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THE
DEVIL’S HORNS
CHAPTER I
Murder Trap!
The apartment building did not cover much ground space, but it loomed ten stories up into the frosty winter night. Some others in Ashton City were larger, but this was the most ornate and commanded the biggest rents.
The surrounding streets were very dark. The shadows seemed blackest right around the building. And that was as it should be. For that building had a dark reputation. Its owner had an even darker one.
At the corner of the building, in the blackest of the shadows, a hat seemed to float six feet up in thin air. Then a hand appeared to shift the hat a little. And finally there was a match flare, illuminating a hard, scarred face for an instant, and igniting a cigarette.
A man’s voice sounded.
“Put that out, ya dope. This guy we’re waitin’ to burn down might see it.”
The fresh cigarette was ground under an irritated foot and darkness prevailed again. In the darkness, three professional killers with drawn guns waited to do a job they were sure of accomplishing.
The murder of a fourth man, soon to come.
The streets around there were dark because Ashton City hadn’t money in its treasury for decent lighting. There were no cops in sight for the same reason. The city hadn’t funds enough to pay an adequate police force. The force had been cut and cut again, in the interests of economy, till now it was only half large enough.
It was nice for the crooks in Ashton City, but not so good for the citizens.
The city treasury was not perennially impoverished because the town was poor. There was a lot of money there. A great deal was collected in taxes. The reason there was no money even for necessities was largely contained in that tall, slim, elaborate, apartment building.
The building was owned by Oliver Groman, and had been built, so the rumors went, largely out of the very funds that should have gone for municipal services.
Groman was political boss of Ashton City. He had been boss for a long, long time. The political jackals of the town had followed his lead—and a ruthless, profitable lead it had been.
So now three men could lurk safely in shadows that ought never to have existed, with guns in their hands—for Groman’s own undoing.
“Why do we turn the heat on this guy?” one of the three black figures in shielding darkness asked.
His voice was indifferent. The question was plainly queried out of only idle curiosity. The asker didn’t really care why a murder was to be done. It was only a way of passing time.
“I don’t know, exactly,” said the man who had snapped out the order to extinguish the cigarette. “Maybe he got in the boss’ hair. Maybe the boss thinks he’s gonna get in his hair in the future. Anyhow—”
He stopped, and all listened.
It was nearly midnight of a cold December night. There were few abroad. The steps of these few sounded clearly when they were near enough. Each time steps had sounded the three killers had slunk down and kept silent.
Other times the steps had gone on and they had relaxed. This time the steps did not die away. They kept on toward the corner—and death!
“This’ll be him,” whispered the man who had inadvertently lit the cigarette.
The third peered down the street. Under a far light a man could be seen, walking straight toward them and making the crisp, quick steps.
“Yeah, it’s him. Just a little guy. I don’t see why the boss is so anxious to get him.”
“Well, anybody comin’ to see Groman, at this time, may make trouble—”
“Shut it!”
Silence again. They waited confidently for their approaching victim.
Had they been able to see this fourth man a little more clearly they might not have remained so confident. For even at first sight, he was revealed as a highly exceptional and dangerous person.
The man coming straight toward the three waiting guns was only of average height and weight—surely not more than five feet eight and weighing about a hundred and sixty-five pounds—but he gave the impression of being much larger.
He walked like a cat, with each sure step a perfect flow of rhythm and accomplishment. His shoulders swung only a little with each rippling move, but they appeared to be ready at an instant’s notice to bunch for colossal action.
The man’s hat was down over his forehead, but at the temples and back you could catch a glimpse of white hair. Snow-white hair, thick, virile, but without even a trace of color.
His face was the most remarkable thing about him.
The man’s countenance was almost as white as his hair. Linen-white. And moveless. It was as dead, as immobile, as a mask of wax. You got the impression that that face would be moveless and changeless no matter what the situation into which its owner was thrust. And you would have been right.
The flesh and features were paralyzed. They could never move—unless the man moved them with his fingertips. In that event they stayed where put, like putty, till moved again.
But wait! His face his most remarkable feature? No! Perhaps the most remarkable was his eyes.
From the white, paralyzed face under the snow-white hair, peered colorless eyes to give a man the shivers. They were as pale as ice in a polar dawn. They were as cold as a death sentence. They glared from under moveless brows like small agates with a light behind them.
“Just a little guy.”
One of the confident three had said that.
But not one of them, fortunately for his own peace of mind, knew that the little guy—was The Avenger.
The three were completely ready now. Each had the safety off his gun and aimed. They didn’t aim from the hip, either. Each had his automatic braced on a raised left forearm, for pistol-range accuracy.
They waited only till the man should get to the apartment building doorway, which should be the nearest possible point to them. The doorway was only ten yards from where they lurked. Impossible to miss at that range.
The Avenger came on. And in his very walk could be seen his unusual capabilities.
The quick, crisp steps of a man who was young and powerful in spite of the appearance of snow-white hair.
The purposeful, almost grim movements of a man who has one sole aim in life, and unfalteringly pursues it with every waking move.
The glaring, cold eyes of a person utterly without fear.
The instant readiness of a man to leap sideways or forward if ambush presents itself.
Thus could you read the physical tale of Richard Henry Benson, known as The Avenger. Adventurer, rich man, genius in a hundred lines, his life had been blasted when criminals had snatched his lovely wife and his small daughter.
So he had devoted his life from then on to fighting crime. He had become a machine, a nemesis to crooks.
And it was this man, this dynamo of action and quick thinking, whom the trio in the shadows thought of as just a little guy, easy to kill.
The Avenger was nearly at the building doorway, walking straight ahead, pale and frightening eyes for once not seeming all-seeing. And maybe the three would succeed, where a hundred others had failed. Maybe, with ignorance keeping their aim steady, they would actually—
“What—” whispered one of the men, perplexed. But he stopped even that bewildered wonder, as the answer came.
The man with the dead face and the snow-white hair had stopped his walking for a moment, and bent down. His hands moved quickly.
Tying his shoelace was the thought of the three.
The Avenger straightened, came on. Twenty feet from the entrance. Ten. Three trigger fingers tightened.
“Got him!” the leader of the three whispered soundlessly. Two more steps would take their victim to the spot closest, which had been picked as an execution point.
The man needn’t have bothered to be so careful to make his whisper soundless, to make no noise.
The Avenger had heard them a long time ago. And he had seen them an even longer time.
Dick Benson’s hearing was a marvelous thing. He had trusted his life to it in the wilderness of tropical jungles—and also in the wilderness of city streets. His sight was even more marvelous. Those colorless awe-inspiring eyes could take on telescopic power when necessary. Just as they could examine a close object with almost microscopic ability.
Right now, The Avenger could hear the suppressed breathing of the three in the cold and frosty night air. He could see the melting shadows of their bodies.
He knew their purpose. It was a plan any murderer might have made, if he knew his game. Let your victim get as close as possible.
The doorway was, of course, the spot; so, just before he reached it, he had leaned down as if to re-tie a shoelace.
The three killers were all set. Indeed, one shot roared out on the quiet street.
But the bullet didn’t reach its mark, because that mark suddenly wasn’t there any more. And for the same reason the other two guns didn’t speak yet.
With a movement absolutely incredible in its flowing quickness, the man with the dead face and the icy, colorless eyes, was back ten feet from the doorway—and was facing the three in the building shadow.
The Avenger’s left arm snapped up and back. There was a small, thin glitter from his hand. Then the glitter left the hand and traced a path through the night as straight as a bullet and almost as fast.
A path dead toward the three.
At almost the same instant, there was a muffled, whiplike spat from a queer thing in The Avenger’s right hand.
The results were as weird as they were unexpected.
One of the three gunmen screamed like a hurt woman, and he began frantically tearing at something embedded in the left forearm on which he had braced his gun.
Another of the three didn’t make any sound at all. He sank to the sidewalk like a tired old man and lay still with his gun slipping from lax fingers. He sank like a dead man, though he was not dead.
The Avenger, responsible for the deaths of a dozen crime geniuses with their scores of helpers, had a queer prejudice against taking life himself, no matter how richly that life deserved to be snuffed out. He had not taken one now. The man who had fallen had been shot deftly on the exact top of his skull. Had been creased so that the concussion of the slug knocked him cold but did not kill him.
The third of the murderously confident trio stared with gaping jaws at the screaming man on his left, then at the unconscious man on the walk on his right. Then, cursing, he fired three times at the slightly built man who had produced these impossible results.
But again the mark was, incredibly, not there.
Dick Benson had literally dodged bullets many times in his deadly career. He seemed to do so now, as if those appalling, icy eyes of his could see the slugs coming and get out of their way.
He was stepping rapidly from side to side, but you didn’t see his feet actually move. You thought that he was flowing, like a river of quicksilver.
As he moved, he drove toward the swearing, shooting gunman.
For half a dozen steps the man endured the charge. Then his nerve broke. He turned to run.
Benson’s swift flow seemed to accelerate endlessly. His feet made no sound now, but they covered two yards to the one traversed by the pounding feet of the killer.
The man yelled hoarsely, just once, as fingers of steel closed on his throat. Then he was silent, fighting with all his strength.
He was half again as big as Benson, but all his strength wasn’t half enough.
The Avenger held the bigger man as you would hold a child. His hands never wavered in their grip on the gunman’s throat. His cold, appalling eyes never blinked as they glared into the gunman’s convulsed face.
More terrible than anything else, perhaps, was the complete expressionlessness, even at such a time, of his white, dead face.
Like a mask, it seared itself into the killer’s glazing brain. He would never forget that awful impassivity at a moment when any other man would be grimacing with effort and rage.
The man’s struggle ceased. He sagged in Benson’s hands. He opened those hands and dropped him to the walk.
A patrolman was pounding up the street, drawn by the shooting. Benson, with moves like fast-motion pictures, went through the pockets of the two unconscious men. The screaming one who had torn at his forearm was gone, now.
Then the Avenger put away the two unique weapons he had used.
One, the knife he had thrown at the first man, lay on the walk where the recipient had blindly dropped it. The knife was slim, long-bladed, needle-sharp, with a hollow tube for a handle. It was a specially designed throwing-knife, and Benson called it, with grim affection, Ike.
He put Ike back in its sheath strapped to the calf of his left leg. Then he sheathed, at his right calf, the sinister little gun with which he had creased the second man. And that was as unique as the knife.
It was a .22 revolver, with only a slight bend for a handle and a cylinder, built small for streamlining, that held four cartridges. The gun was silenced. It looked like a plain piece of slim blued pipe, with a sleek, small bulge where the cylinder was, and a bit of a bend for a butt.
The Avenger called this second little aid of his, Mike.
The patrolman, panting, got to the scene as Benson had Ike and Mike put away. He stared at the two men on the walk, and then whirled to Benson.
“All right, you! To headquarters—”
Benson’s voice was smooth. But his eyes bit into the cop’s face like white acid.,
“There seems to have been a gangster’s battle here, officer,” he said. “I got here in time to see one man strangling another. The other hit him on top of the head, just as he was winning, and ran away. So—here are two unconscious men. I am only a witness.”
“Yeah! That’s a likely story! You—”
“I’ll be at Mr. Groman’s if you want me. My name is Benson.”
The patrolman hesitated. Groman’s name carried a lot of weight. He bit his lip, then gathered up the two killers. A squad car appeared down the street.
Benson was a master at psychology. Taking sure and instant advantage of the man’s uncertainty, he simply turned and walked toward the building entrance. The cop took a step after him, stopped.
The squad car screamed to a stop and the patrolman loaded the two in it.
Benson went on into the building. The two, he knew, were killers and probably had long records. But they would be released soon from cells on someone’s imperative orders. For Ashton City was a paradise for murderers.
That was why The Avenger was here.
CHAPTER II
Crooks vs. Crooks
Oliver Groman, for forty years the real boss of Ashton City, was a lion grown old and infirm, but he was still indomitable.
About sixty-five years old, he was a big man in spite of the stoop of years. His iron-gray hair was a mane on his big head. His seamed face was squarish and rugged. It made a mock of the invalid’s dressing gown he wore, as he sat behind his big square desk while The Avenger walked toward him with crisp, quick steps.
Groman made his home in the first two floors of his palatial apartment building. It gave him about twenty-five rooms, which were made into guests’ suites, and suites for himself and his son and daughter.
Only the rooms for the family were in use now.
The old lion was infirm indeed. His big left hand trembled incessantly, and it had to be lifted with his right when he wanted to move it. The left side of his face had a peculiar droop. The left eye was staring and dull.
Groman had had a stroke, a while ago, that paralyzed his left side. Benson had heard about that. But, just the same, the man was up, seated at his desk, smoking a black cigar which he clamped in the right corner of his thin-lipped mouth.
His gaze took in Benson’s dead, white face and the colorless, icy eyes; No man could look at The Avenger without a great deal of respect, and respect showed in the old lion’s face now.
“You are Benson?”
“Yes!”
Benson sat down. Even seated he was dynamic, seemed ready to explode into instant action.
“I can see how you have earned your reputation,” Groman said, left side of his mouth drooping and slurring the words. “And it is because of your reputation, of course, that I begged you to come here, asking you to come late at night so that no one would see you or know of your arrival.”
“It seems someone knew. And I was seen,” Benson said calmly.
“Those shots, then—”
“My visit to you wasn’t liked by somebody.”
Groman’s face convulsed with anger and perplexity.
“But how could anyone know of your coming? I told only my son and daughter of my decision to call you here.”
Benson said nothing. The gray steel figure never wasted words. He listened.
“My letter,” Groman said, “told most of the story. But I’ll clear it up in detail now.”
His big right hand clenched. The left hand was a flaccid lump on his desk, resting near a curious little inkwell in the shape of a buffalo’s head, in silver.
“As you probably know, Mr. Benson,” Groman went on, “I’ve been the boss of Ashton City for a long time. For forty years, to be exact. I was a very young man when I branched into the contracting business, and from that to politics.
“I’ve ruled this town, and I’ve ruled the hyenas who live off it. A lot of hard things are said about me by the average citizen, and I guess most of them are deserved. I’ve taken my share of the taxpayers’ money. I’ve lost most of it, but that isn’t what matters. I’ve been the leader of the hyenas, and I’ve shared their loot, but there are sides to the picture that few know about.
“As a practical politician, I had to shut my eyes to a lot that even I didn’t feel like stomaching. But quite a few times I’ve stepped in and made the chiseling just a little less outrageous than it might othewise have been. There have been some things I wouldn’t tolerate. I say this just to show that my present attitude is not a complete reversal of my career—that I’ve had it in the back of my mind for a long time.”
The Avenger’s eyes were colorless diamond drills. But he kept his silence.
“I’m old, and sick,” said Groman. “The driver’s seat isn’t mine any more. I’m out of it. And now is a good time to do what I’ve had a mind to try for a long while. That is, to clean up Ashton City.”
The cigar clamped harder in the thin old lips.
“I’ve reformed, if you want to put it that way. Never liked the word much, myself. I want the crooks run out of my city, and the rats driven from the seats of power. I’ll help all I can, even if the men I want eliminated are men I once worked with.” His eyes flashed. “Hell, they’re after me, now, so I might as well turn them up by the toes.”
Benson spoke out of a profound knowledge of men and things.
“People seldom reform,” he said, lips barely moving in his white, dead face.
Groman’s one-sided smile appeared.
“Hawley!” he called.
In a moment the side door of the big room Groman had fitted as an office opened. A young man with sleek brown hair and mild brown eyes and a submissive, patient face, appeared.
“My secretary, Hawley, Mr. Benson,” Groman said.
Benson nodded. Groman ordered:
“Ask Miss Groman and Mr. Ted to come here, please.”
The secretary withdrew and in another moment a girl came through the hall door. She was about twenty-two, slim and lovely, with violet eyes and dark-brown hair. She looked questioningly at Groman with eyes holding a very curious expression.
“My daughter, Terry, short for Theresa,” Groman said. “This is Mr. Benson, my dear. You know about him.”
She gave Benson a slim hand. And the door opened again to admit a dark, tall, narrow-faced man of thirty with something of Groman in the set of his jaw.
“My son, Theodore,” said Groman to Benson. Then he looked at the two with a softening of his hard old eyes.
“That’s all, you two. Just wanted you to meet a man the like of which you’ll never meet again.”
The two murmured polite exchanges and went out. Groman waved his right hand to Benson.
“There are two of my reasons for wanting to end my career differently than I’ve lived it. Terry’s a fine girl just out of the best finishing school in the country. Ted’s a lad who’ll make his mark as a lawyer—has already started to make it. For the sake of those two I don’t want to die a crook even though I’ve lived somewhat like one.
“There are other reasons. Call them contemptible, if you like. You can say I’ve got enough loot to live my life out, so I don’t have to loot anymore and can afford to be honest now. You can say that as long as I’m no longer a leader in Ashton City, I’m making no sacrifice by wanting to clean up the town. Take it any way you like, the result is that rare thing, a man who really wants to reform.”
Benson’s pale, icy eyes dwelt on the shaggy, iron-gray mane of the aged and infirm lion.
“It’s a good job—that of cleaning up a whole town,” Groman said persuasively. “I know quite a little about you—the things you like to do, and why you like to do them. I know about your wife and child”—Benson’s eyes blazed brighter, then dulled again—“and I know that you’ve devoted your life since your personal tragedy to fighting crime. Well, here’s a chance to fight it on a grand scale. There are a quarter of a million people in Ashton City. They’d all be eternally grateful, even if they never knew just who had turned their town from a crooks’ nest into a decent, clean place to live in.”
Still Benson was silent.
“Fortunately you’re a rich man,” Groman said. “I say fortunately, because I couldn’t afford to hire a man of your ability if you didn’t fight crime for idealistic reasons.”
“You couldn’t afford it?” The Avenger repeated, pale eyes steady on the old lion’s mane.
“No! I’ve taken a few million out of this town—about a tenth as much as the public thinks—but I’m a sucker in another man’s game, just as all the other smart guys are. Lost most of it in stocks. I own this building, worth half a million—if a buyer could be found for it. And I have a couple of hundred thousand dollars in bonds. That’s all— Well, will you take the job?”
“Yes!” said Benson.
Groman leaned back with a deep sigh.
“That’s fine. But it’s a whale of a job. Ashton City, under a lax police department, has become the national hang-out of notorious killers and crooks. They’re in a solid group, under Buddy Wilson, public enemy number two, with the crooked big shots you’ll be against. They’ll fight, too.”
“Rackets?” said Benson.
“The town is riddled with them,” admitted Groman. “Right now, the trucking racket is the most active. Half a dozen men have been taken for rides. Even a judge, named Martineau, was killed two weeks ago because he was too honest. The lid was kicked off when that happened. But so far no arrests have been made, and I think there will continue to be no arrests. Police Commissioner Cattridge is an honest man, but he is helpless with all the dishonesty at city hall and right around him in his own department. Most of the police force are honest. But they’re hamstrung by a few in high places, too.”
Dick Benson nodded, but he had something else in his mind.
The Avenger was a man able to see at a glance what others might take a day to really observe. Having seen, he could make deductions that most could never have arrived at, at all. Those colorless, awe-inspiring eyes had been very busy since he’d arrived here.
