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  HENRY CRAIG’S face was white and drawn. His hand trembled as he passed the letter across the desk to Bill Dawson. “It’s Molly’s handwriting, there is no doubt of that. I’d know it anywhere,” said Craig, his voice hoarse. “They’ve got her—it must be the Hogan gang,—and they’re not holding her for money.” The elderly judge mopped his brow with an immaculate white handkerchief. “They want me to give them certain documents I have in my possession—documents which they know will send them to jail. But I can’t give them up! You’ve got to save her somehow, Dawson!”


  “I’m doing all in my power, Judge.” There was a frown on the lean face of the Federal investigator as he spoke. “But there’s no lead, nothing, except what you tell me about those papers, to give even a hint as to where they have taken her.” Dawson was studying the note as he spoke. He glanced hastily through it a second time.


  
    
      POP DEAR, (he read). I have been kidnapped and am being held a prisoner. Please don’t tell the police if you value my life. You are to get certain papers in your possession ready within twenty-four hours. They will contact you later and tell you where to leave them. Don’t do anything foolish. These men are desperate and I am terribly afraid. You know which papers.
    


    
      Your loving daughter,
    


    
      MOL.
    

  


  “Mol?” Dawson glanced up as he finished reading the note. “Does your daughter usually sign her letters with just part of her name?”


  “No, she doesn’t,” said Craig. “She hates the name used that way.” He smiled wanly. “And her calling me Pop—that’s a word she never used before!”


  “That’s what she’s trying to tell us!” Dawson exclaimed. “‘Pops’ Mollison is mixed up in this!”


  “Who’s Pops Mollison?” demanded Craig. “Mollison used to be a doctor, but he became insane. He was locked up in an asylum for a time, but finally declared harmless. He lives in an old house out in Greenfields. Maybe the Hogan gang are using him.” Dawson got to his feet. “I’m going out to his place tonight and have a look around.”


  “Dangerous work,” said Craig. “One man— alone.”


  “The gang would know something was wrong if we made a raid of it,” said Dawson. “I’d better work alone on this for the time being.” He frowned. “That might be safer—for your daughter!”


  Henry Craig shuddered. His eyes were frightened as Dawson left the office, closing the door quietly behind him.


  Half an hour later the Federal man found himself in the little village of Greenfields. He had learned the exact location of the Mollison place from the ticket agent at the railroad station. It was only a short distance, and Dawson decided to make it on foot.


  As he walked along the dark country road he was suddenly aware of being followed. He darted swiftly to the shelter of a rock at the side of the road. Just as he did so, a gun roared behind him and flame lanced the night. Dawson fell flat and rolled until he found himself in some brush by the roadside. He got to his knees, fingers dragging at the gun in his shoulder holster.


  His automatic barked as he caught sight of a shadowy figure out on the road. The man uttered a howl of pain and began a hasty retreat. Dawson fired a second time, but his unknown foe was pounding back down the road toward the railroad station.


  “That’s bad,” murmured Dawson. “They’ll be looking for me now. I’ve got to work fast!”


  A few minutes wait, and then he hurried on along the road. He reached the grounds of the Mollison place without encountering anyone. The house was an old stone dwelling a good distance back from the road, and was completely surrounded by trees.


  Dawson, shielded by the darkness, crept closer to the house. A light burned in a window on the lower floor. He peered in but saw no one. Cautiously he climbed the steps of the porch. As he searched the shadows with his eyes he saw that the front door was standing half open.


  From inside the house came a shrill, hysterical scream. Dawson stood motionless, listening tensely. Again came the scream— lingering in the still night air.


  Dawson stepped into the hall, his gun in his hand. There was a closed door at the far end of the lower hallway and he realized that the scream had come from there as he heard it for the third time. He moved silently toward the door. When he reached it he pushed it open and peered in.


  The small room beyond was apparently a laboratory. There were test tubes and various bottles and jars on a table. Nearby stood a tall, shaggy-haired man in a blue smock. He was facing a beautiful blond girl in a yellow evening gown. The girl was tied to a straight-backed chair. There was a look of horror on her face as she gazed at the vial of acid which the tall man was holding in his left hand.


  “No, no!” she pleaded. “Please, Doctor Mollison. That acid will disfigure me for life!” “Exactly,” Doctor Mollison’s voice was harsh and guttural. “That is just what I intend it to do. That single drop that I let fall on your arm has convinced you that it will sear and burn.”


  “But I’ve told you that I don’t know where Father hid those documents,” protested Molly. “Besides, didn’t you have me write that note, telling Father to turn the papers over to you and the rest?”


  “Yes, I know,” said Mollison. “That was Hogan’s idea—but I’m not taking any chances. I still believe you know the location of your father’s hidden safe. When this acid starts eating into your face—you’ll talk!”


  In the doorway Dawson’s gun roared as the doctor raised the vial and started to let some of the acid drop on the girl’s face. Mollison reeled back as the bullet caught him in the arm. He whirled in time to see Dawson as the Federal man leaped into the room.


  The vial in Mollison’s hand went flying through space. Dawson jumped to one side as the glass shattered against the wall, spattering the acid all about. Dawson fired again as he saw Mollison reach into his pocket for a gun. The doctor went down, shot through the heart.


  
    

  


  DAWSON reached the girl. He grabbed up a scalpel from the table and cut the ropes that bound her. As she stood up weakly, Dawson turned toward the door. From the hall had come the sound of excited voices and running feet. The rest of the Hogan gang were coming!


  “Climb out the window!” ordered Dawson, turning to the girl.


  Molly did not hesitate. She reached the ground floor window and drew it open, then slid over the sill. Dawson leaped to the door of the laboratory and slammed it shut. To his relief there was a heavy bolt on the inside. He shot the bolt into the socket.


  Bullets rained against the door as Dawson hastily retreated. He glanced around the room. There was a pile of old newspapers in one corner. He struck a match and lighted the papers. As they started to blaze, he climbed out the window. He could hear the gang pounding against the door. They would break it open in a few moments.


  Molly was waiting for him in the shadows at the back of the house.


