel.
I know he is there because he keep the fog
whistle blowing.

“The skipper tell me the wind died out
and the fog come up suddenly, then go to
his berth. He say he has sighted Highland
Light just before the fog shut in.

“By and by it begin to be daylight and the
fog lighten a little bit. I do not get sleepy
as some of the crew say. I am wide awake.
And I am looking forward and suddenly I
see her. She comes down from the sky, oh
so gently, and she float before me, her little
white feet resting on air only a few inches
above the cabin roof, not six feet away. She
is beautiful, I tell you, and naked as a
statue of a pagan goddess. But she is alive.
Her golden hair falls over her shoulders and
breasts, her arms are outstretched. She has
wings like an angel but I know she is a
fiend of hell. I am a married man and a
good Catholic. She wants me to release the
wheel, to rush into her arms and be carried
off to perdition. She float a little nearer
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and then what do I do? I make the Sign of
the Cross with thumb and forefinger and she
fade away, hetr beautiful face so stricken I
almost lose my determination. Once more I
make the Sign of the Cross and she lifts into
the air and is gone. And I, I faint at the
wheel and the ship fall off, but fortunately
there is no sea and no wind and I recover
quickly. You db not believe me, eh? Weli,
I shall show you.”

He thrust his hand into the breast pocket
of his sea jacket and produced something,

“A piece of one of her wings,” he said
proudly. “I find it on the cabin hatchway
when the fog clear a little while later. Look,
Mr. Reporter,”

Whether the creature who appeared to
Emanuel da Sousa was angel or devil, your
reporter is not prepared to say but Emanuel
has added to the store of human knowledge
for he has captured a fragment of the sub-
stance of which the wings of supernatural
creatures are made. And it appears that
they are not made of feathers, or spun gold,
or silver—but rubber. Emanuel’s prize is a
triangular piece of very thin, cream-colored
rubber about three inches in length and an
inch and a half in width, apparently similar
to that used in the manufacture of toy
balloons.

Tom laid the paper down. He smiled
at the whimsical story. Then, suddenly
he frowned. He leaped from his chair,
picked up his hat and coat and rushed
from his office without even troubling to
lock his door: .

EN Tom burst into the homicide
: bureau at police headquarters and
demanded to see Lieutenant Sommers he
was breathless with excitement.

The moment he was admitted to the
official’s little office Tom laid his news-
paper on the desk. “First read that item,”
he demanded. *

“Sit down, boy. Cool off. What’s this?
Why should I bother about Portuguese
fishermen ?”

“Read it—all the way through,” com-
manded Tom.

Sommers perused the story slowly and

carefully. He laid down the paper. “So
what ?” he asked contemptuously.

“That fisherman didn’t see Venus Aph-
rodite,” declared Tom Franklin. “He saw
Mrs. Ramon de Cordova.”

“Get out of my office,” growled Som-
mers. “You're nuts.”

“Am I? Listen. A couple of days be-
fore New Year’s ¥ was in Drake’s Toy
Store buying some favors for a friend of
mine who was gdving a New Year’s Eve
party. A customer was having an argu-
ment with a salesman. He wanted to buy
his whole stock of toy balloons and the
salesman protested he couldn’t lay in an-
other stock before New Year’s, That at-
tracted my aitention to the fellow. Yies-
terday at lunch Miss Morton pointed out
de Cordova at another table. I recognized
him as the man at the toy store.

“1 get you. But, young fellow, you’re
wild.”

“Annette Peletier insisted that if Mrs.
de Cordova left the penthouse, she left it
nude: except for her jewels. It’s your idea
that the taxi man who claimed to pick her
up outside i5 a confederate of the hus-
band. We saw Mrs. de Cordova’s pearls
on Billee Burton’s neck so we know she
didn’t take them with her.”

“So de Cordova murdered her in the
penthouse and sent her out to sea fastened
to toy bafloons,” sneered Sommers. “All
built up on this bit of rubber the reporter
speaks of i the paper, and the fact that
a man who gave a large New Year’s party
beught a steck of toy balloons.”

“That’s what happened,’ asserted Tom.

“You sap, a million of them wouldn’t
lift anything. You blow them up with the
same kind of hot air from your lungs
you've just been feeding me, and when it
cocls they don’t even float.”

“But suppose they were filled with hy-
drogen which is fourteen times lighter
than air if I recall my chemistry cor-
rectly ?”’ demanded the lawyer. “If you



28 ACE-HIGH

DETECTIVE

used enough of them they would lift
Grant’s tomb.”

“The rubber is too thin,” said Sommers
less firmly.

“Lieutenant, at a football game in New
Haven last fall, I saw a huge advertising
sign, which must have weighed a hun-
dred pounds or more, floated over the
Yale Bowl by a great bunch of toy bal-
loons. I've just checked by phone with
the Acme Chemical Company, and they
tell me hydragen is used for such a pur-
pose.”

“If that’s right,” exclaimed the detec-
tive, “and as you say you’ve checked up
—it must be right, why the thing’s pos-
sible. We know he had those tanks of
hydrogen in the penthouse New Year’s
Eve. Let me call the weather bureau.”
He picked up the phone, got his con-
nection.

“Police department,” he said. “I have to
know in what direction the wind was
blowing New Year’s Morning.”

He waited a moment and hung up. “It
was blowing out to sea,” he said in a
wondering tone. “I’m hanged if I don’t
believe you’ve solved the mystery, young
fellow. He killed the poor woman and
flew her out to sea. And that means that
she sank into the ocean. The gas was
escaping from the toy balloons. Some of
them were torn—the bit of rubber the
fisherman found proves that. It’s the
strangest case ever. De Cordova knew
the doctor was away. He figured that he
would never learn that the hydrogen gas
was bought in his name. It explains why
Hines was blown up—why they tried to
kill you last night. You were getting too
close.”

“But we can’t convict without wit-
nesses.”

“We have a chain of circumstances
which would convict—if we had the body.
Without that, plus witnesses to the mur-
der, his lawyer could have our evidence

thrown out of court. But maybe we can
pin the killing of Doetor Hines on him,
or the attempt to kill you, or the kiderap-
ing of the niece. Maybe I can break down
this Joe Monteverdi. And that Burten
dame knows a lot. She’s a gold-digger of
the most obvious type. Franklin~ # we
can’t convict him, we can have his con-
trol over his wife’s fortune taken away
from him, Shake, kid. You go back and
practise law. I'll get busy.”

*Fm worried about Miss Morton. This
fellow obviously is desperate.”

“From now on he'll be shadewed every-
where he goes. We'll jug him the first
chance we get. Your girl'll be all right.”

“Just the same I'm waorried.” .

“Sent the corpse flying through the
air,” mumbled Sommers. “Try to stuff
that down a jury’s throat. On yeur way,
kid, I'm leaving.”

CHAPTER SIX
Corpus Delicti

OMMERS and Franklin left head-

quarters together. As the former hailed
a taxi and drove off leaving Tom stand-
ing at the curb, fingers plucked at Tom's
sleeve,

“l find you,” said Annette Peletier
gleefully.

“Hello, Annette,” Tom exclaimed.
“You were looking for me?”

“I have inquired for Officer Thomas
Franklin in there, and there is mo such
one, I leave and woici! 1 should like a
Vermouth.”

“There’s a café up ahead. Come on.”

So Sommers was wrong. They had not
sequestered this girl as they had Marion.
Maybe Tom’s whole theory was wrong—
the more he considered it the more fan-
tastic it was.

“Well,” she said as they seated them-
selves at a table in the corner of an Malian
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bar, “I am sacked. What you call fired.”

“I’'m sorry.”

“Zut! It is no matter since today they
sail on the yacht.”

“Yacht. What yacht? Who sails?”

“Ramon and Billee, the love birds,”
she said with a laugh. “So if I do not
. go out with you last night I lose the job
just the Same. T come to look for you be-
cause-I have things to tell, That Billee
* Burton, I hate her.”

“Tell me.”

She sipped her vermouth. “When I get
honte last night, he is there and he is
furious because I have stepped out. I am
saucy because I am fed up with that job
and while we talk Billee Burton comes

2 »

in.

“Why do you come here?’ he asks.
“You should not—"

“She points the finger at me. “Tonight,
in the front row, that servant was sitting
with the man we saw lunching with the
Morton girl””

“‘So that’s where you were,” he shouts
at me. ‘You're discharged! Pack your
things. I'll give you two weeks' wages.
Go¥

‘9 walk to Madame’s room to put back
my costume in her wardrobe—he was
furious because I wore her clothes, and I
hear Billee say, ‘I can't stand this. I'm
frightened !’

““We'll get out tomorrow on the yacht,’
he said. ‘I don’t like the way things are
going.’

“I change my clothes and go back and
ask for my money. He gives it to me
and I go out. But I put the door on the
latch and slip back to listen, She is in his
arms.

“‘Of course she thought they were imi-
tations,” he was telling her. ‘But you had
no right to wear them. Well, I'm clean-
ing things up tonight, nothing left to in-
volve us and tomorrow we leave this filthy
country forever.’

““This maid, does she suspect any-
thing

“‘She knows nothing, she could tell
Franklin nothing. The niece is safe
aboard—the cash and securities are there.
I’ll pick you up at your apartment house
at four o'clock.’

“‘Won't it be strange if we leave the
country ’

““It will look only like an elopement.
Nobody can stop us. Nobody has any-
thing on us. I’ll see you to your apart-
ment. Tonight I cannot remain. There
are matters to be attended to. Come
along.’

“I slip out of the door and run to the
staircase and go down to my room on the
floor below. You know what I think. I
think they killed Madame. Nothing
threatens them but they are frightened at
shadows.”

“If you only knew the name of the
yacht—"

“It wasn’t spoken.”

He glanced at his watch. It was three
o'clock. “Where does the Burton woman
live, Annette?”

“Where does she live? I know—let
me see. Ah, it is in the Cranmoor Apart-
ments at Madison and Eighty-fourth. I
have delivered her invitation for New
Year’s Eve there. It was too late to mail
it. Madame did not want her invited.”

“The check, waiter,” Tom called,

“But I am not in a hurry,” the gisl
protested,

“I am. You sit here and finish your
drink. I have to go back to headquarters.”

EAVING the disappointed young
Frenchwoman alone in the bar, Tom
ran at top speed back to police headquar-
ters. He knew that Sommers wasnt there
but Captain Garvey could get action. Gar-
vey was out, too. He was expected back
in a few minutes. Tom, stewing and
sweating, wasted twenty precious minutes.
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He had ne other acquaintances at police
headquarters and time was flying. Once
out of American jurisdiction, on the ocean
with Marion on board the yacht—prob-
ably they’d throw her overboard.

Fom rushed out of headquarters, took
a taxi to the subway station and rode up-
town on a Lexington Avenue express. He
took a taxi to Madison Avenue, halted it
at the corner upon which Billee Burton’s
huge apartment hotel was located.

“Wait here,” he told the driver. He
looked at his watch. It was two minutes
of four. He hastened to the entrance of
the building.

He was about to ask the deorman if
Miss Burton had gone out when he caught
a glimpse of the blond woman, a peke
dog in her arms, coming across the obby ;
Ramon de Cordova was by her side. At
the eurb a glittering limousine was drawn
up, two trunks lashed to its baggage rack.

That would be de Cordova’s car. He
could not stop them. They would have
a right to call a policeman and give him
in charge if he attempted to interfere.
Where was Sommers? He'd said he'd
have the fellow watched. But nobody sug-
gesting a shadow was in the vicinity.

TOM backed away from the entrance to
the building. They were coming out.
Porters were carrying boxes and bhags and
placing them in the interior of the big car.
Miss Burton carried a small leather box
under her left arm. She stepped in.

Tom rushed back to where his taxi
was waiting,

“Follow that big car,” he commanded.
“Don’t lose sight of it. Don’t stop for
traffic signals. I'm from headquarters.”

“0. K., chief,” said the taxi-driver.

The pair hadn’t seen him, had not even
lovked in his direction. His only chance
of locating the yacht was to follow them.
If he could stop and phone downtown
—-Sommers might have returned. But the

limousine started off and the taxi had to
follow it. .

Tom slid down low in the seat in case
de Cordova was watchful of trailers,
though Tom knew the Spaniard had ne
reason to suppose he was likely to be
followed. Tom had no plan of action after
the limousine had led him to the wharf
where the yacht was moored, or where it
might be necessary to take a tender.

At least he would learn its name. Per-
haps the police could get the Coast Guard
to pursue it. Surely Sommers weuld take
action when he learned that the pair were
escaping.

The big car turned west and the taxi
followed, not far behind. ¥t turned north
on Columbus Avenue for a few blocks,
then west again to Broadway.

There was not much traffic on upper
Broadway at that hour and both cars
made good time. Twice his taxi-driver
took 2 chance and crossed an intersection
against the lights but mothing happened.
Tom was Mhysterical with apprehension
lest the cab be stopped but luck was with
him. He had suppesed that peeple
boarded yachts away downtown er in
Broeklyn, but the de Cordova car con-
tinued uptown, past One Hundred and
Tenth Street.

That was a ray of hope. If they went on
board up the Hudson River, it might be
possible to have the yacht stopped before
she was out of New York Harbor. Pro-
vided he could reach Lieutenant Sommers.

At One Hundred Twenty-fifth Street
the big car turned west again and in a
few minutes it was on the river-front.
Suddenly it turned in through a gateway.

“Will I go in?” asked the driver.

“No. Stop at the gate.”

He thrust a five-dollar bill into the
man’s hand—his last—as the cab drew
up. The limousine was moving slowly
down a pier off which, out in the river
floated a neat white motor yacht, big
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enough to go round the world. Tom
started to go through the gate but the
gateman stopped him. “Private landing,”
he said sharply.

“That Mr. de Cordova’s yacht?”

“Yes, I heard he’d chartered it, That’s
him in the car going down to the tender.”

“Ive a message for him. When does
the yacht sail?”

“Just as soon as he gets aboard. Well,
go ahead if you have a message. Hurry
if you want to catch him.”

'TOM started at a run down the pier.

He didn’t know what he was going to
do but somehow, in some way, he had
to prevent the guilty pair from getting
aboard. The car had stopped. De Cordova
had his head out of the window shouting
at two uniformed men in a trim motor
launch tied up to a landing four or five
feet below the level of the pier.

Now de Cordova was getting out. He
was helping Billee Burton and the peke
to alight. They were walking toward the
steps leading down to the landing. Tom,
by instinct rather than reason, swerved
in his race to keep the limousine between
him and his quarry, in case dé Cordova
might glance back.

One of the uniformed seamen was help-
ing the chauffeur unload the baggage.

From the gateway to where the car had
stopped was fifty or sixty yards.

Tom slowed up. What was he going to
do?

The second boatman was bowing to
de Cordova. He offered to take from Miss
Burton the small leather box she held
under her right arm,

“No, no,” she said laughing. “I'll take
care of this myself, thank you.”

Then Tom was upon them. De Cordova
turned, saw him, recognized him. He
opened his mouth to shout something, and
Tom Franklin rushed forward, snatched
the black leather box from under the arm
of the resplendent Billie Barton, swung
about and tore back along the pier.

De Cordova uttered a shrill shout.
“Stop him, stop thief!” he cried. He
started in pursuit. Billee Burton emitted a
piercing scream. The two seamen joined
the pursuit bellowing, “Stop thief!”

A man rushed out of a small building
on the pier and stood with open arms
in front of Franklin. Tom gave him the
straight arm and he went down like a
log. He was gaining on his pursuers. De
Cordova, realizing it, pulled a revolver
from his pocket as he ran. Six shots in
succession tore out of the muzzle of the
weapon, and bullets whined past: the head
of the fugitive. Tom increased his pace.

Crooks feared
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He was nearing the gate now. Half a
dozen people were now giving chase. An-
other revolver came into action. Tom felt
a sharp pain in his right shoulder.

The gateman was trying to close the
gate but Tom was too near it. He gave
up the effort, whirled about and aimed a
revolver at the young lawyer. “Stick 'em
up!”’ he roared, the muzzle of the gun
pointed straight at Tom’s chest.

With a roar, Tom rushed right at him.
The man fired one shot which went wide,
and the right hand of the fugitive tore the
weapon from his grasp. He was outside
in the street mow and people were con-
verging on him from all directions. His
capture was inevitable.

It had been an utterly insane impulse,
snatching the jewel-case, but, as the
woman had refused to permit the seaman
from the yacht to take it, it had flashed
through Tom’s brain that it must contain
the missing necklace., It had seemed the
only possible chance of preventing them
from going out to the yacht where he
was certain now that Marien Morton was
a prisoner on board.

Tom was running along the sidewalk
now, the hue and cry behind him louder,
the din becoming more dreadful at each
step. Men attempted to head him off but
the gun in his hand deterred them. He
had run a full block when around a corner
came the most welcome spectacle in his
life—a policeman. The officer took in the
situation at a glance. He drew his gun,
fired one shot and Tem felt a burning
sensation in his side. He threw away his
revolver.

“Don’t sheot. I surrender,” he cried
hoarsely. The officer, holding the gun
steady in his right hand, reached out to
collar the prisoner. Tom thrust the box
at him.

“Tell Lieutenant Sommers, homicide
squad,” he gasped. “This box contains a

hundred theusand in stolen jewels. The
thieves, a man and woman, were escaping
in a yacht. Arrest them. Don't let them
have the box under any circumstances.
My name’s Franklin. Call headquarters.
If Sommers isn’t there get hold of Captain
Garvey.”

And then Tom Franklin pitched for-
ward on his face at the feet of the as-
tounded policeman. The second wound
had been serious.

Bluecoats were now coming from all
directions and de Cordova, his face livid
from rage and unaccustomed exercise, ar-
rived upon the scene,

“Splendid work, officer,” he said,
breathing heavily. “I'm Mr. de Cordova.
I was going aboard my yacht at the land-
ing back there, when this scoundrel
snatched the jewel-case from my guest,
Miss Billee Burton, the musical-comedy
star.” He made to take the box from the
policeman, which was a mistake,

“None of that, now,” the officer growi-
ed. “I'm taking case of this myself.”

“But, officer! My yacht is sailing.”

“If it’s your yacht, it'll wait for you.
You're coming to the station. One of you
boys call an ambulance. And one of you
bring this guy along and another get this
person who claims it’s his box.”

“It’s a lady, Miss Billee Burton,”
pleaded de Cordova whe was shaking with
fury and apprehension. “Arrest the thief.
You can’t detain me, I have influence.”

“And have you now ?”’ sneered the po-
liceman. “This lad here claims this box
contains a hundred thousand in stolen
jewels so we’ll all take a little ride in the
patrol wagon.”

“You can’t do this, you fool I”” sereamed
de Cordova.

“And come along quietly or I'll put
the bracelets on you. Is there a doctor in
the crowd?”
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There was no doctor but in less than
five minutes the siren of an ambulance
was heard.

“Take good care of the lad,” said the
policeman to the interne and the stretcher-
bearers. He’s a friend of Captain Garvey
and Bill Sommers down at headquarters.”

HOMAS Franklin woke up on a cot

in a flower-filled private room in a
hospital. His side hurt a little and his
shoulder felt as if pins were sticking in it
but, aside from that, he was all right,
though a little weak. A nurse who had
been seated beside the window rose and
stuck a thermometer in his mouth. Tom
remembered everything. What had hap-
pened ? How long had he been here? Sup-
pose that box hadn’t contained Mrs. de
Cordova’s jewels?

Jail for him!

“No ~temperature,” said the nurse.
“Police Lieutenant Sommers is waiting to
see you. You've been here two days. You
had two bullet wounds—flesh wounds.”

“I certainly want to see the lieutenant.”

Sommers entered jauntily. He was
grinning from ear to ear. “Look at you,”
he exclaimed. “Fit as a fiddle, almost.
Well, son, everything is all right.”

“Did you arrest de Cordova?”

“Arrest him? I'm going to electrocute
the spalpeen.”

“Miss Morton ?”

“She sent most of these flowers. The

homicide squad sent the rest. Young fel-

low it was an awful smart thing you did
but what a chance you took. Officer Gil-
ligan is the best marksman in the depart-
ment and it’s a wonder he didn’t put a
bullet in your heart instead of your right
side.”

“How can you eleetrocute de Cordova?
Even if his wife’s jewels were in the box,
you can only hold him on suspicion.”

~ Sommers pulled up a chair beside the

bed. He ehuckled. “Corpus delicti;® he
stated. “Mrs. de Cordova sank into the
Atlantic, A chain is as strong as its weak-
est link. But if they’d got out of the har-
bor with those jewels, nothing could ever
be done to them. Tom, my boy, nobody
saw Mrs. de Cordova leave that penthouse
New Year’s Morning because she went
up in a balloon so to speak. But four
people saw Billee Burton leave at seven
New Year’s Morning. And Billee Burton
was carrying the jewels the dead woman
was supposed to have taken with her.”

“Yes, but—"

“A murder conviction can be secured
when there is a witness who saw the crime
committed, and there are powerful cir-
cumstances supporting that solitary wit-
ness. Inflating several hundred toy bal-
loons with hydrogen gas and fastening
them to a dead body is no one-man job.
Let me give you a piece of advice. Don’t
ever take'a woman as a partner in a
murder.”

“You mean—"

“De €ordova killed his wife. Strangled
her so if the body were found there would
be no wounds on it. They stripped her so
if it landed somewhere and was found in
a state of decomposition it coukin’t be
identified by clothing. They fastened the
balloons to her shoulders by piamo wire.
The wind was blowing thirty miles an
hour and she sailed into the heavens like
a blond angel. So Billee says.”

“She has confessed ?”

“She has turned State’s evidence. You
see, she was accessery after the fact hy
carrying the jewels—by wearing those
pearls. And she didn’t know the theory
of corpus delicti—and we told her that
de Cordova had accused her. Anyway
she agreed to be a witness for the State
against her lover.”

“Her confession won’t hold.”

“It’s not a confession. It’s testimony by
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a witness for the prosecution. She's as
guilty as he is but we have to make use of
her” He laughed. “The woman’s insane
about jewels—thatls what ruined both of
them.” »

“But if they had been left behind by
Mis. de Cordova, the husband could have
given them to her.”

“Not without payment to the estate.
That’s why they decided to make it ap-
pear as if the poor woman had taken her
jewels with her, It was a very cold-
blooded, carefully planned crime. For ex-
ample, he called the weather bureau daily
fo find out the direction of the wind. I
it hadn’t been right Neew Year’s Eve, they
would have postponed the murder. Billee
hid in the penthouse after the other guests
left—4in the storeroom.’ She helped inflate
the balloons. I wish I could send her to the
hot seat but we’ll have to jail her as a
receiven of stolen goods. That’s the agree-
ment on which she will testify for the
State. Oh, we’ve got him,

“Now the funny thing is, that he made
use of this Joe Monteverdi whom he
knew in Europe, to elaim he drove Mrs.
de Cordova away from the penthouse.
Monteverdi is tied up with a gangster
nanted Scarpi, and Scarpi, smelling some-
thing funny, muscled in on de Cordova.
Billee says it was chiefly to get away from
Scarpi, after de Cordova had put a bomb
in Doctor Hines’ apartment, kidnaped

Miss Morton and sent Monteverdi after
you, that the pair decided to go on the
yacht. We probably can’t pin a thing
on Scarpi, worse luck. But on the yacht
they found eight humdred grand in
cash and negotiable securities in the safe,
and your girl friend locked in a state-
room.”

“Miss Morton is calling,” said the nurse
after answering the phone.

“Get the dickens out of here, will you
Sommers?” requested Tom Franklin.

“That’s appreciation,” grinned the licu-
tenant. “T’li be seeing you.”

Marion entered as Sommers departed,
She ran to the bed, fell on her knees be-
side it, buried her face in her arms and
burst into sobs. Despite his wounds Tom
gathered her close. Their lips met,

“l wor’t have a ¢ent, dear,” he said
softly,

She smiled. “I have ten thousand from
my aunt’s estate and the hospital people
notify me they will consent to my receiv-
ing the fifty thousand a year Aunt Sarah
willed to Ramon de Cordeva. And as T .
never would have had any of my aunt’s
money if you hadn’t done that stupendous
thing, I won't let you say ancther word
—about money.”

“Let’s talk about us,” said the invalid.
“Keep on talking about us, and thinking
about us, for the rest of our lives.”
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SKELETON KEY

It was a weird game of chance which had been
Played across that table-top by the corpse and the
skeleton. And even now—though one was newly
dead, the other very old—the end was not in sight.
For on the heels of the storm-night a new set of
gamblers arrived to sit in the game—pit their luck
against the devil's croypier who beld the table-
stakes of horror in that lonely lodge.

A Neovelette

By William
' E. Barrett



CHAPTER ONE
Bones and a Body

HERE in the big room, the corpse

I sat staring at the skeleton. They
sat facing each other across a scar-

laced table and across a great many years.

The corpse was newly dead—the skeleton
was old. 3

On the table between them was a pair
of dice.

Jeff Madison swallowed hard. He was
thinking of the brown bag out in his car
more than he was thinking of the death

s

\\
®

The sat ing at
the sk:]eton-—between
them a pair of dice.

that was in the room. It was consistent
with his lueck that he should stumble into
a police affair this night, of all nights.

The old man who stood in the doorway
behind him was cracking his knuckles
nervously.

37
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“He sort of*loved that skeleton, he did.
TFalked to it like a child, he did. Cursed
at it, too, more often than not.”

The old man’s voice was shrill, quaver-
ing. Madison found that it rasped his
nerves raw. He broke in sharply. “What
about the dice? He didn't shoot craps
with it, too, did he?”

“Heaven only knows! Kind of a com-
panion that skeleton was to him.”

Madison shivered again. The idea of
a skeleton lover was not exactly whole-
some. ‘He crossed the room gingerly. It

was a bare kind of room that might have -

been cheerful with a log fire going in the
“big open fireplace but that was macabre
enough now with cold ashes piled on the
hearth and enly the light of a ship’s-lan-
tern to war with the shadows. The floor
was bare and echoed hollowly under his
feet. The eyes of the leopard-skin rug
glittered. He stopped a foot away.

There were three knives in a neat row
across the man’s chest, the hilts protrud-
ing, blades deeply buried.

THEdwdmd«idnotlooklikeare-

cluse or a lunaticc. Even in brutal
death there was a certain air of benevo-
fence about him. He had gray hair that
curled loosely above his ears in the Wil-
fiam Jenmings Bryan fashien. The top
of his head was stark bald with a sort of
gloss to it that caught the light and looked
pink. His chin had fallen forward agaifist
his chest above the row of knives but
the peculiar position of his elbows against
the table-edge had kept his body partly
erect. He was wearing an old-fashioned
gray Norfolk jaclet and a blue shirt that
was open at the neck. His fingers were
interlaced. Madison looked at the skele-
ton,

No medical museum had ever done a
more-careful job of wiring bones together.
Fhey were yellow bones with a high polish

to them, and the joints were ingeniously
made. The skeleton’s pose at the table
was a grotesque mockery of the corpse.
It, too, had interlaced fingers and the
head drooped forward. Madison turned
to the old man—a bent, gnome-like figure
in the doorway.

“You don’t know how long he’s bee
dead ?” :

Madison’s voice echoed in the room,
and the echoes lingered—running whis-
pers that touched the corners. The old
man cracked his fingers again.

“Some time today, it was. I was over
this morning and he was hale and hearty.
Told me to come tonight, he did. Was
kaving friends in, he was.”

Madison didn’t touch the corpse but
he didn’t have to. There was a certain
rigidity to it that did not belong to the
first hours of death and it was not quite
eight o’clock yet. Some of the “friends”
must have come early, in mid-afternoon
perhaps.

“How long ago since you found him?”

“About an hour, maybe it was. Maybe,
longer—"

“And you didn't call the sheriff’s office
or a doctor—or anybody ?”

There was a sharpness to Madison’s
voice that was traceable to nerves rather
than to suspicion. The old man seemed to
ascribe it to suspicion only. He stopped
cracking his knuckies.

“I told you that the phone wires were
cut. I'm an old man. The weather—.”

He made a gesture to the out-of-doors,
a bleak hillside whipped by a rain-laden
wind. Some of the servility seemed to
ooze out of him with the gesture. He had
thin lips, the shadow of the bottle on
his puffy features and eyes definitely
hard. When his voice steadied, he dropped
twenty years. He might have been sev-
enty before; he seemed no more than
fifty now.
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MADISON’S eyebrows drew down as

he stared at him. He was pretty
hard himself. The depression had pitched
him into a variety of jobs where he had
had little use for his engineering knowl-
edge but where he had picked up knowl-
edge of a more usable kind. Still in his
twenties, he had the physique of a foot-
ball player and the straight, level stare of
a man who has been tested by adversity.
He had driven into the clearing beside the
big hunting-lodge because the storm had
been steadily growing worse, and the
mountain roads ahead were sure to be
dangerous. When the old man had run
out to him with an appeal for help, it had
seemed perfectly natural. Now he had
a definite feeling that the old man was
not as simple as he seemed, that he was
playing a part.

“You're holding something back,” he
said curtly. ‘“You don’t act like a man
shocked hy a murder.” :

The man’s eyes were beadily steady,
like the glass eyes of the leopard. “You
don’t act so natural yourself,” be said.

The bars were down, and they stared at
each other like enemies. Madison was
conscious once more of the bag in his
car, and the chill sweat trickled on his
spine. The guilt of a lonely murder in an
out-of-the-way spot was liable to belong
to anyone found with sufficiently damning
evidence connecting him to it. He felt the
eyes of the old man fixed unblinkingly
upon his face. The man’s voice softened.

“I know what it is, son,” he said, “to
be afraid of cops. If that’s your fix, too,
we’re in a hell of a spot.” :

“Let’s get away from this and talk it
over. T’ll have to drive down after a
sheriff or somebody.”

Madison moved toward the door. He
was in command of himself again after
an unsteady minute. He didn’t feel any
responsibility for solving mysteries or
finding out who murdered the man in the

room. He had a job of his own in a little
survey-station high in the hills. Once he
escaped from under the keen scrutiny of
the old man, he could come to some deci-
sion about the brown bag and turn this
murder case over to someone capable of
coping with it.

He stepped into another room as big
as the one in which the corpse and the
skeleton sat. Behind him ¢he old man
€losed the conaecting door. A leck clicked.
The old man was shaking his head. “The
creek was fixing to flood this morning;”
he said. “With this storm and all, there
won’t be a bridge left across it, nor a
road that comes nigh it fit (o drive on.”

Madison threw himself dewn in a big
chair hewn out of logs. He was remem-
bering the creek. He had driven across
a frail bridge that had been trembling
then under the kiss of the flood. And he
had been mighty glad when his wheels
left it. It wasn’t reasomable to suppose
that he could cross it twice more—and
the odds were that he wouldn't cross it
once. He raised his eyes to the old man
—and for the first time he noticed the
court-plaster on the man’s left eye, the
bandages on his hand, the stiffness with
which he held himself—a stiffness indi-
cating other bandages beneath his stained
and shabby clothing. The man seemed
to read his thoughts.

“If you think I got scraped up in a
killing,” he said, “you’re wrong.”

Madison’s eyes were noncommittal.
“How did it happen ?”

“Never mind. I didn’t kill Larry Hor-
ner, I didn’t. Me, I'm Jack Bransfield,
and the only neighbor he’s got. Came up
here about the same time a couple of
years ago. Always got along, we did.”

“You and Horner and the skeleton?”

The old man’s mouth set like a steel
trap. ‘“The skeleton was Larry Horner’s
business,” he said. “It didn’t kill him no
more nor I did.”
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Madison watched him warily. “No,”
he said. “It probably didn’t kill him.
Who did?”

“Somebody that wanted money. He
had about ten thousand in a drawer o’ the
table he was dead on.”

Madison was alert now. “It’s gone?”

Bransfield shrugged. .“I don’t know.
I’d have to move his body to get the
drawer open. Nobody’d be fool enough
to do that before the law came.”

“Then you don’t know that he was
killed for money?”

The twist of Bransfield’s lips was ex-
pressive. “There was a car came through,”
he said. “It went over the mountain.”

Madison stood up. “I'm not going to
fool around. That corpse, like the skele-
ton, is none of my business. If the. tele-
phone lines are cut, I'm going down the
mountain and report—"

HIS heels hit hard against the floor and

he threw the big door open. A blast
of wind met him that almost tore him
in two. The heavy door slammed back
against him, and the chill rain slapped
him in the face. The old man grinned
sardonically.

“Tt isn’t that bad outside,” he said. “It’s
the draught that does it.”

Madison swore. It didn’t have to be
that bad outside; and the old man knew
it. With a wind like that driving rain in
the mountains at this season of the year,
a man didn’t voluntarily undertake long
drives. If he did make it to Kaylor, the
county seat, he would probably find some
chair-warming politician-sheriff who'd re-
fuse-to come back with him till the storm
was over and who would hold him for
questioning in the meantime.

“Better bring your things in out of the
car, son, and spend the night. You're
stuck.”

Old Bransfield made the statement in
the manner of one who has been sure of

his facts all along. Madison found his
complete calm an unsettling, disturbing
thing. It could be the calm of a deadly
killer who has found a fall guy upon
whom to pin the murder. It might be the
icy resignation of a man who has lived
hard, and accepted what that living en-

_tailed, or it might be fhe self-control of a

physically weak man who believes himself
confronted with a murderer.

After all, it was humanly possible for
the man to suspect Madison of being the
murderer, forced by the storm to return
to the scene of his crime. Madison pushed
the door open once more, forced himself
into the icy current of the wet wind and
made for his car.

He shivered as he hauled the brown
bag out of the front seat. He'd been
excited about it just.a short while ago, but
it was bad medicine now. There was
another bag in the rumble, and he took
that, too. Jack Bransfield was waiting
for him inside the door. The old man
eyed the bags.

“There’s several rooms upstairs,” he
said. “All ready for the guests that Larry
Horner never had. I'll give you a lift
with the luggage.”

“Never mind, thanks.”

Madison held onto the bags. The
brown one was the smaller of the two
and the logical one to give to the smaller
man. He didn’t want to let it out of his
hand. Jack Bransfield twitched his shoul-
ders indifferently and led the way up the
stairs, The lodge had been built entirely
of logs, and there was a fresh odor of
the forest in the upper rooms, a drum of
driven rain echoing from the walls. They
passed an open doorway through which
a well-made bed could be seen. Brans-
field closed the door.

“That’s Larry Horner’s,” he said, “or
it was.”

Madison felt an uncomfortable chill
that might have been the draught from
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the closing door and that might have been .

the power eof saggestion. Bransfield
waved him to another room—a room bare
save for a plain bed, a sifigle chair, a
small rustic table with a pitcher on it and
a picture of the Lone Wolf on the wall.

From the road outside, there came the
sound of a hard-driven moton.

Jack Bransfield stiffened. “I'm goin’
down,” he said. “Lay your bags away
and come down-after me. I'll maybe need
you. If you've got a gun in your bag,
bring it along.”

“How do you know that it would be
in my bag? Maybe I'm carrying one.”

Madison’s eyes were waryvagain. The
old man smile® thinly. “I know the body
motions of a man that’s got a-gun on him,
son,” he said. “You ain't wearing one.”

He turned and went stiffly down the
stairs. Magison wet his lips. He’d stepped
into something here. If he’d nothing but
old man Bransfield to worry about, he'd
have his hands full. He heard the man’s
footsteps erossing the bare floor down-
stairs before he opened the brown bag.
His heart beat fast as it had beat when
first he opened it.