“I have seen three servants who looked very much like paid guards,” he said. “I have seen evidences that you—and your son and daughter—rarely leave this place. Why?”
Groman’s cigar twitched angrily in his one-sided mouth.
“The men I used to lead have gotten a hint of my idea,” he said. “They know I’m out to clean the town, now, instead of robbing it. So they want to kill me before that can be done. They’re after me for that reason—and for another. They think I have a great deal more money than I really own. They think some of it should be shared by them. So they want to wipe me out, and Terry and Ted, too, and take all the cash they think I’ve held out on them. For that reason, we live in here as if it were an armed fort, with guards around night and day. In spite of that, the gang has tried. Two have gone out of here feet first, to be found in ditches far in the country next day.”
“You’re being very frank,” said Benson quietly.
The sound right hand waved again.
“You won’t turn me in. I can be too valuable to you in the kind of job you live for. Even if you did—so what? I’m old. I’ve had a stroke, and I’ll probably have another one. I haven’t long to live. I don’t care much if I do go to the pen! I certainly wouldn’t go to the chair because I had the two killed in self-defense on my own premises.”
“Who are the ones at the top, as far as you know them?” asked Benson.
“A man named Sisco is the biggest big shot. He owns the Gray Dragon Club, and he is usually there. But he’s number one in alley politics, and he owns a big share in a couple of contracting companies that get all city jobs. Also, he’s hand in glove with Buddy Wilson and his gunmen.
“Another man to watch is Norman Vautry. He owns a newspaper which is always crusading against me. But I think he is in with the gang.
“Outside of Commissioner Cattridge, I’d suspect everyone in the police department till he’s proved himself honest, if I were you. And the judicial situation isn’t too good. There have been some changes since I lost control of the mob. But I know at least one judge who has done some funny things. That’s Judge Broadbough.”
The Avenger’s pale, icy eyes flared steadily at the scarred political veteran who wanted to end his few remaining days in some sort of decency.
The average American town, Benson knew, wasn’t a half-bad place to live in. The cops were square and the judges were respectable, if human. But now and then an Ashton City comes along, where misrule has been permitted for decades, until the very foundation stones under the city hall seem rotten and treacherous.
“I’ve been honest with you,” said Groman. “I’ve told you frankly all you have to face. It’s a tremendous job.”
“I’m taking it,” said Benson.
“The police will be against you—because the few rats in high places can lead the honest majority where they want it led. The underworld politicians and some of the big-business men will be against you. Even the bench, if you aren’t lucky, would be against you if the gang could land you in a court on some hand-picked charge.”
“I’ve said I’m taking the job!” was Benson’s quiet repetition.
Groman’s dressing-gowned bulk leaned back in the swivel chair from the elaborate teak desk.
“Ashton City has gotten more than it deserved,” he said, “when I was able to persuade you to fight for it. All the luck in the world, my son—and if what you turn up will have to crucify me along with it, just go right ahead. I’ll take my chances on the clean-up. Just so there is a clean-up!”
Dick Benson only nodded, quiet, sparing with words, a machine rather than a human being. A machine dedicated to the doom of the country’s shrewdest criminal leaders.
One man against a cityful of crooks and killers. Could such an unequal battle end in anything but disaster for the white-haired, dead-faced man? Only time could tell.
CHAPTER III
Justice, Inc.
Richard Henry Benson, The Avenger, had not been persuaded by Groman to take on a battle against an entire city. With the receipt of the ex-political boss’ letter hinting at what was in the wind, he had made up his mind instantly to pit his marvelous powers against the organized viciousness in Ashton City.
When he had left New York for Ashton City, he had instructed his aides to come, too. They were to follow him from headquarters in several hours.
Benson’s headquarters was a curious place.
There was a block-long street in New York called Bleek Street. One side was taken up by the windowless back of a great storage building. The other side held a big vacant warehouse, three dingy old three-story brick buildings standing wall to wall, and a couple of vacant stores. Dick Benson owned the three brick buildings, and had the warehouse and stores under long lease. Therefore, to all intents and purposes, he owned the entire block.
The three buildings had, behind their separate exteriors, been thrown into one. Two of the entrances were permanently blocked up. The middle entrance, left open, had a small and inconspicuous sign over it.
The sign simply said: “Justice.” The few people wandering along the block might see the sign and think vaguely that “Justice” meant some sort of law firm housed in the place. But it meant help for people who couldn’t afford regular help. And it meant, often, doom to criminals so powerful or shrewd that they could not be vanquished by the regular police.
The faithful aides of The Avenger left the Bleek Street headquarters a little after Benson, and soon began to slip, one by one, from plane and train and bus, into Ashton City.
From the New York midnight plane stepped a man who was the target of all eyes. This was because of his size.
The man was six feet nine and weighed between two hundred and eighty-five and two hundred and ninety pounds. He was fifty-three inches around the chest and wore a size nineteen collar. His arms hung crooked at his sides, like the arms of a gorilla—and for the same reason. There were such ponderous pads of muscles sheathing his barrel chest that there was no room for his arms to hang straight.
The giant looked good-natured enough—and not too bright. His face was of the beaming, full-moon type. His eyes, bright china-blue, were peaceful and almost stupid-seeming.
Never had appearances been more deceptive.
The giant was keen, fast-thinking, and for all his bulk, as quick-moving and lithe as a cat. He was an electrical engineer of the first rank. But over and beyond that, he was a deadly crime-fighter, having joined The Avenger’s battle standards in order to devote all his great powers most effectively against the underworld.
His name was Algernon Heathcote Smith. But if you had any regard for your health, you never called him that. You called him Smitty. Two things could turn him from an amiable-looking mountain of muscle into a savage landslide. One was humor based on his name, the other was crime.
Smitty, looking like a great big, innocent kid, left the landing field and went to a modest hotel.
About the time he did that, the New York train pulled into Ashton City and discharged, among others, a man as odd-appearing, in his way, as Smitty was in his.
Fergus MacMurdie was tall, bony, gangling. He had big dim freckles barely visible under the surface of his coarse red skin. His ears stuck out like sails—perhaps to give windpower to his feet, which were as big as scows. The map of Scotland was written all over his face. And in this map bitter, bleak blue eyes were steady and unwinking. He had hands that, when doubled into fists, were like bone mallets; and when he swung those fists, they collided with things like iron knobs swung at the end of pliant lances.
Fergus MacMurdie went to a hotel, too. But not to the same one Smitty had entered, though Mac was every bit as important to The Avenger’s small but deadly crime organization as the giant Smitty was. Their separate residences did not mean a difference of rank, but a desire to keep low and unknown as long as possible.
Two hours after Mac had checked in, the New York bus arrived at the Ashton City terminal. In the cold gray dawn, among a dozen others, a girl got off swinging a suitcase.
She was as dainty-looking as a Dresden doll, blond-haired, pink and white complected, with helpless and appealing-looking blue eyes. So feminine and soft—but Nellie Gray could take a very large man, who tried to lay hands on her, and upset him as swiftly and forcefully as a female Jim Londos. She was expert at jujitsu, wrestling and boxing, and could have taken a marksman’s medals with a gun.
In the last of the crowd, a Negro couple got off. They paid no attention to Nellie Gray, and apparently, Nellie didn’t see them. But they were very, very well acquainted.
The man, tall and thin, with shovel feet and a sleepy-looking, placid face, was Joshua Elijah Newton. He could fight like a black tiger when necessary, but to look at his skinny length, you’d think a child could break him in two—if a child could ever get angry enough at the drawling, easy-going Negro to try it.
The pretty Negress with him was Rosabel, his wife. She didn’t look it—made a point of not looking it—but she was college-educated, intellectual, and as resourceful in tight places as that wiliest of animals, a weasel.
“Heah, honey-chile,” drawled sleepy-looking Josh Newton as they passed the deserted waiting room of the bus terminal, “lemme carry yo’ bag.”
Josh didn’t have to talk like that. He was a graduate of Tuskegee Institute, an honor man. But when not among friends, he used the thick drawl that was expected of a slow-moving Negro.
He and Rosabel went to a boarding house near the terminal.
And then they all reported to their white-faced, dynamic chief. The manner of the reporting was noteworthy.
Each of them had a special little radio of Smitty’s devising. It was no bigger, batteries and all, than, a small shirt-box. But its short-wave transmitter, set permanently to just one secret station, could function clearly for a score of miles.
The one station was the receiving apparatus on Dick Benson’s own pocket radio.
They reported, and The Avenger gave them their orders.
“Nellie, there is a man named Sisco who owns a nightclub named the Gray Dragon. He is rich, powerful, very dangerous. Try to get a job in his nightclub as a singer. Your voice is quite good enough. But watch yourself, and if there’s the slightest hint of trouble, leave at once.”
One of the many things that made The Avenger’s aides so devoted to him was his constant care of their safety. It also, of course, led them into the wildest kind of dangers, simply because they were so devoted.
“Smitty,” Benson said to his giant aide, “there is a trucking war going on in this town. Rackets against a few big, fearless owners. The mob is fighting a company called the White Transportation Corporation at the moment. Get a job driving one of their trucks, if you can. If there is trouble, let yourself be taken by the racketeers. Try to find out who is running the racket.”
Benson crackled short-wave orders to Josh.
“In the north residence section there is a Judge Broadbough. He has a Negro servant. Try to take that servant’s place. Get all the information you can around the house. Anything at all. Particularly, try to get something on the murder two weeks ago of a judge named Martineau. Rosabel, if Nellie Gray is successful in getting a nightclub job, you will be hired as her maid.”
And to Fergus MacMurdie:
“Mac, two weeks ago Judge Martineau, a man a little too honest for Ashton City’s rulers, was shot at the Friday the Thirteenth Club, a place which is a wide-open gambling spot. I believe if we could find out who killed him, we’d have a handle against all the crime ring misruling this city. Investigate that murder.”
And to all of them, as a sort of postscript along the same line:
“The Martineau murder is most important. Circumstances lead me to think that solution of that murder is the entire key to the situation here.”
Orders given, Benson started, first thing in the morning, to check on the information given him by Oliver Groman, in whose lavish apartment he was making his own headquarters.
From the pockets of the two gunmen whom he’d rendered unconscious, Benson had taken all papers. But only one had any possible significance. That was a slip of paper with a phone number on it, and the notation, “call at noon.”
The number was Spring 9858. Benson had traced that number. It belonged to a Mr. John M. Singell. The Avenger knew nothing about him; but the fact that a known gunman had his phone number in his pocket with a notation to call him next noon was enough to focus attention on him.
He called first on Police Commissioner Cattridge, a big, square-set man with graying hair and a tired look around his firm mouth. He started a little when Benson introduced himself, then stared curiously at The Avenger’s awesome, white face and flaming, pale eyes.
A great many patrolmen and detectives, of the rank and file over the country, did not know of Benson. But there wasn’t a police chief in the United States who did not know The Avenger.
When Benson had quietly stated his reasons for being in Ashton City, Cattridge looked hopeful. But not too hopeful. Cattridge had been trying for a long time to do something about the conditions in his town, and had failed. Apparently, he didn’t think an outsider could do much.
Even if that outsider were The Avenger himself.
“I’m glad you checked in here,” he said to Benson. “I’ll give you all the help I possibly can. But I want to warn you—that won’t be much.”
“Why won’t it be much?” said Benson quietly. “You’re head of the law-enforcement department of Ashton City.”
“There are others over me.”
“Such as?”
“The mayor, for one.”
The Avenger’s pale, icy eyes took on their diamond-drill look. Cattridge didn’t meet their flaming stare.
“I’m convinced that his honor, the mayor, is honest,” the commissioner said, gazing out the window. “But they’ve got something on him, I think. Some terrible hold. I have a hunch that his two daughters have been threatened.”
Benson nodded, and got up to leave. He hadn’t expected to get promises of help; he didn’t need them, really. The Avenger was his own army, his own police force.
“Is there any organized group against the crime ring in this city?” he asked.
“Yes!” said Cattridge. “Some of the more courageous business men have organized a group they call the Civic League. The man at the head of the league is Arthur Willis, our leading banker. You might have a word with him—”
Cattridge’s phone buzzed. He picked it up, grunted “Yes” into it, then put it back on its cradle. In a moment his door opened and a man came into the office.
The man was dapper, about fifty, but with the walk and body of a man much younger. He had a neat Vandyke beard and wore glittering spectacles.
“I’m putting on a new crusade,” he began. “I called to get your cooperation, Cattridge—”
He stopped, as he noticed the man with the white, set face and the colorless eyes.
“Mr. Benson,” said Cattridge, “meet Mr. Norman Vautry. Mr. Vautry owns the Ashton City Bugle, our biggest newspaper. He is a member of the Civic League, and his paper has put on some fine crusades against rackets and such. Not, I’m sorry to say, with much result.”
Vautry’s dapper, firm hand clasped The Avenger’s steely white fingers.
“Mr. Benson is here to . . . er . . . make up a report on the crime conditions of Ashton City,” Cattridge explained.
Vautry’s hand tightened on Benson’s.
“Splendid,” he said. “The more reports, the more publicity we can have, the better. If I can help you in any way, let me know.”
“Perhaps you can,” said the Avenger. “Do you, or you, Commissioner Cattridge, know a man named John Singell?”
There was suddenly an explosive silence in the room. Both men had suddenly gone cautious, and perhaps frightened.
“You work fast, Mr. Benson,” Vautry said, after a moment. He licked his lips as though they were dry. “Yes, I know of Singell. So does everyone else in town. He is one of our most powerful politicians. He owns, among other things, the Sweet Valley Contracting Co., which gets most of the street and road work in Ashton County. He is a very wealthy man.”
“Has he anything to do with the conditions in Ashton City?”
Vautry plainly hedged.
“That’s pretty hard to say,” he murmured. He held out his hand again. “Well, glad to have met you.”
The Avenger nodded, with a lack of expression in his colorless, flaming eyes. He started to go.
“May I ask what you plan to do first?” said Cattridge, clearing his throat.
“I think I’ll have a talk with Mr. Singell,” said Benson. “Good-by, see you later.”
He swung out, but went first to the Ashton National Bank for a few words with Willis.
Arthur Willis, president of the bank, head of the Civic League, was a soft-looking, big man with unblinking gray eyes and a habit of weighing his words very carefully before he spoke. His hand was soft in Benson’s. Meanwhile, his glassy gray eyes took in every detail of The Avenger’s taut body and deadly white face and colorless, icy eyes.
“The known bad elements in town,” he summed up after a few moments, “are Singell, the politician and contractor; Sisco, night club owner and underworld connection; and Buddy Wilson, notorious public enemy. Together, they form a combination that baffles the law.”
“The Federal government?” said Benson.
“They’re too smart to do anything to get the F.B.I, down on them.”
“You know everyone of importance,” said Benson. “Do you know the newspaper owner, Norman Vautry? Is he all right?”
“My heavens, yes! Above suspicion. He crusades against crime in his paper and is a member of the Civic League.”
Benson went from the bank to the big home of John M. Singell. But he didn’t see Singell.
A man at the door, with a bulge under his left armpit and with hard, wary eyes, took one look at Benson and growled:
“The boss is out, mister.”
The Avenger stared at the man with his icy, pale eyes. The man shuffled his feet uneasily at the dynamic impact of that gaze. Benson had learned a lot from this reception.
The gunman at Singell’s portal had been indiscreet enough to look first at Benson’s hair. Which told the whole story.
Benson’s visit had been expected. “Look out for a man with white hair and light-gray eyes,” somebody most likely had phoned in to Singell. So orders had gone to the man at the door to keep out anyone of that description.
Only two men had known ahead of time that Benson meant to come here. Norman Vautry, and Commissioner Cattridge. The Avenger knew men. He was sure Cattridge was honest, if impotent.
Therefore, Groman’s hunch that the newspaperman was secretly in with the crime ring, seemed justified.
It must have been Vautry who tipped Singell off.
“I’ll call another time,” said Benson.
He walked away from the door. And in the doorway, Singell’s gunman guard stared after the straight, powerful back of the gray steel man with fear in his eyes.
A fear always thrust into the minds of criminals by the sight of this quiet, rather small man with the snow-white hair and the cold, colorless eyes.
CHAPTER IV
The Devil’s Horns!
Benson got back to Groman’s apartment building at a little after eleven—and ran into full-fledged hell.
There was a squad car in front of the door. There were reporters and patrolmen running around. The reason came out as soon as Benson got inside.
Terry Groman, the old politician’s violet-eyed daughter, came up to Benson with fright and shock in her pretty face.
“Mr. Hawley—Dad’s secretary—” she gasped. “They got him! He’s dead—”
Benson pushed on past her and into Groman’s office.
The room the old lion had made into an office was on the first floor at the side of the building. It was spacious, book-lined, rather bare. The main pieces of furniture were the huge teak desk and swivel chair at the side wall of the room.
Off this office was a big bedroom and bath. Here the old man stayed most of the time. It was his personal suite. There two rooms were sometimes locked for a day at a time, with Groman lurking behind the locked portal like an old bear in a private den.
Beside the big desk lay the man Benson had met as Groman’s secretary. The man with the sleek brown hair, and mild brown eyes and patient, submissive face.
Hawley had been shot just above the heart. The wound had not been instantly fatal. That could be told because Hawley had had time before he died to leave a message.
It was a message traced in his own blood, by his dying finger, on the floor next to the rug on which his body sprawled.
The blood-red letters said: “The devil’s horns—”
The coroner was in the office, and a big, blustering man who came truculently up to Benson and stared down at him with red, choleric eyes.
“Who are you, Whitey?” he said.
The Avenger stared at the man. Smaller, lighter in weight, there was yet something in The Avenger’s still, white face and his icily flaming eyes that put the iron of fear in the bigger man’s soul.
“Who are you?” Benson countered quietly.
“I’m Captain of Detectives Harrigo,” said the big man with the red face. Then, realizing that he had been forced by the white-faced man’s will into the position of answering first, he blustered: “You’ll find out who I am! In headquarters!”
“I’m not going to headquarters,” said Benson.
“That’s what you—”
“When was this man killed?”
“About forty-five minutes ago,” the coroner said, standing near Hawley’s body.
“Forty-five minutes ago,” Benson said, “I was with Police Commissioner Cattridge. So I won’t be going to headquarters, Captain Harrigo. Where is Groman?”
Again, while the captain of detectives blustered incoherently, the coroner took it on himself to answer.
“He’s in the next room. In a pretty bad way, I’m afraid.”
Benson went into Groman’s bedroom, and shut the door on the two of them.
The doctor’s words were amply justified.
Groman lay in his bed with his face drawn in a queer, wooden look. His eyes were dull and seemed almost sightless. The coverlet rose and fell a little with his breathing, but that was the only movement in all his body.
Benson stepped to the bed, staring hard. He was an accomplished physician himself; indeed, he was author of several textbooks on obscure tropical diseases.
The Avenger lifted Groman’s right hand and let it fall. It fell like a thing of wood to the coverlet. And the old man stared up at him out of a wooden face, eyes dull and scarcely seeming to see him.
He had had a second stroke. And this time it had really done for him. He was completely paralyzed.
Benson’s pale eyes, like ice under a polar sun, flamed in his white, dead face. A wandering clot of blood could cause a stroke.
