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Chapter One

MY IDEA of a pleasant evening is to stretch out in a deck chair, to allow exactly three drops of bitters to fall into my first old fashioned, and to wriggle my feet into a pair of old soft slippers. It must be the wriggling that gets me into trouble. My wife Arabella seems to think that the devil finds work for idle feet to do. She believes that feet should be kept busy urging horses over jumps, racing back after high lobs, and hiking across country. While I disagree with her, I feel that there should be a certain amount of give and take in marriage. And so, when she proposed a stroll up and over the low Virginia hill across the road from our house, I merely objected quietly.

Of course I should have known better. I should have objected wildly, violently. I should have known that a stroll with Arab can resemble a walk through a battle indoctrination course. I should have suspected that, in half an hour, my feet would be trying to sprint back at a speed of eighteen hundred feet per second, which is approximately the muzzle velocity of a .45 caliber bullet. And in spite of my efforts, the bullets were catching up.

“I don’t want to walk,” I told her. “I walked three miles along Pentagon corridors today, getting my terminal leave papers started.”

“And you traveled four miles in your swivel chair,” she said. “A walk will do you good.”

“I feel very good right now.”

“Just because you’re getting out of the Army is no reason to relax, Andy. You’re going to have to work hard to get started again in the antique business.”

“I’m in no rush,” I said, yawning. “I want to take things easy.”

“Andy,” she said quietly, “when you look at yourself what do you see?”

“I see a pair of tired feet.”

“Well, I see a long lanky body, hung together about as loosely as that deck chair. I see a tuft of sandy red hair that I’d like to pull. I see — ”

“You see,” I interrupted, “a guy who was voted Most Unlikely to Succeed by his class at Old Nassau. You see a guy who doesn’t know why you put up with him. You see a guy who is madly in love with you.”

“Don’t you mean sanely in love, darling?”

“I guess I do. All right, let’s live violently. Let’s go for a walk.”

I forced my feet into shoes, and we started. At the time it seemed like a small sacrifice. After all, a man can’t marry a girl like Arab and then retire to a wheel chair. She had been runner-up in the North American Women’s Small-Bore Skeet Shoot, and a forward on All-Philadelphia Girls in field hockey, and number one debutante of her year.

She has hair that blows out behind her like candle flames in a wind, and a figure that draws as many whistles as noon in a factory town. She could have had her pick of the rising young bankers and lawyers and advertising men along Philadelphia’s Main Line, but she had picked me … a dreamy dealer in antiques. It must have been an urge to reform something.

Across the road from our house a faint old wagon trail led to the right. Personally I have no interest in old trails; none of my customers before the war ever collected them. But a trail brings out the Doctor-Livingston-I-presume in Arab. She led me across the road and onto it. We walked along in silence for a while. Arab’s fingers caught mine and pulled me close and I could feel the warm curve of her waist. All around us insects chirped like small tea kettles. The air was blue with twilight and smelled warm and alive after a day in the laundered atmosphere of The Pentagon. The wagon trail wandered up the hill like an old hound hunting for a rabbit scent. It reversed direction completely and curved left over the hill and down into a field where an abandoned farmhouse was crumbling. Beyond the farmhouse the wagon trail wore itself a hollow between six-foot banks, rambled over another hill, and then stopped abruptly in a tangle of scrub evergreen and wild honeysuckle.

Arab wriggled into the thicket, and called back, “There’s a paved road down here!”

I found her standing on the edge of a gravel bank. At some time in the past a macadam road had been cut through at a right angle to the wagon trail, leaving the trail stranded fifteen feet above the new road.

There was a big house a short distance away across the road, perched on the edge of a small cliff. Two lighted windows and an open door shone like butter in the dusk. Below the house, on the sloping bottom of the cliff, a pair of fireflies were dancing. It looked like a pleasant, homey scene until Arab said, “I wonder what those two people are doing with those flashlights?”

I had been wrong in thinking that the lights were fireflies. Two dark shadows were moving on the cliff slope, probing crevices and hollows with ghostly flashlights. “What difference does it make what they’re doing?” I asked.

“Maybe we could help.”

“It might be something personal,” I said. “Maybe they don’t want to be disturbed.”

By the time I finished my remark, of course, Arab was already sliding down the gravel bank to the macadam road. I trailed glumly after her. I always feel backward about meeting strangers, especially strangers prowling with flashlights. I caught up to Arab and tried to coax her to turn back, but it was useless. She was quivering with curiosity. Now that we were on the road a screen of scrub evergreens hid the house and the cliff below it. Arab started angling through the low pines and firs. In about thirty feet the trees thinned and I could see the flashlights again.

I grabbed her arm. “This,” I said, “is the end of the line.”

“Let’s get just a little closer, so we can really see what they’re doing.”

“No, repeat, no.”

She said, “You aren’t nervous, are you, darling?” and giggled.

The giggle was intended to shame me into going with her, and I resented it. “I certainly am nervous,” I said angrily. “I’m not ashamed of it, either. And to show you how nervous I am and how unashamed I am, if you go any closer I’m going home.”

As soon as I said that I knew it was a mistake. Arab takes threats as a dare. She said, “There’s a long enough sheet on our bed so you can get your head under it, darling. I’ll see you back at the house.” And she walked away.

Probably I should have followed her but I was too angry. She paused at the edge of the thicket and then moved cautiously toward the squat shapes of several firs that stood like sentries on the clear space between the thicket and the cliff. In the gathering darkness she was just a shadow now. She reached one of the lone firs, a few dozen feet away from me, and blended into the black cone of its silhouette. I fixed her position in my mind so I wouldn’t forget it: there were two isolated trees to the left of her hiding place and three on her right, each separated by a few yards from the others.

Just as I finished memorizing her position, a man spoke on the cliff slope a hundred feet away. He complained, “It must of fell in a hole. We can’t do much now. Why don’t we wait to morning?”

A flashlight near him waved protestingly. “You wanna leave a fortune lying out here all night?” a second voice asked. “I didn’t think any brother of mine could be so dumb. Get going.”

“Okay, okay,” the first man grumbled.

I shivered. I didn’t like that word fortune. We were spying on something that was not our business, and business that involves hunting for a fortune in the dark can be unpleasant. I looked back at Arab’s hiding place. It was odd; I thought I had counted two small trees on her left and three on her right. But now there were three shadows on each side. I wished she would come back; she was entirely too close to the men on the cliff.

A new voice called from somewhere up in the house, “You guys are hunting too far to the right. Don’t forget it dropped out of this window. It couldn’t roll or bounce much.” The voice sounded like pebbles rattling in a tin can. I looked up and saw the black outline of a man’s head and shoulders at a first floor window.

One of the men with flashlights called back, “We looked there the best we could. You don’t expect us to climb that and look for it, do you?” He flicked his light toward the house. In the beam I saw that the cliff dropped straight down for twenty feet from the foundations of the house before starting to slope gradually. There didn’t seem to be even a hand-grip on the sheer part of the cliff.

“It couldn’t be there anyway,” the man at the window said. “Nothing it could catch on. And if it had, you could see it gleam.”

The man who had wanted to quit until morning complained, “The way it vanished you might think some crook was waiting here and grabbed it.”

There was silence. A tense, meaningful silence. The man with the other flashlight said finally, “Shut up.”

The first man said, “I only meant it was something to start thinking about.”

The second man said, “Everybody else thought of that ten minutes ago.”

“But look,” the first man said, “if some crook was waiting out here then maybe he was waiting because somebody in the house was gonna throw it out. Maybe it didn’t just fall. Did you think of — ”

“Shut up!”

“Okay, okay.”

It was about time, I thought, to get Arab out of here. Something was going to happen and it might be spelled t-r-o-u-b-l-e. I looked for Arab’s tree, and blinked. Either my eyes or brain were off the beam. Now there were only two squat shadows of evergreens to the left of Arab’s tree. Wait a minute … three. I stared dumbly and suddenly realized that the third shadow was moving toward Arab’s tree. I opened my mouth to yell. I was too late.

Feet scrambled on rock and there was a flurry of shadows and a new voice cried triumphantly, “Bring a light, quick! I caught somebody. A girl!” His voice was rough and chilling, like a power saw biting timber.

A light danced down the slope and I started forward but things happened too fast for me. To look at Arab you wouldn’t think she could even shake off a slight cold, let alone a man. But I’ve seen her curbing a sixteen-hand hunter, and weaving through a hockey line like a jeep skidding through a jam of six-by-sixes. Up by the tree shadows wavered again and the man grunted in pain and Arab came tearing back toward the thicket. She raced past a few feet away without seeing me. The man who had grabbed her was running close behind. I stepped into his path and swung a right at his stomach. He folded around it like a towel, and dropped. I didn’t wait; Arab had vanished and I felt lonely.

I sprinted back to the road and saw Arab flying down it to the right, away from the wagon trail. I started after her. It was difficult to cut down her lead, because Arab gets up on her toes to run instead of flapping her feet like most women. Probably I would even have lost ground … except that somebody started shooting at me. The sound barrelled down the road. Ahead of the sound came whiplash snaps in the air above my head. We rounded a curve and Arab slowed and waited for me. We scrambled up the bank to the left.

“We’re going the wrong way,” I gasped.

“I didn’t want them to know what direction we came from,” Arab said. “Now we can cut back. Where have you been, Andy? I thought you were probably mixing a drink back home by now.”

“You never happen to be looking when I put the slug on a tough guy,” I complained. “Who did you think stopped him after you ran?”

“I’m sorry, darling. Did you have any trouble with him?”

“No. I hit him in the stomach.” Somehow it didn’t sound very heroic as I said it, or even very likely. Arab said “Oh” in what sounded like a doubtful tone, and I said indignantly, “I did so!”

“Of course you did, darling. I’m proud of you. Hadn’t we better get back?”

A few hundred yards away I heard the motor of a car roar into action. “You have something there,” I said.

We jogged across fields and through brambles and finally struck the wagon trail near the abandoned farmhouse. It was easier going after that, and in five minutes we were home. I sank into my easy chair.

“It’s nice to be home,” Arab said.

“Yes,” I said. “I prefer it to Walter Reed Hospital.”

“You weren’t worried, were you, Andy?”

“Of course not. Just scared is all.”

“But what were you scared about?”

“That’s a silly question,” I said. “Why, the way we had to run I might have fallen on that macadam road and skinned my knees. I suppose you’re happy about the whole thing?”

“Andy, it was thrilling! What do you suppose it was all about?”

“They had an emerald as big as an ostrich egg,” I said. “It was stolen by a Eurasian adventurer from the forehead of an idol of Kali, the Destroyer, in a Hindu temple. It rolled out of the window. Or maybe they had invented a priceless secret formula by which every wife could balance her check book.”

“I think you’re mean! You don’t have to make fun of me. You heard them say it was worth a fortune.”

“Sure. I also heard a slow-thinking guy get struck with the idea that maybe one of his own gang was double-crossing the rest, and had thrown the Hindu emerald out to a pal. Do you know what I deduce from that?”

“No, what?” she asked breathlessly.

“I deduce we’re well out of it.”

“I suppose you’re right,” she sighed, “but it’s maddening to stumble on a little piece of a mystery and never know the rest. What do you suppose they’re doing now?”

“Looking for the girl who was spying on them and the guy who socked your pal in the groceries. Do you think he could recognize you again?”

“I don’t really know. It was awfully dark.”

“That’s good. I wonder if they’ll be smart enough not to drive all night on that road looking for us.”

“What do you mean, Andy?”

“They ought to be able to figure that we live close.”

“That’s silly, darling. If we really were crooks we wouldn’t have walked miles to get to that house. We’d have come in a sinister black sedan, and driven away in it.”

“Unfortunately,” I said, “your friends haven’t seen a sinister black sedan or heard it or smelled it. If one of them is really bright, he might begin to suspect that we had no car. So maybe we weren’t crooks at all. Maybe you were just a local girl strolling with her boy friend. As soon as they realize we had no car they’ll start annoying their neighbors along that road.”

“I think you’re right, Andy. And even if they aren’t sure that we live nearby, they’ll check on their neighbors anyway to make certain. You thought that out nicely.”

“If I had set my mind to it,” I said modestly, “I could have worked up to be a Public Enemy.”

“I wonder where that macadam road goes?”

“Considering the type of people now driving on it, I hope it goes to North Carolina.” As I said that, an unpleasant thought prowled into my mind. Lots of roads don’t go to North Carolina. One road, for example, goes right past our house. “Speaking of roads,” I said, “if you go west for a mile on ours, you get to Falls Church and Lee Highway. If you drive east on our road — ”

“What are you talking about?”

“Roads. If you drive east on our road it begins doing a lot of curving. It goes classy with macadam for a stretch. One bit of macadam looks much like another, but — ”

“I still don’t understand what you mean.”

An idea hit me. It ripped me out of the chair. “Get our car,” I yelled. “They’ll be here any minute!”

“Our car is in the service station at Falls Church, darling. Don’t get excited. Who will be here?”

“The thugs! We’re living on the same road!”

“Andy,” she said soothingly, “please be calm. All we have to do is turn out our lights and not answer the door.”

I wondered how to start frothing at the mouth. “They’ll come back again and again until they find out who lives here,” I shouted. “They’re looking for a girl and man who live nearby, and they’ll get suspicious of us. If they don’t find anybody here now, they’ll spot us later and it will look as if we were either hiding tonight or hadn’t had time to walk home before they arrived. The guy may recognize you. Get out the back and cut through the woods to Falls Church and get our car and scram to Washington. I can stall them. They haven’t seen me. My wife is visiting her folks in Philadelphia. Run!”

Arab looked at the expression on my face and turned and ran out the back. I grabbed the ingredients for a drink, kicked off my shoes, skinned out of my shirt, and flopped into my chair. I was creating a tableau of a guy spending a pleasant evening stretched out in a chair, wriggling his toes into a pair of old slippers, and allowing exactly three drops of bitters to fall into his first old-fashioned. The cork fell out of the bitters and the contents of the bottle went into my drink. My thoughts were acid. My wife was curious and liked excitement and so a howling mob of crooks was descending on me looking for the million dollars or something they had lost.

A light flickered over the front windows. I didn’t have to get up and look. I knew what it was: the spotlight of a car studying our house. I took a deep breath. It might be a while before I got another one. I was getting pretty tired of that same old lungful of air by the time somebody knocked on the door. I walked to the door and flung it open two inches. A big hand reached in and opened it the rest of the way.

“Good evening,” the guy with the hand said. “May we come in?” His voice had the deep note of a power saw starting a cut. It was almost a pleasant voice, but there was one thing about it I didn’t like: I had heard it before. This was the character who had grabbed Arab.

I wanted to say if-you-come-in-it’ll-be-over-my-dead-body but sometimes people take remarks like that literally. So I said, “Sure, come ahead.” My visitor entered like a general inspecting troops … third-rate troops. He was a big guy and his shoulders almost bent back the sides of my doorway. His hair was blond and flat; it looked like a coat of varnish on his head.

“My name is Emmerich,” he said. “Hals Emmerich. I am a neighbor of yours.”

“Blake,” I said. “Major Blake.”

He took my hand carefully, like a wrestler feeling for a grip, and then let it go and called over his shoulder, “Come in, Mike.”

The second man eased through the doorway as if he expected it to snap shut on him. He was small and thin and dark, and he moved like a cat making the acquaintance of a sparrow. He looked at me and I didn’t go for the idea of playing the sparrow. Although it was a warm summer night, he wore a white silk scarf tucked inside the neck of his sports coat.

“This is Mike Vittorio,” the big man said.

“Hiya,” Mike said.

“Hi,” I said. It was meant to sound tough but I forgot to take the squeak out.

Emmerich explained, “We need help and information.”

“I’ll be glad to help if I can,” I said. “Sit down and have a drink.” I went to the dining room and made two more old-fashioneds. Mike studied my hands. The way they were shaking, he could only have seen a blur.

“What’s the poison?” he asked.

“This is an old-fashioned.”

He picked up the drink I had made earlier for myself — the one into which I had spilled the bitters — and tried it. His black eyes slanted at me over the top of the glass. He said, “I’ll take a straight slug.”

“You have no manners,” Emmerich said.

“The guy put a quart of bitters in this,” Mike said. “Nobody makes an old-fashioned like that. What was the trouble, bud? Your hand shake? Nervous?”

“I like plenty of bitters,” I said.

I was beginning to place Mike now. He was the man whose voice sounded like pebbles rattling in a tin can, the man who had called down from the window above the cliff. Now there were only two I hadn’t yet seen: the men with flashlights who had been searching the slope.

I fixed Mike a straight Bourbon and gave Emmerich one of the new old-fashioneds. Mike was watching me carefully and so I had to load mine with bitters. He watched even more closely as I tried a sip. It took control not to wince as the bitters scalded my throat.

“What we came for,” Emmerich said, “was to ask whether or not you had seen any strangers tonight, or anybody walking along the road.”

“No,” I said. “Why?”

“You been out?” Mike asked.

Emmerich scowled at him and said, “I will ask the questions. Major, we had some visitors tonight. Unwelcome ones. They stole something of considerable value.”

“My gosh,” I said. “They might have robbed me, too! Why don’t we call the police?” I tried to sound timid, which was no great effort at the moment.

Emmerich seemed to relax a couple of notches, and Mike didn’t seem to be watching me quite so closely. “It might take an hour to get the police,” Emmerich said. “This happened only twenty minutes ago.”

“Why don’t you ask someone who lives nearer to you?” I suggested. “I’m sure you can’t live very close to me or I would know your house. In fact, I never realized I had any neighbors.”

“Oddly enough,” Emmerich said, “although my house is almost two miles away down the road to the east, you are my nearest neighbor in this direction.”

“Were these robbers you mention dangerous?” I asked.

“Yes.”

I complained, “I don’t like living way out here in the country. I told my wife that, but she insisted. She likes trees and things. I like sidewalks and a lot of street corners and lights and policemen on each corner.”

Emmerich almost sneered at me. “You must have made many sacrifices during the war, Major,” he said. “I understand that some of the beachheads and jungles were not well lighted.”

“I didn’t get overseas. Somebody had to hold down the jobs here,” I said, trying to sound righteous and like a phoney at the same time. I was rather pleased at the effect I was creating. He wouldn’t suspect a coward of slugging him in the groceries.

“Chair-Borne Infantry,” Mike said.

Emmerich said, “You mentioned your wife. Is she here?”

“She’s visiting her folks in Philadelphia. Uh, I think I know the sheriff’s telephone number, Mr. Emmerich. Could I — ”

“No, thank you,” he said, getting up slowly. “I am sorry if I bothered you. We will handle this in our own way. If you hear anything I will appreciate — ” He stopped, jerked his head around toward the door.

For a moment there was no sound, no motion. Then I heard a hum. A car was stopping at my gate. Sweat crawled out on my skin. I knew that hum. It came from an old green coupe that had carried Arab and me into a great deal of trouble in our three years of married life. Just a year ago it had spent some time under thirty feet of water in an old quarry, after I had been crowded off the road by the most unpleasant guy Arab has ever dug up for me. I didn’t need to be told who was driving. It would be Arab, unwilling as usual to miss excitement. I watched Mike Vittorio ease into position against the wall by the door. Emmerich reached for a handkerchief … or, if I wanted to think depressing thoughts, for a gun. I felt sick. Arab and I would fit the man-girl combination for whom Emmerich had been searching.

A pair of small feet pattered gaily up the porch steps and a happy voice called, “Anybody home?” I looked around for something hard and jagged. All I could see was the Bourbon bottle. Maybe I could smack one of them with it and use the broken neck on the other. I didn’t feel hopeful about it.

“I’m home,” I said. The words came up my throat like sandpaper.

Arab skipped in like a child coming home from 1-B, saw my visitors, and uttered a tiny, “Ooooh.”

There was a bigger bulge in Emmerich’s coat pocket than his hand should have made. “I thought,” he said slowly, “that you told me your wife was in Philadelphia, Major.”

Arab said in a stricken voice, “They … they aren’t private detectives, are they, darling?”

“No,” I said. I didn’t get her angle. She knew perfectly well who they were.

“Oh,” she said happily, “then it doesn’t matter that I’m not Mrs. Blake, does it.”

Mike asked, “Who the hell are you?”

Emmerich said, “You must excuse us. We had an upsetting experience tonight. We are neighbors of Major Blake. My name is Emmerich and this is Mr. Vittorio.”

“How do you do,” Arab said. “If Andy won’t introduce me, I’m not shy. I’m Arabella Reynolds. Andy and I are old friends. I try to keep him from getting lonely.” She moved close to me and patted my cheek. “Don’t I, darling?”

“Sure,” I said, beginning to see light. “But I didn’t expect to see you tonight. Mr. Emmerich and Mr. Vittorio were held up and robbed just twenty minutes ago.”

“Ooooh,” Arab said, widening her eyes to pansy size. “Ooooh, tell me about it.”

Emmerich looked at her dubiously. His hand came out of his pocket and he scrubbed his chin with the knuckles. “There is not much to tell,” he said. “We lost something valuable outside my house. While we were looking for it I saw a girl hiding nearby, watching us. I think she had taken the item we lost. I grabbed her but she broke away.”

“Oh my!” Arab said. She walked toward Emmerich and tilted her head back to look up into his eyes. “My,” she said again, in an awed tone, “I can’t imagine a girl breaking away from you. You’re so big and strong.”

Emmerich’s chest started to take a larger shirt size. “You know how it is,” he said. “A man can get caught off guard by a girl.”

“You can say that again,” Mike snickered.

“Ooooh,” Arab said, still looking up at Emmerich. “That’s right, isn’t it! Was she a girl about my size?”

I shuddered. She was carrying this thing too far. But then I noticed that Emmerich was acquiring a slightly glazed expression. Looking into Arab’s blue eyes often does that to a man.

“Your size?” he echoed. “Oh no. She was very different. I could not see well in the dark, but I would say she was several inches taller and much heavier. What did you think, Mike?”

Mike was elaborately knotting and unknotting his white silk scarf. “I didn’t even get a look,” he said in a flat voice. “But if I got as near a dame as you did, I’d even know what size nylons she wore.”

“It’s still hard to get nylons,” I said, just to build up a reputation for stupidity.

Emmerich looked down into Arab’s eyes, and said softly, “You look as if you would break if a man grabbed you.”

“Ooh, no,” she said. “Really, I’m strong.” At the moment she was managing to look about as tough as a pussy willow. “What happened after the girl broke away? Was she alone?”

“No. A man was with her.”

“And did you have a fight with him?” she asked breathlessly.

Emmerich shrugged. “I could not get my hands on him. He ran. Unfortunately I slipped and missed my chance to catch him.”

Arab looked at me as if I had just come out of a hole in the wall. All I could do was take it. I couldn’t tell the guy he was a liar and remind him that I had tucked him away with a short right to the belt. I had started playing softy and I had to keep going. Unfortunately my act would register with Arab, too.

Mike said, “We’re wasting time here.”

Emmerich looked at him coldly, thought a moment, and then said regretfully, “I am afraid that he is right. We have to continue our search.”

“My,” Arab said. “It would be exciting to go along.”

“Excellent!” Emmerich said. “Please come.”

“I — I don’t know that I should,” she murmured. “After all, I dropped by to keep poor Major Blake from getting lonely.”

“I wouldn’t hear of your going,” I snapped.

Emmerich walked over to me. “You would not?” he asked.

“Of course not.”

A big hand gathered in about a square foot of my shirt. “I think,” he said, “that with dangerous people in the neighborhood Miss Reynolds will be safer with me than with you. You wish to argue?”

I shifted my weight off my heels. His stomach was just a nice distance away for a left hook, and after that a right cross to his chin would be pleasant, too. Then my muscles relaxed. I had to play yellow. “It seems pretty ridiculous to me,” I blustered, “to take a girl out on a wild stunt like this and …”

The big hand released my shirt, shoved me back a foot. “Good night,” he said. He turned his back on me and tucked his hand under Arab’s elbow, and asked, “Are you ready?”

“Yes,” she said in a stricken voice.

As she went through the doorway with him she looked back sadly at me. I managed a sick smile. It’s no fun to have to play heel when you want to play hero. Mike Vittorio gave his silk scarf a final twist, looked at me in an odd way, and padded out after them. I watched the trio climb into a sedan, a long, low, battleship gray job. The sedan engine purred and it moved away toward Falls Church, its spotlight working the bushes to the right and left. I went back to my chair and drained my old-fashioned and didn’t notice the extra bitters.

After a while the silence began to get on my nerves. I was used to Arab being around and a house that contains Arab is never quiet; it is filled with the crash of china as she gaily washes dishes and the tinkle of her conversation and her startled screams as she comes out second-best in tussles with toasters and gas stoves and vacuum cleaners. I started walking around the house straightening pictures on the walls and brushing dust from her collection of antique firearms and making sure that her modern shotguns and rifles and pistols were unloaded. Finally I wandered out to the porch, sat on the steps, and watched the road along which she would return. It was silly to think that she wouldn’t return, that she would throw me over for a guy with packing box shoulders and varnished blond hair.

The immediate future didn’t look happy. Emmerich was falling for Arab and he wouldn’t be easy to shake. As a matter of fact, none of the guys who have been interested in Arab were easy to shake; I almost had to wave good night to them with a gun. And I couldn’t afford to get tough with Emmerich. If I did, he might start wondering if I were the man who had slugged him.

I had to keep on playing yellow, because the only good thing about the situation was that Arab and I were cleared of suspicion. It was a reassuring thought. It made up for all my other troubles. I leaned back against the steps and took a deep drag on my cigarette and relaxed. I relaxed a little too much. There must have been a whisper of feet on the porch behind me, a rustle, a creak … but I didn’t hear. All I knew was that something coiled around my throat and snapped tight.

I grabbed at it. My fingers skidded on silk. I tried to claw it away but my hands started to go limp as washrags and blood pounded inside my head and I couldn’t get air. The noise in my head increased. My skull felt like a subway tunnel with a train howling through it. A pink mist deepened before my eyes to crimson and purple and finally shaded off into black, and I was very tired and let myself sink into the roaring dark.







Chapter Two

IT WAS oddly comfortable being dead. It meant relaxing in a soft dark place and swinging to and fro in a soothing rhythm. But something wasn’t willing to let me relax in the dark. Something was prying at my eyelids and poking millions of needles in my body and squeezing my lungs open and shut. I didn’t want my lungs to open and shut; it hurt too much. But the prying and prickling and squeezing kept on. The soothing rocking in the dark became the slow, aching pulse of blood. I gulped at the air. It was like trying to swallow a big stone, but I got a full breath inside me and suddenly my eyelids creaked open.

I was in the living room of our house, sprawled on the couch. As I stared around I caught a flicker of light. The flicker spun up in the air and down, up and down. I concentrated on it. And then I shivered. The flicker was on steel … the steel of a knife blade. Somebody was sitting across the room in the shadows flipping a knife up end over end and catching it and flipping it again. It was a man. A man with gleaming black hair and a thin sardonic face and a white silk scarf tucked inside the collar of his sports coat. It was a nice scarf. To look at it, you wouldn’t think that it came in handy to strangle people.

“Hello, Mike,” I said. The words hurt my throat.

“How do you feel?” he asked.

“I’ll live,” I said. Then I wondered if I was being a little over-confident. I didn’t like the expression on Mike’s face. I didn’t like the way he played with the knife. It seemed to have a heavy handle and a long slim blade. He flipped and caught the thing without looking at it. In some ways I dislike knives even more than guns; you don’t have to reload knives.

Mike looked at me like a cat trying to estimate the percentage of butterfat in a saucer of cream. “What happened, bud?” he asked. “I got worried about you being alone and Emmerich didn’t mind losing my company, what with the dame being there, and I dropped off a way down the road and come back and here you are lying on the porch like a delivery of damp wash.”

I wondered if I was supposed to believe that, and decided that I wasn’t. I said, “A guy sneaked up behind me on the porch and wrapped a silk scarf around my neck and choked me. Correct me if I got any details wrong.”

He grinned. “Jeez,” he said, “you mean the guy used a silk scarf? On the order of this one?” He arranged the scarf a little more neatly inside his coat.

“I hope,” I said, “I didn’t leave any marks on your scarf grabbing at it. If I’d known ahead of time I would have washed my hands.”

“We ain’t gonna be pals if you talk like that.”

“Oh. We’re going to be pals?”

“Real good pals.”

“You didn’t expect me to believe your story, did you? It was a lousy story.”

“No,” Mike said, “it’s a good story. Any story that will stand up in court is a good story. You don’t have to believe it. I was just putting it in the record.”

“Maybe you have a point, Mike. I’ll give you this round on points. By the way, feel free to leave.”

“You don’t think we could be pals if you tried hard?”

“It would take too long,” I said irritably. “I’d have to work down to it gradually, like getting used to garter snakes before playing with rattlers.”

Mike laughed. You could get the same effect by banging a cracked milk bottle with a spoon. “Emmerich oughtta hear that,” he said. “He might change his mind about you. You and that dame did a sweet job on him.”

“Try talking sense.”

“Look, bud, you’re only kidding Emmerich, not me. I don’t think the way Emmerich does. He sees a guy and a dame who fit the people he’s looking for, but he don’t believe what he sees. Why? Because he don’t want to believe a guy who acts like a nance could drop him for a count. And he don’t want to believe a girl who fans her eyelashes at him and talks tiny could of set him on his can. Me, I believe what I see, not what I want to see.”

“That’s nice figuring,” I said, “except that it’s wrong.”

“Maybe you’d like me to tell Emmerich how I figure.”

“I don’t know why you shouldn’t tell him.”

“Maybe I got a better idea.”

“The wastebasket is to your right. Drop the idea there as you leave.”

His knife did a silver cartwheel. “I’m staying a while longer,” he said. “Can’t you think of nothing nice to say?”

“Where was Emmerich going with Miss Reynolds when you left them?”

He grinned. “If you wanna get away with that Miss Reynolds stuff,” he snickered, “you better hide that tin mug.”

I looked where he pointed, and winced. On the mantel was a huge loving cup that Arab had won at the Devon Horse Show. It was, of course, inscribed “Arabella Reynolds Blake.” I said, “All right, so my wife and this girl have the same maiden name.”

“Okay, if you say so. Well, answering that question you asked, when I left them Emmerich and your dame were still looking for the guy and dame who put the slug on Emmerich.” He shook with silent laughter. “Jeez, that’s funny.”

“Is he likely to make a pass at her?”

“That depends on her.”

I was feeling stronger now. I sat up, dug in my pocket for a cigarette. The room looked changed. In normal times I would have thought Arab had been giving way to her secret vice of rearranging furniture. But Arab wasn’t here, and I didn’t suppose Mike had been moving things just to see if they looked nicer some other way. “I hope you liked the house,” I said. “Did you have any trouble with any of the locked drawers?”

“I got keys. Make ‘em myself.”

“I don’t know what you were looking for but I know you didn’t find it.”

“Yeah. You’re a smart cookie. Where is it?”

“Where is what?”

“Okay. You won’t play ball yet. Maybe I could of found it if I’d tried harder. I didn’t rip up your cushions and mattresses. You know why I didn’t?”

“Maybe you’re allergic to feathers.”

“No,” he said. “I laid off because I got an eyeful of your books. You got a lot of books on antiques.”

“I used to be a dealer.”

“That’s what I figured. I need a guy that knows antiques, and can sell to collectors. You need a guy can bring you antiques to sell.”

“What I need,” I said, “is a cop.”

“You don’t believe me, huh? Take a squint at this.”

The knife whirled through the air and I jerked back, and the point snicked into the floor two inches from my right foot. I glared at him and said, “People get hurt that way.”

“I knew I could miss you. Pick it up. Look at it.”

I picked the thing up as if it had fangs. It was a dagger with a five-inch blade, and both blade and handle had been forged from what seemed like iron rather than steel. The entire length of handle and blade was beautifully engraved with acanthus designs and tiny birds and unicorns and centaurs and mythical sea monsters, and the engravings had been delicately filled with gold.

“What do you think of it?” Mike asked.

“I’m a little rusty on this stuff,” I muttered. “Looks like Sixteenth Century work. Venetian, maybe. Or perhaps Moorish origin. Except I don’t think the Moors used the acanthus pattern or the unicorns or centaurs or sea monsters. Let’s say Renaissance Italy … if it isn’t a fake.”

He strode quickly across the room. “What do you mean, fake?” he said harshly.

“You always have to think of that possibility, with antiques.”

“How could you prove whether it’s a fake or not?”

“Checking the design and workmanship against stuff you know is authentic. Maybe analyzing filings from the iron to see if it’s modern or not.”

“This one is real.”

“All right. It’s real.”

He took the dagger from my hand, his fingers touching the handle as if they were caressing a girl. “It was made,” he said, “by a great guy in Italy during the Renaissance.” His voice lifted a pitch. “A guy who made daggers … and knew how to use them. They don’t know how to use daggers now.” He wriggled out of his coat, whipped it around his left arm and crouched, blade held slightly forward and left arm bent and held far out as a guard. “Like this,” he said. He parried a phantom lunge with his left arm, leaped forward. The gold on the blade caught sparks of light as he drove it into an unseen foe. He was not much of a comfort to have around the house.

He stopped in front of me. Sweat gleamed like oil on his forehead, and there was a queer look about his eyes. “He was a great guy,” he repeated harshly. “He was a lot like me. Sometimes I think this guy and me are the same, only we’re living at different times. Maybe you think I’m nuts?”

“No indeed,” I said quickly. “Lots of people believe in reincarnation.”

“Okay,” he said. “Okay.” He was breathing more quietly. “Then we can do business. We can be pals. Only I need that gadget your dame picked up. It helps make me tick, see? I get a lift out of it. I look at it and it’s like a whiff of snow or a drag on a reefer or a slug of good Scotch. I got to have it before I can work right. Where is it?”

I said wearily, “Mike, I don’t know what you’re talking about. If I had whatever it is, I’d give it to you. How about telling me what you’re looking for?”

For a moment he glared at me. Then he relaxed and said, “You don’t trust me, huh? Okay. Take your time. Think it over. We can do business. To show you I mean it, I’m gonna leave you this for your dame. Renaissance work.” He dropped something on the table beside me, waved, and slipped out of the house.

I examined the article he had left. It was a bracelet of thin, flattened gold. The surface had been worked up into delicate masks and reliefs of flowers and fruits, and then a lovely, transparent, red enamel had been applied over the relief work. The enamel looked like the famous smalto roggio that was popular in the Renaissance, but I was willing to bet that it wasn’t. I was willing to bet that it was a fake. It just happens that Renaissance sleeves were too long and full to let bracelets be displayed properly, and so Renaissance goldsmiths didn’t make bracelets.

It was a beautiful piece of work, however, and I put it away carefully. I began to clean up the mess Mike had made in frisking the place. I came to the chair where he had been sitting, while he waited for me to regain consciousness, and found a book open on the chair arm. I started to replace it in the bookcase and noticed the title and got a queer, half-frightening idea. Mike had been reading this book, and he didn’t seem like the studious type.

I hadn’t read the book for a couple of years but I could remember parts of it vaguely. There was something in it about daggers. I thumbed through it once, drew a blank, and repeated more slowly. The words suddenly jumped out at me: “… the handle as well as the blade of these daggers was made of iron, and so, too, was the sheath. They were engraved by means of iron implements with foliage in the most exquisite Turkish style, very neatly filled in with gold.” The writer of the book went on to report that he made several daggers of the same type, cutting deeper and wider grooves in acanthus patterns and inserting little birds and animals in the patterns and filling the engraving with gold.

The book trembled slightly in my hand. It was Symonds’ translation of one of the most famous autobiographies in literature … the autobiography of a man who lived in Renaissance Italy and made the world’s loveliest jewelry, when he could find time from roistering and fighting and murdering. This was the man Mike Vittorio had been talking about when his voice had become high and strained and his eyes had looked slightly mad. Mike had picked quite a guy as his partner in a reincarnation deal. He had picked Benvenuto Cellini.

I put the book away and dragged my chair around facing the front window so that I could watch the road for headlights. Our old green coupe was parked out front, where Arab had left it. Sooner or later Emmerich would bring Arab back to that car, and then I was going to have a long, serious talk with the young lady.

At least I hoped I was going to have a serious talk with her. Sometimes it seems that the only way to talk to Arab is with a club. I would probably have talked to her that way long ago … except for a suspicion that perhaps she could handle a club better than I could.