The bag was crammed with currency
—and he had found it at the side of the
road.

CHAPTER TWO

On the Heels of the Storm

MADI SON had a gun in his hip-pocket
when he went down the stairs. He
had taken it from the black Gladstone
that contained his clothes, He didn’t
usually carry a gun and he felt a bit un-
comfortable with one, but the lonely job
that he was on his way to take -over had
seemed to calt for armament. He wasn't
sure that the present situation did, but
with a murderer on the loose-a gun might
-come in handy.

Downstairs, a shaggy man with well-
packed shoulders was shaking himself-be-
fore the fire. He gave Madison a long,
measuring glance and then seemed to
lose interest in him. Jack Bransfield was
setting a quart bottle of Scotch and some
jigger-glasses on the table.

“Nip¢” he said.

“Don’t mind a bit.
place?”

The stranger ignored the glasses and
tipped the bottle. He swallowed deeply
and set the bottle back on the table-top
with a thud. Bransfield wiped the lip of
the bottle and poured brimming drinks
into two of the glasses.

“Nope,” he said. “Another feller owns
it. He ain’t here right now.”

Madison accepted one of the glasses.
He was thinking deeply. At times Jack
Bransfield forgot to be the countryman
with a dialect ; at other times he carried it
perfectly. There was no consistency, for
instance, in his use of “ain’t.” One thing,
however, he did not fake. He was a whisky
drinker from away back of beyond. He
tossed the raw liquor against the back
of his throat, downed it neat and smacked
his lips without blinking. The color deep-
ened in his cheeks.

“¥ou rode a bad night inte this coun-
try, stranger,” he said. “You ain’t no
tourist.”

“No. The name’s Nixon. I got busi-
ness .up this way.” Nixon’s small eyes
flicked briefly to Madison. “I noticed a
car outside. Yours?” :

Madison was wiping his lips.. “Yes,”
he said. “The name’s Madison. I've got
business up here, too.”

It was a noncemmittal dead-lock, and
the three men sat down as if by mutual
consent. Nixon créssed his legs. He was
wearing a brown suit that was spattered
with mud. He fished* a cigar out of a
case and lighted it without offering a
smoke to the others.

You own this
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“It looks like I'm hung up here for
the night,” he said. “That wet stuff was
turning to sleet when I came up the
road.” ' :

He had his eyes fixed on the door to
the other big room, but he asked no
questions. He was throwing off the im-
pression of taking things as they come and
people as he found them. He was good
at it, but Madison didi’t believe in him.
A man, unless he was a down-on-his-luck
engineer, would have a hard time finding
business to attend to in this country at
this season of the year—and, now that
Bransfield had called attention to it, Madi-
son was aware that men who carried guns
instinctively adopted habits of posture
that eased the weight of the gun and
made it easily available for use.

Nixon, he was sure, had a gun in a
shoulder holster.

Bransfield was pouring himself another
drink from'the bottle and he was watch-
ing Nixon. “So you're going to stay the
night?” he said.

“What else is there for me to do?”
Nixon was suddenly belligerent, his big
hands gripping hard on the arms of his
chair, his body balanced forward. Brans-
field flipped the whisky against the back
of his throat and spoke, without a catch
in his voice, before the drink hit bottom.

“You didn’t have much choice onee you
got this far,” he said, “but if you came
out of Kaylor, it must have been pretty
bad when you started.”

“1 came out of Kaylor.”

Nixon’s jaw was hard, his small eyes
all but hidden under the lids. Madison,
who had come out of Kaylor himself,
figured that he must not have had much
of a start on this man—and the weather
hadn’t been too bad. He had figured at
the time that he had a good chance of mak-
ing it through. But Bransfield hadn’t put
him to any searching cross-examination
as this. For some reason, he had an idea

that Bransfield suspected Nixon of some-
thing where he hadn’t suspected Madison.
It could, of course, be the man’s age.
Nixon was somewhere between forty-five
and fifty, about the age of the man who
had died in the other room and a little
younger than Bransfield himself. If Hor-
ner had been murdered as a result of a
deal that Bransfield knew about, the pee-
ple invelved might all have been of about
the same age. Jeff Madison was not

yet thirty.

IXON heaved himself out of his chair,

took another drink out of the bottle
without permission, and stared challeng-
ingly at Bransfield. “If the fellow that
owns the place shows up,” he said, “I'll
make arrangements to stay.”

Bransfield shrugged. “You're staying
without the arrangements,” he said.
“There’s a room upstairs you ean have.
Even if he was here, he ain’t running a
hotel.”

Nixon took that shot with his shoulders
bunched and his brews pulled down but
he was not thin-skinned. He had made
up his mind to stay in the face of all the
hostility in the world and he did not make
even a normal effort to justify his staying
where he hadn’t been invited. Madison
wondered if that were not exactly what
Bransfield was attempting to discover.

He didn’t have time to wonder long.
There was a deeper note in the sound of
the storm, and the three men in the room
strained to listen. Another car was fight-
ing toward the clearing. They could hear
the laboring of the engine as the wheels
fought for traction on the slick road.
Bransfield chuckled dryly.

“He won’t get no further than here
neither,” he said.

The man didn’t. His car thudded into
the clearing beside the lodge and a door
slammed. The man who got out hesitated
before he entered but he did not knock
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at the door. He shoved in and brought
an icy draught with him. He stood blink-
ing in the light, his eyes registering the
room and its occupants with slow, rolling
appraisal.

He was a tall man, a trifle under six
feet perhaps, as were Nixon and Madison
himself. This man, however, was more
loosely made. There was both physical
power and personal untidiness in him.
He hadn’t shaved for days and the beard
was greasy black against his sun-blistered
skin. His mouth was definitely hard—
small, with crooked lips. His nose had
been broken at sometime and had set in
spread deformity rather than in a bend
or a hump. He, too, might have been
fifty or more.

“Good evenin’,” he said. “How’s to put
a‘man up for the night? I've been driving
all over these hills and I'm dead spent.
It’s no driving weather at all. A man can
stand just so much of it:”

Bransfield was smiling thinly. He
looked dwarfed by his company and
frail. “It’s quite a club,” he said, “but
we're running out of rooms. The next
man, if there are any more, will have to
bunk with you, stranger. You're the last
man and you'il have to-stand for it.”

“Thanks.” The stranger didn't sound
thankful; he sounded sullen. He was
squeezing water out of the left sleeve of
his mackinaw-—the sleeve evidently, which
had canght the full force of the weather
as he drove with the car window open.
His eyes, like Nixon’s, seemed drawn by
the locked door behind which the corpse,
and the skeleton sat in lonely isolation.
Bransfield poured a drink.

“Most of us have names,” he said. He
pointed around the semicircle, ending
with himself. “Madison, Nixon, Brans-
field,” he said.

The stranger shook himself. “Sure,”
he said. “Smithson. That’s mine.”

He hesitated over the second syllable
just long enough to give Madison the
idea that he had started to say “Smith”
and had rejected it as sounding pheny.
The whisky, however, warmed him and
he wanted to talk.

He talked at great length about his
drive over the wrong roads and threw in
long, windy details.

ADISON was bored with him and
Nixon seemed asleep, his cigar hang-
ing cold in the corner of his mouth. Only
Bransfield seemed interested and kept his
keen eyes fixed on the man’s face. From
time to time, Smithson slowed down and
slooked around the group as if puzzled
about them and trying to place their
reasons for being here. Nixon, in less
obvious fashion, had been doing the same
thing from under drooping: eyelids.

Presumably only Bransfield and Madi-
son knew about the murdered man in the
locked room—but Madison didn’t go for
that presumption. That either Nixon or
Smithson knew something—or a lot—
about the murder or the circumstances
leading up to it was a cinch. There was
too much traffic in this lonely spot for a
stormy spring night. It was a game, and
a gritn game, that was being played in
this warm room while the storm raged
outside. Ultimately, too, they would all
go to bed. .. .

Nixon started it. He got up, stretched
and yawned. “Where’s that room you
said I could have?” he said.

He cut right through the middle of
Smithson’s narrative without an apology.
Bransfield got up, and Smithson leaned
back in his chair, his prominent, blood-
shot eyes fixed in sullen anger upon the
burly Nixon. Nixon ignored him and
ignored Madison. His heels hit hard as
he made for the stairs. Smithson cursed
under his breath.



44

ACE-HICGH DETECTIVE

~ “T’ve got to be getting my bag out of
the car,” he said. .“There’s things in
there I'll need, and it would be getting
wet, anyway.”

The man had the habit of supplying
too many reasons for everything that he
did. Madison got up. “I'll help you in
with it,” he said.

Smithson shook his head surlily. “I
don’t need any help.”

Madison sat back and watched the man
bring that bag in. There was something
in the way that Smithson held it! He re-
called his own feelings about the bag that
he had in his car. Smithson was holding
his bag about the same way that Madison
had held his. He wondered what was
in this-one.

Then he recalled the fact that there
were two men upstairs who were prac-
tically strangers to him, and that the bag
was in his room. He got up swiftly and
went up the stairs. Bransfield met him at
the top, a startled expression on his face.
Madison nodded.

“Fm going to bed, too,” he said.

“And leave me with that big tramp
downstairs ?”’

Madison shrugged. “Chase him up to
bed and come up yourself.”

“Maybe ¥l do that.” The old man’s
voice was speculative. Madison hesitated,
his voice pitched low.

“What are you going to do about the
two in—"

He didn’t finish the sentence and he
didn’t have to. Bransfield smiled wryly.
“Any suggestions ?”’

“No?” Madison’s brow was furrowed.

The old man spread his hands out from
his body. “That’s just what I'll do then,”
he said. “Leave the key turned the way
it 1s and wait for a suggestion to turn
up. Good-night to you.”

CHAPTER THREE

The Man Downstairs

WAS not until he was alone in the
room assigned to him—and with the
door closed—that Jeff Madison realized
how neatly he had been maneuvered into
a position that would be indefensible be-
fore the law. He had known of a mmrder
without reporting it and he had conspired
at the concealing of the body from two
men who visited the scene of the crime
after the murder.

If Jack Bransfield had set that up de-
liberately, he did a neat job. Madison
sat on the bed. He reached out with the
toe of one shoe and kicked the brown
bag. He was afraid to count the money
in there. He'd still have been afraid to
count it if he’d had absolute privacy. It
looked like more money than he had ever
seen before and he was only human. He'd
had a rocky ride ever since he left col-
lege, and there had been times when he
zeached the point of actual hunger. When
he found an untagged fortune like this
beside a muddy road, he did net have to
be crooked to play with the thought of
keeping it.

He still toyed with the idea. Money
made so many things possible that were
not pessible without it. But, somehow,
he felt, this money was tied to the dead
man who sat facing a skeleton across
a table above a pair of dice. He had
found it less than two miles down the
mountain from the hunting-lodge.

He still had to figure out why anyone
should throw such a wad of money away.
It wasn’t the murder loot unless Brans-
field was away off on his count. By any
method of calculating, there was more
than ten thousand dollars in the brown
bag—much more.

In the meantime, there was the night
before him and after that the morning.
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Tonight, if this murder was committed
for money and if the murderer was in the
lodge, there would be a hunt conducted
for money. The man who had killed-Larry
Horner would not hesitate to kill again
if he had to doit to cover his tracks or to
insure his gain. Jeff Madison was going
to bed above a fortune that might well be
the price of many murders.

Tomorrow, if he survived the night, the
law would enter the picture, There were
ties enough to establish him as a suspect
already, and once his bags were searched
there would be no chance of explaining
himself out of the fix that he was-in. No-
body would take into considersgtion the
fact that he had had no chance to report
the finding of the bag or the facts of the
murder to the proper authorities. He
didn’t even have a background that would
* help him. He was downright poor and had
taken the job upon which he was going
only after trying to get out of taking it.
He hadra trail of pawn tickets behind him
and a girl that he hadn’t wanted to leave.
All of those things added up to—motive.

He had needed money desperately and
he had a suit-case full of it when he was
found at the scene of the crime,

He could imagine a prosecutor throw-
ing a juicy bit like that to a jury and also
could imagine any jury giving him a
break after they got it. It just wasn’t
human nature for a jury to figure past
such damning array of facts—the average
man didn’t have sufficient imagination.

He rolled a cigarette and lighted it while
he.searched for alternatives. There wasn’t
anything on eartfi that he could do with
the brown bag that would divorce him
from connection with it. And if he report-
ed it the minute that he saw an officer of
the law, it would appear merely that he
was trying to unload evidence against him-
self.

He could slip out of here tonight and
hit the highway, bt what good would that

do kim? Even if he made it through the
storm, his description would follow him
and he had given his right name. Even his
tire tracks in the muddy morass of the
roads would lead directly to him. And the
old rule would hold, the man who runs
away is guilty.

He kicked his shoes off, took the re-
volver out of his hip pocket and lay across
the bed with it. Somebody would make
a move before morning, and that was his
big chance.

Bransfield had lighted the lamp for him
when they first came into the room. Now,
Madison extinguished it and lay in the
dark, smoking. He could hear the walk of
the wind down. the canyon and the far-off
cracking of tree branches like the reports
of small firearms, pickéd up by the echoes
and carried to where he lay. Presently; he
heard Bransfield showing Smithson to a
room, and Smithson talking too much as
usual. Then Bransfield made a trip down-
stairs, puttered around for a while and
came back. He entered another room down
the hall, and after that there was silence
except for the batteting blows of the wind
agairnist the lodge and the creaking protest
of punished wood.

The liquor had made Madison physical-
ly sleepy, but danger had made him men-
tally alert. The result was a nervous ten-
sion that made the skin of his entire body
feel like sandpapered. fingertips. The dark-
ness and the silence pressed down on him
and it was hours before he heard the first
creeping footfall in the hall.

Somebody was on the prowl.

HERE were no locks on the bedroom
doors, and he heard his knob turned
gently. The door opened a few inches-and
he had the sense of feeling, rather than
sight or sound, of someone crouched
outside the aperture like a hunting animal.
By an effort of will, Madison made His
breathing heavy and regular in the simula-
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tion of sleep. His hand closed tight on the
butt of the revolver, and he waited. The
man outside the door waited, too—waited
with a patient, deadly quiet. Madison
knew that he was waiting only because of
that mysterious sense of presence that
flows from a living person.

Then slowly the door closed.

For a moment there was a paralyzing
sense of reaction, and Madison lay where
he was. The man was going away from
the door, and Madison roused himself out
of it. He slid, fractional inches at a time,
over the side of the bed and got his stock-
inged feet firmly under him. The crossing
of the room seemed to take ages of time,
and sweat rolled on his body like lubricant
by the time that he reached the door.

The hall was empty.

Madison waited there with his gun in
his hand, and the beating of his heart
seemed to wake the echoes. Outside, the
wind still wailed like a love-sick coyote—
the sound dropping to the lower registers
and climbing slowly with unbelievable
mournfulness to spill off a high note, at
length, in accents of utter woe. The lodge
groaned along its every board in sympathy
—but out of the medley of wild sound,
Madison picked up a single squeak that
was not chargeable to the elements.

Someone had reached the foot of the
stairs.

Some weak, indecisive thing within
Madison told him that it was none of his
business, that so long as his own room
was not molested, he was not responsible
for the lodge. But he was moving forward,
even as he thought it. He was in this thing
to his neck and he wouldn‘t get out by ly-
ing in a bed and trying to drift out. He'd
have to get out under his own power.

At the foot of the stairs, he took a deep
breath. There was a key grating in a lock.
He gripped his gun hard and stepped into
the big room. By the faint glow of the
logs, he could see the shadowy figure of a

man against the door of the room that
held the corpse and the skeleton. He
brought his gun up steady.

“Put your hands up!” he said.

The man gave a startled jerk and turned
around. His eyes were momentarily big
and they had a red gleam in them from
the reflection of the fire. Madison swore
under his breath.

He had not expected to crack down on
Jack Bransfield.

The old man had his hands up but when
he stared past the gun and found Jeff
Madison’s face, something very like relief
lighted in his eyes.

“You!” he said hoarsely. “I thought—"

“Never mind what you thought. You’re
trying to put something over.”

“Please! Not here. Come in the room.
Our voices won't carry through the door.”

The old man had the door to the murder
room unlocked. Madison’s eyes narrowed.
The man was tricky and clever and Madi-
son felt his own inability to match wits
with him—especially in a darkened room.
But there was a lot in what the man said.
Either, or both, of the two men upstairs
were dangerous. He shrugged.

“If you can give me one good reason
why you were sneaking into that room,”
he whispered, “I’ll go in with you.”

Jack Bransfield looked at him grimly.
“I was going to wait in that room,” he said.
“And I was going to shoot the next man
who eame in there, without waiting to see
who he was.”

CHAPTER FOUR

Guns in the Dark

EFF MADISON stepped into the black

“darkness of the murder room behind
the old man. He was still distrustful and
held the muzzle of his gun against the
man’s body. Jack Bransfield closed the
door gently.
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“Maybe if you take my gun away, you'll
feel safe enough to take that rod of yours
out of my ribs,” he said dryly.

“It's an idea.”

Madison felt the man’s body gingerly
in the dark, without relaxing the pressure
of his own gun, Bransfield’s gun was easy
to find. It was a big single-action Colt’s,
and he had it tucked away inside his belt
band. Madison transferred it to his own
belt.

“Spilt the story,” he said. “If I'd been
a little slower, I'd have been the buck
through the door. Then what?”

“1 might have recognized you, son. I
m w.’,

Jack Bransfield seemed shaken by the
surprise of his capture at gun point and
the shock of the near tragedy. Madison
pressed while he had him off balance.

“Why shoot somebody ?” he said.

He felt the man shrug in the darkness.
“A feller that just came in because the
storm was bad would be damned glad to
get a dry room, son. He’d stay there. A
feller with a.trooked streak might prowl
the rooms some. But a feller that came
straight to this room and fried to get in

would be a feller that knew what was in

- here. And he’d khow because he was the
feller that killed Larry Horner.”

Madison was very conscious of the body
that he couldn’t see. There was a heayy,
earthy odor of death in the room and a
damp chill like the chill of a tomb, It was
not imagination. The room actually was
a tomb, of course. It had been shut off
from the warmth of the other ropm, and
the wet cold from the stormy-out-of-doors
had been soaking steadily in through the
logs.

“A fellow that knew what was in here
wouldn’t have to break in,” he said.

Bransfield grunted. “You don’t know
human nature, son. Imagine coming back
after murdering somebody and finding
no excitement. You'd sit around and look

at the door of the room where the body
was and you'd wonder why nobody was
making a fuss about it—and you'd damned
near go nuts.”

Madison nodded. “Maybe.”

“Sure. And if you killed a man for
money and got less than you thought you
ought to get, you'd worry about maybe
overlooking some the first time.”

MADISON frowned. “I might. But

you haven’t satisfied me. I've got
your gun and I’'m not in favor of shoot-
ing the first guy into a room because
there’s a story rigged up that might fit
him. I'm keeping the gun and we'll let
the law handle the whole thing in the
morning.”

There was silence for a moment, and
Jack Bransfield sighed. “If you think that
this set-up will wait for morning, you're
dead wrong. One of those two fellers is
Moose Carrol. The hell of it is, 4 can’t tell
which.” :

“Moose Carrol? That doesn’t mean a
thing to me.” Madison was tense. He had
gradually been feeling his man out, lead-
ing up to facts that he wanted. He had
the sense of expectancy, now, that a man
has when he weighs an important letter in
his hand before opening it. His eyes had
become sufficiently accustomed to the
darkness for*him to make out the outline
of the man beside him. Jack Bransfield
was staring toward the blur in the black-
ness that was the murder table. Madison’s
imagination almost persuaded him that
he could seesthe white grin of the skeleton,
the tired droop of the corpse. Bransfleld’s
voice cut the silence, a husky whisper.

“Moose Carrol, son,” he said, ““was
one of four men that stuck up-banks across
the whole state of Colorado in *Ninéteen.
They were young men, just out of the
army and wild. And they got a poke of
nearly two hundred thousand bucks.
Two o’ those fellers were twins.”
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S voice trailed off for a moment, then

picked up. “Not very far out o’ Kay-
lor, they shot it out with a car load o’ dep-
uties, and one of the fellers got killed.
One o’ the others got a pretty desperate
wound. The feller that got wounded was
one o’ the twins, and his brother was des-
perate. They got away from the deputies
and there was a country doctor with a
place beside the road. They stopped
there.”

Bransfield paused again. “Not- all the
loot of all their robberies eould buy life
for that boy, son. He was dying. The doc-
tor eased him up and told his brother it
was hopeless—and the brether figured
that his own fix was hopeless, too. The
deputies o’ the whole state were looking
for the two men who were left and figured
to eatch them, eventually. So in that doe-
tor’s little office, they divided nearly tweo
hundred thousand dollars leot four ways
—one share for the man who was dead
and one for the man who was dying. The
twin willed his share to his brother right
there, and this Moose Carrol wanted the
other man’s share to balance up. He didn’t
get it.”

The room was very still when the old
man’s voice trailed off, and Madison found
himself straining forward to catch the
tale when it picked up again. Drama was
being relived in the room, with the dark-
ness blanketing down and the storm howl-
ing out of the high passes. Jack Brans-
field’s voice tightened up.

“Right there in that doctor’s office those
three men shot dice for the dead man’s
money—high throw to win. And the man
who was dying got it. Moese Carrol was
too low-down mean to be a sport about
that. He went out, cursing, and took the
car, leaving the twin stranded with his
dying brother.”

“Then what?”

“Well, one twin knew he was going to
die, and the other knew that he was going

to prison. So the one signed a will that
left his body to a medical college and his
skeleton to the doctor that tended him.
And the other left his share of the loet
for the docter to take care of tili he got
out. He trusted the doctor, gave him twen-
ty thousand for himself and said that he
could always identify himself no matter
what changes came up.”

“How ?”

“Well, a man can change a lot, son, but
once he's got his growth, his skeleton
doesn’t change. The boys were identical
twins. They had an idea the skeleton that
the dying twin was leaving to the doc
could always be matched by X-ray with
the skeleton of the other twin. The doc-
tor wasn't so sure about that, but he was
pretty frightened and there wasn’t any-
thing much else to do. The twin that
was making a run of it didn’t dare leave
his fingerprints behind. There was a
chance that he’d get away, you see. . . .”

“Moose Carrol got caught. So did the
twin. They got hit on the nose with twenty
years apiece in Canyom City, and Moose
Carrol had amother grouch to take into
prison with him. They found his share
of the money on him and they didn’t find
any on the twin. He didn’t squeal, though.
He just waited to get out. He knew that
the money was ditched somewhere. He
just didn’t know that the doctor had it.”

“All right. They got out. Then what ?
Madison was impatient.

“The doctor wasn’t as square as the
twins figured, son. He didn’t stay long
with medicine after he got a wad of money
like that to play with. He hit the booze
pretty hard and the gambling-houses and
the women. He did Denver up pretty
brown and only ecame back to the country
he belonged in when his money was away
down.”

“His money or the twins’?”

“Both.”

Bransfield’s voice broke off short, and
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Madison stiffened. Prom above the room
of -death there sounded one abrupt, in-
cautious sound—as if someone were watk-
ing gently and had made a misstep.
Neither Bransfield nor Madison spoke.
They sat there listening, as motionless as
the two that sat across the table just a few
feet away. The sound from above was not
repeated. Jack Bransfield rose carefully.

“Somebody’s getting kind of restless,
son,” he said softly.

Madison’s jaw was suddenly hard. He
was not sure that the interest of the men
above-stairs would be confined to the mur-
der room. He was remembering the bag
that he had left unguarded in his room,
and his nerves crawled under his skin
again. His old distrust of Jack Brans-
field returned.

The man had volunteered to help him
in with his bag, and the old man was ob-
servant. He must have drawn eonclusions
from the fact that Madison had held onto
that bag jealously. It was possible that
one of the two supposed strangers tonight
was a friend and an accomplice of the old
man. After all, what did Jack Bransfield
have to recommend lim except a pat story
and a certain hard experience that took
him through tight holes?

Madison rose abruptly. He hesitated
a moment and then passed the old man’s
gun back to him. He didn’t know quite
why he did it except that he did not want
the gun. He was already tied too tightly
to the props of the case.

“¥I'd do my investigating before I did
my shooting, if I were you,” he said
gruffty. “I'm going upstairs.”

He passed through the door of the
death room and made his way swiftly up
the stairs, balancing his weight lightly
and moving like a fast shadow. He rested
his weight forward on his fingertips like
a sprinter when he reached the top step,
and literally sniffed the darkness. There

was not a sound nor a movement, He
straiglitened and moved toward his own
room.

The storm was dying down, and the
wind was less noisy. Fury no longer shook
the lodge. Madisan’s hand seemed to stick
to the knob as he turned it slowly. The
door swung inward, amd he shoved it
closed behind him. He could make out the
murky grayness of the window, and then
a shadow came eut of the very floor.

Something rammed with almost break-
ing force against his fower ribs, and a
harsh voice whispered : “One wrong move,
guy, and you get it!”

Shoved almost into his own face was
the iron-jawed countenance of Nixon,

CHAPTER FIVE
Skeleton Twin

THERE was a tight five seconds while
the two men stared into one another’s
eyes over the gun that Nixon was-holding
under Madisor’s heart. Madison had his
voice under control before he spoke.

“Just what,” he said grimly, “is the
idea?” : S

“This{” Nixon lashed with the speed
of a rattlesnake. The heavy barrel of his
weapon thudded against Madison's skull
above his ear, and something seemed to
explode in his brain. As his knees turned
to rubber, Madison felt the big arms of
Nixon enfolding him. He was going down
and out, and Nixon had waited to strike
until he had been sure that he could ease
his victim to the ground. He teok no
chances on a crash or loud thump.

There was a black void, and then Madi-
son was coming back. He felt his way
through a mist of agony, and something
told him that he had not been out for
long. His arms were drawn together be-
hind his back and lashed at the wrists.
His ankles were bound.

Nixon was down on his knees beside
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the opened brown bag and he had a
ﬂa;hhght in his hand, a miniature flash-
light that threw a beam no thicker than a
match-stick. The stitk of light moved
slowly over the statked currency, and
Madison watched it with a feeling of
annoyance. He was just a little bit sick
and his head ached, but mostly he was
SOre. ;
He hadn’t figured this Nixon’s exact
place in the picture, and still didn’t get it.

If Jack Bransfield were the twin who
had done fime, and the murdered man
was the doctor who had betrayed his
trust, then Nixon could be Maose Carrol.
But it would still leave Smithson to be
accounted for, and Smithson had been a
shifty character. Moreover, if Nixon were
Carrol, why would he be interested in
Madison at all and what would make
him suspicious of the brown bag?

Bransfield and Carrol could be in ca-
hoots, one man taking the upstairs and
one taking the down.

The thought was like a splash of icy
water on Madison’s brain. If the two ex-
partners in crime had become reunited
because of the doctor’s perfidy, they could
have plotted his murder together—and
carried it out. Nixon’s ecoming out of
the night and the storm could have been
an act, and all of the rest of it arranged
to gain time for a necessary extended
search after hidden money.

Bat who had lost the suit-case full of
currency beside the road? And where did
the currency come from? Why had any-
one taken it down to the cross-roads where
Madison found it, and what had happened
to that someone?

The questions whirled around and
chased one another through Madison’s
aching head without solution. Nixon was
as silent as a shadow, and the tiny beam
moved slowly while the man did what
Madison himself had not taken time to
do, eounted the money.-

“Fifty thousand.”

Nijxon’s lips formed the words, but no
sound came through. Madison moved his’
head slightly. “Why pick on me?” he
whispered huskily.

Nixon jerked his head up. “You want
another bat on the skull?” "

“No.” Madison had held his voice to a
whisper to avoid just that, Nixon was per-
fectly capable of crashing him again, and
he knew it. “But-maybe if we knew where
we stood,” he said, “we wouldn’t have any
argument.”

“Guess again. I'd argue with anyone
over this dough.”

Nixon stood up, and his open coat fell
away from his body. His vest flipped
inside out. For just a fractional second
before the light beam died there was a
flashing glint of reflected light on the
inner side of that vest. Madison stiffened
against his bonds,

“A copt You?”

Nixon bent over him. “You ain’t trying
to tell me you thought I was a hijacker?”

Madison stared up at him through the
gray darkness. “Sure. Cops use hand-
cuffs instead of rope.”

* “You know that, do you? Well, they
don’t carry a noisy bunch o’ metal to a
quiet job.”

N'(XON was making a roughly twined
rope gag out of two handkerchiefs.
“You got a chance to chirp soft and low
—and quick,” he said, “before I shut your
mouth for a while. Who’s who on this
racket, where did you get the dough and
how wére you supposed to deliver it?”

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told
you.”

“Maybe not. But I know most of the
answers. You were the bright messenger-
boy who was delivering that swag to
Moose Carrol. Now, where was it for
twenty years, and who gave it to you?
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You're cold, guy, and you better shoot
square with me for a break.”

Madison’s brain raced. He didn’t know
mueh abeut detective work, nor about
the underworld, hut he knew that when a
cap talked like this there was something
that the cop had to know. Nixon had a
few threads and was trying to weave them
together. I it weren’t for that the man
wouldnt be wasting time in conversation
—nor taking chances. Madison shook his
head.

“I know less about that meney than you
da,” he said.

Nixon cursed. “You—" He whipped
the gag across Madison’s mouth with a
savage gesture and straightened as he
rammed it into place.

Downstairs a heavy-calibered gun
roared,

For a deafening second the echoes
chased one another through every corner
of the lodge. Nixon steod like a statue
with one hand buried beneath his armpit,
then cursed heavily and glided toward the
door, his gun in his hand. As the hall
shadows swallowed him, one thought was
uppermost in Madison’s mind.

Jack Braunsfield had made good his
boast. He had shot the first man to enter
the murder room. And that man had to
be the hulking Smithsen.

He was straining against his bonds as
the thought passed through his mind. He
had been tied in the dark by a man who
was trying to avoid making noise—and if
he eouldn’t loosen such bonds as that,
he deserved to remain tied. He relaxed
his muscles and felt the bonds skide. He
worked with them patiently and swiftly
and they turned so that he could bend one

hand back and worry at the knot with his

fingertips.

He forced himself to count in perfeet
rhythmic time and found that he could
control his fingers to the tune of his own
counting. It put a check on nerveus fum-

bling and kept him from a fruitless race
against the minutes.

He was breathing deeply when he rolled
free and spat the gag out with relief.
Nixon had taken his gun, and he had only
his muscles to rely upon. He flexed them
and found them good. As silently as
Nixon had done, he stole inte the hall.

He had not been conscious of a sound
from downstairs since Nixen left the
room, but he would probably have missed
everything except the more pronounced
sounds of scuffle because of his concentra-
tion upon escape. He took the stairs,
carefully. Three quarters of the way
down, he spotted Nixon.

The man was lying on the floor just
under the stairs in a pesition that gave
him command over the biggest area of the
big room. He was holding his gun before
him in readiness to fire. As Madison froze
to immebility above him, the man’s hoarse
voice broke the tense silence.

“This don’t buy you anything, you
murdering old devill I can wait here till
morning, if I have to, and you can’t get
past me—nor get a shot at me, neither.”

There was no answer from the other
room, and Nixon grunted. “O.K.” he
said, “but if you want me to take you
alive, you'll skid that gun out here along
the floor and you’ll come damned quietly.”

HERE was no answer to that chal-

lenge. The man inside probably recog-
nized the fact that Nixom’s position was
impregnable against either a smap-shet or
a charge. In the face of that fact, he
did not risk giving his own pesition away
by pointless argument.

Madison balanced on the stair above
Nixon and warred with himself. Nixon
was the law and Madison, as a eitizen,
probably owed him support. But as this
case shaped up, Madison was no longer an
ordinary citizen. He was a nfan definitely
tied up with a crime about which he under-
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stood fittle. If he were to throw in his lot
with Nixon now, Nixon would arrest him
when the case was shaped up te his satis-
faction—and Nixon would shoot callously
and selfishly for personal glory, no matter
if he had to twist and bend the evidence
to fit the men he dragged into the case.
His every action, since he entered the
lodge, had branded him as that kind of
a man. ;

On the other hand, Bransfield’s story
had had a human quality that carried
appeal. Nixon's story had partly con-
firmed it, and Madison had-a sudden surge
of faith in the old man that balanced his
past doubts. He was ready to accept the
unproved parts of the story on the
strength of the part that had been proved.
With Bransfield, he had a chance of get-
ting at the truth of the murder and of the
fifty thousand dollars in the road. With
Nixon, he had no chance of getting any-
thing except trouble. Nixon, he was con-
vinced, was dumb.

He made his decision between two ticks
of the clock in the hall.

His-body took off in a lithe spring from
the stair step and, as Nixon turned in
sudden alarm, pne hundred and seventy
pounds of work-hardened muscle hit him
like a shet from a catapult,

The detective gave one grunt and went
out like a light. Madison wasted no worry
over him. The man was big and chunky
and built like a brick wall. He could take
ft, and this was one time when he had
bad to take it.  There was still no sound
from the other room, and Madison made
no attempt to tie Nixon up. He picked up
the man’s gun and stepped to the door
leading off the hall. v

“O.K., Bransfield,” he said. “Hold it.
This is Madison.”

“Thanks, pal. But just drop that roscoe
and come in easy.”

The hoarse voice stopped Madison in
his tracks, He turned slowly and released

his hold on the gun. -He was beautifully
flanked by a man who had crept up along
the mside wall while he was untangling
himself from the fallen detective.

He had leaped from only a moderately
hot frying-pan into a very nasty fire. The
survivor of the struggle was not Jack
Bransfield, but the man who had called
himself Smithsen.

CHAPTER SIX

Murder Money

TH’ERE was still a dim red glow from
the dying fire in the big room, and
the erimson light played across the un-
shaved, vicious face of Smithson like the
glow of hell in the face of a minor devil.
Madison got his hands up and backed
away from the gun that he had dropped.
He wasn’t arguing with the thing that
he saw in the face of the man before him.
The man was snarling with triumph. “I
don’t owe you a thing for ploughing that
cop,” he said. “You didn’t intend no
favor for me.”

“I'm still the guy that took him out of
the picture.”

“0Q.K. Dor’t argue. Bring him in here
and let me take a look at him.”

Smithson was enjoying a big moment.
By one lucky stroke he had become abso-
lute master of a mad situation. The lodge
was cut off from communication with the
world outside, and no one ¢else could reach
the place tonight. The two men who stood
in his way were helplessly in his power.
Madison wondered about Bransfield and
was conscious of a definite feeling of re-
gret. There had been only one report,
and there would have been more than one
if Smithson had not done a thorough job
with the one shot. Bransfield had been
primed to shoot, himself, and mixed with
Madison’s regret was the thought that
Bransfield might have been prevented
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. from shoeting first by his, Madison’s,
warning.

He was dragging the limp Nixon into
the room, and Smithson was hovering
close to him. The man had both of the
guns, now. Nixen stirred a little and
grunted. He was coming out of it. Madi-
son let him fle in the center of the big
room. Sniithson was right behind him,
barking ‘his orders.

“O.K. Get the lamp, and let's have a
little light. We're going to have a little
talk, them that’s left of us.”