  “Come on!” he said, grabbing her by the arm. “We’ve got to run for it!”


  With the girl beside him Dawson started hastily toward the road. From the house came the deafening roar of an explosion.


  “I thought that would happen when the heat got to all those chemicals,” said Dawson. “And I hope the whole gang were in the laboratory when it did.”


  They paused.


  The stone house was silent.


  “They don’t seem to be following us,” said Molly. “Do you think—”


  “That they were all killed? Lord knows. You stay here. I’m going back to find out.”


  He glanced toward the road. Excited citizens of Greenfield were hurrying to the scene, attracted by the sound of the explosion. He knew that the local police would be with them.


  Dawson returned to the house. He peered into what had been the laboratory. There were four men there—three of them were dead and badly mangled. The third was moaning and holding onto a broken arm. Dawson recognized Hogan, the hard-faced gang leader.


  “You got us,” snarled Hogan. “Jest one Fed—”


  “Right,” said Dawson. “One of us is enough for a bunch of rats!”
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  THE subway collection car rolled along the local tracks long after midnight. It was armored, with bullet-proofed windows and loopholes through which guns might be thrust and fired. At the 33rd Street stop, Jerry Walsh gave crisp orders. Men assumed positions, ready to repel any possible attack. The door in the middle of the car slid back, controlled by compressed air. Three men hurried across the platform, staggering under the sacks of silver. They were handed a receipt, the door slid shut and the car moved on.


  “Say, Jerry,” Bill Stockton paused in his job of dumping coins into an automatic counting machine, “I never had a chance to congratulate you on rounding up that bunch of crooks who robbed the turnstiles and set back the recording machines. You must feel pretty proud. It’s got you a jump in pay and command of the collection and pay cars.”


  Stockton reached for another sack of coins, but Walsh’s hand stopped him. He set the canvas money sack on a high shelf. “Not that one, Bill,” Walsh grinned. “And about the job—I’d chuck it all to wear the blue uniform of the regular cops. The guys who patrol streets where the air is fresh and there’s no dirt and stale air. Seems I never can pass the exams though. You see, I didn’t go far in school and I been working too hard, to do much studying by myself. So when I’m handed a question about how many liters of oxygen it takes to bring a guy out of a gas coma, I’m stumped. Just the same, I think I’d be a good cop.”


  Stockton went on dumping coins into the counting machines. Every few minutes the car slid to a smooth stop at a station, and Walsh was on the alert again. He glanced at his watch. Ten minutes of two and they were nearing the end of the line.


  
    

  


  AT THE 94th Street local stop, Walsh gave the signal for the doors to swing back. He could see three men coming down the steps from the change booth, located half a flight up at this particular stop. Two of the men wore the gray uniforms of subway police. The other was dressed in brown pants and white shirt with his sleeves rolled up, the station agent.


  They handed in five sacks of money, the station agent took his receipt and Walsh signaled for the car to move on. Then he stiffened. The three men were running up the stairs. One of them gripped a gun in his hand and kept the muzzle of it against the station agent’s spine. Walsh realized that he’d never seen these subway cops before, but he had thought little of it. This was a new assignment to him— taking over the collection car. He’d been meeting new faces every hour.


  The car was rumbling along, well behind the uptown local trains and no other trains were due for many minutes. Walsh had his hand ready to pull the air. That station agent had been in trouble; had been forced to turn over the sacks of money. But why? If those fake cops were crooks, they would have logically taken the money, not turned it over to the collection car.


  There was a plopping sound. Walsh felt his eyes grow hot and watery. Other similar sounds brought every man in the pay car to his feet. From the five sacks deposited at the last station came pungent, acrid gas. It filled their eyes, made them cough and weep uncontrollably. The action of the chemical was extremely rapid and it penetrated everywhere.


  Walsh heard the motorman give a cry of astonishment, and the train began to slow down. Ahead of them were the lights of the next to the last stop of the line. The motorman was bringing the train to a halt. Walsh stumbled forward. He knew what this meant. When the train stopped, there would be armed bandits ready to take over.


  But the motorman didn’t know that. Walsh reached the middle of the car and had to stop; He could no longer see; could hardly breathe. His head was spinning, his lungs screamed aloud for clean, pure air. Two of the men were on the floor, clawing at their throats.


  Then the car stopped and the motorman did what he thought best. He pressed the door buttons and they slid back. Instantly the car was swarming with men who wore gas masks. They carried guns, and one of the subway guards tugged at his own holstered weapon. A pistol barked three times. The guard tumbled backward and lay still.


  Stockton made a flying tackle for one bandit and died before he even got really started. Walsh edged toward the door through which cool air circulated. If he could get the damned tears out of his eyes, have vision enough to shoot by, he might be able to resist. But it was hopeless.


  All this had been too carefully planned. A muffled voice snarled something from behind a gas mask, and a gun crashed down on Walsh’s scalp. He staggered back a few paces and the gun hit him again. This time he slumped to the floor of the car and stayed there.


  He awoke under the ministrations of an ambulance surgeon. Men were running an around the station platform and a score of blue-uniformed city police were helping carry the wounded and badly gassed victims to the surface. A burly detective lieutenant helped Walsh to stand erect.


  
    

  


  WELL,” he queried, “what did they look like? I’m told you were in charge of the collection car, so you ought to be the smartest of the lot. Believe me, the others are a bunch of dumbbells, except for the station agent up ahead who heard the noise and turned in the alarm.”


  “How can any of us give you a description?” Walsh parried resentfully. “They all wore gas masks and we were already blinded by the gas. I did notice that the station agent at 94th Street was escorted to the train by a couple of subway cops I never saw before. I can tell you what they looked like. The agent can probably give you an even better description.”


  “The agent,” the lieutenant said sharply, “is in the morgue and your two regular cops assigned to his station are in the hospital with busted heads.”


  Walsh felt himself grow weak all over. This, then, was the perfect crime. Without a clue there was no hope of finding the murderous thieves. He half-staggered toward the yawning door of the collection car and stumbled inside. Stockton lay as he had fallen, except that a sheet from the morgue wagon covered him. Walsh’s eyes grew grim and narrow. Stockton had done his best—and died for it. Somewhere five murderers were loose, probably gloating over their crime and readying another equally as ruthless and clever.