After a while I became restless and decided to try a small experiment. I got a flashlight, a garden trowel, and an empty coffee tin, and sneaked outside behind the house. I flicked the light on and off a few times, very mysteriously, and then buried the empty can under an evergreen shrub. It would be interesting to find out whether or not Mike was spying on an old pal like me.

When I returned to the living room there was still no sign of Arab. I brought out the Autobiography of Benvenuto Cellini again and began reading it. I found that I had forgotten what a completely terrific guy Cellini had been. He had worked for kings and dukes and bishops and cardinals and popes during a life that almost spanned the Sixteenth Century, from 1500 to 1571. He had been in and out of jail, and only his tremendous reputation as a craftsman had saved him from hanging on several occasions. I noted a comment by Symonds, the translator, that in 1538 Cellini had only two murders on his conscience. Later, however, Cellini admitted another murder. Of course, he didn’t count woundings or the men he had killed in war. I could have wished that Mike had picked a sweeter character to imitate.

A flicker of light on the road caught my attention. It was the battleship gray sedan coming back. Arab climbed out, talked for a minute with Emmerich, and then came up the path toward the house. Emmerich drove away.

She danced into the house and threw her arms around me and cried, “It was such fun, darling.”

“Good,” I said. “I was afraid you might have had a few annoyances like being assaulted or murdered.”

“Oh, nothing like that! He did make one pass at me but somehow my elbow hit him in the eye as he gathered me in. He was so disgusted … about that and the search. Guess what we turned up — two rabbits and a skunk! Andy, you aren’t really scared of Mr. Emmerich, are you?”

“Certainly I’m scared of him. But I still poked him in the stomach that time. Didn’t he get suspicious when you came back in here?”

“I told him I had to spend some time with you to make up for breezing off with him. He thinks we’re having an affair but that if he goes slowly he can take over. Would you like having an affair with me, Andy?”

I pulled her down onto my lap and nibbled at her left ear. “I could,” I said, “fit it into my schedule.”

“Did you worry while I was gone?”

“Yes. Did you worry about me?”

“Why no, Andy. There wasn’t any reason to worry about you.”

“Isn’t it customary,” I asked, “for a wife to worry while her husband is being strangled?”

“Andy, what happened!”

“I don’t suppose you realized that your friend Mike was coming back here when he got out of the car?”

“Of course not. He got out in Falls Church and said he wanted to check on something back on the road, and Mr. Emmerich was thinking about how Mike cramped his style, I guess, and seemed glad to let him out. Did he really come back here?”

I gave her a complete report and showed her the bracelet. Of course, she had to put it on and admire it before taking an interest in the important parts of my story. “Is this really Renaissance?” she asked.

“No. They didn’t wear bracelets. I figure Mike made it. If he isn’t a goldsmith he wouldn’t be able to identify himself so closely with Cellini. And the guy is good. He must have studied the technique of Renaissance goldsmiths.”

“He said something about bringing you antiques to sell. If he brought you something by Cellini, what would it be worth?”

I shrugged. “He couldn’t bring me anything by Cellini. There’s only one really authentic piece by Cellini still in existence — that is, one piece on which all the experts agree. It’s a huge golden salt cellar he made for Francis the First. It was in a Vienna Museum before the war. Cellini describes it exactly in his autobiography. There are a few other pieces attributed to him by most experts but the proof isn’t complete. There’s a brooch showing Leda and the Swan, and the mountings of a couple of cameos, and something else I forget. They used to be in the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris.”

“But I thought he did hundreds and hundreds of things.”

“Jewelry doesn’t last,” I explained. “You women get tired of the settings and have them melted and the stones reset. Very little Renaissance jewelry has survived. We know a lot about it only because Cellini wrote several books, and because Renaissance artists painted jewelry very accurately in portraits. You see — ”

The front door slammed open. Mike stepped inside, scowling. He snapped, “Any more tricks like this, and you and me ain’t gonna be pals.” He threw an empty coffee tin on the floor, and stamped out.

I lifted Arab from my lap and got up and kicked the tin into the dining room. I growled, “The way crooks keep dropping in here, you might think I was the state parole officer.”

“What’s it all about, Andy?”

“I buried that empty coffee tin out back to see if Mike was spying on us. You saw what happened. I am about to order a double helping of law.”

She came over to me and twisted my shirt buttons. “Please don’t call the police,” she said. “It will spoil everything.”

“It will certainly spoil our chances of a joint funeral,” I said. “You aren’t going to talk me out of this. It was bad enough, right after we were married, when you brought home that fake Chippendale that a gang of thugs wanted so badly.”

“But we handled that all right, darling.”

“Don’t interrupt. It was worse when you brought home a hunk of loose talk that a gang of spies wanted. It was horrible when you brought home that English coach pistol that your murdering friend Stuart wanted.”

“We’re still alive.”

“Yes. I’m glad. I’m fond of being alive. The point I’m trying to make is that those times you at least brought home something. This time you brought home nothing … and a gang of racketeers want us to come across with it. If you’d only waited a couple weeks until my terminal leave had started, we could get out of Washington fast. But we have to stick around, and a lot of grief could happen in two weeks.” I snatched up the phone and dialed the number of the sheriff of Manassas County. I knew his number by heart: Copperthwaite, J. J…. Manassas 326.

A voice at the other end of the line drawled, “This is the Sheriff.”

“Hello, Sheriff,” I said. “This is Blake. Major Blake. Remember?”

“Certainly I remember, son. You brought me a nice piece of business, let’s see, about a year ago. Things have been getting so quiet around here I thought you moved.”

“I’d like you to come over right away if you can,” I said. “We’re in a jam.”

“Any bodies yet, son?”

“Not yet.”

“You surprise me, son,” the voice drawled. “Feel well?”

“Certainly I feel well.”

“Reason I ask is last time you were mighty selfish about the bodies. Took a lot of coaxing before you let me in on it. I call this right neighborly of you. I’m coming right over.”

I hung up, and Arab said, “We could have handled this ourselves. You’re mean.”

I said, “The only reason I didn’t call for a lot of law the other times we’ve been in jams is that there were a few legal counts against us, too. This time we’re in the clear. I’m not going to say anything about our visit to Emmerich’s place or charge that Mike was the one who strangled me. But I’m going to take the sheriff to Emmerich’s house and raise hell about Emmerich and Mike invading our place and scaring us, and about an unknown man assaulting me. That will put Emmerich and Mike on the record, and they’ll realize that the sheriff will know where to look if we’re bothered again. How’s that?”

“It sounds very dull, darling.”

“Staying alive is often a very dull job,” I said, “but it’s one I like to work at.”

While waiting for the sheriff Arab and I had a long argument over whether or not she should go with us. My point was that Emmerich couldn’t help getting suspicious if he saw us together all the time. Finally she agreed to stay home. Winning that argument made me feel better. Leaving Arab at home would be a good safety measure, like parking matches before touring a powder plant.

I felt still better when the sheriff arrived. Sheriff Copperthwaite is a big, slow man, built along the lines of a horsehair sofa. He has an admirable trait of feeling that he and nobody else should handle all the local crimes. He sat on a straight chair, poking out his bald head like a sleepy turtle, while I told him the story. I left out our visit to Emmerich’s house and most of my talk with Mike. I didn’t want to have Mike arrested; I just wanted him to stay away.

I also explained to the sheriff that Arab had pretended not to be my wife, and asked him not to give us away on that point.

“Was there,” the sheriff asked, “some special reason why she pretended not to be your wife?”

“She thought that Emmerich might get interested in her, and give her a chance to find out what was going on.”

Arab said, “I thought it would help everybody if I found out a few things to tell Mr. Copperthwaite.”

“You were going to tell me?” the sheriff asked. “You must have changed this past year.”

“I believe in law and order,” Arab said primly.

“We all do,” the sheriff said. “In the past the trouble was in arranging who was going to enforce the law and order, you or me. Well, there are a few points here a suspicious man might call a mite curious. But I wouldn’t want to embarrass anybody, especially since you invited me in before this reached the bodies stage. Let’s go over and talk to these people. Bring your slicker, Major. It’s come on to rain.”

We climbed into his old Model-T and set out. I clocked the distance on the speedometer and found that it was two miles and a tenth by the winding road to Emmerich’s place. By the path it was no more than half a mile. Lights were still glowing in the house on the cliff. Emmerich came to the door, frowned when he saw me.

“This is Mr. Copperthwaite,” I said. “He’s sheriff of this county. I’ve just been explaining to him that I don’t like people bursting into my house at night and upsetting my whole routine.”

Emmerich looked at me sourly, and said, “Come in, Major. Come in, Sheriff. I am sorry we disturbed the Major. If I can do anything to make amends …”

I followed the sheriff down a paneled hall and into a living room. It was a big room filled with leather chairs and heavy mahogany and three tough guys. One of the latter was Mike. The others were big, blond guys whose faces had apparently been taken apart at some time in the past, and a few essential pieces had been forgotten when the faces were re-assembled.

The sheriff said, “I kind of like to keep up to date on local crimes. I hear you had a robbery. It don’t look good when folks who have robberies go chasing around the county on their own. It might give the county supervisors the idea we don’t need a sheriff.”

“It was not exactly a robbery,” Emmerich said. “At least, we are not sure. It — ”

“Who are these men?” the sheriff asked, jerking a thumb at Mike and the two battered characters.

“That is Mr. Vittorio in the corner,” Emmerich explained. “He repairs jewelry for me. The others are brothers named Edwards. They are my bodyguards. I am a collector of jewelry. Antique jewelry. I need protection.”

The sheriff nodded pleasantly. “I suppose,” he said, “you boys were all in the service?”

Emmerich said, “I believe they were what you call 4-F.”

“High blood pressure,” Mike said.

“Bum knee,” one Edwards boy said.

“Bum shoulder,” the other said.

Their voices were familiar. These were the two men who had been using the flashlights on the cliff slope; one of them had voiced the embarrassing thought that maybe someone in the house had been working with a pal outside to steal the fortune that had disappeared.

“You’re not an American?” the sheriff asked Emmerich.

“No,” Emmerich said. “I am a citizen of Argentina. I intend to take out my first papers but I have not yet had time.”

The sheriff said, “You are Spanish?”

“Oh no, German. I left there when the Nazis came into power. I do not like them. Please sit down and I will have my sister take your coats.” He went to a kind of switchboard set in the wall, plugged a telephone jack into a hole, and spoke into a hand microphone. “Elsa,” he said, “come to the living room.”

The sheriff said, “That’s quite a gadget.”

“It was installed before the war by the original owner,” Emmerich explained. “With it you can talk to any room in the house. The voice comes out of a loudspeaker in each room. You can either speak to people in a particular room or you can broadcast throughout the whole house. It depends on which hole you select in plugging in the jack. It is most convenient. Americans are very ingenious.”

I looked at it admiringly. A set like that would be helpful, when I was in the bathroom, for yelling at Arab for using my bath towel and for wrecking my razor taking the golden fuzz off her legs. Arab can be very deaf at times.

A tall, thin, blond woman entered the room. Her face seemed absolutely colorless, and I got the impression that you would have to give her a blood transfusion with starch.

“This is my sister,” Emmerich said. “Elsa, hang up the coats of our visitors.”

She took my trench coat as if it needed fumigating, collected the sheriff’s slicker, and left.

“I’d like your sister to sit in on this little talk,” the sheriff said. “And do you have anyone else staying here?”

“Only a friend of my sister. Miss Joan Westley. And an elderly couple who do the cooking and cleaning. You wish to see all of them?”

“Just Miss Westley.”

Emmerich plugged the phone jack into another hole, and said, “Miss Westley, please come to the living room. We have visitors.”

I sank into a chair, feeling happy. This was the way crimes were handled in the better mystery stories: the detective collecting all the suspects and grilling them. I liked the idea. I was sick of my type of mystery in which the criminals get together and grill me. In a minute Elsa came back. With her was a slight, brown-haired girl with eyes like brown pansies, who must be Joan Westley. I liked Joan. She looked timid. I could do with more timid people around me.

The sheriff had me repeat the story I had told him. While I talked, the sheriff watched faces. I don’t think he learned much. Emmerich’s face couldn’t have been blanker if he had had fins and scales and lived in an aquarium. Mike grinned, especially when I left out things concerning him. The Edwards boys might have been listening to instructions from a referee to go in there and fight nice and break clean when tapped on the shoulder. Elsa looked as interested as if I had been asking for a handout at the back door. Only Joan Westley was upset. She sat on the edge of her chair and kept tying her slender fingers into knots.

After I finished, the sheriff asked, “What was this object that was lost or stolen?”

Emmerich said, “It was a piece of antique jewelry. We were examining it on that table beside the window. Unfortunately the window was open. Miss Westley stumbled over the cord of the floor lamp and the lights went out and she fell against the table and the piece of jewelry was knocked out through the open window. While we were hunting for it I saw a girl and a man prowling down there. I think they took it.”

“What did this jewelry look like?”

Emmerich said, “I do not wish to have publicity about it. If people know I collect antique jewelry, I may be robbed again.”

“There needn’t be any publicity,” the sheriff said. “I won’t even put out a flyer on it if you don’t want. But I might run across it. If you don’t give me a description, I couldn’t return it.”

Emmerich smoothed his varnished hair. “You will promise,” he said, “that there will be no publicity?”

“If you want.”

“It was,” Emmerich said slowly, “a disk of gold about three inches in diameter with the figure of Atlas in half relief. On his back Atlas carries a ball made of crystal, engraved with the signs of the zodiac in gold on a field of lapis lazuli. Under the figure are the Latin words Summa Tulisse Juvat. On the sides of the disk are two holes to which the links of a gold chain were fastened. It was meant to be worn as a pendant.”

I listened curiously. Emmerich might be lying, but I didn’t think so. Nobody could invent a description like that at a moment’s notice. And there was something vaguely familiar about the description. I tried hard to remember where I had heard of such a pendant, but my mind is like a neglected attic, and all I could stir up was dust.

“Was this pendant valuable?” the sheriff asked.

“It is Renaissance jewelry,” Emmerich said. “One cannot set the value of such things. The value is what a collector wishes to pay.”

The sheriff hoisted himself up from his chair. “If I run across it I’ll let you know,” he said. “Meanwhile, I hope Major Blake won’t be bothered again.”

We went out to the hallway and I found Joan Westley waiting with my trench coat. Her eyes were bigger than ever. I could feel her hands shaking as she helped me on with the coat. I got an idea that she wanted to say something to me, but although I took an extra long time getting into the coat, she didn’t speak.

The sheriff and I drove silently for a while. Finally he said mildly, “I don’t suppose you’d like to tell me the rest.”

“There isn’t any more to tell. I wouldn’t hold out on you.”

“I just thought something might have slipped your mind. A lot of things slipped a lot of minds tonight.”

“You don’t believe Emmerich’s story?”

“Yep. As far as it goes. But he’s holding out a lot. Seemed to me like everybody in that room was holding out something from the rest.”

“Who has the pendant?”

His turtle head poked forward and he peered at me. “If you hadn’t called me in tonight,” he said, “I’d say you had it. I’d say that Westley girl kicked the light cord out on purpose and threw the pendant out to you and your wife. But you called me in so I don’t think so.”

“You think Miss Westley has it?”

“She might. She could be working with outsiders, or with Vittorio, or with the Edwards boys, or by herself. Or any of them could have taken advantage of the lights being out to grab the thing. It’s funny there was only one light going in that big room. I counted a half dozen others that could have been on. Inclines me to think the Westley girl did it. She kicked out the last light, so she or someone working with her inside the house probably turned out the others to set the stage.”

“When you’re examining jewelry,” I said, “you often just have one light. Makes it easier to concentrate on details.”

“Maybe so,” he said. “That sounds reasonable. Well, here we are at your house. Let me know if you have any more trouble.”

I climbed out of the car and said good night and went in. Arab was waiting for me, of course. She was very disappointed in my story; I think she had hoped for gun battles and corpses.

“Your Joan Westley did it,” she said.

“I don’t think so. She impressed me as a nice kid.”

“Anyway, I bet we haven’t heard the last of it.”

“I bet we have,” I said grimly. “And for once we’re absolutely in the clear. Nobody has anything on us.”

“I wish,” Arab sighed, “you weren’t quite so sensible. It had all the makings of something interesting.”

“It had all the makings of something fatal.”

“Did you say you had read about that pendant before?”

I jumped. If Arab had said heard, my memory wouldn’t have budged. But she had used the word read, although I hadn’t used that term, and her word jogged my memory. I grabbed the Autobiography of Benvenuto Cellini and riffled through it. And there it was.

“What did you find?” Arab cried, breathing down the back of my neck like a locomotive.

“A guy named Cellini,” I said, “made a hat device for a guy named Federigo Ginori to give to a princess in Naples. People loved to wear medals in their hats in those days. It was a gold disk with a figure of Atlas chiselled in relief, carrying a crystal ball on his back engraved with the signs of the zodiac on a field of lapis lazuli. And it carried the motto Summa Tulisse Juvat. Sound familiar?”

“But I thought Mr. Emmerich said it was a pendant!”

“It could have been turned into one easily.”

“But … but what would it be worth?”

I took a deep breath. The only completely authenticated object by Cellini in existence, not counting his sculpture, was the golden saltcellar. That was accepted because Cellini described it exactly in his autobiography. If this pendant really existed, it would get the same rating, because Cellini’s description would be perfect evidence as long as the workmanship met all the tests. A thing like that could be worth a hundred thousand dollars. It would be one of the biggest finds in the history of jewelry.

“It would be worth a fortune … and a few lives,” I said.

I stood up and began getting out of my trench coat. I was thankful that I had had the sense to call for the sheriff and to declare us out of this deal. A pendant like that was dynamite. I tossed the trench coat over a chair and something fell out of the pocket. It made a musical clink on the floor. I went cold all over. Even before I looked closely I had a horrible suspicion as to what I was going to find … a golden disk bearing the figure of Atlas.

And I did.







Chapter Three

I FOUND myself backing away from the thing as if it had coiled its golden links and hissed at me. I can’t quite figure whether I expected it to go away, if I didn’t touch it, or what. But Arab scooped it up and cradled it in her hands, gurgling with delight. You might have thought she was holding a new baby instead of an invitation to a murder. I yanked down all the shades in the living and dining rooms, and double-bolted the front door.

“It’s beautiful,” Arab gasped.

“Put it away,” I said. “I’d rather see you handling a coral snake.”

“I think you’re wonderful, bringing this home! And to think I was criticizing you for spoiling all the fun.”

“You don’t think I got this on purpose!”

“Of course you did, darling. Don’t be modest.”

I was having trouble breathing. “Somebody slipped it in my coat when I wasn’t looking!” My voice sounded as if it were trying to hit high C.

“Is she pretty, darling?”

“Is who pretty?”

“Joan Westley. The girl.”

I began to see light. The appearance of the pendant had upset me so much that I hadn’t thought about who dropped it into my pocket. I remembered that Joan Westley had been the one who kicked the cord of the floor lamp and jiggled the table and knocked the pendant out of the window. She could easily have scooped it up from the table, instead.

I remembered how nervous she had been during the questioning, and the way she had held my trench coat for me and how her hands had trembled. The sheriff thought she had taken the pendant, too. I picked up my coat and felt carefully in the pocket. My fingers touched a scrap of paper. I pulled it out and read the printed message: PLEASE KEEP THIS. There was no signature.

“It looks like Joan, all right,” I muttered.

Arab said a trifle stiffly, “Maybe you’d better describe her to me again. The first time you described her, I didn’t get the impression that she’s such a beauty.”

“She isn’t a beauty. She’s just a … a girl.”

“Andrew Blake, I never knew just-a-girl to lure you into anything like this. I bet she batted her eyes at you and squeezed out a tear and sniffled and you came apart at the seams.”

“I did not! I never even spoke a word to the girl. She doesn’t mean anything to me.”

“So of course you’re going to take this pendant right back.”

I glared at her. “You know perfectly well I can’t,” I snapped. “She’s not a criminal. She must have had a good reason for taking it. She trusted me. If I took it back and explained, probably she’d be murdered.”

“Goody,” Arab chortled. “Now you can’t back out. Why, you’re practically a criminal!”

I gulped. I hadn’t thought of that. If I got in trouble from now on I couldn’t scream for the sheriff. “I — I suppose I am,” I said miserably. “I guess I’m a receiver of stolen property.”

“Don’t take it so hard, darling. You can only live once.”

“I know, but I wanted to make my once last longer. Let’s see that thing. Maybe it’s a fake.”

Arab gave it to me and I studied it carefully. I hoped it was a fake, because I wasn’t going to take any risks for junk jewelry. But the more I studied it the more discouraged I became. It looked right. It felt right.

“It’s real, isn’t it?” Arab asked.

“I’m afraid so. Of course, it’s hard to prove. Gold doesn’t tarnish or collect any patina with age. I could give it some tests if I had the equipment.”

“What kind of tests?”

“Well, I could get some acid called aqua regia. It’s the only acid that dissolves gold. I could test the back of the pendant for the carat number. Renaissance goldsmiths used twenty-two-and-a-half carat gold for this kind of relief work. Twenty-three was too soft to work, and twenty-two was too hard for the dogwood and birch punches they used in working up the figures.”

“Wouldn’t a modern faker use the same kind of gold?”

“He might. But maybe he wouldn’t know exactly what they used in Renaissance times. For another test I could get a chemist to analyze the solder. You see, in working up the gold, the goldsmith would leave a lot of tiny holes and tears in the surface. Cellini covered his holes and rips with a special solder of six carats gold to one-and-a-half carats of a silver-copper alloy.”

“That could be faked too, Andy.”

“Yes, but the fact is that this would have to be faked by a craftsman as good as Cellini, and I don’t think that could happen.”

“Could Mike have made it?”

“He doesn’t know quite enough. Look at the mistake he made about the bracelet.”

“Would experts accept this?”

“I think so. It looks right. The description is in the Autobiography. And of course if you could establish any provenance — a documented history showing how this came down from Cellini’s time to the present — there wouldn’t be any argument.”

“What’s our next move, Andy?”

I said grimly, “Into a foxhole. Meanwhile I’m going to hide this thing.”

I walked around the room several times and finally decided on the fireplace. Nobody would be using it in summer. I wrapped the chain of the pendant around the handle of the damper, which put the thing well up out of sight. My actions shook soot onto the clean fire bricks, and I brushed the stuff up so that nobody would get curious.

“But darling,” Arab said, “you can’t just hide the pendant and forget about that poor Joan Westley.”

“There is nothing,” I said, “that I can forget faster than a girl who pals around with thugs.”

“But she’s in trouble!”

“Uh-huh. And I don’t want to join her there. Look, all she asked was for me to keep the pendant. She didn’t ask to be rescued from anything.”

“Probably awful things are happening to her.”

“Sure. She’s being beaten to death with live cobras. Or strung up nightly by her beautiful brown eyebrows.”

“You noticed the color of her hair, did you?”

“Matter of fact, it was black … no, yellow. Or maybe … I guess I didn’t notice.”

“You lie very poorly, Andy. It’s queer that you like her so much and go to all this trouble for her but won’t go to a little more trouble.”

“I do not like her so much! She was just a nice girl. Do I have to fall in love with every nice girl I meet? Matter of fact, the nicest thing about her was that she looked meek. I like meek women. I like women who swoon at the sight of firearms and tremble at shadows. I’m tired of doing all the swooning and trembling in this house.”

She nestled against me and rubbed her nose against my shoulder. “Would you love me more,” she said in a small voice, “if I were meek?”

“I might love you more often. As far as I’m concerned, when forty-five caliber slugs come in the door, love flies out the window. Or anyway I fly out the window.”

“I will try to be meek, Andy. I will try to be a homebody.”

“When you turn into a homebody,” I said, “it will be because we’re living in a haunted house. And that reminds me. You can be a homebody after this mess is cleaned up. Tomorrow you’ve got to arrange to live for a while with a girl friend in Washington.”

“But darling, why? I’d miss all the fun!”

“This fun has booby traps attached to it. Emmerich thinks you’re only having an affair with me. If you’re living here he might wonder if you lived here all along, and were the girl who was prowling around his house. He might even hear you bullying me and realize that we’re married. Understand?”

“Yes, Andy.”

I let it go at that. Of course, I was a fool. I should have been suspicious. I should have written a set of instructions and made her reply by first indorsement to the effect that she had read, understood, and would comply with same. Arab understood what I wanted her to do, all right, but she had no intention of doing it. So I went to bed unsuspectingly.

I had a peaceful night except for a few nightmares. The first was that Mike was grinning at me and quietly strangling me with the chain of the Cellini pendant. The second was that Emmerich was pressing the icy muzzle of a pistol into my back. The second nightmare roused me, and I found that the icy sensation was caused by Arab’s feet, which were cuddled against my back. I do not understand how women can have icy feet even in summer.

The next day I had a full schedule at the War Department chasing my terminal leave papers from office to office, and didn’t have time to make sure that Arab had followed instructions. When I arrived home in the evening it was after eight. I hung around the phone waiting for Arab to call to tell me where she was staying in Washington. Nine o’clock passed, and ten, and I began to worry. Maybe began isn’t the right word, because I’ve been worrying about Arab ever since the first time I saw her.

My first sight of Arab was at the Merion Cricket Club on Philadelphia’s Main Line. She was taking the puck down-field for All-Philadelphia Girls against a husky Boston team, and she looked like a child playing tag with buses on a busy street. I was sure she would be killed. I didn’t notice that a pair of truck-size Boston backs were sprawled on the ground in her wake. I suppose I always worry about Arab, even when she’s busy with one of her quieter hobbies, like making black powder for her collection of muzzle loaders.

During the next hour I reached a state in which I was trying to chew cigarettes and light sticks of gum. The telephone finally rang shortly before eleven. My hand was so slippery with sweat that I had to grab at the phone twice.

“Hello, darling,” Arab’s voice said.

“Gosh,” I babbled, “I was afraid something had happened. Gosh, you scared me, not calling. Gosh, I’m glad you’re all right.”

“I — I think you’re going to be angry,” she said. Her voice quavered slightly.

“Don’t be silly. I’m not angry. I’m too glad you’re all right to be angry.”

“I said,” she sniffled, “you’re going to be angry.”

My stomach started to practice Boy Scout knots. “What’s the matter? Don’t tell me you’re not all right!”

“Mostly I’m all right, Andy. But I’m also just a teeny bit all wrong.”

“Where are you? Speak up! Listen, I’m going nuts!”

“You’ll be angry,” she mourned. “I’m at Mr. Emmerich’s.”

“Will it do any good,” I said icily, “if I ask you to leave? I’d rather have you spend your time at the Rock Creek Zoo, stealing steaks from the carnivores.”

“I would like to leave, Andy, but I — I can’t seem to.”

“Why not?”

“Now please don’t be mad, Andy, because it was all just unfortunate and I didn’t mean things to happen this way. I didn’t want to live in town for maybe weeks, away from you, and I thought I could settle everything by sneaking into Mr. Emmerich’s house and talking to your Joan Westley. I was going to hide the car a few hundred yards from his house, and sneak in. But the unluckiest thing happened. I had just started to slow down to look for a parking place when his car came down the road and stopped beside me.”

I groaned, “So now he’ll start thinking we were the prowlers.”

“N-no, Andy. In a way it was worse than that. He thought I was looking for his house, not for a hiding place. He thought I was coming to see him because I liked him. He was awfully pleased. And I had to pretend that he was right, to keep him from getting suspicious.”

“You get right back in that car and come home!”

“I can’t,” she wailed. “I think he had one of his men do something to the engine, because after I insisted I had to leave, and tried to start the car, it wouldn’t go. He wants me to stay overnight.”

“Tell him to get out his car and drive you back to Washington.”

“But Andy, I didn’t make any arrangements about staying with anybody in Washington! And so when Mr. Emmerich asked for my phone number and address, early in the evening, I had to think fast and I gave him Edie Carter’s number and address at the Potomac Arms.”

“You can barge in on her without warning.”

“But she’s out of town!”

“You’ve done everything but plead guilty, haven’t you? I don’t suppose he’d leave you at the door of the apartment house, would he? I could pick you up there.”

“I — I’m sure he’d want to see me right into the apartment, and he’d find I couldn’t get in. Please get me out of this, Andy. He thinks I like him awfully.”

“Where are you calling from?”

“A guest room phone. I pretended I had to powder my nose. Ooooh, Andy, I’m scared. How are you going to get me out of this?”

“I’ll probably get you out feet first,” I snarled. “I’ll come over and try to figure out a way.”

“Yes, Andy.”

“And meanwhile you play hard-to-get with Emmerich. I’d rather the guy got suspicious than what he wants. Understand?”

“Yes, Andy. And thank you.”

“Remember, I’ll be prowling around, so don’t get worried if the place starts burning down or blowing up because it will be me getting sore and figuring that’s the only way to get you out. ‘By.”

I hung up, and shed my uniform in favor of an old pair of O.D. pants and a khaki shirt minus shoulder loops; it might be smart not to wear any brass insignia to catch the light. I studied Arab’s arsenal and rejected the idea of taking a forty-five, because I handle guns the way I would handle a porcupine. I settled on the My Friend knuckle duster that we had acquired in the affair of the English coach pistol; it was a handy gadget with which you could first shoot a guy and then slug him with the heavy flat butt. It was unloaded but I didn’t plan to do any shooting.

All this had taken about two minutes. I hurried out of the house and began sprinting across the ancient wagon trail. The distance to Emmerich’s house was a half-mile and I covered it in two minutes and fifteen seconds, which was faster than I ever managed to run the half when I was at The Episcopal Academy. I found our old green coupe parked in the driveway. Nobody was around and it was fairly dark, even with the house lights on, and I gave the car a quick check. I might have known what I would find: the wires pulled out of the distributor. A disconnected wire will defeat almost any woman driver, especially Arab. I replaced the wires.

With that job done, I felt relieved. Now Arab could tell Emmerich she just remembered that sometimes the distributor wires worked loose and she could insist on coming out to try the car again. I pulled out one wire, to give her something to replace, and thought about the problem of getting the word to Arab. I had two chances: either passing the news directly to her, if I could catch her alone, or using Joan to carry the message. Both plans involved getting into the house without knocking my head against a blackjack.

I spent ten minutes circling the place to get the layout fixed in my mind. It was a three-story Tudor job that had been poured over the landscape as if somebody had forgotten to say “When.” Wings poked out at odd angles and cupola-type rooms roosted on it here and there. I couldn’t remember much of the interior except for the panelled first-floor hallway and a living room built along the lines of Union Station. From what I had seen, the place was well carpeted, which would be a help when I tripped over furniture and fell down unexpected stairs.

Breaking into houses is not my specialty; I even have trouble clawing my way into a pack of chewing gum. Fortunately, however, I located an unlocked cellar window. I crawled inside. The cellar was dark and huge and I had trouble locating the stairs. My fumblings turned up one interesting thing, though: a box that apparently contained the fuses for the lighting system, and a hand switch. It might be useful to know how to find that again. So, after finally locating the stairs, I felt my way back to the fuse box and paced the distance to the stairs and memorized the location. Then I sneaked up to the first floor.

The cellar door opened into a dimly lighted hallway. I explored to the left and found a huge pantry and kitchen. In the kitchen were a middle-aged couple with frozen faces — apparently the housekeeping staff — and the Edwards boys. The Edwards boys were drinking beer. It would have been a pleasant, homey scene except that the Edwards boys were also cleaning two large black automatics. I didn’t think they would invite me in to have a quick one, so I went away.

In the other direction the corridor opened into a bigger hallway and then opened into an even bigger space where a giant staircase angled upward. Beyond was the living room. I inched across acres of carpets with my heart playing xylophone tunes on my ribs. There were no good places to hide in case someone appeared, unless you counted a half-dozen suits of armor on pedestals. I’ve seen enough movies to know that heroes often hide inside suits of armor, but that must be Twentieth Century armor. This armor was medieval stuff and if you ever study medieval armor you’ll realize that all the knights of the Round Table must have been about five feet two inches high and built like quarter-kegs of beer. My own height is over six feet and I seem to be built on the lines of a secondhand soda straw.

Nobody came into the hall of armor, however, and I made my way safely to the doorway of the living room. Somebody was playing Strauss on a piano. I peeked around the corner. It was Emmerich at a baby grand. His big pink face was turned up to watch Arab, who was draped over one curve of the piano. I liked the guy less than ever. Why should some guys be able to play Strauss while I can’t even get the right station on the radio? I tried to attract Arab’s attention, but she wasn’t looking my way. I had to give it up as a bad job and start hunting for Joan Westley.

I crept up the big stairway. The second floor looked like a jigsaw puzzle … one that has been upset. Three corridors fanned out before me and each seemed to have different levels and branch corridors. I picked the right-hand one and eased down it.

Along the way I listened at the doors of rooms. Halfway down the corridor a tiny beam of light seeped out through a keyhole into the murky hall. I couldn’t see anything through the keyhole except part of a thickly shaded window. But I could hear something … something odd and senseless.

A voice said, “How do you do?”

After a moment’s pause, another voice replied, “How do you do?”

Voice Number One said, “I am very glad to meet you.”

Voice Number Two said, “I am very glad to meet you.”

Voice One stated, “This is excellent weather we are having, is it not?”

Voice Two said, “This is excellent weather we are having, is it not?”

Voice One said, “This is uncomfortable weather we are having, is it not?”

Voice Two said, “This is uncomfortable weather we are having, is it not?”

My nerves weren’t in good shape. I was prowling through a dangerous guy’s house and nothing was going right and somebody might catch me any minute. The conversation jangled my nerves. It irritated me. I wanted to walk in and growl, “Make up your mind. Is it or isn’t it excellent weather?”

Voice One said, “Have you visited the sights of Washington?”

Voice Two didn’t answer. At least Voice Two was showing some initiative at last.

Voice One said, “I have not done any sight-seeing. My health is not good.”

Voice Two said, “I have not done any sight-seeing. My health is not good.” He was back in the same old rut.

Voice One said, “In fact, if you will excuse me …”

Voice Two said, “In fact, if you will excuse me …”

There was a pause, and finally Voice One said, “How do you do?”

Voice Two said, “How do you do?”

I couldn’t take any more and I sidled away. Somebody else could try to dope out that conversation. It was beyond me. Just past that room I found a stairway leading upward, and decided to try it. It made a turn, then reached a landing in front of a slightly open door. Light was oozing out. I looked in and saw a head covered with limp black hair, and slender brown fingers busy with some delicate task on a brilliantly lighted work table. It was Mike Vittorio.

At the moment I wasn’t interested in Mike. I turned quietly and started down the stairs. Just before reaching the turn, my skin suddenly began feeling as if spiders were crawling over it. I don’t know what warned me. Maybe it was a stirring in the darkness below me … a stirring of air. I hugged the outside of the stairway, and listened. A pulse in my throat sounded like the ticking of a grandfather’s clock. Then I heard a whisper of sound … the sort of whisper that feet make on carpeting. It was coming around the turn in the stairs just below me.

My legs wouldn’t move. All my body wanted to do was try to paper itself against the wall. The whispering feet reached me, seemed to pause for an endless second. A breath fanned my cheek. The whispering picked up again and a body went past me so closely that cloth brushed my hand. I counted the whispering footsteps. Eight … nine … ten. Whoever it was would be outlined against the light from Mike’s room in a moment. Eleven … twelve … a thick shadow bulked up into the light. It was one of the Edwards boys. He pushed open the door silently, stepped in.

Suddenly a chair screeched backward.

The Edwards boy yelped, “Put away that knife, you dumb wop!”

Mike’s voice was chilly. “Who’s a wop?”

“Put away that knife, will you? What do you want to jump at a guy like that for?”

“Why did you come sneaking up here?”

“Aw, I brought you some beer.”

A bottle clunked on wood, and Mike said, “Thanks. Next time make more noise.”

Edwards chuckled. “What for? So I won’t see what you’re doing? How’s the dime store jewelry coming along?”

Mike snapped, “What do you mean, you’ll see what I’m doing? Maybe you think you know something?”

“I ain’t blind. I’ve handled enough hot stuff in my time to know the score. Maybe Emmerich don’t know you’re knocking down on him, but I do. I can tell when you cut that gold to eighteen carat and tell him it’s twenty-two. I can tell when you slip in cheaper stones and pocket the ones Emmerich deals out.”

For a moment nobody spoke. Then Edwards gasped, and Mike said softly, “If you know so much, what’s the carat number of the inlay on this knife?”

“Get it outta my ribs!”

“Did I nick you? That’s tough.”