The man laughed grimly. Madison
shrugged and fumbled for the lamp on
the table. For a moment he eontemplated
taking a chanee on throwing it into Smith-
son’s face, but the risk was too long. The
man was very close to him, and it took
less muscular action to pull a trigger than
to throw a lamp,

Light flowed from the lamp-chimney in
a soft glow. The lamp was an old-fash-
ioned oil-lamp, but any other kind would
have seemed out of place in the big log-
hewn room. Nixon lay within the semi-
circle of its radiance, blinking at it daz-
edly. Madison looked beyond him toward
the murder room. The conneeting door
was open, and there was a faint filtering
of light between the roems—enough to
show the hazy white outline of a human
skeleton sitting at a table. The corpse was
a dark blob of shadow.

The body of Jack Bransfield was
sprawled in the open doorway, face down-
ward and very still.

Madison’s lips tightened as he crossed
the room without looking at the man with
the guns. He dropped down on one knee
beside the old man, and Smithson’s hoarse
voice barked after him.

“Hey! Leave him alone. I he ain’t
dead, he ought to be—the—"

Madison’s flesh shrank from nervous
anticipation of a bullet, but he did not
. look back nor hesitate, He’d made a rapid

mental calculation of his chances before
he did what he knew that he would have
to do, anyway. He couldn’t let a man die
like a dog, if the man had a spaxk of life
left in him.

Against his chances, he had remem-
bered the way that Smithson had talked
in a constant stream once he had started
talking. The man had been literally
starved for free speech. The man was
going wild with authority now because he
felt a surge of power, and he had been
starved for authority. Madison no long-
er had any doubt of who Smithison was;
he was too perfectly the man from the
pen. He was Moose Carrol and he was so
hungry for the chance to exert authority
that he would hesitate to put an end to
that authority by shoeting a man for defy-
ing it.

It was a subtle thought but Madison
felt it as a poker player feels his hunches.
There are rules for a poker player’s
hunches, but a poker player rarely frgures
them out. He rolled Jack Bransfield over
gently, and there was no shot from the
man with the guns.

Bransfield was breathing gently, but
there was a spreading stain on his chest.
His eyes opened slowly, fixed for a mo-
ment in a dazed stare and graduafly light-
ed to recognition. s lips moved stiffly
but no words came,

“Hey, you!”

Smithson was coming personally across
the room, in place of the shet that he
didn’t fire. And Nixon sat up. “What the
hiving hell!” he said.

SMITHSON wheeled like a great un-
gainly cat. He snarled viciously, spat,
and kicked the still dazed detective off
balance. The kick shook Nixon out of the
effects of the knockout, and he came grog-
gily to his feet. Smithson backed away
from him and covered him with a gun.
Under cover of the excitement, Madi-
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son crossed the room to the tall black
whisky bottle that stood on the table. He
nearly got shot thenm, but Smithson could
not shoot two men at once and Smithson
was defimitely afraid of Nixon.. Madison
had another mad moment when he was
tempted to throw the bottle or the lamp,
but it wasn't the play to make. He took
the whisky and went back to Bransfield
with it.

He tore his shirt-and made a pad, hold-
ing the whisky in reserve as a stimulant
when it was needed. Smithson had shifted
his position so that he covered the eatire
room with one gun. He had the other
gun rammed into a side pocket of his
coat.

“Cop,” he satd, “I'm going to-shoot your
liver out if you take another step.”

Nixon stood where he was. Smithson
licked his lips. “There’s a wad of bucks
someplace around here. I killed a double-
crosser today because he wouldn’t tell me
where. I killed him too soon. I got mad.
I'm going to find them. I'm going to make
you guys. find them. I'm going to offer a
reward. The guy that finds them saves
imself from getting a good killing.”

MADBON looked up sharply and he
saw fear creeping into the broad,
brutal face of Nixon, saw wild lights in
Smithson's large, rolling eyes. Something
inside of himself shivered, and he did not
blame Nixon for losing his bluster,
Smithson was a stir-bug, an ebsessed
lunatic who had brooded too long on a
single subject. The man had shot high
dice in the long ago and lost a fortune.
He had lost another when he was ar-
rested. He had tortured himself with
the thought of his companion-in-crime
coming out to riches, and he had had
years more to brood after that companion
got out with a good-behavior allowance.
Something had snapped, and the man
ne longer thought in terms of conse-

quences. He wanted money and was go-
ing to slaughter for it. He was going to
keep on slaughtering anrd he wouldn’t
know that he was through until the finger
of Death stopped him.

Madison had a pad against Bransfield’s
side, He raised his eyes to Smithson.
“Money is a cinch,” he said. “I've got a
suit-case full of it upstairs.”

The man with the gun stiffened, then
his lips curled in a snarl. He swept the
gun swiftly toward Madison; his finger
was white on the trigger. Nixon took a
half-step.

“Shoot him if he's kidding you,” he
said. “He’s got it.”

Smithson’s eyes rolled wildly from one
man to the other. His moment of power
was definitely over. He no longer trusted
his own authority or the power of the
gun. He feared trickery, feared to trust
his own wits in a clash with wits that
might be keener. The red urge was on
him to kill at ence, and put danger be-
hind him. The mad desive showed in
every warped line of his face—but he did
want money if there were morey.

A slight, scraping sound along the rough
floor made him jump as though a rattler
had struck him. Jack Bransfield had one
elbow under him. He was holding the
pad against his side. His face was drained,
waxen, his voice a rustling whisper of
sound.

“He has fifty grand,” he said. “You
cowld have had it. I went down to meet

you . . . cross-roads . . . tried to stop
you . . . you thought I wanted a ride . . .
mean devit . . . hit me with your fender

and knocked me out . . . couldn’t carry
bag . . . eouldn’t get back in time to stop
murder—"

His voice was going entirely, and he was
sinking back. Madison got an arm under
him. “I found that bag,” he said. “It’s up-
stairs.”

He held the whisky to Bransfield’s lips,
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and the old man swallowed carefully.
“Fine,” he said. “Get money . |, want an-
other driuk *fore I die. P’ll wait for it—"

A look of cuniting had come into Smith-
som’s face. “I'm Meoose Carrol,” he said.
“I own that money. I was gypped out of
it. You guys won't fogl me on the stairs,”

He laughed harshly. “You fellers pick
up that table and casry it upstairs. I'll
carry the lamp and the gun.”

MADISON’S jaw hardened. He had

haped for a break on the trip up-
stairs but he’d figured without a lunatic’s
cunning. Two men, wrestling a big heavy
table up the stairs, were not going to be
able to make any fast motions under the
drop.

They didn’t either. Wordlessly, save
for occasional curses, Nixon and Madison
hauled the table to the floor above. A safe
distance behind them, Moose Carrol held
the lamp high and the gun low.

“The money!” he said.

He herded them into the reem that
Madison had occupied, and Madison stid
out the brown bag. He was worried about
Bransfield dying downstairs in the dark,
and he wanted no delays.

“P’ll open this bag right up here and
show you,” he said.

It was a stroke. Carrol’s eyes narrowed
suspiciously. He suspected a trick in any
suggestion made to him. “You two guys
will carry it down like it's a trunk,” he
said. “First guy that lets go is plugged.
And there better be money in it.”

The air of authority was ceming back
to him. Neither Madison nor Nixon felt

like testing his humor. They earried the

bag dowastairs. Carrol set the lamp on a
chair and gestured with the gun.

“Open it!” he said.

There was death in his voice. Madison
threw one look at Jack Bransfield. The
man’s eyes were patiently, wearily open.
He smiléd faintly, and Madison threw the

bag open. He spilled the money on the
floor in heaps, and Moose Carrol’s breath
whistled thinly from his lungs.

Madison sidestepped the money and
put everything that he had into a short,
murderous swing. His fis¢ teok Carrol
under the heart, end the gun thundered.
He felt the breath of the bullet past his
ear and then he was closing in behind his
puneh, loeked with the man from the pen.

The strength of madness was in Car-
rol, and he hurled Madison off like a
mastiff togsing a terrior. The gun swung
up again, and Nixon threw himself for-
ward. Carrol slashed at him with the gun-
barrel, and Nixon ecoughed kke a con-
sumptive. He was folding forward, when
Madison closed to the attack again. He
landed with his right and make a grab for
the gun with his left. He missed, and cold
fear swept him.

The momentum of his charge had car-
ried him into Carrol, and they were going
down. Carrol's gun hand was free and he
could feel it swinging up. His flesh
shrank, and then the gun roared.

There was no impact.

For a moment he doubted. Memory
flashes of tales he had heard about shot
men who didn’t feel the bullet, were mov-
ing through his brain. Then he was con- -
scious of the limpness af Moose Carrol,
and the gun thudded against the floor.
Madison shook himself free and erouched
off on one knee dazedly.

Moose Carrol was lying flat on his back
with his head thrown back, and his arms
outstretelred. The gun was lying on the
floor, hatfway between Carrol and Jack
Bransfield. Jack Bransfield was up on
one elbow again.

“My gun,” he whispered. “My gun shot
him—"

Madisen felt a superstitious quiver run
through him. Bransfield was moistening
his lips. “My drink, son—"

“Sure.”
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Madison lifted the black bottle off the
floor. Bransfield’s eyes lighted. “Hold it,
son . . . talk first . . . that money . . .
counterfeit. Bought a lot cheap, Wanted
Carrol to take it and get pinched with
it“‘_‘”

Madison’s eyes shaded with disappoint-
ment. Bransfield was going out, after all,
at the end of a cheap ex-con double-cross.
Fhe old man was locking at the bottle.

“That twin, son. A good man. Served
his time decent. Studied. Modet convict.
Got time off. Carrol always a heel. Dirty.
Dirty record as con. Did it ali—"

He sighed deeply, his eyes still on the
bottle. “He dido’t believe doctor spent
money. He wanted to make trouble for
twig. Twin trying to be decent, son. Liv-
ing quiet . . . good man—"

“Sure. I know.” Madisom swallowed
his disappointment. After all, the man was
dying. Bransfield looked at him and smiled
faintly, ironicallg. His voice was sud-
denly strong.

“You thing I'm talking about me, don’t
yotr? You're wrong. I was tire doctor. I
wasn’t worth a dama.”

He sighed again.
quick—"
~ He held the hottle himself, and the
whisky hit the back of his throat. He swal-
lowed it without blinking, held the bottle
away from him, smiled at it and died.

Madison eased him down and got stiffly
to his feet. It was a solemn moment, and

“The drink . . .
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he reatized that, in his effort to trap Moose
Carrol, the old doc had made a desperate
gesture toward restitution. He had tried
to save the peace of the man whose trust
ke bad betrayed.

Nixon stirred a little and tried to get
up. Madison looked at him indifferently.
The big dick was still a dumb detective
but he could take it. He’d be around in
time and he could have this case—all of it.

In the next roem a skeleton sat staring
acress the table at a corpse that had three
knife-hilts protruding from its chest, He
was sorry that he’d never know precisely
the why of those three knives, but the
three stick-up men of long ago had prob-
ably each carried one—and Moose Car-
rol's ghastly humor had led him to use-all
three.

¥t was<a ghastly theught that the corpse
and the skeleton were twins.

Nixon groaned, and Madison crossed
the room to him. He was thinking of the
job that he would go to when the storm
was over. He was no longer interested in
satchels full of money. Spread over two
rooms, were four men who had traded
four lives and four careers for meney that
nene of them enjoyed. He shoock Nixon
impatiently.

“Snap out of it, dick,” he said, “This
mess is your job. I've got one of my
own.”

That lonely job at the survey-station
sounded suddenly swell,

golution
zing ou
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It was only g hunch, at first, that made Gannet wonder why Mrs. Holtorf
had. picked that particular afternoon to plummet twenty stories to ber
death. Not titl be began to play with those carefully sharpened pencils
did he disoard the accidenmt theory — decide to give the good lady's

demise a—
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He prodded his gun
against the lock and fired.
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ANNETT got out of the squad-car
G after Inspector Powell. As they
reached the pawvement two police-
men in front of them began to clear the
way, swinging nightsticks at the crowd’s
knees, growling with sudden briskness:
“Come on-—move along there! Get
going!”

The fringe of people fell back in a
ragged wave, watching with curious faces
Powell’s lean bedy, Gannett’s middle-aged
slouch. A murmuring hum of voices rose
from them—a rumble that died instantly,

When he saw what was under it Charley
Gannett’s stomach turned over, and his
toes squirmed jerkily inside his big shoes.
He faced away quickly, took off his hat,

stifled, as Inspector Powell lifted the can-
vas cloth from the sidewalk.

gulped in air.
One of the policemen grinned at him
57
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slightly, without pleasantness. He said:
“Not nice, hah? I had to put the cloth-over
her.”

Gannett shuddered, clesing his eyes.
After a moment he put his hat back on
and asked the patrolman: “You find out
where it came from, Higgins ?”

“Yeah,” Higgins said. His glance slid
up along the side of the gray-stone apart-
ment house that towered above them into
the deep glowing blueness of a mild May
night. “The guy was just down here.
That’s his wife—was His wife. He’s takin’
it hard.”

Gannett licked dry lips.
smashed,” ke said.

“Twenty stories,” Higgins grunted, “is
a drop.” He straightened a little, saluting
as Powell rose from the eanvas cloth and
dropped it back over the thing it concealed.

The inspector’s lean face was grave,
composed. He let cold light eyes drift
over the crowd without any expression.
He asked: “What’s her name?”

“Mrs. Holtorf,” Higgins said. “It hap-
pened fifteen minutes ago, about. I was
a couple of blocks away when I heard the
commotion. Then I ran here and found
her like that. Just jélly, chief. I—"

Toneless, Powell pointed out: “I saw
her too. You weren’t in time to see her
fall ?”

Higgins shook his head. “I wasn’t.
When I got here it was all over. The
husband was just runnin’ out of the door-
way there, actin’ crazy. He bawled some-
thing that it was all his fault, and I don’t
know what. Then the doorman gave me
this thing te put over her.”

Turning, Powell grunted. “Get the
crowd moving. You come with me, Gan-
nett.”

“Preﬁy

AS they crossed the walk Charley Gan-

nett kept his eyes carefully away
from the square of canvas, the daub of red
that stained its dirty surface. A man in

livery, with a face as pale as his white
mustache, swung the door Back for them,
peering over their shoulders at the crowd.
Gannett neticed his fingers isembling on
the knob. Inside, a boy in umiform de-
tached himself reluctantly from a group
tatking in low tones mear the entrance and
followed them across to the eclevator.

When they were i the cage Gannett
settled his shoulders against green-and-
gold walls. “Pll be dreaming about that for
a week,” he told Powell gloamily.

“She looked tad,” Powell agreed.

“What do you expeet? Drop twenty stor-
ies, and the pavement comes up and hits
you plenty. Mr. Holtorf’s apartment,
son.”
The elevator bay watched them with
curious, scared eyes. Metal doors sfid
smoothly together, and they began to rise,
with the faint, uneasy sensation troubling
Gannett’s stomach omnce more. A smail
bulb winked in and out across a row ef
numbers to stop finally at 20. They
stepped out to a landing and the elevator
boy pointed to the door on the {eft.

It was half ajar. Powell pushed it back
and walked into a short corridor that was
hotly ablaze with light. The corridor was
empty, eurtained at the end by portidres,
with faint sounds ceming from somewhere
behind them. They went past the por-
tieres and dewn two steps into a lasge
room.

There were wide French windows at the
far end, both thrown back, and a man was
walking back and forth between them.
When he looked up Gannett noticed that
his eyes were wide and blank, as if he
couldr’t foeus them.

Inspector Powell said: “We're sorry
to trouble you now, Mr. Holtorf. But it’s
palice routine and something that has to
be done sooner or later. We'll be as brief
as possible.”

“Police?” Holtorf nodded dully. He
dropped inte a chair and rubbed the side
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of his face slowly with one hand. Softly,
in an unsteady voice, he whispered, “My
God 1”

S tone made Gannett uncomdortable.

He %it a cigarette, crushed it out
quickly at Powell’s glare, slid his luster-
less brown eyes over the room. Furnished
quietty and comfortably, there seemed to
be nathing out of place. Near the open fire-
place there was a table with pads and
peneils spread over-an unsoiled gray blot-
ter; and a few feet-away, in a position that
suggested it ‘had been hastily pushed back,
Gannett saw a chait. A pencil, newly
sharpenetl, lay on the floor under that.

Powell sat down, looking serious and
grave. Across the room Holtorf stared at
the floor, his head propped in his hands.
Presently, not looking up, he muttered:
“It's true, isn’t it? Alma’s gone. She—"
He turned, facing the French windows,
and Gannett shivered slightly as he fol-
lowed his gaze. Out there she’d gone,
twenty stories down. A tough way
to pult the Dutch act!

Holtorf took a breath, very deeply, and
turned back to them. “You'll want to know
what happened,” he said.

For an-instant his voice broke, his fea-
tures twisted up. He turned away from
them and covered his eyes. Gannett saw
that he was a man in his early forties,
slender, small, with dark hair combed
precisely back and the marks of high liv-
ing, good care, in his ruddy, clean-shaven
cheeks. He was handsome in the weak deli-
cacy of feature that appealed to women
more than men—a small mouth, very white
teeth, eyes that eould laugh easily, Gan-
nett thought, despite their present anguish.

“Y don’t know what it was,” Holtorf
said. The moment had appeared to gain
him control, for %is voice was steady, his
eyes somberly level. “Alma—my wife—"
He stapped again angd stared at his hands.
“She’d been in a highly nervous condi-
tion for some time. I've had her under

Doctor Elliott Norton’s care since March.
As a result, we hadn't been getting on at
all well for some time. But I never
thought—"

It was slightly incoherent to Gannett.
But Powell nodded seriouslyysaid with an
apologetic note: “Just for the records,
Mr. Holtorf. Tell us what happened to-
night.”

“T understand,” Holtorf muttered.
“You've been very considerate. Thank
you. It's only that Alma—" After an-
other pause he went on quietly, rapidly:
“We had a quarrel this evening—we’d

‘been having them for months. Tonight,

an hour ago, she said something—I can’t
remember the words—to the effect that
I'd never be bothered with her again.
Her face frightened me, but I had no
idea what she intended to do. Then be-
fore I could move—" Slowly, blankly, his
eyes moved again to the ppen windows.

From his chair Gannett considered
them. There was a stone rail guarding
the outside, not very high. A woman
could step to the top of it easily enough.
Puffing slightly, Gannett heaved his squat
bulk out of the chair and crossed to it,
looked down. Far below he could see
the canvas splotch, the crowd of people.
But the sheer drop made him slightly
dizzy, and after a moment he pulled his
head quickly back.

Powell was saying: “You couldn’t tell
us what the quarrel was about, Mr. Hal-
torf ? You needn’t be afraid of publicity.
We keep these things to ourselves.”

Holtorf stared at him haggardly. “Pm
afraid when I went down to poor Alma
I was insane. T blurted things I shouldn’t.
But they were true enough. I killed my
wife as surely as though I had pushed her
from that window.”

Gannett looked at him sidewise, then
picked up the pencil from beneath the
chair and put it on the table with the
others. There were perhaps a dozen, all
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told. Seven or eight had their points worn
down, but the others were sharpened to a
microscopic point.

Holtorf wasn’t looking at him. He was
still regarding Powell with that rapt, hag-
gard gaze. As he spoke he put one finger
to his chest. “I'm her murderer. I mur-
dered her with disloyalty and unfaithful-
ness. I murdered her with the cruelest
weapons a man could use. I tormented her
every moment with thoughts of -other wo-
men—thoughts that were mainly true.”

Powell murmured “Well,” in a troub-
led tone, his cold-blue eyes moving away.

N the same tone Holtorf continued:

“My wife was spending a few weeks in
the mountains at Norton’s orders. There
was a stenographer in my office and I—
well—” He made a vague gesture with
his hand. “My wife returned this eve-
ning, unexpectedly. She found the girl
with me here. I tried to tell her that it
meant nothing. I sent the girl away be-
fore her, gave her a check for a thousand
dollars, told her to leave the city at once.
I wanted Alma to realize that these other
affairs did not matter, that it was only
she—"" Staring at Powell, he dropped his
hands tiredly.

“Finally, I thought I had succeeded in
quieting her. We had supper and talked
a while. There were no servants—I had
dismissed them when Alma left for the
mountains—so we were quite alone. Alma
sat there, where you are sitting, quietly.
1 thought it was all over, and we could
begin again. I had resolved never to
cause her another instant’s uneasiness.
She seemed to believe me. While T worked
on some accounts at that table, she sat in
the chair, with her eyes closed. I thought
she was tired, and devoted myself to get-
ting my work out. Then it happened be-
fore I could stir. Before I could—"

Gannett said: “Were you working long
when she jumped ?”

Startled, the little man looked up. “Five
minutes perhaps, not longer. There
wasn't—"

“Uh-huh,” Gannett said. He ran a hand
back through his umtidy brown hair.
“Your wife was insured ?”

Holtorf’s faced paled. He half rose
from the chair. Ina choked veige he an-
swered.: “Yes. For twenty-five thousand
dollars. If you—"

“Q. K.” Gannett nodded mildly. “This
all goes in the report, mister. I’s stuff
that has to be asked,”

Powell appeared surprised, a lttle
angry. Looking coldly at Gannett he got
up from his chair and said: “I guess that’s
all. Sorry to have troubled you, Mr. Hol-
torf.”

‘Anger left the little man swifter than
it had come. He loeked crushed, forlern.
“I realize that you have to do yeur job.
If you wish to question me agatn Il be
here.”

Gannett picked up his hat.
to the door he turned.

“You wouldi’t know the name of the
girl who was here—where she lived?”

Heltorf said slowly: “Her name is
Deoris Arlen. She lives in the Mayflower
Apartments on Burns Avenue.”

“Thanks.” Ganneft nodded, put on his
hat, fellowed Powelt to the landing.

While they waited for the elevator,
Powell stared at him with icy-blue eyes.
He said: “You don’t treat men like Hol-
torf the way you handle thugs. He’s some-
body in this town. He's got plenty of
politieal influence. His brokerage office is
the biggest—"

Gannett looked back at him. “You ever
heard of a thing called the depression?
It got a lot of these brokers down to ped-
dling books.”

With his hands on his hips, the in-
spector shook his head slowly, “So you
figured out that Holtorf killed his wife |

Halfway
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for insurance. Nothing to it. Like that”—
he snapped his fingers—‘‘hey?”

Gannett said stolidly: “I don’t know if
he killed his wife. I do know he's lying.”

Starting to argue, Powell checked him-
self, calmer. “How do you know that ?”

The elevator deors slid back, and Gan-

‘nett went in without answering. All the
way down he whistled the. Blue Danube
between his teeth, enjoying Powell’s nar-
rowed stare boring into him. Outside, on
the street, he said: “There’s some stuff
I'd like to find out about this Arlen girl.
T’ll see you at headquarters.”

Powell his arm. “Wait a min-
ute. There’s no rush, How do you know
Holtorf's tying?"

“Nothin’ to it,” Ganmett said. He
snapped his fingers. “Just like that. Seein’
as how I didn’t handle Holtorf right, I
guess you wouldn’t want to find out.”

° Watching-his retreating back, Inspector
Powell said something short and profane.
If Charley Gannett wasn’t a damn good
Mt <
“Someday,” Powell muttered, “I’ll put
that lug back pounding pavements. By the
seven fallen angels, I will?”

E superintendent stepped aside,
stuffing fhe key-ring inside his belt.
He said, doubtfully: “This 4s Miss Ar-
len's apartment. But she didn’t say any-
thing about moving. Maybe she’s just
out. I—"

“All right,” Gannett growled. “You go
down and worry about it.” He closed the
door and lit a cigarette, looking around.

The roem was fairly large, well filled
with furniture. Across from him a Mur-
phy bed was fitted into the wall, flanked
by twin lamps and a small table. Gannett
frowned thoughtfully at that a moment,
then cressed and opened a closet door. It
was empty. Gannett nodded to himself,
heavy face sober. He looked in the dresser
drawers and found them empty, too.

There was a small bathroom at one end, a
smaller kitchenette at the other. That was
all.

Gannett prowled around, whistling
moodily. He found a bottle of milk in the
refrigerator, some cold ham, butter, rolls.
Off these he made a meal. Then he went
back to the big room, with the last slice
of ham wrapped around a pickle, and two
olives. Biting on-that, he considered every-
thing thoughtfully. The girl’s clothes were
gone, there weren't any letters; the one
thing he found in the room that might be
considered personal was a snapshot he un-
earthed under the paper lining in one of
the dresser drawers.

It showed a dark girl in a bathing-suit,
with her hands wrapped around her knees.
She was nice looking in a young, flapper-
ish way—wouldn’t be more than twenty,
Gannett decided. Silly maybe, but not
hard-boiled. After staring at it a while,
Gannett put it carefully away in his inside
pocket.

Then he swallowed the last of the ham
and reflected. The apartments here were
furnished. It wouldn’t take a girl long
to pack her stuff and get out. $till, there
was no reason for a rush. She had Hol-
torf’s thousand-dollar check and she’d
likely want to cash it. Easier to do that
here, where he was known, than in an-
other city. The banks had been closed since
three o’clock, so she couldn’t have cashed
it today—and she wouldn’t know about the
wife, either, so that part wouldn’t worry
her. Gannett whistled Lazybones twice,
thoughtfully. Tt was damn queer.

He looked in the waste-paper basket,
and in the bag of rubbish in the kitchen.
Then he pulled down the bed, searched
that. When he was through there he said,
“Damn it !” violently and lit anether cigar-
ette.

Standing in the center of the room, he
cataloged the furniture, item by item.
There must be something somewhere—
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bookease, drawer chest, table, chair, lamp.
Now Gannett crossed to the bureau again.
Sometimes stuff fell behind the drawers.

He pulled out the top one, ran his
hand around the edge, dropped it sud-
denly, cursing. A sliver of wood had
pierced the tip of his middle finger and
drawn blood. Gannett sueked the wound,
watched bloed well out again, then
crossed, muttering, to the tiled bathreom.
In the cabinet behind the mirror he found
iodine-and applied it, then started to swing
the mirror back. But hefore it elicked
shut he pulled it out again and stared,
squinting, at the bottom shelf.

He saw a colored perfume bottle, a
cold-cream tube, powder, vanishing cream,
small cotton squares for applying make-up.
Gannett examined some of the stuff. The
perfume was an expensive make, im-
ported. He wasn’t sure about the rest. He
growled thoughtfully deep in his throat,
closed the mirror, and went back te the
outer reom. There he put on his coat and
hat, and ten minutes later left a taxi
in front of police headquarters.

N HIS office Powell meditated over a
- black cigar, teeth deeply bitten into
it. He gazed absently at Gannett, saying
nothing. While Gannett spoke he stared

with an air of blank remoteness over his
head.

“Listen,” Gannett said, leaning over
the desk. “I know Holtorf’s lying be-
cause he said he was working only five
minutes when his wife jumped. You saw
all the pencils on that table? Well, only
three or four of them had the points
sharpened—the others were all worn
down. A guy don’t wear down eight pen-
cils in five minutes, Powell, and a guy
like Holtorf brings his pencils home from
the office. Down there the kid would keep
the points like needles. They do it every
morning.- So when Holtorf says he was

only working five minutes he’s lying. I
don’t know why, but he is.”

Powell flicked the ash from his cigar
with an elahorate gesture. After a while
he said: “I don’t hear you, I don’t see
you. You're going back on the pavements,
Gannett. When I ask questions I like to
get them answered.”

Gannett leaned forward eagerly, disse-
garding him. “Se then I ge to the gisl's
apartment, What de I find?’ He paused,
staring at the inspector, “What do I
find ?”

Humming stightly, Powell affected un-
cancern. But when Gannett stared at him
without going on he grunted irritably:
“What the hell did you find?”

“In the gi¥l's place,” Gannett said, tap-
ping a forefinger heavily against the edge
of the desk, “I find everything gone. No
clothes, ng letters, no nothigg. But in the
bathroom I find her make-up stuff. Get
that—make-up.”

The ingpector’s cynical fagce remained
puzzled. “I get it. So what ?”

“I figured it meant somethking,” Gan-
nett said. “Maybe I'm wrong. You get a
chance to check Holtorf’s yarn?”

Powell nodded. “The elevator boy took
him and the gil up, around five. Then the
old lady comes in a couple ef hours after,
and in five minutes the girl comes out cry-
ing. That part is O. K.”

“That part would be,” Gannett said. He
pulled thoughtfully at his Tower lip. “But
Holtorf’s lyir’. He's lyin’ about the work
he done, so maybe he’s given us a song-
and-dance about the whole thing. If he
wanted to get rid of his wife it wouldn’t
be hard to edge her through the window.
And—"

Powell began to laugh. He put his cigar
down on the desk edge and lTooked amused,
chuckling deep. Puzzled, Gannett stared
at him, and after a moment Powell took
up his cigar again, still faughing, shaking
his head.
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He said: “Damned if it isn’t the best
thing I've ever heard! They don’t beat
you, Gannett, in the state asylum. You
get a man like Holtorf—a big man, im-
portant,. prominent—and you notice some
of his pencils aren’t sharpened. Then you
notice a girl left some ten-cent make-up
stuff after her. So you decide that Heltorf
bumped his wife off. Cripes!”

Laughter convulsed him. He noared,
pounded his desk, grew breathless. Watch-
ing him, Gannett’s face molded to hard
lines, his eyes smoldered and became
small. He got up without saying anything
and went out, clesing the door very quiet-
ly behind him.

When he had gone Powell stopped
laughing and regarded his cigar thought-
flly. In a moment he reached for the
phoné and asked : ““Conny? I got Gannett
mad agaih. He'll work all night on that
Hotltorf case. If I asked him to do it he’d
have.told me to go to hell. When he rings
you, let me know. Pronto.”

Putting down the phone he shook his
head. He said, “The big lug,” fondly.

ANNETT’S face, his stride, were
sulphurous as he went down the hall.
On the street he turned left, walked three
blocks, entered a dark area under a high
brown-stone stoop. Inside, a stout man
came forward and said: “Mr. Gannett,”
with welcome in his voice, Gannett didn’t
answer him.

Around the long bar broiled steak
smelled enticing, and the cool malt aroma
of beer freshened the air. Gannett crossed
to the bar and ordered two ryes, tossed
them off one after another. Then he lit
a cigarette and stared down at his right
forefinger, tracing aimless designs on the
damp surface of the mahogany. In five
minutes he ordered another rye, paid his
bifl, and left.

Back at headquarters he tramped down
the corrider past Powell’s office and en-

tered a large room at the end. To a man
in uniform sitting at the desk he growled:
“You get Powell after a.couple-of minutes,
Conny. Ask him to call Holtorf and get
him down here. Tell him I want that bird
kept around a half hour, anyway.”

Conny looked cheerful. “O. K. Why
don’t you see Powell yourself? You know
where his office is.”

“I'm through with him,” Gannett glow-
ered. “That’s why. I'm through with his
lousy homicide squad. In the morning I'm
asking for a transfer.”

Conny put one hand around his mouth
and made a noise.

“AHl right,” Gannett said, nodding
heavily. “You, too. You're all a dumb
bunch of heels.”

He stamped out, got a trolley at the
corner, and left it when it reached
Montague Avenue. A half block in on the
side street Holtorf’s apartment shot sky-
ward like a gigantic gray monolith of
stone, and Gannett walked toward it
slowly, on the opposite side of the road.
In the shadow of some trees he stationed
himself and lit a cigarette, muttering sul-
lenly at intervals. Presently across from
him he saw the doorman come out and
whistle for a cab. In a moment little Hol-
torf came out and clambered in. When the
cab swung right at the corner, Gannet
crossed the road and entered the dim
lobby. The canvas splotch was gone.

“Mr. Holtorf’s just gone out,” the ele-
vator boy told him. “I ean’t—"

Beetle-browed, Gannett looked down at
him. He said: “Don’t get wise, kid. I'm
not in the mood for it. I told you Holtor{’s
apartment.”

The boy licked his lips. “It’s against
the rules, mister. I got to call the superin-
tendent. He might—"

Gannett closed the elevator doors,
glared down again. The boy pushed the
lever around, and they rose. When they
reached the twentieth floor the boy was
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sniffling quietly. “I'll lose my job. We're
not supposed to—"

Gannett gave him fifty cents. “You
won't,” he said. “Maybe you'll get your
picture in the papers—all of them. Fll
make the reporters mention you sure.”
He patted his shoulder and stepped out.

IN a moment he was swearing at the

focked doogr. Somehow he had thought
Holtorf woutd not rementber to lock it.
After trying the door again to make sure,
he turned back to the cage, biting on his
thumb-nail. The boy was still watching
him. He seemed excited now, eager.

“Mister,” he said. “There’s a board
downstairs in the porter’s room. It's got
duplicate keys to all the apartments.
Maybe I could get this one for you. If you
really could put my picture in the papers
and—"

Gannett said : “I'll do it, myself. You get
that key quick, and I'll tefl the reporters
you helped break the case. Scram, son!’

He lit a cigarette and tramped restlessly
around, whistled the Carioca through be-
fore the elevator came up again and the
boy popped out, shiny-eyed.

“No one around,” he told Gamnnett
breathlessly. “I just snitched it off the
hook and come up without stopping.”

“Good lad,” Gannett growled, taking it
from him. He clicked the lock back, opened
the door and returned the key. “Now,
shoot down with it, sonny, and there
worn’'t anyone know. Holtorf will think he
left it open.”

He left the lock off as he went in, then
crossed the entrance hall to the living-
room. Nothing had been changed.

The French windows at the end were
still open, the table with the pencils un-
disturbed. Gannett regarded them frown-
ingly, picked one up and squinted at it.
Then he pulled out the drawers under-
neath and looked through those.

They contained nothing but the usual
odds and ends—paper, blotters, carben
sheets, a stenographer’s note-book, with all
the pages blank, After making sure of that
Gannett crossed to the open window and
examined the sides and top of the stone
barrier carefully. He eould find no marks.
In the kitchen the light was on, and a
small cold chicken, half eaten, sprawled
on its side in a platter. Besides this there
was an empty bottle of beer, with foam
still clinging to the inside of a tall glass
on the left. Gannett grunted. F hadn’t
seemed to spoit his appetite much.

He looked over the kitchen, peered
through the one window by the sink. Then
he carved off a slice of the white meat
and munched it meditatively while wrap-
ping another around a chunk of dressing.
From the window his gaze dropped to the
sink, then to the empty space under it.
There was a faint, ringed impression on
the oilcloth under the pipes, and as Gan-
pett wiped his lips he pondered. What
could have made it?

The garbage pail, probably. But why
wasn't it there now? Why— He made a
pettish sound with his lips. Why should
Holtorf remember garbage now? That
was quieer. Unless, of course, there was
something in the bucket that Holterf did
not want discovered. Then, his eyes glit-
tering with sudden excitement, Gannett
crossed the kitchen to a small door at the
back. It led him out to a landing with a
single elevator shaft before him and the
stairs in back. He saw the pail set before
the door and lifted the lid swiftly, then
swore. The pail was empty,

Somewhere, very close, a.door slammed
after he prodded the elevator button, and
machinery creaked. Light floated down
slowly across the frosted-glass panel and
stopped level with the floer.

The overalled operator looked tired and
dirty. There was a large metal barrel be-
hind him, half filled with refuse, and the
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air that swept out to meet Gannett was
tainted mustily.