  Then Walsh noticed that the sack of money he had placed on the high shelf was gone.


  He allowed the ambulance surgeon to have his way and went to the hospital for an X-ray of his head and treatment of his eyes. He read the early morning editions of the newspapers and wrinkled his nose at Lieutenant Brophy’s curt criticism of the subway police. Walsh would have liked to see that overstuffed, acid-tongued cop do any better.


  He reported to his superiors and his offer of resignation was rejected. Then Walsh closed every door to the office and spoke in a low tone. When he left, Walsh no longer wore the uniform of a subway cop. He’d been stripped of his rank and turned into a platform guard.


  After a few days he was transferred to the 137th Street Station, quietly and with no display.


  For four days he lounged around the platform, keeping his eyes on the turnstiles through which hundreds passed daily.


  It was the afternoon of the eighth day after the holdup when Walsh jerked erect. A thin-faced man had dropped his nickel into the slot and pushed his way through the turnstile. He waited on the platform for a downtown local.


  Walsh stepped into a porter’s room, removed his uniform coat and cap, hastily donning civilian clothes.


  He was back on the platform as the next train pulled in. He boarded it and sat down opposite the thin-faced man.


  For six hours he dogged that man’s steps from cafe to gambling house and finally back to the subway. The trail then led to a two-story, one-family house at the end of a long street. There were no neighbors for blocks. Lights gleamed from the windows and Walsh noticed that every curtain was pulled down.


  
    

  


  HIS man stopped, lit a cigarette and turned around slowly as if to be certain he wasn’t followed. Walsh ducked off the sidewalk and lay prone, deep in the long grass of veritable pasture land. Then the man moved on, walked up to the front door and tapped on the panels. It opened and he vanished from sight.


  Walsh moved forward cautiously. These men, if they were the bandits, would be wide awake. The slightest slip would spell quick death. He dodged over to an elm tree and held himself rigid behind its trunk. He noticed that there was a rear exit, leading almost straight into a garage. A high-powered car would be waiting, ready for a long fast hop. The thing to do now was get help and plenty of it.


  Walsh began retreating slowly. He passed by a clump of lilac bushes, growing wild in this deserted section of a great city. Something moved out from behind the bush, and he felt a gun prod his side.


  “Okay, pal, you had a good look, huh? Now supposin’ we go inside where you can see everythin’.”


  Walsh groaned inwardly. So a guard was maintained to be certain no member of the mob was trailed. He’d stepped directly into a neat trap. Walsh shrugged as he raised his hands shoulder high.


  “To you, I’d say nothing doing on the invitation,” he said quietly, “but your gun speaks louder than you, Mister. I’ll go along.”


  “Get movin’. And no noise, understand? You came alone because this place would be lousy with cops if you didn’t. That makes it sweet for us.”


  His captor walked on the outside, gun held ready. Walsh went as slowly as possible, and he kept edging toward the gunman, forcing him slowly and unconsciously toward the curb. This street hadn’t been cared for in years. The curb had fallen away in places and it was very dark. The gunman’s foot slipped off the rounded edge of the curb and for one fleet second, Walsh wasn’t covered.


  He brought down his hands, slapped the gun aside and delivered a terrific sock under the chin. The gunman reeled back and out of range of Walsh’s fists. He was too stunned to bring the gun into play and before he could recover his wits, Walsh was upon him again. He wrenched the weapon free, but took a pounding over the heart to accomplish it.


  The gunman suddenly opened his mouth and gave vent to a yell of alarm. Then Walsh slugged him with the pistol butt. He whirled to face the house and saw all lights extinguished almost simultaneously.


  Stripping the unconscious gunman of his belt and tie, Walsh hastily tied the man up and then gagged him. Finally, armed with two guns now, he maneuvered his way to the house. It was too late to go for help. Firing the gun would bring no one, for, as far as he could see, there were no neighbors. If he left, the bandits would pile into their getaway car and be miles from this spot before Walsh could return.


  There was only one thing to do— attack solo.


  It was a highly dangerous thing to try, but Walsh recalled Stockton’s crumpled body and the lack of mercy shown by these killers. He remembered the police censure he had suffered and the long hours he had waited for just this moment. He wasn’t going to pass up this chance now.


  
    

  


  GRIMLY Walsh moved on the house. There was no shooting. Probably they didn’t want to risk making much noise and were content to let him get close enough for a single shot to wipe him out. But Walsh had other ideas. He drew his coat collar high to mask the whiteness of his shirt. He pulled his hat down low and became just a blob of a shadow moving through the darkness.


  He made a half-circle of the house and came at it from the opposite side, where the grass was high enough to cover his movements. There was a narrow, cleared space which he had to negotiate. He did so in a flying lunge that brought him plumb against the brick foundation of the house. Crawling quietly, he reached the front porch.


  A curtain moved and Walsh fired two quick shots. They drew a howl of anguish, but no return fire. He kept out of range of that window, climbed to the porch and picked up a chair. Swinging this, he crashed the pane of glass to bits, dropped the chair and fired one shot into the room. Then he took a headlong dive through the window.


  Someone came toward him with a rush. Walsh stuck out his foot and the attacker went skidding across the floor on his face. He bounded to his feet and raised the gun he held. Walsh shot him through the head.


  Someone pumped three quick shots from around the corner of the door leading to the hall. One nicked Walsh’s arm and stung, like the prick of a wasp. It only served to turn Walsh into a raging tornado. All ideas of silence were off now. Unless he missed his guess, the rest of this mob would be heading for the rear exit.


  Walsh took a flyer through the door, sprinted down the hallway and went into a flying tackle as he saw a shadowy form standing in front of him, gun coming down.


  He floored the man, felt a bullet whiz by his ear as the report almost deafened him. Then he pinned his man to the floor and without wasted motion, kicked him under the chin. He scooped up a third gun dropped by the thug.