“I only thought we could make a deal, Mike. We worked together before. We got along okay the whole time you worked for that antique dealer in New York and I used to sneak you hot stuff for you to reset. Didn’t I come right down when you called me and said the new guy you were working for needed bodyguards? Didn’t you tell me we’d make out all right?”

“You’re getting a hundred and a half a week.”

“That’s no fortune … not for hot stuff. Why should we let this Emmerich and his pals make all the dough? Where did they get the gold and rocks they give you to work on? They must of stole it.”

“Don’t let me keep you,” Mike said.

“Okay. Okay. See you later.”

I started downstairs fast. Probably there were more unpleasant guys to meet on dark stairways than one of the Edwards boys, but offhand I couldn’t think of their names.







Chapter Four

AFTER reaching the second floor I hurried back to the main stairway and this time picked the center corridor. Beyond the first turn the corridor was flooded with light from two open doors, across from each other. I edged along one wall until I could look into the opposite room.

Joan Westley was sitting at a vanity table, manicuring her nails in a listless way. Her face was turned away from me. She wore a pale yellow negligee that brought out faint gold highlights in her brown hair. The negligee left a shoulder and one slim leg bare. I was glad to find that there were pleasanter views in the house than that of the Edwards boys cleaning forty-fives. I stepped across the corridor and started to peek into the other room … and then I got a break. Maybe it was a reward for having had pure thoughts about Joan’s negligee.

It was a closet door inside the room that gave me the break: a door fitted with a full-length mirror and ajar at just the right angle. The mirror showed me Elsa Emmerich sitting in a chair facing the doorway. Maybe she had sensed that something was wrong because she was staring straight out at the corridor. If the mirror hadn’t been at just the right angle, I would have leaned forward to look into the room and would have stared right into her bleak blue eyes.

I crossed the corridor again to the spot from which I could see Joan. I was too worried now to appreciate the cream-tinted leg and shoulder. It wouldn’t be easy to attract her attention without alarming Elsa. I hunted through my pockets for paper and pencil to write a message that I could throw into her room. Any detective I’ve ever read about would have had reams of paper and a gross of pencils and a couple of carrier pigeons on him. I didn’t have enough paper to make a two-cent stamp and not even a splinter from a pencil. Things always work out that way for me.

There were a couple of coins in my pocket, however. I tossed one through Joan’s doorway and posed quickly, finger on lips, to warn her when she turned. The coin made a faint plop on the carpet near her feet.

Elsa called immediately, “You wish something, Miss Westley?”

Joan said in a weary voice, “No. Why?”

“I thought I heard a noise in your room.”

“I didn’t,” Joan said, still keeping her back turned. “But what of it?”

“You are not a very pleasant guest.”

“Am I a guest?”

“Of course. Please do not have foolish ideas.”

“Good night,” Joan said. She stood up, turned, came to the door of her room, and closed it. Her eyes were perfectly blank and she didn’t see me.

I sneaked back along the corridor, swearing quietly. This was getting to be ridiculous. I had been in the house for a half-hour and had merely succeeded in making my job harder. For a moment I toyed with the idea of running back to our place and telephoning here and asking for Arab and giving her the message. But Emmerich would wonder how anybody knew she was visiting him. He might have somebody listen on an extension line.

Then I thought of the switch in the basement. If the lights went out, I could slip unobserved into Joan’s room. But Emmerich might get suspicious if the lights went out. I began to get disgusted with myself. Apparently I should have taken up thinking earlier in life, instead of starting now from scratch.

I helfted the knuckle duster and wondered if I could get into Elsa’s room and slug her before she could yell. I didn’t wonder long; I knew I couldn’t do it. Slugging women was something else I should have taken up earlier. I should have started by spanking Arab right after we were married, when she got us into that Chippendale chair mess. If I had, I wouldn’t be in this jam now.

At about that time an idea edged shyly into my mind. It shivered a bit from loneliness, but stayed. It offered me a simple way to account for the lights going out. I opened a door near the main stairway and entered a dark guest room. I flicked on the light switch, located a telephone beside the bed, turned off the light, and felt my way to the phone. I dialed the operator.

The operator said, “Operator.”

“Would you give this phone a test ring?” I asked. “I’m not sure the bell is working.”

“Thank you,” the operator said. “Hang up and I will ring twice. Please notify me if you do not hear it.”

I hung up. In a moment the phone rang twice. The ring should be sounding in other rooms, too, where it would seem like an outside call. I picked up the phone, heard Emmerich’s voice saying, “Hello? Hello?”

“This is the Manassas Power and Light Company,” I said gruffly. “There’s a little generator trouble in our power plant. It will be necessary to turn your lights off soon for perhaps ten minutes. We regret the inconvenience.”

“Very well,” Emmerich said. He sounded almost happy about it, and I wondered if he was thinking of being close to Arab in the dark. I helfted the knuckle duster again. My conscience wouldn’t object if I wanted to slug Emmerich. It would be in there cheering.

I replaced the phone and left the room and began tiptoeing down the main stairway. As I reached the hall of armor, a voice spoke almost in my ear, and I came close to breaking the broad jump record. The voice said, “The lights will be turned out soon. The electric company just called. They will be out for perhaps ten minutes.”

I looked back over my shoulder and saw a loud-speaker in the panelling. It was Emmerich’s public announcement system, of course. I went on toward the cellar door, crept down the stairs, groped to the light switch, and yanked it. Just to be on the safe side, I opened the fuse box and unscrewed all the fuses. Then I headed back toward Joan’s room through the darkened house. I had forgotten to fix the location of her room exactly in my mind, so I had to feel my way down the opposite wall hunting for Elsa’s open door. My hand slid around a corner into space, and I knew I had found it. From inside the room came the thin sharp sound of breathing. I moved across the corridor and softly opened Joan’s door, lifting the handle to take the weight off the hinges so they wouldn’t squeak. I opened the door about a foot and slid in.

Joan was standing at an unshaded window, looking out. Against the faint light her negligee was misty and transparent. I only noticed that because a man has a right, once in a while, to make sure that his wife still has a couple of strikes on the opposition. Arab didn’t have much better than a three-and-two count on this competition, however. I closed the door gently behind me and crept toward her. Suddenly she gasped, turned.

If she hadn’t wasted a split second getting breath for a scream, we would have been sunk. I grabbed her as the scream started up from her toes, and locked a hand over her mouth. A soft body writhed against me. Her lips fluttered on my hand. She was a nice girl who didn’t know how to use elbows and knees and feet. It was so easy to hold her that my biceps felt as if they could pose for physical culture ads. I could have held her all night without getting tired. Or bored. My conscience told me I was a cad. Sometimes I wish you could turn in old-fashioned consciences for new models.

“Be still,” I hissed. “It’s Blake. Major Blake. The guy you planted that pendant on.”

Joan stopped struggling. As my grip relaxed, one of her bare arms tucked itself around my neck, tugged me closer. “I knew I could trust you,” she whispered. “I knew it the moment I met you. I knew you would help me.”

I tried to back away. She seemed a lot stronger now than when I had been holding her. “You’ve got things wrong,” I stammered. “You’ll have to help me.”

A soft hand stroked my cheek. “I’ll do anything you want,” she murmured.

A lot of us like to play wolf until, as sometimes happens, the quarry catches us and says what lovely fur we have. This quiet little number was dynamite. If I didn’t look out, she would be using my wolf skin as a quilt. “Take it easy,” I said. “I don’t want that much.”

“You’ve been awfully brave to help me,” she said plaintively. “I didn’t know there were still men like you. I just wanted to thank you.”

“Put it in words,” I said. “I’ve got a — ” I almost said “wife.” But then I realized that I didn’t know a thing about Joan. It might not be smart to hand out the one bit of information that Emmerich needed to identify last night’s prowlers. I changed the sentence to, “I’ve got a girl.”

Joan sniffed. “I know who you mean … that blond creature who came to visit you. I heard the Emmerichs talking about her. He thinks she’s wonderful. She’s downstairs now.”

“That’s what I came about. You’ve got to help her to get away.”

“Help that creature? I’d just as soon have a run in my last nylons.”

“You little dope,” I growled. “You don’t even know her. She sneaked in here tonight to talk to you, to help you. But Emmerich spotted her and she had to pretend she came to see him.”

“I know why she came here. You’ve lost interest in her and she’s trying to win you back by making you jealous.”

“Your knowledge of psychology is childish,” I said coldly. “And on top of that your basic premise is wrong. It just happens that I love her.”

“Really? What about your wife? Mr. Emmerich said you had one.”

This was getting hard to handle. “My wife is a swell person,” I said feebly.

“I bet she isn’t. I bet she’s cold and mean. She goes away and leaves you alone and lets a woman like that blond creature get her hooks into you. I don’t think that blonde is good for you at all.”

“Young lady,” I said, “how old are you?”

“Almost nineteen.”

“You’ve been seeing too many B pictures.”

“I know I haven’t lived yet,” she said wistfully, “but don’t you think a woman knows things by intuition even if she hasn’t lived, Major Blake? I don’t like calling you Major Blake. What’s your first name?”

“I don’t have a first name.”

“I like it when you’re gruff.”

For a moment things went slightly pink and I grabbed the little idiot and started shaking her. But you can’t do a good job of shaking unless the other person stiffens and resists. All I managed to do was shake the distance between us out of the way. I let her go, and snapped, “To get here I had to fake a phone call from the electric company that the lights were going out for ten minutes. I switched them off in the cellar. If I don’t turn them on soon Emmerich may get suspicious. When the lights go on you’ve got to get to Arab — ”

“That’s a repulsive name.”

“Shut up! It’s short for Arabella. You get her aside and tell her to insist on trying the car again. Tell her to say she just remembered that sometimes the distributor wires shake loose. All that’s wrong is one wire pulled out of the distributor.”

“What makes you think I’ll help her?”

I said grimly, “Because if you don’t, I’m going to throw that pendant right into Emmerich’s lap.”

“You wouldn’t!”

“Or maybe in his face.”

“But that would spoil everything,” she gasped. “If you’ll just keep it hidden for a few weeks there won’t be any more trouble.”

“I could also,” I said, “stand knowing what the hell this is all about.”

She began crying softly. “I can’t tell you now. They’re using that pendant to help them sell a lot of fake antique jewelry.”

“Who’s the antique dealer Mike used to work for in New York?”

“Where did you hear that?”

“Never mind. Who is he?”

“I can’t tell you! Really I can’t. Not now. If you’ll wait a little, I’ll tell you everything.”

“All right. And are you going to do what I asked?”

“Y-yes,” she wept. “And then that horrible blond creature will pretend she thinks you’re a hero and you’ll fall for it and maybe you’ll tell her about the pendant and everything will go wrong. And … and I don’t want you to think I don’t think you’re terribly nice and I’m terribly grateful.”

“You’ve got it straight what to do after the lights come on, haven’t you?”

“Yes,” she said faintly.

“Okay. So long.”

I eased quietly out of the room. I was sweating so hard that probably I left damp footprints.

After getting to the cellar safely I screwed the fuses back into place, threw the switch, and climbed out through the window. The living room of the house faced on the cliff, so I couldn’t watch Arab and Emmerich through any windows. I slipped around front and hid behind one of the shrubs lining the driveway. Presently Arab and the guy came out, arguing. They walked to the green coupe.

A minute passed. I heard the noise of the engine, and the familiar clashing noise of Arab shifting into low. Headlights moved down the driveway. I waited until the motor noise faded, then stood up. Emmerich wasn’t in sight. I dug out my handkerchief and mopped my forehead. I thought happily of home and slippers. It would have been smarter to have thought of how white handkerchiefs show up in the dark.

Leaves rustled behind me and I tried to whirl, and something whisked past my ear and caromed off my left arm. I threw out a blind right hook with the force of my turn behind it. My knuckles slammed into ribs. It felt like hitting a barrel with a paper bag, but at least it knocked the black shadow in front of me off balance. I tried to follow with a left. My arm wouldn’t move. The butt of a gun chopped at my head. I jumped forward and his forearm hit my head and I jabbed the heel of my right hand up at his nose and he yelped and I ran.

Sound blasted the air. Something plucked at my sleeve; a hunk of metal shrieked off a stone ten feet ahead. The air boiled with noise. Yells. Crashing feet. The slam of more shots. I dodged right and found myself in back of the house. A shaft of light jumped from the kitchen door as someone ripped it open. I wheeled sharply, dove into the shrubbery beside the house. For a moment I lay still and tried to suck oxygen into my chest. My lungs felt hot and soggy. I tested my left arm and found that it wasn’t broken, just numbed.

Somebody yelled, “He ducked into the bushes beside the house. Right there!”

A gun roared twice. It sounded like a sledge hammer wrecking a crate. The bullets hit close and stone dust from the wall stung my face.

“Stop that shooting,” Emmerich said. “It can be heard a mile away. Get flashlights and clubs. If he had a gun he would shoot back.”

“We only got the two flashlights and the batteries are dead on one,” a man said.

Emmerich let out a firecracker string of words. Deep, gargling, German words. “I told you to buy more,” he said finally in English. “Get the flashlight. Do not shoot unless he gets past us.” He raised his voice, called, “You have no chance. Come out with your hands behind your head.”

I crawled slowly along the wall. My cellar window was somewhere near. Emmerich was wrong. I did have a chance if I could find the window in time. My fingers scraped along stone and at last touched the window. It swung inward. I lowered myself backward into the opening. Things would have been fine but for my numbed arm. As I lowered myself I hung too much weight on it and my fingers wouldn’t hold and I crashed down onto the floor. They heard the noise and rushed the window like terriers at a rat hole.

I scrambled up and weaved across the black cellar toward the fuse box. My fingers closed on the switch, yanked it. I spun the fuses out of their sockets and jammed them in a pocket. Emmerich’s gang would have trouble finding me with one flashlight. I reached the stairs and raced up. They delayed too long at the window. I made the first floor hall and was halfway to the main staircase before somebody’s feet hammered into the kitchen from outside.

I headed for the second floor and Joan’s room. My best chance of getting out of the house was to have her pick the right spot and time for me. But I was still dizzy from what had happened. I tried door after door and realized that I had picked the wrong one of the three second-floor corridors. By that time Emmerich and his gang might be scattered all through the house, waiting for me to make a careless move. I was afraid to go back to the second-floor stairs and try again. It might be a good idea to wait, to let them wonder if I had escaped. I ducked into a bedroom, leaving the door open to keep track of things.

It was a small room with a hospital smell and a bed the size of a coffin. Twice I heard footsteps in the hall, and the second time the faint noise seemed to end too soon. I gripped the knuckle duster until my hand hurt. Maybe he had slipped in. Maybe he could see better than I could in the dark, and was creeping toward me. I tried to listen but I could hear nothing except blood rushing like surf in my head. I couldn’t tell whether — 

“Put up your hands!”

The voice was harsh, metallic. It corkscrewed into my eardrums. The guy was across the room from me, but I couldn’t see him. He had eyes like a cat.

“Clasp your hands behind your head,” he ordered.

I obeyed. He hadn’t seen the knuckle duster in my right hand. If he would move a little closer, within sight and reach …

“We will march to the living room,” he said. “The living room on the first floor. If you try to run, I will shoot. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” I said. My throat felt like an old woolen sock.

“Now,” he said, “march!”

I stumbled toward the door. I knew who it was now: Emmerich. He didn’t make the mistake of coming closer. I plodded down the black corridor, bruising my shoulders on the walls now and then. It was difficult to move without feeling ahead of me with my hands.

“Not so fast!” he said.

The words made me jump. Sound does odd things in big old houses. His voice seemed to come from several directions. I shivered. I had hoped he would get closer, and speak, and give me a chance to locate him by the sound. But there wasn’t a chance the way echoes tumbled back from ceilings and walls. I approached the wide, empty area in front of the stairway. There was a faint light now filtering in through the big oriel window beyond the staircase. I moved ahead numbly.

And suddenly a hand yanked me aside and a girl gasped, “You idiot!”

I shoved her behind me, ducked, swung around. But there wasn’t any black figure rushing at me. No orange flame lashed through the darkness. Nobody was there. I turned back to Joan. She had managed to spot me in the faint light from the oriel window and had pulled me into the last doorway before the stair landing.

“You idiot,” she whispered again. “You’d have walked right into a blackjack.”

She gripped my arm, pointed out toward the stairway. The shadow of a grandfather’s clock bulged more than it should have done. A man was there. “It’s all right,” she said in the faintest of whispers. “He couldn’t see you against the blackness of this corridor. But two steps more …”

“I don’t understand,” I said dully. “Emmerich trapped me in a room. He ordered me to put my hands behind my head and march to the living room. He was right behind me until you yanked me in here.”

“Listen,” she hissed.

A voice spoke harshly, brassily, three feet away. “Keep your hands up!” he said. Echoes came from the room across the way, from the stairs. But they weren’t echoes. It was the loud speaker system. Emmerich had been broadcasting his orders into every room and corridor in the house. I had underestimated the guy. He wasn’t just a big blond fool after all. A childhood jingle skipped through my mind: Will you walk into my parlor said the spider to the fly. I had almost done it. I thought of the bulging shadow of the grandfather’s clock, and shuddered.

I stammered, “But I turned off the electricity in the cellar. How could that loud speaker system work?”

“It must be on another circuit,” she whispered. “Oh, you poor dumb darling.”

Her arms slipped up over my shoulders. Soft lips groped over my chin and trembled against my mouth. She pressed against me. Warmth burned into my body. My legs wobbled. I tried to break away, but a delightful tingling paralysis was creeping through me. I got frantic. She couldn’t do this to me. It wasn’t fair to Arab. And Joan hadn’t affected me like this the other time. It wasn’t right; Arab had been the only one who could make me as drunk as this.

I gasped, “Joan, be sensible! Stop it, Joan!”

The soft body in my arms turned as rigid and knobby as a totem pole. One with splinters.

“Who did you say?” she asked.

“My God,” I said. “It’s Arab.”







Chapter Five

THERE was a moment of aching silence. My stomach did several fast outside loops and then started making power dives.

Arab said, “If you want to see what time it is by that grandfather’s clock in the hall — the one where the man is hiding — it’s all right with me.”

“How could I know it was you!” I said desperately. “All you did was whisper. All voices sound alike when people whisper.”

“I get it,” Arab said. “If you had known who it was, you wouldn’t have hugged and kissed me.”

“I didn’t mean it that way at all,” I groaned. “You’ve got me all confused. I just meant I thought you were Joan.”

“You thought I was Joan and so you thought you were hugging and kissing Joan. Thank you for clearing up everything for me, darling.”

“But I tried to get away! I said stop it. I was struggling.”

“A little more of that struggling,” she said, “and you would have struggled me right into bed.”

“That was because it was you,” I said feverishly. “If it had really been Joan I’d have been so cold she would have caught pneumonia. Can I help it if my wife gets me dizzy whether I know who she is or not?”

“I — I really want to believe you, Andy. Could you say that again? It sounded nice.”

I took several deep breaths, like a fighter saved by the bell. “Joan couldn’t affect me like that,” I said. “Nobody could except you. Is it my fault that you seem like a couple dozen women and I’m madly in love with all of them? Is it my fault that I can’t recognize each one of them in the dark? That is, my brain can’t. But my emotions can. My brain told me to run like hell, but my emotions said this is your woman no matter who she seems to be.”

A trembling little figure tucked itself back into my arms, and Arab said tearfully, “I’m not sure you make sense, you big lug. I shouldn’t believe you, but I do. But I’m not going to take any chances. When I get you home I’m going to tie you down and brand you with great big letters saying STOLEN FROM ARABELLA BLAKE.”

I shivered. She was capable of doing it, too. It Was a scary but oddly exciting thought. “You don’t need to do anything like that,” I said. “The fact that I’m your property is written all over me, anyway.”

“Somehow,” she said, “I don’t think this Joan person can read.”

“Now don’t start a feud with her. She helped you tonight, didn’t she? She must have given you my message.”

“She gave me the message. At the time I was grateful. But now I’m wondering. It was a neat way of getting me out of here so she could be alone with you. It’s just as well I stopped down the road and came back to make sure you weren’t in trouble. I heard those shots.”

It looked like a good chance to switch subjects. “I’m certainly glad you came back,” I said. “If you hadn’t, I’d have walked right into his trap.”

“I don’t think Joan is going to be my best friend.”

“Thanks a lot for yanking me in here, Arab. You saved me from a lot of trouble.”

“I think I’d rather have you walk into Mr. Emmerich’s arms than Joan’s. Do you believe in death rather than dishonor, darling?”

I groaned and said, “Changing a subject on you is like trying to change a tire with a toothpick. Can’t we talk about something else? I’m a little tired of Joan.”

“I only wish she felt the same way about you. Tell me about her.”

“Oh, heck. She just feels grateful and she’s only eighteen and she thinks I’m a white knight on a charger and of course she thinks my wife is in Philadelphia neglecting me and — ”

“Eighteen is a very unpleasant age.”

“Well, she seems even younger than that, and practically all I did was pat her on the head.”

“You stop patting her!”

“Yes, Arab.”

“You … shhh!”

A board creaked in the corridor and my vertebrae turned into a crutch. The creaking went by our open door with sickening slowness. I remembered playing hide-and-seek as a kid in and out of the brownstone steps of Rittenhouse Square. There had been the same gasping excitement, the same effort to push the seeker by violent mental effort past your hiding place. But there was a difference now. This game was for keeps.

“He’s gone,” Arab said. “Now about this Joan person — ”

“If you keep on about Joan,” I growled, “we will be the late Major and Mrs. Blake. Does it occur to you that a half-dozen people are hunting us? Did you ever happen to think that none of them is quite as lovable as a barracuda? I don’t feel like being buried in the cellar of this joint. They got spiders down there. Let’s get out of here.”

“But the man by the clock!”

“Maybe he was the one who just went by. We can look, anyway.”

We edged to the door and peered across the landing. The shadow of the grandfather’s clock was not as fat as it had been. I pulled Arab toward the stairs. The landing area was broad, but it seemed like walking across a long narrow plank spanning a chasm. Nothing happened. We reached the stairs and moved downward. I kept expecting somebody to lean over the railing above and start shooting.

We reached the first floor safely and crept past the watery gleam of armor. The things were just husks of metal, of course, but I couldn’t help feeling that inside each visor were eyes glaring at us. We inched toward the main entrance, which was about forty feet away. To reach it we had to pass the wide black cavity of the living room doorway. There shouldn’t be anybody lurking there, because Emmerich would know that his trick had failed and that the prowler was warned, but it was still possible that … we slid up to the living room doorway and started past, and then the big entrance door swung open ahead of us and a flashlight beam flicked in.

What saved us for a moment was that the beam started its sweep on the far wall. Before it could quite touch us, I stepped sideways into the living room and yanked Arab in after me. Behind us the beam glided over emptiness where we had just been. It was too dark to see much in the living room. I stumbled forward with Arab, hunting for a hiding place, and rammed against the edge of a big, heavy desk. I guided Arab around to the far side and we crouched, waiting.

The beam wheeled into the room. Feet padded on the carpet and the long black shadows of legs strode past our desk. I could see the man now silhouetted against the flashlight’s glow. It was Emmerich. Apparently he wasn’t looking for us in the room; he was merely using the light to find his way. He went to the window overhanging the cliff and probed outside with the flashlight. Now and then the gleam picked up oily glints from an automatic in his hand.

We had been masked by the desk when he entered the room, but as soon as he turned he would find us crouching in plain view as helplessly as a pair of white rabbits. There was a possible hiding place a dozen feet away, where the door of a small library opened off the living room, but I was afraid we couldn’t make it unheard. I squeezed Arab’s hand, rose quietly, and moved toward him.

For a moment I considered reversing the knuckle duster and letting him have the butt on the back of his head. Unfortunately, I didn’t know how hard to hit with the thing, and the heavy curved brass might crunch his skull. It wasn’t really necessary to take that chance, anyway. The average guy gets anxious to please when a round cold muzzle jabs the back of his neck. He was eight feet away … six … four … and he started turning.

I didn’t have time to reverse the knuckle duster. His gun hand swung toward me first. For a split second the automatic gleamed sharply against the light: oily blue slide, notched sight, cocked hammer. I snatched at the hammer, locked my hand down hard over it. The gun jerked. Pain knifed through my hand as the hammer jammed my skin against the firing pin. I chopped down with the barrel of the knuckle duster. It thudded against his wrist. The automatic came away free in my hand and he dropped the flashlight and clutched his left wrist, moaning.

“Shut up,” I hissed. “Get your hands up.”

He obeyed. I heard a rustle as Arab picked up the flashlight. She swung the beam carefully to avoid touching me with it, and centered it on Emmerich. That was smart. Now he couldn’t get even a shadowy impression of us. And if Arab had managed to fool me by whispering, I could fool him.

“You will be caught,” he said. “You cannot get away.” The pupils of his eyes were black pinheads in the glare of the flashlight. His lips fumbled over the words.

“Keep your voice low,” I whispered.

“My men are all around,” he muttered. “If you give up, nothing will happen. I merely wish information … and the pendant. That is better than trying to escape and being shot.”

“Thanks for the tip,” I said. “And for an idea. Walk to that loud speaker gadget of yours and tell your men I’m on the third floor and to get up there fast.”

He blinked. His face seemed to go a shade whiter. Then the muscles of his big jaw tensed and he walked toward the loud speaker. I was careless. I didn’t stay close enough, and Arab made the mistake of flicking the light away from him to the wall panel. In that second he leaped into the tiny library, slammed the door. A bolt clicked into place. I rammed my shoulder against the door. It gave a little but not enough. It would take a couple of men to break it. Just as I realized that, a chilling sound started. Emmerich was howling for his mob. Howling in a voice that carried like a fog horn.

Arab tugged at my sleeve. “Don’t stand there!” she cried. “The front door. Quick!”

“Probably a guard outside,” I gasped. “We can’t chance it. Lock the living room door.”

“But Andy — ”

“Fast!”

She scuttled to the door, closed it. I heard a lock click into its receiver. She ran back and said, “I locked it. But Andy, we’re caught! There’s a twenty-foot drop from these windows and then the cliff.”

“We’ll get out. Get his gun off my hand, will you. I grabbed the hammer so it couldn’t snap down and he yanked the trigger and my skin is caught. I didn’t want to try getting it off one-handed. The thing might go off.”

Arab eased the hammer back and released my hand. “Your poor hand is bleeding,” she said. “Don’t you think I’d better use this? You can’t shoot.”

I grabbed the automatic and stuck it in my pocket. I almost had to shout to make myself heard above Emmerich’s yelling. “The United States,” I said, “is not at war with Emmerich and his mob. It isn’t open season on them. Give me the flashlight and hide beside the living room door. And don’t argue!”

She thrust the light into my hand and fled to the door. At that moment I think she was more afraid of me than of Emmerich’s bunch. She thought I was crazy. I jumped to the wall panel that controlled the loud speaker system, grabbed the jack, and plugged it into a hole marked “All floors.” I wasn’t a moment too soon. Feet were already thudding overhead. Probably right now they couldn’t understand what Emmerich was yelling, but as soon as they reached the first floor they would be able to understand.

I yelled into the microphone, “Hurry! Get to the living room, quick! Everybody! Break in the door!”

Arab choked out a protest. I yelled louder, trying to make my voice sound guttural. It’s just as hard to recognize a screaming voice as a whisper. It would be even harder with amplification. And if I could get everybody excited enough, they wouldn’t think clearly. I could hear Emmerich howling, “Do not pay attention to the loud speaker! It — .”

“Hurry!” I screamed into the mike. “I am locked in the living room. Break down the door. The man we want is in the library. He has locked himself in. My arm is broken. He tries to get out. Hurry!”

I paused for breath and heard giant echoes of my voice thundering through the house. They drowned the noise of running feet. They brushed aside Emmerich’s shouts. Somebody slammed against the living room door. “Harder!” I howled. “Break it down! Hurry! He will get out of the library. Harder! Harder! HARDER!”

The living room door splintered open. I could just barely hear it through the brazen echoes of my shouts. Everybody in the house must be half-deafened by now. A cluster of shadows boiled through the door and I went nuts. They couldn’t see who was standing beside the panel, but if Emmerich’s voice got through to them …

I scorched my throat screaming into the mike. “The library! Break down the door! Beat him up! Everybody! Quick! YEEAAAHOOOOO!”

My ears ached as my amplified voice screeched back at me from speakers all over the house. The mob swept past me … and just at that moment Emmerich opened the library door. Shrieks and howls and yells whispered against my numbed ears and Emmerich and his mob went down in a gorgeous slugging pileup on the floor.

I raced to the broken living room door and grabbed Arab’s hand. We sprinted out through the front doorway and down the drive and along the road to the old green coupe. As we reached it, Arab stopped and said something. I was still slightly deafened and couldn’t hear the words.

I said, “What?” and cupped my ear.

She yelled into it, “I love you.” It came through to me as a murmur.

I screamed back, “I love you, too.”

She flung her arms around my neck and shouted, “Do you love me more than when we were married?”

“I love you twice as much as you love me,” I yelled.

“There isn’t that much love in the world!” she screamed happily. “It’s fun making love at the top of your voice, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” I shrieked. “It might seem queer to other people, but other people are sane.”

“Let’s go home and borrow megaphones and scream some more sweet nothings at each other!”

“Get in the car, you idiot,” I yelled. “I got to save some screams for when I’m scared. Like right now. I just thought of something.”

We scrambled into the car and I kicked the starter and we took off with yowling tires. I wasn’t worried about making noise. If our ears were still numb, Emmerich and his playmates couldn’t be hearing any better. But that wouldn’t last long. Somebody might start wondering whether or not a timid guy named Major Blake had been home all evening. Somebody might reach for a phone to find out if I were in.

We made the house in about two minutes. I swung in the driveway and out across the back lawn and stopped the coupe in the bushes as far behind the garage as possible. My ears were getting back to normal and I heard the cough of the motor as I switched off the ignition. There was another sound, too. A faint buzzing. For a second I didn’t recognize it, and then I did and almost took the back door with me getting into the house fast.

I snatched up the phone and said in a yawning voice, “This is Major Blake.” Nobody answered. “Hello,” I said testily. “Hello.” I heard the faint sound of a breath being released at the other end of the line. A distant receiver clicked into place and the dial tone came on.

“What was it!” Arab demanded.

“Either a wrong number, or somebody at Emmerich’s wondering if I really am a stay-at-home.”

Her face came over my shoulder and she rubbed her cheek against mine and said, “Did you really mean those lovely things you screamed at me?”

I said in a slightly grim tone, “I love you madly.”

“I’m not sure I like the way you said that, Andy.”

“Any guy with sense,” I said, “would have gone home to father after you cooked up our first shooting scrape. I didn’t. So I must love you madly.”

“You … you like living with me, don’t you?”

“Uh-huh. Although it’s like living on a bullseye on a rifle range. Incidentally, as of tomorrow you start living in Washington.”

“And let you stay here alone where that Joan person can get at you and make trouble?”

“It seems to me,” I said mildly, “that Emmerich can make much more permanent trouble. And he will, if he begins to suspect that we’re married.”

“But one of Mr. Emmerich’s gang already knows we’re married. Mike Vittorio.”

“Mike hasn’t told Emmerich … or we wouldn’t be here. Mike is playing his own hand.” I repeated the conversation I had overheard between Mike and one of the Edwards boys.

“Wonderful,” she said. “Everybody is double-crossing everybody else and so that gives us a chance. What’s that saying about honest men getting a break when thieves fall out?”

“Yeah. Honest men get a break. And sometimes they get shot as innocent bystanders.”

“What is Mike after?”

“He’s faking Renaissance jewelry, and Emmerich is supplying him with gold and unset jewels. Edwards mentioned something about Mike substituting cheaper jewels for the ones Emmerich deals out.”

“Mike must be quite an expert.”

“He’s good. He also picked one of the best fields for faking. The best prices are paid for Greek and Etruscan jewelry, medieval rings, and Renaissance jewelry … especially enamelled pendants of the Renaissance. And working in gold is easier for a faker than working in any other metal, because gold doesn’t get a patina and so you can’t tell its age.”

“And Mike wants you to handle the stuff for him?”

“Yes. I figure he isn’t getting much of a cut now. I picked up a couple more things tonight that’ll interest you.” I told her about the few words Joan and Elsa had exchanged, and about the weird conversation between Voice One and Voice Two about the weather.

Arab wasn’t interested in the weather, but she frowned over the part about Joan. “I suppose,” she said, “they really are keeping her as a kind of prisoner. But why?”

“I don’t know. But I’m going to find out.”

“Every other time we’ve been in trouble you didn’t want to do anything, except maybe call the police. But now you’re willing to help Joan.”

“I happen,” I said wearily, “to be interested in helping us. Mike won’t keep quiet forever. If I don’t play ball with him, he’ll let Emmerich in on what he knows. I want to stop this thing before it gets to that stage. Joan is incidental.”

“I wish she’d act incidental. Oh heck, I suppose we do have to help her. And she’ll be horribly grateful to you. How are you going to go about it?”

“I’ll tell you … if you’ll promise to live in Washington and not do a thing while I’m working this out.”

“You’re mean. You want all the fun for yourself.”

“Uh-huh. But I wish the fun didn’t come in forty-five caliber packages. Promise?”

“Well, yes.”

“I’m going to find out what antique dealers in New York have been selling quite a bit of Renaissance jewelry lately. There can’t be many. I don’t know of more than a dozen dealers in the whole country who handle much antique jewelry. Then I’m going to locate the guy who’s handling this fake stuff and pry some answers out of him. The dealer Mike used to work for is in New York, and I got a hunch he’s the one selling this fake stuff.”

“While I’m sleeping in Washington,” Arab said sadly, “how am I going to keep my feet warm?”

“Try a hot water bottle. You’ll find it won’t flinch the way I do.”

“I don’t have to leave tonight, do I?”

“No.”

“Andy, am I prettier than Joan?”

I sighed. “As far as I’m concerned,” I said, “Joan comes from a long line of gargoyles.”

“You don’t believe that.”

“Well, maybe I have some gargoyle in my ancestry, too. I admit she’s pretty. But you’re lovely.”

Arab’s cheek felt hot against mine. It could have been a blush. “Maybe,” she whispered, “you’d better make sure.”

My breathing began to sound like a locomotive leaving a station. It isn’t often that Arab acts meek and captive. It isn’t often that I get a chance to be masterful. I started to sweep her up into my arms. But my left arm — the one Emmerich had clipped with the butt of his gun — was still half paralyzed. I couldn’t budge her off the floor.

She giggled suddenly and said, “I’ll walk,” and grabbed my hand and pulled me up the stairs. I’m glad I didn’t live in the cave man era. The dames would have been dragging me around by the hair.







Chapter Six

THE next day was Saturday and I didn’t have to work, I wangled a V.O.C.O. from the chief of my branch in the War Department for a weekend leave. That would give me two full days to clean up the business. I headed for Union Station and hopped a train for New York — an experience that, in these days, is like trying to go through a revolving door in column of fours. I reached New York in the early afternoon and telephoned a couple of my friends in the antique business. Between them they only knew of three dealers who had sold any Renaissance jewelry lately. I took down the addresses and started my search. The Cellini pendant made a slight bulge in my inside blouse pocket. I expected to get some use from it.

The first dealer on my list had a few Renaissance pieces for sale but they were all grosserie work. There was a water vessel of the type known as acquereccia and a couple of vases and a huge gilded salver. That wasn’t the sort of thing Mike had been faking. He had been working on minuterie: rings and pendants and hat medallions and the like. The second dealer had just finished selling his Renaissance stuff; it had come from the estate of a collector whose name I remembered, and so I had to cross that dealer from my list. My remaining prospect had a shop just off Fifth Avenue on Fifty-eighth. The small display window was draped with black velvet on which rested a single piece of Etruscan jewelry: one of those lovely gold necklaces that were sprinkled with grains of gold, like sand on sandpaper … a method that we can’t duplicate nowadays. In the lower left corner of the window was the discreet lettering: Galeries Pechaud. I remembered meeting Jules Pechaud some years earlier at an auction. He was a thin, gray man with a habit of peering back over his shoulder, as if afraid somebody was sneaking up behind him with a writ of attachment. Of course, that was during a period we had called the “Recession”; it was 1937, I think. His business should have improved since then.

I went in and asked for him and presently he came. He was still looking for that writ of attachment. After introducing myself, I said, “I’m interested in Renaissance jewelry.”

“Ah yes,” he said, peering back over his shoulder. “It is too bad so few pieces are on the market. Very little Renaissance jewelry has survived.”