So could a sudden, intense nervous shock.
“Mr. Groman,” he said, “if you can hear me, blink once.”
His voice, not pitched high, took on a vibrant, piercing quality to stir sluggish eardrums.
Groman blinked once, with his right lid closing just a little ahead of the left, as though he could no longer synchronize them.
“So you can hear, at least. Have you had some shock in the last few hours?”
The eyelids blinked once, laboriously.
“Was it connected with your secretary’s death?”
The eyelids blinked once, for yes.
“Did you happen to be near here when he died?”
One blink.
“In this room?”
One blink.
The Avenger’s flaming eyes, like colorless jewels, were steady on the drawn, motionless face.
“Did you see him die? Is that the shock that laid you low?”
As if the tired eyelids weren’t capable of movement, there was no response for a moment.
Then—the single blink.
“You saw him killed, then. Do you know who did it?”
Two blinks for no.
“His murderer was a stranger to you, you mean. Have you any idea who was behind his death?”
One blink.
“Was it Singell? Buddy Wilson? Sisco—”
One blink.
“You think it was a man of Sisco’s, then—”
Benson recalled the strange letters traced in blood on the bare office floor.
“Do you know what the words, ‘the devil’s horns,’ mean?”
But his questioning was through. The eyelids closed—and stayed closed. Benson’s steely fingers sought Groman’s pulse. The pulse was thin and thready.
He went to the bedroom door.
“Doctor, you’d better attend Groman. I think he needs a heart stimulant.”
The coroner went in. As he passed Benson, he shook his head.
“He’s through,” he said in a low tone, nodding his head toward the bed. “He’s just a nerveless, dead hulk, now, waiting for true death. I don’t give him a month to live.”
He went on to the bed, and Benson went back to the office. Captain Harrigo came toward him. Some of his bluster had gone, and he looked more dangerous without it.
“You haven’t explained your presence here,” he said.
“I’m a guest of Mr. Groman, staying with him in his apartment,” Benson said. “My name is Richard Henry Benson.”
The name seemed to give the detective captain a shock, like the touch of a live wire. But with dawning recognition in his reddish eyes came dawning rage—and hate.
“Got a gun, Mr. Richard Henry Benson?” he grated, looking at the bullet hole in the dead man’s chest.
“Not of a caliber such as made that wound,” said Benson calmly.
“We’ll see—”
Harrigo’s big, muscular hand went out to search The Avenger.
Many men had thought to handle Benson as his average size and weight would seem to warrant. One by one, they had learned a thing or two about the quality of muscle.
They had learned the curious fact that now and then a man appears who seems to have a different kind of muscle than the average person. One who seems to have muscular fiber with a strange power—triple the power of a similar bulk of ordinary fiber.
Harrigo learned this surprising fact about Benson now.
The Avenger’s steely white hand, not big, not bulky, encircled the wrist behind the rough hand Harrigo thrust out. The white, long fingers tightened.
Harrigo gasped with surprise. Then he moaned a little with sudden, amazing pain. Then he whipped his left hand toward his gun.
The Avenger’s fingers twisted a little. Harrigo changed his mind about going for the gun. His wrist could have been broken in that calm grip.
“You exceed your authority, I think,” said Benson. The tone was so quiet that it seemed almost a whisper. The face of The Avenger was as emotionless as a wax mask. The eyes were unmoved ice in the white mask.
But Harrigo stood still, chewing his lips, when the terrible grip was relaxed.
“I have told you,” said Benson, “that I was with the police commissioner when this man was murdered. There is no possibility of connecting me with it. I have an idea it would not be healthy to be put behind bars in your city on trumped-up charges. If you want to call me later as a witness before a grand jury, I’ll be here.”
He left the man, glaring murder at him, and went out to the hall again. Terry Groman was still out there. Groman’s son, Ted, wasn’t around.
“Who found the body and phoned the police?” Benson asked.
Terry Groman shivered. “I did.”
“Tell me about it.”
“I wanted to see Dad about—a certain matter,” said the girl. “I knocked on his door about a half hour ago. It was locked, as he has been in the habit of keeping it lately. There was no answer. There always had been before when I knocked, so I was afraid something was wrong. I got my key—”
“You had a key to his suite?”
“Yes! So has Ted. So had Mr. Hawley. I unlocked the door and went in. Mr. Hawley lay dead near the desk. Dad—was lying in the bedroom doorway. I thought he was dead too, till the doctor came and told me it was a second stroke, from shock.”
“The door was locked on the two,” Benson mused. “How could that be? Hawley, dying, couldn’t get up and lock the door after he’d entered. Your father was unconscious, paralyzed.”
“I think the murderer must have a key that none of us knew existed. I think he sneaked into the building, unlocked the door, meaning to kill Dad, and found the secretary with him. He shot Mr. Hawley, became frightened by the sound and left, locking the door after him.”
“But how could a stranger get into this building, guarded as it is, in the middle of the morning?”
“I don’t know,” said Terry, dully.
“Are the guards here all right?”
“Dad thinks so, or he wouldn’t have them around. Anyway, none of them has a key.”
“So you think one of Sisco’s men stole in here to kill your father, got Hawley instead, and then faded before the sound of the shot would bring the guards.”
“Oh, no!” gasped Terry, shrinking away. “Not that. I don’t think Mr. Sisco is involved in this at all!”
People didn’t lie well to The Avenger. The icy, pale eyes were too hard to fool. The girl missed them with her own eyes now.
“Why,” said Benson, “are you so sure Sisco isn’t involved?”
“He . . . he used to work with Dad.”
“Mr. Groman made the statement that the men he used to work for are trying to kill him, now, because they’ve got wind of his decision to have the city cleaned up.”
“I’m sure Mr. Sisco doesn’t want Dad killed. And it isn’t because Dad wants the city cleaned up that—”
She stopped suddenly. Benson’s eyes seemed to go right through her head.
“If your father’s death isn’t desired because of his reform ideas—why is it desired?” he said, softly.
“I don’t know,” faltered Terry.
“What did you start to say a minute ago?”
“Nothing! Nothing at all.”
She knew something. The Avenger sensed that infallibly. But he sensed also that nothing would make her tell. He changed his line.
“Did you see those words Hawley traced in blood?”
“Yes!” she said.
“The devil’s horns,” Benson repeated slowly. “Have you any idea what they mean?”
“No, I haven’t.” Her eyes met his squarely.
“There is a silver buffalo-head on the desk, used for an inkwell. It has horns. Could those be the horns meant?”
“I don’t know!”
Benson was left with two riddles on his hands.
Why did Terry Groman lie—or seem to lie—to protect one of her father’s enemies?
Why had Hawley, dying, traced those words in blood?
“The devil’s horns!” What possible meaning could that have?
CHAPTER V
Undercover Songstress!
At three in the afternoon, there weren’t many people in Sisco’s nightclub, the Gray Dragon. It was a little early for the cocktail hour. A small orchestra was tuning up, but about two-thirds of the tables were vacant.
Sisco was in his office, however. He usually was. He made the club his headquarters. With many other irons in the fire, he handled them all from the nightclub desk; so you could find him there at most hours.
Sisco was a dried-up-looking man of forty, with dead, greenish eyes and a partially bald head. He looked like a spider, with dead-looking, dry, long hands as tentacles. He stared with sharp, cold eyes across his desk at the girl who had come in for a singer’s job.
She was a very good-looking girl. She was small, dainty and as fragile-looking as a thing of porcelain. She had big blue eyes that appeared soft and helpless, and bright-gold hair, and pink-and-white skin.
“You’ve heard me sing a try-out,” she said, in her soft, appealing voice. “You know I can do it. I’ve had experience—have been in a dozen places like this.” She had, indeed, been in nightclubs, but not as entertainer. However, she didn’t enlarge on this.
“I need a job, and you could take me on for nothing for a night or two, to see how I go over with the customers.”
“I’ve got a couple good singers.” Sisco’s voice was as dry and dead as the rest of him. Dead and dangerous and evil.
“You could use another.”
Sisco shook his head indifferently. Nellie Gray, posing here as Nelle Gleason, bit her soft red lip. The Avenger wanted her to land this job and be near Sisco for a while. She hated to fall down on Benson. She never had before.
She shrugged, and smiled a little. “All right! It’s no soap, then. I’ll go somewhere else.”
She went to the door, walked out—and in two seconds was back in with her eyes wide and hunted. She shut the door swiftly but softly. Sisco frowned at her.
“What’s wrong with you, sister?”
“Is there a back way out of this place?” Nellie Gray asked, voice low and urgent.
“Why?”
“I’m asking. Is there a way out beside the street door?”
In Sisco’s evil, dead eyes was suddenly a small spark of interest.
“Somebody after you?”
“Yes. There’s a—” Nellie Gray stared doubtfully at Sisco, then went on hesitantly. “There’s a private detective out there. From Seattle. He . . . he thinks I’ve done something. I really haven’t, but I don’t want to get into his hands. Now, about that back way—”
“What’d you do in Seattle to get a private dick on your trail?” Sisco was very much interested, now. You could fairly see him working it out in his mind.
Here was a beautiful girl. If she were straight, the hell with her. If she were crooked—that was something else again. Any organization could use a girl with her looks, if she didn’t care how she made a living.
“I didn’t do anything!” Nellie shot out. “I told you he’d made a mistake.”
Sisco smiled and leaned back in his chair.
“There is a way out beside the street door,” he said. “But I wouldn’t want to tell about it to girls who won’t answer questions.”
Nellie let the hounded look grow more plain in her appealing blue eyes. The stage had lost a fine actress when she decided to throw in her lot with The Avenger and fight crime.
“It’s none of your business!” she flared.
“Well, then the back exit out of here is none of your business,” Sisco said.
Nellie opened the door a crack, looked out into the café room, and quickly shut the door again.
“So he’s still there,” Sisco said, cruel glints in his greenish eyes. “That’s swell. I think I’ll do the law a good turn by taking you out and handing you over—”
“No!”
“What did you do in Seattle?”
“There was a ring. A ten-carat diamond. The woman thought I took it. I didn’t! I wouldn’t do a thing like that. Now let me go!”
Sisco put his dry, long fingers together.
“You’re hired,” he said.
“I . . . what?”
“I said, you’re hired. As singer. Starting tonight.”
“But you said a minute ago—”
“I’ve changed my mind,” said Sisco smoothly. “Come at eight o’clock. I’ll have a dressing room for you. I’ll show you the back way out myself.” His eyes rested on her, dull and greenish and evil. “Be sure you come back at eight, too. It wouldn’t be healthy for you to try to duck out on me. You’ll like working for me. I can find lots of jobs for you; and, in the meantime, I can see to it that you’re never dragged back to Seattle.”
Now that she’d accomplished her purpose, Nellie seemed very doubtful about wanting the job. But it was all an act. She had done so well that Sisco, shrewd as he was, didn’t even think to look out into his nightclub rooms to see if a private detective really was there.
She was back at eight, all right. In the meantime, she was conscious of having been trailed. Sisco had had her followed to make sure she was on the up and up. Dangerous, indeed, keeping up a pretense with those fishy green eyes on her!
Nellie had hardly gotten in the nighclub door that evening, with Rosabel, when she bumped into Sisco. He didn’t seem to have been waiting for her entrance, but she sensed that he had been, just the same.
“So you decided to come, as you said,” Sisco grunted, peering through the smoke of a cigarette hanging from his lower lip.
“You knew I would,” said Nellie, acting herself half admiring and half angry. “You had a man watching me all afternoon.”
A crooked smile touched the nightclub owner’s hard lips for a fleeting instant.
“You’re smart. You can spot a tail pretty well if you tumbled to that man of mine. He’s good.”
Nellie shrugged lovely shoulders.
“This is Rosy, my maid,” she said, turning to the dusky Rosabel. “Where I go, she goes.”
Sisco didn’t look too pleased, but he didn’t say anything.
“Where’s my dressing room?” asked Nellie.
Sisco led her and the darkly pretty Rosabel to a tiny cubicle in a hallway with several other such cubicles.
Nellie, who hadn’t a professionally trained voice but was serenely confident that it was good enough to get by in a place like this, began to slide into a sequin evening gown for her first number, helped by Rosabel.
Across town, in Groman’s apartment, Benson was in Groman’s office.
The body of Hawley had been removed. The words in blood on the floor had been cleaned up after being photographed. There were no signs of the murder left.
Save for Groman himself.
Paralyzed by the shock, he lay in his bed, a helpless hulk waiting for death. A second stroke is a bad thing. His seemed worse than usual. There was a day and night nurse assigned to him. The night nurse had just come.
The Avenger was in the office with a small suitcase on the teak desk. He had just phoned for a cab, and had hat and overcoat on.
One of Groman’s grim-faced gunman-guards stepped to the office door. All had been instructed to obey Benson as they would their own boss.
“Cab’s here,” the man said.
Benson went out into the winter evening. As he got into the taxi, he saw, out of the corners of his eyes, a car start slowly into motion a block away. It followed his cab. He nodded. Police in the car, under orders from the blustering Harrigo, who wasn’t satisfied with his alibi? Professional, hired killers in the car? It didn’t matter.
The Avenger, from this minute on, would probably be followed by death at every moment. But he knew how to foil death.
He sat back in the cab seat so that the driver would not see him in the rear-view mirror—could only see him if he turned squarely around in his seat. Then Benson opened the small, compact suitcase.
A complete master of disguise, The Avenger was going to become another person. And in the suitcase, small as it was, were all the needed accessories.
On the top tray was a compartment holding several dozen tissue-thin, semispherical cups of glass designed to be fitted over the human eyeball. Each pair was painted with a different-colored pupil.
In the case lid itself was a mirror. Next to the mirror was a picture of a man’s face. The man had a neat Vandyke and wore glittering glasses. A tiny light illuminated the mirror and picture so closely that even the cab driver, had he turned, would not have seen there was a light there.
The Avenger slipped two light-brown-pupiled eyecups over his pale, icy eyes. Then he began prodding at the dead substance of his paralyzed face. His fingertips poked and prodded deftly, and a miracle began to take shape.
His face became the face of the man in the picture beside the mirror.
His eyes were already that man’s eyes.
There were rows of different kinds of glasses and spectacles in the top tray next to the eye pupils. He selected a pair like those in the pictured man.
He looked at his face in the mirror, at the picture next to it, and nodded. The Avenger had become Norman Vautry, owner of a large Ashton City newspaper.
But Vautry, that morning in the commissioner’s office, had worn a Homburg hat. The Avenger took off his own hat. There were fine wires laced through the felt of all his hats, and this was no exception. He curled the brim, neatly dented the crown and had a Homburg hat.
The cab was nearing the downtown section. It had stopped twice for lights.
Benson took the top tray from the case and revealed wigs on the second. He slipped a light brown one with gray streaks over his own shock of thick white hair. He closed the case and snapped it. The case itself was capable of disguise. It had a tan slipcover on it. When this was reversed, it became a gray bag with a number of foreign labels on it.
The cab stopped for another light. There were many people on the walks here, and cars lined the curb.
The Avenger softly opened the door of the cab and slid out, leaving a bill on the seat to take care of his fare. He mingled with crowds on the walk as the cab went ahead on the green light.
The car behind the cab suddenly slowed and two men got out. They had seen the shape slide from the stealthily opened cab door, and were looking for it.
But The Avenger had entered that cab as Benson, with a tan bag. He left it as another person, with a gray bag.
He walked right past the two without being identified, and went on.
Back at the Gray Dragon, Nellie Gray had just finished singing her first number. It was a success. The customers applauded till she knew she had a place here—as long as Sisco thought she was a pretty crook from Seattle.
She went back to her dressing room, and Rosabel helped her out of her gown and into a plain white, strapless evening dress that made her as lovely as a flower.
But Rosabel shook her trim black head.
“This man, Sisco, was in trying to pump me,” she said, in a whisper, as her fingers flew with hooks and fastenings. “He kept asking about Seattle. I don’t know anything about Seattle. I’ve never been there.”
“It’s all right,” Nellie whispered back. “The less we tell, the more sure he’ll be that we have things in our past we don’t want to talk about.”
“He’s a bad man,” said Rosabel, pursing her lips.
“That’s why we’re here,” shrugged Nellie.
She put a bright, set smile on her lips, and sallied forth in the white dress. It wasn’t time for her next song, but she had an idea Sisco wouldn’t mind if she circulated among the customers a little.
And if she did that, she might learn something.
She hadn’t gotten out the dressing-room door, past the orchestra dais, when suddenly she stiffened and stood flat against the wall, listening.
She had heard the name—Martineau!
The orchestra was off the dais. There was a table next to the bass fiddle. At this, two men sat over highballs. One was so smooth-skinned and pink-cheeked that he looked almost doll-faced. The other was as fat and soft-looking as a jellyfish. But a jellyfish with hard, cold eyes.
Nellie Gray didn’t know who the soft, fat man was. But she knew the doll-faced man.
He was Buddy Wilson, public enemy, notorious killer.
“Talk’s dying down,” was the next thing Nellie heard after the mention of that name The Avenger had told them was so important. The fat man’s tone was satisfied, smug. “The bumpoff’s on page three now. Pretty soon it’ll be out completely. And that’ll be that.”
The man with the cheeks of a girl and the shallow, vicious eyes of a killer-shark, nodded.
“Hot while it lasted,” he agreed, “but it’s comin’ off all right. That’s because of the way the old guy got it. Smart! When a judge is shot in a joint like the Friday the Thirteenth Club, with a brunette sweetie like Lila Belle beside him, the dear public thinks the judge is too crooked to worry about. We framed him nice!”
“We?” said the fat man sardonically.
The public enemy’s shallow eyes tightened in a way to send shivers down your spine.
“All right,” he growled, “so I wasn’t in on it. But I helped rig it up. We all did. So I guess I can say we if I want—”
There were steps down the narrow corridor off which were the dressing rooms. Nellie instantly went on out the door, smiling brightly and impersonally, as if she had been walking all the time and had not halted at all.
The maker of the steps behind her was Sisco. He had come from one of the other dressing rooms. He emerged into the café room a little after Nellie, stared at her shapely back with a faint frown in his greenish eyes; then he went on to the nearby table where Buddy Wilson and the fat man were.
And Nellie, in a few minutes, returned to her dressing room. She plugged her tiny, short-wave radio, concealed in a make-up box, into the socket designed for a curling iron, and tried to get the Avenger in order to report.
She got no answer, so she carefully hid the little set and started back to the café room.
Sisco stared at her with that dangerous half-frown still in his eyes, as she went to the orchestra dais to sing her next number.
CHAPTER VI
“Shock ’Em to Death!”
The drugstore was a small but immaculate place. The stock was neatly arranged and complete. More to the point, the soda fountain was swell. And the maple-nut sundaes the place put out were masterpieces.
So, at least, thought Joshua Elijah Newton. And Josh should know, he was a connoisseur of maple-nut sundaes.
Whenever the long, thin, gangling colored man had the chance, he went for maple-nut sundaes. Lots of them. Enough every day, you’d have thought, to have made him hog-fat. He sat at the soda fountain of the neat little drugstore, now, over his fourth sundae in an hour and a half or so, with the man behind the counter staring at him with bulging eyes. Such a thin body ought to bulge with that many sundaes. But Josh’s didn’t seem to.