  Three men were coming down the staircase. Walsh let go, emptying one pistol at them. One man knelt suddenly, as a slug smashed through his leg, but he hobbled up the stairs and with the other two disappeared in one of the bedrooms.


  Walsh grinned crookedly. “You mugs,” he sang out, “you’re licked! Come down out of there with your hands up.”


  “Sez you,” a harsh voice derided. “We’re slated for the chair if we’re caught, so we’ll go out shooting, see? You’re only one guy—we’re three and we got tommy guns. You’re the sap who is licked. If you stay, we’ll blast you, and if you run for it, we’1l see if you can outrun a stream of lead from one of these gats.”


  Walsh started up the staircase, walking as lightly as possible. The darkness prevented him from seeing much, but that worked both ways and protected him as well. A streak of flame emanated from the banister at the top of the landing. Bullets smashed into the walls, into the steps, and like a searching finger, tried to seek him out.


  Walsh fired straight into that streak of flame and it stopped immediately. He heard the gun fall to the floor, followed by the sodden thud of a body.


  “Got me,” someone groaned. “Can’t move—paralyzed! But I can see him now. I’ll tell you when he’s in position for shooting, and you can let ‘im have it.”


  “Good, Rocky,” the harsh-voiced thug called back. “Stay on the floor and he can’t get you. Tell us every move he makes.”


  
    

  


  THIS was a predicament. Instead of putting his man out of the picture, Walsh had made a dangerous guard of him. He couldn’t move, but he could see and sing out a warning. Walsh sat on the steps and removed his shoes. Then, gripping his empty pistol by the middle, he crept up on his hands and knees until he reached the landing. If he showed his head, the wounded thug would sing out and guns would answer his cry.


  Somehow, he must be stopped and Walsh thought he knew the only way.


  Walsh’s right hand drew back and then snapped forward. The empty pistol flew through the darkness and slapped hard against the wounded thug’s head. He moaned as the gun rattled to the floor.


  “What was that?” Harsh-voice called out.


  “Me,” Walsh hissed in answer, trying to imitate the thug’s voice. “I tried to move, but no soap. Must have got me in the spine.”


  “Keep your eyes open!” came the order. “We’re getting set to go out the window but don’t worry—we’ll take him from the rear and get you away. Just watch for him.”


  Walsh slithered across the landing, seized the unconscious thug by the shoulders and very gently pulled him away from the door.


  “Boss,” Walsh hissed. “Boss, I think I can move. Maybe in a couple of minutes I can pick up my gun and mow this bird down.”


  “Swell—try it. Where is he now?” “Half-way down the steps,” Walsh replied. “He’s waiting for a chance to rush me. Be ready with your guns. I can’t hold him back.”


  Rapidly Walsh peeled off the unconscious man’s coat. He donned it and crept over toward the door, lying flat in the exact position assumed by the wounded crook. His hand closed around the stock of the submachine gun and his fingers told him that the ammunition drum was in position and half-full of cartridges.


  “Boss,” Walsh cried suddenly. “He’s comin’! Turn on the lights. You can get him now.”


  Instantly the hall lights flashed on and two men catapulted out of the bedroom, rifles aimed at the stairway. They only glanced at the man they believed was their own wounded comrade. Too late, they saw how they had been tricked. One, the thin- faced man Walsh had trailed, spun around with his gun pumping lead.


  Walsh fired a burst and the thug went down, legs riddled. The last man promptly lowered his gun and elevated his hands.


  Distantly Walsh heard a siren. Half an hour later Detective-lieutenant Brophy almost bit his cigar in two.


  “Well,” he admitted, “you did what eighteen thousand cops were trying to accomplish. We never even had a lead. How’d you trail ‘em here?”


  “Come along to the subway station and I’ll show you,” Walsh invited, grinning happily.


  They watched the wounded thugs being taken away in ambulances. The ones able to navigate under their own power were piled into a patrol wagon. Lieutenant Brophy whisked Walsh to the subway station and followed him through the kiosk and up to the turnstiles. Walsh fumbled in his pocket and took out a solitary nickel. He dropped it into the slot and then stepped back.


  “Take a look,” he smiled. “Every time a nickel is dropped into one of those turnstiles, it stops beside a magnifying glass. That’s so nobody can try dumping slugs over on the company.”


  “But what’s that got to do with trapping those mugs?” Brophy asked.


  
    

  


  WALSH moved the turnstile and then dropped another nickel into the slot.


  This time the illuminated, magnifying glass, brought the surface of the coin into bold relief. He pointed to the enlarged Indian head on the nickel.


  “See that punch mark in the middle of the Indian’s cheek? There’s another on the reverse side—smack in the center of the buffalo’s belly. We’ve been having trouble with crooked mechanics and booth men lately. I was given the job of tripping them up and I did just that by stamping a bunch of nickels with those marks. If the crooks stole any nickels and put them back in the booth—I could find them. If they just shoved them into their pockets, we had something to back up accusations. I had just finished the investigation the day of the stickup, and in the collection car was a sack of these nickels. It so happened that the sack was marked as containing half dollars. They grabbed it, thinking there might be a few hundred dollars in it. The nickels weren’t touched, you’ll remember. They were too heavy and bulky to make away with. Those nickels were marked so that the indentation wouldn’t be noticed by the naked eye, yet big enough for the magnifying glass in the turnstile machines to bring into relief.”


  “Yeah, yeah,” Brophy snapped, “but how did you spot the guy? You couldn’t watch every subway station in town.”


  Walsh chuckled. ‘‘You remember the alarm was sent in right after the stickup by the man at the station just ahead, and the whole area was closed off by radio cars within three or four minutes. I found that out later. Well, at that hour of the morning no bandit car could have broken through the cordon, so I figured they must have had a hideout all set right in the neighborhood. Those mugs were clever enough to plan that far ahead. Anyway, I took a chance and watched the turnstiles at this station. This mug shows, drops his nickel into the slot, and right there’s the pay-off. I trailed him back to the hideout and the rest was a cinch.”


  “Yeah, yeah,” Brophy grumbled. “Some cinch. You tackled five killers and got them all. Son, you ought to be on the regular cops. There’s plenty of room for guys like you—smart guys.”