“But I understand you have some,” I said. He looked at me sharply and didn’t answer immediately. I mentioned the names of the two dealers I had just visited and explained that they had directed me here.

“I really have almost nothing,” he said. “I do not think you would be interested.”

That made me curious. I had never heard a dealer discourage business before. By this time the average dealer would be dragging me into his office and shaking me upside down to see how much I had in my pockets.

“I don’t suppose you’d mind showing me what you have,” I said.

“Renaissance jewelry is extremely expensive, Major Blake. Something more modern, perhaps? I have some Louis Seize brooches and a few nice Georgian pieces.”

He was breaking another rule of the profession. You never know how much money a person has. I remembered one of those wonderful old Philadelphia ladies coming into my shop back in ‘thirty-eight. She wore a little shoebox hat and gloves made of string and a high-buttoned black dress that was shiny with age. She took two thousand seven hundred and fifty dollars from an old shopping bag to pay for a Sheraton chair.

I decided to try something blunt, and I snapped, “I’m beginning to think you don’t want to sell Renaissance jewelry to anybody.”

His weak brown eyes stared at me in what seemed like fright. He peered back over his shoulder, and I could see his thin, veined hands quaking. “Not at all,” he said hoarsely. “I will be delighted to show you my collection.”

He led the way at a tottering walk to an inner office, locked the door behind us, and spun the dial of a wall safe. I sat down in front of his desk, and he began spreading black velvet trays before me. His hands shook so much that the trays rattled on the desk as he set them down. When he had finished, there were eight trays in front of me: some containing only a pendant, some holding three or four rings, or cap medallions or necklaces.

There must have been thirty exquisite pieces of jewelry in the collection. It was odd; he was as eager now to show me everything as he had been reluctant earlier. He had changed completely after my remark that he didn’t seem to want to sell anything. And he was afraid of me.

“This brooch,” he said, lifting it from the tray, “is lovely. Of course you know how collectors of Renaissance jewelry tend to attribute everything to Cellini. Quite wrongly, too. But this piece might well have come from his work bench. You note the elaborate detail, the perfection of the niello work. I would almost be willing to swear that Cellini made it.”

“The metal is gilded, isn’t it?”

“Yes. Beautifully done.”

“Of course,” I said casually, “Cellini didn’t like to gild metals. The quicksilver used in gilding gave off rather poisonous fumes. Cellini mentions that men who specialized in gilding usually died in a few years.”

I hadn’t expected to create the impression I achieved. A gulp went down his thin throat; I could hear it go tunk. The tray slipped from his fingers. Finally he said in a shaking voice, “You may be right. Quite likely. I had forgotten that.” He looked at me like a man peering through a keyhole. I suspected that he was changing his mind about me again. “You … you might like these rings,” he stammered.

I studied them. It was Renaissance practice to set stones high, and ordinarily to use only one stone in each ring. The stone would be set in a box-like collet closed at the base. The gold of the collet was rubbed up over the setting edge of the jewel and then the four sides of the collet were enamelled. The rings before me were not quite right. As I examined them I noticed that Pechaud was hardly looking my way at all now. He kept peering back over his shoulder.

“Wouldn’t you say,” I murmured, “that these stones are set a few millimeters too low to be Renaissance? And the gold of the collet isn’t rubbed up high enough?”

He gasped, “Yes, possibly. Of course, you are no longer interested. I will put them away.”

“Just a moment. What is the price of this?” I lifted a ring set with a table-cut ruby. The stone glowed like a big red ember.

“It is not for sale,” he quavered, reaching for it.

I snatched it away. “If I’m wrong,” I said, “this is going to cost me plenty. But I’m going to try an experiment.”

I took out a pocket knife and opened the thinnest blade. He realized what I was going to do, I think, but he didn’t try to stop me. He merely leaned against the desk and trembled. I worked the point of the blade carefully between the ruby and the collet, to loosen the gold setting. I managed to pry it back without cracking the enamel lower on the collet. Finally the jewel rolled free.

I picked it up and studied its face. “Lovely color, isn’t it?” I asked.

“Yes,” he breathed.

“But I wonder how it will look in a minute.”

I turned the ruby bottom up and began scraping it. For a moment I had a horrible feeling that maybe my suspicions were wrong. But in a few seconds the blade scratched instead of slipping and a thin jagged channel appeared on the jewel’s base. I kept on scraping, and more flakes came off, until I had cleaned a thin lacquer from the stone. When I turned the ruby again so that the table face was uppermost, the fiery color had dimmed. The stone was a pink shadow of the lovely glowing thing it had been.

“In the Renaissance,” I said quietly, “it was illegal to tint the base of any stone except a diamond.”

He nodded, and I could hear his teeth clicking.

I continued, “This stone is worth a tenth of what it was worth a minute ago.”

He nodded again.

“Would you,” I asked, “say the ring was a fake?”

He made an effort to speak and almost choked. At last he whispered, “I am sure that you are wrong. Sometimes jewelers of the Renaissance broke the guild rules. Sometimes — ”

“Would you like me to have a chemist test the stuff I scraped off? Would you be interested in seeing if it is modern lacquer? Or perhaps a nationally advertised nail polish?”

“No,” he said. “No.” He stared at me as if I were a hangman, and said, “What … what do you want?”

“Sit down at your desk,” I said. “You look shaky. All I want is information.”

I helped him around to his chair and lowered his quivering body into it, and happened to glance at a framed photograph on the desk. It had been turned away from me until now. I looked at it and mopped my forehead. I had taken an awful chance with the ring. I might have put myself in hock for years.

“We could have saved a lot of time and trouble,” I said weakly, “if I had seen this right at the start.” I pointed to the photograph … from which the soft brown eyes of Joan Westley looked out at me.

“I don’t understand,” he said. “What does knowing my daughter have to do with this?”

“You’re the one to answer that. Why does she use the name Joan Westley when yours is Pechaud?”

Once again I got a startling effect. His face went gray as fog. He seemed to wither inside his clothes. He choked, “Where did you meet her?”

I hated to be brutal, but so far I wasn’t getting anywhere. “You got things wrong,” I said. “I’m not putting out information. You are. The only information I plan to put out, if I have to, is to the cops. There used to be a law on the books saying that it isn’t nice to try to obtain money under false pretenses.”

He said unexpectedly, “It really doesn’t matter. What difference does it make who puts me in jail?”

“Let’s try it another way. Maybe I can help keep you out of jail.”

“For how much?”

“For information. For the whole story. For the reasons why you’re handling these fakes, and why your daughter is masquerading under another name, and why you’ve changed your mind three times about me since I came in.”

He yanked himself up straight in the chair, and snapped, “I won’t tell you a thing. Not a thing! You can do anything you want. You might as well get out. Get out!” His thin old voice broke suddenly like a violin E string. He put his hands on the desk and tried to stand, but his arms were too weak to push him up. His head drooped forward and he whispered, “I — I just can’t understand why you’re here and who you are. Everything is so confused.”

I threw in my last chip. I dug the Cellini pendant from my inner pocket and let it swing gently before his eyes. The tiny golden Atlas gleamed and his muscles seemed to ripple in the light. A soft glow pulsed in the crystal heavens on his back, like the last shimmer of a sunset. “Maybe,” I said, “this will help.”

His glance followed the swinging pendant like a mouse watching a snake. He said faintly, “Where did you get it?”

“From your daughter. She slipped it in my pocket with a note asking me to keep it. And now I’m in a jam because of what she did. I want to get out of it and I only know two ways. One is to find out what goes on, so I can figure how to handle the mess. The other way is to slip this in a box with an unsigned note saying Joan Westley tried to steal it, and mail the box to … can you guess his name?”

“Emmerich,” he said. The word was a mere croak.

“I’d probably get out of this jam at the cost of half a buck’s worth of stamps.”

“Could you get me some water?” he whispered. “On the table under the wall safe.” I poured him some and he drank a few sips, his teeth chattering against the glass. Finally he said, “You’re trying to help my daughter, aren’t you.” It was a statement rather than a question. I nodded, and he said, “Six months ago a man named Emmerich came to me and showed me this pendant and asked me to sell it. And I agreed.”

“This thing is hot. Did you know what it was?”

He smiled faintly. “I know my Cellini. He made it for a young man named Federigo Ginori, who was courting a princess.”

“Do you think it’s authentic?”

“I would stake my reputation on it … not that I expect to have any left.”

“Do you really believe this gadget could be sold?”

“I know what you mean. There would be questions. Where has it been all these centuries? Why is it being sold now? How did it get to America?”

“I’ll add one more,” I said. “The toughest one. Is it Nazi loot?”

His head bobbed. “I thought of that, too. And they are all questions that would have to be answered privately before a sale and in public after the sale. No collector would keep quiet about owning a Cellini.”

“And Emmerich had answers?”

“Yes, he had answers. Ginori gave it to the princess. Some of these proud old Italian families are like Indian rajahs. Jewels collect in their cases and perhaps are not worn for centuries. After the passage of much time, no one would recognize this as Cellini’s work unless they knew his Autobiography almost by heart. Cellini tells us that the princess lived in Naples, although he does not tell us her name. Emmerich claims that the pendant was handed down by one generation of her family to the next until the present. He claims he has documents, such as wills and inventories, from a Neapolitan family that can be traced back to the Renaissance. All these documents describe the pendant.”

“That’s a pretty good answer. Now how did it get here?”

“Emmerich says that the family was ruined by the war. They sold their jewels. A refugee smuggled this into Spain before the war ended and managed to reach Argentina, where he sold it to Emmerich. Emmerich has various receipts to prove this. But Emmerich said he wished to avoid publicity. He has a straw man — an Argentinian — who is prepared to swear that he bought the pendant from the refugee and gave it to me to sell.”

I said, “My question is still the tough one. Is it Nazi loot? Of course, the Neapolitan family could testify to that.”

His eyes slanted toward me. “Emmerich says,” he murmured, “that the Neapolitan family was wiped out in a bombing raid. Interesting, isn’t it?”

“Do you mean convenient?”

“Perhaps I do.”

“You could sell the pendant with that story,” I said. “But after the reporters went to work on it, and after a check-up was made by that Allied commission on stolen art, the story might spring a few leaks.”

“I knew that. I accepted the job of handling the pendant for only one reason. One of my clients is Rutledge, of Empire City Trust. He had started to think that I was slipping, that I wasn’t getting a chance to handle the best stuff any more. I knew that having the pendant in my collection would change his ideas. I didn’t plan to sell the pendant to him, just show it to him casually.”

“He might have decided to buy it.”

“Not at the price I set. I asked a quarter million dollars, and of course he wouldn’t go that high. Actually, Emmerich had been willing to sell for ninety thousand.”

“Rutledge might have paid that?”

“Yes. So you see, I meant to end the affair at that point. Really I did. I meant to let Rutledge see the pendant, and then return it to Emmerich saying I couldn’t handle it. But an odd thing happened. The pendant excited Rutledge. It sharpened his interest in the Renaissance period. He asked to see more jewelry of Renaissance origin … and he bought some items that I had been holding for a long time. Items on which I had expected to take a loss. I made an excellent profit.”

“How good were these items?”

“A … a bit questionable. Not everyone would question them, you understand, but the top men might. The Cellini pendant, however, made them seem excellent.”

“Among sidewalk hawkers,” I said, “an item like that pendant is called a worker. They show you a watch for a dollar. It’s a ten-buck one that works. But the watch they palm off on you is a two-bit watch that doesn’t work. So you had some slightly questionable stuff and used the Cellini pendant as the worker.”

“I had to have money,” he said dully. “Business had not been good. I had lost my touch. My daughter was in finishing school. I wanted her to have things, nice things. Emmerich caught me at it.”

“How did he find out?”

“From a man who worked for me. A man named Mike Vittorio.”

“Who thinks he’s Benvenuto Cellini born over again.”

“Yes,” Pechaud said. “The idea has been growing in him for years. Now he is not quite sane on the subject. Of course, he is a fine craftsman. If he would forget that mania, he could become famous in his own right. He liked to work for me because I gave him antique jewelry to restore and repair.”

“In the antique business,” I said, “restoration can come close to faking.”

“I know. I let him go too far. Well, he wasn’t satisfied with his pay. I don’t think that the money itself means much to him, but he wants to be paid a great deal as proof of his genius. He knew how I was using the pendant, and he told Emmerich.”

“I’m slightly puzzled by the fact that you’re still alive.”

He shuddered. “Emmerich and two of his men picked me up here late one night when I was alone. They took me into the country to … to kill me, I think. Fortunately, I was able to convince him of the danger of selling the pendant, and fortunately, he thought of a new plan in which I could be useful.”

The jigsaw puzzle pieces were beginning to fit into place now. “Emmerich decided,” I said, “to hire Mike Vittorio to fake Renaissance pieces and to have you sell them, with the Cellini pendant as the worker.”

“Exactly.”

“But to do that, you’d have had to keep the pendant. Why was it in Virginia?”

“It was there only temporarily. Two weeks ago Mike insisted he had to have it. He told Emmerich he couldn’t finish the collection on which he was working unless he could see it. He said he needed it for inspiration. Mike can be highly temperamental, and Emmerich gave in.”

“Why is Joan using a fake name, and what is she doing down there?”

He pressed a hand to his temple, where veins stood out like thick blue cords. “I wanted so much to give her nice things,” he muttered, “and instead I got her into this. About the name, it isn’t really false. She used her mother’s maiden name, at Emmerich’s request. It was in line with his desire not to let the connection between us be known in any way. She was in Virginia because Emmerich was afraid I might try to skip with the first faked collection, part of which you just saw. He invited Joan to visit him. He made it very plain why she was invited. If I tried to escape …”

I said, “It’s interesting how well that guy knows the German hostage racket, considering the fact that he claims to have been away since the early thirties.”

“He really has been in the Argentine all that time. I had a friend of mine down there investigate. He was a well-known importer.”

“That’s too bad,” I said. I wondered if Pechaud realized how his simple little statement messed things up. For a moment a lovely solution to the problem had danced around in my head. If Emmerich had been in Germany all the time, if he had only fled to Argentina after the surrender and had come up here on forged papers, I could have buttoned up the whole thing with a word to the Military District of Washington. “About Joan,” I said. “She swiped the pendant figuring that it would handicap Mike’s work and that Emmerich would realize you couldn’t sell the fakes without it. Is that right?”

“I think that may be it. I don’t know. She didn’t tell me about it, and if she had, I would have forbidden any such wild scheme. As a matter of fact, part of her scheme was excellent. I sold half of the first faked collection easily, while I had the pendant. I have sold little since it went to Virginia.”

“You certainly weren’t trying hard to sell me.”

He shrugged. “Why should I? I don’t want to sell Mike’s fakes. And with the pendant gone, I have an excuse. But when you insisted on seeing the collection, I was afraid Emmerich had sent you to test me.”

“You changed your mind a couple more times about me.”

“Yes. For a while I thought you were a detective. After that you seemed like a blackmailer. Now — ” he smiled a tired sweet smile “ — now I know you just want to help. Please keep the pendant. I would have forbidden Joan to take the risk of stealing it, but she has already taken the risk and was not discovered. If you will keep the pendant, all this will end.”

“The only thing that will end,” I said grimly, “will be a guy named Blake. On account of Mike knows I have the pendant.”

He grabbed my sleeve. His thin old fingers had a mousetrap grip. “And Emmerich?”

“He doesn’t know. Mike wants to make a private deal with me … cutting out you and Emmerich, I suppose. I used to be an antique dealer. And I’ll probably be back in the business as soon as my terminal leave comes through.”

His hand slid from my arm and flopped like putty on the desk. “I don’t see a way out,” he muttered.

“I wish I could find an optimist,” I said. “It would help my morale. Now look, what good will it do if I keep the pendant? One of the reasons why Emmerich didn’t kill you, after finding you were cheating on him, was because he needed you to sell the faked stuff. If you can’t sell it — no matter how good a reason you have — won’t he get that idea again?”

“I don’t think so. He caught me by surprise that night. Nobody knew of my association with him and he could have killed me safely. But by this time I might have told somebody … just as protection.”

“I bet you haven’t.”

“Whether I have or not doesn’t matter,” he said earnestly. “What Emmerich thinks is all that matters. He wouldn’t want to take a chance merely to punish me for something that happened months ago. You will help, won’t you? Not me. Joan. I have little to offer in return. But I have a few nice antiques of my own … a few precious stones …”

I got up. “Thanks,” I said. “The way things look right now, the only stone I’ll need is a white one, to be planted at my head. Do you have any more dope on Emmerich and his gang?”

“Nothing,” he said wearily. “Nothing.”

I tucked the pendant back in my inside pocket. “Okay,” I said. “I’ll keep the damned thing. I’ll do my best. Good-by.”

I got away from his thanks as fast as possible, and began walking to Pennsylvania Station. I hoped that the exercise would houseclean dust from my brain. It didn’t work out that way. My head spun cobwebs instead of ideas. I had picked up a lot of information … none of the slightest use. It was worse than useless, as a matter of fact. Before talking to Jules Pechaud, I might have been able to kid myself that Joan was a crook too, and that I had a right to step out even if it got her into king-size trouble. Now I had learned that she was a nice kid who had to be helped. What this business needed was a knight on a prancing steed … not a guy who has trouble handling one of those up-and-down nags on a merry-go-round. I wasn’t happy.







Chapter Seven

IT WAS nine o’clock in the evening when I got back to Washington, and ten by the time the bus dropped me at my crossroads beyond Falls Church. I went into the corner store for cigarettes. The proprietor handed me a pack … and also last week’s grocery bill that Arab had forgotten to pay. I handed him a twenty. He looked at it carefully and pulled a printed list of numbers from his pocket. He began checking the number of the bill against those on the list.

“Maybe I didn’t counterfeit that one very well,” I said.

“Nothing wrong with it,” he said cheerily, ringing open his cash drawer.

“Some bad ones being passed?”

He looked around the store, saw that no one was near us, and leaned over the counter to whisper, “I’m not really supposed to explain, but seeing you’re in the Armed Forces, I guess it’s all right. A little over six months ago I took in a twenty. I deposited it to the bank as usual and, man alive, if a Treasury Department fellow didn’t come in here a few days later to ask questions about it. And it wasn’t counterfeit, either.”

He was acting so mysterious that I couldn’t resist kidding him a little. I said, “I bet somebody palmed off a Confederate shinplaster on you.”

“Suh,” he said, breaking out into a rash of southern accent, “If somebody came in heah with money of the Confederacy ah would be proud to honor it.”

I grinned. I had forgotten that this was Virginia, and that the Civil War — sorry, War Between the States — had ended only about eighty years ago. “Okay,” I said. “To save time I’ll apologize and even admit that the South won. Let’s have the dope.”

He lowered his voice until I almost had to crawl under the counter to find it. “This Treasury fellow,” he whispered, “said it was a bill the Nazis had probably stolen from a bank in Paris, back in nineteen-forty. Seems there was a lot of American money abroad. Of course, the Treasury didn’t know about money taken over by travellers, but it knew about big lots in banks. It had the numbers of the bills and all. So they been on the watch ever since to stop them Nazis from using the money. So he gave me this list and told me to check the numbers of all the twenties I took in. My list don’t cover all the bills that were in Europe, of course. It just covers the ones in the packet that twenty was in. Seems logical if a man had one bill from the packet, he might have others, hmmm?”

My skin tingled slightly. I tried to keep my voice calm, and said, “Would you recognize the man who gave you the bill if you saw him again?”

“I think I would.”

“Was he a big guy? With a big round face and pale blue eyes and hair like yellow varnish. Did he speak rather precisely?”

He laughed. “You mean Mr. Emmerich.”

The tingling on my skin turned into a chill. “You know him? It wasn’t Emmerich?”

“Sure I know him. He comes in here often. It wasn’t Mr. Emmerich. Funny you mentioning him. The Treasury man asked if any newcomers who seemed like Germans were living around here, and I mentioned Mr. Emmerich but said he wasn’t the one. The Treasury man seemed disappointed. I told Mr. Emmerich about it the next day, and we had a good laugh about the whole thing.”

I sighed. Another possibility had been knocked on the head. “What was the man like who passed the bill?” I asked.

“Well, I remember him perfectly. Maybe that seems odd, when he had never been in here before. But you know why I remember him? Because he took a cigar, and handed me the twenty, and started walking out without his change, and seemed puzzled when I called him back and handed him a lot of ones. He acted almost like he didn’t know how much a twenty is worth.”

This was getting dull. I was tired and had a mile to walk home, and I wanted to get there and relax. I said carelessly, “Maybe he’s learned what a twenty is worth by now. Then you couldn’t recognize him.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean that was how I could recognize him. That was only the reason why I remembered him. I know how he looks. He was past fifty, judging by his hands, but his face hadn’t any wrinkles or expression on it. It was like a baby’s face, only thin. But he had a pair of eyes like a copperhead going for a mole.”

“He’d had a face-lifting job,” I said, yawning. “It was one of the top Nazis who got away. Maybe even — ”

“You don’t have to laugh,” he grumbled. “It could of been somebody.”

“Sure,” I said. “Got to run along. And thanks for the cigarettes.”

As I hiked down the narrow road toward our house, I wondered if Arab had obeyed orders about moving to Washington. Of course, she had promised, but sometimes she decides a promise is sort of worn out, like a month-old hat, and tries on a different one without consulting me. I was going to get tough if she had worn out this promise. By the time I reached our picket fence, I had sharpened several cutting remarks. Then I saw the house and it was dark and I felt disappointed. She should have been there. I might have come home with a broken leg or a bad cold or something. I unlocked the front door, switched on the lights, and saw a note on the living room table.

Arab had written: “Like a dutiful girl I have moved in with Edie Carter at the Potomac Arms in Washington. Edie got back today. I think you’re horrible for sending me away and my icy feet will drop off tonight from having no place to put them and I hope you can’t find your slippers and are miserable. Do you love me half as much?”

In spite of her note, my slippers were sitting in front of my easy chair, where Arab had placed them. She always does that. She can always find my stuff, and I’m always forgetting where my things are. On the other hand, she loses her things and I can always find them. Maybe that’s what marriage means … except that she could lose everything I own and it wouldn’t matter.

I sat down and moped and counted how many hours it would be until I could see her. Tomorrow was Sunday and we could have dinner together in the District.

Then there was a quick light step behind me and soft arms came around my shoulders from behind and Arab whispered, “I couldn’t stay away. Forgive me?”

“Gosh,” I said. “I’ve been sitting here wishing you were around and …” I tilted my head backward and her silky hair tumbled down over my face and her lips pressed against mine. After a moment I opened my eyes and she drew back slightly and I looked lovingly into her brown eyes. It was odd that Arab’s eyes were brown. The last time I had seen them they were — 

“My God,” I said. “It’s Joan.”

The soft golden flecks in her brown eyes began to look more like volts ripping across a spark gap. “Who did you think it was?” she said.

“This,” I said weakly, “is where I came in. I saw the show last night.”

“Who did you think it was!”

“Look, Joan, I’ve had a hard day. I don’t feel well. I would have one foot in the grave except I haven’t enough energy to walk to Arlington National Cemetery.”

“I think you’re horrible,” she said. Two big polished tears rolled onto her lower eyelashes and balanced there, wobbling. “I have a right to know.”

“You don’t, either! You break into a man’s house and — ”

“I didn’t break in. The door was open. I closed it as I came in. Somebody might have sneaked in behind you and hit you over the head. Who did you think I was?”

I gave up. It wasn’t any easier to change subjects on Joan than on Arab. “I thought,” I said wearily, “that you were my wife.”

“You said your wife was in Philadelphia. You said she had deserted you.”

“I did not! That was something you thought up. I happen to love my wife.”

“Then what are you doing with that blond creature?”

“It doesn’t matter now if you know,” I said with dignity. “My wife and the girl you met — do you have to call her a blond creature? — are the same person. I pretended she wasn’t my wife so that Emmerich wouldn’t suspect we were the people prowling around his house the night you swiped the pendant.”

“Where is this blond creature now?”

“Living in Washington.”

Joan cried, “So she has deserted you! How do you explain that?”

“It would take too long to explain,” I said hopelessly. “If you’re in a mood for explanations, I’d like to know what you’re doing here.”

The polished tears broke away from their eyelash moorings and drifted down her cheeks. “I came over because I’m miserable,” she sobbed. “And you aren’t helping a bit.” She sank to the floor and her head drooped on my knees and she wept.

I don’t know why women can always make me feel like a heel. I dragged out a handkerchief. “I’m sorry,” I said gruffly. “Now please be sensible. Hold up your face and let me mop it.”

She lifted her head, and I patted her face with the handkerchief. “The way you’ve been crying,” I muttered, “you must be dehydrated by now.”

She sniffled a little and raised herself to her knees so that I wouldn’t have to bend over so much. Her eyelashes were star-pointed from the tears, and she looked as forlorn as a lost kitten. Her face was only a few inches from mine. I kissed her. It was just an impulse to comfort her; at least, that’s what the impulse pretended to be. But some day I’ve got to have my impulses analyzed. A couple of them could be wolves in sheep’s clothing. The moment I kissed her I knew I had ordered myself a double scoop of trouble. I scrunched back in my chair.

Joan climbed onto my lap. “That was nice,” she said.

“It was a mistake. I — I don’t know why I did it.”

“You did it because you like kissing me.”

“I don’t!”

She leaned forward deliberately and kissed me. I couldn’t scrunch back any farther. I could have fought my way out but it didn’t seem proper; there are times when a man has to be philosophical and endure things. I kept quiet and let her kiss me and analyzed my emotions coldly and impersonally. I was pleased to note that the effect was not at all as breath-taking as if she had been Arab. It was a relief to establish that fact by scientific experiment. It would be interesting to tell Arab about my reactions, but I didn’t think I would. She might not look at it from the scientific viewpoint.

“There!” she said finally. “You did like it!”

“Yes,” I said thoughtfully, “I did.”

“You don’t have to act so calm about it.”

“I feel calm.”

“I think,” she said, “you have repressions.”

“No, I have a wife.”

“You don’t have to work so hard being loyal to her. I understand.”

I tucked one arm under her knees and one around her shoulders and stood up and placed her firmly in the chair. “The only way to handle a child like you,” I said, “would be to send you to bed without supper.”

“I don’t mind,” she said, tilting an eyebrow at me. “Which is your room?”

“Child,” I said, “you might as well know that on Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays I beat my wife. On Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays I hang her up by the hair. Sundays I devote to smoking her last cigarettes and using her only silk stockings to shine my shoes. You might find it hard to take. Go home!”

“You ought to save some of that violence,” she said. “Because when I explain why I came over tonight, you’ll need it.”

A shiver played chopsticks on my vertebrae. “You have already,” I said, “planted stolen goods on me, got me mixed up with a gang of thugs, and tried to break up my marriage. Is there anything left for you to do to me?”

“You haven’t been shot yet.”

“Have you managed to arrange that?”

“I’ve been spending the evening arranging for you not to be shot.”

“I hope it wasn’t a bother?”

“You aren’t giving me a bit of encouragement,” she said, beginning to sob again. “W-where’s your handkerchief?”

I dropped the handkerchief into her lap and remained at a safe distance. “What did you do?”

“Well, it … it was awfully dull this afternoon, and I was just scribbling on a piece of paper, and Elsa peeked at it when she thought I wasn’t looking.”

The shiver stopped playing chopsticks on my vertebrae and began using them as dice. They felt as if they were coming up snake eyes, too. “I suppose,” I said dully, “you were only writing a confession.”

“I was writing your name.”

I stared at Arab’s collection of shotguns and rifles and antique weapons, hanging on the walls. “Maybe it would save time,” I said, “if I committed suicide. Do you realize that until Elsa saw that scribble there was nothing to hint that we were working together or interested in each other? How many times did you write my name?”

She curled into a kitten ball and shook with sobs. “I wrote your name twenty-seven times,” she wailed. “With curlicues.”

“You only have to put a name once on a death warrant.”

“It isn’t really that bad,” she sniffled. “I didn’t let Elsa know I’d seen her, and I watched her and she rushed downstairs to talk to Mr. Emmerich. I knew they would suspect you of working with me about the pendant.”

“And you say that isn’t really bad, hmmm?”

“No, listen! After Elsa rushed off, I quickly wrote a very gushing letter to you saying how much I’d liked you that night I met you for a moment when you came with the sheriff, and please not to think I was forward but I would like to see you again. I made it sound horribly young and schoolgirlish, as if I were maybe fifteen instead of eighteen. I left it on my table not quite finished. Then I went downstairs and I know they searched my room and read it. So they can’t think we were working together, and everything’s all right, isn’t it?”

I felt better. Not enough better to rush out and cancel my life insurance policies, but enough to keep me from trying to increase the amount. “You could have done worse,” I admitted. “That was a good second thought you had. If you could just stop having first thoughts …”

“If I hadn’t had that first thought about dropping the pendant in your pocket,” she said wistfully, “we wouldn’t be together now.”

“Personally,” I said, “I’d rather be entertaining a time bomb. You 11 have to go. If Emmerich found you here he might get nasty.”

“You could hit him.”

“Guys often hit back. Especially big guys like him.”

“I wouldn’t want you to get hurt. I’ll go.”

“Wait a minute. Let me tell you something first.” I told her about my talk with her father. When I finished, she said softly, “I knew you would help us.”

“Get this straight,” I growled. “I’m helping myself. I’m only letting you thumb a ride because you’re going my way.”

“I know,” she said, still more softly. “You’re the kind of nice gruff man who won’t take any credit. And you will keep the pendant hidden for me?”

That reminded me I hadn’t put the thing away yet. I took it out of my pocket, and said, “I’ll hide it after you leave. Then you can always say truthfully that you don’t know where it is.”

She got up from the chair and walked to me and touched the pendant. “It’s lovely, isn’t it?” she breathed. “I’ve always wanted to try it on. Would you fasten it around my neck?” I looked at her suspiciously, and she snapped, “Oh don’t be so afraid! I won’t make a single pass at you.”

I shrugged. It couldn’t do any harm. I separated the ends of the heavy gold chain and started fastening it around her neck. It was slightly difficult because she was facing me and I couldn’t see the catch. I was concentrating so hard that I didn’t notice her eyes. My first warning was a tiny gasp. I looked at her face and saw that her eyes were wide and staring. They were focussed over my shoulder, at the doorway. Somebody had come in behind me.

Joan whispered with almost no motion of her lips, “It’s your wife … and Mr. Emmerich.”

For a moment I was paralyzed. Then for once my brain tried high gear. I knew that, the way Joan and I were standing, Arab and the German couldn’t see the necklace. But on the other hand, I was almost arm’s length away from Joan and I couldn’t get the thing off her neck without taking an awful chance that Emmerich would see it.

There was only one thing to do. I took a deep shuddering breath and pulled Joan into my arms. The motion gave me a chance to whip the pendant behind Joan’s back and gather it in my right hand. Arab let out a cry. I suppose it was merely a scream, but at the time it sounded like a scalping yell.

I whirled, keeping my right hand out of sight. “I can explain everything,” I gasped. “I was only curing her of hiccoughs.”

Arab was standing just inside the doorway blinking furiously. Her hands were clenched at her sides. She looked like a child whose doll has just been broken. It made me ache to look at her. “You don’t have to explain,” she said in a shaking voice. “I’ll go quietly.”

“Just a moment,” Emmerich growled. “I wish to say something.” He marched toward me, stopped two feet away, and snapped, “Today we found a silly letter that Miss Westley was writing to you. Apparently it was a schoolgirl infatuation. We decided to make sure that she did not get into trouble. Tonight, when I found she was not in the house, I was sure she had come here. I called this young lady, who unfortunately had a certain interest in you, and asked her to be a witness. I see that we arrived none too soon. We find a man in his early forties taking advantage of a mere child.”

I had to gain time. I was feverishly trying to get the pendant into a back pocket. The pockets were buttoned and my hand couldn’t have been clumsier if it had been wearing a shoe. “I’m not in my early forties,” I said quickly. “I’m in my early thirties. Of course, your mistake is excusable. I feel older right now. Maybe I look older. You see, I — ”

“Be quiet!” he roared. “You are not to see Miss Westley again! Or Miss Reynolds! Do you understand?”

The button on my back pocket might as well have been a triple-combination dial. I could see what was coming. I tried frantically to stuff the chain of the pendant under my belt. “Yes,” I said, “but — ”

“And perhaps this will help you to remember!”

I saw it coming for almost a full second. It was a right-hand swing, a sucker punch. It came as wide as a forehand drive in tennis. I tried to jam the chain under my belt and get my right hand free and duck all at the same time. I managed the first two.

The next thing I knew I was on my back on the floor and Arab and Joan were rushing to me.

Arab cried, “Andy! Andy, are you hurt?” Her hand touched my forehead.

Joan sobbed, “It’s all my fault. Get a doctor, somebody.”

Emmerich’s face swam toward me hazily and then sharpened into ugly clarity. “Get up!” he shouted. “Get up and fight!”

My body tensed and the muscles in my forearms twitched. When I hit that fat face it wouldn’t be with any push punch. It would be with short hooks. Maybe I would get beaten up, but I would get in some nice carving first. I braced myself on my elbows and got ready to jump up … and then the Cellini pendant bruised my spine.

If I jumped up and went to work on him, the pendant might fall … if it wasn’t already lying loose on the floor. He would see it. I couldn’t afford that. I relaxed, and muttered, “You can’t hit a man when he’s on the floor.”

Arab caught her breath. “Andy,” she said softly. It was like a plea.

Emmerich glared down at me. If we had been alone I think he would have tried to dropkick me over the table. He said finally, “Come, Miss Reynolds. Come, Joan.”

They left me and stumbled toward the door. Arab didn’t look back. Her head was drooping like a wilted flower. I wondered if she would ever lift her head to look proudly at me again … proudly and happily. It didn’t seem likely.







Chapter Eight

AFTER a minute I got up. There was a dull ache in my jaw from Emmerich’s forehand swing, and my joints were old and rusty. The pendant was lying loose on the floor; if I had jumped up to take a crack at Emmerich, he would have seen the pendant and school would have been out. Having been right about that should have made me feel better, but it didn’t. I couldn’t figure any way out of this.

I picked up the pendant. The golden chain rustled like footsteps in a dark house, and queer blue and green lights flickered in the crystal heaven. Reflections shimmered over the golden muscles until the figure of Atlas seemed to be alive, straining at his task.

I told myself that it was silly to let the pendant haunt me. The thing was only a harmless trinket of gold and crystal and enamel, not a talisman packed with crime and evil out of the Renaissance. It was merely chance that the pendant was bringing violence into the lives of the people who held it. I tucked it up inside the fireplace again and removed the soot that drifted down. I felt better when it was out of my sight.

It had been a long day. A couple of times during it I had thought I was pretty smart, but now I knew I hadn’t accomplished a thing. The setup was worse than before. I looked at my watch and saw that it was almost midnight. I checked the lock on the front door, then went to the kitchen and got some ice cubes and made an old-fashioned. It tasted like vinegar. I made another and carried it back toward the living room. I was watching the floor to make sure I didn’t stumble over anything. The living room light threw a shadow on the bare floor between the living and dining rooms. A shadow that froze me to a halt.

The shadow on the floor was right out of the Sixteenth Century. There was the wide-brimmed hat caught up at one side by a pin, the ruffles at the throat, the hilt of a rapier. The shadow was sitting in a straight-backed chair near the dining room. I was afraid to look up at it. I had heard nothing. The windows were locked and the shades drawn. I had checked the lock on the front door only five minutes ago.

A voice broke the silence. A real voice. It said, “Don’t get any ideas. I can see you in the mirror.”

I glanced at the mirror over the fireplace. It showed me the thin dark face of Mike Vittorio. He wore a soft felt hat and he was leaning his head on one hand so that the brim was bent back. The ruffles at his throat were the folds of his silk scarf. The rapier hilt was the gold-inlaid poinard I had seen on his first visit. He was balancing it delicately between his knee and the index finger of his right hand.

“How did you get in?” I said.

“Through the walls, bud. I don’t bother with doors and windows.”

“I bet you can crawl up out of drains, too.”

“I go to all the trouble of not bothering you with a lot of noise,” he said, “and you make cracks. That lock you got on the door is a honey, too. I spent forty seconds on it.”

“How long have you been outside?”

“Most of the evening. Don’t sweat. The shades were down. I couldn’t see how much time you made with that Westley kid. You ought to go off somewhere and shack up with her. I think you could do business.”