“You take Holtorf’s garbage down?”
Gannett barked.

The man nodded. “Yeah. I just emptied
it.”

Gannett dove for the barrel. “Here?”

The overalled man, loeking surprised,
said: “No. It’s in the cans downstairs.”

“O. K.,” Gannett said. “You take me
down. Quick, Joe!”

At the basement level he stepped out into
a corridor of dark stone, where the air
was close, steamy, swimming with fine
particles of coal dust. FThe operator {ed
him along the corridor, past the beiler-
room stairway from which hot air blasted
up and engulfed them, to the gratefully
cool freshness of an areaway. By the
stairs leading up to the street a line of the
tall metal barrels was arranged, and see-
ing them Gannett clipped, “Which?”

The man pointed to the one an the end.
“I guess his stuff would be in the bottom
of that, It's the last one I filled.”

Yanking off the top, Gannett dropped it
with an echoing clang to the stone walk.
His hands pulled fast at the heap of refuse
like the paws of a dog digging for a bone,
while behind him the operator, dismayed
and angry, stuttered: “Hey! What you
doin’? What you— Dump that stuff and
you clean up after you. I'm no horse.”

Gritting his teeth, Gannett set the bar-
rel upside down and emptied it. Among
the grisly remnants of food, tin cans, old
- magazines, he saw suddenly the four
quarters of a stenagrapher’s note-book,
with the edges ripped jaggedly across.
Very still, for a moment he stared at it.

ALF an hour later Holtorf came back.
Sitting in a low chair in the living-
room, Gannett didn’t move when he heard
the door open. He had his head thrown
back, and he continued blowing lazy smoke

rings at the ceiling, his lips pursed out, his
eyes narrowed.

The little man started when he saw
him. “Evenin’,” Gannett said. “I hope
you don’t mind me sitting here. I came
up to ask you something about the Arlen
gixl and found your door open.”

“Not at all,” Holtorf said gravely.
“Anything I can do—" He put his hat on
the table and logked at Gannett, his fea-
tures composed and serious.

“That’s fine,” Gammett said. “I won’t
keep you long. This Doris Arlen must
have skipped out of town. Her clothes are
gone, and she am’t at her apartment. I
thought you might have some idea of
where she went te.”

Holtorf shook his head. “A vague idea,
nothing more. She had one married sister
in Chicago — perhaps she went there.
Walker, Wilson—some such name. I
kmew very little about her.”

“I guess that’s all.” Gannett stoed up.
“Thanks. I had an idea she might still be
in the city, somewhere. Fliere was a wom-
an called while I was waiting for you. She
sounded nervous, kind of hysterical. As
if she was afraid of something. 1 thought
it might be this Arlen girl, havin’ just
found out about your wife. She said
she had to see you, but when I told her
you wasn't here she hung up before 1 could
find out who she was.”

Holtorf’s eyes became very wide, very
candid. He said: “Perhaps it was Doris.
I'm rather glad you took it. I could never
see her again. Poor, dead Alma—" He
stared before him, his eyes fixed, haggard.

Gannett nodded. “Well, good-night. We
won’t have to bother you again, mister, I
guess it’s all we want.”

He went down in the elevator to the
street, drawing the boy aside into a corner
of the entrance hall. “Did you see that
girl go in with Holtorf, son?”

The boy had. They had gone upstairs
about five, and shortly after seven Mrs.
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Holtorf had arrived. Listening to him,
Gannett frowned. That was one part that
checked too well.

“This girl was nice?” he asked.

“Ghe looked all right,” the boy said.
“Mr. Holtorf seemed to like brunettes,
like Mrs. Holtorf. She was pretty swell
herself—tall and slender like this other
dame. Just as nice, too.”

“Uh-huh,” Gannett nodded slowly.
“And you saw this other girl come out?”

“Yeah. She was crying—I guess Mrs,
Hpltorf laid into her up there. Anyway,
she kept a handkerchief over her face
all the way down, but I knew it was the
girl on aecount of the dress. One of those
white ones with little dots in it. She—"

“That,” Gannett growled, “Is all I want
to know. Be looking your prettiest when I
get back, son:”

Outside he walked in the middle of the
pavement, where the lighting was bright-
est, to the corner. A trolley car was just
rolling off, and he ran for it, swung
aboard and stayed an mstant on the outer
step. At the block up from Montague
Avenue Gannett dropped off, his short
legs churning with the speed of the car.
The conductor bellowed something at him.
Gannett waved briskdy back, stepped fast
down the street, turned right on the next
avenue, and so came back again to the
farther corner of Holtorf's apartment
house. In a darkened store entrance he
waited, watching the building.

Five minutes later Holtorf came out.
Gannett followed him four blocks west,
keeping well behind him, in the shadows
of the trees. On an avenue more brightly
lit, Holtorf paused, inspected a window
casually, then turned as casually and
looked back the way he had come. From
behind the shelter of a stone stoop, Gan-
nett grinned at him. Now, he’d think
everything was fine.

The little man crossed the pavement,
peered to his left. A taxi slowed before

him, and the driver put out one hand
questioningly, but Holtorf waved him on.
The ferocious grin twisted Gannett’s
heavy lips again. Holtorf was being care-
ful, afraid that a taxi might be traced.
He’d probably wait for the trolley now.

Gannett took the chance. He trotted
down the block behind Heltorf, turned at
the next corner and circled back to the
avenye. But when he reached it again the
little man was gone from the corner, and
a trolley was half a block off, gathering
speed. Gannett cursed. He ran out into
the road, flagged a taxi going the other
way, said, “Don’t mind the rules,” as he
shoved his shield at him. “I'm catching
that trolley back there.”

The driver swung around, bumping
across the safety-stand for pedestrians,
and slid into a narrow alley between two
other cars.

“Pull up even with the trolley,” Gan-
nett said. “When I give you the word,
jump ahead of it fast.”

T took them three blocks to catch the

car, an instant for Gannett to see Hol-
torf seated in the front, just back of the
motorman. He grunted at the driver, and
they swung past the car to the next corner.
There was a groupof people waiting ifi the
road for the trolley, and Gannett got out
of the taxi and mixed with them, keeping
his head slightly lowered so he could not
be seen from within the car.

He was the last man aboard and he sat
in the last seat, picking up a discarded
paper that lay beside him and holding it
level with his eyes, so that above it he
could barely see the crown of Holtorf’s
pearl-gray fedora. That fedora turned
once or twice and looked back. When it
did, Gannett merely raised the paper a
trifle. Fen minutes later Holtorf’s head
pushed the fedora up, and he marched
under it to the front of the car.

Gannett didn’t rise until the car swept
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past the intersection at which Holtorf had
left it. Then he raced through the aisle,
slued open the fromt door and swung
himself off. The green light was on for
through traffic, and on the stand by the
tracks Holtorf was waiting for it to
change. Sliding in between two taxis, Gan-
nett reached the protection of the side-
walk and waited for him there.

This time the little man did not go far.
He continued on down the intersection—
a thoroughfare dimly lighted, with tall
apartments on either side, a little dingy,
drably worn, with faded marks of pros-
perity about them. The third one on the left
swallowed his dapper little figure with
dim discretion, silently.

Gannett went back to the eorner drug
store and calted headquarters. “Conny?”
he said, when the connection was made.
“Gannett speakin’. Tell Powell to get
some men to the corner of Redwood and
Fourth. I'll be waitin’ there.”

“Ain’t you the one?” Conny said. “You
don’t think they made you commissioner
or something ? What’s the dope ?”

“Redwood and Fourth,” Gannett re-
peated. “Get it right.”

“0. K.,” Conay said. “But—"

Gannett hung up. Five minutes after a
squad-car rolled up to him on the corner
outside, and Inspector Powell, lean, sar-
donic, advanced through the shadows. Be-
hind him were three other men. He said
to Gannett: “The boys are wondering
about you. They think you're getting de-
lusions.”

“Sure,” Gannett growled. “I used to
have them. I thought you fellas were
coppers once.”

Powell grunted, took the eigar out of
his mouth, started to speak. Turning, Gan-
nett cut him off. At the doer of the third
apartment house he stopped and turned
seriously to Powell.

He said : “Holtor{’s up there. A woman,
too. They might try to duck when we

ring, so you could send someone around
the back to watch.”

Powell gave the order and they went
in. A blond girl seated at a switchboard
looked up at them as they crossed. Gan-
nett put one finger to the rim of his hat,
asked, “You see a little fellow come in
here five minutés ago—gray hat, cane,
S’p&ts ?l)

“Yes,” the girl said. She looked puzzled.
“He’s visiting Mrs. Adams. Shall T an-
nounce you?”

Gannett said, “Don’t,” showing his
badge. “What apartment ?”

“Wine Dy” the girl said, her eyes very
wide.

Gannett nodded thanks. In the elevator
Powell said: "I saw it myself, Gannett.
He gets tired of his wife and decides to
knock her off so that he can marry this
Arlen girl. H{ we find them up there to-
gether it wonit give us a thing, at that.
How you gaing to prove it ?" :

“I dunno,” Gannett said, a slow, crafty
grin twisting his mouth. “Can’t we take
his word fer it?”

“Wise guy,” Powell said. “Cripes, yes!”

THEY stopped at the ninth, Qut first,

Gannett went down the hall to the
door marked D, pressed the buzzer at one
side, After a wait, footsteps pattered
inside, and a veice, nervous, feminine,
asked shrilly, “Who's there?”

Without answering, Gannett pressed
the buzzer again. The footsteps patted back
and died. Tt became very quiet. Gannett
took lis gun from its holster, predded it
against the lock, fired. Behind him Powell
wiped his face. He said: “I hape to God
you're not crazy.”

The lock cracked, split. Gaanett thrust
his shoulder against the wood and as he
did so he heard Powell yelp, “Hey, you!”

The little man, the dark-haired woman
by his side, was slipping through the side
door around the corner of the corridor.
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“Dom’t go out, Holtorf,” Gannett said.
At his words, his tone, they stopped, two
pale faces turned to them in the motion.

His cold-blue eyes narrowed, slightly
puzzled, Powell asked: “This the Arlen
woman?”’ ‘

Holtorf’s eyes held ne laughter now, no
hint of it. They were insane, terrified. He
gasped: “This woman—this woman— I
dor’t— I never—"

“Meet Mrs. Holtorf,” Gannett said.

THE silence was broken finally. “I see
‘= the peneils;” Gannett said. “Like I
told you, they showed someone was work-
ing there a couple of hours. When Holter{
said he was only workin’ five minutes, I
knew he was tryin’ to cover something up.
Then, at the girl’s apartment, I find her
make-up is the only stuff left behind.
Hell, i a girl ain’t crazy the very first
thing she packs is her make-up! Any girl,
whoever she is, will put that in first. When
I see that if’s still there, the only answer
seemed to be that someone else packed her
things—someone that didn’t think to look
behind the mirror.

“So I got to thinkin’ that maybe she
didn’t run.away, like Holtorf wanted us to
believe. And if she dida’t run away, some-
thing happened to her. Holtorf says she
went maybe to a married sister in Chica-
go, whose name he don’t know—so what
chance we got of tracing her? Anyway, I
- went back to his place and looked it over,
when you got him down here, and in his
rubbish I find a stenographer’s note-book
with lots of writing in it. I put the pencils
and the note-book together and figured
they meant he wasn't making love to the
girl—that he brought her up here to take
dietation. Doris Arlen was a good kid.”

Behind his desk, Powell bit off the end
of a fresh cigar. “Go on.”

“But the other stuff wouldn’t give me
a lead wmtil I found out from the elevator
boy that Mrs. Holtorf and Doris Arlen

were both dark, both the same build, and
that the girl—wio we thought was the
girl—had left cryin’, with a handkerchief
over her face. So I figured Holtorf could
have stunned Doris Arlen, taken off her
dress and put it on his wife and had her
go downstairs with the handkerchief over
her face. There would only be two or
three people to see her, and they wouldn’t
ook at her so close. Like the elevator kid,
they’d identify her by the dress she had on.
Then Holtorf gives his wife ten minutes,
probably batters up that poor kid’s face a
little to make sure she won’t be recognized,
and tips her out the window in his wife’s
clothes. Remember they’re both dark, the
same build, and not many people have
stomachs strong enough to examine any-
one that had a fall like it. While he’s doing
that, his wife is over at Doris Arlen’s
apartment, with the key she got out of her
pocket-book, ready to make it look like the
kid has scrammed.”

“Still, I don’t get it,” Powell com-
plained. “If it was insurance, they’d have
to. identify the body.”

“You remember how it looked ?” Gan-
nett asked. “Holtorf worked it smart. His
wife has perfect teeth, and he picked out
this Arlen girl and gave her a job because
she had them, too. Her face can’t be
recognized—the job Holtorf did on that
everyone would think came about when
she landed. And the insurance men might
figure like you—Holtorf was a big man
and O. K. Only he was broke and desper-
ate, and fifty thousand might have pulled
him through. Her policy was double-
idemnity in case of accident, like most
policies. And in court he could claim she
was a little touched—that’s why he'd
planted her under a nerve specialist’s care,
see—and so it was an accident.

“Mrs. Holtorf could get her face done
over by a plastic surgeon, and after Hol- -
torf had pulled out of here with enough
dough for them to be comfortable on,
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they’d meet in some other town and shake
hands with themselves. All they had to
do was to avoid old friends and this town,
and probably Mrs. Holtorf would dye her
hair to help her changed face along. When
I got that idea, I told Holtorf some dame
.called him, soundin’ excited. I knew he’d
figure it was his wife, and something had
gone wrong. So he’d hustle right ever
there, being cautious enough to figure his
wire might be tapped. He did, and I fol-

lowed him.” He stopped, wiping his faee.

“Not bad,” Powell said. ‘““You got the
makings of a good dick, Gannett. Come
on, and I'lt buy you a drink.”

“Blow yourself,” Gannett grunted.
“Ten-eent whisky makes me sick. Besides
I got a date with the cameramen, outside.
There’s a kid I know wants to get his pic-
ture in the papers.”

He went out whistling The Continental,
feeling fine.
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The Upside-Down Man

.....

OWARD LEE ELLIOTT
H pushed the swinging-door open,
and sunlight splashed hotly yel-
low on the damp coolness of the floor,
climbed the bar in a yellow streak, re-
flected itself from the bar mirror in a
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“He was hanging upside, down
outside the window agnin,”

Mait Flint's way of breaking
up framed murder trials was to
do a little framing of his own,
But when he undertook to defend
the thin, little man, Schrader, be
had to go one step farther. And that
step brought him face to face with
a killer who struck—upside down.

thousand bright little glitters. Howard
Lee Elliott let the door flap shut behind
him and came across the room with his
quick, fiomly confident stride.

“Scotch and soda, please,” he said in his
flatly cultured, English voice.
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“Yes, sir,” Mike said, and ice rattled
in his little tin scoop, tinkled coolly, pleas-
antly in a glass.

Elfott was a tall, blond young man with
handsomely regular features, FHis teeth
were a white, even streak against the deep
tan of his face, when he smiled. He smiled
now, watching his own reflection in the
bar mirror, until he saw Flint watching
the reflection, too. He stopped smiling,
then, and turned his head with a little
startled jerk.

Flint was standing about ten feet away,
leaning against the bar and sipping
thoughtfully at a big mug of beer.

Elliott stared very eoldly at him for a
space of ten dragging seconds, and then
deliberately turned his back and moved
farther away along the bar.

Mike saw him do it and stopped making
the drink. “Come to think of it,” he said,
“] ain’t got no Scotch.”

“Rye will do,” Elliott said absen&y

“] ain’t got no rye, neither,” Mike said.
“In fact, I ain’t got anything you'd like
to drink.”

“What?” Elliott asked in a blankly
amazed tone.

“The door,” said Mike. “It’s right over
there. It opens and shuts real easy.”

Elliott’s handsome face went grayish
white under the tan. “I see” he said
tightly. He turned sharply on his hedl,
strode aeross to the door. He stopped
there, looking back over his sheulder at
Flint and Mike. “Birds of a feather,” he
said.

Mike picked a beer mug off the back
counter, swung it back up ever his shoul-
der.

“Don’t!” Flint said sharply.

Mike put the beer mug very slowly
down on the counter. Elliott laughed on
a forced note. The door flapped open and
shut, and he was gone.

“Thanks, Mike,” Flint said. “But I've
seen you throw a beer mug before. You'd

have cut off his head as likely as not.”

“Maybe net,” said Mike, “but I'd of
sure put a new part in that blond pompa-
dour. I seen him. I seen what he did.
Nobody pulls that stuff around here.
When Matt Flint drinks at my bar, any-
body that den’t want to drink with him
don’t drink.”

FLINT said, smiling in his darkly sar-

donic way: “He was afraid I'd con-
taminate him.” He was a thin man, bonily
tall. His features were all thin, hard, and
his face seen from the side gave the im-
pression of bladedike sharpness. He was
slouching now, lazily and carelessly, but
no matter what he did he always looked
the same—as if he had a tremendous driv-
ing force inside him that he was keeping
carefully checked. “You forget, Mike, that
I’m the black sheep of the law profession
in this town. Of course, Elliott is a
doctor, but the Bar Association and the
Medical Assocfation are pretty close, and
I was kicked right out of the Bar Asso-
ciation an my ear.”

“Yeah,” Mike said. “And that’s the
damnest, serewiest thing I ever heard of,
and I've heard some fusny omes in my
time, too. Here's the only honest lawyer
they ever had in their damned Associa-
tion, and they toss him out.”

“I violated. the ethics of my profession,”
Flint said, smiling and sipping at his beer.
“I bribed a juryman.”

“Sure,” said Mike. “Sure you did. And
what for? Fo get a kid, that didn’t have
a dime, out of a murder rap. But that
ain’t the worst of it. The worst of it was
that the kid was innocent all the time.
That's the part I can’t figure. You bribe
a juryman to decide the case the right
way, and for that they kick you out.”

“That didn’t make any difference,”
Flint said. “I was still guilty of bribing
the juryman. The kid was innocent. I
knew it. I never defended a man that
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wasn't mneeent. I wouldn’t take a man’s
case unless I knew he was innocent. But
if he was imnocent, and I did take his
case, then I’d get him off. I'd atways fig-
ure the guy was trusting me with his life,
and if T wasn™ smart enough to get him
off, using legal means, then I'd use any
that came to hand and take my chances.”

“That’s the kind of a lawyer I go for,”
Mike said.

Flint swirled the beer around in his
mug. “That was a funny case, when you
stop and think about it. It was right
befere electibn, and the district attorney
was out-to get a conviction. He jiggered

the jury pamel. No matter what twelve .

guys 1 picked out of the whole bunch of
them, I'd have had twelve of the D.A.’s
stooges on the jury, I went him one bet-
ter., I fimed one of the stooges, and I
' picked the best-one. He was smart enough
to get the athers to decide my way. But
they nailed me on the deal. If the real
murderer hadn’t confessed about then, I'd
be on the inside looking out. But the
D.A. knew he couldn’t get a coenviction
under the circumstances, so he just had
me disbarred.”

“In my opinien,” Mike said, “the dis--

trict attarney is a chiseling rat. I don’t
like him no better than that blond baby
that was just in here.”

“Effiott thirks pretty well of himself,”
Flint said.

“I don’t like him,” Mike. said. “I don’t
like the way he looks. He always looks
like he just bought his clothes yesterday
and just had a shave and a haircut. And
I don’t like that way of talking he has,
either.”

“He can’t help that. He was raised in
Boston and graduated from Oxford. His
folks are Saciety with a big S. He goes
in strong for ethics and honor and breed-
ing and family and whatnot.”

Mike nodded knowingly. “Yeah., He
don’t mind dough, either, I bet. I bet he

ain’t gonna have to hold his nose when
he grabs off Abe Rule’s dirty millions and
that niece of Abe’s with the vegetable
name.”
“Letticia,” Flint said. “Letticia Hart-
well. She’s a very pretty girl.”
“Un-huh, The fact that old Abe just
got himse murdered without no will
and she’s his only heir—that helps a little,
too. Of course, everbody knows old Abe
never seen an henest dollar in his life.
Every dime he's got was picked up on
graft paving and building jobs. But I bet
that don’t worry Society Elliott.”
“I wonder,” Flint said thoughtfully.
“Hah {” said Mike. “Anybody can stand
+a lot of stink for a million dollars. Take
it from me.”

JLINT saw her when he came out of
Mike’s place. She was standing across
the street in the spindling shadow of the
Criminal Courts Building, She was talk-
ing to Howard Lee Elliott. She was look-
ing up into his tanned, handsome, face and
laughing at what'he was saying to her.
She was very small, daintily neat. She
had none of the craggy, grotesque ugliness
that had made her uncle, Abe Rule, such
an outstanding figure in any crowd. She
had a delicate, heart-shaped face and full,
soft lips. She was dressed very neatly
and plainly now in tailored blue suit and
a small blue turban. Flint had seen her
in this neighborhoed quite often. She did
social-service work in the slum district,
four blocks away.

As Flint watched her, she stopped look-
ing up at Eiliott’s face, and the smile went
away from her lips suddenly, leaving them
twisted grotesquely. She was staring over
Elliott’s broad shoulder at something be-
hind him.

She screamed, and the shrill sound of
it cut through the street-and-traffic noise
like the slice of a sharp knife. Elliott
whirled around to look behind him.
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Letticia Hartwell pointed her finger
straight at a thin little man, twenty feet

from her along the sidewalk, and
screamed again.
“It's he! It's Harold Schrader! He

murdered my uncle!”

The thin little man had stopped dead
still at her seream. He was crouched close
against the wall of the building; like some
hunted animal. And now when Letticia
Hartwell screamed his name, he put his
hands up over his ears as if he were try-
ing to shut out the sound. He turned and
tan blindly, straight across the street
toward Flint. Tires screeched, as drivers
of two cars swerved both ways to avoid
him.

A policeman swung around the corner
at a dead mmp. He saw the running figure
of the thin %ttle man, saw Letticia Hart-
well pointing at him and screaming. He
stopped short in the middle of the side-
walk. The thin little man ran blindly,
right straight toward him. The policeman
waited until the thin little man started
to pass him, and then put out his foot and
tripped him up. The thin little man went
down bard on the cement in an awk-
wardly tangled sprawl.

He started to scramble up, and the po-
liceman swung his night-stick, The blow
made a dull, whacking sound on the thin
little man’s head. He went down on his
face again, and the policeman swung the
night-stick up for another blow.

“That’s enough,” Flint said from be-
hind him. He didn’t raise Ats voice.

The policeman turned areund and said,
“Who the hell . . .” and then stopped
when he saw who it was.

“Yes,” said Flint softly.

“Well, he was resistin’ arrest,” the po-
liceman said.

“He wasn’t, and he isn’t,” Flint con-
tradicted flatly.

The thin little man sat up on the side-
walk slowly. The night-stick had cut him

& little over his right ear, and lie put his
hand up to his head and then stared
dazedly down at the blood on his fingers.
He looked around and saw the crowd
pushing close to him, gaping curiously.
Letticia Hartwell came up with Elliott
close behind her.

“That’s the man!” she said breathlessly.
“He’s Harold S¢hrader! The palice are
looking for him! He killed my umcle!”

The thin man sobbed suddenly. He put
his face in his hands, and his narrow
shoulders jerked spasmodically.

Elfiott was pulling at Letticia Hart-
well’s arm nervously. ‘“Let’s get away
now, dear,” he said nervously. “They’ll
take care of everything. There’s no real
need . . . scene . . . all these people. . . .”

“He ain’t hurt none,” the policeman
said to Flint. “I dida’t hit him hard.”

“That’s a very lucky thing,” said Flint,
“for both you and him. 5;0:.1 can take
him to jail. See that his head gets ban-
daged and that he gets a drink to brace
him up. Put him in one of those new cells
on the north side. You can tell anybody
that gets curious about it that he’s a very
good friend of Matt Flint’s, and that I'm
going to come and see him in a half hour,
and that I expect to find Him in pretty
good shape.”

“Why sure, Matt,” the policeman said.
“Sure thing.”

HE bars bothered Schrader. He, tried
not to look at them, but every so often
his washed-out, colorless eyes would stray
toward the door or window of the cell,
and then he would blink quickly and swal-
low hard. He couldn’t have been very
old, but he looked old. He had the beaten-
down appearance of a meek, mild little
man who has lived in constant fear of
some domineering character.
“Yes,” he said. “Yes, thank you. They
treated me very well. They kept asking
me how good a friend of yours I was,
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and how I came to meet you. I—I didn't
know what to say, so I didn’t say any-
thing.” v ;

“That’s smart,” Flint told him. He
was sitting on the edge of the bunk. The
shadow from one of the window-bars cut
slantwise across his face and concealed
some of the harshness of his mouth and
jaw, emphasizing the kindness, sympathy
in his eyes. “When you don’t know what
to say—don’t.”

Schrader said uncomfertably: “Who—
who are you? I know your name, of
course. But, I mean, the police were so
respectful—"

LINT smiled. “I'm not anybody, to

tell the truth. Just a disbarred lawyer.
But I've got sort of a reputation around
this town. I'm supposed to be a very bad
guy to cross, because semething unfor-
tunate always seems to happen to people
who do it.”

“I'm—I'm very, very grateful to you
for helping me, but I don’t have very
much money saved. . . .”

“And I can’t take any fees—being dis-
barred. So we can ge right ahead with
free conscience. Why don't you tell me
about. it?”

“I’d be glad to. I—I really didn’t kill
Mr. Rule. I mean, that’s a foolish thing
to say here, isi’t it? But I really didn't
do it.”

“I'm sure you didn’t,” Flint said.
Otherwise, I wouldn’t be here.”

Schrader stared at him incredulously.
“You—you don't think I did it?”

G‘No.’!

Schrader gulped noisily. “Thank you.
‘Thank you, Mr. Flint. I thought every-
body—" He turned his head away and
blinked rapidly.

“What were you doing down here this
morning ?” Flint asked.

“] came down to give myself up. I
couldn’t stand it any longer. It was fool-
ish of me to run when Miss Letticia saw
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me, but I just couldn’t help it. It seemed
as if the whale world were screaming and
pointing at me.”

“Sure, I know,” said Flint. “It gets
you that way. Start from the first,”

Schrader nodded. “I worked for Mr,
Rute for the Iast five years. I was his
secretary. He had quite extensive prop-
erty holdings, houses and huildings that
he rented. I took care of ¢hat and his
correspondence. He could hardly read or
write. I [ived at his house.”

“I get its” Flint said. “Go om from
there.”

“The night Mr. Rule was murdered, I
had gone out to the motion pietures. It
was the servants’ night off, and Miss Let-
ticia had gone out with Mr. Elliott. There
was no one heme but Mr. Rule. The
housé is a very large, old-fastdoned one,
and Mr, Rulels office is.on the third floor.
As 1 turned in the fromt walk when I
came home from the pictures, I noticed
the light was on in the office, and then
I saw the crippled man, hanging upside
down from the eaves right above ¢he win-
dow.”

“You saw what?” Eligt asked.

“The crippled man, hanging upside
down from the eaves.”

Flint nodded. “¥Yes. I guess I heard
you right the first time. Go on.”

“It startled me tersibly.”

“T can understand that, toe,” Flint said.

“He was s small man, smaller than I
am. He wore a steel brace that ran the
whole length of his right leg. He was
hanging there head down, lecking in the
top of the window of Mr. Rule’s office.
He didn’t see me clear down on the
ground, of course. Before I eould shout
or call out or do anything, he toek hold
of the top of the window—the windows
have a broad sill both aboyve and below
them—Ilet go of the eaves with his legs
and swung himself right around in the
air and in through the window. The bot-
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tom haif was open. He did it so quickly
and easily that—that it seemed incred-
ible.”

He still looked astonished.

Flint said: “I'll agree with you there
all right. Incredible is the right word for
it. Go on.”

“I started to run toward the house, and
just as I went up on the front porch I
heard the shot. I was terribly frightened.
I fumbled with my keys, getting the door
unlocked. Then I ran up the stairs to
Ms. Rule’s effice. The door was open,
and he was sitting in his chair behind his
desk. He had been shot through the head,
and there was blood all over his face.
There was a gun lying on the desk in
front of him.”

“And the crippled man?”

“He was hanging upside down outside
the window again. Then, in a second, he
twisted himself and climbed, somehow,
onto the roof. -

“T could hear him. I could hear him
walking. It was terrible. I could hear
that elick-clock sound of his brace going
across the roof. I'I—I'll never forget
that sound. I wake up sometimes at night,
and—and I can hear that click-clock
sound coming toward me in the dark....”

“1 kunow,” said Flint. “I know. What
happernied then ?”

Séhrader shivered a little. “I—I didn’t
know what to do. I was so frightened
I was numb and icy all over. I grabbed
the revolver off the desk, and I followed
that click-clock on the roof. I followed it
clear aeross to the other side of the house.
The rooms were all dark, and there wasn't
any sound anywhere except the click-
clock, click-clock on the roof above me.
Finalty, it stopped, and I just stood there
below where it stopped, and I couldn’t
think of what to do.”

“And then?” Flint asked gently.

“TFhen I ran. I ran out of the house
and across the street, and I pounded on

the door of a house and yelled that Mr.
Rule had been murdered. A woman
opened tlie door. She saw me there, and
I still had the revolver in my hand, and
she screamed at me: “You killed him!
You murdered him!” Then I dropped the
revolver there and ran again. I could
hear that voice screaming at me the whole
time. I hid in an old abandoned shack
Mr. Rule owned down on the edge of the
marshland south of the city, until I
couldn’t stand being alone any longer,
then I came to give myself up.”

“Have you told anyone else this story ?”’
Flint. asked.

Schrader shook his head. “No.”

“Don’t,” said Flint. “Don’t say any-
thing about it to anyone, you understand ?
They won’t bother you much. They thihk
they have an open-and-shut case—and
maybe they do.”

FLINT pushed the slatted screen door

open and went inside. It was a small,
square room with stained plaster-board
walls. There were two small round tables
on each side of the door, and directly
across from it there was a short, scarred
counter. A few dusty bottles sat on the
shelves behind the counter.

The fat man was sitting in a speciaily
braced and padded chair at the end of the
counter. He had an abnormally big, pink
face and very wide, round eyes that were
a clear, bright blue. He nodded his gleam-
ing bald head at Flint gravely and said:
“Hello, Matt., If you’flf reach over the
counter, youll find a glass on the shelf
underneath.” He indicated the jug beside
his chait with a big smooth hand. “It’s
just old-fashioned dago red, but it’s pretty
good.”

“No, thanks, Roxie,” Flint said, pulling
up a chair. “This is a business call.”

“That's good,” said Roxie. “I’'m always
open for business, even on a hot after-
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noon. Matt, do you think I'm a criminal ?”

“T know you are,” Flint said.

Roxie nodded amiably. “That’s what
I always figured myself, but I find I'm
wrong. You know, I'm sending my cousin
Tim’s kid to college, and the other day I
dropped around to see how he was com-
ing along. I was reading a book he had,
and it-said that people like me were mere-
by maladjusted cogs in the whirring ma-
chinery of eur modern social-and-eco-
nomic system and should not be penalized
for their variations from mnarmal behav-
ior.” Roxie fished a folded scrap of
paper out of his shirt pocket and looked
at it. “Yeah. Got it right that time. I've
been memorizing it all morning, It’s about
time for Craigie to come around and hit
me for a pay-off on my Pond Street
bookie-joint. F'm going to try it on him.”

“lI don’t think it'll do much good,”
Flint said,

“No,” said Roxie sadly. “Politicians
are uneducated people. But it sounds
nice.”

“Very nice,” Flint agreed. “Roxie, I
want to tell you a story.”

“Go right abead,” Roxie invited. “I
like stories.”

“Suppose I told you that I saw a crip-
pled man—a little fellow with a brace on
his leg—doing nip-ups and hand-stands
on the roof of a house in the dead of
night? Hanging by his heels from the
eaves and flipping in and out of windows
and doing all kinds of stunts like that?”

“Why,"” Roxie said thoughtfully, “then
I'd say that Clip Hansen had probably
gotten tired of the sinkers and coffee they
feed him down at the mission on Front
Street and had been out cutting a caper.”

Flint sat very still for several seconds,
and then he said, “So,” very softly, and
began to smile in a quietly triumphant
way. “Then there actually is a man who
could and does do things like that?”

“Sure,” Roxie said. “Clip Hansen used

to be the daring yqung man on the flying
trapeze. Traveled with a circus. He was
a damned good acrobat, but he got sniff-
ing the litfle white powders, He got a
load on at the wrong time once, saw
four trapeze rings where there were only
two—and picked the wrong ones. He
missed the net coming down, and he
lit with his right leg doubled back under
him. They never could fix it. He wears
a steel brace on it.”

“But he can still climb around on roof-
tops ?”’

“You bet,” Raxie said. “The guy is
really good in spite of that brace. Fve
seen him climb right up a smooth wall
where you'd swear there wasn’t a finger
hold for an ant. He’s hot stuff on a vine
trellis. He’s so lght it don’t take much
to support him.”

“He’s still gn the habit?”

“When he can get it. That’s the only
reason he ever does a job. Otherwise, he'd
rather be just a bum. The cops have never
tumbled to him. They just don’t figure
a guy with a bad Jeg being a second-story
worker.”

“T'd like to talk to him,” Flint said.

*No quicker said than done,” Roxie
answered. He reached under the braced
chair and pulled out a telephone, dialed
rapidly, “This is Roxie, Joe” he said into
the mouthpiece after a second. “Go find
Clip Hansen and tell him to come over
here right away.” He hung up the receiver
without waiting for an answer and put
the telephone back under his chair. “It
might take about a half hour before Joe’s
boys lacate him.”

“In that case,” Flint said, “I’ll have a
try at some of that dago red and tell you
all about this business.”

FLINT heard the click-elocking noise
that Schrader had described to him.
It was faint at first, like the ominous, muf-
fled tick of a hidden watch, and then it
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grew gradually louder. It came up to
Roxie’s slatted screen door and stopped
dn the outside,

“Come on in, Clip,” Rgxie said.

The door opened, and Clip Hansen
came in. He walked very unevenly, bob-
bing—taking a tong stép with his good
leg, a short step with the crippled leg.
He made the click sound when he put his
weight on the braced leg, the clock sound
when he lifted his weight from it. The
brace was made of brightly gleaming steel,
and it ran from a specially built-up shoe
all the way up to his hip.

“Hello, Roxie,” he said. He smiled and
blinked his eyes very rapidly. “They said
you waked to see me.”

“Yeah,” Roxie said. “This is a friend
of mine—Matt Flint, He’s a lawyer.”

“Was a lawyer,” Flint corrected.

Roxie nodded. “Uh<huh. Get yourself a
glass under the counter, Clip, and have a
drink of wine.”

“Thanks,” Clip Hansen said. “Don't
mind i I do.” He found a glass and
poured some of the red wine out of the
jug. He was a very small man, stunted,
wirily muscular. He had a thin face that
was paper-white, and brown eyes that
were set very close together and that he
batted nervously whenever he looked
straight at anyone. He wore a coat that
was several sizes too large for him and
had a big patch on one elbow. His black
trousers were frayed badly around the
cuffs.

“Sit down,” Roxie invited. “Me and
Matt here was talking about a new game
I just invented.”

Clip Hansen made a greedy little suck-
ing noise sipping at his wine. “Game?” he
repeated.