  “Tell that,” Walsh suggested, “to the Civil Service Commission. They say I’m too dumb.”
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  THE lean-jawed, dark-haired man in the dinner jacket studied the girl who had just been shown into the library. He waited for her to speak first. “You are Lee Richmond?” inquired the girl unnecessarily. She too was in evening dress.


  “And you,” said the man, “are Avis Fenton, the younger of the two Fenton sisters who live with their uncle on Park Avenue. Two months ago you and your sister each received fifty thousand dollars that was being held in trust for you until you were twenty-one and twenty-five respectively.”


  “How did you learn all that?” demanded Avis Fenton in amazement.


  “I never forget anything I read in the papers—and I read at least two or three of them every day. That is why I’m called the Nocturnal Detective. I only work nights— the days I spend in reading and resting.”


  He regarded her keenly.


  “You didn’t come here tonight to have me tell you your name,” he said. “What’s worrying you, Miss Fenton? Something is, I know.”


  “Mr. Richmond,” Avis Fenton burst out, “you must help me! You know that old brownstone house the family owns on Seventy-Second Street? Well, it’s not untenanted, although it’s supposed to be.


  Early this evening my sister Margaret and I drove by the house on our way to the theater. We were early for the show and I suggested that it might be fun if we stopped for a few minutes and looked through the old house. After all, we lived in it as children.”


  “Yes?” Richmond prompted.


  “I had a key to a rear door. To our surprise we found that the house was dimly lighted. At first we were a bit frightened, and then we decided that the real estate agent might be showing some one the place. It’s for sale or rent, you know, furnished.”


  Richmond listened intently to the rest of the story. The two sisters had gone upstairs. There were lights burning in all of the rooms. Heavy drapes had been fastened across the windows and doors so that the lights could not be seen from outside the house.


  “Then we saw him,” said Avis. “A tall man with a thin satanic face, and a beard at the point of his chin. We were paralyzed by the suddenness of his appearance. He came silently toward us and fixed his eyes on Margaret’s face.


  “ ‘You must sleep,’ he said. ‘Sleep!’ My tongue stuck, I couldn’t cry out.”


  “Go on,” said Richmond.


  “Margaret, always more suggestible than myself, walked over to a divan at the command of the tall man, and stretched out, apparently asleep. The man turned his eyes on me. I pretended to respond to his hypnotic power. I dropped to the floor, played possum. He thought he had me and he left the room. I lost no time in sneaking out of the house and coming to you.”


  “Why not to the police?” asked the detective.


  “The publicity,” said Avis. “I had heard friends speak of you, so I came here. Won’t you help me, Mr. Richmond?”


  “Of course I will. Don’t worry. We’ll get your sister out of this, whatever it is.” Fifteen minutes later with his hand on the gun in his pocket, Lee Richmond pushed the door of the dismal brownstone open. A dim light burned in the hall.


  “Follow me,” he whispered.


  
    

  


  AVIS silently closed the door from the inside and then followed Richmond along the hall. The detective paused to listen. The old house was grimly silent.


  Abruptly the dim light in the hall went out. Richmond caught the girl by the arm with his left hand while he drew a gun with his right.


  “Quiet!” he whispered. “I think he knows we are here.”


  Richmond saw a tiny object glowing on the side wall. He recognized it at once as a little radium-treated knob at the end of a hanging light chain, placed there so that the light could be found in the dark.


  He released his grip on the girl’s arm and advanced toward the light chain. He reached out to touch it. As he did so he felt what appeared to be a thread snap as his hand brushed against it. He reacted to the warning instantly, leaped back. A heavy object, falling from a height, struck the floor.


  The hall light came on again abruptly. Richmond found himself gazing down at a heavy dagger that had been suspended above the light fixture by a thread.


  “Somebody around here has cute ideas,” he muttered.


  “We like to entertain our guests,” said a suave voice! The dark man described by Avis suddenly appeared from behind a curtain. He frowned as he saw the gun in Richmond’s hand.


  “I’m afraid that is hardly necessary, Mr.—”


  “Lee Richmond,” said the detective. “Perhaps you have heard of me, Doctor Dothan.”


  “You know my name?” asked the tall man, his eyes glittering.


  “And your reputation, Doctor,” said Richmond. “Barred from the medical profession for malpractice. Convicted on a charge of blackmail and given seven years in jail. Released in nineteen thirty-eight and then disappearing.”


  “My friend,” said Doctor Dothan, “you know too much. You’ve practically signed your own death warrant.”


  “Cut the melodrama,” said Richmond. “You forget I’ve got you covered.”


  “Look out!” screamed Avis suddenly. Richmond whirled, and caught a glimpse of a weird looking face.


  In that instant Doctor Dothan acted. He leaped forward, a gun in his own hand.


  “Drop that automatic!” he snapped. Richmond obeyed, knowing that a dead man would be of no help to the two sisters.


  “I don’t understand how you have been getting away with this, Doctor,” said Richmond slowly.


  “It’s quite easy, I assure you,” said Dothan, his tones heavy with vanity. “Like you, I work only at night, when the real estate agent is not likely to be showing the house. My friend, I shall have to hold you prisoner.”


  Dothan raised his voice. “Belchar!” He called. “Belchar!”


  
    

  


  OUT of the shadow at the end of the hall, loomed a weird figure—a tall man clad .in a red robe, the upper part of his face hidden by a black mask, and his round head completely bald.


  He looked like the priest of some strange foreign cult.


  “You called me, O Enlightened One,” said Belchar. Evil eyes glittered through the holes in the mask. “Are these the ones?”


  “They are, Belchar,” said Doctor Dothan. He pointed dramatically to Avis. “This girl, can’t you see that she is a power for evil which we must conquer?”


  “What’s all this rigmarole?” Richmond snapped.


  “Belchar is the high priest of the Cult of Flame,” said Doctor Dothan. “He regards all evil as feminine, and is pledged by the Cult to root it out.”


  “Bunk!” said Richmond.