“What do you want?”

“I just thought I’d drop in. Looked like open house here. First the Westley kid, then Emmerich and your blond number. Brother, can you spare a dame?”

“I get bored easily,” I said. “Make it fast.”

“Sit down, bud. And stay away from all that hardware on the walls. Guns make me nervous. I don’t like loud things.”

I sat in a chair across the room from him and wondered how to handle him if things got rough. You couldn’t absorb many socks from a guy if he was hooking with a knife. “I’d offer you a drink,” I said, “but we’re fresh out of arsenic.”

“I only want to talk. I want to talk about us being pals. You give me a stall last time and now I want an answer.”

“An answer to what?”

“I’m offering to work with you. I make the stuff, you sell it. I don’t know the selling racket.”

“How do you expect me to do that while I’m in the army?”

“A guy like you oughtta be getting out soon. I can wait. I can work while I’m waiting. Only you got to let me have that pendant. I got to have it. I don’t do my best when I can’t look at it.”

“And what would Emmerich do if we got together?”

He tested the point of the dagger with his tongue. He seemed to like the taste. “I know how to shut him up.”

“You have something on him?”

“A little. But I wasn’t talking about that. I was talking about shutting him up for good. I don’t think his gang would go running to the cops.”

“I’d like to know more about Emmerich.”

“It might not be healthy. Why don’t you forget the guy? I’ll get him off your back and you can have your blond again and probably the Westley kid on the side and a good racket with me.”

“I’m curious about one thing,” I said. “He’s been feeding you gold and unset gems to make your jewelry. Where does he get the stuff?”

“Where did you hear about that?” he asked. When I shrugged and didn’t answer, he said, “Okay. You don’t have to tell me. I don’t know where he gets it. What of it?”

“I’m just curious. Why is he living here? Why did he leave Argentina? Why does he go in for a mob of guards?”

“For a guy who asks so many questions, bud, you lived a long time. I wouldn’t want to ask anybody those questions. I wouldn’t want to know the answers. I got a question of my own you don’t answer very fast. Are we gonna be partners?”

“I’m thinking it over.”

“Maybe,” he said, “this would help you to think.”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the Cellini pendant.

The shock of it made me stiffen. My head jerked around toward the fireplace. It was odd. There was no soot on the hearth. The guy couldn’t be fast enough to pick a lock and grab the pendant and clean up the soot all in five minutes. Something was screwy.

“Mind if I look at it?” I asked.

He crossed the room and dropped it into my hand. His eyes were bright and watchful. A grin quirked the right side of his face. I studied the pendant for a minute, and got the answer. It wasn’t the Cellini pendant. This was pure Vittorio. Maybe most experts wouldn’t have known the difference, but I had studied the real pendant so much that I could see it against closed eyelids.

Mike hadn’t quite managed to match the Cellini alloy; maybe he had put in a trace too much copper, which would account for the slightly redder gold of this pendant. His work with the wood and steel punches was not up to Cellini’s, and in soldering the tears made in working up the gold into relief, he hadn’t achieved as satiny a finish.

“Nice copy,” I said, handing it back.

His off-center grin lost its balance. He stared at me and his eyes looked as black as gun muzzles. “You say it’s a copy?” he said in high strained voice.

“Sure. Cellini didn’t turn these things out on an assembly line.”

He paced up and down the room a minute without speaking. His walk reminded me of the big cats in the Zoo in Rock Creek Park. “Anybody could tell the difference, huh?” he said finally. “It stinks, huh?”

His voice was toneless. You might have thought I had just told him his only friend was dead. “You don’t have to go off and shoot yourself,” I said. “Although don’t let me stop you. It’s a nice copy. It’s almost perfect. Probably I’m the only guy in the world who could tell the difference.” That wasn’t true, of course, but I said it to make him feel better. And it might make him think I was even more important in his planning than before. If it had that effect, I could stall him longer.

“The only guy who can tell them apart, huh?” he said. “Know what? Even Emmerich can’t pick this from the real one.”

“Does he know about it? I thought maybe you’d made it on your own and had an idea about switching this for the real one.”

“Yeah,” he said, yawning, “I did have that idea. But Emmerich caught me working on this one. That was the night you and your dame got the real pendant. He caught me working on it and took it down to the living room and called his sister and Joan and the Edwards boys to see if they could tell the pendants apart. That was why we had them on that table by the window with all the lights out except one lamp shining straight down on them. I don’t know how that kid Joan got word to you to be under the window, but anyway we were looking at them and Emmerich had hold of the chain of the one I’d made, so he saved that when Joan kicked out the light and threw the real one to you. I knew who did it, but Emmerich didn’t know whether to blame me or Joan or the Edwards boys.”

“Very interesting,” I said, “except for that part about me. Joan didn’t throw it out the window.”

“Okay. You don’t want to be pals yet. Well, think it over. FU be back again. Know something? I worked a kind of test on you when I showed you this pendant. I wanted to find out did you know your stuff. You got it, bud.”

“Thanks. And I’ll think your proposition over and let you know.”

He smiled at me. It was a smile full of white teeth. If he had had a couple more rows of them he could have passed for a shark. “I’ll be holding my breath,” he said.

He dropped the fake pendant in his pocket and slid the gold-laced dagger somewhere inside his coat. He went to the door, opened it, and called back over his shoulder, “Maybe you’d want to close your garage door. That blonde of yours left your green buggy in it. What with Emmerich thinking it’s hers, he might wonder what it’s doing here.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll take care of it.”

He went out and closed the door. I threw the bolt so that he couldn’t play locksmith again. I double-checked the shades. They were down all the way, which reassured me. Mike couldn’t have seen anything that had happened during Joan’s visit. After these precautions I knelt before the fireplace and looked up and saw the glimmer of gold. I took down the pendant, made sure it was the real one, and replaced it and mopped up the soot.

The car was the next problem. It made me shudder to think what might have happened. Emmerich couldn’t be a complete fool about women all the time. If he got one little fact, his thinking would straighten out, and he would realize that the only explanation for a lot of things was that Arab and I were married and were the prowlers who had wrecked two evenings for him. One look at the green coupe in the garage out back would provide all the tipoff he needed. I unlocked the front door again and went out. I wanted to see if Emmerich could have spotted the car from in front, during his recent visit. I walked to the far side of our driveway and saw that the back corner of the house masked the garage. All I could see was the edge of one open door. I started back to close it.

It was dark on the driveway. The night was still … not a restful stillness but the tingling electric silence of a darkened room in which somebody is lurking, holding his breath. Bushes beside the driveway looked like crouching men. Pebbles rustled under my feet like small live things. My heart started bumping against my ribs as if trying to get out. I was disgusted with myself. There was no reason to jitter about taking a short stroll in the dark on my own property. It might have been different in Cellini’s day. Cellini never knew who might be lurking around dark corners. He wrote about how he was always careful to make a wide turn around a corner. The driveway curved close to the back corner of the house and I reached the corner just as I had that thought and automatically I swung wide.

At the same instant I saw that Mike had lied. The garage was empty. That was almost my last sight. As I saw the empty garage, a shadow flickered to my left and a knife made a soft velvet noise past my throat.

Two things saved me. My swerve to make a wide turn around the corner, as I remembered Cellini’s habit of taking that precaution, upset the killer’s timing. The sight of the empty garage gave me the other break. I knew immediately that Mike had used that excuse to lure me outside into the dark. The instant I saw the empty garage I started to duck. And so the knife merely whispered through air instead of slashing my jugular.

The shadowy arm flicked past me and the miss left Mike off balance, and I slammed a right hook at his jaw. It didn’t land squarely but it spun him around. I should have gone in then and thrown everything at him. But I couldn’t. The knife in his hand glittered in the faint light coming through the living room shades, and my stomach curled up like a snail and I couldn’t move. I couldn’t force myself toward the pale steel. Mike recovered his balance and swung toward me in a half crouch … and I had lost my chance.

“You’re crazy,” I said hoarsely. “Put that knife away. We were going to be pals.”

He didn’t answer. He weaved slowly toward me, like a snake moving up to strike. His left arm was crooked out in front of him as a guard. His right hand, gripping the knife, circled inside his guard at waist level. I backed away. In the dark he was faceless and I couldn’t watch his eyes. I hadn’t done anything except duck and throw one hook, but I was already gulping air as if I had gone nine rounds.

His guard arm moved up suddenly and the knife slid forward at my stomach. I chopped down with my left. It smacked his knife arm down and away from my body. He was wide open for a right. It was a setup. But my stomach was trying to crawl back from the slash and the right was late and had no shoulder behind it. Mike slipped the punch, jumped back.

I was sweating. Not clean salt sweat but drops that oozed out like molasses. In an ordinary brawl you can take some punches and still operate, but one of Mike’s jabs into my ribs or stomach would write me off. I eased back as he edged forward again. There must be some way to handle him. I watched his guard arm, let him get closer. Then I grabbed at his wrist. My fingers locked on it, twisted him away from me. I wasn’t fast enough. Flame licked across my knuckles and I dropped his wrist and leaped back. A thin black line ran across the knuckles of my left hand. The line thickened. Black drops coiled over the skin.

“What’s it all about?” I gasped. “Why did you change your mind about us working together? Let’s call it off. If you want the real pendant …”

The shadow before me didn’t answer. It moved gracefully to my left, sliding toward me and away, toward me and away. It was like watching a tango when the music wails in a minor key and the dancers taunt each other with their bodies. I turned with him, backing away. It went on and on, silently. Something about it paralyzed my brain. My arms began weighing more than they should. My chest seemed packed with cotton and there wasn’t room for air. I moved back … back….

He whipped in. The knife cut a silver arc in the blackness, and I jumped back and my heel hooked a rock beside the driveway and I went down. The shadow swooped at me with bat speed. I started trying to roll away from the knife stroke. Pebbles slid under my fingers and I grabbed a handful and slammed them at his face. My nerves were so tight it seemed like slow motion. My arm waved slowly up toward him, and the slim steel drifted down, and the pebbles thocked on his face like seconds ticking on a big old clock. And then he screamed.

The sound jabbed my eardrums like a needle. It shocked me back to normal. I saw the silver arc waver, and I rolled clear and scrambled to my feet. Mike turned toward me. His left hand groped out as if feeling its way. The pebbles had stung his eyes and he was having trouble getting me into focus. His right wrist snapped back and then forward, and the knife rolled through the air toward me like a silver wheel.

I didn’t have to duck. The throw was a foot wide. I went at him and brushed the groping left aside and started hooking. His hands fluttered. He knew as much about how to clinch as a punching bag. He rocked back and I set my feet for some solid work and put more shoulder into the hooks. His head jerked as they slammed home. He began to collapse like a leaky balloon. I propped him up with a jab and then put everything into a right cross. He melted down slowly onto the ground.

Now that it was over I wanted to be sick. My stomach felt like jelly. When I bent to pick him up my hands trembled so much that I had trouble getting a grip. Finally I managed to sling him over my shoulder and carry him into the house. He was taking a long count. His eyes had a pottery glaze and his face looked as if it had been splashed with red paint. Some of that was mine; the left hooks had opened wider the knife cut on my knuckles. I dropped him on the couch and found some clothesline and roped his hands behind his back and his feet up to meet them. I washed my left hand and tacked Band-Aids over the cut. When I had finished I saw that the pottery glaze had washed off his eyes. Apparently the pebbles had only temporarily blinded him. He was watching me now as if he intended to remember the location of every pore of my skin.

“What was the idea?” I said.

His lips didn’t move. His eyes were like hunks of black jade. The guy hated me.

“I don’t get it,” I said. “First you want to be pals and then you go for me with a knife. I don’t like knives. I like to save up any extra blood I have.”

He watched me silently. I shrugged. It didn’t really matter why he had changed his mind about me. Maybe he had decided I was stalling and planned to keep on stalling. So he coaxed me outside into the dark where it was easier to work with a knife. What mattered was that he had changed his mind. It brought everything to a climax.

If I let him go he would probably spill the story to Emmerich … or try to be a little more accurate with his knife. Neither possibility appealed to me. The only thing to do was to turn him over to the sheriff. Of course, that would mean placing charges against him, and eventually he would get to a phone and call Emmerich. But at least that would give me a little time. Maybe a day, maybe two, if I could coax the sheriff to take his time about slating the guy. And in that time I had to get enough on Emmerich to settle things. Only one person could help me: Joan. And she would have to work fast.

I checked the way Mike was tied, and turned out the lights and headed for Emmerich’s place.

Of course, the cellar window that I had used before was locked. All the windows within reach were locked, as well as the doors. Although it was after one A.M. lights were glowing in several first-floor rooms, so I didn’t dare try to force open a window or break a pane of glass. It was maddening to have a few small locks ruin my plans. I wanted to scream and kick, like a baby who can’t quite reach a toy. Then lights gleamed on the driveway and Emmerich’s sedan roared in and bucked to a stop before the front door. He blasted twice on the horn, and one of the Edwards boys opened the front door.

Emmerich and Joan got out of the car. Joan stumbled a little and her head drooped. Apparently they had just returned from taking Arab home. “Put the car away,” Emmerich said. He and Joan entered the house, and Edwards got in the car and drove it around the house toward the garage.

Emmerich didn’t close the front door. It hung open as invitingly as the hungry end of a shark. It was easy to get into the place now, but I didn’t look forward to meeting the class of people who might be just inside. It might call for a bit of explanation on my part if I bumped into Emmerich or Elsa or the other half of the Edwards team. My thoughts went slightly off the beam … a habit they have when I’m trying to force myself to do something unhealthy. Pardon me, I would say to Emmerich as we bumped noses, but have you seen a heart lying around? It jumped out of my mouth here the other night. It’s an old beat-up heart and not much good to me but it’s the only one I own and please could I have it back? I told myself to stop being an idiot and I forced my legs to carry me up the steps and through the doorway. My legs were not in favor of it. They wanted to go home and tuck their feet into slippers.

Nothing happened to me. I slipped past the lighted living room and reached the darkened hall lined with armored figures. Steps clumped down from the second floor. I ducked behind a halbardier. The man coming down was Emmerich. He went into the living room, and presently I heard a twitter of Chopin chords from the piano. I started upstairs. Behind me, in the living room, the phone bell cut the music short. I paused halfway to the second floor, wondering whether or not to go back and listen. I decided that my business with Joan was more urgent. I didn’t know that a short time later I would be very sorry. I don’t think I will ever make a worse decision … unless some day when I’m playing clay pigeon I zig when I should zag.

I went up to the second floor and stepped onto the landing. It was dimly lighted by a small table lamp beside the grandfather’s clock. I took a few steps toward Joan’s room, and without any warning a man came from the right-hand corridor and stopped and looked at me.

He wasn’t anyone I had seen before. He had a thin, blank face. The way he had walked made him seem old; it was a shuffle rather than a stride. But you couldn’t tell his age from his face. He might have been thirty or sixty. There was just enough light to give me an impression that his eyes looked slightly mad. They were the kind of eyes you see in bad dreams.







Chapter Nine

I STARED at him stupidly and hadn’t any idea what to do, and the idiotic side of my brain took charge and I found myself saying, “Pardon me, but have you seen a heart lying around?”

He looked at me blankly. Then he said, “How do you do?”

I had a wild urge to giggle. The guy should have pulled a gun or yelled for help or fled. One of us was crazy; at the time I wasn’t sure which. “Thank you,” I said. “How do you do?”

He said, “I am very glad to meet you.”

“Very good of you,” I said. “I’m very glad to meet you, too.”

He said, “This is excellent weather we are having, is it not?”

An idea fluttered in my memory. Last night I had paused outside a door along that right-hand corridor and had listened to a weird conversation between Voice One and Voice Two. It had gone somewhat like this conversation. I yanked a sentence from my memory, and said, “Have you visited the sights of Washington?”

He said in a parrot tone, “I have not done any sight-seeing. My health is not good.”

His remark clinched things. He was Voice Number Two.

I waited a moment, and he said just what I had been hoping for: the final phrase of the Voice One-Voice Two conversation. He said, “In fact, if you will excuse me …” He gave me a stiff little bow, turned, and went back down the corridor.

As soon as he was out of sight, I headed down the center corridor to Joan’s room. I had learned something of considerable interest. Voice Two was memorizing phrases of English, probably from a phonograph record. They were phrases designed to get him out of a conversation and away from strangers as quickly and quietly as possible. It might be worthwhile to find out why.

I located Joan’s room without any trouble because a dim light was seeping onto the hall carpet from under her door. Elsa’s door, across the way, was closed. I was afraid to knock on Joan’s door; the sound might rouse Elsa, or Joan might ask too loudly who was there. So I turned the knob and opened the door and slipped in. The next instant Joan and I both gasped. Mine was louder. I squinched my eyes shut. After this I would never be able to kid myself that she was just a little girl.

“I — I’m sorry,” I stammered. “I was afraid to knock.”

Joan giggled and said, “I could light a cigarette from that blush of yours, Andy Blake. You ought to be ashamed.”

“I am ashamed.”

“I meant ashamed of the blush. A big man like you blushing.”

“What do you want … a long, low whistle?”

“That would at least give me a chance to do the blushing. I understand that girls are supposed to, at a moment like this. But you look so scared, all I can do is giggle.”

“In case you don’t know it,” I said coldly, “I took a big risk coming here. It’s not a social call. Let’s forget how I look and you look.”

She cooed, “Do you really want to forget?”

I could have taken a hairbrush to her. I was so angry that I opened my eyes and took one step toward her. It was a mistake. I shut my eyes again. I was wrong about the hairbrush. What I should have taken to her was a blanket. “Get something more on, and quick,” I said.

“But I’m all wrapped up in a towel.”

“That’s a guest towel.”

“All right,” she said. “I will. I’m getting into a dressing gown. A great big one. You won’t even have to look at my ankles. Andy is a nice name. I heard that blond creature call you Andy. I didn’t like the name when she said it, but I’ve been saying it over to myself and now I do like it.”

“I’ll have it changed tomorrow by court order,” I snarled. “By any chance are you decent yet?”

“Yes, Andy.”

I peeked suspiciously. It was all right now. She had bundled herself into a long bronze-colored dressing gown that threw coppery reflections onto her hair. She sat on the bed and laughed at me, and said, “Am I still worth looking at?”

“If you keep this up,” I said, “only the coroner will think so.”

“I’ve heard of girls being murdered when they resisted men,” she said thoughtfully, “but I’ve never heard of one being murdered for leading one on.”

“I do not,” I said, “plan to murder you myself. It’s a temptation, but I can resist it. I refer to a man named Emmerich, and a killer named Mike Vittorio, and a couple of thugs named Edwards. It won’t be long before they’ll want to try a couple of coffins on us for size.”

Color washed from her face and left it looking starched. “What happened?” she whispered.

“Mike decided I wasn’t going to play crook with him, and tried to knife me. I’ve got him tied up, but I’ll have to turn him over to the sheriff, and after awhile Mike will get to a phone and call Emmerich, and at about that time we’ll have to decide whether or not to ask our friends to omit flowers.”

“What about my father? Will he …”

“We’ll all be in it. But we have a chance, if you’ll keep your head and help.”

She got up and took a step toward me. She was trembling so much that she almost fell. I grabbed her shoulders. She whimpered, “I’m an awful sissy, but I’ll do anything I can.”

“Good girl. Now listen. I met a man in the hall. He had a blank face except for hot-looking eyes, and he shuffles, and it’s hard to tell how old he is. What do you know about him?”

“Oh, that’s Mr. Emmerich’s partner. I don’t think I ever heard his name. They were in business in South America. He had a nervous breakdown and can’t work or anything now.”

“That first night I was here, the sheriff asked Emmerich who lived here and Emmerich didn’t mention his partner. Why didn’t he?”

“That was because Mr. Emmerich’s partner was sick and Mr. Emmerich didn’t want him bothered.”

“So far,” I said, “you haven’t been telling me what you know about him. You’ve been telling me what you’ve been told about the guy. But if you don’t know anything about him, we’ll let it pass. Now here’s one thing I know about him. He’s learning English from phonograph records. He’s learning how to break off a conversation with a stranger without making his action seem suspicious. You’ve got to find out what’s back of it. Understand?”

“Y-yes.”

“You’ve got to sneak into his room and go through his things and listen at his door when he’s talking to anybody.”

“I can’t,” she wailed. “I’ll be too scared. I — ”

I shook her roughly. “You must! Do you want your father found in the bushes somewhere with all the laundry marks cut from his clothes? Do you want to find out how Mike’s scarf feels tightening on your throat?”

Her body shuddered between my hands. “I’ll try,” she whispered.

“And that isn’t all you’ll have to dig into. I want to know why Emmerich left Argentina. Why he has a lot of bodyguards. How much gold and unset gems he has. Where he got them. At the worst, you only have twenty-four hours. At best, maybe forty-eight. I’ll be snooping around, but I can’t do much in daylight. Got all that?”

“I think so. I’ll try not to be silly. It was just that it came as a shock. I thought everything was going along all right.”

“One thing more about the man I met in the hall. He met me before I turned into your corridor, and we got into one of his canned conversations, and he went back toward his room. I couldn’t tell whether he was suspicious of me or not.”

“I don’t think he was, Andy. He almost never even goes downstairs, so he probably thought you were a regular visitor or a new guard he didn’t know. He — ”

A sound grated into the room. Flat, metallic sound. It was a muffled voice saying, “Elsa. Elsa. Come to the living room at once, Elsa.”

Joan whispered, “That’s the loud speaker in her room.”

I switched off the boudoir table lamp. In the darkness Joan’s teeth sounded like tiny castanets. The muffled voice said again, “Elsa! Are you awake?” There was a pause, and I heard fumbling movements in the room across the corridor.

The voice said, “Yes, I wish you to come immediately.”

I whispered, “Something happened. As soon as Elsa leaves, slip down to the partner’s room. If he isn’t in, run back and tell me. It’ll mean he got suspicious. If he is in his room, sneak downstairs and try to catch what they’re saying. Can you manage it?”

“Yes,” she said, and her voice was steadier than I had expected. A hand felt its way up my chest and patted my cheek. “I think you’re awfully brave,” she said.

“Sister,” I said, “if a wildcat had my nature it would get kicked around by rabbits.”

“I don’t believe it! I’ll bet you had a good reason for not getting up from the floor and fighting with Mr. Emmerich tonight, too!”

“I had an excellent reason. He hits too hard.”

“You can’t deny you’re trying to save Dad and me from … from something awful.”

“Sure,” I said. “And if we were handcuffed together I’d try to save you from drowning. You … shhh!”

Across the way a door opened, closed. I gave Joan a push and said, “Get going.” She crept to the door and slipped out silently and disappeared down the hall after Elsa.

I closed the door and went back to her bed and sat down and lit a cigarette. There was no use trying to hide or escape yet. First I had to find out whether or not they knew I was in the house. I would just have to wait for Joan to come back. That was all, just wait … and hope that she didn’t make any errors, and sweat and pray that when the door finally opened it would be Joan instead of somebody else.

Sometimes I think that what I carry around inside my head isn’t a brain at all but a chamber of horrors. It was like that tonight. My head was a haunted house into which thoughts crept and played ghost and went oooOOOOooo at me. I kept hearing boards creak under the hall carpet and things going bump against the window. There wasn’t enough light in the room even to see my hand except when the cigarette threw a blood-red glow on it, but I kept thinking I saw shadows edging toward me. The curtains hung stiff and straight beside the open window like black crepe. My lips were so dry that twice they yanked the cigarette out of my hand and the tip scorched my fingers.

My hand was steady, though, and that pleased me, I spent a minute approving of myself. Blake, Man of Steel, I thought. Blake of the Royal Mounted. With Blake in Darkest Washington. Blake the Nemesis. Blake the Nimrod. Blake the Ninevah … no, that wasn’t right. Ninevah and Tyre were cities, not heroes. I liked the fit of Man of Steel. It was simple and dignified. If I kept on this way, I would find my name on all the front pages.

At that moment a small thought told me gloomily: you won’t get on the front pages, bud … not until they start running the obits there. I ignored the thought. I treated it with contempt. It didn’t go away. It sidled up to me again and whispered: you know why I said that? Because somebody just opened the door.

I kept a firm grip on myself. I wasn’t going to breathe clammily on the back of my own neck any more. It was just imagination telling me that the air had stirred faintly, that a hinge had made a faint noise like a kitten mewing, that a footstep had whispered on the carpet. I looked down at the cigarette in my hand and saw that it was not quite steady. In fact, the red ember looked like a drunken firefly. I stared at it more in sorrow than in anger. Even a Man of Steel could be allowed one flaw. Achilles had a heel. I had a hand.

The next moment I found that my hand was smarter than my head. Because a voice said, “If you move or yell you’ll be sorry.”

I knew it was a real voice. My imagination would never cook up anything as unpleasant as that. I tried to speak, but my vocal cords had turned into old rubber bands and couldn’t produce anything. The voice said, “I want to talk to you, Joan Westley.”

It was Arab.

I almost jumped up to hug her, but on second thought it didn’t seem like a good idea. Arab might not be broad-minded about the situation. She might say to herself, “This person who is related to me by marriage is in another girl’s bedroom and he didn’t come in to get out of the rain because it isn’t raining, and after all I’m young and attractive and I wouldn’t remain the Widow Blake very long.” Arab’s mind works very quickly and inaccurately and she could have that thought and go into action before I could explain.

She thought I was Joan. The only light in the room was the dull glow of my cigarette, and if I didn’t take a drag on it Arab couldn’t see my face. She had fooled me once by whispering, so that I didn’t recognize her voice. And I had worked the same trick on Emmerich. Maybe I could whisper my way out of this.

“Did you hear me?” Arab snapped.

I took a deep breath. I wanted to enjoy it. It might be my last. “Yes,” I whispered.

“Your voice sounds funny,” Arab said.

“Sore throat,” I wheezed.

“What’s the matter? Has some other man’s wife been trying to strangle you?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“I went to a lot of trouble to come here tonight. I couldn’t talk to you in the car with Mr. Emmerich listening. So after you two left me in Washington I got out my car and drove here and hid the car down the road and sneaked in. I might have been caught and it wouldn’t have been fun. I went to all that trouble and risk just for one reason: to tell you to keep away from my husband!”

I whispered, “It … it will be difficult.” I started to feel good. It looked as if Arab weren’t going to turn me in after all to the community scrap drive.

“I hate you!” Arab said. “I’d like to wring your neck. And we’ve been trying to help you, too. It’s not fair! Do … do you really like him awfully?”

I wanted to reach out and grab her and tell her how much I loved her, but I couldn’t just now. I said carefully, “Well, I admire him tremendously.”

“Has he, well, I mean, have you gone the … oh heck, what have you two been doing!”

“Major Blake,” I whispered, “has always been a perfect gentleman.”

“I saw him kissing you tonight.”

“I had the pendant on my neck. He had to get it off without Mr. Emmerich seeing it. So he had to hold me close to hide what he was doing. And he didn’t get up to hit Mr. Emmerich because he was lying on the pendant and Mr. Emmerich would have seen it.”

“Oh,” she sighed. Then she said sharply, “Is that really true?”

“Yes. And you don’t have to worry, Mrs. Blake. He really loves you terribly.”

“It’s awfully nice of you to say that,” Arab said tremulously. “I’m sorry I hated you. Your sore throat is terribly bad, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“You ought to go to bed with aspirin and a hot water bottle. That’s what I make Andy do. He gets a sore throat every fall and spring and simply folds up.”

I frowned. Her statement was not strictly true. I do have a sore throat now and then but I stand up under it very well. “He seems too strong to let a sore throat get him down,” I whispered reprovingly.

“Oh no. He’s an awful baby when anything goes wrong with him. He lies in bed and moans and thinks he’s dying and — ”

“I do not!” I snapped.

There was a dreadful silence. When it was finally broken I wished I had the dreadful silence back. Arab said, in a tone you could have shaved with, “I’m glad it’s dark, Major Blake. Now I never have to see you again. Good-by.”

I went into action. I left the bed in a flying leap and grabbed her. It was like hugging a buzz saw. For a moment I had all I could do to hold on, while feet hacked at my ankles and elbows made kindling of my ribs, and nails did plastic surgery on my face. I don’t know what would have happened if we hadn’t stumbled against the bed. Arab went backward suddenly and I fell after her and landed just as the mattress flipped her up and my weight whooshed the air from her lungs. I locked a hand over her mouth, and listened. There was no sound but our quick breathing. We hadn’t made much noise and apparently nobody had heard us.

Arab’s teeth tried to get at my hand, and I growled, “If you bite me I’m going to make you eat my hand! You lie still and listen!” I held her down and gasped out the whole story. When I finished, she was very quiet and her lips were trying to mumble against my hand. I moved it away so she could speak.

She sobbed, “Oh darling, I’m so happy.”

All of a sudden I felt very weak. I sat up and said faintly, “Well, I’m not. Is there a blood transfusion in the house?”

“Oh Andy, did I hurt you?”

I felt my chest. My fingers touched a bone that bent and seemed to crackle. Pain knifed into my lungs. “A rib’s gone,” I said, forcing the words out through tightly clamped teeth. “It pierced a lung. My right one.” I tried to smile bravely for her, but of course it was dark and she couldn’t see.

Arab sat up and her hands fluttered over my shirt. “I didn’t mean to do it,” she moaned. “Let me see. Are … are you bleeding much?”

“Just internally,” I whispered. My voice was getting weaker. When you get it in the lungs it can mean curtains. “If anything happens,” I said, “don’t blame yourself. I guess it was fate.”

Her fingers ripped desperately at my shirt. She tore it open, explored my ribs tenderly. I lay back on the bed and relaxed. Her touch was comforting. It was almost pleasant to lie on the bed under soft stroking fingers and feel life ebb away.

She said in a choked voice, “Where does it hurt?”

“Sort of all over,” I murmured dreamily.

“I — I’ve touched every rib and I can’t find the break!”

“Probably,” I said, “the broken ends are buried in my lungs.” I touched my chest at the spot where the pain seemed the worst. “There!” I gasped. “I feel a splinter sticking out. A splinter of bone.”

Her fingers touched the spot I indicated. “Ooooh,” she wailed. “It is a splinter. But I still can’t find the break!”

“Keep on trying,” I said, closing my eyes and letting warmth flood through my body. “It … it seems to help.”

Her fingers drifted lightly and deliriously over my skin. In a way it was rather exciting. I wondered if male bees felt like this when they were dying after the nuptial flight.

Arab said, “Andrew Blake, you’re enjoying this!”

“It deadens the pain.”

“But I can’t find any reason for any pain,” she said. Her fingers left my ribs and began rummaging in my shirt.

“There’s nothing wrong with my shirt,” I complained.

“Yes there is,” she said. “A button’s gone.” Amazingly, there was a hint of a giggle in her voice.

I was so indignant I sat up. “A button!” I cried. “My chest is caved in and I’m drowning in my own blood and you worry about a button!”

“I found the break,” she said, almost happily. “Listen.”

A hideous splintering noise grated into my ears. I moaned, waiting for the pain to fork through my lungs. It didn’t come. Probably I was too far gone to feel it. “Please,” I whispered. “Please be gentle.”

“You have a bad fracture,” Arab giggled, “of a Number Two pencil in your right breast pocket.”

“I do not!” I snapped. “I distinctly felt jagged bone in my lungs. And you felt that splinter of bone sticking out!”

“It was sticking in. It was a splinter from the pencil. And … and you thought you were dying!” She went off into wild muffled oooh-hooo-hooo-hooos of laughter.

I let myself sink back onto the bed. “If it makes it easier for you to think that,” I said kindly, “I don’t object. Excuse me if I lie down. The pain isn’t so — ”

Her fingers leaped suddenly at my prostrate ribs and began tickling, and I shrieked soundlessly and writhed and lost my breath and buried my face in the bedspread and howled with laughter. She stopped finally and turned my limp, quivering body right side up and her lips laughed against mine in the darkness.

“You idiot,” I wheezed, “you’ll get us all killed.” It seemed insanely funny and I muffled my face against her soft body and screamed some more. “You’ll get us killed,” I sobbed happily. “HOO-HOO-HOO-HOO-HOO!”

I had to come up for air in a few moments, and Arab whispered, “They couldn’t hear us. We were really sort of quiet. And if they did they’ll think they have mad ghosts and they’ll run away. I think your rib has knit together nicely, darling.”

I was sober now. “It might have been serious,” I said with a touch of irritation. “And we haven’t mentioned my ears yet. Those things in my ears aren’t earrings. They’re teeth you lost.”

“I didn’t bite very hard, really.”

“And I’m going to have trouble shaving over those fingernails you left in my face.”

“I believe I did break a fingernail. It will serve you right to have to pay for a manicure.”

“It will be a pleasure. Please have them manicured down to the knuckles. The next time I tackle you I will first borrow one of those suits of armor downstairs.”

“I didn’t fight as hard as I could,” she murmured, touching my throat with her mouth. “After the first few seconds I wasn’t mad any more and … and it was sort of exciting and breath-taking. I didn’t know you could be such a beast. I like it.”

“I’m not the beastly type,” I said honestly. “It takes too much out of me.”

“I wonder,” Arab said in a musing tone, and one of her hands started to be inquisitive.

“No you don’t,” I gasped, jumping up from the bed. “Haven’t you any shame?”

“No, Andy.”

“Well then, haven’t you any sense? There are guys in this house who don’t go for that stuff about all the world loving a lover. They never read Alfred, Lord Tennyson.”

“It was Shakespeare, William. Some day I’m going to get you on a desert island. Then we won’t be disturbed.”

“It wouldn’t be a desert long. Probably you’d have twins.”

“When are we going to have a baby, Andy? Can we have one soon?”

“Yes. Not right now, though. He’d yell, and disturb the Edwards boys. I may have a free moment next Tuesday, though, and … listen!”

The door was opening again. I rose quietly to my feet and grabbed a straight-backed wooden chair and lifted it and got ready to knock somebody over the right field wall. I couldn’t see anything; a slight darkening of shadows, perhaps. Then the door closed and Joan whispered, “Andy?”

I lowered the chair. “Here,” I said. “Gosh, I’m glad you’re back.”

“Were you worried?” she asked softly.

“Let’s not make any remarks that might be misinterpreted,” I said hastily. “My wife is here. Joan, you know Arab.”

“Hello,” Arab said. It sounded like an ice cube plopping into a Tom Collins.

“Hello,” Joan said. “I hope you thought the worst.”

“I’d trust Andy with anyone. He told me everything.”

“Everything?” Joan cooed.

“This will stop,” I said. “It will stop right now. It has just cost me seventeen bruises and a pint of blood to win back my wife. I’m beginning to feel nonchalant about blood. I am in a mood to spill other people’s blood at the drop of an insult. Please guide yourself accordingly. What did you find out?”

“You don’t have to worry,” Joan said. “They don’t know you’re in the house. Mr. Emmerich’s partner was in his room using the phonograph.”

“Learning some more English, hmmm?”

“No. He seemed to be making a record, in German. He was doing an awful lot of yelling. Of course, I couldn’t understand a word of it.”

I muttered, “Might be interesting to swipe that record he’s been making. See if you can get it tomorrow, will you? And let me know if he has anything else unusual in his room. Read his letters and anything else you find. He can’t stay in his room all the time and there ought to be a few minutes when you can slip in.”

“What if … if they catch me?”

“Let’s be brutal. Unless we can get something on them before Mike gives out with his story, it won’t matter whether they catch you snooping tomorrow or not. Did you go downstairs?”

“Yes. But I couldn’t hear what they were talking about. Mr. Emmerich and Elsa and the Edwards brothers and two other men I never saw before were huddled up close, talking.”

“What did the two strangers look like?”

“I couldn’t see their faces. Both of them were big.”

“They would be,” I grumbled. “I never seem to get little guys for my sparring partners. What happened after the big conference?”

“Mr. Emmerich and the two strange men left. Elsa and the Edwards brothers went to the kitchen and started drinking beer.”

“We’d better scram while they’re in the kitchen. Look, Joan, I’ll be back tomorrow night. If you find anything, leave a note inside your pillowcase so I won’t have to wait if you’re out of the room.”

“In fact,” Arab said, “it would be nice if you could arrange to be out of your room when Andy comes.”

“You mustn’t get the wrong idea,” Joan said. “Andy has always been very sweet and understanding.”

“Yes,” Arab said. “That’s what worries me. Well, anyway, take care of yourself.”