“Yeah. Hunting rats.”

Clip Hansen blinked rapidly at him.
(lH‘m ?'l -

“Hunting rats,” Roxie said. “There’s
a basement under this joint—down

through that trap-door.” He pointed to
the far corner of the room. “It din’t very
big, and it ain’t got any other entrance
or any windows, There’s a sewer main
runs through this block about twenty
yards from this building. There’s a pipe
running into the céllar that connects with
the main. I dunno why it’s there, but rats
come through it into my cellar from the
sewer main. I rigged up a wire bottle
neck and fitted it over the end of the pipe.
They can get through it into the cellar,
but they can’t get back out again. I got
eight of ’em down there now. There
was nine, but the ninth was a little fellow,
and the other eight chewed him up.”

CLIP HANSEN put his wine-down and

pushed it away from him. He made
a little distasteful grimace and swallowed
hard.

“Ever seen those sewer rats?” Roxie
asked him. “They’re big guys. About as
big as a poodle.”

“Yeah,” Clip Hansen said. “Yeah. I
seen 'em. The damn things give me the
creeps. Them slimy tails—"

“They ain't so pleasant to look at,”
Roxie admitted. “But they sure make
swell huntin’. I tell you how we do it.
I got a night-stick here that I borrowed:
from Captain Regie of the racket-squad.
You take the night-stick, and you go down
in the cellar and close the trap-door. It’s
dark as the inside of a hat down there,
and you can see the rats’ eyes shine. You
don’t have to go after 'em—they’ll come
after you. They're hungry as hell. You
watch their eyes, and when they come for
you in the dark, then you swihg at ’em
with the night-stick”’

Clip Hansen held the smile on his face,
but the strained muscles jerked the cor-
ners of his mouth. “And—and if you
miss?”

“That’s bad,” Roxie said. “The rat’ll
take a hunk out of you. They got teeth
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like needles. And if they get a sniff of
blood, the whole bunch go nuts and come
for you all at once. You just don't want
to figure on missin’. Like to try it, Clip?”’

“No,” said Clip Hansen, and his thin
shoulders twitched a little. “No, thanks.
Did—did you wanta see me about some-
thing ?”

LINT waited. “Oh, yeah,” Roxie said.

“I damn near forgot. Flint’s got a
job for you.” Clip Hansen, blinking
quickly at Flint, began to stir jerkily.
“Job?” he said.

Flint nodded. “Yes. It’s a tough one—
probably the toughest you ever tackled. I
want you to tell me the truth.”

“Truth?” said Clip Hansen. “What
d’you mean by that, huh?”

“T'd have a hard timé explaining the
idea to you,” Flint said. “So we won’t go
into it. Just tell me why you killed Abe
Rule.”

The legs of Clip Hansen's chair scraped
on the floor as he pushed baclswards away
from the table. “Huh? Say, what you
tryin’ to do? Say, what’re you two guys
pullin'—”

“Sit still, Clip,” Roxie said gently.
“Don’t get all in an uproar, now. You're
among friends, Just do like Flint says.
Tell us why.”

Clip Hansen’s tongue flicked thinly over
his lips. “You’re jokin’ me, huh?” he said,
smiling nervously. “¥ou're kiddin’, huh?
Abe Rule? 1 don’t know nothin’ about
Abe Rule.”

“Don’t you remember swinging in his
window the night he was murdered?”
Flint asked softly.

“I never did! I never was there! What
do you guys think—"

“The rats,” said Roxie. “The rats in my
cellar. They’re pretty hungry, Clip. It's
dark down there, and their eyes shine
red.”

Clip Hansen got up with a sudden click

of his brace. “You—you can’t—you don’t
dare—"

“Pon’t I?’ Roxie asked. “You know
better than that, Clip.”

“Why did you kill Abe Rule?” Flint
asked.

“I did’t!” Clip Hansen screamed at
him. “You ain’t gonna make— You ain’t
gonna put me down there with them—"
His hand flipped under the looseness of
his big coat.

Flint kicked his chair back, lunged over
the table at him. He was too slow. In one
incredibly quick motion Roxie came up
out of his braced chair and smashed his
big, smooth fist squarely into Clip Han-
sen’s face,

The fist didn’t travel more than twelve
inches, but when it struck it made a sound
like a sharp handelap. It kmocked Clip
Hansen up in the air, clear off his feet.
Falling, he twisted his small bedy around
and as he came down his head hit the edge
of the counter at an angle,

There was a dull, snapping sound, and
then Clip Hansenr’s brace made a clatter-
ing, metallic noise on the floor. A stubby
little revalver slipped out of his lax fin-
gers, skittered over toward the wall, Clip
Hansen didn’t move at all.

For a long moment, there was a tense,
thick stlence, and then Roxit’s braced
chair squeaked = little, protestingly, as he
lowered his bulk back into it.

“Well,” said Roxie. “Well, Clip sort
of stepped out of his class that time. He
must have been loaded up to the eye-
brows, or he woulda known better. I don’t
let anybody pull a gun on me when they’re
standin’ that close.”

“He’s dead,” Flint said tightly. “That
was his neck that snapped.”

“He is, and it was,” Roxie agreed.

“What are you going to do?”

“Nothing,” said Roxie. “Just nothing
at all, Matt. I figure it's up to you, I'm
just a kibitzer in this game.”
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“T'll see that you're kept in the clear.”

Roxie nodded calmly. “I know you will,
Matt. That never worried me for a min-
ute. But, come to think of it, I better
do something, after all. Craigie is gonna
be in here for his pay-off pretty soon, and
if he sees any bodies lyin’ around the
premises, he’ll want three times as much.”

Roxie got out of his chair with that
same smooth movement. He caught hold
ofClip Hansen's big coat and dragged him
effortlessly ever to the trap-door. He
opened it and pushed Clip Hansen
through. There was a steely clash as the
brace hit on concrete somewhere below.
Rpxie lowered the door again.

“Weell, that makes my little story partly
true,” he said. “There weéren’t any rats
in that cellar befote, but there’s one down
there now.”

THERE was a ship’s model on the

mantel. It was a large one, a four-
master, fully tigged, and it stood almost
two feet high. It seemed to fit in ex-
cellently with the rest of the gloomy,
high-ceilinged room with its clumsy old-
fashioned furniture and darkly figured
wall-paper. It was a musty room with an
uncomfortable air of deadness and disuse
about it.

Flint stood-close to the mantel, examin-

ifig the ship’s model with thoughtful inat-
tention. He was frowning a little, and
there were gravely worried lines around
his mouth and eyes. He turned around
when Letticia Hartwell came into the
room. .
She looked very small and dainty,
freshly modern, in strange contrast to the
antique fustiness of the room. Her black
hair was drawn smoothly back from the
white oval ¢f her face, and her lips were
softly red, invitihg.

“Mr. Flint?” she said. “I'm sorry to
have kept you waiting so long.”

“She kept you waiting until I could

get here,” Howard Lee Elliott said, com-
ing in the room after her. “I understand
that, for some strange reason, you've
taken an interest in Harold Schrader. |
warn you, Flint, that I won’t stand for
any of your usual methods in your treat-
ment of Miss Hartwell:”

“Usual methods?”
blandly.

“I know you won’t stop at anything,”
Elliott said. “There’s nothing you won’t
do to get one of your clients free, but I'm
here to protect Miss Hartwell, and I will.”

“Who’s going to protect you?” Flint
asked.

Elliott flushed darkly under his tan.
"Yw._"

“Please, Howard,” Letticia Hartwell
said wearily.

“T mean it,” Flint said. “You need
some protection. Now, may I speak to
Miss Hartwell if I promise not to raise
my voice above a whisper?”

“If she wishes,” Elliott said stiffly.

Letticia Hartwell said: “Howard,
you're being a little ridiculous. Go ahead,
Mr. Flint.”

“Thank you,” Flint said. “I really don’t
have a great deal to say, but you may find
it quite interesting. You see, I had two
reasons for pushing myself into this busi-
ness. For one—Mr, Elliott.”

“Thank you very much,” Elliott said
heavily. “You can be sure I appreciate
| A

“I hope you do,” Flint said, “but I'm
afraid you won't. The other reason was
Harold Schrader. I was sorry for him—
really sorry. He's a meek little fellow,
hardly able to hold up his own end when
things are going smoothly. And here
he is in a situation that would be hard
on the toughest—the whole world against
him. He needed a friend, if ever I've seen
a man who did.”

“And so you elected yourself his champ-
ion,” Elliott said sarcastically.

Flint repeated
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“Yes,” Flint admitted. “He could have
done worse.”

“I scarcely see how,” Elliott said. “But
please go on with your story. It's very
interesting.”

“Harold Schrader told me his story,”
Flint said slowly. “He told me that when
he was coming home the night Mr. Rule
was murdered, he saw a crippled man,
swinging from the eaves over Mr. Rule’s
office window, saw him get into the office.
Schrader ran in the house, and then he
heard the shat. When he got up to the
office Mr. Rule was dead, and the re-
volver was lying on the desk in front of
him. Schrader grabbed it, instinctively,
and started to chase the sound the crippled
man was making on the roof above. Sch-
rader was scared silly, naturally enough,
and when the scare really got hold of him
he quit trying to catch the crippled man
and ran out of the house. Some hysterical
woman scared him even more, and he
hid.”

“That’s the most insanely fantastic
story I’ve ever heard !”” Elliott said.

Flint nodded. “Yes. It is. But it’s true.
There was a crippled man on the roof,
and 1 found him.”

Elliott laughed contemptously. “I don’t
believe—" :

“You will,” Flint safd thinly. “Having
no—ah—official standing, I have to use
what methods I ¢an find. I have arranged
for some of my acquaintances to interview
the crippled man. They're a little crude,
but they get results with lighted matches
applied judiciously.”

* “Torture!” Elliott exclaimed.

LINT nodded. “Yes. It’s the method

for questioning suspects that has more
and older legal precedent than any other.
It’s always been used since there was any
law. The crippled mam will talk. I won-
der what he’ll say. What will he say, Miss
Hartwell?”

“¥Youl” said Ellott, coming a step for-
ward. “Don’t you dare—"

“Wait, Howard,” she said. She was
staring at Flint levelly, unafraid, un-
excited. But all the youth and freshness
seemed to have washed out of her face
and left it old suddenly, and weary. “¥ou
were playing with me, weren’t you, Mr.
Flint? The crippled man has already
talked. You know what he said. He said
that T hired him to come to the house that
night.”

“¥ou hired—" Elliott said in a stunned
voice. “¥ou—"

“Yes,” said Flint, speaking directly to
Letticia Hartwell. “You hired him. You
met him at one of the missions on Front
Street where you do your social-service
work.”

“No!” Eliott said thickly. “No! Let-
ticia—"

She raised her head a little, bravely,
“Yes, I did. It’s useless to explain now,
It's useless to try to justify myself. I
can never do that. But my uncle never
loved me. He hated me. He hated my
sister and miy father. They were decent
and clean and honest. They were both
poor, but they would never touch a cent
of his dirty money. They were both killed
in an acetdent, when I was twelve. My
uncle took me in, and he tried to spoil all
the things they had taught me—all the
decent and clean and honest things. I
never got to see or know decent people.
My uncle was a beast, and all his friends
seemed the same — politicians, crooks,
thieves, gangsters. I met Howard, and it
seemed that he was everything I wamnted
out of life. . . .”

Elliott said: “Dear, please—"

She went on quickly. “I didn’t tell my
uncle about Howard, but he found out,
anyway. He had friends, everywhere. He
told me he was going to spoil it for How-
ard and me. He said, the fool, that How-
ard was after his dirty money. That was
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too much. I struck back. I knew he had
incriminating private papers in the safe
in his office. I couldn’t get to them. He
had the door on a spring lock, and it was
always locked when he wasn’t in, I hired
the crippled man to get in that safe—get
some of those papers. I meant to threaten
my uncle with them, if he interfered with
Howard and me.”

She looked straight at Flint. “It was
an accident that night. I don’t suppose the
crippled man told you that, but it was. My
uncle surprised him at his safe. They
fought. . . . I would never have let Harold
Schrader suffer for it, Mr. Flint. Do you
believe that? When he appeared today, I
was desperate—I screamed. But I would
never have seen him punished.”

“I believe that,” Flint said.
~ Elliott came toward her. “Dear, listen
to me—"

She made a tired gesture. “No, How-
ard. That’s what Mr. Flint meant when
he said you needed protection. You need-
ed protection from me. All this would
have come out sooner or later, and you
would have been ruined, disgraced. Your
name and pride, your social position—
place in your profession, your family
all smashed—gone.”

Elliott shook her. “Will you listen to -

me ? Do you think I care for that? Do you
think I blame you for what happened to
your uncle? I know what kind of a man
he was, Listen, Flint has no proof of any
of this. Just the word of a confessed mur-
derer. You could never in the world be
convicted. Profession, family name, pride,
social position—what do they matter? I'll
have you—you! We'll go away some-
where, where no one knows, start over
together. . . .”

“Howard!”. said Letticia Hartwell.
“You would—do that—"

“Yes, he would,” said Flint. “But would
you?”

There was a thick, tense little silence

while the two of them, standing close to-
gether, stared at him.

“You didn’t let me finish,” said Flint.
“You forgot, Miss Hartwell, that Elliott
often accompanied you on your slum-
ming tours. Clip Hansen, the crippled
man, had seen him, knew he was inter-
ested in you. Elliott had much more to
offer Clip Hansen than you did, Miss
Hartwell. Elliott is a doctor, and he could
offer morphine. Clip Hansen was an ad-
dict. When you made your little propo-
sition to him, Clip went around to see
Elliott to see what he could see. Elliott
approved of the plan but he introduced a
little varfation of his own. He offered a
premium if Abe Rule didn’t live through
the robbery.”

“That's a lie!” Elliott said savagely.
“That’s a dirty lie!”

“No,” said Flint. “I searched Clip Han-
sen’s room. On one of his visits he had
picked up a hypodermic outfit from your
office, when you weren’t looking. It has
your name engraved on it. You see, Miss
Hartwell, your uncle wasa’t much good
in a lot of ways, but he’d had enough
dealings with crooks to know ome when
he saw one, even if he did have an Eng-
lish accent and a degree from Oxford and
a family name.”

“You,” Letticia Hartwell said to Elliott
in a thin, soft voice. “You would have
done that to me. You would have mar-
ried me and let me think all my life that
you had sacrificed yourself for me—spoil-
ed your career because you loved—"

“I had to have money—I had to have
it, I tell you!” Elliott was suddenly
screaming, clawing at his collar, “I took
funds at the hospital—"

“Yes,” said Flint, “and all that will
come out, too.”

SAGGING, lifeless kind of silence
swelled out the room, as Howard Lee
Elliott reached automatically for his hat
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on the table. Aditer that outburst—that
single, torn-loose protest—all life seemed
gone out of him. Now, he walked slowly
toward the door, almost as if a command
from Flint had ordered him there,

Then Flint felt the girl's presence at his
side. Her eyes were slowly losing that
expression of dull shock; and something
miore dangerous was in them, instead.

“You always get your clients off, don’t
ym ?9,

He nodded. “Mostly—if they're inno-
cent.”

She said steadily: “No matter how.
T've heard that about you, too.”

Was she crazy enough to believe he'd
try to get Elliott off ?

“What 1 mean,” the girl said measur-
edly, as if laying her words out, one by
one, by thumb rule, “is this. I was sup-
posed to see Clip Hansen this evening.

To pay him for his work. And he told
me he’d be here—if he was still alive.”
Her face was still drawn, but cold mischief
danced in her eyes now. “That meeting
was set for two hours ago. Something—
must have happened to him.”

“Yes,” said Flint, hand on the knob.
“Something did.”

Seconds ticked off stumblingly; one,
two, three—

Then her voice came closer. “I'm like
you are. I believe in getting an innocent
man off—no matter how. T'll keep your
secret. Don’t worry. I'll testify that I
heard—heard his confession,” and she m-
dicated Elliott’s stiff, sleepwalker-like
figure.

Flint knew that his own methods were
undoubtedly ruthless. Yet, beside her own,
they faded away into nothingness.

Pioneer Adventure
on the Action Trails
of Our Frontier West

Recapture the excitement and
glamor of the Old West, in a fie-
tion pageant from the hell-roar-
ing haciendas of the Mexican
Border to the high Montana
cattlelands. Thundering hoofs
along - dark outlaw trails set a
swift pace in Oliver King’s glor-
ious novel, “Riders of
Law.” The dauntless heroes of
America’s last fromtier live again
in the pages of noveleites by
Walt Coburn, James P. Olsen
and Cliff Farrell and short stories
by many others.

AS:High

MAGAZINE
ON SALE TODAY

“RIDER OF THE GOLDEN MARE”

A story of swamp and jungle fighting,
of a raw lientenant and a horse whose
slain master had never taught it how to
retreat. A superb mnovelette of cavalry
courage by Malcolm Wheeler-Nicholson.

AND

A new Young Hardesty story, “The High
Trails,” by Henry Herbert Knibbs;
“Submarine Gold,” by Commander Ells-
berg; and stories of hurricane days
near Hatteras ; of a blazing oil well ; of
the long perilous road to the Crusades.
Send one dollar to ADVENTURE, 205
E. 42nd St., N. Y. C., for a special
eight-months subscription.




THE CREEPING DOOM

By

“Bvening, Mr. Bland,”
the cop rumbled genially.
“Going home?” ;
“Stepping out, Steve,” ; e
Peter said quietly. K l1 "\

Li Ming had set the stage for his murder-show with diabolical ingenu-
ity. Por the props the saffron-skinned monster had selecied for bis
chief player, left Peter Bland with but two alternatives—each equally
ghastly—and only split seconds to choose which horror-course to take.

HE girl stood up and began to pull Peter Bland laughed. “Nonsense, Ruth
I on her gloves. “I wish you wouldn’t don’t worry about me.”

work down here at night any more,” “But Li Ming—"
she said. Her face looked drawn. “Li Ming has been out of prison for a
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year now. I he meant to start any
trouble, he would have done so long be-
fore this.”

Ruth Carsen mustered a dubious smile.
“I suppose you're right, dear,” she admit-
ted. “But do take care.” She kissed him
and went out,

When she had gone, Peter shrugged
and returned tp the work piled on his
desk. For some reason he found it hard to
keep his mind on what he was trying to
do. His fmneée’s warning seemed to worry
him subeonseiously, even though he told
himself that the whole thing was foolish.
There was really nothing at all to be con-
cermed abott.

Nearly six years had passed sinoce Peter
Bland had been the chief witness at the
trial that sent Li Ming to prison. Peter
kad had mo personal feelings in the mat-
ter, had simply done his duty as a citizen.
But Li Ming had openly threatened re-
venge. And Ruth had never been able to
forget the look im the eyes of the smave
and simfster Chinese as he was led from
the courtmosm.

“Some day, Peter Bland, we will speak
of this affair againi” he had promised,
the complete #mperturbability of his
speech only adding to the fury mirrored
in his almond eyes.

Well—all that was over now. It must
be over?! Li Ming had been out of prison
for a year, and mothing had happened.
While e would never admit it to Ruth,
Peter had worried for the first few
months. Now, he was convinced at last
that there had never been any real danger.

seemed bard t0 do any work tonight !
Peter deaned back in his chair, reach-
ing for a pipe. Then, at a slight sound
behind him, he glanced around—and froze
into imunobility. Li Ming stood in the
doorway behiad him, the blunt muzzle of
his automatic gleaming in the glow of the
electric light!

Slowly, his hands lifting in the air,
Peter got up from his chair. No chance
now to go for the revolver Ruth had in-
sisted he keep in his desk drawer for the
past year!

Li Ming’s black and expressionless eyes
followed Peter’s every movement—and
there was death in those slanted orbs.
One of the Oriental’s fwo companions, a
lean, hawk-faced white man, stepped for-
ward and patted Peter’s clothing for a
weapon. He stepped back and nodded
negatively at Li Ming.

At last Peter found his voice. “What
do you want?” he asked, the words rasp-
ing in his dry throat.

Li Ming smiled, and the mere grimace
was a threat in itself.

“I promised you this meeting six yzars
ago,” he said. “I always keep my prom-
ises. That is a habit of mine. Now we
will go downstairs and get into a car I
have waiting there. If you attempt to es-
cape or summon help you will be shot
immediately.”

Peter picked up his hat from the rack,
clinked off the light-switch as they went
out. They went down the three flights of
stairs instead of using the elevator, and
passed through the deserted lobby of the
old-fashioned office building. Li Ming
was on one side of Peter; the white man
who had frisked him on the other. The
third man brought up the rear. Though
their guns were no longer in sight, Peter
knew that he was covered.

As they came out on the sidewalk, Peter
clenched his fists in sudden excitement.
Usually this part of the business district
was deserted at night, but now a tall man
in a blue uniform was strolling toward
them not ten yards away. It was Boyle,
the regular patrolman on the beat!

Li Ming’s words came swift and ven-
omous, scarcely more than a whisper, yet
clearly audible to Peter,

“Cry out or ask for help in any way

&
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and we will shoot the officer down like a
dog !”

He meant it literally! Peter had no
doubt of that. The street was deserted,
and they could easily kill the unsuspecting
copper before he would have a chance to
draw his gun. To start anything now
would do Peter no good, and would only
cause the death of an innocent man. With
dragging feet, Peter walked across the
sidewalk toward the waiting car,

Boyle strolled past, idly swinging his
nightstick. He glanced casually at the
group of men beside the car. “Evening,
Mr. Bland,” he rumbled genially. “Going
home ?”

“Stepping out, Steve,” Peter said qui-
etly, and climbed into the car.

As seoon as the ear had turned the cor-
ner, Peter’s armsg were pulled behind him
while handcuffs clicked around his
wrists. A bandage was bound over his
eyes, tape sealed his mouth. The car in-
creased speed and lurched around another
corner. Peter tried to memorize the num-
ber of turns and the approximate distance,
but after several minutes he became con-
fused. The thing was hepeless.

At last they stopped and Peter was led
from the car. His feet scraped on a ce-
ment floor and he judged from the pun-
gent odor of gas and oil that he was in a
garage. He was prodded up two flights of
stairs, then bound rigidly in an arm-chair.
At last the bandage was taken from his
eyes—the tape from his mouth.

ETER BLAND sat in a square room
that might have been a chamber in
the house of some mandarin in China.
Embroidered tapestries covered the walls;
bowls of incense burned before a gilded
joss in the corner. Two Mongols in black
robes stood with folded arms before the
curtained door across the room.
Peter himself was lashed, seated, in a
carved arm-chair. For an instant he

struggled vainly against the bonds that
held him. He noticed that he was fettered
by light chains, except for his right arm
and wrist which were tied with a cord. He
wondered why.

Low voices sounded just beyond the
curtained doorway. Then Li Ming walked
slowly into the room. Now he wore a
peacock-green robe, and a round hat with
a coral button on top. In ordinary clothes
Li Ming had not looked particularly im-
pressive, but in this costume and setting
he was a true Son of the Dragon. His
face was impassive as he stood before
Peter, yet he seemed to radmate vindictive
hatred.

“Six years ago you sent me to prison,”
he. said slowly. “I am now about to settle
that score—with interest! We of Manchu
blood may not be incarcerated thus casual-
ly in Western jails. The details of the
little ceremony of vengeance which is
about to follow have been in my mind
for the past year. I have delayed until
now—only so fear of what I might do
would be with you constantly during
these past months. Now the time has
come {”

“You must be crazy !” Peter gasped.

He had no plan, no scheme of escape,
for Patrolman Boyle had apparently
missed the signal he had given him. Now
he was simply fighting for time.

Li Ming smiled faintly. “Crazy? It is
a word you Occidentals are fond-of ap-
plying to any state of mind or process
of reasoning that is beyond your meager
intellects. But we waste time! Have you
ever heard of the Creeping Doom ?”

Peter shook his head wordlessly. Li
Ming evidently meant to kill him, prob-
ably to torture him first. He licked his
dry lips. Then he stiffened in horror as
Li Ming snapped an order and a pair of
Mongols breught another captive into the
room.

It was Ruth! Pale and wide-eyed, her
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clothing torn to shreds, she staggered into
the room in the grip of her two guards.
A silken gag was stuffed in her mouth,
and her crossed wrists were tied hard
together in front.

Peter Bland almost went insane him-
self in that moment. He fought agaiust
his bonds until the heavy chair shook be-
meath him, aad cursed Li Ming in wild
fury,

The impassive Chinese, enjoying his
futile struggling to the full, waited until
Peter’s torrent of words ceased finally.
Thea he gave another quiet order to his
nien.

They foreed the girl to lie down on her
back om a raised couch, directly before
the chair whese Peter was bound. Her
hands were stretched above her head and
lashed to an iron ring. Her ankles were
tied to 2 ring which hung from a light
cable running, in turn, over a pulley fas-
tened to the ceiling. Now one of the Mon-
gols pulled at this cable, raising her {feet
till they peinted straight up at the ceil-
ing, and fastened it there. Rigid, unable
to move, she staved up at Peter with hor-
ror-struck eyes.

He felt the sweat breaking out along his
spine. “What—what are you going to do
to her?” he gasped.

“You are about to see the Creeping
Doom in operation,” Li Ming explained
blandly. “Something even more slow and
devious is in store for you, This is mere-
ly the curtain-raiser to our little playlet.”

THE Mongels approached the girl with
a long coil of what looked like light
gray clothes-line. They stripped away the
last of her elothes, then began to coil the
gray cord tightly around her. Starting at
the ankles—wrapped in coils half an inch
apart—they wound it tightly around her
body all the way up to the throat,
“That is a powder fuse, something like
the fuse on a fire-cracker,” Li Ming ex-

plained, “only it is a very slow-burning
variety. About two inches to the minute.
The girl will faint from time to time, but
the sharpness of the pain will revive her
again. It will be very interesting to see
how long she can live under the agony.”

“Look here, Li Ming!” Peter said,
leaning as far forward as his bonds would
allow as he forced himself to speak calmly.
“Maybe you can do what you want with
me, but let the girl go. You have nothing
against her!”

“No—it's true I bear the girl no per-
sonal ill will,” Li Ming said slowly. “And
I thought you miight say something of this
sort, so I am prepared. Chang—the
sword!”

One of the Mongels returned with a
short but heayy sword with a curiously
curved, broad blade. Attached to the hilt
was a six foot-chain with a snap hook in
the end. He fastened the end of the chain
to a ring in the floor beside Peter and
laid the blade across the captive’s knees.
Then he loosened the cords that bound
Peter’s right arm and instantly stepped
back.

“You now have the means to put an
end to the girl’s torture at any time,” Ling
Ming said smoothly, “We have taken the
precaution of fastening the sword so you
cannot throw it at us, and you will notice
that your remaining bonds are chains
which you cannot cut. Howeyer—you can
easily reach the girl’s threat. You may

“use the sword whenever you like. Chang,

bring a taper!”

Lifting the heavy weapon from his lap,
Peter found that his tormentors had set
their stage with care. He could not sever
his boads with the blade, nor even hurl
it at Li Ming in a desperate attefnpt. Yet
he could, indeed, reach Ruth’s throat
easily where she was bound on the floor
at his feet!

Peter stared at the keen weapon wnth a
sort of horrible fascination. The ful] in-
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genuity of the mandarin’s revenge was
now revealed. He, Peter Bland, was faced
with a terrible dilemma. Either he must
watch the girl he loved subjected to slow
and horrible torture, or else he must slay
her with his own hand. His palms were
damp with sweat, and the blood at his
temples pounded like distant drums.

Li Ming took the taper one of the Mon-
gols handed him and lit the end of the
fuse, only a few inches away from Ruth’s
ankles. Some sparks spluttered out, a
thin trail of smoke rose in the air, and
then the fuse began to glow. Slowly but
inexorably the fire crept toward the help-
less girl’s ankles.

Raising tortured eyes to Li Ming’s face,
Peter saw evil triumph glowing beneath
the Oriental’s almond lids. No hope for
mercy there! For him to plead or beg
would have no effect and would only in-
crease Li Ming’s triumph. Even though
he fought against the idea, Peter knew in
his heart what he had to do. He must
kill Ruth with the sword he held in his
hand.

The slowly maving glow of fire crept
closer to the gir}, at last reached the first
strand that encircled her ankles. She
writhed convulsively, and a low moan
came from behind her gag. As the smol-
dering fuse seared her flesh, a horrible
smell of scorching began to mingle with
the reek of burning powder.

FOR only an instant more did Peter
Bland hesitate. He glanced around
him once, then looked down at Ruth
again. Her whole body was heaving con-
vulsively now, and a circlet of fire was
half around one ankle. Her eyes were
closed, and she moaned steadily. This
would go on for hours, until the girl died
at last with her body a seared mass of
pain. Peter was suddenly very thankful
for the weapon in his hand.
Bending forward with his right arm

swinging free, Peter measured the dis-
tance to the girl’s throat,

A few seconds and the thing would
have been done, Peter was hesitating with
the sword poised above Ruth’s bare throat,
steeling his nerves for the actual stroke. -

And then a pistel shet cracked out.

As it shattered the silence, Li Ming
leaped back and bared his crooked teeth
in a savage snarl. One hand flashed under
his robe, came out with a heavy auto-
matic. Another shot came through the
curtained doorway, and the automatic
dropped from Li Ming’s fingers as he
gasped and fell to his knees.

There were half a dozen plainclothes-
men in the raiding party that came storm-
ing into the torture chamber, plus several
uniformed police. Mike Boyle was among
the first of these. He took in the situa-
tion at a glance, leaped to the bound girl
and pulled the glowing fuse from her
trussed ankles, stamped out the flame.

A little later, when the raid was over
and the sprawling bodies had been carried
away, the detective-sergeant in charge
turned smilingly to Peter.

“We were just about in time, Mr.
Bland. You can thank Boyle here for
that. By the way"”—he turned to the uni-
formed patrolman—‘“we were in such a
rush, you never did tell me what put you
on the trail.”

“Sure, it was just a kttle deduction,”
Boyle said with a broad grin. “I comes
along on me beat and sees Mr. Bland
here, leaving his office with three men,
‘Goin’ home?' I says to him. ‘Stepping
out, Steve’, he says to me. My name ain’t
Steve! It's Mike, and Mr. Bland knows
it well! Something fusny. I grabs a pa-
trol car and starts to follow, and then I
suddenly realizes what he was trying to
tell me. ‘Stepping out, Steve! Take the
first letters. S—O—S! If that ain’t 3 call
for help, I'm a long-eared babeon!”



BRINK OF THE GRAVE

By WILLIAM B. RAINEY

The body sat theve, propped
against a headstone.

Murder bad
struck twice that
night among the grave-
stones of Woodsend Cem-
etery and the caretaker had

actually seen the killer limned
against the moon. If the old man
bad been able to run he might
have nabbed the ghoul right then,
but peg-legs arew't much good in

such a spot, so the blood sequence
went right on—until the guilty ones
tried to lead the wrong man to the

HE old caretaker of the Woodsend

Cemetery had tucked his night-

shirt around him and was pulling

up the eovers when he heard the shot—

the thin, clear crack of a small-caliber
pistol.

There was a half-second of dead still-
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brink of the grave.

ness during which the old man lay stiffly,
his mouth open. Then a thin, unearthly
shriek ripped upward like a rocket, high
and terrible, exploding suddenly into
tense silence.

The quiet was worse than the shot and
the scream. For a full ten seconds the
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old man lay without moving. His heart
seemed wrenched into his throat and his
lungs ached. His face was turned side-
wise, the eyes bulging to stare through
utter darkness at the gray patch that
marked the room’s single window.

His hand shook as he threw back the
caovers. Without switching on the light,
he groped along the side of the bed until
he found his peg-leg. The nightshirt got
in his way when he went to strap it on.
Then, still without turning on the light,
he found the heavy, long-barreled revolver
that always lay on the table, He made an
odd sound, moving on one bare foot and
a peg-leg, as he crossed to the open win-
dow.

It was dark outside. Tombstones
showed as gray and uncertain as ghosts.
A bit to the left, the cemetery slanted
upward to a small knoll, and, beyond this
knoll, the sky had a savage orange color
from the warped moon that would not be
visible for several minutes yet. The old
man strained his eyes against the dark-
_ ness, breathing heavily. :

There was a tiny spurt of flame atop
the knoll, again the clear crack of a pistol.
Something black and wavering moved
across the yellow patch of sky, crouched
and vanished. The old man almost
screamed but the sound stuck in his throat.
Then the black thing showed again, join-
ing earth and sky for a long instant. With
a flapping like the wings of a great bat,
it went over the hill out of sight.

It required several minutes for the old
man to get out of the house and start
up the knoll. A wind was blowing, and
his nightgown flapped about him. He
held the pistol awkwardly at his side,
gripping his gown and a flashlight with
the ether hand. It had rained recently
and his peg-leg sank into the soft earth.

At the top of the knoll the old man
stopped. “Who's there?” he called nery-
ously. The moon had come up now, mak-

ing the earth an unpolished silver and
black. The old man was about to cut on
his flashlight when he saw the body,
gulped, and for a second was unable even
to mave his thumb on the flash.

The body sat on a stone slab, legs out-
stretched, arms at its sides, back propped
against the headstone. The face was tilted
shightly to the left and back so that the
eyes stared up into those of the old man.
The coat was open, and even in the dim
moonlight he could see the dark stain
over the heart.

The old man said, “Damn it!” and
moved with surprising rapidity down the
hill and inside his cottage to the tele-
phone, :

IEUTENANT John Murdock, chief
of detectives, bent over the body for
a mement, then straightened. The long
scar which ran from his hair down across
his left eye to the point of his nose
showed dully in the moonlight. It gave a
distinctly satanic leer to his face. He
said: “It’s' Barry Jamison.”
Behind him Detective Pete Reynolds
whistled through his big, wide-spaced
teeth. “You mean—the lawyer?”

Murdock seemed to regard the body
placidly, his narrowed brown eyes photo-
graphing every detail of what he saw.
“The lawyer,” he said.

Reynolds whistled again, “There’s
gonna be hell to pay. The mayor is Jami-
son’s uncle,”

The lieutenant didn't answer. He had
taken a flashlight from his pocket and
in its white glow was studying the corpse
and the tomb on which it lay. The bullet
had formed a very small hole directly
above the heart. The man looked as if he
had been sitting in this position when
shot, had half risen and fallen back again
against the headstone. The coat was
pulled down on the left side, and when
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Murdock felt in the pocket he found a
.38 automatic.

“Whoever got him with that B. B. gun
did some swell shooting,” Reynolds said.
“A couple of inches one way or the other
and that pin prick wouldn’t have stopped
him before he used the thirty-eight.”

Murdock said: “The murderer prob-
ably took that into consideration.” He
rested the flashlight. on the grave’s edge
and began wrapping the automatic in
his handkerchief. The gun in his pocket,
he picked up the flash again. The stone
slab on which the body lay was rough
and weather-beaten. Grass grew close
around the grave and, even though still
damp from the rain, would show no
tracks. He turned to the caretaker who
stood a few yards away, watching. “Have
any idea what the thing you saw up here
was?”’

The old man had pulled trousers over
his nightshirt, but his false teeth were
still in the cottage and his lips caved in
over toothless gums, “I don’t know, sir.
It looked like a—a bat. But it was too
big. It was big as a horse.”

“And the scream?”