  The nocturnal detective had noted the brown oxfords that were revealed beneath Belchar’s robe. Dothan moved closer to Richmond.


  Abruptly Richmond lashed out with a hard right that caught Dothan squarely on the chin. The bearded man dropped to the floor.


  Belchar uttered a roar of rage, leaped, flashing a wicked looking knife.


  Richmond ducked, Belchar cleverly blocked the blow. The man in the red robe knew how to fight.


  Again he lunged forward, the keen blade plunged toward Richmond’s heart.


  Richmond flung himself to one side, avoided the thrust by a hair’s breadth.


  “Drop that knife!”


  It was Avis who spoke. The girl had grabbed up Richmond’s automatic from the floor and was covering Belchar with the gun. The red-robed man turned with a snarl. As he saw the gun, his expression changed. He uttered a howl of fright, dashed down the hall and disappeared.


  For the first time Richmond noticed that Doctor Dothan was also missing. Evidently he had managed to get away while the detective had been fighting with Belchar.


  “Now to get Margaret,” Richmond panted. “She must still be somewhere in the house.”


  Avis handed him the automatic. Cautiously they advanced along the hall, reached a living room, found it deserted.


  Richmond uttered a soft exclamation as he saw a wax statue standing on a mantel. It was the head of a girl, life-size, and it had been painted realistically.


  “Looks enough like you to be your double, Avis,” Richmond said. “How come?”


  “Father had queer ideas. Thought he’d like to have something like that in case I passed on before he did. When he died, I had it sent over here.”


  “It’s going to come in handy,” Richmond said grimly.


  He took the statue and placed it on a pile of books he stacked up on the seat of a big arm chair. Then he found a scarf and draped it over the shoulders of the statue.


  From the rear it looked as though it was Avis sitting there. To make it even more realistic, Richmond drew out an ivory cigarette holder, placed a cigarette in it, then lighted it. He placed the burning cigarette down on an ash tray on the arm of the chair.


  “Now let’s get behind that screen,” he said softly.


  
    

  


  FOR a few moments the room was silent. Then the red-robed man appeared. He saw what appeared to be Avis Fenton sitting motionless in the chair. Belchar drew his knife and stealthily advanced toward the chair. He reached it and raised the knife to strike.


  “All right, Belchar,” said Richmond, covering him with the automatic. “We’ve got you. Drop that knife.”


  Belchar let the knife fall to the floor. From the doorway behind him came the roar of a gun. Richmond fired as a bullet whistled by his head. Doctor Dothan dropped with a bullet in his shoulder.


  “You can take off the mask now, Belchar,” said Richmond. “I know you. You’re Egg Mullin, cheap crook who has been working with Doctor Dothan.” His voice grew hard. “And if Margaret Fenton has been harmed, you’ll get the electric chair.”


  “Aw, she ain’t been hurt none,” said Mullin. “She’s tied up in the other room.” He pointed toward a closed door.


  Avis ran to the door and drew it open. An instant later she was back with her sister.


  “I’ve got to admit,” said Richmond, “that you tried to work a little different angle on the usual kidnaping racket, Doctor. You and Mullin moved in here hoping that the Fenton girls would appear here alone to look over their property. When they did so tonight you were all ready to kidnap them and hold them for ransom. Unfortunately for you Avis got away and came to me—”


  “But the weird cult and the man in the red robe?” said Avis wonderingly.


  “All a lot of bunk to impress and frighten you two girls into acquiescing in anything they instructed you to do.” He smiled. “There is no such thing as the Cult of the Flame. At least I haven’t read about it in the papers. And,” the Nocturnal Detective concluded, “I don’t think this precious pair will do any night work for a long time to come.”
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  FROM the private office of the president of Marvel Perfumes, Limited came the steady murmur of voices and then an excited shout. Jack Sanford glanced at Joan Weaver and smiled.


  “Sounds as if the boss has made another colossal discovery,” Sanford said.


  ‘‘It’s an inspiration that Joseph James Javer thought up all by himself—with the help of the research chemists, the head of the distillation department, the advertising manager, the art director and a man named Mike.”


  “And the result will be a new perfume to add to the Marvel line,” Joan said. “But you should lower your voice to a hushed tone when you speak of J. J. He’s a great man, Jack. If you don’t believe it, he’ll tell you so.”


  She rose from her desk—a lovely, slender, Titian haired girl—with plenty of poise. Joseph James Javer insisted upon his receptionist being decorative and Joan was as attractive as the pastel decorated room in which she worked.


  Jack Sanford also fitted his surroundings. He was dark haired, well dressed, with a strong, handsome face. Two months ago he had been discharged from the Marines because of wounds received on combat duty overseas, and now he was back in his old job as head perfume salesman for Marvel Perfumes, Limited.


  The door of the private office opened abruptly and Javer appeared. He was a small fat man who was usually so excitable that he reminded Sanford of a lighted firecracker looking for some place to explode.


  “We’ve got it—it’s wonderful!” exclaimed Joseph James Javer. ‘‘This is best inspiration—a new scent that will have every woman in town crazy. It’s a bombshell, that’s what it is. Come in both of you. I want your reactions.”


  He turned from the doorway and Joan and Sanford followed him back into the private office. Here five men and two women were gathered around a vial of perfume that stood corked on the big table. It was a tiny object indeed to create so much excitement.


  “Bombshell!” muttered Javer. “That’s what we’ll call it. Bombshell—the devastating perfume!”


  “Wonderful!” said Sanford, and Javer didn’t get the irony in his voice. “And I suppose you will sell it in hand grenades.”


  “Great!” said Joseph James Javer. He seated himself at his desk and then bounced up again. “I was just thinking of that. We will make a perfume bottle that looks just like a hand grenade.”


  “We might get up an advertising campaign on that, Chief,” said Bill Weeden, the advertising manager. “Find some spectacular way of introducing the new Bombshell perfume to the New York public. How about it, Rumsey?”


  
    

  


  ALL who were present glanced at Rumsey, a thin-faced blond man who had joined the perfume company as a research chemist just two weeks ago. There was something about Carl Rumsey that Jack Sanford did not like, though the head salesman could not explain his antipathy.