We slipped out into the hall and crept downstairs. When we reached the lower hallway we could hear voices in the kitchen: a gargling of German from Elsa and the middle-aged couple who kept house, and an argument in English between the Edwards boys as to whether a shoulder holster was better than a hip-pocket holster. That accounted for everybody in the house, since Emmerich’s partner was upstairs, and so Arab and I went ahead more confidently. Or maybe it was overconfidently. Perhaps we made a little too much noise opening and closing the front door. Possibly we didn’t keep closely enough in the shadows as we went down the driveway.

We had almost reached the main road when it happened. A window slammed up. Flame slashed the darkness and sound thudded on my eardrums. An odd sound, like a horse galloping. I stood there stupidly. A puff of gravel rose beside me and pebbles stung my leg, and then Arab yanked me sideways. We fell, rolled down a stope of lawn. A few feet away, up the slope toward the house, something was hitting the lawn and knocking tufts of grass and dirt into my face.







Chapter Ten

“WHAT is it?” I asked weakly.

“A burp gun,” Arab gasped. “A Schmeisser machine pistol. I heard them test one at Aberdeen. He’s almost finished the clip. Ready?”

I crouched, leaning forward until my fingertips took part of my weight. A curious thought whipped through my mind. Eighteen years ago I had waited, crouching like this. There was a cinder path ahead of me, white lines, a packed grandstand to the right. In a second the gun would crack for the Inter-Academic Half Mile. But tonight I needed a better start than I had had that other time. This time I needed to beat the gun. Tonight they weren’t shooting blanks.

“Set,” I gasped.

“Go!”

My toes took divots from the lawn. We hit the road, swung right, and made ten yards before the burp gun woke up. A burst clattered. A slug shrieked off macadam just behind me. The Schmeisser coughed out one more shot and apparently emptied its clip.

We raced down the road, and I yelled, “Cut toward our house!”

“Can’t!” Arab called back over her shoulder. “Got to get the car. If they search they’ll find it. Just barely hidden off the road.”

“Okay,” I yelled.

I plugged along after her flashing legs. She swerved into a tiny clearing and through a thin screen of low branches that hid the old green sedan. I swung in behind the wheel, kicked the starter. Emmerich had taken one car but obviously there was another, because I could hear a motor coughing back at the big house. All that saved us right then was their cold motor. It was still sputtering when mine roared into action. I racked the gears into low and smashed through the branches and skidded right onto the road. Behind our car a pair of headlights fanned across country and swung into line with us. The glare lit the inside of our car and made me feel as if I were in a bath tub.

I yelled, “Hang onto your finger wave,” and stamped the accelerator to the floor.

If I hadn’t been drunk with fatigue and excitement I wouldn’t have lasted two minutes. I don’t drive cars fast. I see twenty-mile-an-hour speed limit signs and have to fight an urge to shift into low. But tonight I was too tired and excited to care. I forgot about curves and bumps and crossroads, and poured on the horsepower. Once I glanced at the speedometer. I shivered and didn’t look again.

I don’t know where-all we went. It was after two in the morning and nothing else was on the road. We whipped through towns, soared over bridges, made screeching turns. I couldn’t shake the car chasing us. Its headlights kept glaring into my rear view mirror like eyes. Maybe they shot at us once or twice; I couldn’t hear.

“Look,” Arab cried, “we’re early for work!”

I wondered if she had gone nuts. I looked down at her. She was relaxed and the gale from the open window flung her hair up and back like golden spray. She was laughing, and pointing ahead. I stared through the windshield. Up ahead were the huge gray-white cliffs of the Pentagon, looking fuzzy in the night mist swirling from the Potomac. Lighted windows checkered its walls here and there. I hit the first of the Pentagon’s tangle of cloverleafs and ramps, and got an idea. If you don’t know these spiderweb roads they’ll stand you on your head. We had a fair lead, maybe a couple hundred yards. I flicked out the lights, gripped the wheel until my knuckles ached.

“Here we go!” I yelled.

In the next few minutes I had the wildest time of my life. Curbs leaped at me in the darkness and vanished like the flick of a whip. Bridges and underpasses whooshed by. The car seemed to come alive. It dodged and rocked and whirled, while all I did was hang onto the wheel. We must have circled the Pentagon twice before I looked in the rear view mirror again … and saw blackness. I eased my foot from the accelerator, braked almost to a halt, and peered back. Far behind a pair of headlights were weaving drunkenly in circles. The guy was hopelessly lost.

“We shook him,” Arab cried happily. “You’re wonderful!”

I stopped, got out, and went around to her side of the car. “You drive us home,” I said. “I don’t think right now I could even handle an ox cart.”

All the way home Arab put up an argument about staying with me the rest of the night. I wouldn’t go for the idea. Our troubles were a long way from being settled yet, and she was fairly well out of it living in Washington. I made her drop me at the entrance and watched the taillight diminish along the road to Falls Church. Then I turned to go into the house.

Something stopped me.

It was just nerves, of course. The place was quiet and dark, the way I had left it. Mike Vittorio couldn’t have slipped out of my knots unless he had left a couple of hands behind. Maybe it was the stillness that made me jittery: the sluggish quiet of the early morning hours when the little night-prowling animals and the insects have finished their business, and the wind has wandered off looking for dawn. I wished I had left a light on in the living room so I could peek in and make sure that Mike was still under control. I started toward the back door, keeping in the shadows and testing the ground ahead of me for twigs. As I passed the back corner of the house something glittered to my left. The knife with the curious gold inlays was stuck in the clapboards. It was at belt level, and I had to lean on the thing to get it out. My stomach wriggled. I wouldn’t have enjoyed breakfast if Mike’s aim had been good.

I held the dagger in my left hand and unlocked the back door. It opened soundlessly. I crept through the kitchen and dining room and paused at the living room entrance. Everything was quiet. There was no reason for my nerves to short-circuit each other and flick shocks through my body. Everything was all right. Mike was tied up … not lurking beside the entrance waiting for me to make a wrong move. It was so still that I could have heard the breathing of anyone lying in wait for me. I had that thought, and then every nerve in my body started screaming as if it was working for a toochache, and I felt horribly sick and knew what was wrong. There wasn’t any breathing. Mike was gone.

I turned on the lights. The couch was empty. Mike hadn’t left anything but the print of his body, not even the ropes. I stared at the couch and realized what my mistake had been. Beside the couch was a small table and on the table was the telephone. It had been no circus trick for Mike to hoist himself onto the arm of the couch with his back to the phone, knock the instrument from its cradle, and dial a number by feeling for the right holes. Then he had wriggled around and put his face on the table beside the phone and talked. And I knew who had been on the other end of the line. Emmerich.

The call had reached him while I paused on the stairway near his living room and decided that it was more important to see Joan right away than to listen to his conversation. Maybe there are such things as hunches, but if there are, mine must have been out somewhere shopping for a premonition that I was going to be hurt.

After the telephone call, Emmerich had collected his gang for a conference, and he and the two strangers had come over here to free Mike and then … and then … all right, and then what? They should have been here waiting for me. But they weren’t, or I wouldn’t be standing here now with my legs quivering like a pair of musical saws. There was only one explanation why they weren’t here, and it was only partly satisfactory. Perhaps Emmerich had remembered the time I had brought the sheriff around, and had remembered the sheriff saying he would know whom to blame if I had any more trouble. But if that were the explanation it was only temporary protection for me. They would have to take it into consideration, but it wasn’t going to make them burst into tears and give me up as too tough to handle. They were cooking up something, and the ingredients would include gunpowder.

My first job was to warn Arab. Of course, she wouldn’t be back at the apartment yet but I could rouse her roommate and leave the message. I dialed the number and finally heard a couple of yawns and a groan from the other end. I explained very carefully what Arab was to be told: Mike had escaped, Emmerich knew everything, Arab was not to leave the apartment for any reason until I had a chance to talk to her personally. The fuzzy edges wore off the voice at the other end and it went from contralto to soprano with curiosity, but I refused to explain anything. I didn’t want to stay in the house a second longer than necessary. At last I managed to cut off the conversation. I cradled the phone again and looked up.

I was just in time to see the front door open.

I watched three men come into the house: Emmerich, and Mike, and … and … I blinked. It couldn’t be. It didn’t make sense. The third man was J. J. Copperthwaite, sheriff of Manassas County. I was so stunned that I couldn’t speak. I just sat there with my chest propping up my lower jaw until the sheriff spoke.

“Son,” he said, “I hate to get you up at this time of night. I know a quiet, peaceable feller like you don’t like having his night’s rest bothered. But I don’t get enough local crime so I can afford to turn down business.”

I couldn’t figure this out. One thing was certain, though; there wouldn’t be any rough stuff while the sheriff was around. “No bother at all,” I said. “I always hold open house here from two to four every morning. You say the crime business is looking up?”

“Yep. Keeps on like this and maybe I can get re-elected. You remember these men, I guess.”

I glanced at them. Emmerich’s round face was as pink and relaxed and innocent as if he had just had the works in a barber shop. Mike looked as if he needed a stand-in. His face had cream-puff swellings and his eyes reminded me of hunks of coal lying on dirty snow. “Sure,” I said, “I remember them. They’re the ones who pushed me around that night I had to call you. Can’t say I’m glad to see them again.”

“That is all right,” Emmerich said. “We are glad to see you.” His dumpling face smiled at me. “We were afraid that perhaps you had fled.”

“I was planning to,” I said, “but then I remembered I needed a reason for beating it and I couldn’t think of any. What’s this all about?”

“Why don’t we get on with it and quit the fooling?” Mike snapped.

“I seem to recall,” the sheriff said, “that the trouble on the night you mention was over an old-fashioned pendant. These men thought you had it.”

“That’s right,” I said cautiously. I wasn’t going to tell any of my story until I knew the score. “And I called you because I didn’t want strangers getting tough with me over something I didn’t know anything about.”

“I kind of wonder,” the sheriff said, blinking like a turtle in the sun, “if you know more about it now than you did then.”

“What gives you that idea?”

“Just that you Blakes tend to be hasty. You recall that trouble, something over a year back, about an English coach pistol. As I recollect, there were seven crimes happening because of that pistol and you were keeping them all to yourself. I thought it was a mite selfish of you, at the time.”

“I called you in fast enough this time, didn’t I?”

“Son, you called me fast enough but maybe not often enough.”

“Well,” I said, “there wasn’t anything to stop you from going ahead with an investigation after I called you in. Isn’t that what a sheriff is supposed to do?”

“A little more information might have helped me,” he said mildly. “Now tonight these men come to me with a curious story. Vittorio here says he figured all along you had the pendant. He says he was keeping an eye on you tonight. He says he looked through your window and saw you handling the pendant, but you spotted him and beat him up.”

I frowned. This was getting more screwy every minute. I couldn’t imagine why Emmerich and Mike had called in the sheriff. “He did not see me with the pendant,” I said truthfully. “And there’s no law against fighting off a prowler, is there? A prowler who tries to stick you with a knife? I mean this one right here.” I held out the gold-inlaid dagger.

The sheriff took it and studied it and said, “You want to press charges?”

“I’m thinking about it.”

“I’ll hang onto this knife, then. And while you’re thinking about it I’ll tell you the rest. This Vittorio feller not only says he saw you with the pendant, but he hung around out of sight after the scrap and watched you leave and then …”

He paused, and took out a pipe and slowly began filling the bowl with rough-cut tobacco. My skin started feeling damp and gluey. “All right,” I said, trying to keep squeaks out of my voice, “and then what?”

“I almost forgot,” the sheriff said, digging into his pocket again. “And then he sneaked into your house and found the pendant.” His hand came up slowly from his pocket. A golden chain snaked up after it and the Cellini pendant swung free.

If he had kicked me in the stomach it would have felt about the same. I knew how it had happened. Mike had tricked me. On his visit earlier tonight he had dangled the fake pendant before my eyes, and for a moment I had been fooled and had glanced at the fireplace. That was what Mike had hoped. He had staged the whole thing to surprise me into looking at the hiding place of the real pendant. After Emmerich had released him, they had taken it. I glanced at the fireplace. Soot had powdered the firebricks that I had been so careful to keep clean. If I had only looked there before calling Arab’s roommate I would have known that the pendant was gone.

The sheriff said softly, “Son, what interests you about that fireplace?”

“I don’t know,” I gasped. “I just happened to notice that soot had fallen down and I like things clean and — ”

“I’m a mite curious,” he murmured. “Normally you wouldn’t find a man worrying about soot in his fireplace right after he’s been accused of grand larceny. I wonder why?” He sauntered toward the fireplace.

I still didn’t understand what was happening. I shook my head to try to stop the dull throb of fatigue. Right now my head was about as well equipped for thinking as the top knob on a bedpost. Getting a thought out of it was like trying to stir molasses with a feather.

I watched stupidly while the sheriff knelt before the fireplace and pried at bricks to see if any were loose and then peered up the chimney. He reached up and I wobbled under my third jolt in five minutes. His hand came down, bringing a gold chain on the end of which dangled the Cellini pendant. For a moment I thought it was sleight-of-hand. Then I saw that he had two pendants: the one he had taken from his pocket and the one from the chimney. He had both the real Cellini and the fake that Mike had made. I had been tricked again into revealing the hiding place, but this time the trick had produced nasty evidence for a trial. I had just about convicted myself.

“I got to apologize,” the sheriff said. “I hate to work a trick on a man. But this feller Vittorio said he had made a duplicate of the real pendant you stole and you didn’t know about the duplicate, and maybe if I flashed it on you you’d think the real one had been found and you’d give away the hiding place of the real one. And I guess you did.”

I crossed the room to him and stared at the two pendants and said dully, “I’d like to make a small correction. The one you pulled from the chimney is the fake. Mike took the real one out — that’s why the soot is on the fire bricks — and planted the fake one. He’s trying to kid himself that he’s another Cellini. Probably you hoped I’d identify the wrong one as the original, didn’t you, Mike? That would make you feel pretty hot.”

“Shut up,” Mike said.

“That’s neither here nor there,” the sheriff said mildly. “The fact is, you had the real pendant either all the time or part of the time, and kept it hid in the chimney. I’d be interested to hear more about all this.”

My head felt like a cello being slapped around in a swing band. It was no time to talk when I couldn’t think straight. “Right now,” I said, “I’m in a mood to listen, not talk.”

“You are wise,” Emmerich said.

“Yeah, get him a mouthpiece, quick,” Mike growled. “I never see a guy needed a lawyer worse.”

“I don’t figure,” the sheriff said, “my talking will entertain anybody. So maybe we’d better see have they got a spare room at the jail.”

“I’d like to make a phone call,” I said. “And I’d like these two crooks to wait outside while I make it.”

The sheriff said, “Later on, maybe. You don’t want to get people out of bed this time of night. Ready?”

“Just a moment,” Emmerich said. “May I have the pendant?”

The sheriff said, “Oh yes,” and handed him the original.

Emmerich asked, “Is it necessary for you to keep the one that was hidden in the fireplace?”

The sheriff looked at it, scratched his chin with one edge. “Rightly speaking, I ought to keep it,” he said. “That’s because it’s evidence. But if you want it bad, I could oblige. Only you’ll have to show up with it at the trial.”

“I will bring it.”

The sheriff gave it to him, and then ushered us from the house and locked the door carefully. He directed me to his battered Model-T, while Emmerich and Mike climbed into the battleship-gray sedan. I settled down in the seat and wondered why Emmerich and Mike had done it. Their actions didn’t make sense. They shouldn’t be drumming up trade for the sheriff; they should be drumming it up for the coroner. They had put me in a nasty spot but they were in no position to have the whole story come out in court. So it didn’t make sense. Or did it? There might be something tricky in this. If there was, and if I didn’t figure it out, maybe I would be meeting the coroner after all … and I wouldn’t need an introduction.

The motor of the old Model-T sneezed, coughed, and began making a noise like a three-legged horse trying to gallop. It hopped up and down a few times as the sheriff stepped on pedals, finally moved ahead. I looked at the sheriff. It was impossible to tell what he was thinking. His face was about as expressive as the top of his bald head.

“I wouldn’t have thought,” I said, “you would pull a trick like that on me.”

“Son,” he said, “sometimes the end justifies the means.”

“In this case the end seems to be to help a bunch of crooks. Or don’t you believe they’re crooks?”

“You got any evidence on them you could spare?”

“If I had any real evidence, you could have it.”

“I was afraid of that,” he said gloomily. “Well, anyhow, it would be neighborly of you to tell me what you do know.”

“I don’t feel you’d be neighborly in return,” I said. “I don’t feel I could run across to your office from my cell and get the loan of a skeleton key.”

“There’s something in what you say, son. But it might be easier all around if you could see your way clear to tell me.”

“For my first breakfast in jail,” I said, “I would like orange juice, shredded wheat, two soft boiled eggs, and one hard boiled lawyer.”

“Son, I wish you would trust me.”

“I wish I could.”

He sighed, and said, “Let’s talk it over after you get some sleep. I got a good cell for you. Has a nice bath and inner-spring mattress. Use it myself when I feel a nap coming on. That’s why I had it put in. Right modern cell.”

“I bet it has old-fashioned bars.”

“I had ‘em painted white.”

“I get it. So any file marks would show.” I yawned, and added, “Wake me when we get there. I’m sleepy.”

I closed my eyes and slumped in the seat. I was so tired I ached all over. It was after three in the morning and I had been jumping around like fat on a hot pan for twenty hours. The sheriff had me worried. Yesterday I’d have sworn I could trust him. I would have sworn he was a friend of mine. In the affair of the English coach pistol, I had made him look pretty good by handing him a nice crime complete with evidence. I had even fixed things so he got all the credit. Some men would have remembered that. Apparently the sheriff didn’t. This time he seemed to want me, complete with evidence.

We bumped to a stop at the jail entrance ten minutes later. The jail was a one-story building of lopsided appearance. Once, in our friendly days, the sheriff had explained that the plans called for a wing and a second story, but business had never justified the expansion. Before the case of the English coach pistol, a guy could have become Public Enemy Number One of Manassas County by swiping eleven chickens … the local record being ten. We went inside and the sheriff opened a door marked in big bold letters: JAILOR, and then in little wavering letters: mr. stebbins.

“Ed,” the sheriff called. “Ed, wake up. Customer.”

Somebody grunted inside the room and a body bumped against furniture and mr. stebbins came out hitching up a pair of trousers over a nightshirt. He was thin and limp. “You mean we got a prisoner?” he asked. “Honest?”

“Yep. This is Major Blake. Mr. Stebbins.”

“Mighty pleased to meet you,” he said, giving me a hand that felt like a washrag. “Glad to have you with us.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I’m pretty happy about it, too.”

Mr. Stebbins turned to the sheriff, and whispered, “Is … is it a real crime?”

“Might be larceny.”

“Petty larceny, I suppose.”

“Might be grand.”

“Grand larceny!” mr. stebbins exclaimed. “You’re gonna give him your cell, ain’t you, sheriff?”

“Yep. Let’s get him settled there. He’s had a hard day.”

Mr. Stebbins led the way past the sheriff’s office, unlocked a wooden door that a child could kick in, and switched on a light. A few feet beyond the wooden door was an efficient steel-barred door, and beyond that the cell the sheriff had described, mr. stebbins unlocked the barred door and pottered around the cell making sure I had sheets and towels and soap.

“You’ll like it,” he assured me. “I’ll do my best to make your stay comfortable.”

“Thanks,” I said. “You might start by leaving the keys in the locks. By the way, sheriff, I’d like to call my wife.”

“I’ll call her. What’s her number, son?”

“What’s the objection to my calling her?”

“Well, now, son, you might worry her. And when she’s worried she gets hasty, like you. I can tell her gently.”

“Then you won’t let me call?”

“Nope.”

I shrugged, and gave him Arab’s phone number. It didn’t really matter, after all. Once Arab got the news she would waste no time getting bail, a good lawyer, and probably a hacksaw.

The sheriff said good night and left. mr. stebbins locked the barred door, went to the wooden door, and said, “If you need anything, just give me a hail. I got nobody else to take care of. Light turns off on your left.”

I nodded, switched it off, and sank down on the bed. The wooden door closed and the lock clicked. I stretched out and closed my eyes. Arab would be here in a few hours. She’d better be. The only way to clean up this mess was for me to get out quickly and do some fast work uncovering stuff on Emmerich.

I had a hunch that, one way or another, my case was never going to come to trial. If things worked out my way, I would be cleared. If things worked out Emmerich’s way, something tricky was going to happen, and my case still wouldn’t come up for trial. I believe it’s impossible to have a trial of a corpse.

When I awoke somebody was shaking my shoulder and I felt as if I were coming out of ether. My eyelids were like little doors with spring hinges; if I didn’t make a physical effort to hold them open, they slammed shut.

“Wake up, bud,” somebody was saying. “Wake up.”

I blinked up at the speaker and could only make out a pair of blurred silhouettes. “Want to sleep,” I said.

“Okay. So you don’t want to be bailed out. Go on back and sleep then.”

“Bail?” I mumbled. “Bail?”

“Yeah. Your wife’s springing you. Let’s go.”

I managed to sit up. “Wonderful,” I said. “But why do I need bail? Why is my wife springing me? Sometimes she springs at me. Is that what you mean?” I was pretty groggy.

A man said, a bit impatiently, “Guys need to be sprung when they get in jail.”

“Okay,” I said, lying down again. “Come back when I’m in jail.”

“Bud, you are in jail.”

I sat up once more and cranked my eyelids open. Oyster-gray light was filtering into the room and I saw white bars at the window. My memory shifted from neutral into low. I recalled bits of what had happened.

“This,” I said, “is a poor way to solve the Washington housing problem. If I may quote you, let’s go.”

The two men tucked hands under my arms and helped me to get up. My brain was working like an engine with water in the gasoline. It would go beautifully for a couple of seconds and then sputter and miss and almost quit. “What was I doing?” I asked. “Speeding?”

“Speeding past a bunch of laws, bud.”

The steel-barred door and the wooden one were open, and I stumbled out of the cell between my two escorts. “I’m certainly glad you guys came to get me out of here,” I said. “I got plenty to do today. Can’t remember just what, but it’s plenty.”

“Glad to do it for a friend, bud.”

I thought about that for a few moments, during which we walked out of the building. A small black coupe was parked at the curb. “Nice of you to say that,” I mumbled finally. “I don’t often make friends so fast. I never met you boys before, did I?”

“Nope. We’re from the judge’s office. You get in the car first.”

After I climbed in, one man went around to take the wheel and the other shoved in beside me. Both were big men. If they took deep breaths at the same time they would probably squeeze me out like a watermelon seed. The car started, and I asked, “Where are we going?”

“Judge’s office. You got to show up there while he sets bail.”

“My wife there?”

“Yeah.”

“Good girl, my wife.”

The guy on my right snickered, and the driver snapped, “Shut up, you creep. Don’t pay him no mind, bud. Sure, your wife’s a swell girl. She really goes down the line for her guy.”

My eyes were focusing now, but my brain was still in a play-pen stage. “That’s swell of you to say that,” I said earnestly. The driver had a nice face. It wasn’t his fault people had dropped him on it in his childhood. “You’re a good guy,” I said. “It was a nice jail. Mr. Stebbins was grand. I should have said good-by to him.”

Another snicker came from my right. The driver said, “Watch that stuff.”

The other man said, “It don’t matter now.”

I asked, “Why wasn’t Mr. Stebbins around? I wouldn’t have thought he’d let me go without saying good-by.”

“He didn’t wanna leave the sack,” the driver said. “He just gave us the keys and went back to sleep.”

The guy on my right laughed. I scowled at him. He wasn’t very polite. I didn’t like his face. It looked as if a horse had stepped on it. If it had been a self-respecting horse it had probably changed horseshoes immediately. “Mr. Stebbins was mighty fine,” I said. “The jail was fine. I said that before, didn’t I? I’m very fond of this county. Good old … good old … what’s the name of it? I forget.”

The driver said kindly, “Westchester County.”

The guy on my right had an attack of whooping cough. “Good old Westchester County,” I said. “Good old … now wait. That doesn’t sound right. Isn’t Westchester County in New York?”

“Jeez,” the guy on my right said, “don’t you think we know what county we’re working?” He went off into bleats of laughter.

“Doesn’t sound right,” I said. “It — ”

A roadside billboard drifted toward the car. I started to read it casually, and suddenly the big black letters jumped into relief and came alive and screamed a warning at me. Fear went through my head like a sniff of ammonia, clearing it. The black letters shrieked: LEAVING MANASSAS COUNTY. LIONS CLUB MEETS TUESDAY.







Chapter Eleven

THE shock of reading that sign jolted me awake like a fall out of bed. My thoughts lost their fuzzy edges and stopped rambling around playing blind man’s buff. If they hadn’t, it would have been dead man’s buff … because I was riding to a murder. Everything was horribly clear now: the New York accent of the two big men and the fact that they claimed to work for the local judge but didn’t know what county it was, and the reason why we hadn’t seen the mild little jailor when we left. The explanation for all those things flashed through my mind and I lunged forward, trying to free my arms.

“Take him, Al!” the driver yelled.

I couldn’t do anything. I was jammed in too tightly. Al twisted, freed his right hand. He had a blackjack. His wrist flicked back for the snap at my head and I stamped my right foot hard on his instep and kicked my left at the self-starter. Metal shrieked under the hood. Al yelped. His right hand wavered. I got my left hand out and yanked at the steering wheel and kicked wildly and smashed the driver’s foot down on the accelerator. The car swerved, leaped at the curb. Something shook me violently and my head spun like a roulette wheel and the double zero came up and I blacked out.

Some time later I found myself drifting pleasantly in soft warm darkness. My body was relaxed and comfortable and seemed to have no weight, as if it were floating in a bath tub. But part of my mind was upset. It kept chanting GET up GET up GET up GET up. The words timed themselves to the throb of my blood and became louder and louder. It was like somebody repeating the word “hello” into a phone and not getting a response and beginning to yell. Then suddenly the connection went through. The rest of my mind answered the call and there was a frantic exchange of news and I snapped back to full consciousness.

Messages screamed out from the command post in my head. Fingers and hands and legs wriggled obediently and reported that they were bruised and stiff but ready to operate. I opened my eyes and saw that I was alone in the car. Both doors sagged open. To my right the guy named Al was sprawled on the ground. One of his feet was still hooked up into the car and the blackjack was lying on his limp right hand. He seemed to be alive but unconscious. I saw that the car had spun over a ten-foot embankment. Judging from the marks, the car had hit halfway up the embankment and had rolled once and landed on its wheels. If we hadn’t been packed so tightly in the car we would probably have been thrown around and killed.

I glanced to my left. I couldn’t see the man who had been driving. That was odd. He couldn’t have been thrown fifty feet or anything like that. He must be around. I thought about that and began to sweat. Maybe he had recovered, too. I started to lean out through the open door on his side of the car, and without any warning he walked up to the door from the back of the car and looked in at me.

For a moment I was ready to quit. Then I saw that his head was wobbling and his eyes were as blank as marbles. I wriggled under the wheel and out on his side of the car. It was like trying to crawl through deep snow. My body yelled for time out but I couldn’t take a chance. The driver was recovering. His head had steadied and a puzzled look came into his eyes. I set my feet on the ground and shoved myself upright. The shove was too strong. It carried me past the point of balance and I almost kept going over onto my face. I grabbed the open door, pulled myself back.

The eyes in the big dented face in front of me were hard and clear now, but the driver’s body was still looking for a place to lie down. He fumbled in his pocket. The dull gray butt of an automatic came into sight. He tugged at it. His big fist wedged in the opening of the pocket. He was only two feet away. I jabbed at him with a left but there was no power in it. All it did was hurt the knife slash across my knuckles. I would have to throw a right … and the first smack at him had to do the job. As soon as I released my grip on the door I might flop. I balanced like a kid trying out a tightrope made of clothesline in his back yard. Then I threw the right.

By itself the punch wouldn’t have knocked a vase off a table. But it jarred him off balance and I fell forward and took him down like one tenpin knocking over another. My weight falling on him knocked out his breath. He gasped and squirmed. I grabbed at his pocket and got the gun. I sprawled over him for a few seconds and began to feel better. I got up, found I could keep my balance.

The weapon in my hand was a Colt .45. I pressed the clip release and saw that it was loaded and snapped it back in and yanked the slide back to throw a cartridge into the chamber. I don’t like guns. I would just as soon hold a grenade with the pin out. But this was no time for squeamishness.

I tucked my finger around the trigger, and said, “Let’s talk. And fast.”

He stared up at me, rubbing a big hand over his face. It was like rubbing putty: his boneless nose bent off-center and stayed there, and his mouth crooked up on one side. “I don’t speak English, bud,” he said.

“Try French.”

“Why should I?”

“I don’t shoot well,” I said. “But you’re close. I’ll try to hit you in the leg but I’m a lousy shot and probably I’ll drill you in the guts. You’re working for Emmerich, aren’t you?”

His eyelids flickered and he studied my trigger finger. He didn’t seem to like the way it trembled. “Yeah,” he said.

“How long have you worked for him?”

“Only a couple days. They needed a couple extra rods. Bill and Jake Edwards sent me the word and I come down from New York with Al.”

“What did you do with Mr. Stebbins?”

“Just tickled his ribs with a rod, and tied him up and give him an old car rag to chew on.”

“What was the program for me?”

“Take you to Emmerich.”

“Why didn’t you slug me, back there in the cell?”

His crooked mouth tipped up farther in a grin. “It was kind of cute,” he said. “We weren’t snatching you, see? We were trying to make it look like a jail break. And you helped nice. Coming past that turnkey’s room you made some crack about being glad we came to get you out. And I said it was nothing for a pal. We could of cooled you after that, but maybe somebody is on the street and a couple of guys lugging a body might be big news out here.”

“The sheriff will like your story.”

“Aah, he’ll probably die of fright thinking how he had a couple real New York guns in this cow pasture. Now look, bud, are you gonna keep on pointing that thing at me?”

“You’re not very tough,” I said. “I wonder they ever let you handle anything bigger than a cap pistol.”

“I know when I’m licked.”

He was still grinning, and I didn’t like it. This was too easy. He didn’t have to tell me everything; all he had to do was tell me enough to keep me from squeezing the .45 a little harder. He didn’t have to quit so fast on Emmerich and the others. He wouldn’t be very popular with them after he did his stretch, except maybe as a target.

“You’re a pretty lucky guy,” he said. “If things had worked out a little different you’d of been — ”

My brain suddenly checked out of dead storage and I knew why he had talked so much. I whirled. From the other side of the car a revolver shot cracked like a board breaking. Air patted my cheek. I got a flash of Al lying on the ground just in front of the car, taking aim.

I jumped back of the hood. A slug whistled along the ground, plucked at my shoelace. I turned and ran, crashing through bushes and tripping over honeysuckle vines. The noise of shouting faded in the distance. I kept on for several minutes before stopping. When I finally paused, I discovered that I had lost the driver’s automatic somewhere along the way. It didn’t matter, though. I couldn’t handle a gun properly and there’s no future in placing second in a gun fight.

My first problem was to get home. The two imported trigger men had been taking me to Emmerich’s house, and we had covered a couple of miles before things got rough. As nearly as I could figure, I was four miles from home. It would be risky to go there, but I looked as if I had spent the night in a cement mixer and I needed food and clothes and a shave and money. I started angling across country in what ought to be the right direction.

It was a weird hike. I traveled through an area of virgin timber. Huge oaks and poplars and locusts pillared a green roof far overhead, and the shade had stifled all undergrowth except a tough mat of honeysuckle. Silky gray light filtered down to meet a ground mist. It was like walking through a cathedral paved with clouds. Maybe at some other time I would have been awed and stimulated, but now the hush and mist and soaring trees made me feel horribly alone and depressed. It would have been an adventure if Arab had been beside me. She would have held my hand and laughed at our troubles. Her hair would have been a gay point of light in this somber world, and I would have growled at her for getting us into such a jam, but inside I would have felt unreasonably good.

Of course, it was just as well that Arab was tucked safely in bed in Washington. Calling her roommate and leaving a warning had been my one brilliant action of the past twenty-four hours. It was amazing how many other things I had done wrong. From the moment that Emmerich and Mike had brought the sheriff to my house, I had known that their actions didn’t make sense if taken at face value. Emmerich had staged the whole thing to give himself an alibi. He knew that he would be suspected if anything happened to me. He had to fool the sheriff. So he had played injured citizen and accused me of theft and sent his big city thugs to snatch me from the cell and make it look like a jail break. That left him in the clear. If I were never seen again, people would think that I had escaped with my two pals and was living somewhere under an alias. The story of the Cellini pendant didn’t have to come out in court because I had to be found before I could be tried, and Emmerich would make sure I was never found.

I had helped his scheme along by being so doped with sleep and fatigue, when his boys came to the jail, that I let myself be sucked in by the bailing-out story. I had even helped convict myself by talking about how glad I was that they had come to get me. Of course, my two visitors — who presumably were the two big strangers Joan had seen in Emmerich’s living room — would have slugged me if I had become suspicious and had tried to resist, but at least I wouldn’t have made that damning remark as I walked out with them. There was no use going back and trying to explain to the sheriff. He wouldn’t believe my story. He would think I had decided to escape and then had lost my nerve.

I wondered if anything had happened yet to Joan or to her father. They ought to be safe for a time; Emmerich had to get me before starting to cut his other liabilities. If he knocked off anybody before getting me, he would be letting a murder charge roam around looking for him. Maybe they hadn’t even touched Joan yet. Maybe by tonight she would have some of the evidence I needed.

After an hour and a half of hiking, I struck the road between Falls Church and my house. I didn’t turn onto it. My place might be watched, and I had to worry about both Emmerich’s gang and the sheriff. I crossed the road quickly and wriggled through underbrush and scrub evergreens toward the house. It was not yet seven o’clock and I had plenty of time. I took thirty minutes to cover the last half-mile. Then, when I spotted our place, I paused inside the final screen of forest and sat down and watched. Nothing moved. There was nothing to make me suspicious. I circled to another vantage point and squirmed through bushes and peered out. What I saw made me forget plans and caution.

Our old green coupe stood behind the house … and Arab had taken it to Washington with her last night.

If it had been a trap, if anybody had been waiting, I would have gone out of business in the next ten seconds. At the sight of the coupe I jumped up and ran blindly to it. As I reached it I stopped. The doors were closed and suddenly I was afraid to look inside. But when I finally forced myself to look, there was no slim figure with candle-flame hair crumpled inside.

The car had definitely been driven to the house by Arab, though. I knew that because the gear shift was in high and the choke was pulled all the way out. Arab always forgets that when you brake a car to a halt you have to disengage the clutch, and so she always brakes it to a stop while it is still in high and the car stalls and she leaves it in high. The choke was out because Arab always tries to switch off the lights by pulling out the choke. For a moment I was sure that she was in the house waiting for me.

I ran into the house calling her name. Echoes caromed off walls and ceilings and long bubbling whispers came back. I went slowly through the house. Blood pounded in my body as if every main artery were clamped in a tourniquet. If Arab were in the house and hadn’t answered me, it was because she was never going to answer. I looked everywhere. A crumpled heap on the floor of a closet made me stop breathing, but it was only laundry. A terrifying shadow in the cellar turned out to be a big log that was meant for the fireplace. Arab wasn’t in the house.

It seemed like a good time to sit down and figure things out, instead of running around advertising for trouble at the top of my voice. I had no way of finding out where Arab had gone. The best guess was that she was spying on Emmerich’s house; that would be the most dangerous thing she could do and so she had probably done it. She might come back any minute, and if I went hunting for her, we might miss connections. I might also find Emmerich … sooner than I wanted to find him.

The best procedure would be to wait right here. My shouting and running hadn’t brought the sheriff or Emmerich’s gang, which proved that they hadn’t been watching the house. Come to think of it, nobody would suspect that I had been stupid enough to return. They probably credited me with being a master mind. I shaved and showered, cooked a couple of fried eggs and ate them, warmed the pot of coffee on the stove and had four cups, and went upstairs and climbed into bed. It was Sunday and I didn’t have to report for duty and there was no use being just halfway stupid.

It was after sunset when I began to awake. For a moment I was sure that Arab was stroking my cheek and rumpling my hair. Ordinarily I would have objected to the rumpling. My hair would make excellent bedsprings, and it gives me enough trouble without my wife encouraging its natural tendency to run amok. But now the rumpling felt good. I opened my eyes slowly. Nobody was in the room. It had merely been a breeze coming through the open window. I climbed from the bed and slammed the window down.