The old man’s face was gray in the
moonlight. “It warn’t nothin’ human, sir.
It was like a spirit screamin’ or a cat or—"

“Or a woman " Murdock asked.

“I don’t know, sir. It was—"

One of the detectives came up, holding
his left hand open in front of him. A

flashlight in his right hand spotted the

small, triangular piece of leather and
wood that rested on his palm. “It may
have been a woman, Lieutenant,” he said.
“I found this right over here. There’s a
spot where there’s no grass, and there’s
the print of a woman’s shoe. She must
have been turning around in a hurry and
broke this piece off her heel.”

Murdock dropped it in the pocket with
the gun. “Show me.”

The track was in front and to the left

of the body. A person sianding there
could not have been seen from the care-
taker’s cottage because it was beyond the
brow of the hill. The track was smeared
to form a half-circle, the heelmark deep.

WHILE Murdock studied it, Reynolds
called to him. “Come over here.
Here’s the clue you been looking for.”

“The place is lousy with them,” Mur-
dock said. He crossed to where Reynolds
crouched behind a clump of shrubs, his
flashlight held close to the ground. On
the damp, grassy earth lay a small piece of
cloth that was smeared with a half dozen
various-colored paints.

“A guy squatting here could have
knocked Barry Jamison off that grave
with no trouble,” Reynolds said. “That
bullet came from this direction, too. The
guy must have hid here and when he
pulled the gun out of his pocket he pulled
this cloth with it. But a paint-smeared
rag ain’t much to work on.”

“Maybe,” Murdock said.
have to do.”

Another five minutes” search failed to
turn up anything of interest. The coroner
had taken the body and gone. Reynolds
and the other detective had stopped their
search to talk with the caretaker. Mur-
dock started on one last circle of the
knoll, keeping a full thirty yards from
the top. :

On the side opposite the spot where
Reynolds had found the cloth was a
small clump of shrubs. Murdock flicked

“But it’ll

-his light over them and started to push

through. His left foot hit something rub-
bery, throwing him off balance. He went
down, twisting as he fell. In the white
glare of the flash he saw a low, longish
mound of leaves. He brushed at it with
his right hand.

The face of a man stared up at him.
It was a darkly handsome, heavy-featured
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face, the mouth twisted by fear and pain.
Murdoek knew the man. He had been
answering recently to the name of Philip
de Vall. What his real name was, Mur-
dook had mo idea, but he was a profes-
sional cxook who lived off women. He had
served few prison terms because as a rule
the women would not testify against him.
His usuai method was to make them fall
in leve with him, then allow him to “in-
vest” their money, but he had also served
two terms $or blackmail.

Murdock wiped away more leaves.
There was a tiny bullet hole directly above
the man's keart. “Very good shooting,”
Murdock said softly. “Very good.”

LIEUTEIAN’T John Murdock was a

tall man in his early thirties. His
face was fean with high cheek-bones and
a long chin, From his brown hair a heavy
scar ran down across his forehead and
left eye to the end of his nose. The scar
twisted his face slightly, and added to
his high cheek-bones and the thin line of
his mouth it gave him a distinctly fierce -
expression. He looked more like a pro--
fessional adventurer than a detective. In
a way, he was beth.

At eight thirty on the night following
that of the double murder, John Murdock
walked out eof police headquarters with
the paint-smeared cloth and the broken
heel in his pocket. It took perhaps twenty
minutes for him to circle his roadster
through Court Square and drive along
South Court Street to the great white
stone home of Raoul Beauchamp, the
sculptor and painter whose work brought
a series of small fortunes to add to the
comfortable one he had inherited.

A butler answered Murdock’s ring.
“Are you expected, sir? I think Mr.
Beauchamp is engaged.”

“Maybe I'm expected,” Murdock said.
“Maybe not.”” He showed his badge and

followed the servant along the hall, went
through the door he opened without wait-
ing to be announced.

The room was evidently Raoul Beau-
champ’s study. There were deep, leather-
covered chairs, an open fireplace, a large
walnut desk. A modernistic floor lamp in
one corner spread a soft glow over the
whole room. Two men and a woman
twisted toward the door as Murdock en-
tered, surprise showing on their faces.

“Oh, hello Murdock,” one of the men
said. He was a large, handsome fellow
with black, curly hair and red cheeks.
Arnold Jace was the best criminal lawyer
in the city. He was known to have an
excellent practise and to need it because of
extremely bad luck with cards and dice,

Murdock said, “Hello.” He looked at
the other man. He was rather small, with
sharp, eager, leashed features. Somehow,
he gave the impression that he might
spring straight into the air and scream
at any moment. His hands, resting on the
desk in front of him, were surprisingly
long and slim.

Murdock introduced himself, asked:
“You are Mr. Raoul Beauchamp?”

“Yes.” The man’s intense eyes were
narrowed, questioning.

Murdock moved swiftly to look at the
woman. She was staring at him, white
teeth biting on her full, sensual under-
lip to still its trembling. Then her mouth
became steady, her blue eyes looked
straight mto those of Murdock. She
patted her blond hair into place, but he
saw that her hand was trembling. The
woman was afraid.

“You are Mrs. Beauchamp ?"”

“Yes.”

Murdock said: “I'd like to talk to you
and your husband, if I may. Alone.”

Arnold Jace stood up. “See here, Mur-
dock, I'm Mr. Beauchamp's lawyer. Per-
haps you want to consult me.”

“No,” Murdock said flatly. “I don't.
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I want to talk to Mr. and Mrs. Beau-
champ.”

“What the devil is all this?” Beau-
champ’s lean hands jerked upward in a
gesture of annoyance. “What are you
talking about ? Why have you come here 7’

“Shall I explain?” Murdock’s level gaze
moved from Beauchamp to his wife.

She said: “Perhaps you had best go,
Arnold. We’ll telephone you after Mr.
Murdock has left.”

Jace hesitated, looking tall and pompous,
but uncertain. Finally, he said: “If you
prefer, I don’t know what this is about,
but you don’t have to tell the police any-
thing without consulting me.” He went
out of the room, closing the door behind
him.

“And now,” Raoul Beauchamp asked,
“what is the meaning of all this?”’ Again
he made that quick upward gesture with
his lean hands.

Murdock lowered himself into the chair
which Jace had occupied. His level eyes
moved from the artist to his wife. “You
both know the meaning. Which one
wants to explain ?”’

The artist’s temper was getting the
better of him. “Damn it!” he shouted.
“What are you talking about ?”

Murdock said: “Murder, Mr. Beau-
champ. The murder of Barry Jamison
and of Philip de Vall in the Woodsend
Cemetery last night. We know that you
were present.”

THERE was one taut, shivering mo-
- ment of silence. Then Mrs. Beau-
champ whimpered and swayed forward.
She would have fallen from the chair if
Murdock, without seeming to move rap-
idly, had not reached and steadied her.
The artist’s breath had gone out of
him like air from a punctured balloon.
He collapsed into his chair and sat for
a moment, looking dazed. Then suddenly

o |

he was on his feet again, tense an?ﬂ
quivering.

“You’re mad,” he snapped. “I was
here in my own home last night, working.
I didn’t go out. Moreover, I never heard
of Philip de Vall until I read about him
in the paper this morning. I did know
Jamison rather well. My wife and I both
knew him, but most of Montgemery did.”

“Can you prove you were here at
approximately eleven thirty last night ?”’

The artist waved both hands, leaning
forward as if about to shout. Then his
mouth closed, his hands fell at his sides.
He swallowed. “I—I don’t know. The
servants were all’ gone last night. My
wife was out, also. I telephoned the
drug store for cigarettes, but I don’t
remember the time. Around ten o’clock,
probably.” His voice went angry and
high again: “But I was here, 1 tell you!”

“Perhaps,” Murdock said softly, “you
can explain how this happened to be in
the eemetery—at the spot from which one
of the bullets was fired?” He took the
paint-smeared square of cloth from his
pocket and put it on Beauchamp’s desk.

The artist slumped into his chair, star-
ing at it. Mrs. Beauchamp was leaning
forward, her face a gruesome white, her
teeth biting the rouge from her lower lip.
Her eyes were too wide and singularly
listless.

“Well,” Beauchamp said at last, “what
is it? I never saw it before.”

“It’s a square of cloth on which you
have wiped your paint-brushes,” Mur-
dock said. “Both the paints and the
cloth have been analyzed and traced to
the store which sold them. There’s very
little expensive material for artists sold
in this town. The merchant was certain
you had bought these. Besides, we are
now able to take fingerprints from cloth.
And the prints on this cloth are those we
found on the back of several of your
canvases which the dealer had in stock.”
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Fear began to come into the artist’s
eyes. His lips twitched. “But I wasn’t
there,” he said. “I was here all night.
I was—" Suddenly his gaze shifted to
his wife, his voice trailed off.

Murdock turned to the woman. She
was sunk deep in her chair, hands gripping
the leather arms. “Where were you last
night, Mrs. Beauchamp?”’

“At the theater.” Her voice was barely
above a whisper. “I went alone. I spoke
to the manager when I went in. I can
prove that. It was about nine o'clock.”

“Can you prove what time you left?”

She was breathing through her mouth
now and her hands were trembling. “No.
I—I didn’t see anyone when I left.”

“What dress were you wearing?”

It was Raoul Beauchamp who said:
“You wore the blue with the silver col-
lar. I noticed because I've had an idea
of painting you in that dress.”

“I want to see it,”” Murdock said, and
stood up quickly.

The woman leaped to her feet her .

beautiful face ugly with terror. “No!”
she said. “No. 1 wasn’t wearing that
dress. It was another. I don’t remember
which one.”

“I want to see it,” Murdock said. His
voice was harsh now, his face set. He
stepped toward a door that opesed on
the left. “Is this the way toward your
bedrooms ?”’

The woman ran to block the doorway
with her slender body.

“No!” she whispered. “You can’t. You
can't.”

“I'm going to.” Murdock’s voice was
almost insulting. He flung her aside with
more roughness than was necessary and
went past. On the wall he found the
light-switch, cut it on and went through
another door into what was evrdently a
woman'’s bedroom.

AS HE was turning on the light, Beau-

champ caught him by the arm and
swung him around. The artist was three
inches shorter than the detective and
thirty pounds lighter, but his temper had
the best of him. He said: “Damn you,
you'll keep your hands off my wife and
keep out of her rooms! I'll—"

“To hell with you,” Murdock said. He
shook free of the smaller man easily,
pushed him away and stepped toward an
open closet. But from the corner of his
eye he watched the artist. He was taking
a long shot now and if it didn't work
there’d be trouble. If it did work—there’d
also be trouble. He was counting on the
artist’s temper to make him go completely
haywire. A split second’s fault then might
mean Murdock’s death.

The closet was crowded with women'’s
clothes, but it didn't take Murdock long
to find the blue dress with the silver
collar. And of the dozen-odd pair of shoes
on the floor only one perfectly matched
the dress. He lifted the left shoe and
looked at it.

A small part was broken from the heel.
When he took the piece from his pocket
it fit perfectly. He turned without speak-
ing to show the artist and his wife. “This
broken piece was found in the cemetery
last night,” he said flatly,

For a long moment there was 1o sound.
Then the woman whispered. “T—I knew
I had broken it.” She began to sob.

Beauchamp said huskily: “Let’s go
back into the study.” But for a minute
he did not move, only stood rocking slight-
ly, staring at his wife, his face white with
emotion. “I knew you were running
around with my friends, Arnold and the
others. But I didn’t know you had taken
up with professional criminals.” He
turned, led the way back to the study.

Murdock dropped one leg over the edge
of the desk, made his veice soft and in-
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sulting. “This about settles it,” he said.
“The person who did the killing was seen
by the caretaker. Evidently it was a wo-
man wearing a full dress that blew with
the wind. We'll probably be able to find
Mrs. Beauchamp’s prints on the paint-
cloth, along with yours, and show that it
was she who dropped it. The motive is
plain. Blackmail. It'll be easy enough to
find some of the”—his voice got heavy
with sarcasm—"‘slight indiscretions of the
lady.” '

Beauchamp surged erect. “Damn you!”
he shouted. “You can’t—" Somehow, he
checked himself, stood panting for a
moment. “It’ll be the chair for her?” he
asked, his voice unnatural.

“Yes.”

“Would the gun help?”

“We’ll find that,” Murdock said. His
face did not change but the muscles of his
body grew suddenly taut. It was coming
now. A half second would be the differ-
ence between life and death.

Mrs. Beauchamp came to the edge of
the desk. “Raoul,” she whispered. “Raoul,
what—"'

The artist pulled open a desk drawer.
“Here’s the gun,” he said. His hand
flashed inside,

On the instant John Murdock shoved
his right foot hard against the floor, spun
across the desk toward Beauchamp. But
his foot had slipped on the polished hard-
wood and his movement was slow. He saw
that the gun was going to clear the
drawer. He lunged for it.

At the same moment Mrs. Beauchamp
screamed and struck out, trying for the
gun. Her hand hit Murdock’s, knocking
it to one side.

Then the artist leaped backward to the
wall. The long-barreled .22 target-pistol
in his hand centered on the detective’s
heart, “These are not large bullets,” he
said, “But they’ll kill.”

Murdock had one leg over the desk, one
foot on the floor. His face was passive,
the scar a deep seam from forehead to the
point of his nose. His breathing was as
quiet as ever, his dark eyes steady on
those of the artist. He had tried to make
Beauchamp lose his temper and produce
the gun. He had succeeded in doing that,
but he had failed to catch it as it cleared
the desk drawer. Now, he was looking
death in the face.

He said: “I know damn well they’ll
kill. But killing me won’t help.”

Beauchamp smiled thinly. “Yes, it will.
You brought the evidence in this case with
you. I can destroy that. And the police
won't find you. There’s clay enough in my
studio for more than one statue. I can
make you into one, cart you away to-
morrow and no one will pay any atten-
tion,”

His finger began to whiten around the
trigger. “Here it is,” he said.

URDOCK’S face was emotionless
but sweat stood on his forehead. He
had lost, and there was only one logical
thing for Beauchamp to do—kill him. He
said: “if you know anything about that
gun, you know those high-powered bullets
will go straight through me. One of them
knocked quite a piece out of that head-
stone last night. Shoot me, and the bul-
let’s going right on to strike the wall, The
police will find it tomorrew when they
search here.” :

The man’s face darkened. His finger re-
laxed on the trigger, tightened, relaxed
again. Abruptly, the thin lips smiled. “You
are very thoughtful,” he said. “But I can
arrange for the bullet. Let’s go to my
studio, through this door.” He gestured
with his left hand.

The woman had been standing to one
side. Her hands were pressed against her
breasts, her red lips parted. “Raoul,” she
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whispered.,
to do?”

He said: “Come along. You've got to
help. We are both in this over our heads
now.”

THE studio was large, oval, glass-walled
on three sides. The only light came

through the open doorway in front of
which Murdock stopped at Beauchamp’s
order. The artist went past him into the
semidarkness where Murdock could see
the vague shapes of statues. There were
several of life size and larger, a number
of small omes on a low table at his right.

Murdock began to twist himself nerv-
ously, shifting his weight and rubbing
one foot agaiast the other. But his face
was placid as ever. From the shadows
Beauchamp said: “Keep steady. There's
plenty of light where you are, and I
shoot straight.”

Murdock continued to rub his feet
against each other. He said: “I know.
There was an example of your shooting
in the cemetery last night. Or was it really
your wife's?”

“It doesn’t matter. Either of us can
handle this gun.” He turned to his wife.
“Here, Nelda. Go up back of him and
hit him on the head with this hammer,
hard. If you don’t kill him it will at least
knock him unconscious. I can finish him
with a knife. That won’t leave any bullet
marks on the walls.”

Murdock’s lips were dry. He wet them
with his tongue, said: “Make me into
a discus-thrower, will you? I've always
admired that pose.” But he was not watch-
ing the dark shadow of the artist, any-
more. He was watching the woman as she
came toward him, a sculptor’s hammer in
her right hand.

Murdock shifted his weight, rubbing
his right foot against the left, keeping his
eye on the woman, He had gauged the
chances of reaching the shadows, of

“Raoul, what are you going

getting out his own gun before Beau-
champ could cut him down. There wasn’t
any chance. But if the woman would come
between them— :

She didn’t. Keeping well to one side,
she came up behind him. He could hear
her heavy, nervous breathing. His own
body was taut, waiting for the second
when that breathing stopped. That would
be the instant in which she halted the up-
swing of the hammer and started it down.
That would be the instant when Beau-
champ watched her, if ever. But Murdock
knew that he didn’t stand one chance in
fifty. He kept rubbing his feet together.

The woman was close now, panting
heavily. Closer. Closer. In a second now.
Murdock’s muscles corded.

The woman said: “I can’t do it. I can’t
—kill him—this way.”

There was a moment of silence, uncer-
tainty. Then Beauchamp said: “All right,
You cover him with the gun. I'll hit him.”

It took four seconds for the exchange
to be made. Beauchamp circled toward
Murdock, the hammer ready. He came
swiftly, moving on the balls of his feet.

And then the right shoe which Murdock
had been tugging against his left one,
slid over his heel. Without a move of his
upper body, he flicked the leg from the
knee down. There was a crashing sound
as the shoe hit one of the small statues
on the table at his right and turned it
over. The woman screamed and swung
around.

Beauchamp cursed and lunged at Mur-
dock, swinging the hammer. The detective
spun sidewise his hands coming down.
The hammer struck him on the left shoul-
der, numbing his arm. Beauchamp dived
for him again.

“Steady,” Murdock said. His right
hand had whipped under his coat and come
out holding the police .38. “Drop that gun, -
Mrs. Beauchamp, but turn the other way
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and let the hammer down first.
we’ll all visit the police station.”

Beauchamp stood panting, and for a
second Murdock thought he was going to
charge the gun. Then he cursed softly. “I
still have my lawyer,” he said.

Murdock said: “A good one, but he
won'’t help.”

As they were about to leave the house,
Beauchamp took a great cloak from a
closet and swung it over his shoulders.
Murdock smiled grimly. He remembered
the story now about the artist’s method
of dressing. :

The caretaker at the cemetery had said,
“A great, bat-like thing.” Well, a cloak
blowing in the wind would look that way.

But there were other points about which
Murdock wasn’t certain. There was a
lot about this case not clear yet.

Then

ARNOLD JACE put a large hand flat

on the desk-top, leaned far over
toward Murdock. ‘“Which one are you
going to charge with the murders?” he
demanded. ‘““You can’t hold them both on
the same charge. Which one?”

Murdock’s face was placid but the great
scar made him seem to leer. “Which would
you prefer? I'm open to argument.”

“Then you admit that your case—"

“Admit hell,” Pete Reynolds said and
spat through his front teeth so hard the
cuspidor rang under the impact. “The
man’s guilty as hell, Lieutenant. He goes
out there following his wife. She’s gone
to pay blackmail and taken this guy Jami-
son along because she’s scared to go alone.
She admits that. Beauchamp mistakes
Jamison for the blackmail guy and shoots
him. The woman runs. Then Beauchamp
sees he’s got the wrong one when De
Vall turns up and Beauchamp knocks him
off, The only prints on the gun, except
those fresh ones where the lady grabbed
it to shoot you, are Beauchamp's. And

they’ve proved it’s the right gun, The
caretaker saw Beauchamp’s cleak. There’s
no other prints on that paint cleth. Hell,
the case is open-and-shut.”

“It does look that way,” Murdock
said. “I believe we could make it stick
against him.”

Pete Reynolds spat through his teeth.
“I could prosecute this case and get a con-
viction.” He looked at Jace, spat again
and said: “Against you.”

Raoul Beauchamp and his wife sat in
straight chairs near the right wall. For
the first time after coming here the wo-
man spoke. “You mean,” she asked husk-
ily, “you mean—" She stood up and
moved slowly into the full glare of the
light that hung above Murdock’s desk.
“You mean you—can prove my husband’s
guilty? He'll—go to the—the chair?”

Jace started to bluster, but Murdock
cut him off. “Very probably,” he said.

The woman took a long breath. The
rouge was almost gone from her lips now.
She was ghostly pale, yet to Murdock she
seemed prettier than at amy time that
night.

She said huskily: “Raoul didn’t kill
those men. I killed them. I killed them!”
Her voice rose sharply, then broke and
she caught the desk edge. Arnold Jace put
his arm around her,

Reynolds said,
damned!” and spat.

Raoul Beauchamp jerked to his feet,
then stood motionless, wide-eyed.

“Tell me about it,” Murdeck said.

The woman’s voice was low now, but
steady. “It’s about like you said at first.
I went there to pay De Vall blackmail.
It doesn’t matter what he knew about me.
I took Barry Jamison with me because
I was afraid. And I took the pistol. I
was wearing gloves. This was after I
slipped out of the theatre. I lost my tem-
per, talking with De Vall and I—I killed

“Well I will be
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him. When I saw what I had done I went
sort of crazy. I thought Barry would tell
on me and—I shot him.”

Arnold Jace tightened his arm around
the woman. “You're not telling the truth,
Nelda,” he said fiercely. “You're lying to
protect Raoul. You shouldn’t!”

She moved her blond head slowly.
“No. It’s the truth.”

Murdock stood up, the scar vivid in
the light. “All right,” he said. “Have her
sent to jail, Reynolds. But tomorrow I'm
going out to the cemetery again. There’s
always proof at the scene of a crime, if
you read it correctly, There’ll be some-
thing there I overlooked. In the daylight
Tll get it.” He turned to Beauchamp.
“You can go home now.”

IT was about an hour after midnight

when John Murdock crouched in the
bushes where Reynolds had found the
paint-smeared cloth. The aging moon, de-
formed and pale, crawled painfully above
the horizon. The cemetery stretched in
black, rolling waves untouched by the
sickly yellow of the moon. A low wind
whispered through the shrubs. Only the
tombstones near at hand showed at all,
and they made but an uncertain grayness.

The moon rose higher, but the light of
it scarcely brightened. Murdock’s muscles
became cramped with waiting. He shifted
position now and then, silently.

The moon went up. Only an hour or
s0 of darkness left. If his bluff was going
to work, it would have to be soon. He
shook himself to wakefulness.

But nothing happened. Gray light came
in the east. The stars paled. The moon
faded. Then the sun, round and furious,
seemed to leap into the sky. And still
Murdock waited.

It was nine in the morning before he
went home. His lean jaw was set and
the scar showed livid across his face.

The plan had failed. Now, he had so
much of the truth in his hands—and so
little. He could almeost prove that either
of the two persons had committed the
murders, but there were little things left
that bothered him. Why had De Vall’s
face been covered with leaves? How had
Beauchamp ordered cigarettes around ten
P. M. if he had been following his wife?
If she had not been fellowed, who
dropped the paint-smeared cloth?

And then, as he was removing his
clothes for a few hours’ sleep, the idea
came to him. It took all day fer his men
to run the matter down, and during that
time he slept. At late twilight he called
on Arnold Jace in the lawyer’s office.

“I think Pve about settled this matter,”
Murdock said. “I want your advice.”

Jace smoothed his black, curly hair,
puffed his cheeks. “Certainly, Murdock.
Certainly, How can I help?”

“I’'ve never been able to believe Mrs.
Beauchamp killed those men,” Murdock
said. “She wouldn’t have carried Barry
Jamison to the cemetery with her, if she
didn’t trust him. Besides, those shots were
fired too accurately to have been done by
a person who was either furiously angry
or afraid. They were fired carefully.”

“Yes,” Jace said. “I think you are right
about that.”

“I'm certain of it. I’'m certain of the
whole thing. For a time, however, I was
worried about Raoul Beauchamp. He had
a motive for the killings. But how did
he know that his wife was going to be at
the cemetery unless he followed her? That
he hadn’t followed her is proved by the
fact that he telephoned for cigarettes
from his home after ten that night. And
another thing that puzzled me was De
Vall’s reason for meeting Mrs. Beau-
champ in the cemetery. If all he had
wanted was money it would have been
safer to meet her on a street corner, or
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have the money mailed to him. If he had
amorous intentions, there would have been
better places than a cemetery. In fact—
it looked as if the location was chosen by
the killer.”

“Yes,” said Arnold Jace, “it does.” His
voice had grown very soft.

Murdock said gently : “You killed those
men, Mr. Jace. You've had some dealings
lately with De Vall. They weren’t hard to
trace. And you've been courting Mrs.
Beauchamp. Her husband accused her of
that last night while I was there. And
youw've lost a lot of money gambling.
That’s pretty common knowledge, too. I
went to Mrs. Beauchamp this afternoon.
She admitted that De Vall had found her
with you. You probably framed that. Mrs.
Beauchamp is talking more freely, now
that she’s learned she and her husband are
really in love with one another. He tried
to kill me last night to save her, and she
confessed, thinking he was guilty.”

The lawyer had both hands on the edge
of his desk now. His big body was tense,
the color seeping from his cheeks. “Talk
on,” he said softly.

URDOCK went on: “All right. You

arranged the blackmail meeting. She
was able to pay the money, and you
weren’t—so she was willing to pay. Of
course, she didn’t know you were to get
a share. But you needed more than the
half you'd get from cutting with De Vall.
So you planned to kill him and take the
whole thing. Not only that. You came and
went rather freely at Beauchamp’s. You
planted evidence against Raoul, knowing
that even if he wasn't convieted you'd
make a large fee defending him. And if
he was convicted, sent to the chair, his
wife would be free— with his money.
There was your chance. But you didn’t
know she was bringing somebody with
her. You killed Jamison by mistake, then

after Mrs. Beauchamp ran you killed De
Vall. He was close by and decided to hide,
see who fired. Perhaps he had more black-
mail in mind. Mrs. Beauchamp didn’t see
you back of those bushes.”

“And how did you—" é
“Most of the facts I knew, but it was
this morning that really put me on the.
right track. I hoped the killer would fall
for my bluff and go to the cemetery last

" night. But you were too smart. I crouched

there all night, and I learned one thing.
There were grass-stains all over my
clothes this morning—and I knew they
must have been on the murderer’s clothes.
I had the laundries checked, found your
suit.” :

“You hope to convict me, on that?”

“No,” Murdock said. “You wore a
cape so that if seen you'd be mistaken for
Beauchamp. And you wore gloves to han-
dle the gun. We found those.”

The lawyer was suddenly straight in
the chair, eyes blazing. “You found—"

“We found enough,” Murdock said. “It
doesn’t take much with scientific meth-
ods.”

Arnold Jace pulled a slow breath.

His hand moved almost too rapidly for
sight, snapped open the desk drawer and -
plunged inside. But Murdock was already
in the air. His left hand slapped on the
revolver as it cleared the drawer, fingers
closing around the cylinder.

“It’s not twice in twenty-four hours
I'm going to be caught that way.” Then,
with the cuffs on Jace, Murdock asked:
“Why cover De Vall’s face with leaves?”

The lawyer smiled faintly, “I thought
it would puzzle you,” he said. “That’s
why I did it. And now, how in hell did
you find that cloak and gloves? After
I weighted and dropped them over the
River Bridge I thought I was safe.”

Murdock said: “Thanks. With that
information we should have no trouble
dragging them up.”
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By IRVING STEWART

oy

EAT beat down from the brassy
H sky, and was reflected from the
unruffled mirror of the bay in
shimmering waves of transparent mirage
in which distant boats, and the conical

piling of a red channel beacon, swam
magnified and distorted by the haze.

It was a strange duel there in that
still, dank swamp— country boy
against city gunman, with the boy
next victim on the killer's list. Yet,
even if the yokel had no blue steel
rod, the swamp itself offered a
weapon whose power he understood
well — one that was worth all the
flaming lead at the other’s command.

Hew:tchedgneboyuhemopedthe

allow grave.

High overhead, a mere speck of
black against the blue of the sky, a
buzzard, soaring in mile-wide cir-
cles, dropped a little lower. The circle of
his flight changed to a long, elliptical
curve, the center of which lay over a
low, wooded point that extended greenly
into the blue of the water.

The boy watched the smoath, effort-
less flight of the buzzard idly for a mo-
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ment, his gaunt, undernourished face
lifted to the sky, the pupils of his pale
blue eyes contracted to pin-points in the
glare. Then he threw over the knife
switch of the make-and-break ignition on
the one-eylinder engine. The noisy ex-
plosions of the exhaust ceased. The en-
gine coughed, sighed and was still. The
soft slap and hiss of water against the
bows died murmurously to silence as the
_ boat slowed down and fimally came to
rest on the smooth surface of the bay.

The bey left the tiller and lifted a heavy
tub of crab-line to the stern-sheets. He
threw overboard a marker-buoy of painted
wood attached to the trot-line and lowered
a small grapnel-anchor on the end of the
line. Then he flipped over the ignition,
rocked the heavy engine fly-wheel and
threw it back against the compression.
The engine fired in a series of loud, bark-
ing explosions. The boat gathered way
and chugged slowly along under reduced
throttle, the trotdine runming smoothly
out of the tub and sinking out of sight in
the clear water. As the six-hundred-foot
line neared the end, the boy again cut off
the engine, threw over another marker-
buoy and small anchor. He glanced then
at the sun and at another tub of line,

“Most noon, and pleaty hot,” he mut-
tered, and wiped his wet face on his shirt
sleeve. “Reckon I'll go ashore on Lone
Point afore I make another set, bein’ it’s
so close by, an’ eat a snack. Mayhap, I
kin find me a mite o’ shade.”
" He started his engire and turned the
boat’s bows toward the strip of green over
which the buzzard had hovered. As he
neared the land he noticed that the buz-
zard had been joined by other buzzards
which had materialized out of the blue.
There were now six or eight of them,
soaring and flapping in a narrow circle
over the wooded point, and perhaps a
hundred yards from the shore.

The boy watched them unconcernedly,

too hot and tired to give them much at-
tention. “Reckon there must be some-
thin’ lyin’ dead in there,” he mused idly,
“to draw them ’ere buzzard birds. Don’t
rightly know what it can be, though. Ain’t
no farms nor sheep in there—nothin’ but
swamp an’ piney-woods for three miles
back to Ware Neck road. Funny they
don’t settle. Maybe it ain’t dead yet, what
so it be.”

HE CUT the ignition as the boat neared

the shore, and, as the bows grated
softly on the sandy beach, took a water-
jug and lunch-box from under a seat. He
tucked them under one arm, lifted an
anchor from the bows and stepped over-
board in shallow water. The sand burned
warmly on his bare, brown feet as he
walked up the beach, dropped the anchor
and strode on into the pine-woods.

Coarse grass rasped his legs, and then
came low bushes and a carpet of pine-
needles, as he entered the woods. He
sighed with relief as the heat and glare
of the beach gave way to the welcome
shade of the trees and he pushed on deeper
into their somber shadows, He moved
aside the low branches of a swamp-myrtle
and halted abruptly, his throat suddenly
constricted. Almost at his feet lay a
man, his sightless eyes staring at the
sky, his limbs relaxed and sprawling, a
round hole in the center of his forehead,
between the eyes, and a dark blotch of
dried blood staining the pine-needles be-
neath his head.

Sheer incredulous amazement held the
boy motionless and staring. That object
lying there, outlined in a shaft of sun-
light through the trees, looking so strange-
ly empty, so like a bundle of discarded
clothing, couldn’t be real. There was no
life to it. Even the eyes were dull, life-
less. Why, it was dead! That was it. It
was dead—a dead man. So that was why
the buzzards had circled above the woods.
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It was becoming mere natural now. Buz-
zards did circle above dead things. The
boy glanced upward. They were still cir-
cling. One or two had settled on the high
branches of the pines and were waiting,
peering down as if impatient for the boy
to go. The boy was calmer now. It was
very simple, after all. He knew for what
the buzzards were waiting, and he glanced
down again at the dead man.

There was no change. He looked exact-
ly as he had looked before. A medium-
sized man, in store clothes—city clothes
—the boy decided ; a soft, white collar and
shirt, blue tie, tan socks and low-cut tan
shoes, a checked gray suit and, a little
distance away, where it must have fallen
off, a gray felt hat that looked new. A
city man, beyond all question.

But there was something about him
that was not like other city men—cigar
salesmen and drummers the boy had seen
at the store at the cross-roads. There
was about this man a sort of hard veneer.
His hair, black and brushed back from
his forehead, was slick and shiny; his
nails were shiny; his shoes, where they
were not plastered with mud, were shiny.
Hair, nails, shoes—even the little wrinkles
around the eyes—gave that impression of
hardness. A surface hardness, that was
like a protective coating. Like the shiny
hardness of a crab’s shell that would let
nothing probe through or under it with-
out taking the consequences.

But the bullet had probed through it.
For the first time the significance of that
fact struck the boy’s dazed mind with a
new shock. This man—this dead man
here, with the round hole in his forehead
—hadn’t just died. He had been shot,
killed. It was murder!

A chill ran through him at the thought.
The somber pines toock on new depths of
darkness, the loneliness of the spot a
sudden dread and horror. A longing came
over him for the heat and open sunlight

of the beach. He must get away, escape
from this thing at his feet, this dreadful
loneliness that seemed to menace him,
close him in. Impetuously, he turned to
flee, and almost at his side, a cold voice
spoke. “Stand still!”

THE boy halted as if turned to stone,

and a man stepped around the myrtle-
bush and confronted him. He, like the
dead man, was a city man. He also wore
a checked suit and had that same appear-
ance of hardness. The gun he held in his
hand was hard and shimy, too. Its black
muzzle stared at the boy with the same
expressionless and sinister threat as thie
black eyes in the man’s hard face.

“Ohf”’ the man said softly, “A kid,
eh? That your boat I heard come in?
Why did you land here?”

“I—I reckoned to eat my lunch in the
shade,” the boy answered tremulously.

“He come ashore to eat his lunch in
the shade,” the man said tomelessly, as if
addressing a third person, present but not
visible. “Funny, eh? He comes ashore to
eat his lunch in the shade and finds—
Jake. A smart guy. Know this neck of
woods ?”

“Yes, it’s ealled Lone Peint.”

“That’s right. That’s what Jake called
it, too. When the G-men put on the heat
in N'York Jake says to me, ‘Bifl,’ he says,
‘Let’s get out of here. I know a place
down in Virginia where we can lay up for
a year, if we want to, and be safe. It's
called Lone Point, he says. ‘Nobody
ever comes there.’ Jake was a smart guy,
too. Smart guys don’t live long. What's
the best way to get out of here? Where’s
the nearest railroad ?”

“They ain’t no railroads near here.
They’s ene over to Lee Hall, other side of
Yorktown, an’ one over to Cape Charles,
an’ one at West Point that goes to Rich-
mond. They ain’t nary railroad in Glou-
cester County. You could walk back to
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Ware Neck Road an’ thumb a ride to the
' co't-house. You can git a bus there to
Norfolk or Richmond.” He glanced at
the ‘man’s mud-splattered shoes. “That
'ere how yo’ come in here, ain’t it?”

The man nodded his head as if in con-
firmation of seme inner thought. “I said
he was a smart guy, and he is. He sees
the mud on my shoes and he says right
away 1 must have walked in from Ware
Neck Road. Well, 1 did. What of it,
hey? What of it?”

The boy tremibled at the menace of the
man'’s tone.

“N-nothin’.” he stammered. “Only if'n
yo' walked in, why can’t yo' walk out
ag’in?”

The man nodded again, and a mirthless
grin cracked his grim mouth.