  “Let me smell the new perfume,” Joan said, picking up the vial and pulling out the cork. She sniffed. “Um, that is lovely—and not too loud either.”


  “A quiet bombshell.” Sanford grinned as Joan handed him the vial and he tested the new scent. “Say, this isn’t bad at all.” He looked at Dan Larkin, the head of perfume testing lab. ‘‘What were the fixators, Dan?”


  “The usual blends,” said Larkin, who was big and bald and glum looking. “Oils, balsams and synthetics—I don’t need to go into details. It’s a variation on the bouquets of flowery odor.”


  “And nice, too,” said Joan.


  “Don’t stand here talking,” shouted J. J. Javer in one of his sudden changes of mood. “Get to work, all of you!”


  “Mohammed has spoken,” muttered Sanford as he headed for the door with the others following him. “We hear and heed.” He caught a glimpse of Carl Rumsey’s face as the chemist glanced at the president of the perfume company. Hate gleamed in Rumsey’s eyes. He was glaring at Javer. Sanford wondered if there was some hidden feud between the two men.


  In a few minutes everyone had gone back to their work. As soon as the advertising manager had left Javer’s office, the president had called Bill Weeden back and the door was again closed as the two men talked.


  Outside in the reception room, Sanford lingered as Joan seated herself at her desk. He went to a window and stood gazing down at the busy street five stories below. There was the usual traffic speeding by, bound north and south on Seventh Avenue.


  “I don’t like it, Joan,” Sanford said, turning toward her. “Doesn’t it strike you that ‘Bombshell’ is a rather grim name for a perfume?”


  “Yes,” she said. “And I don’t care the idea of using imitation hand grenades as containers.”


  “But neither one of us is going to tell J. J. so,” said Sanford. He walked over to the desk. “Has there been any trouble between Javer and Rumsey?”


  “Not that I have noticed,” said Joan.


  ‘‘Why do you ask, Jack?”


  “Just had a hunch there might be.” Sanford frowned. “That’s all.”


  The communicator on Joan’s desk buzzed. She flicked the switch, then listened.


  “Send Rumsey in here.” J. J.’s voice sounded strange.


  “Yes, Mr. Javer,” Joan said. “Right away.” She adjusted a switch, picked up a phone, called the manufacturing part of the plant, and told Rumsey that Mr. Javer wanted him at once.


  Bill Weeden came out of the private office The advertising manager did not look happy.


  “He sure is in a mood today,” Weeden said. “Nothing suits him.”


  “Nothing ever does,” said Sanford gazing at Weeden’s left sleeve. “J. J. is hard to get along with.”


  Rumsey now appeared and went to the president’s office. He opened the door and walked in without knocking, closing the door after him. Weeden hurried into his own office down the corridor. Sanford continued to talk with Joan for a few moments longer.


  “Looks like this is going to be quite a day,” said Sanford finally, glancing at his wristwatch. “And it is only eleven A. M. I guess I’d better go see about selling our new line to that shop over on Madison Avenue.”


  “And don’t forget to mention the Bombshell,” said Joan with a smile she reserved for those she liked a lot. “Though you can’t start selling Bombshell yet. J. J. might change his mind.”


  The door of Javer’s office had silently opened as she spoke.


  Rumsey stood in the doorway, his thin face expressionless.


  “Mr. Javer will never change his mind about anything,” Rumsey said. “He’s dead.”


  “Dead!” exclaimed Sanford, moving closer. “What do you mean?”


  “Look!” Carl Rumsey waved his hand toward the room behind him. “You’ll see.”


  
    

  


  JACK SANFORD stepped to the door and peered in. Joseph James Javer was still seated at his desk. But now the little fat man was slumped back in his chair. An ornate stiletto, which he used for a paper cutter, was sticking into his chest over the heart.


  “Oh!” Joan stifled a shriek as she peered over Sanford’s shoulder. “He’s been murdered!” She looked wildly at Rumsey. “You did this. You killed him!”


  “No,” said Rumsey. “I didn’t do it. He was dead when I entered the office. I made sure of it and then phoned the police on Javer’s private outside wire. That’s why I didn’t come out again right away.”


  Joan didn’t argue. She looked as if she were going to faint. She went back to her desk and just sat there. Sanford was thinking swiftly, his eyes fixed on the face of the blond man. Carl Rumsey could have stabbed Javer and then deliberately waited in the private office and phoned the police in order to cover himself.


  ‘‘But J. J. was alive before you entered the office,” Joan finally said, again looking at Rumsey. “I talked to him over the communicator just a few moments before you went in. He was alive then.”


  “Was he?” said Rumsey thoughtfully. “I wonder. Bill Weeden was called back into the office when we all left twenty minutes ago. Maybe he killed Javer.”


  “I guess we’d better let the police decide who did it,” said Sanford quietly. “They are good at that sort of thing.”


  Some of the other members of the firm appeared and were told what had happened. A few minutes later the Homicide Squad arrived, Captain Doyle in charge. The police went to work without any fuss. It was all routine to them.


  Doyle questioned everybody and learned all that he could about the murder. Obviously no one knew anything save Joan, Sanford, Weeden and Rumsey.


  “So it boils down to this,” said the captain finally. “Either Bill Weeden the advertising manager, or Carl Rumsey, the chemist, killed Javer. But they both claim they didn’t do it, and I have no real evidence against either one of them.”


  Sanford discovered that Captain Doyle was a dangerously friendly soul. He gained your trust by apparently taking you into his confidence and then trapped you into admitting something you had not intended to reveal.


  “Weeden did it,” Sanford said, for Doyle was now talking to him alone. “I noticed a spot of blood on the right cuff of his shirt when he stepped out of the office.”


  “So did I when I questioned him.” The captain sighed. “But he also has a fresh cut on his wrist. Claims he got it opening a can of tomato juice for breakfast at home and didn’t have time to change his shirt because he was late. Could be.”


  “Then you won’t make any arrests?” asked Sanford.


  “Not enough evidence now,” said Doyle. “Maybe I’ll dig up something later.”