A faint light caught my attention. It came from downstairs. I remembered that a table lamp in the living room had been lighted when I arrived that morning, and I had forgotten to turn it out. I dressed without using any upstairs lights. As I went down to the first floor there was a spring in my legs instead of the old-rubber-band feeling I had had before sleeping. My head was clear … too clear for me to feel happy. When I had arrived I had been too tired to think straight. Among other mistakes, I hadn’t done enough thinking about Arab. She should have been back by this time if nothing had happened.

I went into the living room, located the knuckle duster I had carried a couple of nights earlier, and slipped it into my pocket. I started to leave the room … and then I saw something that tightened my scalp until the roots of my hair hurt. What I saw was merely two small objects, but if I had seen them that morning I would have known that Arab wasn’t coming back.

The objects were a cup and a cigarette. They rested on a low table beside a chair placed near the front window. A person sitting in that chair in the darkness could see anybody approaching the front of the house, and Arab had been sitting there in the hour before dawn. The cup was filled with cold coffee. Arab likes to pour a blazing cup of coffee and let it cool while she smokes a cigarette. The faint marks of her lipstick showed on the cigarette but she hadn’t taken more than a couple of drags. The cigarette had burned into a long gray ash after those first two drags. Arab wouldn’t have let it do that. She doesn’t leave lighted cigarettes lying around. She learned that the hard way, by letting a cigarette burn in an ash tray while she hand-loaded cartridges for an old Sharps rifle right next to the ash tray, and by finding out what happens when loose powder falls on a lighted cigarette. Ever since that time I haven’t been able to put down a cigarette for half a minute in her presence and expect to find it still going when I want it again.

She had waited in the chair by the window, watching the road and the flagstone walk and taking two drags on her cigarette while waiting for the coffee to cool. It must have still been dark because I had found the table lamp lighted when I arrived. But I was sure the table lamp hadn’t been on while Arab sat at the window because it would have cut down her range of vision outside and it might have silhouetted her against the window. Somebody else had switched on the table lamp … somebody who had crept softly through the kitchen and dining room and across the living room behind Arab’s back. I shuddered. I could almost hear the swish of a blackjack or the silky rustle of Mike Vittorio’s scarf. I thought of the scarf settling almost lovingly around her throat, and twisting.

For five or ten minutes I wandered around the house in a daze. I had lost twelve hours in which I could have been trying to help her. My reasoning that morning had been idiotic. I had wanted to go to sleep and so I had figured out reasons why Arab was all right and why I was justified in going to sleep. I wandered into the bathroom and looked at our towels and remembered how martyred I used to feel when Arab had used both towels after a shower. On the shelf was my razor; the blade was sometimes blunt because Arab used it to shave the golden fuzz from her legs. I looked at our bed and thought about how she stole the covers in winter and how her feet were always icy and how she liked to sneak them up against my back.

Gradually I came out of the stupor. I began to see that what had happened didn’t make any change necessary in my plans. I still had to go to Emmerich’s house and pray that Joan had turned up some evidence. Arab must be alive; they couldn’t risk killing anybody until they had me. And she was probably being held somewhere in the big house on the cliff.

I picked up a flashlight, put it in my pocket, and heard it clank against the knuckle duster. I didn’t know how to shoot but this would be a good time to start learning. I rummaged through Arab’s arsenal and found a couple of fat brass-cased bullets that fit the twin chambers of the knuckle duster. Maybe you didn’t have to know how to shoot if you jammed a gun in somebody’s stomach and yanked the trigger.

I left the house by the back door and set out across the old wagon trail. I remembered how pleasant it had been walking across here a few nights ago with Arab before anything horrible had happened. The insects had made noises like small tea kettles and Arab had taken my arm and drawn me close against the warm curves of her body. It was only a few nights ago but it seemed like years.

Tonight there was nothing pleasant about the walk. There was no moon. The insects were silent. Off to the south a thunderstorm was drifting up the valley of the Potomac and heat lightning was shivering over the low Virginia hills. The noise of thunder came to me faintly like the flapping of big sheets of tin. When I neared the house on the cliff I went very slowly and crept through the bushes on the far side of the road embankment. I tested the ground before me like a boy trying out an icy pool with his toes. Even with all that caution I almost walked right into Sheriff J. J. Copperthwaite.

The heat lightning saved me. It washed over the sky and the pale light reflected from a bald turtle head ten feet ahead of me. The sheriff was sitting with his back against a tree in a spot commanding a view of the front of Emmerich’s house. A lever-action rifle was balanced on his knees. The light also revealed another man standing beside him. I was so close that I was afraid they would hear my heart thudding. I started to back away.

“How long do we stay here?” the strange man asked.

The sheriff said, “I figure this way. Major Blake will be looking for this Emmerich fellow. So all I have to do is follow Emmerich around and sooner or later I’ll find Blake.”

“What if somebody else comes out of the house? Do we follow them?”

“Depending on who it is, one of us might. Now you go on around back and don’t take too many nips out of that pint you got. Bourbon’s mighty potent this year. If you need me, you might bay like a hound dog after a coon. I’ll do the same if I need you.”

“Maybe you forget there’s some real hound dogs in this county. We’d feel mighty silly runnin’ to meet each other and finding an old flop-eared hound dog.”

“Well,” the sheriff said thoughtfully, “you might bay like an old hound dog who has just cast around and picked up the scent and is telling you not to pay no mind to the yapping of them young dogs who have gone gallivanting off after a rabbit.”

“That sounds reasonable,” the other man said. “See you later.”

He came toward me and I flattened against a tree, and he passed so close I could hear the bourbon gurgle in the pint in his pocket. I gave him a few seconds’ start, and then followed him. The slight noise he was making would cover any I made. He crossed the road fifty yards on the other side of the house and circled toward the back. I didn’t want to keep following him in the darkness because he might stop sooner than I expected, and so after I crossed the road I angled toward the house inside his course.

For the first time I noticed that no lights were on. The house was so dark that a match flare would have looked like a searchlight. It was difficult to make out where the dormers and gables of the third floor melted into the backdrop of sky. I reached the side of the house and crept to a cellar window and tried it. The window was locked. I tested two others and then found one that moved slightly. Before pushing it open I peered inside. I should at least have been able to see different shadings of blackness inside but I couldn’t see anything. It was all dead black. That wasn’t reasonable. No room with windows will be completely black, no matter how dark it is outside, after your eyes have adjusted themselves. I crouched beside the window and resisted an impulse to climb in immediately and tried to find an explanation.

Heat lightning shuddered again across the sky and my face glared back at me from the window and I found the answer. The window had been covered on the inside with blackout paper. It hadn’t been that way last night or the night before. It seemed like an unpleasant idea and quite possibly was connected with plans for welcoming me. They had blacked out the cellar and left one window unlocked. All they had forgotten was to erect a sign saying WELCOME MAJOR BLAKE — THIS WAY IN.

I slipped back into the underbrush and located a sapling and quietly whittled it off at the base and trimmed it until I had an eight-foot length tapering from an inch at the butt to a half-inch at the tip. It would be educational to find out what happened when the cellar window opened. I crawled back to within six feet of the window and stretched out flat on the ground and notched the tip of the pole into a lower corner of the window, and pushed. The window folded up and inward. I used the full length of the pole to open the window a couple of feet, slowly lowered it, and pulled the pole back.







Chapter Twelve

I DON’T know what I had expected: maybe bells clanging or a booby trap going off or the stutter of a Schmeisser. But there wasn’t a sound … or was there? Was there a faint rustle coming along the side of the house from the direction of the kitchen? Was there a shadow moving along the wall? I lay there and saw the shadow move closer and become the figure of a man. He stopped beside the window, six feet in front of me.

I got up on hands and knees and inched away from the man crouching by the window. If he hadn’t been concentrating all his attention on the cellar, he couldn’t have helped hearing the tiny noises I made. I got twenty feet away from him finally and stood up slowly and edged toward the kitchen.

As I hoped, he had left the kitchen door open. I slipped inside, and just as I got in a little breeze pushed the door shut behind me. The kitchen windows were blacked out and the room was like the inside of a locked coffin. I tried to locate something to guide me: the shadow of furniture, the gleam of porcelain or of utensils. But staring merely made my eyes ache. I worked the knuckle duster slowly from my pocket and held it before my eyes and couldn’t even see the shine of its brass. I reversed it so I could hit with the butt … because there were others in the room with me.

I couldn’t see or hear the others. But I was as sure they were present as if they had stepped up and introduced themselves. You can’t explain how you know something like that. It might have been stale air that warned me, air breathed over and over until it was moist and heavy with carbon dioxide. Maybe it was a faint whiff of sweat from glands working overtime. At any rate, they hadn’t seen or heard me come in or something would have happened by now.

I moved ahead inch by inch, feeling ahead of me with my hands, and never knowing whether or not in the next moment I might touch an arm or shoulder or face. I found a wall and edged along it until my hand slid off into space, and realized that I had located the corridor leading past the cellar stairway to the front of the house. I started creeping down the corridor. A man was lurking beside the door to the cellar stairs, and I would have walked right into him if a board hadn’t creaked as he shifted his weight. I got ready to swing the knuckle duster, and moved to the far wall and started edging past him. And just then he flipped on the cellar light switch.

I sent a right hook on the way and then saw his back was turned and shortened my swing with a split second to spare. The heavy butt of the knuckle duster whipped past his ear close enough to have brushed off a mosquito. He didn’t notice. He was staring down into the lighted cellar, where feet were scuffling and boxes being overturned and a voice was cursing in bullfrog German. Somebody was upset at not finding me in the cellar. I tiptoed down the corridor and felt my way quickly through the hall of armor and raced up the carpeted stairs. They would refuse to believe that I wasn’t in the cellar and they would search it again and again, and they would argue with the man on guard outside the cellar window and they would waste fifteen or twenty minutes. There would never be a better time to do my business.

The route to Joan’s room was so familiar now that I could follow it quickly in the dark. I began to feel better. I had out-thought the whole crowd, and Joan ought to have some helpful information, and maybe she even knew where Arab was being held. I reached her door, started to push it open. The first touch told me that I had been kidding myself with my hopes. The wood was splintered, the lock broken.

I went into the room and closed the door and switched on my flashlight. The place looked as if it had caught the blast of a land mine. Drawers sagged open. A heap of clothes from the closet littered one corner of the room. The mattress and pillow were on the floor. They had grabbed Joan, and now I couldn’t expect help from anybody. Then, as I stared at the mess, I began to wonder if everything was really so hopeless. People don’t tear up a room unless they’re looking for something. Joan had accomplished something. She must have found an important piece of evidence, judging from the way they had searched. There was a chance that Emmerich’s gang hadn’t located whatever they had been hunting.

Joan had promised to leave a note inside her pillowcase if she found anything. Emmerich’s gang probably hadn’t been looking for a note; they had no way of knowing that Joan had planned to write one. The pillowcase had been yanked off the pillow and was lying on the floor. If they hadn’t been searching for a note, it was just possible that … I grabbed the thing, stuck a trembling hand inside. Something rustled against my fingers. I pulled it out and there was the note.

I held the note in the flashlight beam. It was dated the preceding night, and apparently had been written only an hour or so after Arab and I had fled down the road with the Schmeisser nipping at our heels. The note read:



Dear Andy — I was horribly frightened when all the shooting started and I was sure you and Arab would be killed, but then I heard everybody yelling and running and a car starting and so I knew you escaped. So then I thought it might be a good time to look around with everybody running around and not paying any attention to me, and guess what! Mr. Emmerich’s partner, the one with the scary eyes who is learning English, had run down, too, to watch. I sneaked into his room and looked for the phonograph record you wanted, the one he was making in German. I found it. He had it on the machine all ready to play back to himself. I played it softly — there’s a volume control — but of course, I don’t know what he was saying, I only knew it was his voice. He sounded very excited and mad. I heard somebody in the hall then and got scared and hid the record under the carpet under his bed because I was afraid to try to carry it back through the hall because it was too big to hide and somebody might see me. That was an hour ago and I haven’t had a chance to slip back into his room to get it because he came back, and maybe I won’t have a chance tomorrow, so I’m writing this as you asked. If I’m not in my room when



The note stopped abruptly with a little squiggle. There was a space on the paper. Then the writing began again, but this time it was the jagged scrawl of an earthquake graph instead of a finishing school script. She had written:



They’re pounding on my door and I’m afraid and he says he’ll break it down and I don’t know what to



That was the end of it. It had taken courage to sit still and write another line on the note to tell me what was happening, and to stuff the note inside the pillowcase, while her door was splintering. She had done everything she could. Now it was up to me. Maybe she hadn’t yet told them where she hid the phonograph record; the torn-up condition of the room proved that she had held out for a while, anyway. It must be an interesting record to cause all this excitement. If I could find it, that might be all I needed. If I couldn’t find it, the rest of my night’s work would have to be done with the butt of the knuckle duster.

I turned toward the doorway and the flashlight picked out a white thread dangling from the knob. I examined it and couldn’t figure out its purpose, unless Joan had stretched it from her door to a piece of furniture to find out if anybody searched her room in her absence. I switched off the flashlight, opened the door carefully, and listened. There was no sound in the dark hallway. I stepped out and sneaked back to the second floor landing and down the next corridor to the room where I had heard Voice One and Voice Two trying to get together on the weather. The doorknob turned under my hand and the door opened silently. I went in, closed the door behind me.

Starting at the right-hand corner of the room, I made a slow sweep with the flashlight. The narrow white cone widened on an upholstered chair and closet door and blacked-out windows and a table holding a phonograph, home record-maker, and pile of records. The beam of light touched the bed and swept up its length and suddenly stopped. Staring up at me from the bed was Emmerich’s partner.

I stared dumbly back at him and gradually began to realize that he didn’t see me. He didn’t see anything. He was either dead or … I moved slowly toward the bed and aimed the light in his eyes. The pupils were enormous and didn’t contract to shut out the glare. And he was breathing. I didn’t know much about dope but I knew that one of the narcotics — morphine or cocaine — dilates the pupils. He had either been hitting it himself or somebody had given him a shot to put him to sleep.

His face and eyes fascinated me. As I had noted the time I met him in the hall, his face hadn’t any wrinkles. It was almost a child’s smooth face, but he wasn’t young. Age showed in the ropy blue veins of his hands. His eyes were startling. Even now, with his eyes as blank as the windows of a vacant house, they looked hot and violent and slightly insane. I hunted for a phrase to describe them and thought of a good one. He had eyes like a copperhead going after a mole. That was it. Just like a — 

My skin tingled as if a couple hundred volts were playing tag on it. I hadn’t been the one who invented that expression. The inventor was the crossroads storekeeper in Falls Church. He had been describing the man who came into his store six months ago and passed a twenty-dollar bill that had interested the Treasury Department. The storekeeper had remembered him because he had a thin, blank face and eyes like a copperhead going after a mole; I had jokingly suggested that maybe he had had a face-lifting job. The man had started walking out without his change after buying a cigar, as if he didn’t know what a twenty could buy.

Sweat came out all over my body; it was slightly acid and made my skin burn and itch. I had what I needed now, even if the record was no longer where Joan had hidden it. I had almost more than I wanted. This was no ordinary racket. This was big stuff. I had stumbled into a bit of hell left over from the war.

Facts began to fall into place now like the last few pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. The Cellini pendant was Nazi loot; I had always suspected that. The twenty-dollar bill was Nazi loot. The gold and unset gems that Emmerich gave Mike Vittorio, to use in creating his fakes, were Nazi loot. They had used the money for living expenses until the storekeeper jokingly told Emmerich about the Treasury agent investigating the twenty-dollar bill. Maybe the Treasury had been on the trail of the looted currency for several months before getting as close to Emmerich as the crossroads store in Falls Church. At any rate, that was the first time Emmerich had realized his danger.

From that time on Emmerich couldn’t risk passing any more currency; not for a long time, anyway. And he still had to support an expensive setup. He had gold and unset gems, but ordinarily you have to sell them in any quantity through dealers and jewelers, and questions might be asked. His first thought was to sell the Cellini pendant, and through that attempt he had met Mike and had discovered a way to turn his gold and gems into money without arousing suspicion.

But that wasn’t all. This setup was so elaborate that it must have been planned long ago. Maybe even the house had been bought long ago. The setup had been planned by somebody big. Nobody had suddenly come to Emmerich in the Argentine and given him wads of American money and gold and gems and a fabulous antique treasure just because he was a German and they had liked his looks. He had been planted there, planted long ago for this very purpose.

I thought of stories I had read about the werewolf organization that had spread darkly over Germany in the Middle Ages and had been revived after the First World War to murder Germans who wanted to build a democratic country. The Nazis had planned to revive it in case of defeat. An underground organization like that would need money, bales of it, and America was one of the few safe hiding places. Nobody would think of looking for a major cell of the Nazi underground within sight of the spire of Washington Monument.

I crawled under the bed and probed beneath the carpet and touched the edge of a wide flat disk. They hadn’t found the record. I inched it free and backed out and stood up. The record was home-made and had no title, and only one side had been grooved with a recording. I went to the phonograph and found that it was electric and located the volume control. I could play the record softly enough so that it couldn’t be heard five feet away. It was risky to take the time now but I couldn’t resist the urge. I was curious. It wasn’t the sort of curiosity that makes you glance at another man’s newspaper, but the blend of horror and fascination that drives you to look at bodies being pulled from wrecked autos.

A vague idea about the record was crawling around in my mind. It was such an unbelievable idea that I didn’t want to think about it. I placed the record carefully on the turntable and spun the volume knob down as far as it would go and started the machine. A querulous whisper came from the sound box. I turned the volume control up slighly. The voice took on power. The man on the bed had made a speech in German. It was his voice; I couldn’t be mistaken about that, even though I had merely heard him repeat a few phrases in English. It was the same voice but oddly different. In English he had used a weak, uncertain tone. This voice was sure of itself … more sure than any I’ve ever heard except maybe Churchill or Roosevelt.

I don’t know any German. I had no idea what he was saying. But the words and phrases had a raw violence that would either make you squirm with hate or jump up and scream Sieg Heil, Sieg Heil.

The record came to an end. I hadn’t listened to many Nazi ravings, but I had heard this voice. I didn’t know where or when, but the fact that I knew the voice at all was a shock. I hadn’t listened many times to Radio Berlin. The vague idea that had been crawling around in my mind was now sharp. I tried to push it aside. It was still too unbelievable.

One thing was certain, though. Everything I had learned about Emmerich was unimportant compared to this record. I swung the light around the room looking for a string. Whatever else happened, I had to get that record out safely. I found a long white thread near the door and looped it through the record and went to the window and opened it and the screen a few inches. I lowered the record gently the few inches that the thread permitted, tied the free end of the thread to the handle of the screen, and closed the screen and window. I would have flashed the light to attract the sheriff’s attention except that this was a room facing on the cliff, while the sheriff was out front. If anything happened to me, though, the record would still be dangling outside and maybe the sheriff would spot it in the morning.

I walked toward the door and the light gleamed on a white thread hanging from the doorknob. That was odd. There had been a white thread on Joan’s door, too. I had used another white thread to suspend the record outside the window. I switched off the flashlight, opened the door quietly. The white threads worried me. There must be an explanation … maybe an unpleasant one.

As I stepped into the dark hall I was still trying to figure it out. They had set a trap for me with the open cellar window, and I had slid out of it. Maybe they had thought of that possibility. Maybe they had prepared for it. They could keep track of a prowler fairly well by stringing white threads across doorways and halls. If my idea was correct, there ought to be a thread across the hall beyond the room I had just left, toward the stairs to the tower room where I had once listened to the squabble between Mike and one of the Edwards boys. I moved slowly in that direction, testing the dim space ahead. And suddenly I touched it.

The thread stretched across the hall knee high. You could break it without knowing that anything had happened. My fingers jerked back as if I had touched a big spiderweb. I might have broken a dozen of those telltale threads, and left a trail through the house. Emmerich’s gang would have finished searching the cellar by this time. They would be following the trail. Maybe right at this second somebody was …

I started to whirl. It was too late. A silky thing was already settling around my throat. For a split-second it was soft and caressing. Then it turned into fire and hammers clanged inside my skull and my chest felt like a barrel packed with flour and I tumbled into unconsciousness.







Chapter Thirteen

AGES later I snapped awake the way a light comes on when a switch is thrown. One moment I was blacked out, the next I was fully alive. Alive but fighting for my life. I was deep under black water and my breath was gone. I couldn’t get to the surface fast enough. I could see it far above me, looking like a thinly silvered mirror. My hands pawed more and more weakly at the water. I couldn’t make it. The shimmering mirror was too distant. I was passing out again, and this time I knew I wouldn’t see light any more.

Something happened. My lungs got a shot of oxygen. I drifted underwater for a few moments wondering where the oxygen had come from. The mirrored underside of the water was closer now. I got another breath, shot upwards. The next instant my head shattered the mirror and I gulped at the air.

A voice pattered in my ears. “Andy,” it was saying. “Andy, are you all right? Oh, please come out of it, darling.”

I opened my eyes. Arab’s face was on a bed an inch from mine. I smiled at her, tilted my head forward. Her lips fumbled against mine as if trying to pull me closer. “I’m all right,” I said.

“I thought you were going to die,” she sobbed.

“Die? What do you mean?”

“Don’t you remember what happened, Andy?”

“All I remember is a bad dream. I started to wake up and first thought you were mussing my hair and I didn’t mind it at all, but then in my dream it turned out to be nothing but the wind. Then I went downstairs and you had been kidnapped and everything got wild and mixed up and I was trying to break into Emmerich’s place and they trapped me, and the last thing I knew until you woke me just now was dreaming that Mike was choking me with that devilish scarf. Gosh, I’m glad it was a dream and we’re home in bed.”

She kissed me again, softly. “Andy,” she murmured, “you didn’t mind my mussing your hair?”

“It was nice.”

“You used to growl at me.”

“I don’t get many chances to act tough.”

“I’m glad, darling. I’m glad because I guess you do love me. But … but Andy, it wasn’t a dream.”

Her words hit me like ice water. I tried to sit up. Something grabbed my wrists and yanked me down again. I squirmed partway around to see what had done it. My hands were lashed behind me and a rope went from my wrists to a bedpost, and it was the rope that had yanked me back. I had about eight inches of freedom. Arab’s hands were also tied behind her back and she was tethered to the bedpost farthest from mine. Somehow she had managed to wriggle close to me, as close as the rope would permit. She was lying on her stomach and I could see her wrists. The skin of her wrists for two inches above the rope looked like hamburger.

“What did you do to your wrists?” I gasped. “You’ve got them raw.”

“I — I was trying to reach you,” she said faintly. “They came in and tied you to the bedpost and pushed you over on your face and went out, and in a minute you started to make choking noises and the back of your neck was getting blue and you were being smothered and … and I thought you were dying. So I had to reach you and push your head around so you could breathe.”

It hadn’t been just a dream about being underwater and unable to reach the distant shiny surface. It had been as close to curtains as I would ever come until they packed me away in pine. “Thanks,” I said. “I owe you something. Don’t worry about mussing my hair from now on. If you want you can pull it out by the roots.”

“You’re feeling much better now, aren’t you, Andy?”

“I feel pretty good.”

“Things aren’t so bad.”

“They could be a lot worse.”

“Of course,” Arab said, “we both know we’re kidding ourselves.”

“Well, it doesn’t cost anything.”

“How do you really feel?”

“I feel as if somebody just gave me a transfusion with embalming fluid. How do you feel?”

“As if I need a week in a beauty parlor.”

“You can still be my pinup.”

“Don’t be silly, Andy. Just look at my hair.”

“I’d rather look at your legs. You have nice legs.”

“As nice as Joan’s?”

“She has bobby-sox legs. You have nylon stocking legs. The only thing wrong with your legs is that they keep lugging you off in the wrong direction.”

“I’m awfully sorry I got us into all this. But I couldn’t stay in Washington last night after Edie Carter told me about your phone call. I drove back to our house and you were gone and I sat down to watch the road and … and that horrible scarf choked me.”

“Well, if you hadn’t been here tonight, it would have been too bad for me. Are you all right now?”

“I think so.”

“Let’s not worry. Something will turn up.”

“Our toes, probably.”

“See here,” I said, “can’t you have some pleasant thought?”

“I suppose they want the pendant back, don’t they?”

“They have it.”

“But I thought it was hidden in the fireplace.”

“Darling,” I said, “you are about four shrieks and a moan behind me in this horror story. There are a couple dozen skeletons in closets whom you haven’t met. Listen.” I told her everything that had happened from the time she dropped me at our house the preceding night.

When I finished, she was trembling so much that I could feel the vibrations. “Andy,” she gasped. “We have to get out of here and tell people!”

“Never willing to let me lie around in bed, are you?”

“But we’ve got to do something! You said the sheriff and one of his men are outside. If … if we both screamed at once …”

I stared up at the ceiling and around the walls. “It looks to me,” I said, “as if this room were especially fixed for somebody who likes to scream.”

“I don’t quite understand.”

“There aren’t any windows. Thick carpet on the floor. That corrugated white ceiling isn’t plaster, it’s insulation. And I bet if you rammed your head against these walls you’d find they’re padded.”

“But who did they fix it for? Not us. There wasn’t time.”

“I think they arranged it for the man who is lying downstairs doped. They were going to use this room for us, so they had to keep him quiet some other way. I got an idea he gets screaming fits every now and then. Got any suggestions about how we walk out of here?”

“I don’t have any ideas, Andy. How long is it since you kissed me?”

“Too long. What are we waiting for?”

“I was only waiting for you to catch your breath.”

I kissed her and it made me as dizzy as if I had been sniffing Napoleon brandy in a huge goblet. Finally I had to come up for air. “For my next birthday,” I said, “you can give me an oxygen tent. I’m always running out of the damn stuff.”

“Is it a nice way to run out of it?”

“It’ll do until heaven comes along.”

“Andy, will you still love me when I have to get my blond hair out of a bottle?”

“I will even love you when you have to get your teeth out of a glass. Let’s kick this guy Emmerich in the pants and walk out of here.”

“It isn’t ladylike to kick gentlemen in the pants. Only on the shins. Do you think we have a prayer?”

“I’m getting an idea.”

“A good idea?”

“I don’t know. Morons can’t be choosers. If we play it right maybe — ”

I stopped. A key was turning in the lock, making a noise like two broken pieces of bone grating together. A round head varnished with yellow hair appeared just beyond the edge of the opening door. Emmerich looked in cautiously.

“Boo!” Arab said.

Emmerich gave a slight jump, then looked irritated. He came into the room carrying an armful of Schmeisser machine pistol. He snapped, “This is no time to act like children.”

“My wife,” I said, “has been acting like a child for twenty-odd years. Who are you to try to change her now?”

“You would be wise to think of the serious position you are in.”

“It might,” I said, “depress me.”

“Good,” Emmerich said. “Good. You realize your position. Now we can have a friendly talk.”

I said, “There’s nothing I like better than a friendly talk over the sights of a machine pistol.”

He patted the stock. “It is a fine weapon,” he said. “It is far superior to your Thompson sub-machine gun.”

“Why, that’s silly,” Arab cried. “A tommy gun can use either a clip with twenty rounds or a drum holding fifty, while that cap pistol can’t take a drum. A tommy gun is more accurate, packs a higher muzzle velocity — ”

“Don’t get her started,” I said. “She cut her teeth on a Paterson Colt.”

“She may lose her teeth,” Emmerich said coldly, “on the barrel of a Schmeisser.”

Arab cooed, “I bet you say that to all the girls.”

For a moment I thought he was going to slap her, and I tensed for a kick at his stomach. But he stopped himself, and said, “I do not think you are being wise. Let us talk sensibly.”

“Why don’t you untie us,” I said. “Or isn’t that repeating cannon enough protection for you?”

“It does no harm to be cautious,” Emmerich said. “However I can give you a little more freedom.”

He switched the burp gun to his left hand, untied the rope that went from Arab’s bound wrists to the bedpost. Then he moved around behind me and did the same. I watched for a chance to kick him but he was too careful.

I sat up on the bed. Of course, my hands were still tied but it was an improvement not to be held close to the bedpost.

Emmerich sat at a small table a few feet away from us, and rested the machine pistol across it. The way the muzzle was pointing, it would only take a twitch of his right index finger to ruin my second-best shirt. I hoped that Arab wouldn’t get him into any more arguments about the merits of a Schmeisser and a Thompson sub-machine gun.

“Now we are more comfortable, yes?” Emmerich said.

“Yes. Sorry I couldn’t visit you sooner. But I didn’t like the company of those two thugs you sent to get me out of jail.”

“They were stupid.”

“I don’t understand,” I said, “why you hired them and the Edwards boys. With this racket you’re in, I should think the fewer outsiders the better.”

“I agree. Originally I did not think we would need outsiders. But I had to hire the Edwards brothers when a dealer in New York became difficult, and I had to ask them to hire two friends when you became difficult … in case I needed men whom you could not recognize.”

“Very interesting,” I said. “How about a drink?”

“Later, perhaps. I do not wish interruptions, or to have others present. After we have settled our business you may have a drink. To begin, you understand that you have caused me much trouble.”

“You’re taking a pessimistic attitude,” I said. “Think of the trouble we could have caused you, and didn’t.”

“I am willing to forget the trouble you caused me, however,” he said. “I am willing to excuse you, on the grounds that you were merely curious and impulsive and allowed yourselves to become too interested in a matter that was not your concern. I am willing to forgive that and to forget everything.”

“Then all that’s left,” Arab said brightly, “is for us to shake hands all around and say good-by. Let me be the first. Good-by.”

Emmerich said, “There are a few formalities to be accomplished first. We have recovered the pendant, so that is no longer a problem. Then there is the matter of a phonograph record that Miss Westley took. We had a slight amount of trouble coaxing her to tell us what she had done with it.”

Arab cried, “If you hurt that child — ”

“She is quite well,” he said coldly. “It did not take long for her to decide to be sensible. She admitted she gave the record to you last night, Major Blake.”

I thought: good girl. She couldn’t have worked up a better story … one that would both keep them from hurting her and give me time to find the thing. “Yes,” I said, “I collect hot platters. Lot of good jive on that one. I put it in my collection right next to Duke Ellington’s Mood Indigo.”

“Please talk English,” Emmerich said. “Your American dialect irritates me. I do not understand it.”

“Okay. I have the phonograph record.”

“You will return it.”

“For any special reason?”

Emmerich’s pale blue eyes looked at me like a barracuda eyeing a mullet. “My partner,” he said, “my partner from the Argentine is not well. He had a nervous breakdown. It is sometimes necessary to humor him.”

“I wondered who this room was intended to humor.”

“Yes. It is sometimes necessary to put him here so that he will not hurt himself. He made that phonograph record and is very proud of it. Childishly proud. He became violent when it disappeared. So I wish it back. It is a record of … of one of his imitations.”

“And it’s good, too,” I said. “That part where he does a take-off on Sinatra is priceless.”

His right index finger stroked the trigger of the burp gun, and he said softly, “You listened to it?”

“Oh sure. But I didn’t get a word of it. What was it, German?”

“You lie badly, Major Blake. Did you think it was a good imitation?”

I wondered exactly how far I could go. Every minute gained now might be helpful; at least it was one more minute to live. It was worthwhile keeping him talking … if I didn’t get him too angry while his finger was on the loud part of that gun. He had to recover the record or he would never feel safe again. That record was as important to us as a reprieve to a guy in the Death House. Until he got it back, we were safe.

“It wasn’t bad,” I said. “What was it, the speech about having no further territorial demands to make on Europe?”

His finger twitched. He moved it away from the trigger, as if afraid that it might twitch too far. “You are thinking of someone else,” he said. “My partner will be upset if he does not get it back. He will be violent again.”

“What will he do?” I asked. “Chew the carpet?”

Pink blotches stained Emmerich’s face. He leaped from behind the table and slapped my face four times, hard. Fireworks sparkled before my eyes and my head vibrated like the metal of a bell. “Swine,” he said. “Be quiet.” His eyes were blue and hot as the jet of an acetylene torch.

Arab cried, “Don’t! Please don’t hurt him. He didn’t mean it.”

As she spoke she stood up and took a faltering step toward Emmerich. One high heel caught in the carpet. She started to fall and the German reached out an arm and swept her close against him. “You should not worry about him,” he said.

“It … it’s not that I worry about him so much,” Arab said tearfully, “as that you’re so big and strong it doesn’t seem right to hit him.”

“He is a weakling,” Emmerich said. “Forget him.”

“I’ll try,” she murmured.

I sat there in a daze. I couldn’t believe it. She was deliberately making a play for him. Her head tilted back and her eyes were closed. Emmerich had both arms around her. He was still holding the Schmeisser and it bruised her bound wrists as he pulled her closer. His big pink face bent toward her lips. I couldn’t take it any longer. I jumped up, lunged at him with my shoulder.

The moment I jumped I saw what Arab was doing … saw it too late. The fingers of her bound hands were fluttering over the Schmeisser’s trigger guard, putting on the safety. Her left foot was inching behind one of his. In another second she could have thrown her weight forward and tripped him, and he would have gone down with the burp gun temporarily out of action, and I could have kicked him in the jaw. But my leap came too soon. I couldn’t stop. Emmerich whirled, threw Arab aside, and swung the stock of the Schmeisser at my stomach. I went down, flopping on the carpet like a fish.

He turned to Arab, and his voice rasped like a power saw hitting a pine knot. “We will settle for that,” he said. He tangled the fingers of his left hand in her bright hair, forced her head sideways and back so that she was off balance. His head bent toward her again.

“Like being bitten?” she gasped.

His fingers relaxed their grip slowly, and he straightened. He shoved her back onto the bed. “There will be time later,” he said. “You will learn. A whip is a good teacher.”

“I never was a good student at anything,” she said. “Andy, are you hurt?”

I managed to uncurl my body and get the cramps in my stomach under control. “I’m okay,” I said faintly. “I wish he’d clouted me on the head and knocked out some of the stupidity. Sorry I messed things up.”

“It was just a long shot, Andy.”

“You should have known better,” I said, trying to grin at her. “You know me. I even miss the close ones.”

Emmerich prodded me with a foot and said, “Get up. Get back on the bed.” I managed to wriggle to my knees and crawl to the bed and hoist myself onto it. “Now,” he said. “Where is the record?”

“I forget,” I said. “You hit me so hard I can’t think.”

“It would be pleasant for you to walk out of here, would it not?”

“Sure. What’s the offer?”

“Return the record and you and your wife can leave.”

I wondered if he thought I would go for that. If he did, he must also think that I hadn’t been bright enough even to get through kindergarten. As soon as I told him where to find the record, Arab and I would be hot prospects for cemetery lots. “It’s hard to describe where I hid the thing,” I said. “But I could take you to the place.”

He thought for a moment and I became hopeful. If we left the house together, the sheriff might spot us. But then Emmerich shook his head. “No,” he said. “You will tell me where it is.”

“Bud,” I said, “I wouldn’t even tell you the day of the week.”

He walked over to the bed and looked down at me. I set my jaw muscles. It was going to be unpleasant from now on. Then he went to the door of the room and started yelling for his thugs. The echoes of his voice went through the house like barrels tumbling downstairs.

Arab wriggled close to me. Her lips were trembling. “Andy,” she said, “he’s going to hurt you.”

“I’ll probably scream,” I whispered. “I’m an awful sissy.”

“You aren’t! I used to think you were afraid of him but now I don’t.”

“Your first idea was right.”

“Please tell him where the record is, Andy. I can’t stand seeing you hurt.”

“I’ll tell him — after I make it look good. I’m going to send him on a jaunt. But he won’t go unless he believes me.”

“I — I don’t think anything can help us.”

I peered at the door. Emmerich was still bellowing, merely turning every few seconds to watch us. He was too far away to overhear. “It’s a chance,” I said. “I told you the sheriff’s outside. He might get smart and follow Emmerich and pick him up.”

She wriggled closer and rubbed her cheek against mine. “I won’t ever put my icy feet against your back if we get out of this,” she wailed. “And I won’t use your towel or your razor or tear up your best socks to clean my guns. Will that help make you forgive me?”

“If we get out of this,” I said, “I’m going to put my feet in the small of your back. I expect them to be permanently icy.”

“I love you, Andy.”

“I adore you, Butch.”

“We’ve had fun.”