“Just like that, eh? You walked in,
why can’t you walk out again? Well,
Jake walked in, but he ain’t walkin’ out
again. He knew the way in through them
swamps, but I dor’t. I am’t no Daniel
Boonre. I'd pet lost in them swamps, an’
I don’t like wakkin’; it's too hot. I al-
ready had ali the walking I want. Use
your head, smart guy. If you waated to
get to a railroad, knowin’ th’ cops were
after you, how would you do it? How
would you de it, eh? How would you
do it?”

The boy thought frowningly for a mo-
ment. Then ke said slowly : “I—I wouldn’t
go to no railroad, if the police was after
me. I'd git me 3 boat an’ rua into Sarah’s
Creek, that’s near Gloucester Point, where
the boat to Baltimore comes. She’s due
there tonight at eight thirty. I'd anchor
in Sarah’s Creek till dark, then, comes
night, I'd run up to Gloucester Point.
I'd beach the boat there, walk out on th’
dock an’ git on th’ steamer. She gits into
Baltimore tomorrer mornin’, Then, I'd
git off th’ boat in Baltimore an’ hide up.”

The man’s face contorted into a cold
sneer. “So that's the way you'd do it,

eh? You'd get on the boat for Baltimore,
just like that, an’ leave a smart guy be-
hind you with all night to wire Baltimore,
so that when you got off the boat in the
morning every flat-foot in the city would
be there to meet you.”

An expression of stupid cupidity came
over the boy’s face. Somehow, he had
to get away from that place alive. Some-
how, he had to—

“I'd take yo’ up to Sarah’s Creek in
my boat, and then to Gloucester Point
after dark. If yo’ paid me. An’, if yo’
paid me real good, I wouldn’t never say
nothin’ about it. Honest I wouldn’t, mis-
ter. How much would yo’ pay me to do
that an’ not say nothin’ about it?”

THE man considered silently. There

was no expression in the cold, black
eyes to show what he was thinking about.
Then he said slowly: “What kind of a
place is this Sarah’s Creek?”

“It’s a right good anchorage,” the boy
replied eagerly. “Lots of boats, comin’
in an’ out. A kind o’ summer resort like.
No one wouldn’t think nothin’ o’ one
more boat comin’ in there to anchor; an’
come dark, it’s a right easy run to Glou-
cester Point. You'd be safe thataway,
mister, an’ I wouldn’t never tell—not if’n
yo' paid me not to. How much would
yo' pay me?”

He had to get away from there alive.
He had to get away from there alive. He
knew the man would never carry out the
plan—would never go away and leave him
still alive, no matter what he promised.
He'd probably shoot him after dark and
throw his body overboard, then beach the
boat himself and take the steamer to
Baltimore. But that, at least, would not
be until tonight. He had to get away
from there alive. He was gambling that
the man, being a city man, would not
know the way to Sarah’s Creek, or Glou-
cester Point. He might not know how to
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run a motor-boat at all. He'd need him—
till dark came, anyway. He wouldn’t
shoot him down and leave him there, there
with that other man, his eyes staring at
the sky and the buzzards waiting. . . .
A chill shook him, but he fought it down.
Fought to make his face look as stupid
and avaricious as he could. His heart
sank, as the man shook his head and said
coldly: “Neo. Too many chances. Try
again, smart guy.”

“But there ain’t no other way,” the
boy cried despairingly, “unless yo’ walk.
I kin guide yo’ out to Ware Neck Road.
1 know these swamps right well. They
ain’t but three miles o’ real bad swamp an’
then yo'd be on a good road where yo’
could hire some nigger to drive yo’ down
to Gloucester Point. There’s plenty of
’em there would drive yo' down.”

A kind of horrible, conciliatory smile
crossed the man’s face. He stepped back
a little and put the gun into a holster under
his left arm.

“Listen, kid,” he said reassuringly, “I
knew you were a smart guy. I said so,
didn’t 1?7 Well, 'l tell you what I'll do.
You want to make a piece of change;
a little real money, eh? And you figure
it’s worth real money to get me out of
here and keep your mouth shut after-
ward. You guide me out of here to that
road, like you say, where I can hire some
dinge to drive me to that wharf at Glou-
cester Point, and I'll give you twenty-five
bucks. I-could bump you off right here
and leave you for company for Jake. I
could bump you off and take your boat,
but I figure it’s better this way. It’s bet-
ter to take you along. Only listen, guy.
One trick—just one false move and—
But you’re smart enough to know the
rest. Come on. Let’s go.”

He mustn’t show relief. He mustn’t
let the tingling joy of renewed hope, that
was surging through him, show. He held

out his hand. “Would you’ pay me now ?”
he asked stupidly.

The man knocked his hand aside with
a savage snarl.

“INl pay you all right. Don’t worry
about that, but not yet.. You get paid
when we get in sight of that road and
not before. Come on!”

The boy took a step forward and then
stopped. “What about him,” he asked,
pomnting to the dead man, “Them buz-
zards—"

“Jake? Ah, let him lay. Jake won’t
care. Jake was a smart guy, see? He
figured he’d get me in here and bump me
off, then he’d have it all. But Jake wasn’t
smart enough. I knew what he was think-
in’ when we got in here and he set down
his bag. But he was too slow. I bumped
him first. Now, I've got it all. Let him
lay. I'll get the bags.” He walked swiftly
to a near-by bush and pulled two heavy
suit-cases from under it. “Carry them,
smart guy, an’ remember—I'm right be-
hind you.”

THE boy looked anxiously up at the

sky. There were more buzzards now.
Some had settled, but many were wheel-
ing in narrow circles. The air was black
with them.

“Mister,” he said to the man, “this y’ere
Lone Point ain’t got no farms or live
stock on it, where animals is like'n to
die. If it so be as someone sees them
buzzards wheeling over here, they might
git curious as to what had died, here
where they ain’t rightly nothin’ big enough
to die an’ gather all them buzzard birds.
They might decide to come an’ see. More
better you would let me bury him. It
won't take long in this sand. It's safer
so—an’ then we’ll go.”

The man scowled up at the wheeling
birds.

“I hadn’t thought of that,” he said
softly. “Well, go ahead and throw some
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sand over him if you like, but make it
quick. I want to get away from here.
Someone may have seen them already.”

“T'lt git th’ scoop out'n my boat, if'n
yo'll let me. "Twill be quicker so.”

“We'll beth get the scoop out of your
boat,” the man snarled, “but make it
quick. Come on!”

The boy hurried to the shore, took a
wooden scoop from the stern locker of the
boat and glanced quickly around. The
bay lay calm and shimmering in the heat.
No boats were near. No sign of life or
help. Together, they returned, and the
man upended one of the suit-cases and
sat on it, watching the boy as he scooped
out a shallow grave.

“Mister,” the boy panted, when he had
it done, his face and lean, work-hardened
body wet with sweat, “would yo’ put him
in. I’m seared to touch him.”

The man sneered. “Seared of a stiff—

huh! Jake won’t hurt you. Not now.
Here!” He grasped the dead man by the
lapels of his coat and threw him roughly
into the shallow grave. “Good-by, Jake,”
he said sneeringly, “Next time, don’t be
so smart or else a little smarter. Cover
him up!”

The boy filled up the shallow grave and
turned away. Then he picked up the
heavy suit-cases and started slowly
through the woods, the man close behind
him, his hand beneath his coat.

For a while, nothing was said. The
boy trudged slowly on over the even floor
of pine-needles, bright in spots from the
long rays of light that slanted down
through the tree-tops, dark with somber
shadows in others, where the sun did not
penetrate, Silence enveloped them. There
was no sound of birds in this dim cathe-
dral of the pines, no whisper of cooling
breeze. Even their footfalls were muffled
in the soft earth, covered with forest
mold and the brown carpet of the pine-
needles. The boy’s tired body rebelled

at the heavy load, but he plugged dogged-
ly on. Presently, he turned sharply to
the right and plunged into a tangle of
swamp-myrtle and second growth. The
ground began to coze water and squelch
between his bare, brown toes.

At the change in direction, the man
behind him spoke: “Where you going?
How far’s this Ware Neck Road, any-
how? Why don’t you stay on the pine-
needles, where the going’s good ?”’

The boy set the heavy suit-cases down,
his breath coming in long inhalations as
he got his wind.

“Hit’s a right smart piece yet, an’ the
goin’s bad from here on. But we got to
git across the swamp someplace, an’ this
‘ere place is the bestest. Don’t follow too
close behind me so them bushes won't
slap yo' in th’ face. We'll git to the road
after a while.”

“We better,” growled the man. “Go
on!”

The boy picked up the heavy suit-cases
and went on, plunging through the heavy
growth. And how, he mused, when they
got to the road—what then? Something
he would have to do, he knew, but what?
Once they were in sight of the road, or
even of a clearing, his life would be a
matter of minutes only. He knew that
beyond a question of a doubt. The man
behind him would never go away and
leave him alive to tell of what he'd seen.
But how escape? A thousand plans raced
through his brain, only to be rejected and
then— Ah! If he could find what he
wanted, what he knew existed here in
this swampy woodland.

DIMLY, a plan began to form in his

mind. He was almost afraid to think
of it for fear the man would read his
thoughts, and the danger of the plan itself
turned him cold and nauseated. One little
slip—one unforeseen accident—and he
knew that he would die. He set the suit-
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cases down again, and the man came up
to him and looked keenly into his flushed
wet fagce.

“Listen, kid,”” he said slowly, “Don’t
make no mistake about this road. This
ain’t the way that Jake came, coming in.
You know what’s going to happen to you
if you do. You remember what Jake was
like? Well, keep remembering it.”

“I made a bargain with yo', ain’t I?”
the boy protested. “Yo’ ain’t got nought
to fear, if'n yo’ pay me like yo’ said yo’
would. I need that money more than ever
you can imagine of. I wants to git me
some sehoolin’, an’ my sister, she aims
to be a teacher. Last winter, her an’ me
an’ marm, we went cold an’ hongry more
times fthan what humans had ought to
have to do—ever. That money will help
to take care o' we'uns this winter. Yo'
won't surely fail to pay me that money
when we git to th’ road? Yo' surely
won’t fail to do that, will yo’, mister?”

“I'l pay you all right,” the man re-

plied grimly. “Now, shut up and go on.

1 want to think.”

Starkly, the boy was aware of what
those thoughts must be. He knew, as if
it were spread before him in letters of
fire, that the man was thinking of how
best to kill him without attracting too
much attention, and then find someone to
drive him to the steamboat dock—and
so away. He must not for his life lead
the man to that open road; but what to
do? He knew he had only his brains and
tough, boy’s strength te help him. No
good to drop the suit-cases and run. The
man would shoot him down before he had
gone twenty feet. He thought again of
his plan and, oddly, his eyes were not
upon the ground before him, but in the
air, except for such times as it was neces-
sary to keep his feet from stumbling.

Keenly, he watched and waited for what *

he hoped would save him—the only thing

he knew of that could save him—and that
yet might fail him, after all.

The heat, here in this close underbrush,
was almost beyond bearing. The ground,
too, was getting wetter and more slippery.
Twice he made detours around what
looked like safe, green grasses, but which
he knew concealed deep quagmires of
thick, black ooze out of which it would
be almost impossible to struggle. Once,
at a movement in the grass ahead, he
stopped so abruptly that the man bumped
into him and almost threw him down. He
pressed the man back and pointed to a
sluggish, green herror, as big around as
a man’s forearm, that slowly unwound
itself from a spring-like coil and melted
away ‘into the black water of a slough.

THE man cursed hysterically and
clawed at the gun under his coat, but
the boy restrained him. “No! Den't
shoot. Someone might hear it and be
lookin® for us when we find the road. That
‘ere were a cotton-mouth moccasin. Does
he bite you’, yo’ turns the color of the
woods an’ dies. Can’t nothin’ save yo’
then. I've hearn tell that if'n yo’ kill one
the mate will follow yo’ until yo’ die.”

The man wiped his forehead with a
shaking hand.

“Get me out of this swamp, boy. Get
me out of it,” he said quaveringly. “Fifty
dollars, a hundred, if you get me out to
that road in ten minutes.”

The boy glanced upward at the sun
and then ahead of him to where tall pines
told of firm ground not far away—pos-
sibly the edge of the very road the man
sought.

“It ain’t so far now,” he said coolly.
“This way,” and he turned away at right
angles to the trees ahead and plunged once
more into the swamp, with the man fol-
lowing closely on his heels.

He had to get away alive. He had to
get away alive. Not to the road—the road
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meant death to him. But the swamp
meant death to him, too, when the man
realized that he wasn’t leading him to the
road—that he purposely was keeping him
from the road. The man would shoot him,
then, and take his chances of finding his
own way out of the swamp. It was in-
comprehensible to the boy that the man
needed anyone to guide him out at all.
To him there were a hundred signs to
point him on the way. The position of
the sun, the size and shape of the trees,
the sense of direction inherent in every
boy who roams the woods. But the city
man could see none of these clear guides.
He was as blind to their meaning as the
boy would have been blind to the meaning
of the city streets.

But he wasn’t blind to the boy. He
watched him constantly now, with dawn-
ing suspicion in his hard, cold eyes, his
hand never far from the gun beneath his
arm. The boy felt those eyes behind him,
felt them probing into the back of his
head. He hardly dared think of his plan
and then—then he saw what he had been
seeking, and his heart pounded with new
hope . . . and new fear.

OMETHING whizzed like a bullet
through the air and settled near a
heap of old leaves and trash at the foot
of a dead tree. Watching keenly, the boy
saw another bullet-swift form whiz down
to the same spot. He angled cautiously
nearer to be sure, and there came a swift
something that darted at his eyes. Instant-
ly he dropped both suit-cases full in the
man’s path.

“Look out!’ he yelled, and ran franti-
cally ahead. As he ran he kicked that heap
of trash at the foot of the dead tree with
his bare foot. He dashed on for perhaps
thirty yards, his flesh crawling all down
his back in expectation of the bullet that
did not come to strike him down. He
threw himself face downward behind a

thick myrtle-bush, rolling ten feet to
another before he dared lift his head and
peer cautiously back.

The man had stumbled over the suit-
cases, as the boy had hoped he would, and,
before he could straighten up and shoot,
something struck him on the cheek and
drove a lance of fire into his flesh. Anoth-
er something struck one eye, and, al-
though the lid closed down, the sting
drove home in the Hd. In a second more,
he was the center of a whirling cloud of
the deadly, little yellow swamp-hornets
that fight to the death and ask no quarter.

Had he been a country boy he would
have run, taken to his heels and lost no
time about it. Instead, he stood his ground
and tried to fight them off. His body was
strong with the odor of his sweat and the
still more maddening acid odor of the
stings. The hornets swarmed over him
mercilessly, stabbing into his cheeks, his
eyes, his ears, his neck, his lips and his
hands. They got up his sleeves, up his
trouser legs, down his back. He ran at
last blindly, crashing into bushes, falling
down, up again, maddened with pain,
blinded, dizzy, cursing, until at length he
fell headlong over a log and rolled in
agony on the ground. Then the hornets
went back victoriously to their ruined
nest, and left him—all but those in his
clothing, that kept on stinging until he
crushed them one by one.

The boy, watching that mad flight
through the screen of the myrtle-bushes,
felt his heart grow lighter with every
sting that the man received. He breathed
deeply once, as if a load too heavy for his
strength had been removed at last. Death,
that had ridden his young shoulders like
a black dog, was gone.

He moved slowly and cautiously from
his position, so as not to draw the atten-
tion of the still angry hornets; and when
he judged it safe, skirted widely around
the nest in the direction of the man’s
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flight. Fifty yards ahead of him, he heard
the man swearing and calling, and he
. angled away from the direction in which
he knew the road lay.

“This way,” he answered. “Come this
way.”

“Where are you—curse you to everlast-
ing hell! You kicked that bee’s-nest up
into my face, and I'll kill you for it if
it’s the fast thing I ever do!”

“This way,” the boy answered, slipping
ahead deeper into the swamp. “Come this
way.”

He heasd the man crashing clumsily
toward him through the swamp, cursing,
moaning, raving, his voice one moment
hysterical with fear, the next cold and
merciless with threats of death. And the
boy slipped silenily ahead of him, leading
him deep and ever deeper into the swamp
and away from the road.

“This way,” he called. “Come this

way. , ;

After a time, he no longer heard the
man following - him and he ceased to
call and turned away toward his boat.
Suddenly, he stopped. “Them suit-cases,”
he muttered wearily, “I’d best get them.”
He turned back toward the hornet’s-nest.
There, at the expense of a few stings,
and the aid of a long branch, he snaked
the suit-cases away from the nest and
began the weary trudge to the beach, his
boat and home.

In the swamp, a thing with closed eyes
and horribly swollen and distorted face,
a thing that might once have been a
man, struggled knee-deep in one of those
green and seemingly innocent quagmires
that the boy had skirted so carefully.
After a little it collapsed face downward
in the mud and there remained.

Presently, high overhead, a mere speck
of black against the blue of the sky, a
buzzard dropped like a stone and began
to circle over the swamp, not half a mile
from Ware Neck Road.




DEATH ON THE WIRE

A Novelette

By WYATT
BLASSINGAME

Imitating other people’s voices was one stunt
Allan Kent did to perfection; slinging iron
fists was another. But when the jewels were
stolen, and three men vanished, Kent was
_ ‘ called on to perform the biggest trick of all.
L e For then he had to beat the death which came

ing bim over the wire.
CHAPTER ONE threatened to make me and my assistants
die and vanish because we had robbed
Find the Body the earth of her treasures. I thought they

were just crank letters, although no one

OBERT ARCHCRAFT said: was supposed to know of the jewels we
R “There were two of the letters. had just received—that is, no one except
They came on consecutive days a few persons at the Rosenfeld Foundation

about three weeks ago, unsigned. They to whom the stones belong. We were do-
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ing the cutting and classifying for them.”

“And the jewels now?” Allan Kent’s
face was like a mask behind the scar that
ran from the left side of his forehead to
the far corner of his right eye and down
past his mouth to his chin.

“Here in my apartment. In two days
theyll be ready for the Foundation. But
they are secure here. There’s a wall-safe
in my bedroom. The doors have bolts on
the inside as well as locks.”

“And so?” Kent asked.

The thin, dark face of the jeweler
tightened. He said: “About a week after
the letters, Duncan Blood, my assistant,
got a message that his father was ill and
wanted him to come home at once. He
left. This morning Bill Foster, my other
assistant, failed to show up. I thought
nothing particularly about it. But a half
hour ago my phone rang. It was Foster.
He was evidently terrified. I could scarce-
ly hear him whispering, ‘It's got me! 1
don’t know where I am, but—" And then
he screamed, a horrible sound. I heard a
shot. I tried to traee the call, but couldn’t.
T telephoned the police and then I called
Duncan Blood’s home by long distance.
His father had not sent for him and has
seen nothing of him.”

The jeweler leaned back in his chair
and lit a cigarette with steady fingers, For
twenty seconds the two men sat looking
across the desk-top steadily at each other.

Each knew the other’s reputation. Rob-
ert Archeraft had at one time been a
South American commercial explorer. He
was a small, dark, tense man with a cruel
mouth. There were rumors about the
methods he had used in his early days.
Several years ago, however, he had ac-
cepted the position of jewelry expert for
the Rosenfeld Foundation, eutting and
classifying the stonmes purchased by the
Foundation.

Allan Kent’s reputation was even more

widely known. He had been the inter-

collegiate middleweight champion for two
years and had left school to go on the
Broadway stage. Aided by a splendid
voice he had been on his way to stardom
when, accidentally witnessing a bank rob-
bery, he had made the mistake of inter-
fering. A bullet had grazed his forehead
from the corner of his right eye to his
hair on the left side. Slugged while down,
the pistol sight had ripped a hideous
mark from eye to mouth and from mouth
to chin. His career on the stage was over.
He could have gone into radio or even
the ring. Instead, he had joined the New
York Police Department and become in
a few years a privileged person, allowed
to work almost on his own, From the time
of the bank robbery, he was a man of
two personalities—congenial, pleasant
looking when he smiled, despite the hide-
ous scar. In dealing with criminals, he was:
a scar-faced, implacable monster.

OW, he said: “All right, Mr. Arch-

craft, you seem to be the next in line
to disappear, and probably the stones with
you. I'll try to prevent that and also to
find your assistants. Do you have pictures
of them?”

“No. Blood was a small, sandy-haired
man with droopy eyes that were almost
closed. Foster was dark, medium height,
rather handsome. You may be able to get
photographs from their families.” ;

Kent picked up the phone, called head-
quarters and began to give orders. Scon
the vast machinery of the New York
Police Department would be moving
smoothly, swiftly. By morning, he would
have photographs and a fairly accurate
life history of Blood, Foster, Archcraft,
and everyone with the Rosenfeld Founda-
tion who knew about the stones.

It was at Kent's insistance that he
stayed in the Archeraft apartment that
night. “Hell,” Archcraft said, “I’ve looked
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after myself in South American jungles. I
can take care of myself now.”

“Maybe,” Kent said. He looked over
the apartment. It was on the sixth floor,
and the building across the street was a
full story lower. From its roof it was
impossible to see anything except the
windows and the ceiling of Archcraft’s
place. He made sure the bolts were fast-
ened on the doors and kept the curtains
down until Archcraft was in bed. “Hell,
you mother your clients, don’t you?” the
explorer said. “Want to sing me a lul-
laby ?”

Kent switched out the lights. “This fel-
low has evidently done away with two
men. I’d advise you to take no chances or
he may sing you a lullaby—permanently.”
He went into the next bedroom, leaving
the adjoining door open, undressed and
slid under the covers.

His prediction came true within three
minutes after his light went out.

He was lying on his side, his eyes closed
when he heard Archcraft grunt, say,
“What the hell?” In the same instant
there came the long, furious mutter of
bullets striking, some against wood with
a splintering sound, some thudding into
bed covers, and some with the sickening,
unmistakable noise of lead on flesh. There
was no report of a gun, only the steady
ripping of bullets into wood and cloth
and flesh.

Allan Kent moved with the smooth
speed of machinery. His left hand flipped
back the covers, his right hand whipped
the police positive from the holster hang-
ing at the head of the bed, and at the same
instant he was sitting up, flipping his legs
to the right. He hit the floor, running.
Through the open door, he saw a blaze of
white light centered on the bed in the
next room—and he saw the body of Rob-
ert Archcraft half out of the covers,
twisted grotesquely. Then he was through
the door, still running. The white shaft of

light, he saw, came through the window.

The light flicked to one side and caught
Kent in its blaze. The detective was mov-
ing too fast to stop. He spun on his left
foot and hurled himself at the corner of
wall and floor. At the same moment,
bullets began to rip into the wall above
him.

Kent sucked a sharp breath, went wrig-
gling toward the window. He was five
feet from it when the light went out sud-
denly and blackness seemed to strike the
room. Kent came to his feet leaped toward
the window still keeping to one side. He
hesitated, face almost against the sill. One
second, two, three. He was about to move.

Again bullets ripped into the room.
If he had not waited, they would have
caught him full in the chest.

The firing stopped, and instantly Kent
was peering out into darkness. Something
moved on the black roof across the way,
a flicker and was gone. Kent cursed softly,
whirled and with three barefooted strides
was across the room. He seapped back

" the bolt, jerked the door open and went

through, closing it behind him. The
spring-lock snapped in place. He jabbed
the elevator button twice and, without
waiting, began to sprint down the stairs.
At the third floor he met the elevator go-
ing up, banged on the door to stop it.

THE Negro operator’s face went gray

as the scarred man, wearing pajamas,
barefooted, and carrying a revolver, leap-
ed at him. “Going down,” Kent said.
“And fast.”

The Negro was still trying to stutter,
“Yes, sir,” when the elevator reached the
first floor, and Kent jerked open the door.
On the sidewalk, he whistled a blast that
could be heard for blocks, and before he
had crossed the street a cop was running
from the corner.

Kent yelled at him: “Allan Kent, homi-
cide. Don’t let anybody out of this place.



DEATH ON THE WIRE

111

Send a cop to watch Apartment Six K
across the street.” Then he plunged into
the building. There was no elevator, and
Kent went wp the stairs two at a time.
He saw uobody.

A brief survey of the roof made plain
what had happened. On top of a ventila-
tor, a square box had been placed. A man,
standing on that box, could shine a torch-
light full imto Robert Archcraft’s bed-
room. It would take damm good shoot-
ing from that position, but there were
men who could do it.

Police whistles were still sounding in
the street below. As he went down the

stairs people began to pop out of apart--

ments to gaze wildly at him. There were
two cops in the downstairs hall and three

other persons.

The policeman Kent had spoken to on
the sidewalk said: “I sent Orson across
the street, sir. And this guy here,” he
pointed to a small man in a brown suit,
“says he saw a guy run out the back hall
a couple of minutes before we came in. He
says the guy was carrying a fiddle-case.”

Kent spun to look at the fellow. In the
light the detective’s whole face seemed
twisted, set with a terrible fixity of pur-
pose. He snapped: “Did you see him
plainly? What did he look like ?”

The little man licked at his lips fright-
ened. “I came outa my door, as this fel-
low come runnin’ by. He was about my
size. He had a little, puffed-up mouth and
oily hair.”

Two squad-cars had arrived, and the
hall began to fill with policemen. Kent
said: “You two, tour around looking for
such a fellow. He may have the violin-
case now and he may not. You two,” his
thumb jerked at another couple, “search
the house. The killer worked with a type-
writer, and it had a silencer on it. John-
son, you take this man down to head-

‘quarters and see if he can identify the per-
son he saw.” He stopped for a moment,

his jaw set hard, his eyes narrow in
thought. “Show him the picture of Wolf
Leavitt, among others. Edwards, send the
homicide men to Six K across the street.”
He turned and padded barefooted out of
the house.

The elevator was at the first floor, and
the whites of the operator’s eyes were still
abnormally large. “Wha—what's happen-
in'?”’ he asked. “A policeman come run-
nin’ in here right after you went high-
tailin’ out. Dere’s a mob ’cross de street
an—"

“And you run me on up to the sixth
floor.”

When the lift stopped, Kent got out
and shut the elevator door behind him,
almost catching the Negro’s nose. Then
he turned toward Archeraft’s apartment—
and stopped.

He had shut the apartment door be-
hind him, and it had automatically locked.
But he would not need a key to get in.
The door stood darkly open.

For a moment he stood there, poised
on the balls of his feet. That door
shouldn’t be open unless Archcraft had
opened it. Archcraft, he felt sure, was
dead. Anyway, if he had opened the
door for Orson, there should be a light
inside. Instead, there was darkness, and
no sound. ;

Kent went toward the door swiftly,
silently, on bare feet. At the entrance he
paused for a second, listening. Then with
one movement he went over the sill,
snapped on the light with his left hand
and crouched.

IN THE instant that light filled the

room, Kent’s eyes took in the whole
thing. The door of the wall-safe hung
open; there was no need to investigate
to know that the jewels were gone. On
the bed, hidden by the covers, a figure
lay curled. There was something strange
about its bulk.
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The gun ready, Kent stepped to the
bed, caught the covers with his left hand
and pulled. The figure rolled over on its
back. It was Orson, the policeman.

Bloodstains were on the bed, but Rob-
ert Archcraft was gone.

Kent went through the apartment with
the speed and silence of a scar-faced ghost.
Except for the swinging door at the empty
safe, the bullets which had come through
the open window, and the figure of the
policeman on the bed, the place was ex-
actly as it had been. Archcraft had com-
pletely vanished. Yet, the elevator boy
said he brought no one except the police-
man to this floor, had taken no one down.

With a wet cloth, Kent slapped Orson
back to consciousness. The cop sat up,
rubbing a large knot on the back of his
head. His eyes still dull, he looked va-
cantly at Kent, muttered: “Hello, Lieu-
tenant. What's happened around here?”

“You got tired and went to sleep,”
Kent said. He slapped him with the wet
cloth again, vigorously.

Orson’s eyes began to focus. “Oh, yeah.
I came up here. The door was open, so
I came in. I was fumbling around for the
light, when I heard somebody. I said,
‘Hello, there,’ and then something conked
me.”

“You probably hit yourself,” Kent said,
“but not hard enough.” His mouth was
pulled thin, the right corner twisted satan-
ically by the scar, His eyes, normally so
black that they glittered, were dulled over
by anger. His thin nostrils flared with
each breath. He had let a man be killed
under his eyes, then run out of the room
and let the place be robbed. Whoever had
entered had used a key. There had been
no time for picking locks. And whoever
it was, that person had known the com-
bination to the safe. Both the assistants
who had disappeared had had keys, both
had known the combination to the safe.
Whoever had captured them could have

forced the combination from them. The
key. . . . He cursed softly. As long as
the bolts were fastened the key didn’t mat-
ter, but when he ran out of the place it
left the door unbolted. He had expected
Orson to take care of that and Orson had
got himself bopped on the head and
switched for the corpse.

“Three men vanished,” Kent thought.
“We don’t even have a body as proof of
murder. But those bodies are somewhere,
The killer’s got to get rid of them—and
he’s got to get rid of the jewels.”

The homicide men came piling in, a
minute later. Kent explained what had
happened, dressing as he talked. “H
somebody would knock Orson on the
head a little harder,” he said, “we could
use him for a corpus delicti. As it stands,
we don’t have one.” He turned on his
heel and went out.

CHAPTER TWO
Bloody Tracks

HARRY KELLEY was big, red-faced,
red-haired—and the department’s

best liar. He looked up as Kent came
into the room and said: “Well, and the
Lieutenant himself is annoyed tonight,
That’s what comes of all the criminals
leaving town and no work to be done.”

Kent glared at him for a moment, his
twisted face hideous in the light. Then,
suddenly, he grinned, and a persen watch-
ing him would have forgotten the scar al-
together. His black eyes glittered. “Faith,”
he said, “and it’s this dead stiliness on the
city that gets me. A law against Irish liars
there should be.” His voice was so much
like that of Kelley that it was impossible,
by the mere sound, to tell them apart.

Johnson and the little brown-suited fel-
low came in. Kent turned to them. “Well,
did you identify the man with the violin-
case?”
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“Yeah,” Johnson said. “It was a cinch
I showed him Wolf Leavitt’s plcture and
he says, ‘That’s him.””

Kent looked at the little man. “Are you
certain? You'll swear to it?”

The fellow squirmed. “Well, T just
saw him that one time. It wasn’t but a
second, But—well—yeah, I'd swear to
it.”

Kent said: “O.K. You can go on home
now, but don’t be changing your address.
We might need you.”

“How’d you guess it was Wolf Lea-
vitt ?” Johnson asked. “I can think of a
dozen gunmen with puffed-up mouths and
oily hair. There’s Moroni and—"

“But it's Leavitt gets the publicity,”
Kent said. “If all you knew was what you
read in the papers you wouldn’t be so
damn smart.”

“He can’t read the papers,” Kelley ex-
plained, his red face utterly serious, “be-
cause he can’t read.” ;

“Go to hell,” Johnson said. “Yeu're
gonna get caught in a place sometime
where you have to tell the truth, and
you're going to choke to death.” He took
the little brown-suited man by the arm
and went out.

Kent asked: “Where does Leavitt hang
out—or is he hiding?”

“No. This is the week he’s being honest.
A place on First Avenue we’ll find him,
unless he’s blown tonight.”

“And maybe you best come with me,”
Kent said, once more mimicking Kelley’s
voice. “I may be needing someone to lie
about why I don’t catch him.”

“But with me you'll get him,” Kelley
said. “It was the mayor told me yesterday,
‘Kdley—" »

“Lie on,” Kent said, “but do it on the
move.” He led the way out of the room.

T was a tenement on a street of tene-
ments, dank places rising black above
a narrow street. A wind came off the

river, rustling old papers and litter aleng
the pavement, bringing the odor of rot-
ting vegetables and filth. Kelley stop-
ped the car a full block away, and they
walked toward the house. There was no
traffic along the street, and arc lights were
dim and far apart.

Kent found the superintendent, without
noise, and showed him Leavitt’s picture.
“We know he’s here,” Kent said. “Which
room ?”’

The man’s sleepy eyes opened wide with
fear. He looked at the picture, then back
to Kent’s scarred face. His lips worked.

“Which room ?” Kent asked again. His
face was set and ugly. A person who had
seen him on Centre Street, talking and
laughing with Kelley, would not have rec-
ognized him now.

“Dot guy iss here.” The superintend-
ent’s voice had a thick German accent.
“Room Fife Twenty. But I don’t know
he iss a crook. I—"

Kent said: “Stay with this fellow,
Harry. We don’t want him announcing

s.” He turned and went along the first
floor hall until he found Room 120, then
came back. “The rooms have the same
numbers all the way up?” he asked.

“Yas, but I—"

“Don’t tell us,”
guess.”

Kent went out the front door, down
to the corner and up the alley which
ran back of the tenement. From here he
located the room that would be 520. A
light showed in the window. There was
no fire-escape, no possible entrance from
this side. The scar pulled Kent’s mouth
into a grim, savage smile. Up there was

Kelly said, “let us

‘the man who had murdered Robert Arch-

craft. Not the jewel thief, perhaps, but
the trail led on. He went back to where
Kelley waited with the German.

“No fire-escape,” he said. Then to the
superintendent: “Come on up the first
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four flights with us. You might have a
phone down here.”

“Nem! Nein! T—"

“Shut up,” Kelley said, “and get
started.”

The stairs were in gray gloom. At each
landing a small, dirty bulb glowed sick-
ishly. The halls were in darkness. “And
a swell place it is,” Kelley said. His right
hand was on his gun butt, and he was
grinning.

They were at the fourth floor when it
happened.

The cry was husky and barely audible.
It was not a cry of pain, but of animal
terror. It was a sound Kent had heard
many times before and recognized—the
peculiar fear of the professional killer,
facing his own death. “No! Please!” the
voice said. “No one recognized me. They

can’t—" There came the muffled sputter.

of a silenced machine gun. The voice
broke into a thin shriek, and died.

Kent plunged up the last flight of steps
with Kelley close behind. His gun was
in his right hand, hard against his hip.
The scar showed white and awful down
his face. Moving at a dead run he hit the
door of 520. It quivered but held.

A voice said: “Who’s there?”

Kelley banged a massive shoulder
against the door. “The law!” he shouted.
“And it’s the door I'll take down “unless
you unlock it.”

“I'm unlocking it,” the voice said. The
sputter of the gun was lost in the sound
of bullets ripping into wood. Splinters
flew outward. A line of holes sawed its
way along the door. Kent went backward
and over, striking the floor hard.

“Damn you!” The roar of Kelley’s gun
filled the dim hallway. He kept firing into
the door, swaying. “Damn you!” he said
again. The gun slid from his hand. His
knees buckled and he fell.

For one long second Kent stared at his
friend. The scar grew whiter across his

face, his mouth twisted. Beyond the door
there was only silence now, but up and
down the hall persons were shouting,
doors opening.

It wasn’t likely that Apartment 520
opened into another room with a different
entrance to the hall, but Kent was taking
no chances. The man beyond the door
was, in all probability, trapped. He could
hold him there as long as he wanted—
unless there was another door.

Kent got on his knees, still protected
by the wall. He shot once, and a hole
burst under the brass plate of the door-
knob. The man inside didn’t fire. Kent
could picture him waiting, the big silenced
muzzle of the tommy-gun centered on the
door. Kent rose to his feet, went back-
ward two steps. His eyes shifted to the
body of his friend. “Here’s for you,
Kelley.” He charged.