“Gimme ’nuther,” he said, licking the spoon from the last gooey bite of the fourth sundae.
“Another?” echoed the proprietor.
“Yash, suh. They’s sho’ swell.”
Josh tackled his fifth maple-nut sundae with gusto. But as he did so he kept close watch out the window.
Looking sleepier and lazier than ever, Josh was as alert, really, as a hound dog on a chase. But when the colored man was most alert, he seemed sleepiest.
“When the tiger roars and lashes his tail,” he always said, “folks go for their guns. When he sleeps in the sun, they pay him no mind.” Josh was a bit of a philosopher in his way.
The drugstore was three blocks from Judge Broadbough’s home. It was on the street that anyone in that house would take if going to stores, transportation or any other outside interest.
In the judge’s home there was a slick-haired, light-tan houseman by the name of Rill—Tosephus Rill. According to The Avenger’s order, Josh meant to take the place very soon of said slick-haired, light-tan houseboy.
He was only waiting for him to appear down this street, as he was almost bound to do sooner or later.
Josh wasn’t quite through with his fifth sundae when Tosephus Rill appeared on the other side of the street, going toward the streetcar fine. Regretfully, Josh paid for his sundaes and left the remnant of the fifth.
He crossed the street.
“To catch flies, use neither vinegar nor honey,” was one of Josh’s axioms. “Shock ’em to death.”
He caught up with the natty Tosephus and tapped him on the shoulder. Judge Broadbough’s servant turned.
Tosephus had on a wasp-waisted blue overcoat with tones of purple. His collar was about a half inch wide, with a huge-knotted tie. His shoes were mahogany in shade, under light-gray pants legs. His hair was mirror-shiny at the sides where it showed under a snappy gray hat. From the hair came a musky odor of pomade.
He stared distastefully at Josh.
“Well?” he said, in the tone of an important man in a hurry.
“Hello, cousin,” said Josh, grinning widely.
Tosephus gaped, then scowled.
“What’s this yo’re pullin’ on me boy? Ah ain’t got no cousins. Leastwise not in Ashton City.”
“Ef’n yo’ is Tosephus Rill, yas, yo’ has,” said Josh, beaming more widely.
“If yo’ think yo’ can put the bee on me fo’ cash money—”
“It’s de othah way ’round, Cousin Tosephus,” said Josh. “My, Ah’s had a time findin’ yo’. Yo’ got money comin’ to you.”
“Huh?” exclaimed Judge Broadbough’s servant.
“Yash, suh! On account it’s a leg’cy lef’ by mah Uncle Remus, in Cario, Illinois. Yo’ mammy’s brothah. He lef home when he was twelve years old. Run away. Ah expect yo’ nevah even heah tell of him.”
“No,” said Tosephus Rill. “I nevah did.”
But his tone was thoughtful, noncommittal. And he stared at Josh out of hard, speculative eyes. He wiggled his fingers in mustard-yellow gloves.
“How much would this leg’cy be?” he inquired.
“Two hunde’d and eighty-three dollahs,” said Josh, in a tone of reverence.
Tosephus stood a long time, staring at Josh’s bland and innocent-looking face.
“Ah suppose Ah has got to write in—” he began.
“No, suh, cousin. Ah’s got de money with me. Ah hands it ovah when yo’-all proves yo’ is Tosephus Rill. Ah’s satisfied, but de law wants to see papuhs and things.”
“Ah got a drivuh’s license on a car Ah had last yeah,” said Rill, staring into Josh’s sleepy-looking eyes, “An’ maybe some othah things.”
“That ought to do it,” said Josh. “Ah’s got de money in mah room, two blocks f’um heah. You come with me and show me the papuhs, an’ Ah digs de money outta mah trunk.”
Tosephus Rill went with Josh. He had nothing to lose, he figured. He hadn’t but a few dollars with him if this were a holdup. And if it were a queer mistake that would net him two hundred and eighty-three dollars, so much to the good.
But he knew there was no legacy involved the moment Josh shut the door of his room on the two of them. The room, rented three hours, ago in a quiet, shabby boarding-house, was bare of all personal possessions. Josh had wanted it only for these few minutes.
“Say!” Tosephus Rill exclaimed, looking in vain for a trunk or anything else in which money might be contained.
He didn’t say anything more, for suddenly death was at his throat.
Josh Newton, colored philosopher and educated gentleman, was an expert marksman and a fine boxer. But when he was in character, he used the weapon best suited to his role.
He held the menacing edge of a razor to Tosephus Rill’s throat, now, with his left arm around the light-tan boy’s body from behind.
“Jus’ stay still and easy,” Josh advised, with sudden iron in his amiable voice.
“If it’s money yo’re after,” Tosephus gasped.
“It ain’t money,” said Josh.
“Then what—”
Sweat was popping out on Rill’s pomaded head. It made the scent stronger.
Josh had his line all picked for him. He’d known what to do the moment he set eyes on Tosephus. The natty, sartorial elegance, the scented hair, the smirk on the light-tan face, had told him. This was a lady’s man.
“I got yo’ here to kill yo’,” Josh said ferociously.
“Lissen heah, boy! I ain’t done nothin’ to yo’.”
“Yo’ has to mah wife,” said Josh, pressing a little with the razor. “Yo’ been runnin’ around with her.”
“I swear to goo’ness—”
“Yo’ deny it?”
There had been girls in Rill’s various past. That was apparent in his appalled eyes. No telling which one had set this grim black figure of vengeance on his trail. He stabbed blindly.
“She didn’ say she was married.”
“Makes no diff’runce,” said Josh, pressing tighter with the razor.
Tosephus could see his head coming clear off his shoulders.
“I’ll give you money!” he whined. “I’ll do anything yo’ say!” He groveled. “I’se sorry—”
“Bein’ sorry’s too late now.”
“Please! Don’t!”
“Say yo’ prayers!”
“I’ll nevah see her no more. I’ll git out of town! I’ll— Lift that razuh, boy!”
Josh seemed to consider.
“I s’pose it’s dangerous killin’ even yo’,” he said thoughtfully. “But yo’ ain’t goin’ to git off scot-free.”
“Whatevah yo’ say—” panted Tosephus, face the color of dirty chalk.
“So yo’ gits out of town. So yo’ han’s yo’ job ovah to me,” said Josh venomously. “Ah ain’t got wuhk at the moment. I’ll take yo’s. Unless—” The razor lightly nicked skin.
“Wait! Wait! Gimme papuh and pencil.”
The terrified Tosephus wrote a note.
This interduces my cousin from Cairo, Illinois. I got to go home fast on account my mother is sick. My cousin, Jim Rill, is a good houseman. He can take care things till I get back.
Tosephus Rill.
He handed the note to Josh with a shaking hand.
“Give this to Judge Broadbough, jus’ down the street. Tha’s where Ah work.”
“All right,” nodded Josh, still looking murderously at Rill’s throat. “So yo’ forgits to come back an’ I keeps de job f’um now on. See?”
“Y-yes, suh,” said Tosephus. “I see.”
He legged out of the room, and down the street. Josh stared after him, looking sleepy and amiable.
“To catch flies, use neither vinegar nor honey. Shock ’em to death!”
Tosephus Rill was the kind of person who noticed only himself. Wrapped in self-admiration, he had worked for Judge Broadbough for over a year and had noticed nothing particularly wrong.
Josh had been in Broadbough’s house—frowningly and reluctantly taken on after the judge read the note—for less than five hours, when he had things to report to Benson.
For one thing, the judge was scared of something and couldn’t quite conceal it.
Broadbough was a venerable-looking man of sixty, with a paunch and a monkish bald spot on the top of his head. He made it a business to look venerable—the kind of man nice old ladies would ask to help them across streets.
But his eyes squinted too much and were set too close together.
In those eyes was an abiding fear, though it didn’t show in any of the man’s assured actions. Josh got a chance to listen to snatches of several phone calls, through the judge’s closed library door, and gathered that men no judge should know were telephoning bad news. Once he heard Broadbough say:
“The devil’s horns? What could that mean? And why was it so important that he traced it out while he was dying?”
Then, in a moment: “But who killed him? Haven’t you had any lead at all, Harrigo?”
Judge Broadbough’s colored maid had come down the hall, then, so Josh had to get away from the door. The maid, who looked at Josh in a way that would have made Josh’s wife, Rosabel, claw her eyes out if she could have seen, went toward the kitchen. And Josh had to go with her, laughing and talking, to avoid all look of suspicion.
It was at a little after nine that evening that the bell rang, and Josh opened the door to a man of fifty or so who looked younger and had a neat Vandyke and glittering spectacles.
“Is Judge Broadbough in?” the man asked.
“Yas, suh,” said Josh, showing the ivory of his teeth.
“Will you tell him that Norman Vautry is calling?”
Josh took up his station outside the library door. He could hear quite well.
“Norman!” said the judge, with an inquiring inflection in his voice. “Glad to see you any time, but what’s the visit for tonight?”
There was flat silence for a moment. Then Vautry’s voice:
“You asked me to come, didn’t you? Well, here I am.”
“Look here!” The judge’s tone was shaky. “I didn’t send for you.”
“My secretary said you’d phoned and left word for me to come tonight.”
“Something is wrong!” bleated the judge. You could fairly see the perspiration coming out on his forehead. “Believe me, Norman, I haven’t been in touch with your office for days! Oh, something is very wrong!”
“It begins to look like it,” said Vautry, grim-voiced.
“Groman?” said Broadbough. “Could—”
“Hadn’t you heard? Groman’s out of it—paralyzed. Had a second stroke when Hawley was killed. No, it couldn’t be Groman. But I’ve heard a whisper of somebody new in town. Somebody brought in by the old swindler. I’d better get out of here right now—and we’d both better not talk too much!”
“Yes, yes,” panted Broadbough.
“Meanwhile, if you have anything you don’t want to destroy but still are afraid to keep around the house, you might give it to me and I’ll keep it in my big safe.”
There was a pause, then the judge said:
“I have some documents, of course. You can’t deal with . . . er . . . friends like ours without precautionary measures. So I keep a few facts in case I’m found dead like Martineau. But I’ll continue to keep them, myself, Norman.”
“Of course, if you like. Meanwhile, say nothing to anyone.”
“You don’t have to tell me that!”
Steps warned Josh to get away from the door. He went to the end of the hall. The library door opened. Vautry came out hurriedly, and left the house.
He got into a cab at the curb. In the cab there was a small suitcase. A bag with a gray slipcover that had foreign labels on it. As the cab drove off, with the driver unaware of what was going on in the seat behind him, that bag, and steely-white, deft fingers, did curious things to the face with the neat Vandyke and glittering spectacles.
Norman Vautry became Richard Henry Benson.
The steely white fingers shut the bag with a brittle snap. The flaming pale eyes stared balefully from the wax-white, dead face.
The Avenger had hoped, as a short-cut, to scale valuable criminal documents from Judge Broadbough. He had failed. But minor failures do not mean general failure. The crooks and killers that ruled a city could not be reassured by this small lack of success, even had they known about it.
CHAPTER VII
Unwelcome Visitors!
Benson sat in Groman’s chair at Groman’s teak desk. In the next room lay the helpless hulk that had once been the ruler, behind the scenes, of all Ashton City.
Both rooms were in total darkness. The Avenger was thinking, with the marvelous machine that was his brain clicking smoothly and swiftly along over the straight rails of genius. He thought best in darkness, so he sat in darkness now. It was about one o’clock in the morning, and things were very quiet.
He was sorting over the last secret radio reports sent him, and tabulating them, coldly and impersonally as fate.
Smitty had been taken on as night driver by the White Transportation Corporation. They’d been glad to get a man of his size and strength because they expected trouble.
Nellie had reported that the presence of murdered Judge Martineau in the gambling club called Friday the Thirteenth had been due to a frame-up, not because the judge was used to frequenting such places. Also, just a few minutes ago, Nellie had reported seeing Terry Groman, old Oliver Groman’s daughter, in Sisco’s nightclub office. It was odd that she’d have contacts with her father’s enemies.
Josh had reported that Judge Broadbough was alarmed by something—probably the first gang reports of the presence of Richard Henry Benson in Ashton City.
By his visit to Broadbough’s home disguised as Vautry, The Avenger had proved conclusively that Norman Vautry and Judge Broadbough were in this up to their necks. Also, Broadbough—had valuable documents somewhere around the place.
The wording of Nellie’s report concerning the talk between Buddy Wilson and the fat man corroborated Benson’s guess that in the murder of Martineau lay a weapon against the whole vicious political-criminal ring. “I helped rig it up. We all did—”
Exactly when Benson first heard the noise, he couldn’t have said, himself. At one moment he was sitting utterly motionless in the dark office, thinking. At the next, he was sitting equally motionless, but listening with all his powers of concentration.
The Avenger’s hearing was as far beyond normal as the rest of his powers. In steaming jungles and Antarctic cold, in city and wilderness, he had wagered his life on his miraculous hearing—and won.
The first thing he heard, after the few vague sounds out in the hall that had first caught his attention, was the slight scrape of metal against metal. Someone was turning the doorknob. Then there was a slight period of soundlessness. The knob-turner had discovered that the door was locked. After that, there was another tiny, metallic sound as a key was thrust into the lock.
Benson stared grimly through the darkness. Three keys there were supposed to be to that door. Just three. One was owned by Groman’s son, Ted. Another by Terry, his daughter. A third by Groman himself.
Benson had Groman’s key in his pocket now; he had taken it following the old lion’s helplessness.
Who, then was furtively unlocking that door? Ted or Terry? It seemed unlikely that either of them would act that way. They had a right here. Groman’s night nurse had taken advantage of Benson’s presence to go to the kitchen and make herself coffee and a sandwich. Would she have borrowed one of the keys and be entering like this? That was even more unlikely.
The faint sound of metal stopped, and Benson heard the door start to open. The method of its opening answered his questions. Very slowly, an inch at a time, it was pushed in by some hand long practiced at illegal entry. A professional criminal was opening that door!
The Avenger bent down in his chair. He preserved the same body balance in spite of the move. A swivel chair is apt to squeak if it is tilted—so he didn’t tilt it.
His steel-strong hands went to the slim, concealed holster of Mike, the silenced little .22, and the slender sheath of Ike, the throwing-knife. He straightened with the knife in his left hand and the gun in his right. He could use both unique little weapons with either hand.
He heard a man’s breathing, now. It was very light. Then it deepened a little, grew curiously uneven.
Two men were there, Benson realized after a moment.
The slight rustling of fabric of their clothes as they moved, stopped. Benson heard only their breathing. Even that, somehow, sounded murderous, deadly. Then he heard a new kind of sound; an almost inaudible rasp as a finger felt along the wall.
They had come in, they had closed the door behind them, they had listened and heard nothing.
So now, as soon as that finger felt the light switch, they were calmly going to turn on the lights.
Benson sat in the chair with every steel-wire muscle ready for fast action. Those men would have drawn guns in their hands. They’d be ready for split-second shooting. The sight of a man at the desk, where they expected no one, would startle them for a second or two. That would be all the time Benson had for his own action.
There was a hesitation, then a little click. The lights flashed on.
Benson saw a heavy-set man in dark overcoat and cap, with his back to the closed door. And a smaller man with his left hand still next to the light switch set into the paneled wall. Both had automatics, and both were positively gaping at the sight of a person where none had been expected.
The two men saw an average-sized man sitting calmly at the big desk with a small knife in one hand and something that looked like a length of slim, blued pipe in the other. They also saw a shock of snow-white hair over a face as horrible to them as a nightmare. That was because the face, in spite of the circumstances, was as devoid of expression as a thing of wood. Only the man’s eyes had expression. Colorless, pale, they were flaming like ice under an arctic moon.
The Avenger’s left hand whipped forward before a full second had passed. The slim, unique knife left his fingers like a needle-shaped bullet. Almost with the same breath, the silenced little gun in his right hand whispered its deadly little spat.
The big man backed against the door tottered forward and fell on his face. The little man suddenly began yelling and wrenching to get away from the light switch.
He stopped after one agonizing move, however. The knife had pinned his hand squarely to the wood panel, and Ike’s edges were razor-sharp. Every move cut deeper.
The little man still had his automatic in his other hand. Realization of this cut through his pain and he began pumping shots at Benson as fast as he could.
The Avenger had faded down behind the desk before the first shot roared out. He slid forward on hands and knees beyond the right corner of the desk, low down, and snapped one more shot.
This time he didn’t shoot to crease. That shot, hitting the top of the skull just deep enough to knock a man out, but not deeply enough to kill, required a target a little more quiet than the jumping, yelling gunman. Benson shot for a larger spot, the man’s gun hand.
The automatic spanged out of the gunman’s fingers, and then there was silence.
Benson stepped over to him and drew the knife out with a hard, swift jerk that brought a scream from the man’s lips. Then the fellow stood shivering, with blood streaming from his left hand, and the fingers of his right wrenched at crazy angles where the gun had been torn from them.
“Who are you?” said Benson, voice as expressionless as that terrible, dead face of his.
The man, shivering, terrified, was yet stubbornly silent.
“You came here to kill Groman, of course. And it’s not the first attempt. Why?”
Still the man was silent, in agony, but retaining his stubbornness.
Benson’s hands dipped swiftly into the man’s pockets. But the gunman had prepared for trouble. There were no identifying papers of any kind on him.
But in his right-hand coat pocket was a package of razor blades.
Benson stared at the package with blazing eyes.
“So you came here to do more than kill Groman! You meant to torture him as well! Why?”
The man shrank back from the awful eyes.
“You fools,” said The Avenger, “don’t you know Groman couldn’t feel your cuts? He’s lying in there, paralyzed. You could light fires on his body and he wouldn’t know it.”
He wasn’t going to get anything out of the fellow. He knew that. The gunman was one of those tough cases in whom stubbornness combined with fear of talking. He could be cracked all night in a police back room and still not talk.
Benson stepped to the door and called. One of Groman’s husky guards came, stared bewilderedly at the two men who had somehow gotten in.
“How in—”
“Where are you stationed?” Benson snapped.
“Back entrance,” said the man.
“Where’s the man at the front door?”
“Say! Where is he! I don’t see—”
Benson went to the hall door next to the front vestibule. He threw it open.
One of Groman’s guards would never guard a door again. He lay on the floor of this room, dragged in there out of sight, with his throat cut from ear to ear.
But how had the two gunmen managed to get in the front entrance quietly enough to catch the guard unaware?
Benson went swiftly up the stairs to the second floor of the building. Here were many rooms and suites, where at one time important and wealthy men had visited the political boss. They were all empty now, save for a suite set aside for Terry Groman, and another for Ted.
At the head of the stairs the third guard came up to Benson.
“I thought I heard somethin’ downstairs,” he said. “I was at the back, up here, and wasn’t sure. Don’t like to leave this floor till I’m told to—”
“Something happened,” The Avenger said grimly. “But it’s under control now. Stay here at your post.”
One of the doors opened and Terry, lovely and sleepy-looking in a dark-blue negligee, stepped out, and came up to Benson with bare white feet twinkling.
“Did something happen downstairs—” she began.
She stopped, reading the death in Benson’s icily flaring, pale eyes.