“We’ll have more. We — ”

Feet pounded up the stairs. Several guys were coming. It seemed silly to call a gang to work on me when half a guy would have been plenty. The footsteps halted outside the room and Emmerich held a whispered conference. Then they came in. Mike Vittorio was in the lead. He stepped aside after he entered and stood beside the doorway, fingering his devilish white scarf. There was hate in his black eyes. I had made a horrible mistake in handling Mike and I still couldn’t figure out what it had been. Behind Mike came the two gorillas who had snatched me from Manassas County jail. They didn’t look like my best friends, either. They came in without a pause and one of them shoved me down flat on the bed. Something cut into my ankles. A rope. The other thug was lashing them together. My teeth started to rattle like dice.

“Take it easy,” I said. “I’ve been practicing dying of fright.”

“Might save you grief,” the man holding me growled.

The man working on my ankles yelped suddenly and I got a glimpse of Arab’s heels bouncing off his head, and then a big weight hit the bed and Arab gave a smothered cry and was silent. I tried to wrestle free but a hand jammed my face sideways and all I could do was squirm helplessly. After a minute he let me go and I saw Arab. She was curled in a pathetic bundle at the head of the bed, ankles lashed together and slim legs drawn up behind her and tied to her wrists. Something had been stuffed into her mouth and bound in place with a handkerchief. She looked as limp and helpless as one of those French rag dolls that girls used to keep on their dressing tables.

Emmerich glared down at me. “Where is it?” he snapped.

“I turned it in,” I said, “for an original Rhythm Boys’ platter.”

Emmerich asked Mike, “What does it mean?”

“He’s giving you the business,” Mike said. “It don’t mean anything.”

“Coax him,” Emmerich said.

Mike walked over to me like a cat padding up to a crippled sparrow. He looked down, smiled. His fingers caressed the silk scarf and he pulled it slowly free. The silk made a soft hissing noise. He bent down and patted my shoulders and the scarf whispered across my face. Without warning he flipped me over onto my stomach and the scarf came alive and gripped my throat and things started going black.

Emmerich yanked him away, shouting, “Idiot! Fool! You will kill him!”

The scarf loosened and Mike said, “I thought that was the idea.”

“I want him to talk,” Emmerich snarled. He grabbed my hair and pulled my head up. “Where is the record?” he asked.

“Can’t remember.”

He let my head flop down. “Again,” he said.

This time I managed to take a deep breath before the silk twisted into my throat. With that much air I thought I ought to be able to last a minute. I began counting to sixty, but at ten things were already going wrong. My head was starting to spin. The arteries in my throat hurt. At twenty I was fighting blackness. The scarf wasn’t strangling me; it was cutting off the supply of blood to my brain. There was a steady dull pounding like surf in my head. I was sinking slowly, quietly under dark water.

Suddenly the nerves of my scalp sent screams of pain through the rest of me and my head was being jerked up again and I choked out “No” and it began all over. I don’t know how long it went on. I couldn’t take much more. The pain when he grabbed my hair seemed farther and farther away. I couldn’t time things to get a breath of air. The lunge and fall of surf in my head blended into a continuous roar. My head jerked up again and I tried to say I’d talk, but the words couldn’t crawl up my throat and for a moment I was afraid I had waited too long.

Water hit my face. I pulled air slowly into my lungs; it was like trying to drink an ice cream soda through a soggy straw. I heard distant voices above the wind-tunnel noises in my head. My throat burned and I thought they were starting again until I realized that it was the inside of my throat that was burning, not the outside. They had given me a shot of liquor. I coughed.

“Where is it?” Emmerich shouted.

I gasped, “In … the … fireplace.”

“What fireplace?”

“In my house. Where I hid the pendant. I tied it to the damper. Nobody would think I’d put anything there again.”

He bent over me and his cold blue eyes looked for a sign that I was lying. I let my mouth sag open and my head droop. He grunted. A satisfied grunt. He turned away, and I would have smiled if my face hadn’t felt like a hunk of putty.

“We will see,” he said. He jerked a thumb at his two imported thugs. “You two drive to his house,” he said. “Telephone me as soon as you have looked in his fireplace whether you find the record or not. I will be waiting downstairs by my telephone.”

One of them said, “We ought to rate a dividend on this, huh?”

“Money, he means,” the other explained.

“I will pay you well,” Emmerich said. There was a queer note in his voice and I suspected that the payment might be in lead from the Schmeisser. Emmerich would never let two men like the New Yorkers own part of his secret after they were no longer useful.

The New Yorkers didn’t catch the ominous tone of his voice. “Swell,” one said. “Make it a couple grand.”

“Besides money,” Emmerich said, “there will also be safety. Safety for all of us. If we do not find that record … do they hang people in this state?”

“Yeah, I think so,” one of the men said hoarsely. “I didn’t know this was so hot. If it’s there, we’ll get it.”

They clumped out of the room. Emmerich said to Mike, “You will stay here and guard these two on the bed. And do not try any experiments. We may need them alive.”

He left the room and I heard the sound of his footsteps fading on the stairs. I managed to sit up. Arab’s face was as wet as if they had thrown water on her instead of me, and the long lashes around her eyes clung together in damp star-like points. I worked on a smile and succeeded in pushing up one side of my face. Probably it looked like a grimace.

“We’ll be okay,” I said huskily.

She blinked at me, made mumbling sounds behind the gag.

Mike said, “You put on a lousy act for Emmerich. It wouldn’t get you a walk-on part in the straw hat circuit.”

“What act?”

“About the record. They won’t find it.”

“You think I almost let you kill me just to play a joke on Emmerich?”

“I don’t know what good your act will do,” Mike said. “It only gives you ten, fifteen extra minutes.”

I didn’t answer. I studied him carefully. He was sitting in a chair tilted against the wall, polishing the blade of a knife with his scarf. Apparently it was a mate of the Renaissance knife the sheriff had taken. He worked up a sheen that satisfied him, and began to flip the knife up in glittering circles and catching it. I had to figure out how his mind worked. I had misjudged him badly up to now, and it had been costly. Maybe the sheriff would spot the two New York gunmen leaving the house, and would follow them to mine and arrest them for breaking and entering when they went in. Maybe he would decide not to follow them. If things turned out that way, we would be sunk unless I could do a job on Mike.

“That’s quite a phonograph record,” I said.

“Yeah? I’ll take radio.”

“Aren’t you curious about it?”

“Curiosity don’t pay off.”

“It might,” I said. “The voice on that record is interesting. Have you ever heard the guy talk? In German, I mean? When he’s excited?”

“Yeah. I heard him.”

“What do you think about him?”

His slim fingers flicked up, stopped the knife at the top of its whirl. “I think the same as you,” he said calmly. “Maybe it’s an imitation, maybe not.”

“Don’t you care?”

“I got no politics.”

“Do you think Emmerich will let you stay alive when all this is cleared up the way he wants? Don’t you think you know a lot too much?”

He tested the point of the knife with his tongue. “I can take care of myself,” he said.

I wasn’t getting anywhere and minutes were passing. The phone might ring soon. If it did, we were finished, because it would mean that the sheriff hadn’t followed the New Yorkers. Emmerich might work on Arab next time and I wouldn’t be able to take that and he’d get the record.

“We were going to be pals,” I said desperately. “We were going to work together.”

“I changed my mind.”

“I don’t get it, Mike. I didn’t turn you down. I just asked for time to think it over.”

“It’s tough,” he said. “We would have gone good together. You know antiques. But I changed my mind.”

“But why?”

“It don’t matter. Maybe you’d like a last look at something.”

He reached into his pocket and drew out a gleaming chain and a pendant. He fished in the other pocket and produced a second chain and pendant. He stood up and walked over to me and let them dangle before my eyes. Light caught in the muscles of the tiny straining figures and made them bulge and ripple. The signs of the Zodiac looked like symbols of black magic on the lapis lazuli heavens. The pendants swung hypnotically before my eyes. Both were lovely. It wasn’t easy to pick the Cellini and the Vittorio. But I had studied them often enough to be able to tell them apart. The one in his right hand was Cellini’s; the one in his left was the copy of which he had been so proud.

“Steal them from Emmerich?” I asked.

“He lent them to me. I said I wouldn’t do a stroke of work unless I had them.”

“He’ll take them back, Mike. You know that.”

“Maybe so,” he said. He didn’t look worried, and I had a feeling that Mike had a little trip in mind … a trip starting later tonight, say to San Francisco. “You know antiques,” he said. “You can tell these apart.”

“That’s right.”

“You said you were the only guy in the world who could.”

“Yes,” I said. “You see I — ”

A freezing sound whispered up the stairs and into the room. Far away a telephone bell was ringing. It sounded gay, out of place. It should have tolled slowly and ominously, because it meant that we were through. Emmerich’s men had reached my house safely and of course had found that I had lied about the record being hidden in the fireplace. The tinkling ended. Emmerich had picked up the phone. I tried to whip my thoughts into action. There was some way to get to Mike. There had to be! I was as sure of it as of the fact that in half a minute Emmerich would be coming upstairs, Schmeisser hooked under his arm and his pale blue eyes like glacier ice. The golden pendants swung back and forth in front of me. If I could only think — 

The answer hit me like a slap. I knew why Mike had turned against me. I knew how to swing him back.







Chapter Fourteen

I TRIED to keep the jitter out of my voice. “Yes,” I said, “not many people know Renaissance jewelry. The rest of them would be fooled by your copy. But I’m not. I can pick it.”

Mike smiled. It wasn’t a pleasant smile. It was the smile of a man who is pleased at the prospect of being able to hurt somebody he hates. And Mike hated me. I had destroyed the most precious thing in his life … his belief that he was Benvenuto Cellini.

“Yeah,” Mike said. “You’re good. Show me once more how you can tell them apart.” His words came out like drops of acid.

My throat was lined with sawdust. I stared at the pendant in his right hand, the real one. I had to make this act good. “The fake pendant,” I said, “is in your right hand.”

His face whitened under olive skin. “Which did you say?” he asked hoarsely.

“Don’t try to mix me up,” I snapped. “I can spot them every time. You got the fake in your right hand. The Cellini is in your left. You’re not in the same league as Cellini! Quit bothering me, you cheap tinsmith.”

He stared at me. For a moment I had a sickening feeling that it hadn’t worked, that he knew I was putting on another act. Then slowly it got him. He wanted to believe me. He had to believe me. I watched the hate fade slowly from his eyes and watched his lips start trembling and watched fear replace the hate. Fear for me. He thought I was the only man in the world who could tell the two pendants apart … and I had picked them wrong. I was the most important man in the world to him now. I was his proof that Benvenuto Cellini had been born again, and born with even greater skill. Nothing must happen to me.

The Renaissance knife flashed suddenly, and my ankles were free. He bent over me and cut the ropes on my wrists. “Beat it,” he said thickly. “Beat it fast.”

It was too sudden. I almost came apart like a wet paper bag. I tried to warm my icy hands and I looked stupidly at him and finally managed to gasp, “Cut my wife loose. And where’s Joan?”

“She’s locked in my workroom. It’s on this third floor, but you got to go downstairs and take another stairway up. You take the right-hand corridor on the second floor and — ”

“I know it. Cut my wife loose.”

He took a step toward Arab, halted abruptly. We had both heard the same thing. Footsteps. They were coming up the third floor stairs. Mike leaped to the door and flattened himself against the wall beside it. The poinard waited, glittering. I shoved my legs back under the bed as far as they would go and hid my hands behind me. Emmerich walked in.

Maybe something in my pose warned him or maybe Mike was too slow. Light glinted on blued steel and on bright steel. The blue steel of the Schmeisser was quicker. Emmerich swung the barrel like a baseball bat. It crunched on Mike’s jaw and the knife slipped from his fingers and he crumpled.

Emmerich didn’t waste a glance on him. Watching me all the time, he stooped slowly and felt for Mike’s scarf and pulled it free and stood up and wiped the barrel of the gun. A smear of red blotched the silk. He put the scarf in his pocket, fumbled behind his back, and closed the door. All this time he hadn’t said a word. The muscles of his face had sagged and his skin looked like cottage cheese. When the door was closed, he settled the machine pistol under his right arm and clamped it tight so it wouldn’t ride up and adjusted his finger on the trigger and took hold of the grip with his left hand.

At last he spoke. “It would be interesting,” he said, “to find out why he wanted to save you. Interesting, but of no importance. I do not have the time.”

I dug my toes into the carpet under the bed so that I could get a quick start. “He didn’t like your face,” I said. I watched his eyes as I spoke. They would narrow a bit just before he squeezed the trigger.

“I had a telephone call just now.”

“And guess what. They couldn’t find the record.”

“More serious than that.”

“I know. They couldn’t even find the house.”

“The call,” he said, “was from the sheriff. The stupid sheriff. He has arrested them.”

“We produce a lot of stupid guys in this country. That’s why we licked Germany. We’re too stupid to realize that Germans are the master race.”

“He ordered me to come out with my hands up, me and the others here. He says that if I do not come out he will flood the house with tear gas.”

“You need a crying towel.”

“I will not go out,” he said in a flat voice. “No one will go out. All will die here. And you first.”

His eyes narrowed and I dove low at him a split-second before his finger tightened. A burst of slugs should have chopped me in half. They didn’t. He jerked at the trigger and nothing happened, and he tried to flip off the safety catch that Arab had set and I drove into his belly. His body slammed backward. The Schmeisser clattered into a corner and I got my balance and hooked at his jaw. I put shoulder and waist and legs into it. His head lolled from side to side with the hooks but he didn’t go down. It was like hitting the edge of a packing case.

My arms started to tire. Each blow hung another pound of lead on them and they felt heavier and heavier. Emmerich wouldn’t go down. He stood there with thin red saliva trickling from his mouth and madness in his eyes. Suddenly he toppled forward at me. He might have dropped if I had side-stepped, but he caught me asleep. His big arms locked around me and I struggled blindly and got frantic, and then he gave a jerk and I tumbled through the air over his shoulder.

If I had smacked a wall it would have been the long count. The bed saved me. I hit the mattress and bounced from it to the floor. I flopped around and missed one try at getting up and then made it. He hadn’t come after me. He was stumbling toward the Schmeisser. I caught him as he stooped, and kicked it from his hand and chopped at the back of his neck. He started coming up. I helped him straighten with an uppercut. Any normal guy would have folded, but Emmerich was insane. His eyes looked almost white and he was coked up by the urge to kill everyone and to hide his secret forever. He brushed past me as if I had been hitting him with balloons and staggered toward the door.

I was so groggy I didn’t know what was happening. He yanked the door open and stumbled into the hall before I could stop him. When I reached the doorway he was gone. I couldn’t see him. He couldn’t have gone downstairs because a dim light was seeping up and I would have seen him silhouetted against it. He had vanished to the left along a dark corridor. I didn’t know this part of the third floor. Following him might be suicide.

I wobbled back into the room. Mike was alive but out cold, and I couldn’t help him now. His knife was on the floor. I wanted to cut Arab free but I was afraid to take the time. Emmerich might come back with another gun. I tucked my arms around Arab’s helpless body and straightened painfully and carried her out and down the stairs. All the way down to the second floor I was shivering. I didn’t expect trouble from below, because the noise of the fight wouldn’t have escaped from the sound-proofed room. What I expected was the cough of a Schmeisser from behind us. But we made the second floor safely. I headed for the room where the man with the copperhead eyes lay in a drugged daze. Beyond that was the stairway leading up to Mike’s room, where Joan was.

The corridor was only dimly lighted and I almost broke the thread stretched across it, just beyond the drugged man’s room. But at the last moment I saw it, and managed to step over it safely. If Emmerich came down the corridor hunting for us, the unbroken thread might save us. I carried Arab forward two more strides and found the stairway leading up to Mike’s room. I turned into it and stopped. We were momentarily out of danger. I lowered Arab to the stairs and dug out my pocket knife and sawed through the ropes on her ankles and wrists, and untied the gag.

She came into my arms as if they were home. She might have been a child waking from a bad dream. Her lips moved over my face like small warm fingers identifying me. “Oh, Andy,” she sobbed. “Oh, darling.”

“Stop it,” I said gruffly. “There isn’t enough fright left over for you to have any.”

“I didn’t think I’d ever get to kiss you again.”

“Neither did I. Your trick with the safety catch on that Schmeisser saved us. I only wish you’d taken out the clip, too.”

“Do you think he’s coming after us?”

“Afraid so. But maybe he won’t come this far. He — shhh!”

Somebody was coming down the hall. Somebody who stumbled and who breathed as if he had a broken nose. I moved to the far wall of our hiding place. From that position I could see about a foot of the white thread stretched across the corridor. If the thread snapped I would have a second’s warning. It was no use fleeing up the stairs. He might reach our stairway before we reached the turn halfway up, and there was just enough light for him to spot us. We would have a chance this way, the chance of a pocket knife against a Schmeisser. I had been an idiot to leave his gun on the third floor, but I had been thinking how awkward it would be to carry both Arab and the weapon.

The white line of the thread hypnotized me. I stared at it until my eyes felt as if the thread were cutting into them. The dragging footsteps, the snuffled breathing, came closer. The thread quivered. It bent toward us. Sweat stung my eyes. A big hand appeared, feeling along the section of thread I could see. The hand moved slowly back out of sight. The bend in the thread straightened and the snuffling noise faded. A door clicked. That would be Emmerich going into the drugged man’s room.

I didn’t move. My heart was thudding louder and louder. I don’t pretend to be psychic, but for some reason my body was even more tensed than when the thread had almost snapped. I could feel something coming. It was like the thick breathless hush before thunder breaks loose, except that this time it wouldn’t be thunder. It would be horror. Arab sensed it, too. Her hand reached blindly for me and clung to my fingers.

The next instant noise blotted out everything. Heavy, shattering noise. It slugged my ears like padded hammers. The house shook twice with broken thunder. Dust eddied down from the ceiling. Then everything was quiet again and the door of the drugged man’s room clicked and the footsteps dragged away down the hall.

Arab’s hand was icy. “What did he do?” she whispered.

“He let off a couple bursts by mistake.”

“You … you know better than that.”

“Shut up! Thinking about it is no good. Let’s get Joan.”

We moved cautiously up the stairway to Mike’s tower room, stepping over another thread at the bend. The room was locked but the key was in the door. I unlocked it and we went in. The room was dark. For a moment I couldn’t hear anything but the ticking of blood in my ears and the flutter of Arab’s breathing. Then, gradually, I began to distinguish another noise. It was a faint, mournful sound like a kitten crying in a closet. I felt my way toward it. My fingers touched a soft warm object that trembled and tried to move away and couldn’t. It was a girl’s body.

“Joan,” I whispered, “are you all right?”

She quivered, and the kitten noises became frantic. I touched her arms and legs and found that she was bound so tightly to a chair that the cords were deep in her flesh. And she was gagged. I fumbled with the knot of the gag and worked it loose. She started trying to tell me something, but at first the words got all mixed up with sobs and I couldn’t understand her.

I began untying her hands, and told her, “It’s all right. Take your time.”

“It’s not all right!” she gasped. “They have some way of finding out if you come here. I know! They told me. You’ve got to get away. They may come any second. Please!”

“I know all about their system. We’re all right.”

“Did you get your wife? She’s here, too.”

Arab’s hand touched my shoulder and moved down to pat the girl’s cheek. “I’m here,” she whispered. “You don’t have to worry about anything.”

“Then why are we whispering?” Joan sobbed. “You’re just trying to make me feel better. I can’t stand it if anything goes wrong now. First I was afraid you wouldn’t come and then they told me they had set a trap for you and I was afraid you would come and … and …”

“Did they hurt you?” Arab asked softly.

“Only a little. I tried not to tell them a thing, but Mr. Emmerich was terrible about that record I hid and I was afraid and I told them I gave it to you last night. I’m sorry.”

“Best thing you could have done,” I said. “If you hadn’t taken the record and hadn’t put across that story, we’d all be dead now.”

Arab whispered, “Stop talking about being dead, Andy. Don’t be frightened, Joan.”

“I — I think I’m all right now,” Joan said.

I freed her knees and ankles, and said, “What about your father? Did they bring him here, too?”

“They were going to, later. After they got you.”

“Then we’re all set. Can you walk?”

She clung to my arm and managed to stand up. “I think so,” she said. “But do we just walk out? As easily as that?”

“We won’t have any trouble. We — ”

Somewhere far below us the Schmeisser began stuttering. The vibration tapped against the soles of my shoes. It sounded like steam hammering in a radiator.

Joan gasped, “What’s that?”

I said in a carefully casual voice, “A car backfiring or something.”

“It isn’t! Please tell me. I want to know. I heard a noise like that a minute before you came up here, only then it was louder. Is … is it shooting?”

Arab said, “Can you take it, straight?”

“Oh yes! It’s worse not knowing.”

“Okay,” I said. “The sheriff and one of his deputies are outside. They may have called for help, but I don’t think there’s been time for the state cops to get here. The sheriff telephoned Emmerich and told him to come out or be tear-gassed.”

“He won’t go out,” Joan said faintly.

“I know. Emmerich went crazy after the phone call. He only has one idea now, to wipe out every trace of the secret he’s been guarding. To do that, he has to kill everyone in the house. What you heard just now and a couple minutes earlier was a German machine pistol.”

Joan swayed against me and took a shuddering breath. “And … and we’re in the house, too,” she said. “So — ”

“So nothing,” I growled. “We’re okay. If he happens to see us he’ll try to get me first. And the gun hasn’t been made that can hit me. I shake so much nobody can figure where to aim. Let’s scram.”

Arab whispered, “Wouldn’t it be better to stay here? Until the sheriff gets help?”

“Nope. Emmerich will come up here sooner or later to take care of Joan. We can hide better on the second floor. Ready?”

Arab squeezed my hand, and each of us tucked an arm around Joan and started downstairs. We stepped over the string at the bend in the stairway and reached the second floor. The house was silent; it was a tingling silence, like the hush after a scream. My ears ached trying to pick up warning sounds: the snap of a fresh clip going into the Schmeisser, the snuffle of a man breathing through a broken nose, the rustle of feet. Any of those sounds would have helped to locate the madman prowling through the dimly lighted halls. I started to lead the way to the left down the second floor corridor, away from the main stairway. The unbroken thread across the corridor might still be helpful in protecting us.

My nose wrinkled suddenly. A sharp odor was tickling it. I stopped, tried to identify the smell. “Can you smell anything?” I asked Arab.

“Yes, Andy. That one like a squeezed lemon peel is burnt powder. Nitrocellulose.”

“I got that one. It’s something else. It’s more choking than the lemon peel smell.”

As I spoke I turned and looked back along the hall toward the main stairway. A light glowed in a ceiling fixture fifty feet away. It was dimmer than it should be. You might almost think that fog was drifting down the corridor toward us and blotting up light from the bulb. You might think … the answer crept into my mind. I didn’t want to accept it, but my lungs were starting to sting and feel slightly choked and there was no use kidding myself.

“Let’s get out of here,” I said. “That’s smoke.”

Arab said doubtfully, “The shots wouldn’t have left any smoke to speak of.”

“That’s right. But gasoline and a match would. Can you run, Joan?”

“I don’t think so,” she said, sniffling. “My legs …”

“Okay. We’ll try the main stairway first. Can’t jump from the windows here. We’re next to the cliff. Try not to breathe any more than you have to.”

We started back toward the main stairway. We had less than sixty feet to go, but the corridor seemed endless. The smoke was thickening. It came in puffs and snaky coils. Sunset colors were beginning to glow in the distance, and I could hear the flames now … the flames Emmerich had lighted. They were chewing into oak timbers with a noise like dogs cracking bones. At first the smoke was merely an annoying tickle in my lungs, but as it increased it began biting into my chest like acid. I had my arm around Joan and I could feel her body shaking with coughs.

The air cleared to some extent as we reached the second floor landing, where the draft in the stairway well sucked the smoke up and away from us. The stairs came up in three wide turns and the lower third was blazing. Flames were scurrying up the far wall. The heat hit my face like the slap of a hot towel. I knew we couldn’t get more than halfway down the stairs, but that might be enough.

“Get as far down as we can, and jump,” I yelled.

Arab nodded, and we started down the stairs. Heat stung my face; it felt like walking into a sandstorm. A small flame skittered up the wall and fluttered near us like a girl’s scarf blowing in the wind. I ducked as it flickered toward me, heard a rustle as it singed my hair. Ten steps farther down the flames were solid. They came up at us like breaking surf. I gripped Joan under the arms and swung her over the railing.

“Roll when you hit,” I shouted, trying to make myself heard over the rustle and snapping of the fire.

I lowered her as far as possible and let go. She dropped a dozen feet, crumpled. Arab climbed over the rail and jumped. She landed like a cat and rolled twice to break the shock. The flames were close to me now. I couldn’t take time to lower myself. A flame lanced up at me and I hurdled the rail and fell. The impact of landing dazed me. I felt hands tugging at me and saw Arab and Joan trying to pull me back from the blazing stairs.

“Okay,” I muttered. “I’m okay. Just a second and — ”

I stiffened suddenly. I was on my back, staring upward. A face looked down at me from the second floor … a face tinted yellow and orange like a jack o’ lantern by the flames. It was Emmerich. The barrel of the Schmeisser swung over the railing and swept toward us. I couldn’t move. I lay there hypnotized watching his bloated face and the insane play of light on it and the way his lips pouted as he took aim. He seemed to know I couldn’t budge, that I couldn’t even yell a warning to Arab and Joan. In another second his fat finger would twitch and the slugs would rip into us.

Somebody else was up there, too. Somebody who was bending over Emmerich very gently from behind. The other person had long, olive-colored fingers that held the Cellini pendant by the ends of its chain and lowered it over Emmerich’s head. I wondered stupidly why anybody would pick a time like this to fasten a pendant around a person’s throat. I wondered why the man behind Emmerich was — 

Everything happened at once. The pendant flicked down in front of Emmerich’s face and whipped under his chin and back against his throat. He jerked. The Schmeisser hammered and slugs drove into the stairway above my head, and then the gun clattered down and Emmerich was clawing at his throat with both hands. The flames were painting his face purple now. Or maybe not the flames. Maybe death.

Arab slapped me hard. It shocked me out of my daze and I managed to get up. We staggered through the hall of armor and down the passage to the front door and outside. The night air touched my face soothingly.

A big hand came out of the darkness and gripped my shoulder, and the sheriff’s voice said, “You and your women folks all right, son?”

“They’ll live,” I said. “I don’t know about myself.”

“Who else is left in there?”

“You better tell me first who came out.”

“A couple of men said their name was Edwards. I put the cuffs on them. And I picked up a couple of New York boys at your house. That’s all.”

“There was a middle-aged couple who worked in the kitchen,” I said. “Then there was Emmerich and his sister Elsa and the man he pretended was his partner and Mike Vittorio. I think Emmerich shot all of them except Mike.”

The sheriff nodded. “The Edwards boys saw the older couple get it, and so they started running. Emmerich gave them a burst but missed. What about him, and Mike Vittorio?”

“The last I saw, Mike had just started to choke Emmerich with the chain of the Cellini pendant …”

“Why didn’t he use his scarf?”

“Mike didn’t have it. Emmerich had smacked him with the barrel of the Schmeisser ten minutes earlier and had taken the scarf to wipe off the gun.”

“Is that chain strong enough to choke a man?”

“If you don’t jerk too hard.”

“Then all we have to worry about is Mike,” the sheriff said. “It don’t look good for him. The fire department may take fifteen minutes getting here, and the state cops won’t be here for five.”

“I’d like to get Mike out. What are the chances?”

The sheriff jerked a thumb toward the big house. He didn’t have to answer. The place looked like a huge red honeycomb. Flames were spilling out of every first floor window and half the ones on the second floor. Nothing was going to come out of there except ashes. Nothing except … I stared up at the third floor windows. We were facing the side of the house away from the cliff, and for a moment I thought I saw a black silhouette against the amber rectangle of one window. It vanished, came back. Somebody was climbing onto the window sill.

The sheriff and I started running. I don’t know what we thought we could do. We had no net, and you can’t break a man’s fall from fifty feet with your bare hands. Before we could get under the window, the small black figure dropped. It turned lazily, a black pinwheel against the flames, and crunched to the ground. It was Mike.

He sprawled before us with his arms and legs at odd angles like a set of jackstraws, but he wasn’t dead. He was fighting for life the way a drowning man might struggle to get one last gulp of air. His chest expanded jerkily; the muscles in his white face twitched with effort. The sheriff knelt beside me and we watched. It was all we could do. You can’t give first aid to a man who has splintered half the bones in his body. Gradually his attempts to breathe became more feeble. I thought it was all over, and began to get up.

A voice spoke faintly. “Wait,” it said.

I looked down and saw that Mike’s eyes were open. “Hello, Mike,” I said. “Just be quiet. We’ll have a doctor here soon.”

“Never mind the doctor,” he whispered. “Open my right hand. I can’t.”

As I loosened his stiff fingers I knew what I would find. Clenched against his palm was a golden chain and pendant. Once again, in the light of the flames, the tiny golden muscles of the figure seemed to move and the lapis lazuli heaven pulsed with sunset colors. But it wasn’t the Cellini pendant. It was Mike’s copy. The real one had fulfilled its Renaissance destiny of blood and fire. Nobody would ever see it again, except maybe as a blob of gold from which the flames would have erased every trace of Cellini’s willow and birch punches. I took the pendant. Mike was staring up at me almost pleadingly. He wanted something, wanted it badly enough to keep forcing his splintered chest to suck in air. He wanted reassurance before he gave up … and he deserved the best lying I could produce.

“Good stuff,” I said. “You saved the Cellini pendant.”

His tense face relaxed. He smiled. “Keep it,” he said. “Nobody will ever make one to touch it.” Then his head drooped sideways and he was still.







Chapter Fifteen

AN HOUR later the big house was a stone skeleton filled with steaming charcoal. The volunteer fire company hadn’t been able to save anything. State cops and the insurance patrol were beginning to poke through the rubble. Arab and Joan and I had watched the final act from the road, and nobody had paid any attention to us. It seemed odd to be a mere spectator now; odd, but very much of a relief. If things had broken a little differently — if Joan hadn’t found the phonograph record and told the only story that could possibly have helped us, if Arab hadn’t set the safety on the burp gun, if Mike hadn’t caught Emmerich at the railing — we would have been in that smoking wreckage.

It was very dark with the flames gone, and I didn’t see or hear the sheriff approaching until he was almost beside me. I jumped instinctively. It was difficult to get used to the idea that now I didn’t have to fear the sound of feet padding up to me in the night.

“I don’t guess,” the sheriff said, “we’re going to find much in there. I haven’t had time to ask you people what happened inside.” He listened while we told our stories, and then said regretfully, “That phonograph record, now, would have been a handy thing to have.”

“Maybe we can get it,” I said. “It was hanging out a window on the cliff side of the house. The thread must have burned and it would have fallen down the cliff. It might be in pieces but — ”

“Son,” he said, “you haven’t looked around by the cliff lately. The whole side of the house fell down that cliff.”

“The record wouldn’t have proved anything anyway. Lots of people can do imitations.”

“Listening to it gave you the shivers, hmm?”

“Yes.”

“Well, like you say, it could have been a good imitation.”

I thought about it for a moment, and said, “I suppose we’ll never know who Emmerich’s partner really was, or how he got into the country, will we?”

“Wouldn’t think so. He could have come several ways. Seems to me I read about some German subs that never showed up. If he really was somebody big, and if a sub brought him over and after he was landed something happened to the sub — ”

“Something arranged ahead of time, huh?”

“Yep. That would wipe out any trace and only leave Emmerich and his sister and maybe the housekeeping couple knowing anything.”

I asked, “Didn’t the Edwards boys, or those two New York thugs, know anything about the setup?”

“They say not. I kinda believe them. The New York boys are just pay-as-you-go gunmen. All they say they knew was how much they were to get.”

“The Edwards boys were around longer. They might have picked up part of the story.”

“Well, they knew something was awful queer but they ain’t too long on brains and they weren’t paid to ask questions. I turned all four of them over to the state cops. I don’t have the confidence in my jail I used to.”

“It’s a very good jail,” I said. “I bet it terrifies the local chicken thieves.”

“Son,” the sheriff murmured, “you sound bitter. If it will make you any happier, I’ll go so far as admitting maybe I didn’t act very bright. I feel bad about it. I feel I ought to have helped you folks more.”

I growled, “Any more help from you and I’d have had a ten-year sentence. You were taken in by that frame-up Emmerich staged. You were going to pin a jail break on me. You — ”

Arab interrupted, “Andy darling,” she said, “you’d better wait until you catch up on sleep. You haven’t quite figured this out yet.”

“The only thing I haven’t figured out,” I snapped, “is whether or not I can win a suit for false arrest.”

The sheriff said, “Mrs. Blake, I take your remark kindly. The Major here don’t give me much credit.”

My wife said, “Darling, don’t you see? He wasn’t taken in by that man’s story. He only pretended to be fooled, so he’d have an excuse to put you in jail where you’d be safe.”

I stood there in the darkness and wanted to kick myself. I should have realized all that. It made me look silly. But there was one consolation: what happened after my arrest made the sheriff look silly, too. “That certainly was a safe jail,” I said. “You ought to give the coroner office space.”

“I didn’t figure they’d move so fast,” the sheriff said apologetically. “I didn’t quite figure you hasty Blakes had stirred up so much trouble so quick. I figured I had a little time. And of course, you wouldn’t tell me a thing. I’d been watching Emmerich ever since that twenty-dollar note was passed.”

“You might have known I didn’t break jail.”

“Son, I did know. After dropping you at the jail, I drove into Washington to pick up Mrs. Blake, and get her out of the way of trouble. But she had left by the time I got there. So I came back to the jail. If Mr. Stebbins had said a slender blonde carrying a repeating shotgun had stuck him up and let you out, I might have thought you broke jail. But from his story, I knew it was Emmerich’s bunch.”

I said weakly, “Earlier tonight when I came here I almost fell over you and your deputy talking things over. You mean I could just have walked right up to you and we could have worked together?”

“Yep. That is, if you’d told me the whole story, so I’d have known how serious things were. I didn’t have any idea it was so bad until I trailed those New York boys to your house and drew down on them and kinda hinted they better talk. Even then I didn’t know it was so bad. I thought I could talk Emmerich into giving up.”

“Well,” I said, “it worked out all right. I’m tired. Probably we all are. Want to see us tomorrow?”

“I don’t want you to take this wrong,” he said. “I like you Blakes. I think you’re fine folks. Having you in the neighborhood is like living next to a couple of time bombs. It would be fine with me if I never saw you again. If you’ll wait right here and not go hunting up another murder tonight, I’ll bring my car here and drive you home. It’s down the road.”

He walked away, and Arab said, “Probably he’s right. We are a little hasty.”

“Yes,” I said. “A guy might get that idea.”

Joan spoke for the first time in several minutes. She said softly, “I’ve been a little hasty, too. I mean about Andy. I had never met anybody like him. I — I guess I thought I was in love with him.”

“It wasn’t my fault,” I said quickly.

“Of course not, darling,” Arab said. “You were merely folding your arms across your chest and Joan happened to get caught in them. It must have discouraged her terribly.”

“You understand,” Joan said, “he thought I was you. It was dark.”

“For our next anniversary,” Arab said, “I plan to give him a flashlight.”

I tried to see Arab’s face to discover whether she was firing the last shot of the war or the opening gun of a new one, but there wasn’t enough light. As a matter of fact, I couldn’t even see the outline of her body although she wasn’t more than a few feet away.

“Look,” I said pleadingly, “can’t we forget all this? The whole thing was a mistake.”

“Oh please do, Mrs. Blake,” Joan begged. “I like Andy ever so much but I know now that it wasn’t really love and nothing like what happened will happen again.”

“I’m sorry I’ve been mean,” Arab said. “Let’s forget everything. Andy?”

“Yes?”

“You could kiss me.”

My heart leaped like a lamb at play and I swept her into my arms. Everything was all right now. There would be no more stealthy feet coming closer or shots in the dark or deadly things coiling around my neck. From now on the stealthy feet would be mine, sneaking to the kitchen to get my third old-fashioned of the evening … the one Arab doesn’t approve of. The shots in the dark would be Arab test-firing a Tower musket. Nothing would coil around my neck except Arab’s arms, the way they were now. They were soft and warm and pressed me closer. There wouldn’t be any more misunderstandings between us. I was entering a bright new world. I bent my head and kissed her. It was wonderful to be married to the loveliest blonde in the world. Not many guys have my luck.

Just then the lights of the sheriff’s car swept up the driveway and illuminated a slender blond girl and a slender brunette. Unfortunately, the brunette was standing closer to me than the blonde. Not many guys have my luck.
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