  Javer’s body was taken away, the office was closed and everyone sent home after the police had departed. Sanford learned that Javer’s brother who had been a partner in the firm, but had retired, planned to step back into harness and run Marvel Perfumes, Limited.


  A week later the firm was again doing business as usual. J. J. Javer had been buried and Captain Doyle was still quietly investigating the murder. All of the original employees were still in their old jobs. David Javer was bringing out the new Bombshell Perfume. He had thought of a publicity stunt that was as wild as any that might have occurred to J. J.


  “The perfume bottles are actually made of thin metal,” the tall, thin old man announced to his staff. “The public has not seen them yet. So we are going to have Miss Weaver drop one out of the window and startle the crowd down on the street.”


  “Don’t tell me the perfume explodes when it hits the ground,” Sanford said. “The police won’t like that.”


  “No, of course not,” said David Javer impatiently. “It will merely break, and everyone will get a good whiff of the perfume.”


  “Sure.” Sanford smiled faintly. “And the container will probably hit somebody when it drops, and they’ll sue the firm for fifty thousand, at least.”


  “Nonsense!” Javer glared at the head salesman. “I don’t like your attitude, Sanford. You haven’t the right spirit.”


  “Sorry, Boss,” said Sanford.


  
    

  


  IT WAS arranged that Joan would toss one of the imitation hand grenades out of the window at noon that day from the window of the reception room. The more Jack Sanford thought about it, the sillier he considered the whole idea, but he had made no further comment. He liked his job too well to be too critical.


  At noon Carl Rumsey, the chemist, brought one of the containers to the small group gathered in the reception room. It was the first of the new perfume bottles that Sanford had seen and he had to admit that the container looked like the real thing.


  He went to the window and looked down. At the curb below two motor coaches were waiting for passengers and a crowd was gathering—getting ready to board the busses. An idea struck him and he drew Joan aside for a moment and talked to her in a low tone so the others could not hear him. She listened and then nodded.


  “All right,” she said softly. “I’ll do it.” “Now is the time, Miss Weaver,” said Javer as he stood in the reception room with Rumsey and Larkin and Bill Weeden. He picked up the grenade. “Heavier than I thought,” he remarked as he handed it to her. “Release that trigger on the top before you throw the grenade, please. The perfume is sure to come out then.”


  “All right, Mr. Javer.” Joan took the grenade and went to the window. “Why, there’s your wife just getting on one of the busses Mr. Rumsey. Well, here goes!” She drew back her arm as if about to toss the grenade out of the window.


  “No!” shouted Rumsey, leaping forward and grabbing her arm. “Don’t drop it! That’s a real hand grenade. My wife will be killed!”


  No one noticed that the door leading into the hall had opened and Captain Doyle had stepped quietly into the room. He stood watching and listening.


  “A real grenade!” exclaimed Javer. “But that’s impossible.”


  “No, it isn’t,” snapped Sanford, staring at the grenade that Rumsey had wrenched from Joan’s hand. “That grenade is real and the trigger has been tripped. It will explode at any moment and blow us all up.”


  Rumsey tossed the grenade toward Bill Weeden, who instinctively caught it. The advertising manager stood there—an expression of stark horror on his face. He seemed unable to move.


  “Put it down, Weeden,” said Jack Sanford calmly. “It won’t explode. That isn’t the real grenade. You see Dan Larkin discovered the real one that Rumsey planned to have Joan throw out the window. He switched it for one of the regular perfume containers.”


  “That’s right,” said the head of the testing lab. “There is no danger.”


  “But why did you try to do such a thing, Rumsey?” demanded Javer.


  “For the same reason that he murdered J. J.,” said Sanford. “Revenge. He thinks our firm stole a process from him which was worth a lot of money—cheated him out of it. He wanted to cause a public disaster and ruin the company.”


  “I was bilked,” exclaimed Rumsey wildly. “The Javer brothers made me lose a fortune five years ago. So recently I got a job here under another name—and I’ll have my revenge yet. I will, I tell you!”


  “Five years ago,” said Larkin. “Then your real name must be Carl Rand. I remember. We tried that process and it wasn’t any good so we never used it.”


  “That’s a lie,” snapped Rumsey. “It was perfect.”


  “I had an idea you were the murderer, Rumsey,” said Captain Doyle as he stepped forward. “And now I’m sure of it. You are under arrest.”


  He got a firm grip on the chemist and led him out of the room.


  “I thought he might break if he believed someone close to him was in danger from the grenade,” said Sanford. “That’s why I had Joan say she saw Mrs. Rumsey getting on the bus, though she wasn’t down there, of course.” He looked at Javer. “Seems to me that your bombshell perfume nearly blew up in your face, Mr. Javer.”


  “That’s right.” Javer nodded. “We’ll call it something else—and use a different container. I don’t like the idea of grenades any longer. Indirectly it cost my brother his life.”


  “Why not call the perfume Memory in honor of J. J.,” suggested Sanford. “I think he would like that.”


  “Good!” exclaimed Javer. “We’ll do it. And no more bombshells!”


  [image: ChapterEnd]


  [image: Cartouche]

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ChapterEnd.png





OEBPS/Images/image03.jpg
Popular Detective, December, 1939

Sinister House

By J. S. ENDICOTT

Author of “Murder in the Belfy,” “Showdown Crime,” ec.

Morgoret stretabed i hypnotic slecp





OEBPS/Images/image01.jpg
Horrible Was the Fate Destined for Mol Craig!

Vial of Murder

By J. S. ENDICOTT
Author of “League of the Skulls,” “Death Hangs High,” etc.





OEBPS/Images/image04.jpg
Thrilling Detective. June 1945

BOMBSHELL MURDER

By J. S. ENDICOTT

Jack Sanford recognizes the grim scent of mystery!





OEBPS/Images/Cartouche.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image02.jpg
Popular Detective, October, 1939

A gaarl came from behind Waldh

MARKED FOR

EVIDENCE

By J.S. ENDICOTT

uthor of “The Bath Tub Murder,” “No Way to Die, " etc.