His left shoulder hit the door at the
height of the lock. It snapped and he
plunged through, completely off his feet
and rolling in the air. He landed on his
left side, elbow bracing him, gun ready.

Wolf Leavitt, his chest full of holes,
lay sprawled near the left wall. Other-
wise, the room was empty.

One glimpse, while he still lay on the
floor, showed Kent there were no doors
except the one he had come through. A
window on the far side of the room was
open and under it lay a tommy-gun. With
one jump Kent reached the window and
leaned out. There was a sheer five-story
drop to the dark alley. The nearest win-
dow was ten feet away. A human fly
could not have reached it.

Persons were crowding into the door-
way when'Kent turned. “Get out of here!
Get out of the hall! Back to your rooms!”
Those who saw his face backed away, the
questions they had been about to ask
hushed in their mouths. Those behind
heard the snap of his voice and ceased to

push.
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He beat them away from the sprawled
body of Kelley. The superintendent was
gaping at him and Kent said: “You, get
down and telephone headquarters. Get
an ambulance and tell ’em to hurry. Get
the homicide men. And don’t let anybody
out of this house.” Still without touching
the body of his friend, he went back into
the room.

E had known from the first glance

that Wolf Leavitt was dead. The
man’s chest was black with blood, his
shirt almost blown away by the dozen
slugs which had struck him. Kent turned
to the walls and went over them carefully.
He circled the room twice before he was
content there was no secret door. The
window-sill was scarred and battered, but
among the other scratches he found a new
dent on the inside. He looked at it, the
muscles of his jaw bulging. Then he
turned and went out of the room.

A woman could have been no more
gentle with Kelley. There were two
wounds high in the man’s left shoulder
and one through ‘the ribs en the same
side. Carefully, Kent cut away the coat
and shirt. Taking the handkerchief from
his breast pocket he ripped it into three
pieces and plugged the wounds.

Two minutes later the homicide men
and a doctor arrived. Standing back in
the gloom, face set, Kent waited until the
doctor had gone to work on Kelley. Then
he went into the room with the detectives
and explained what had happened. His
description was brief, detailed, exact.
Within one minute he was back in the
hallway, watching the doctor. Not until
the man straightened did Kent speak. His
tone was too flat, so totally without emo-
tion that only a man fighting for calmness
could have voiced it.

“Well ?” he said. His eyes blinked and
he was glad of the semidarkness.

“The two in the shoulder are high, ene

getting the collar-bone. I car’t tell about
the one in the ribs. It may have missed
the lung, may have touched it.” The doc-
tor gestured with both hands, palms up.

Kent watched the men unroll their
stretcher and slide Kelley onto it. There
was a lump in his throat that threatened
to choke him. As the men started toward
the stair, Kent touched the doctor’s arm.
“Get him the best surgeon in New York,
the best nurse. He's got to get well.”

The doctor hesitated, staring into the
twisted mask of Kent’s face. Then, be-
cause he was a doctor and understood, he
put his hand on Kent’s shoulder. “We'll
do everything possible,” he said, turned
away.

The trail had led enward, all right—
a trail of blood that ended abruptly. Wolf
Leavitt, the one possible clue, had been
wiped out. Harry Kelley had been shot
down. A cop killer was loose.

CHAPTER THREE
Gun-Whipped

BY noon the next day Kent had all the

reports he had asked for with pictures
of Duncan Blood and Bill Foster, the two
assistants of Archcraft who had disap-
peared. He studied them carefully. Blood,
the first to vanish, was a man of about
five feet seven and weighed one hundred
and twenty-five pounds. His body looked
lean, athletic, but his face was almost
phlegmatic with droopy eyes and wide
nostrils. He was a high-school graduate,
had done newspaper work, farming and
clerked in a drug store, among other
things, - while drifting about the country.
Clerking in a jewelry store, he had picked
up the information which helped him get
a job as Archcraft’s assistant two years
before. Since then he had been with the
jewelry expert.

Bill Foster, the man whose telephone
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conversation with Archcraft had been cut
short by a pistel shot, was taller than
Blood and moderately stocky. His hair
was straight and dark, his face square-
cut but rather handsome. He had finished
‘at the state university only two years
before, after majoring in geology, and had
come straight to work with Archcraft.
The men at the Foundation who knew of
the jewels were all elderly, highly respect-
able persons and easily located at any
time.

A check on unidentified bodies failed

to turn up either of Archcraft’s assistants. _

No trace had been found of the expert
himself, but it had been learned that of
the funds alotted him and his assistants
for buying, cutting, and classifying the
jewels, some five thousand dollars was
missing.

Kent was still studying the reports
when Pete Murphy entered, said: “Well,
I've found what you were looking for,
Lieutenant.”

“And ?” said Kent.

“We checked every hangout for crim-
inals that’s ever been mentioned in the
papers, especially those named during the
last few weeks. Two of them said a guy
had phoned, asking where he could find
Wolf Leawitt. Pinky Este told him, and
then the guy asked about Nick Schurman.
He claimed ke was a friend of both guys
but had been out of the city and didn't
know where they were. Neither of them
is on the lam, so Pinky didn’t mind
telling.” :

The muscles began to tighten along
Kent’s jaw. “What have we got on Schur-
man?”’

“I thought you'd want to know,” Mur-
phy said. “He specializes in jewels, has
been sent up twice. We tried to tie the
Van der Vant case on him, but he slipped.”

“Everybody who reads the papers
knows that,” Kent snapped. “Is there any-
thing we can hang on him now ?”

Murphy shook his head. “Nope,
nothing that would reaily frighten him.”

“T’ll try,” Kent said. He pulled the gun
out of his shoulder holster, flipped the
roller and put it back. For the third time
that day, he called the hospital and asked
about Kelley. As he listened his face
changed, the scar seemed to fade away
as he smiled,

“How is he?” Murphy asked when
Kent hung up.

“Faith, and he’s figured up a swell lie
to tell St. Peter and pass the gates—but
he’d rather not be using it.” It was Harry
Kelley's voice he used.

Murphy said solemnly: “The world’s
biggest liar.”

Kent stood up, still smiling, a hand-
some black-haired man with shining eyes.
Then his right hand patted his coat above
the police positive. The light went out of
his eyes, leaving them as black and luster-
less as charcoal. The scar came white and
hellish across his face. He lifted the phone
again and put through several calls. Then,
with the half stiff-kneed walk of a prize-
fighter, he left the office.

The address was far uptown on the
East Side in a section of dingy apartment
houses. Kent left his car at the curb and
went in. He found Schurman’s apart-
ment number from the mail-boxes, pushed
another bell until the lock on the door
clicked. Schurman certainly was not hid-
ing if he had his name on the mail-box,
but Kent preferred to come on him un-
announced.

THE apartment was on the third floor.

Outside the door Kent stood flat-
footed, listening. He could hear someone
moving around inside, but there was no
sound of voices. Kent palmed the knob
with his left hand, twisted it and stepped
over the sill. The door closed behind him.

It was a two-room apartment, and Nick



DEATH ON THE WIRE

117

Schurman stood in the bedroom doorway.
Amazement showed in his wide-open,
dark eyes and in his thick lips parted as
if by an exclamation that never got past
them. He was a fraction over six feet,
a full inch and a half taller than Kent
and thicker around the waist. His nose
was too large, with a decided hook. He
was wearing a brown suit and a brown
hat.

Kent said: “Hello, Schurman. Going
out?”

“T'd thought about it.” His eyes had

narrowed now, his lips twisted in a slight
sneer.
“Let’s talk a while,” Kent said. With
his left hand he reached behind him,
locked the door, then put the key in his
pocket.

Schurman said: “I’m afraid we haven’t
been introduced.”

“We'll skip your half of it. I'm Allan
Kent, police headquarters.”

The big man bowed mockingly. “I had
imagined so. I’ve seen your picture—
and your face is not one easily mistaken.”
The insult in his voice was plain.

There was no change in Kent’s expres-
sion, but the muscles rose slightly along
his jaw. “Then you won’t need to see
my identification papers.” His voice be-
came suddenly brittle, hard. The scar
seemed to whiten and grow wider. “What
the hell do you know about this Archcraft
case?”’

Schurman stiffened, relaxed an instant
later. “What the hell should I know about
it? I was here last night—all night.”

“You can prove that?”

“Surely. We had a little party here.
Two other men and three girls, They
came over around eight and didn’t leave
until after three. That’s before the rob-
bery and after Leavitt was killed.”

“So.” Kent’s shoulders bent slightly
forward, his weight resting on the balls
of his feet. “You know the time and you

know the Leavitt killing was tied up with
the robbery. How?”

Schurman gestured contemptuously. “I
read the papers. They gave the time and
they said you were at both places.”

“Clever of you,” Kent said. “And when
did you get money to start throwing
parties? A month age you were pretty
flat.”

“Adversity comes to us all.” He waved
a big hand. “It was only a penny-ante
game, purely for the pleasure.”

“And the alibi!” Kent snapped. He
took two stiff-kneed steps forward. His
voice dropped almost to a whisper. “Lis-
ten, the same man who killed Wolf Lea-
vitt put three holes in Harry Kelley.
Kelley may pull through and he may not,
but I'm going to get that man. Listen
carefully, Nick Schurman. I'm going to
get that man on a murder rap. And I
know he’s been in touch with you.”

For an instant a shadow flicked in the
erook’s eyes, then was gone. He rubbed
a finger along the great hooked nose,
looked solemn. “And who is the gentle-
man?”’ he asked.

“That’s for you to tell me.”

“I’m afraid my psychic powers fail me.
I can be of no assistance, much as I'd
like to help.”

Kent swung hard, palm open. The blow
cracked like a pistol shot. It staggered
Schurman, leaving a white print on his
face that turned slowly red. “You'll talk,”
he said crisply, “or I'll beat you until you
can’t.”

For an instant the big man paused,
crouching in upon himself. And then he
charged. His right fist swung from below
the hip. Kent’s head bobbed. A straight
left caught Schurman over the heart but
failed to stop his bull-like rush. His
shoulder hurled Kent backward into a
table that crashed, spilling telephone,
books, and a couple of glasses. Kent
rolted and was on his feet.
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Schurman came at him again, wide
open, swinging from the ankles. Kent’s
left on the hooked nose failed to slow him
but it raised his head. The detective’s
right landed with the full weight of his
body matched against Schurman’s rush.
The big man went down hard.

“All right,” Kent said. His breathing
was remarkably easy. “Are you going to
talk ?”’

CHURMAN got to his knees. For a

moment he rested there, wiping away
the trickle of blood from his nose. His
black eyes flickered from Kent to a small
desk near the right wall. “I’ll talk,” he
said, and dove for the desk.

He got the drawer open and his right
hand imside. There was the dark glint of
an automatic. Then Kent hit him. He
went down on his left side, arms sprawled
in front, still holding the gun. Kent took
one step and kicked at Schurman’s wrist.
There was the snap of bone, and the gun
skidded out across the floor. Kent picked
it up and put it in his coat pocket.

He turned then, pulling his own gun.
Schurman was on his knees, gripping his
right wrist with his left hand. His thick
lips were working.

“All right,” Kent said. “You're under
arrest—Sullivan Law charge. Are you
going to talk?”

“I don’t know anything.”

Kent struck him with the gun-barrel,
the sight leaving a thin, red scar across
his cheek from which blood began to seep.
“Well?” Kent asked. His elbow and wrist
bent as he swung the gun back for another
blow.

“But I—I don’t know what—" Schur-
man’s eyes were wild now. He cringed
away from the gun, still on his knees.
Saliva was beginning to drool over his
chin, mingling with the blood from his
nose and cheek.

“Listen,” Kent said. “I hate you, see?

I hate you and every other crook in this
city. It'll give me pleasure to stand here
and beat you into a pulp. But the man I
want most is the one who shot Harry
Kelley. And I'm going to get him., You
didn’t shoot Kelley but you knew who
did.”

“I don't know,” Schurman whined. “I
told you I—"

Kent swung the gun again. Schurman
went over backward in an effort to keep
out of the way. “Wait a minute,” he
whimpered. “Wait! I'll tell you all I
know.” He got to his feet, his eyes shift-
ing craftily around the room.There was no
witness here. What he said to this cop
wouldn’t matter because he could deny it
later and there’d be no proof. But any-
thing was better than having this scar-
faced madman kill him.

“Talk,” Kent said flatly.

Schurman wiped at the blood on his
face. “I honestly don’t know much. About
three days ago a man telephoned me. He
didn’t tell me who he was, just asked if I
wanted to make some money. I needed it
and I said yes. He asked me a lot of
questions about what kind of gloves best
prevented fingerprints and how long
would it take a good fence to get money
for jewels and if they couldn’t be hurried
by warning them ahead of time. He didn’t
seem to know very much. So then he told
me to get in touch with a fence and tell
him he’d have some valuable stones within
a few days and want the money quick.
He said he’'d telephone me after he got
the jewels and for me to have everything
ready. Yesterday, I got a hundred dollars
through the mail and a note to be sure I
had an alibi for last night ready That’s
all T know.”

The utterly black and lusterless eyes
of the detective regarded him for a
moment. “All right. Pick up your hat
and let’s go.”

“Go? Where?”
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“Centre Street.”

“But I’ve told you everything I know.
There’s nothing you can convict me of.”

“Got a license for that gun? And I
want the boys to have a record of your
story.” He leaned and picked up the
phone, which had been knocked over in
the fight, and connected it. When he
straightened he said: “Besides, I want to
be here alone when your call comes.”

“But I don’t know when he’s going to
call.”

“O.K. I can wait.” He unlocked the
door, followed Schurman into the hall.

PETE MURPHY was reading a copy
of French Frolics, when Kent and
Schurman entered. He sighed regretfully
and closed the magazine. Then he glanced
up and suddenly began to grin so widely
that the flanges of his nose twitched. “My!
My! Was there an accident? You ought
to get a nose-guard, Mr. Schurman. If
they make ’em big enough.”

Kent said: “Your jests are lacking in
wit, Mr. Murphy.” His voice was so
much like that of Schurman that the jewel
thief gulped and turned to look at him.

Murphy said: “Don’t worry, Mr.
Schurman. He can do that with any-
body’s voice.”

“Get us a recorder,” Kent said. “Schur-
man has a story he wants put on the
books.” ;

But a2 moment later, when Murphy had
returned with a secretary and Captain
Farlan, Schurman was his old sel, con-
fident, swaggering. “I told you nothing,”
he said to Kent. “I don’t know anything
about this case. Yow're imagining things
when you say I told you I was con-
nected.”

Kent's mouth twisted upward in a

smile, but the scar stayed white and ugly.
“Look at this and see if you can remem-

ber.” He took some papers from the
secretary and handed them to Schurman.

“A brief of the case?” Sehurman asked
sarcastically, He glanced at the papers.
Suddenly his face drained white. “Why—
why—how— This is—"

“A stenographic copy of our conver-
sation,” Kent said. “Before I went to
your place I had the telephone company
plug in on your number but not ring.
When you hit me I managed to knock
over your telephone. That left head-
quarters listening in on our little chat.”
He turned to Captain Farlan, said:
“There are probably some few details I
didn’t have time to beat out of him. If
you'll get them, I'll go on back to his
place. I want to be there when this cop
shooter telephones. And send some men
down to pick up Motsie Baymin’s after-
noon clients. This cop killer is likely to
be one of them.”

His gaze shifted to Schurman. “There’s
at least one murder tied to this case, may-
be three or four, Think that over.” He
turned and went out,

Back at Schurman’s, he went through
the place carefully. In the bedroom he
found a small bag, fully packed with a
light topcoat thrown over it. He remem-
bered the first glimpse of Schurman
standing in the doorway with his hat on.
If the man was waiting for a telephone
call, why the hat and bag? Did he plan
to leave immediately afterward? Why?

There could be several reasons, Kent
thought. There might be a catch in the
story Schurman had told. If so, they'd
get the straight of it at headquarters. It
might be that Schurman had figured he
would need to skip quickly after the tele-
phone call.

Kent was still thinking about the matter
when the phone rang. The sound of the
bell jangled on Kent’s nerves, jerked his
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muscles tight. The whole case would turn
on this call. Nobody had seen the mur-
derer. Nobody knew his identity. Kent
thought of Harry Kelley in the hospital,
fighting for life, of Archcraft murdered
while under Kent's protection, of the
newspapers playing up that point and the
effect it would have on other criminals.
It seemed to take him a long time to cross
the room and lift the telephone. The scar
was a furious white across his face, but
his hand was steady. His voice was that
of Nick Schurman when he said, “Hello.”

HEN the voice at the other end came.
“That may work on some people, but
not on me. I've got Schurman here with
me.” For one instant Kent was frozen;
then he recognized Captain Farlan’s voice.
Farlan didn’t wait for an answer. He
spoke in clipped, rapid sentences. “Listen,
we got the rest of the story from him. He
was supposed to call this fellow, not be
called. He was supposed to telephone him
at Montgomery Two-one-six-eight-eight
at exactly three twenty. Its three seven-
teen now, and he had to call from Phila-
delphia. That’s where he was going when
you came in. He barely had time to make
it, If he’s a minute late in the call, this
guy's going to skip. I'm trying to locate
that number now, but there’s some
trouble. We may be late.”

“Hurry it. And get those men at Mot-
sic Baymin’s. I'll try to get this crook
on the wire and hold him or send him to
Baymin’s.”

“But the call had to be made from
Philadelphia. He won’t talk if—" Kent
had hung up.

He whipped the dial for long distance,

asked for the Philadelphia News. “Snap
it up,” he said. “Seconds count.”
By three nineteen he had Don Mason,
the theatrical critic whom he had known
four years previously, on the wire.
“You've got a P B X switchboard at that
paper, haven’t you ?”

“I think that’s what they call it. One
of these where you plug in and out. Sure,
And Toots, the operator, is—"

“Plug me through it,” Kent cut in.
“Quick! I want the long-distance operator
in Philly. T'll explain later.”

“Sure.” A moment later he heard the
operator saying, “Long distance,” and at
exactly three twenty he could hear her
voice saying, “Philadelphia calling Mont-
gomery Two-one-six-eight-eight.”

A man answered. “Hello! Hello!” His
voice was mnervous, rapid. ‘“That you,
Schurman ?”

“Right on the minute,” Kent said. His
voice, even the gesture he made with his
hand, was that of the jewel thief. “I’ve
arranged everything you asked for. Beau-
tifully, beautifully. And I have also—"

The man cut him off. “All right. Who
did you see about the jewels?”

“Motsie Baymin down on Perry Street.
In the profession of fencing he is—"
Kent hoped to keep the other man on the
telephone until headquarters could trace
his number and send men for him. That
would be safer than trying to pick him up
at Motsie Baymin’s, but one way or the
other they’d get him.

The other man interrupted. “I haven’t
got time to talk all afternoon. I've ac-
cidentally found another person to handle
the jewels, so I won’t need Baymin, But
I wanted to make sure you were out of
the city so there’d be no possible double-
cross. You can come on back to New
York now. I'll send you money for your
work in the next day or two.” .

“Oh, yes, but—" Kent stopped an
cursed. The other man had hung up. He
was leaving wherever he was, and he
wasn’t going to Baymin’s. They’d missed
him again, unless— Kent whirled the dial,
got Captain Farlan on the phone again.

“Trace that number?’ he asked.

“Just got it. Five Eighty-nine East
One Hundred Twenty-sixth Street. Bmt
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there’s not a car close by, damn it. All
of them pulled out of that section by a
robbery fifteen minutes ago. He'll be gone
before we get there.”

Kent snapped: “Maybe not. That’s
only two blocks from where I am.” Even
as he dropped the phone, he was leaping
for the doot.

He went down the stairs like a falling
comet, sitting sideways on the rail and
shooting down, leaping off at the landing,
hitting the next rail and down again. He
burst out of the front door, leaped across
the crowded sidewalk and began to sprint
up the middle of the street. He ran like
a track man, knees coming high, stride
terrific, head up. The scar was like white
lightning across his face. His nostrils
dilated with his breathing.

This was the last chance, and he knew
it. If the man got away before he reached
the house, there’d be no way to trace him.
They could try to check on every fence
in the city, but that was almost impossible.
He’d counted on running him to earth at
Motsie Baymin’s, and now— He had
seconds in which to work and he didn’t
even know the name of the man he sought
or how he looked.

CHAPTER FOUR

Two Floors to Death

HE house was an ancient, four-story
building, one step above a tenement,
and many steps below a decent place to
live. Kent ripped through its front door,
still sprinting and yet curiously silent. He
beat on the first door on the left, marked
Super. It opened and a lean, scrawny
Negro looked out at him. “Who you
lookin’ for?” he asked. His eyes got big
as he looked at Kent’s face. He started
to back away and shut the door.
Kent stepped over the sill, caught the

Negro by the shoulder. “How many tele-
phones in this house?” he shapped.

The Negro gulped twice and tried to
take his eyes from Kent’s face but kept
looking like a hypnotized bird. “Two,”
he said at last.

“Whose? Where?”
the crack of a whip.

“Miz Mottole got one in Apartment
Twenty-four, and Mistuh Duncan got one
in Apartment Forty-two.”

“How long has this Mr. Duncan been
here ?”

“He ain’t been here long. He come
’bout two weeks ago, but he been sick
ever since. His face got all cut up in a
accident.”

Kent whirled and went dashing up the
stairs. One, two—three flights.” As he
raced toward the fourth floor his hand
went underneath his coat for his gun.

“Hold it, Mr. Kent! Hold it!”

The man was at the head of the stair,
an automatic in his right hand, a small
valise in his left. The automatic was rock
steady and pointed at Kent’s chest. “Get
your hands over your head, Mr. Kent.
Now, come on up the steps slowly. Along
the hall to your left. In Apartment Forty-
two, I'm right behind you, so don’t try
anything.” The door closed, there was
the sound of the key turning.

Kent heeled, hands still over his head,
and looked at the man. He had never
seen him before. A small, wiry, dark-
haired man with wide-open eyes. There
were tiny new scars above the eyes and
on the cheeks.

“All right” the man said. “Se you
found me, Mr. Kent. I recognize you -
from your picture, you know.”

Kent bowed slightly, but didn’t speak.
The scar seemed to cover his whole face
now. His mouth was no more than a
straight wound. He was still breathing
heavily from his run, and his nostrils
moved with each breath. His eyes were

Kent's voice had
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black and totally without light, so that
peering into them was like gazing into
some underground cavern. He was look-
ing into death as he faced that automatic,
and he knew it. This was the man who
had shot Harry Kelley, who had mur-
dered Wolf Leavitt in cold blood and who
had probably murdered two other men.
He would not hesitate to put Allan Kent
out of the way. Kent measured the dis-
tance between them, and waited. It was
impossible to do anything now.

Abruptly the man stiffened. “If you are
here,” he said, “there’ll be other cops
around, or coming soon. Won't there?”

The mask of Kent’s face didn’t change.
“No.”

The gunman moved swiftly to where
a telephone sat on a small table. “I'm
going to dial headquarters,” he said.
“You're going to talk, say exactly what
I tell you. One word off and I'll shoot.
You know that. One more murder won't
hurt me.”

Kent nodded. The man meant to kill
him sooner or later, anyway. He wouldn’t
do it while Kent was of assistance to him,
but he wouldn’t hesitate to shoot the
instant things went wrong,

“Say this, exactly. Say: “This is Allan
Kent. Dor’t send any men to One Hun-
dred-Twenty-sixth Street. If you've got
any coming, take them away. Send them
to Motsie Baymin’s on Perry Street. Get
them on the radio. Quick !’ You'll say that
and then hang up.” He twisted the dial
with his left hand; his right still held the
gun centered on Kent. “All right!” He
snapped the word, stepped away from the
phone. Kent went to it, picked it up.-

“Don’t forget!” the man whispered.
“The first word wrong—your guts.”

A voice at the other end of the wire
answered, and Kent began it. “This is
Allan Kent.” He repeated the message,
word for word. When he had finished he
" hung up without waiting for an answer.

"getting his hands and feet out.

“Now !” the man said, as Kent finished
and turned to him. His finger began to
tighten on the automatic trigger. The
muzzle pointed straight for Kent’s heart.
The finger squeezed tighter.

Kent said: “That thing has no silencer
on it. They’ll hear that shot all through
the building.” His expression had not
changed, but sweat stood high on his fore-
head.

THE man hesitated, his finger still tight

against the trigger. Then he smiled.
“You're right. And since you've tele-
phoned, this house is probably the safest
place for the next fifteen minutes, Lay
down.” With his left hand he gestured
toward the bed. The gun in his right
never wavered.

Kent hesitated. His eyes were black
slits as he wondered how many bullets
would strike him before he could reach
the man. Then he turned, went to the bed
and stretched himself on it. To attack
would be certain death. If his plan
worked . . . if. ., .

“On your face and put your hands and
feet through the bars on the bed,” the man
said. “I don’t want you moving swiftly
when I get close to you.”

Kent did as he was told. “You are
very thorough, Mr. Duncan Blood. A
thorough plan from first to last. I’ve seen
pictures of you, but I’d scarcely recognize
you with your face lifted and your hair
dyed. You got that done during the two
weeks after you first disappeared, I
imagine.”

“Right,” Blood said. He was coming
toward Kent from the rear and side. Kent
wondered desperately about his plan, The
gun wrapped in a sheet to silence it, and
pushed against him? Would there be any
chance to move? The bars of the bed
were close together. He'd have trouble
Split

seconds would count.



DEATH ON THE WIRE

123

He began to move his right hand cau-
tiously, talking all the time. “Your whole
plan was clever. Writing the notes, kid-
naping yourself and Bill Foster and Arch-
craft to throw us off the track. But it was
too clever. I knew that whoever was
doing it was not a professional criminal
and so would need help in getting a gun-
man and a fence. Naturally, you picked
newspaper characters to ask for, knowing
of no others, and you asked about them
in places that get mentioned in the papers.
That’s the way I was able to trace you.”
His hand was almost free now, his head
twisted so that through squint eyes he
could wateh Duncan Blood.

Blood said : “Clever of you, Mr. Kent.”
He lunged forward and struck.

Kent tried to roll. His hand was free,
but both feet stuck. He heard distinctly
the thud of the gun striking the back of
his head, felt the jar of it, but no pain.
And then a weird paralysis flowed out of
his brain through his limbs. He could not
move, could not think clearly though he
was aware of what happened.

He saw Blood open the valise and take
out a long, extremely light rope on one
end of which was fastened an iron hook.
From the other end of it, Blood cut about
five feet. While his hands and ankles
were being tied, Kent could feel the rope
in the same way that a man under local
anesthetic can feel the knife parting his
flesh. But he could not move.

Then, almost suddenly, full conscious-
ness returned to him. There was no gag
slipped into his mouth, but it wasn’t nec-
essary. Another arrangement had halted
all else but a choking breath, his ankles
pailed up almost to the middle of his back,
and the rope looped from them around
his throat. As long as he could hold his
legs in that terribly strained position, he
could breathe. But once his muscles weak-
ened, once he began to struggle, he would

choke himself to death. Perhaps, a full
minute he could hold it, and then—

He was not noticing Blood now. He
was fighting to keep his legs high up his
back. Already the muscles in them
screamed in agony and began to twitch
uncontrollably. As his ankles lowered, the
rope jerked tight around his throat,
choking him.

And then the door swung open and
closed again. Duncan Blood was in the
room, cursing softly. “They are already
here, coming up the stairs, searching floor
by floor. But I won’t be here when they
get this high—and you won’t be able to
tell them where I went!” He had the
long, light rope and was tying one end
to the valise. The iron hook he fastened
under the inside of the windowsill, then
lowered the bag.

“One flip from the bottom, and the hook
comes loose and falls to me,” he said.
“But you'll stay here. Your face is al-
ready getting purple.” He swung himself
over the windowsill and out of sight.

And then Allan Kent did something
characteristic of him and his hatred for
criminals. He was choking; lips rolled
back, tongue stuck out. His eyes bulged
and his lungs threatened to burst. He
knew that even if he kept steady he stood
small chance of living until the cops
reached this room. And he knew that any
movement hastened his death.

He moved.

By rolling, he reached the edge of the
bed. The movement dug the rope deep
into his throat, so that the flesh around it
stood out white and gruesome. His eyes
were popping, and black spots seemed to
whirl before him. Fire seared his throat.
The natural reflex of a man, who is chok-
ing, is to struggle with every muscle, but
somehow Kent fought his merves and
made an effort to keep his legs doubled
behind him even as he rolled. Then he
plunged off the bed and hit the floor.
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It seemed to Allan Kent that ages
lapsed as he rolled toward the window.
He wanted to quit rolling and struggle
against the ropes. Black and red, the
room whirled insanely.

And then he reached the window. How
he got his head as high as the sill he didn’t
know, but somehow he did it. Once,
twice he butted the iren hook. The third
time it whipped loose. From outside came
an explosive, terrified scream that ended
sharply.

Allan Kent rolled over on the floor in
darkness.

66 ELL,” Captain Farlan said, “we

found him right under the window
with the jewels in a bag. He must have
fallen about two stories to look at him.
He lived until we got him to the hospital,
but that’s all.”

“Did he say what had become of Bill
Foster and Archcraft?’ Kent rubbed lean
fingers over the welt that marked his
throat,

“Yes. He used the gangster method
of putting the bodies in cement and dump-
ing them in the Sound. Lowered Arch-
craft down on his rope. But what worried
him most was why we went to that house
after you called, told us to keep away.”

“You explained to him?”

“I told him that Harry Kelley would
be all right in a week or two, but that at
the moment he wasn’t able to be tele-
phoning lies about being named Allan
Kent ; so when I heard Kelley’s voice say-
ing, ‘Keep away,” I knew that somebody
else was lying. I not only radiced the
men to hurry, I went myself.”

Kent said : “Thanks. It was damn hard
to talk like Kelley without phrasing the
words as that Irishman would do. I was
afraid you'd miss it.”

He grinned, his black eyes glittering
and the secar seeming to fade from his
face. “There’s some use in having the
world’s biggest liar on the force after all.”
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The medical e, /nn paused, pointed impa-
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maé the head tben under the bed. You can't
take bim away without his bead !’
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A Smashing Vee Broun Novel
by CARROLL JOHN DALY
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Plus Stories by T. T. Flynn,
Frederick C. Davis and others
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THE MYSTERY OF
THE GOLDEN
SKULL

By DONALD E. KEYHOE

All the sinister color
~ of the Orient em-
bodled in a single saﬂ‘ron—
skinned crime-emperor’s plot
to wreck the Western world
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the Golden Skull. In this
great book-length novel you
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backwards! Learn why—in
this smashing Chinese crime
mystery.
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Teacher

LEARN AT HOME
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successful students since 1900. Andnew op-
portunities in drafting.

now! Write Todayfor FREE BOOK
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C334 LIBERTYVILLE, ILL

Worries!

Why worry and suffer any longer? Learn
/ about our invengon for all forms
of reducible rupture. Automatic air cushion
as an agent to assist Nature has
ué: happiness to thousands. Permits
natural thvgt of the weakened
muscles, Weighs but a few ounces, is incon-
: and sanitary. Noohnomwssprmfs

BROOKS COMPANY. 173G State St..Marshall, Mich.

HAVE A NEW SKINI

Read This e .
Free Offer IN 3 DAYS

~—and learn that what was oconsidered impons.lble before—the re-
moval of pimples, blackheads, freckles; tan, oily skin, lar; pores
wrinkles and other defects in the outer Skin—can now done
Mmlesn!y and economically at home in three days’ time, as stated

kﬂons of men lnd women young and old.

It all expl new free treatise called

“B UTIFUI. NEW SKIN IN 3 DAYS”

which is be mailed absolutely free to readers of this magazine,
So wo;'ry mizn‘;nore over your humiliaf skin and complexion or

name and address to MAR BEAUTY LABORATO-
700 Broadway. 3

DIRECTIONS

Read the statement first. Next study
the documents. Then answer the
questions by checking the box next
to the correct answer. The first ques-
tion has been done and explained for
you to show the type of reason you
should have in mind, although you
need not write it out.

DON’T GUESS. There is a definite,
logical clue to every answer,

STATEMENT

Anthony Boles was murdered be-
tween 10 and 11 on the night of De-
cember 5th. The next morning Ru-
dolph Gruber was accused of the
crime. He said: “I never even heard
of Boles. I went to the theater last
night. I came straight home and
stayed there.”

The objects shown below were found
in the suit that Gruber wore the night
of the 5th. From an examination of
them, can you either clear Gruber or
implicate him in the killing?

1. Could Gruber prove his alibi by the
person who sat next to him at theater,

[[J¥es [X]No because he had stand-
ing room (see general admission
stub, with no seat number).

2. Did Gruber go to theater en the night
of the 5th? 0 Yes 0O No [ Prob-
ably [ Possibly

3. At what time is theater usually out?
0 About 10 [ About 11 [J About
12

4, At what time did Gruber reach home?
O Before 11:30 [0 After 11:30

5. Did Gruber go straight home from
theater and stay there? [ Yes [0 Ne

6. Had Gruber ever heard of Boles?
0O Yes O No

7. Do the two check signatures resem-
ble each other? [0 Yes [ No



8. The capital 4 of the signature of the

10.

11.

12,

13.

14,

15

$1.60 check was made with 2 strokes
(a curved one and a straight one for
the crossbar). How many strokes
were used in the capital 4 of the $600
cheek?
(R

a3

a2
o4

. The 3 of the signature of the $1.60

check was made with a straight vigor-
ous downstroke. Is the same true of
the y in the $600 check?

O Yes 3 No

In the signature of the $1.60 check,
note the space between the ¢ and 4
and again between the B and o. Are
the corresponding spaces in the sig-
nature of the $600 check of similar
size?

0O Yes O No, they are smaller
0 No, they are larger

Do you conclude that either check was
forged? [0 No [ Yes, the $1.60
cheek [ Yes, the $600 check

Compare the signature on the oper-
ator’s license with the name of the

payee in the $600 check. Apart from
the check signature, do you think
Gruber wrote the check or any part of
it? O Yes O No

On which checks had the bank made
payment ?

O Beth [ Neither
O The $1.60 check O The $600
check

Is it usual for one man to have pos-
session of another’s canceled check?

3 Yes O No

Do you think it was vitally important
to ‘Gruber to obtain possession of
either of the checks? [(JYes [INo

Taking into account motive, oppor-
(Continued on page 128)
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“PARIS IN LOS ANGELES!" So the world of fashion and
of Hollywood calls the Victor Hugo Restaurant. And, as
the diners pause to enjoy Camels, Hugo nods approval.
“Our guests know fine tobaccos as well as fine foods,” he
says. “They have made Camels the favorite here.”

PR )

Camels stimulate

GOLD-CUP WINNER! Geo.
Reis won 3 times in a row! digestion...
He says: “I smoke Camels
and enjoy good digestion.”

increase alkalinity

The human digestion responds un-
favorably to nervousness, hurry, and
strain. It is definitely encouraged by
smoking Camels.

Scientific studies show cleatly the
manner in which Camels aid diges-
tion. Using sensitive scientific ap-
paratus, it is possible to measure
accurately the increase in digestive
fluids —alkaline digestive fluids—
thatfollows the enjoyment of Camel’s
costlier tobaccos.

Make Camel your cigarette. They
never get on your nerves. They are
gentle on your throat.

Copyright, 1936, R. J Reynolds Tob. Co.
Winston-Salem, N. C.
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