“Another attempt on your father’s life, Miss Groman,” Benson said. “The riddle is how the killers managed to get into this place. You have your key, all safe?”
“Of course!”
“May I see it, please?”
“Surely you don’t doubt—”
“I only want to make sure you really have it—that you didn’t lose it recently and still not know it.”
The girl went back into her room and returned with a small, beaded purse. She rummaged in it, and came out with a flat brass key. Benson took it.
He looked at it for a long time, then handed it back.
“Thank you. Which is Ted Groman’s door?”
Terry went with him to it. Benson knocked. Ted’s narrow-shaped face appeared at the door after a moment. Groman’s daughter had been awakened by the faintly heard sound of the disturbance downstairs. But Groman’s son had apparently slept right through it.
“What’s up?” he said, sleep fleeing from his eyes at sight of his sister and the man with the white face and snow-white hair.
Benson told him in a few words what had happened.
“You have your key all safe and sound?” he concluded.
Ted nodded. He went to his clothes, hanging over a chair back, felt in his trousers pocket, and came back with his key to his father’s two rooms.
The Avenger stared at that for a full minute, too, before handing it back.
“All right. There will be police around, but I don’t think you two need be disturbed. There is a dead guard, there are two wounded gunmen. We can book the gunmen for murder, and that’s that.”
But it was not so simple.
Harrigo was the man who came in answer to a phone call to headquarters. Harrigo was plainly looking for something on which to haul Benson off to jail. If he could just get The Avenger behind bars, with a mayor in the crooks’ power, and judges in their employ, it would be dandy.
In a dozen ways, the captain of detectives showed that he was one of the doubtful ones in high places mentioned by Groman and later by Commissioner Cattridge.
But, with Benson’s influence, there just wasn’t enough to jail him on!
“I was in this office,” Benson repeated quietly. “I was sitting in the dark—”
“Why?” barked Harrigo.
“Because I like to sit in the dark. As I sat there I heard the door open. The lights went on, and these two gunmen appeared. I overpowered them, and later we found the guard they had killed. That’s all.”
“No, it’s not all! You knifed the smaller one in the hand, and shot his gun away from him—”
“I have permits to carry both gun and knife,” said Benson, pale eyes taking on their basilisk stare.
Harrigo stared at the bigger man, still unconscious; stared at the gash on the top of his skull where Mike’s marvelously aimed bullet had creased him.
“How’d you do that?” demanded Harrigo. “Sock him with a piece of pipe or something?”
Benson didn’t even answer. He left Harrigo fuming, and went out of the office.
The Avenger was still grimly searching the answer to the entry of those two men. When he had looked at the keys of Terry and Ted, he had found a part of one. Ted’s key to Groman’s first-floor suite was all right.
Terry’s key showed just a trace of file marks, raw and new in the brass, on the serrated edge.
Somebody had filed out a duplicate key, using Terry’s as a master, a very short time ago. It was with that duplicate key that the two men had entered the office.
But how about the building itself?
Benson began making the rounds of the place to see if there were any trick entrances and exits. But there were none.
On the second floor a person might get in through a window—if he could climb sheer wall. But once in, he could only get to the stairs leading down by one staircase. And in the hall leading to that, a guard was stationed all the time.
The first-floor windows were barred. There was a guard at front and back entrances. The Avenger even went to the basement, and looked around, with microscopic eyes.
All was okay down there, too. There were no windows at all. No outer doors. The basement walls were solid cement, tapping revealed.
Benson went back to the office. His search had taken up a long time. Harrigo, blustering and baffled, had cleaned the mess in there and gone out. The Avenger began looking around.
Book-lined walls can sometimes conceal many unusual things. While he was searching around, Benson decided he’d better go over that, too.
He took out every fifth book, on every shelf in the room. There was, behind them, nothing but solid wall. No safe, no concealed exit, nothing. But he did find one peculiar thing about the books themselves.
In a lower shelf, under the barred and opaque street window, there were four books, new, on the same subject.
That subject was paralysis.
One title was: “Failure of the Motor Nerves, Cause and Effect.” Another: “Kephart’s Analysis of Thromboid Paralysis.” The other two were similar.
Benson stared from the four books to the door of the old lion, Groman, a hulk waiting for death. He’d had warning of a probable stroke, it seemed, and had bought books on the subject to see what was in store for him.
Well, he knew now, precisely, what paralysis meant!
CHAPTER VIII
Official Frameup!
The cavernous loading platform of the White Transportation Corporation thundered with the motor of a big truck. There were six or seven giant trucks in there, ten-ton affairs, enclosed, big as boxcars. They performed the function of boxcars, too. They were designed to haul freight over long distances.
The White Transportation Corporation had a lot of night runs. All trucking companies have. There are shipments that must be rushed to factory or consumer so as to get there first thing in the morning. Also, roads are clearer at night and better time can be made by the big vehicles.
The White Corporation had lately abandoned all night runs made solely for their own convenience. The rush shipments, however, they could not refuse if they meant to stay in business. Though they’d have liked to refuse them. Odd and deadly things had been happening to their trucks at night.
The foreman came up to one of the drivers. The foreman was big, but he was dwarfed by the driver. For the driver was Smitty, looking more vast than ever in dungarees and sheepskin winter coat.
“There may be trouble, Smitty,” said the foreman. He chewed a worried lip. “This run to Youngstown takes you over a stretch of backroads detour where anything can happen.”
That suited Smitty. The giant had joined the company looking for trouble. It was his reason for being there. If the trouble came right away—the first night—that would be fine. Save a lot of bothersome waiting.
“You know your orders,” the foreman went on. “If anybody tries to stop you, duck, and jam the accelerator to the floor. There’s nine tons of stampings in the truck. We can’t afford to have them stolen or dumped in the river.”
“With a couple guns pointed at your head, it might not be healthy to keep on going,” said Smitty.
The foreman conceded that.
“Yeah, we don’t want any funerals.”
“You guys have got guts, to fight the racket like you’re doing,” Smitty said admiringly.
The foreman sighed. “Maybe. The old man’s a fighter from way back. He’s lost four trucks, now. Maybe it’d be better just to join the association and pay the dues. You can’t fight all alone. And that’s the way you have to fight in Ashton City.”
He swore.
“If jobs weren’t so hard to find, I’d pack up and move my family to another city. I hate to have my kids grow up in such a rotten hole.”
“Perhaps,” said Smitty, with The Avenger’s white, deadly face and the colorless, grim eyes, burning in his brain, “Ashton City will be a better place to live in, soon.”
The foreman shrugged.
The man who was to go with Smitty came from the lockers. The helper assigned him was a cheerful-looking red-headed youngster. He and Smitty climbed to the high cab of the monster truck.
The motor thundered as Smitty gunned it. Then he tooled the big thing out to the street, and turned west, toward Youngstown.
“You’re new, ain’t you?” the red-head said to Smitty.
“Yeah!” Smitty said, huge arms moving the steering wheel effortlessly.
“Did you know there might be trouble with this job? The racket’s after us.”
“So I heard,” said Smitty.
“You don’t seem very excited about it,” grinned the young fellow beside him.
“I’m a peaceable guy,” said Smitty. “But if anybody wants trouble—” He hunched vast shoulders.
“I’ll bet you’re good in a fight,” said the other man admiringly. “Look out—”
A small sedan had shot heedlessly from a side street. Smitty twirled the truck’s massive wheels as if they’d been a flivver’s. But still he couldn’t avoid the result of the sedan’s rash move. There was a clump as the right end of the truck’s bumper caught the left front fender of the little sedan.
“This is it,” Smitty heard himself say aloud.
The foreman had been worried about a dark detour far out in the country. But the racketeers’ plan hadn’t envisaged a country road. They’d laid their trap right in town.
Smitty reached for a gun.
“No, you don’t,” came a voice. And a gun muzzle jammed into his side.
The voice was the voice of the red-headed helper, and the gun was in his hand. Smitty turned toward him.
The youngster’s eyes were feverish, frightened, but resolute. His hand, Smitty could feel, was shaking a little. A shaking finger on a trigger is a deadly thing.
“So you’re in with the gang,” Smitty said.
“That’s right,” said the youngster, trying to bluster even while his voice trembled.
“Pretty new at it, aren’t you?” said Smitty calmly.
“Well, what the hell. You have to start sometime. I’m not going to drive a truck at forty per all my life.”
Two men came out of the sedan, with tommy guns. From a dark corner nearby, came four more men, also armed. They swarmed up the cab.
“Out, you two!” one snarled, poking his gun toward the giant.
“I’ve got him covered, Tony,” quavered the redhead.
“Oh, hello kid,” said Tony. “You get out, too. Pete, take the truck and go fast and far.”
Smitty got out, with a flock of guns on him. It was all right. He’d had orders to get himself captured. The Avenger had wanted him to, so that he could see who was in this racket crowd, and perhaps learn a bit about the higher-ups. The giant was fast and agile. He could have taken that gun from the shaking youngster beside him in the cab if he’d wanted to. He might even have beaten the situation here, with incentive enough.
The redhead got out, too. One of the men got into the truck, jammed it clear of the half-wrecked little sedan. It thundered down the street, veering off into darker streets at the next corner.
And the men with Smitty and the red-headed kid just waited. That was funny. Smitty couldn’t figure that one out.
“Where the hell are they?” snarled the one the kid had called Tony. Then he shot into the air.
From down the street came the answering wail of a police-car siren, as it rushed to investigate.
“Fade—Manks, Bert and Sling.”
Three of the five racketeers went back to the dark corner from which they had emerged. There was the purr of a motor, as they got away from there. Tony, and another, continued to hold guns on Smitty.
Covering him that way, Tony reached with his left hand into a side pocket and got out an automatic.
“Tony,” gulped the red-headed tyro in crime, “the cops! Don’t you think we ought to lam?”
“Nope,” said Tony. “That ain’t the plan.”
And he shot the kid through the heart with the automatic in his left hand.
It was the most barbarous, coldblooded, unexpected thing that could be imagined. Tony and his pal stared down at the dead youngster, so swiftly trapped in the crime net he had helped to fashion. Smitty stared, too, then roared.
“Why, you—”
The automatic was wrenched from Tony’s hand, and nestled in Smitty’s huge one. Smitty snapped the trigger at Tony.
And nothing happened.
“Thanks,” said Tony. “Nice prints on that gat, now.”
Then the cop car came up.
Two plain-clothes men jumped out. They covered the three, with special reference to the giant. Smitty was at sea. He couldn’t understand—
“This guy crashed my car,” Tony said calmly to the two detectives. “He was in a truck with this red-headed kid and another guy. He and the red-headed kid climbed down; then the other guy ran off in the truck. Hit-and-run. This big guy yanked a gun on us when we started to say it was his fault. The red-headed kid tried to side with us, so the big guy shot him. Then we covered him till the cops could come. Look! He’s got the murder gun still in his hand.”
Smitty dropped the automatic as if it had burned him.
“All right, you, come along with us,” said one of the detectives. He didn’t bluster. It would have sounded better if he had.
“You don’t believe a thin-air yarn like that, do you?” said Smitty hotly.
The detective looked at the gun on the pavement, and at the dead boy with the bullet hole in his heart.
“Come along!”
“These are the guys you ought to take,” snapped Smitty, pointing to Tony and his pal. “They rammed my truck on purpose to stop it. They got me out at gun point, and then one of them went off with the truck. These two must have criminal records—”
Smitty stopped, at a sudden unpleasant thought.
“Come along, I said!”
Inwardly raging, Smitty got into the squad car. He might have disarmed the redhead in the cab. He might even have gotten away from the gang, if he’d tried.
But he couldn’t beat these two steady, alert police guns.
The Avenger had said to get taken by the gang. But the gang had been much too smart. So now he was taken by the police, with a murder frame tightly tied around his neck. And in this town, where police and mayor seemed to be owned by the very element they were supposed to fight, the future looked black indeed.
Then there was that other thing that had Smitty so badly worried—
That came out in about three hours, after he’d been taken to headquarters.
Smitty had started his career as an electrical engineer, graduating with high honors from Massachusetts Tech. He had started with a big electrical corporation, working in their laboratory on television. Some platinum disappeared from the laboratory, and they nailed him for it. The real thief had managed to palm it off on the giant. He had spent a year in jail for another man’s crime, and afterward had been unable to get decent work until Benson met him and took him on as crime fighter.
So Smitty had a prison record, and it came out, from New York, with the first of the routine police wires to the headquarters of other towns.
Captain Harrigo nodded, very much pleased.
“Sent up for larceny,” he said. “Now caught after murdering a guy. We’ll have some action to give the folks who think we’ve been laying down on the truck racket.”
Smitty didn’t say anything. It wouldn’t have done any good.
The decent people of Ashton City had been raising the devil because the police force, for reasons best known to themselves, had gotten nowhere with the rackets. Now, here was a convenient goat. The papers would come out with an account of a racketeer held for murder. The police department would be white-washed a little. Everything would be fine.
Except for the man unfortunate enough to be the goat!
“Come along,” said Harrigo. “We’ll put you in a nice, comfortable cell. And then in a few weeks we’ll lead you out to a nice, comfortable chair, with electricity to keep you warm.”
CHAPTER IX
The Masked Men!
Every one of The Avenger’s aides had suffered from the murderous greed of criminals.
Nellie’s kindly professor father had been murdered for the secret, which he held, of the hiding place of the great lost gold hoard of the Aztecs. Nellie and Benson knew where that gold hoard was, now, and could draw on it whenever they pleased, as on a tremendous bank account. But that didn’t give Nellie back her father, so Nellie was a little fury against all murderers everywhere.
Josh and Rosabel had seen two of the kindliest men who ever lived, their inventor-employers, shot down to get from them inventions valuable to crime. So Josh and Rosabel counted that day lost when they could not strike a blow against the underworld in general.
Smitty, as has been said, had spent a year in prison and had his future blasted because of the frame of a thief.
But none of them, save Richard Henry Benson himself, had suffered such horror from organized crime as had the dour Scotchman, Fergus MacMurdie.
Benson had lost his wife and small daughter to crime. But MacMurdie had lost equally as much. His wife and small son had been blown to bits by a racket bomb. So MacMurdie lived only when he was fighting some criminal syndicate. As he was doing now.
The Avenger had ordered him to get what he could on the two-weeks-old murder of Judge Martineau. Then Benson had radioed Mac the tip Nellie had gotten at the nightclub: Judge Martineau had been shot down in the Friday the Thirteenth Club, by the side of the pretty but unscrupulous brunette dancer, Lila Belle.
Mac had circulated around the Friday the Thirteenth Club, with his thrifty Scotch soul outraged at seeing such wads of money recklessly badgered about on roulette tables and other gaming devices. He hadn’t picked up anything. So shortly after two o’clock in the morning, he decided to work on the Lila Belle angle.
He took a bus, opening an old-fashioned little snap-purse when the conductor came around, and grudgingly taking out a dime. Mac could have the money he wanted from The Avenger, any time he desired it. But it went against his grain to waste even a penny.
He got off the bus at the street number listed as Miss Belle’s. That number belonged to a towering apartment building not far from Groman’s. It was Ashton City’s newest and tallest—fifteen stories high.
The dour Scot considered. There was a lobby. There were people in it. And he wanted to get into the dancer’s place unseen.
A phone call to her apartment had revealed that she was never home till after her turn at a nightclub competing with Sisco’s Gray Dragon. It had also revealed that her apartment number was 1414.
Mac’s eyes went to the fire escape at the side of the building. In a minute he had followed his eyes and was on it. He paddled up fourteen floors on his enormous feet.
There was a steel door from the hallway to escape. He took out a stout, old-fashioned jackknife. The door was fastened, as customary, by a bolt worked by a pushbar on the inside. He inserted the knife blade between door jamb and door, lifted the bolt by main force, flipping down the bar inside as he did so, and then was in the hall.
Any one of The Avenger’s aides could handle any lock not specially built. Mac got Lila Belle’s door open in about four minutes, and stepped into an ornate living room, bristling with nightclub dolls and artificial flowers and pink, long window drapes and such other spinach.
Mac got swiftly to work. He wanted to get out of there fast. If he were picked up for breaking and entering, in this town, it would be bad.
He went first to a spindle-legged desk and worked deftly through it, not disturbing the contents enough so that evidence of a search would remain. He was looking for something, anything, relevant to the night Judge Martineau was shot.
He found a bale of letters from indiscreet rich men of the town. He found a deadly-looking little .25 automatic, which he took the precaution of unloading. And then he found a bank book.
The book showed a deposit, just two weeks ago, of one thousand dollars.
Payment for her part in smearing Martineau’s good name on the night of the murder? It looked like it. Mac finished with the desk and went to the bedroom.
This place was even more cloying in its over-feminine fanciness. He grimaced, and searched with big, bony hands through frills and furbelows. He found one more thing.
In the dressing case, in the bottom of a jewel box with a lock that a child could have picked, was a folded paper. The paper said:
Good work, toots. Here’s the grand.
J.M.S.
Sometimes shrewd, ruthless men are betrayed by habit. It apparently was John M. Singell’s habit to initial things leaving his desk. So he had initialed this, without thinking. And Lila Belle, like a good, careful crook, had saved the little note for future emergencies.
Mac put the note in his pocket—and heard voices.
The next instant, he heard a door open—the door leading from the hallway into the apartment, here. So Lila Belle never got home before three! Well, this was one night she was breaking the rules. And with her was some gentleman friend.
Mac, lips taut, flattened against the bedroom wall, near the door. But the bedroom would be the first place the girl would come on arriving home.
The two hadn’t turned the lights on yet. Mac, unbelievably silent and fast on his Gargantuan feet, slid back into the living room and to one of the windows. There was no way out there, but the drapes—
He stood behind one of the heavy, pink things—and the light went on.
Between drape and wall there was an inch crack. Mac peered through this. He saw a girl of twenty-four or so, but looking older by reason of the hard line bracketing her mouth. In spite of the line, however, she was very pretty, with creamy shoulders rising bare from a low-cut gown revealed when she took her fur coat off.
With her was a man with cheeks as pink and smooth as a girl’s, but with the flat, hard eyes of a killer-shark. So Mac knew both of them. Lila Belle—and Buddy Wilson, the deadliest gunman in Ashton City.
Lila said something, with a low laugh, and justified Mac’s forethought by going straight to the bedroom. She threw her coat on the bed, glanced at her face in the vanity-table mirror, and came back out. Wilson had put a cigarette between his lips, flicked a lighter and sunk into a big easy chair.
She sat on its arm.
“There’s money in what you told me,” she said. “I’ll bet anything on it.”
“Aw, look, now,” protested Wilson. “We’re gettin’ along all right. Why take a chance on upsetting things?”
“But look at the set-up,” said the girl. “We might bleed this guy for a million—if we could find out who he is. And you ought to be able to do that.”
“Pretty hard,” grumbled Wilson.
“So since Pop Groman passed out of the picture,” the girl mused, “you five run things. Five men meeting masked, at the warehouse, to rule Ashton City! It sounds like something out of a movie. And four of the five are you and Sisco and Norman Vautry and Johhny Singell.”
“I didn’t say those were the guys,” said Wilson, looking uncomfortable.
“You don’t have to, sugar. It’s a natural that they are. But, anyhow, it’s the fifth one I’m interested in. You say he’s a real big shot. Somebody high in business and money circles. The rest of you four know each other, under the masks. But none of you know who the fifth is. Some big business man, meeting with you crooks—”
“Hey, whadda you mean?” said Wilson, scowling.
“Come off it, sugar. You are crooks, aren’t you?”
“Well,” said Wilson, twisting.
“Don’t you see?” the girl went on. “It’s perfect! If we can find out who’s under that fifth mask, we can blackmail him for the rest of our lives. It’ll make the money we take from the regular stuff look like a kid’s penny-bank.”
Wilson chewed his lip and looked vacantly toward the window.
“Maybe there’s somethin’ in what you say,” he mumbled.
Then he became still, and looked very hard indeed. But Mac, behind the curtain, couldn’t see his face. The girl’s brunette head was between.
“We could think it over, anyhow,” said Wilson.
Mac saw him get up out of the easy chair, and saw him begin to pace thoughtfully back and forth across the room, coming all too close to the drapes that hid the Scotchman. He could see Wilson’s face now, but the girlish-looking countenance told him nothing.
“The question is,” said Wilson, pacing, “how to get a peek under that mask without havin’ everybody else cut down on you. That’s—”
His pacing had brought him so near that Mac had to move so he wouldn’t risk being seen in the narrow crack between drape and window.
And then the drape was whisked aside so fast the end snapped, and Mac’s bitter blue eyes stared into a gun muzzle.
“Anybody with feet like yours,” said Buddy Wilson, public enemy, “shouldn’t stand behind drapes. Your toes stuck out six inches.”
It is a common characteristic of professional, long-experienced killers to be chillingly impersonal about their work. They’ve taken lots of lives. It means little.
Buddy Wilson was like that now. He trained his gun on MacMurdie with the calm of any workman handling a long-accustomed, common tool. And his voice was emotionless, almost indifferent.
The girl had kept her back to the drape while Wilson’s clever pacing brought him gradually within striking distance. Probably she didn’t feel that she could control her features after Wilson’s warning wink. Now she whirled, and glared like a tigress at the intruder.
“Buddy! Do you suppose he heard—”
“He did if he ain’t deaf. And I don’t think he is.”
The gun prodded Mac out of the window niche and to the center of the living room floor. Wilson’s girlish face was a horrible thing, with the flat, shark eyes.
“Who are you, buddy?” he said. His nickname had come from the fact that that was what he called everyone else: “Buddy.”
Mac said nothing. There wasn’t much to say.
“Speak up,” cracked Wilson. “Are you one of Cattridge’s men? Or some stooge for the Civic League under that glass-eyed bank president, Willis? Or what?”
“I’m the gas-meter reader,” said MacMurdie, who had his moments of doleful humor. They usually occurred when he was in an impossibly deadly spot. When things went well he had no jokes and was the most pessimistic soul alive.
“You’re going to be a dead gas meter reader in about thirty seconds,” began Wilson, “if you don’t talk.”
“He’s got to be anyway,” said the brunette dancer, shaking with rage and fear. “After what he’s heard? Buddy—you know what you’ve got to do.”
“Sure! You’re right. So it don’t make any difference if he talks. I’ll walk him out of here—”
“There’s a better way,” said Lila Belle hoarsely. “He was in a good place a minute ago.”
Buddy Wilson frowned, then got it.
“Sure!— The window! If a guy jumps out of a window, nobody can tell what floor he jumped from, and the guy himself would never tell. Not from the fourteenth story! You got brains, lady.”
“Don’t ye think ye’re a little loose with the term lady?” said MacMurdie, hands obediently in the air. He hadn’t a chance with that expert gun so relentlessly on him.
“Why, you—” screeched Lila Belle, clawing for him.
Buddy Wilson batted her back with his left hand, at the same time keeping eye and gun rigidly on the Scot.
“Keep out of the line of fire, dummy,” he snapped. “And you, with the map of Scotland on your homely face, back up to the window again.”
Lila ran ahead of the two and opened the window wide. Nice girl, Lila.
Mac slowly backed to it, bleak blue eyes colder than Wilson’s own. He felt the window sill hit him just above the knee, and stopped. Wilson came on till the gun almost touched his abdomen. Then, grinning, Wilson reached out his left hand to give Mac a shove.
It was a necessary move—and just the one MacMurdie had been waiting for.
The Scot’s knee flashed up as he tilted back, and his hands flashed out. The knee caught Wilson’s gun so that it whipped up and exploded a slug past Mac’s ear instead of into his stomach. The bony left hand caught the barrel after that, and the equally bony right grabbed Wilson’s left wrist.
The gun fell to the floor. A moment later Public Enemy Buddy Wilson staggered backward and followed suit, with a white welt on his jaw where the bone mallet of the Scotchman’s fist had landed.
Screeching again, the dancer leaped for Mac. He pushed her out of his way and stepped up to Wilson just as the raging gunman got to his feet, with another automatic in his hand.
The toe of Mac’s big foot sent that one flying, before it could be used, and then, in a leisurely way, Mac planted a right fist wrist-deep into Wilson’s stomach, and lashed him in the mouth with a straight left.
“I don’t like rats who masquerade as men,” remarked MacMurdie. So he belted the public enemy three times more.
He deliberately pulled his punches so that unconsciousness wouldn’t result too soon. He wanted the gunman on his feet for a little while longer.
The girl was off his hands for a moment. She had flown to the desk and clawed out the .25 automatic. She was snapping it again and again at MacMurdie, cocking it and pulling the trigger and sliding back the barrel again, waiting for a slug to work up from a clip she’d supposed was full.
Mac smashed the killer’s girlish nose, split his lips again. Then, as the dancer screamed and threw the empty gun at him, he shrugged and ended it with a sock to Wilson’s groggy jaw that seemed to have broken his neck.
“He’ll get you for this!” screamed Lila Belle, trying again to scratch MacMurdie’s eyes out. “Nobody can do that to Buddy Wilson. You’re a dead man right now! He’ll get you! And if he don’t, I will.”
MacMurdie was scrupulous even in a pinch. He didn’t hit women, even of Lila Belle’s sort. He held her clawing hands till he could get to the door. Then he pushed her back away from it, leaped out, and went to the fire escape.
And with him went the most valuable secret picked up so far. Knowledge that five masked men, taking over Groman’s robes of leadership, met to rule Ashton City.
CHAPTER X
Behind Prison Walls!
Ashton City’s local jail dipped back into the past history of penology about fifty years. There was a half acre or more on the edge of town, surrounded by a high stone wall. There was a two-story building with cells above and offices and mess hall below.
The prisoners, small offenders, or men, like Smitty, waiting for trial, had just finished lunch. They were out in the snow-covered prison yard for their regular exercise. That consisted of walking around with vicious short steps and cursing fate, the law, and everything else the prisoners could find to curse for their incarceration. Everything except themselves.
The giant, Smitty, was pacing alone near the wall. On top of the wall, two men with guns negligently paced while the men were out of their cells.
Three prisoners came slowly up to Smitty. One was a big, hulking man with the scarred features of a prize fighter. Another was as lean and agile as a snake, with a snake’s flat head and dull, baleful eyes. The third was an apish-looking man with an empty grin on his face.
The three, Smitty had noticed before, were the rulers of the rest of the cell inmates. They were the bullies of the place, and what they said went.
The biggest man, with the twisted nose and cauliflower ears, stopped truculently in front of Smitty.
“What’s your name, punk?” he rasped.
“Smith,” said Smitty, looking thick-witted and slow and good-natured. The big fighter stared at the giant’s bland blue eyes and amiable moonface.
Easy pickings, he obviously thought.
“Well, Smith,” the prize fighter growled, “we been talking about y’u, and we’ve decided we don’t like the shape of your mouth. So we’re gonna change it—unless y’u wanta pay the fine.”
“Fine?” said Smitty, looking perplexed.
“Yeah! We got kind of a court. See? I’m the judge and my two pals, here, are the jury. Now, we’ve judged y’u, and we’ve fined y’u ten bucks.”
“Ten dollars?”
“Y’u heard me. Come on, shell out, or we’ll go to work on that mouth of yours that we don’t like.”
Smitty looked bewildered, but wasn’t. Not at all. He knew just what he was up against; a variant of the cruel kangaroo court, in which prisoners judge other prisoners and fine them whatever amount they think they can wring from them.
“Come on, come on,” snapped the fighter. “Shell out!”
“I ain’t got any money,” said Smitty. “They stripped me, in the office.”
“Y’u can get it, can’t y’u?”
“Well—”
“Ah, cut out the soap,” drawled the snaky-looking man wearily. “Give him a sample. The guys on the wall are looking the other way.”
“Okey doke,” said the fighter cheerfully.
His professionally fast left hand lashed out toward Smitty’s abdomen, to be followed an instant later by a smashing, knockout right to the jaw.
But some very peculiar thing happened.
The left hand hit home—and seemed to bounce back as if it had collided with a wall of stone and rubber. Which was about what Smitty’s abdomen, sheathed with tremendous pads of muscle, was.
The right hand didn’t hit home at all. The giant had moved his head sideways three inches so the fist went harmlessly over his shoulder; then he had caught the fighter’s arm in a careless left hand.
The prize fighter yelled suddenly with anguish. The man with the apish grin jumped Smitty from the right, and the snakelike man, swearing, moved in from the left.
Smitty, still wearing his good-natured look, and with his moonface seeming amiable and slow-witted, smashed the man he held first to the left and then to the right. He handled the fighter’s body as if it had been a rag doll. A rag doll weighing practically nothing.
The fighter’s body knocked the snaky man back a yard and bowled the apish-looking one clear off his feet. With the last smack, Smitty indifferently opened his hands, and the boxer fell, too.
It wasn’t the end. All the other men in the yard were gaping at the amazing display of strength. The three bullies knew their power was slipping. If they let the giant get away with this, there would be no more rulership, no more juicy fines wrung out of them.
The man with the mashed nose bored in in a professional crouch. The snaky one slid close with a knife made out of a file. The third suddenly had a stabber in his hand made from a fork that had been straightened and left with only one sharp tine.
Smitty had never learned to box. He simply hadn’t bothered to. It had never been necessary. It wasn’t now. He let the prize fighter hit him in the chest, as a grown man plays with a child by letting it hit him as hard as it pleases. And while the man was thus engaged, Smitty reached out and seized hold of the left forearm the man had up in a supposedly efficient guard.
He broke the arm!
Then he caught the other two men and knocked their heads together, taking a light gash on the back of his hand from the file-knife as his sole punishment.
There was silence in the yard, and then an audible, concerted sigh.
“The guy’s an elephant,” somebody whispered at last.
Smitty stared at the whisperer with mildly surprised, slow-witted blue eyes. Then the guards came.
“All right, break it up. Break it up! Back into the building. And you—gorilla—you’ll catch it for this. Think we can have fights in here all the time?”
“They tried to hit me,” said Smitty mildly.
“You started it, tough mug. I saw the whole thing. Go on—into the building.”
Later in the day, Smitty watched the fading of winter daylight through the bars in his cell window. But he wasn’t seeing the daylight.
He was seeing a strong, wax-white face that never, in any set of circumstances, moved a muscle. Because it couldn’t change. He was looking into flaring, icy, colorless eyes under a thick shock of virile, snow-white hair.
Smitty was in a bad spot. But he could look at that mind’s-eye picture of The Avenger and feel that somehow he’d be gotten out of it. All The Avenger’s aides felt that way: that while Benson lived, they’d somehow be gotten out of the worst kind of jams. Which was one reason why they were willing to take such long chances.
Smitty suddenly heard a man clearing his throat in a meaningful sort of way. He turned from the window. He heard the sound again, from near the barred door.
He went there, covering the length of the cell in three short strides, squeezing between cot and wall. And he found that the throat-clearing came from the barred door of the cell next to his.
“Smith!”
It was a ghost of a whisper. The giant barely caught it.
“Stand next to your door so you can hear me, but pretend you aren’t listening.”
Smitty stood, vacant-eyed, next to his cell door. The whisper went on.
“You’ll have a mouthpiece, or friends, or somebody comin’ to see you. I want you to give ’em a message. I saw you knock Hammer and his two pals out, so I know you’re on the up and up.”
Smitty leaned against his door, and stretched his great arms as if sleepy. That was for the benefit of a man across the narrow corridor, who could see Smitty’s door—and the one next to it—if he looked.
“It’s about Judge Martineau,” the whisper came.
The giant almost grunted aloud with the mention of that name. The most important thing, The Avenger had said, on their calendar of investigation.
“The guys who did it, crossed me and put me in here,” the whisper went on. “I got a hunch I’ll never get out—even to go to a courtroom. So I’ll get back at ’em by tellin’ what I know. I drove the getaway car the night the judge was burned down in the Friday the Thirteenth Club. There were two guys in the car, but the one who went into the club and—”
There was a clang as the big lever at the end of the corridor threw the bars opening the cell doors. It was six o’clock, time to file down to dinner in the first-floor mess hall.
Smitty walked out with the rest. He flung one quick glance at the man in the cell next to his. He hadn’t noticed him before.
The man was slight, wiry, with a scarred, bitter face and sullen fright showing in his muddy-brown eyes. Smitty glanced swiftly away again so that no one should catch his look. The man with the scarred face was playing with death, even here in a jail, talking about the murder of the judge.
They went to the bare mess hall. They ate bean soup and potatoes and scraps of beef. They got up.
But they didn’t all get up!
There was sudden pandemonium, yells from the men, oaths from the guards, the bell clanging for the warden to hurry here.
Because one man stayed on his bench, sagging lower and lower over the long, raw wood table. As he sagged, blood in a torrent came from a hole in his side.
The man was Smitty’s cell neighbor, and he was dead when he finally rolled off the bench and hit the floor. Whatever he’d been going to say about the murder of Judge Martineau would never be said now.
Sardonically Smitty watched the frenzied activities of the guards. Some of those guards, he was sure, were in with Sisco’s crowd. He was therefore sure that no prisoner would ever be convicted of the murder of the man who had driven the getaway car.
The giant went back to his cell. He had come close to knowledge—and death had intervened.
It was shortly after “Lights Out” when a guard came to his cell, with the eyes of others curiously following him.
“All right, Smith, down to the office,” the guard said.
Wordlessly, the giant followed him down the corridor to the stairs, and then down to the front office of the grim stone building.
The warden was in there, and Captain of Detectives Harrigo.
Also there was a man, with greenish, dead-looking eyes, and a partially bald head. He looked spiderish, with dead, dry, long-fingered hands like tentacles.
“O.K., Sisco, I’ll run along,” said Harrigo. He waved and went out. And Smitty stared first at Sisco, the man with the greenish eyes, and then at the warden.
The warden was chewing his lips.
“Pretty irregular,” he complained, “taking this guy out like this.”
Smitty was almost bowled over. A murder suspect, refused bail, refused even a chance to phone anybody, could be sprung by even this politician and crook, Sisco? It didn’t seem credible. Yet it looked as if that were the case.
“The D.A.,” said the warden, “could raise the roof about it.”
“The D.A. hasn’t got the sense to come in out of the rain,” said the man with the greenish eyes. “In fact, he hasn’t sense enough to be sure of knocking over a case—even when it’s all fixed.”
“But to let this guy out—” began the warden.
“I can get the pretty papers from Judge Broadbough, all nice and legal, if you insist,” Sisco said. But his tone was irritable to the point of menace. The warden hastily backed off his high horse.
“Not necessary at all,” he babbled. “Not at all! I know the judge, and I know you. But why do you want to take this guy—”
Suddenly, the warden stopped.
Sisco’s back was three quarters turned to Smitty. But the giant had just managed to catch the fleeting glance from politician to warden.
There was a volume to be read in that dangerous look. It meant: this man is not to be trusted to a murder trial because there’s just the chance that an incompetent district attorney might not convict. He will be taken out of here now, and will go for a nice long ride, with a ditch on a lonely road as his destination.
“Come with me, Mr. Smith,” Sisco said blandly, staring into the giant’s seemingly slow-witted moonface. Smitty’s china-blue eyes looked very bewildered, indeed. Also, a bit thankful.
“Where?” said Smitty. “And why?”
“Wherever you want to go,” said Sisco. “You’re free, sprung, out. A mistake has been made, and we’re setting it right. That’s all you need to know.”
“That’s sure swell of you,” mumbled Smitty, as if he had never caught that look of death. “You must be mighty powerful in this town if you got drag enough to get me out of here.”
The warden coughed nervously. Sisco laughed a little.
“I swing a little weight. And I might be able to use you in a job, if you want it.”
“Gee—yes!” said Smitty. “If—”
“Well, come along and we’ll talk it over in my car.”
Smitty followed Sisco out of the office, and out of the barred front gate that he hadn’t thought to emerge from for a long time. There was a car at the curb. He could barely see it in the darkness.
But he could see it plainly enough to know that it was—empty.
Now, the giant was at a loss.
He had known with sure knowledge that he was being taken out of here to be shot in a gang ride. He had left gladly, feeling that he had more chance against a brace of gunmen than legally behind bars of a penal institution.
But here he was being led to an empty sedan!
“Get in!” said Sisco.
And there was a curious change in his voice.
It had been dry, dead, evil. Now it had a new vibrancy and purpose. It was like a draft of cold spring water. It matched a dead-white face and pale, icily flaming eyes and a steel-gray figure of a man more like a machine than a man.
“Get in, quick!” snapped the cold, impersonal voice.
A car was drawing up behind the sedan. This car had four men in it, and they were staring curiously at the giant and the man with the greenish eyes.
Smitty got in. Quick! And the man who had delivered him so smoothly from a cell got away from there. Quick.
“Benson—” breathed Smitty, incredulously.
The Avenger, man of a thousand faces, took the greenish-pupiled eye lens from his cold, colorless eyes. They interfered a little with sight. He sent the sedan tearing ahead.
CHAPTER XI
Death Boomerangs!
The most perfect of plans can be knocked out of line by some small bit of bad luck that the most brilliant person could not have foreseen. This was a case in point.
The Avenger had schemed brilliantly and perfectly to get Smitty out of trouble. He had marvelously played the part of Sisco.
But one bit of ill fortune had bobbed up.
The four men in the car that had stopped at the jail gate behind The Avenger’s car, just happened to be Sisco’s men. And Sisco’s men just happened to know where Sisco was at that moment.
Since the spot was a long way away from here, they knew that the man with the giant could not be Sisco, no matter how much he resembled him. So they acted accordingly!
Smitty turned in the front seat as Benson shot the car forward, toward the open country.
“They’re after us, chief,” he said.
Benson merely nodded, face as cold and emotionless as a thing of marble; eyes taking on that deadly glacial look, like bits of polar ice under a gray dawn.
“They’ve got a faster car than we have,” said Smitty. The giant was calm in the face of danger, too. He could see the ugly snouts of three machine guns snugged in the lowered windows of the pursuing car, but the sight didn’t shake his voice any.
The Avenger nodded again. The accelerator was down to the floor. In spite of the fact that they were going up a steep hill, the car was hitting over sixty.
But the car behind was catching up!
The Avenger left little to chance. When he had planned the jail delivery, he had gone over the road he would leave Ashton City jail by. So he knew every foot of it for fifteen miles.
Because of that knowledge, the glint of death in his flaring, colorless eyes grew more pronounced.
“They’ll be drawing even with us in a minute,” said Smitty. Then his voice got perplexed. “That’s funny. The guys are putting their guns up! And they could nail us easy, in about two shakes!”
The Avenger knew the reason for that. Or, rather, the two reasons. One was that for all the men behind knew, this car had bullet-proof windows. The other reason—
Well, that was tied in with Benson’s knowledge of the road—and with the glints of death in his eyes.
A curious machine of vengeance was this man with the snow-white hair and the paralyzed face. He was death and destruction to crooks. Many had gone to their just doom through him. Yet Benson could still say that his hand had not killed. In every case he had put the killers in a position where they had wrought their own destruction by trying murderously to take the lives of others.
The car had been speeding up a long hill and was almost to the top. At the crest, there was a sheer drop down; a cliff from the brink of which you could see Ashton City like a big map at your feet.
“They’re nose to tail with us,” said Smitty.
“Don’t look at them,” said Benson, voice cold and clipped as if death were not at their very elbows. “Let them think the noise of our motor drowns theirs out so that we don’t realize how close they are.”
Smitty nodded, and stared straight ahead. The Avenger did, too. But out of the corners of those marvelous eyes, he could see the front bumper of the gangsters’ car creeping forward. He had already spotted two of the four men in that car.
They were the two killers who had been caught in Groman’s place, sprung already. The smaller of the two had bandages on his right hand, where Ike, the throwing-knife, had bitten deep.
The man at the wheel of the pursuing car was tensed for fast, split-second work. And Benson knew why.
The crest of the long hill, where the road ran at the very edge of the three-hundred-foot cliff, was just ahead of them. If the men behind could nudge The Avenger’s car over the cliff, the result would seem to be an accident. There would be no bullet holes to spell murder.
Smitty was still calm. But it was with the composure of an iron will. He knew, too, what the plan was. It was only too easy to guess. And—it might succeed.
The giant saw the car beside them sweep up a little more, till the hood was two feet ahead of their own. Then he saw the driver, grinning with effort, rise half out of his seat as he whirled the steering wheel straight toward the edge of the road.
And The Avenger slammed home the brakes.
No animal, in extreme emergency, is quicker than man, himself. The driver of the death car had timed every move perfectly. When he turned ahead of the sedan, the sedan should have plowed into the front of the attacking car, and should have been deflected hard right over the cliff.
But Benson, with his miraculously swift coordination, had outmaneuvered the men by about two-fifths of a second. His car, with the wheels locked, didn’t hit the front of the other machine. It slowed just enough so that the gangsters’ car shot almost clear ahead of the sedan and was hit in the rear by it instead of the front.
So it was the attackers who went over.
The man at the wheel, white with horror, was wrenching to overcome the fatal direction of the car. But there wasn’t time. The right front wheel dipped through the railing and over the edge.
A hundred yards farther on, The Avenger stopped the car. He brought it to a stop just as the car with the four men in it landed upside down on top of a house three hundred feet below. There was that one awful crash, then silence in the winter night. The headlights of the falling car, that had rayed out in thin air like the desperate tentacles of a dying monster, had been snuffed out.
So, too, had the lives of four underworld rats. They had died through their own maneuvers to take the lives of others.
The Avenger’s face, as moveless as marble, turned from the cliff-edge to the road. He backed the car around and started going wordlessly down the hill and back to town.
Smitty wiped sweat from his hands and neck, and said nothing. For the moment, even the iron-nerved giant did not trust his voice.
The big sign on the front of the largest of the group of three big buildings said: “Sweet Valley Contracting Co.”
The three buildings were warehouses, with a part of the front building divided into offices. But the meeting was in the basement of the warehouse farthest from the street.
The men in the car that had tailed The Avenger’s had known The Avenger wasn’t Sisco—because they had known where Sisco was.
He was here!
The four had known that, though they had not known just where in the three buildings he was, or what he was up to.
That was because of the masks.
As the ruthless Lila Belle had finally learned from Buddy Wilson, the town of Ashton City had been taken over by five men, in a group, when Oliver Groman had lost his political throne through age and infirmity. And these five met masked, whenever there was an emergency threatening their crooked rule.
They were meeting tonight, in the basement of that warehouse farthest from the street.
The basement was cluttered with contracting supplies: reinforcing bars, sacks of cement, great beams used in temporary construction. But one corner had been walled off. And in here was only a large, rough table with five chairs around it.
In the chairs sat the five masked men.
The masks they wore were of black cloth and went from foreheads clear down over collars. So that, due to hat and mask, each of the five was absolutely unidentifiable from the shoulders up.
At the end of the table sat a big bulk of a man with eye-slits in the mask so narrow that you couldn’t even note the color of his eyes. On his right and left were two each of the remaining four. A single, unshaded light bulb hung over the middle of the oval table and bathed the crude room in raw light.
One of the masked five, at the leader’s left, clenched his hands and said in a quavering voice:
“Everything has gone wrong lately. Everything! We’ve got to do something about it.”
That was Sisco. You could tell his dry, deadly tone.
The man next to him spoke up.
“Yeah, we got to do something about it, all right. And what we got to do is throw everything else out the window for a week or so and concentrate on gettin’ rid of that white-headed guy—and the sandy-headed Scotch rat that works for him.”
This was Buddy Wilson, leader of the underworld in Ashton City.
Norman Vautry’s voice came from under a mask across the table.
“There may be more working for Benson than just the Scotchman.”
“We’ll know that soon,” said Sisco. “One reason we’re here tonight is to get that report from New York on Benson.”
The man next to Vautry said: “I can’t believe that one man could upset things so.” This man was John M. Singell, proprietor of the Sweet Valley Contracting Co., in whose headquarters they now sat.
“I can hardly believe it, myself,” came the voice of the man at the head of the table. This was the one whom nobody knew. Four out of the five at the table knew each other by voice. But no one of the four knew who this fifth man was.
Some big businessman of Ashton City, “high in financial circles.” That was all they knew.
He went on, voice quiet and measured.
“Perhaps we have Arthur Willis, instigator of that bothersome Civic League, to thank for the recent interference.”
“I don’t think it’s Willis,” argued Singell. “We have the police sewed up pretty helplessly. And the Civic League can’t do much real damage without police help.”
“Naw, it ain’t Willis—” Buddy Wilson began.
A man came into the room.
The man was one of Wilson’s imported killers. And his entrance explained the real use of the masks.
The five knew each other, save for the leader himself, so masks were superfluous. But they shielded the faces of the five from their subordinates, so that later no petty murderer could be picked up and grilled and know what men to name behind those shrouding black cloths.
The gunman looked curiously at the masked five, and gave his report, vaguely, to all of them. After he had gone there was quivering silence.
“So the guy had the gall to pretend he was me and get that big truck driver out of the coop!” Sisco grated.
“The hell with that,” snarled Wilson. “He got four of my men, somehow. Four of ’em! Over the cliff and smashed like bugs on the top of a house!”
“They botched their job of trying to get Benson,” said the unknown fifth man. “They deserved what they got.”
“Listen, you—” Wilson rapped.
“No quarreling,” said Singell crisply. “We’ll get nowhere doing that. Ah, here’s the man we’ve been waiting for.”
The man Sisco had sent to New York to get all that was known on Richard Henry Benson, had entered. He was a step above Wilson’s gangsters, in look and intelligence. He stared at the five, no doubt wondering what faces were under the masks, and realizing that he’d probably never know.
“I got it all,” he said. “Some I dug up myself, and some I got from a couple of private-detective agencies.
“Benson is some wealthy sap who fancies himself as an amateur crime fighter. Rich as hell. About five feet eight, with white hair from a nervous shock—”
“We know about him,” the masked leader cut in. “What about those working under him?”
“There’s a colored couple named Josh and Rosabel Newton,” said the man. “They don’t look like much, but they’re as smart as they make ’em.”
There was a sudden, smothered expletive from under Wilson’s mask. The man stared curiously at him, and continued:
“There’s a sandy-haired Scotchman named MacMurdie, who is a famous chemist, and was set up in a drugstore in New York by Benson. But MacMurdie leaves the store and goes with Benson whenever a case breaks.
“There’s a great big fellow, strong enough to be with a circus—”
“That will be this truck driver,” said the masked man at the head of the table. “We had him—and lost him. Go on!”
“Then, there’s a cute little trick you’d never think had anything to do with a guy like Benson. A girl, blond, about as big as a minute. But she can throw men around like umbrellas, I heard. Studied jujitsu, wrestling, and all the rest of it—”
Now it was Sisco’s turn to exclaim aloud. “Little, blond, harmless-looking! For the love of—”
“You’ve seen her?” the masked leader inquired.
“Seen her!” yelled Sisco. “I hired her! She’s working for me right now! And she took on a colored maid who’s this Rosabel Newton, sure as I’m sitting here!”
His voice sank to its normal dry deadliness. And it was much more menacing than it had been when he shouted.
“Well, there’s one we can fix right up. Let me out of here! I’ll stop her clock for her!”
CHAPTER XII
Nest of Murder!
The Avenger was himself again as he got in front of Groman’s building at a little after midnight. Gone were the wig simulating Sisco’s partially bald head and the facial conformation of the nightclub owner.
Benson had left Smitty down the line.
“Keep well under cover, Smitty. The police will be after you like a pack of hounds to get you back behind bars again. And with your size, you’ll be easy to spot.”
The Avenger went into Groman’s building, and once again stepped into a hornet’s nest.
A hornet’s nest of murder!
The second time a man had been found murdered in Groman’s office. The first time the victim had been Groman’s own secretary, Hawley. This time the dead man seemed known to no one.
The victim lay near the desk, as Hawley had lain. Captain Harrigo was there, with two plain-clothes men. The night nurse was in Groman’s bedroom having hysterics; she had stepped out of that bedroom an hour before, almost to stumble over the body.
This man had not been shot. He had been stabbed in the heart.
Harrigo glared murder at Benson, when The Avenger entered.
“Who are you?” he grated. “Ever since you landed here, we’ve been turning up dead men!”
Benson turned his pale, deadly eyes on the man.
“They haven’t been mine,” he said quietly. “Neither is this one. Who is he?”
Harrigo chewed his lip.
“We don’t know yet,” he said, sullenly, suspiciously.
“When was he killed?”
“About an hour and a half ago. And Groman’s son says you left a half hour before that, and the mug guarding the front door says you didn’t come back in—”
“Quite right,” said Benson. “The office door—”
“Locked when we got there,” said Harrigo savagely. “It looks like the man was stabbed while the nurse was right in the next room with Groman. She went out for fresh water and came back, and everything was all right then. But a little later she came out of the old man’s room to see this dead guy.”
“And nobody knows how he got in?”
“No!”
The Avenger’s keen eyes were at work. He had looked first at the floor beside the body. This time there were no words scrawled in blood.
The devil’s horns.
If this man knew anything about that, at least he had not tried to write about it. But then, death seemed to have been swifter with him than with Hawley. That heart wound had almost certainly been instantly fatal.
“Are Miss Groman and Ted Gorman here?” Benson asked.
Harrigo plainly was on the edge of refusing to tell this man with the pale eyes and white hair anything; he was equally plainly considering an attempt to arrest him again. But finally he replied:
“The old man’s son is here—has been in all evening. The girl’s out. I don’t know where.”
Benson stepped into the next room to see the nurse.
The night nurse assigned to the paralyzed hulk that had been Ashton City’s political boss, was about thirty, dark-haired, silent. Ordinarily she was composed. Now she was shuddering and biting at her fingers to keep back the screams.
She calmed a little more under The Avenger’s steady, pale gaze.
“The police say this crime was apparently committed while you were in this room,” he said.
She nodded, shivering.
“You were out for a few minutes before that?”
She pointed a trembling finger to a thermos pitcher on a night stand by Groman’s bed.
“I went out to get fresh water in that.”
“After you came back, you were in this room all the time?”
“Y-yes,” shivered the night nurse. “And I didn’t hear a sound in the other room. Not a sound.”
Well, a knife wound straight to the heart is silent and swift. The soundlessness was understandable. But who was the dead man, and who had killed him?
Benson didn’t even attempt to question Groman at all this time. The helpless bulk on the bed looked too wooden even for the eye blinks. The Avenger went back through the office and to the hall.
Terry Groman came in the front door just as he did so.
The girl was very pale, and her eyes looked wide and hunted. As if she had just come from some kind of trouble.
She staggered under the shock of murder, when Benson told her what had happened.
“We don’t know who the man is,” The Avenger concluded. His pale, icy eyes were drilling into the girl’s violet ones. “Would you recognize him?”
She shook her head. “I’m sure I wouldn’t. I have been away to finishing school most of my life, only recently returning to Ashton City. I wouldn’t know any of my father’s associates.”
“You seem to know Sisco,” Benson said.
She avoided his pale gaze.
“I . . . I met him after coming back home to live.”
Benson went on up the stairs, to Ted Groman’s suite. Ted Groman had talked to the police, he said, and told them all he knew.
Perhaps he had talked to the police, but Benson was sure he had not told all he knew. Anyway, when Benson asked about the dead man, Ted Groman’s eyes suddenly shifted. Difficult to lie to those uncompromising, dangerous eyes.
“You’re quite sure you don’t know who the man is?” The Avenger repeated.
“I— Yes!”
Benson’s eyes were diamond drills. His wax-white, immobile face was compelling.
“Ever since I’ve been here,” he said, “your father’s enemies have made one unending effort to get in here. Presumably they want to murder your father. Presumably you are in equal danger. Yet with Sisco and all his men fighting you, you won’t tell me what you know—when I’m here for the sole purpose of helping your father!”
“Oh, the dead man isn’t one of Sisco’s men—” Ted Groman said rapidly. Then he stopped, and slowly paled under that icy, relentless stare.
“So you do know who he is,” Benson challenged.
“No! No I don’t!”
“You at least know he isn’t one of Sisco’s men. You couldn’t possibly know all Sisco’s crew by sight, so you must know the dead man’s identity.”
The man’s narrow-shaped head turned restlessly this way and that.
“Well,” he said, at last, “maybe I could guess. But I didn’t tell the police. I don’t trust some of them.”
“Trust me—and tell me.”
“I think,” said Groman slowly, “the dead man was an employee of dad’s when he was in the contracting business. I seem to remember this man as a foreman.”
“Thank you,” said The Avenger, and left.
There was a jewel-bright glitter in the pale, icy eyes. For a reason still locked only in his brilliant mind, The Avenger treasured that bit of information very highly indeed.
One of old Groman’s former contracting foremen, dead in Groman’s private office!
Benson went back to that office.
For the moment it was empty save for the dead man. Benson stepped to the desk. On it was the silver buffalo head, beautifully carved, with curving horns.
The devil’s horns! Tentatively The Avenger’s steel-strong, white fingers touched the horns of the buffalo head.
And one of them turned a little.
Benson pulled at it, and the little horn came out. It was hollow. In its curving little length was a bit of tightly rolled paper. The Avenger took it out, read it. The paper read:
Third drawer left, full of the moon, devil’s horns.
Swiftly Benson replaced the rolled paper and put the horn back where it belonged. He set the buffalo head back just as Harrigo blustered in with the photographer and print man.
“You still here?” he snapped to Benson.
The Avenger sensed something he had thought before but was not quite sure of: Harrigo was as upset as the very devil about something much more important to him than the murder of an unknown man in the office of an ousted political boss.
“You seem to have too much drag to be hauled to headquarters and questioned like you deserve,” said Harrigo loudly. “But let me tell you one thing—if you try to leave town—”
“I won’t,” said Benson quietly. “There are many things I want to do before I leave Ashton City.”
It was over an hour before Benson had a chance to be alone in the office again. When the chance came, he went back to the big teak desk next to the wall.
“Third drawer left, full of the moon, devil’s horns,” the curious little note in the buffalo horn had read.
Benson started pulling out the desk drawer. All but one of the drawers refused to come all the way out. A stop in the back of the drawer compartment held each.
All but one. The third drawer on the left.
That one could be removed completely.
The strange glitter grew in Benson’s pallid, awful eyes. The Avenger was sure of himself, now. He had the answer to many things that had been riddles when he first arrived here—indeed, when he first got old Groman’s letter through the mails, asking him to come and clean up Ashton City.
Benson went out to the hall again.
It was now very late. Upstairs, Terry Groman would be in bed, even if not sleeping. She could refuse to open her door to him—and probably would. For that violet-eyed young lady seemed to know altogether too much about her father’s bitter enemy, Sisco. And such knowledge would not be readily shared by her.
But when she had come in, she had hung her fur wrap absentmindedly in the hall coat closet. Benson went there now, and took out the coat, on its hanger.
He felt through the pockets. At first there seemed to be nothing at all in them. Then his sensitive fingers felt a tiny object in the left pocket. He drew it out.
The little object was an aluminum disk, the size of a quarter. On it was stamped: “Compliments of the Gray Dragon.” Sisco, it seemed, was enterprising enough to have joined the host of restauranteurs who hand out small novelties—medallions, what not—to advertise their places.
Terry Groman had absently accepted one, and absently put it in her pocket. Had she come from there tonight? Or was the aluminum medallion a token of some other visit? In any case—why should she go to Sisco’s place at all?
CHAPTER XIII
The Gray Dragon Breathes Death!
Nellie Gray’s long evening at Sisco’s Gray Dragon was almost done. She had one more number to sing. Then she would be through. She and Rosabel both were very glad of that.
In the meantime, however, she did not slacken her efforts to find out something The Avenger might find useful.
She had circulated among the tables—paying particular attention to those held down by Sisco’s political and underworld friends. She had heard a hundred snatches of talk. But none that seemed important.
She had seen one thing she thought Benson might want to know. That was, coming with a frightened look from Sisco’s office, a violet-eyed girl who had been pointed out to her as the daughter of Oliver Groman.
Sisco himself had been out all the early part of the evening. He had come back just before that exit of Groman’s daughter. He had looked at Nellie several times with cold but unreadable eyes, and, for the rest, left her alone.
There was about fifteen minutes left before her concluding number, when Nellie, at a side table, heard the name, Martineau. At a table nearby, a man who was old enough to know better was making signs urging her to sit down and talk to him for a while.
Suddenly, to the man’s delight, she nodded and smiled. She sat down at the table, opposite the man.
“I’ve been watching you all evening,” the elderly Lothario babbled. “You know, you’re much too nice to be in a place like this—”
Afterward, Nellie could not have told you herself how she managed to seem to listen to the man and to reply now and then—when all the time her whole power of concentration was engaged in hearing the guarded talk at the table behind her. But she did manage it, and she did hear enough to set her heart beating triumphantly.
“—thought the Friday the Thirteenth Club was going to be raided,” one of the men behind her said cautiously. “The old goat was working to shut the joint, you know. He thought he’d finally built enough of a fire under the cops to have the place pinched, so he went there to see it.”
“That’s how they got him into a place like that. He wouldn’t have ordinarily come within a mile of it, otherwise?” the other man mused.
“Yeah! That’s how. But the public don’t know that. The papers cut Martineau out as a guy who sat on the bench in black robes looking like butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth during the day—and then played around gambling joints with brunette dancers at night!”
“Seems to me they’d have had to have more than an expected raid to get the judge there.”
“There was more,” said the first man, snarling a laugh. “Martineau thought he was going to meet somebody there he could completely trust. He was going to be on the inside during the raid, with this guy, and see that the place really was closed up.”
“He met this guy?”
“Sure, he did. But there wasn’t a raid, and the guy he met—couldn’t be trusted so well.” The snarling laugh sounded again.
“That sounds as if the guy he met was the guy who bumped him off, and was a—”
“Shut it!” said the other man quickly. “There are some things you don’t want to say out loud. And this is one of them.”
Deliberately and completely he changed the subject. Nellie Gray rose, beautiful in a white gown. She smiled impersonally at the elderly admirer at whose table she had sat long enough to hear the highly interesting words.
“Thank you for being so nice to me,” she said, looking wistful and soft-eyed. “I must go now and change for my next number.”
She left the disappointed elderly Romeo, and went to her tiny dressing room. But she didn’t start to change. She locked the door and got out the vanity case in which was a marvelous little short-wave radio of Smitty’s invention.
Nellie’s quick brain had sifted out that overheard conversation rapidly and thoroughly.
So Judge Martineau had been lured to the Friday the Thirteenth Club by the promise of someone, high in authority in the police department, that the club was to be raided and closed. And he had gone there expecting to meet someone perfectly trustworthy in order to see personally that the raid was carried out as a raid should be.
Who would he have met in connection with a raid? It seemed almost certain that such a person would be of the police force himself. And the inference had been that this man, thought trustworthy, had been the judge’s killer.
Did that mean that the murderer was actually a cop? It certainly could mean that—and Nellie thought Benson should know at once.
However, when she tried to get him on the radio, there was no answer. She frowned, and turned to Rosabel. Rapidly she told what she knew.
“Slip out to the chief, at Groman’s, and tell him,” she ordered in a low tone. “You can be back before it’s time for me to go, and we can leave together as usual.”
Rosabel didn’t waste time talking. There were brains in her darkly pretty head, too. She grabbed her plain cloth winter coat and went out.
Nellie began sliding out of the white dress into a dark green one that enhanced her striking beauty. She was just fastening the side when the dressing room door opened—and Rosabel came back in.
“Why, what on earth—” she began.
Rosabel held her finger to her lips. She came close and whispered breathlessly:
“Sisco! He knows something! He wouldn’t let me leave!”
Nellie slowly sat down on the bench before her triple mirror.
“You’re sure, Rosabel?”
Rosabel nodded her dark head.
“I started to leave by the door from the kitchens. The one that goes out into the alley. I got through the kitchens, to the door, and one of Sisco’s men stepped in front of me. The one called Harry.” Nellie’s lovely blue eyes narrowed. The man called Harry was the worst.
“He didn’t say a word,” Rosabel went on. “He just grinned at me and stood in the doorway, filling it. I went out to the front, but before I could even get to the street door, the big man with the black hair that is with Sisco so much barred me. So I came back here.”
Nellie considered. To say that she was not alarmed, would have been saying something not strictly true. She was alarmed. Plenty! She knew the kind of cutthroats and killers that frequented the Gray Dragon. But she was not so much moved by her personal peril as by the fact that she thought she’d found out something that Benson ought to know.
She tried the radio again, and again drew a blank. Then she slipped on her own wrap.
“I’ll try it myself,” she whispered.
She went out into the narrow corridor leading to all the dressing rooms, and walked softly back to the kitchens. Odorous, not too clean, these were tenanted by only three workers at the moment. She waited till they were busy at the far end, and went on tiptoe to the door.
She thought she was going to make it, going to be able to slip out. But just as she got to the door itself, a form slid out from a narrow pantry and interposed its bulk between herself and the alley.
The form belonged to the man, Harry. And he did to her just what Rosabel had reported. He said nothing at all. He just stood so that Nellie couldn’t get past, grinning at her in a way to send ice down her spine.
“Excuse me,” said Nellie, trying to shove past.
If the man had laid a hand on her, he would have found himself bouncing from the floor with the violence, if not the resilience, of a thrown rubber ball. For Nellie could teach the biggest of assailants some painful jujitsu lessons.
But the man didn’t touch her. He stepped back to keep a distance between them, and whipped out an automatic, still grinning and wordless.
That was more alarming than an attack would be. It seemed to indicate that he knew all about Nellie, knew how dangerous she was. And if her identity were known—
She whirled, went back to the narrow corridor and started down it toward the café room—and the street door. But she didn’t even get to the café room. Sisco came from it, down the corridor, and stood in front of her.
His greenish, deadly eyes were twin pools of murder. His voice was like a dry death-chirp as he said:
“What’s your hurry, Seattle, at this time of night? You haven’t sung your last number yet.”
Nellie knew it was no use, but she played it out.
“I was just going out to the corner drugstore to get some aspirin,” she said.
“I’ll send one of the busboys,” Sisco said.
Nellie started to go into her dressing room.
“Not that room,” said Sisco. “This one. We’re going to give you a nice new dressing room. You’ll like it.”
He had his hand in his pocket. Through the pocket, the muzzle of a gun nudged her back. Like the man at the kitchen door, he was laying no hand on this beautiful little bundle of dynamite.
“But—” Nellie began.
Sisco dropped the stalling.
“So you’re working for this guy, Benson?” he snarled. “And you thought you could get away with it—here—right under my nose. Go on, get in there!”
The door of the dressing room across from Nellie’s opened at the touch of his toe. Nellie stared in. She hadn’t been in there before.
She saw a room with not one stick of furniture in it, a little larger than her own, but still quite small. She saw that the walls were covered with black cloth, and that the door had a double thickness with a two-inch air-space between.
And she saw Rosabel, leaning back, warily, against the draped end wall with her eyes very big.
Then Sisco pushed Nellie in and shut the door. The door sounded like the ponderous portal of a vault as it closed.
Rosabel and Nellie looked at each other. No need to talk. Each knew the whole story.
This dressing room was Sisco’s execution chamber. Walls and the double door were so soundproofed that shots in here couldn’t even be heard in the next room, let alone out in the café room.
To make doubly sure, Sisco was probably going to wait till the café patrons had gone and the place was closed for the night. Then he would attend to the two girls—with slugs.
But whether he waited or sent men in with tommy guns right away, Nellie and Rosabel were all through.
CHAPTER XIV
Imposter—Get Him!
The man, who was in Judge Broadbough’s study with him, was news all by himself. When the top gangster of a town comes to call on one of the town’s most eminent judges, it is something!
The man in with Judge Broadbough was Buddy Wilson. Josh, at the library door, could just hear the two talking.
They were talking of the devil’s horns.
“I simply can’t figure it out, Wilson,” came Broadbough’s pompous, affected voice. “Yet it must have great meaning. Hawley, in our secret employ, gave his life to find out those words. And he tried to tell us.”
“Aw, nuts!” said Wilson. “Devil’s horns! What can that mean?”
“I can only think,” Broadbough said, “that it has a connection with the one thing we want to know about old Groman. The thing. But we’ve got to know.”
“Yeah, and in the meantime, this other guy’s picked up dead at Groman’s.”
“What?” Broadbough’s voice was a little wild. “What other man?”
“I got it just a minute ago. Even the papers don’t have it yet. Some mug was found stabbed in the old boy’s office. Someone that nobody knows!”
“Good heavens,” came the judge’s muffled voice.
“Yeah! That’s bad, all right. Who’s cuttin’ in on this?”
“Something will have to be done—fast!”
“Something will be,” Wilson grated. “I got it all laid out. A job that comes in my department—and I do jobs like that well.”
There was a rasp of a chair, and Josh got away from the door, hiding in the coat closet down the hall. Wilson had kept hat and overcoat on when he entered the judge’s study, and therefore wouldn’t be going in there.
He heard the library door open, heard Wilson’s steps, then the slam of the front door. For several more minutes Josh stayed in the closet. Then he looked out, and saw that light was still coming from the library. The judge was still in there.
Josh went back to his post.
He knew he was flirting with death in staying so constantly at that door. One of his shrewd axioms was that the smartest fox gets caught at last if he plays around traps long enough, and that, when he does, he’s a sorry-looking fox indeed.
But the colored man was working for The Avenger. And The Avenger’s aides drew the line at no risk, no matter how great.
The double, sliding door was open an inch in the middle. Josh peered in—and his eyes almost leaped from their sockets.
Broadbough was evidently satisfied that at this late hour the servants were long since in their own wing and asleep. And his guest had just left. Therefore, he must be alone. So he was acting accordingly.
With bulging eyes, Josh saw Broadbough step to the wall, take out two law books, and reveal innocent-looking plaster. Then he saw the plaster swing aside, at a finger touch, revealing a beautifully finished little safe.
The judge opened the safe and took out a big envelope. Josh saw a little brown note book, and half a dozen sheets of paper, written hastily in longhand. The Negro knew he’d made a ten-strike!
Benson had told him to watch out for the documentary evidence the judge was holding out on the gang for his own protection. And this was it!
For some reason, Broadbough suddenly feared that his regular safe was not the best place for the valuable stuff.
Josh saw the judge close the safe, look around, then go toward the street window. The judge touched the sill in several places—and it hinged up, revealing a long, flat recess about an inch deep. Broadbough put the papers in the secret recess, carefully shut the sill, and reached for the light switch—
Josh was out of the coat closet again almost before the sound of Broadbrough’s steps had died away on the second floor. He darted into the library, sped in darkness to the sill. The papers and the little book rustled faintly in his dark hand.
There was a sound at the door.
Josh opened the window an inch, dropped papers and book into evergreen shrubs along the outside wall, then stooped and made straight for the sound. He was next to the door when he thought he heard someone sneak into the dark room. But he didn’t wait to find out. He slid into the hall, and hurried to the rear. There, he climbed to his room under the eaves.
He had been in pajamas and robe. To be caught that way at this hour of the night would have been explainable: he could have said he’d heard a noise and had got out of bed to investigate. To have been caught fully dressed would have looked bad.
He got dressed now, in darkness. But before he left the room, he fumbled in the depths of his closet and got out his little radio. There was just a chance he’d be caught before leaving the house. He’d better get in touch with Benson. He plugged the radio in.
“Chief,” he whispered. There was a pause. Then again, “Chief—”
“Yes?” came the measured, clipped tone of the most dangerous crime fighter on earth. The white, terrible face and the flaring, pale eyes could fairly be visioned at the sound of that voice.
“It’s Josh. I just got something. I’m coming with it unless there’s an accident—”
Light bathed the room as a finger touched the switch near the door.
The finger had belonged to Buddy Wilson. And Wilson stood in the doorway, now, and stared at the colored man.
The gun in Wilson’s hand spoke once. And the tiny radio flew into pieces. The man’s girlish face, with the flat, hard eyes, didn’t change expression at all. The mouth, still bruised badly from the caress of MacMurdie’s bony knuckles, was a straight, hard line.
“Mah radio!” Josh exclaimed, trying to act it out. “You-all done ruined mah—”
“Shut it!” Wilson snarled. “I see you’re dressed to go out. So we’ll go! Some place where we can be nice and alone.”
Josh was a fast thinker, and a clever, educated man. But he couldn’t think his way out of this one.
“Come on, I said,” Wilson barked. “Or take it right now. I nearly got you in the library. I have got you now!”
Josh went to the door. Wilson retreated so that at no moment could the colored man have leaped for him. Josh, feet and legs feeling numb, went downstairs again. On the second floor, Judge Broadbough was standing, white and scared, in the doorway of his bedroom.
“Wilson,” he bleated. “What’s he done! What’s—”
“I’ll take care of this,” the gunman said. “This is in my department, too. Go back to bed—and you never saw me, and never saw this guy go out. See?”
Josh went ahead of the gun to the street door, out to a car at the curb. A man at the wheel grunted in surprise.
“I didn’t know we were going to have a passenger, Buddy.”
“I did—when I came here. So I catch him red-handed, snoopin’ around. So we got the passenger. You know where to go.”
The man at the wheel nodded. He started off, fast, as Wilson sat beside Josh with the gun in his ribs.
The car stopped in front of the largest of three big warehouses taking up with a fenced yard, a whole city block near the edge of town. A sign on the biggest building said: “Sweet Valley Contracting Co.” There wasn’t a soul in sight, and one dim street light far away was all that illumined the place.
Josh was prodded into the office of the building, through it, and into the basement of the warehouse behind it. But before this, Wilson had slipped a black mask over his face. Evidently, he trusted some of his own men, but he did not trust the men to be encountered around here.
Down in the basement, Wilson wasted no time.
There was a flat, wooden mixing tray on the basement floor. Nearby were several big, empty barrels. Wilson yelled and two men appeared.
The two stared at Wilson’s masked face, at the thin, gangling Negro, and at the big, flat mixing trough. Without a word they dumped cement, sand and water into the trough tray, and began to hoe it around.
“There’s a quarry, four miles out from here,” Wilson’s voice came from under the mask. “Far as we can tell, the thing hasn’t any bottom at all. When you get dumped in there, you just keep on going down and down. Especially if you’re in a barrel with concrete poured in around you.”
Josh said nothing at all. He was getting ready to make as much trouble as possible before his life was snuffed out. The skinny, long body was packed with power. The colored man, honor graduate from Tuskegee, could fight like a wild cat—and he meant to, now.
The outcome was a certainty. Wilson’s gun would belch a bullet, and Josh would fall dead. But he was hanged if he’d just stand and take it quietly. He might get in a lick or two first—
Suddenly a voice came from the far end of the basement, where stairs went up.
“Hold it!”
They all turned. But Josh knew even before turning who it was, and knew there was no hope here. Because he recognized a voice he’d heard at Broadbough’s. Norman Vautry’s voice.
A figure came from the bottom of the stairs. The man was hooded as Wilson was, but from under the mask came the newspaperman’s voice, again.
“This man got something very valuable from Broadbough before you took him out of there. Something very valuable! He hid it someplace. We’ve got to find out where before he goes into one of those barrels.”
Wilson’s flat, shark’s eyes glared at Josh through the eye-slits of his mask.
“Oh, he did, huh! Well, we can make him talk about it—”
“We’ll do better than that,” came Vautry’s voice. “We’ll take him back to Broadbough’s—and make him get the stuff himself, right now, from where he hid it.”
“But he can tell us, and we can come back here after we’ve got it, and fix him—”
“It would be dawn or later by then. And you won’t want to hold him here, in a barrel, till tomorrow night’s darkness. Too many of the men working around here in the day are honest.”
“Oh, all right,” Wilson said, mask stirring impatiently with the words. “I’ll—”
“I can take him; there are two men in my car.”
“If what he’s got is half as valuable as you say,” came Wilson’s cold, dangerous voice, “you better not make any slips.”
“You can be very sure of that,” was the meaningful reply.
A gun was in the other man’s hand. He waved with it. And Josh went back to the stairs and up again.
He went with alacrity. Down here, it was sure death within a few minutes. Leaving, he might have an hour more of living. Though with two men in a waiting car and this man, Vautry, beside him with a gun, Josh didn’t see that his position was much better—
He felt a cold gun butt in his astonished hand as they got to the head of the stairs. It was only by a great effort of will that he kept from exclaiming aloud. And it was only by a great effort that he kept from collapsing with relief.
The man who had gotten him so smoothly away was not Vautry—but The Avenger.
“I heard that shot shattering the radio,” Benson said. “I thought they’d bring you here, so—”
Steps sounded ahead of them. The steps were rapid and agitated.
There was a rather dim night-light in the cavernous warehouse. Josh saw a man coming toward them, taking a mask from his pocket and starting to put it on as he came.
The man was Norman Vautry.
Josh knew despair again. They had another building, with who knew how many men in it, to get through before getting to the street and freedom. And here appeared the very man, supposed to be masked beside him, at this moment! One Vautry meant deliverance.
Two meant instant death!
Again Josh, fast thinking and shrewd as he was, was utterly without hope. But the genius beside him was master of the situation.
The Avenger leaped back to the stairway, lifting his mask a little as he moved.
“Up here!” he yelled. “That guy wasn’t Vautry! He was a fake! I got him cornered up here now! Get him!”
There was a scramble from the basement. Meanwhile, Vautry, staring and struggling ineffectually to get his mask over his face, was doing some yelling of his own. But it went unheard.
He tried to get in the way of Josh and Benson as they raced toward the street. But though he might have a ruthless, double-crossing, keen brain, he was no man of action. Josh’s fist lashed out, and Vautry staggered back to the floor.
He was just getting up, dazedly, and Josh and Benson had just slipped into the next building, when Wilson got up onto the first floor. The killer’s eyes were like cold, shining grapes as they stared through the eye-slits at a man resembling Vautry and just getting up from the floor with a mask in his hand.
Not Vautry—an imposter—a fake—get him!
“No!” the newspaperman was screaming. “N—”
Long after the second bullet stopped all the man’s movements forever, Wilson methodically sent slugs ripping through his body. Guy calling himself The Avenger! Guy called man of a thousand faces! Sticking his bill in at Ashton City. Well, this would fix him! And this—
CHAPTER XV
Shambles!
MacMurdie had worked all day and evening, following the gratifying brush with Buddy Wilson in Lila Belle’s apartment, getting dope on John M. Singell, dubious politician and owner of the Sweet Valley Contracting Co.
He hadn’t gotten much. But one of the few stray bits was the information that Singell was a regular patron of Sisco’s Gray Dragon Club.
It was with no definite plan in mind, simply to check on Singell’s possible presence there, that MacMurdie went into the Gray Dragon at past two o’clock in the morning.
But afterward the bony Scot insisted that pure Providence had guided him. For he stepped into the café room just in time to see Nellie Gray, in a green gown, down the narrow corridor off the orchestra dais, being hustled into a doorway by Sisco!
The dour Scotchman’s bitter blue eyes burned. But his face gave away none of his thoughts. He had been following the head waiter to a corner table. He said:
“I’ll be with ye in just a minute.”
He walked to a row of phone booths where patrons could phone their wives that they had to stay late at the office on business, fished in his snap-clip purse till he found a nickel, grudgingly inserted it, and dialed the number of the hotel room Smitty had taken on first arriving in Ashton City.
Mac was as sparing with words as with pennies.
“Smitty, Gray Dragon. Come fast! I think Nellie’s in trouble.”
He hung up and went, smiling a little, to the table that had been cleared for him—
He hadn’t gotten to that table when the giant, two miles away, was out his door, putting on hat and overcoat as he ran.
Lie low, Benson had told him. There was still a murder charge hanging over him. The police—who fortunately didn’t know of this hotel room or the name he’d used to register—would be hot after him.
But that short call of Mac’s made everything different, of course. Nellie in danger! Smitty charged two blocks like a wild bull elephant till he saw a cab. The vehicle sagged under his weight as he hopped in.
Five minutes later he got out a block from the Dragon—and promptly ducked down an alley. A cop was standing at the nightclub entrance, talking to the doorman.
The alley led behind the Gray Dragon. There was a back door to the club kitchens. Off the corner of the building there was a window. Since the window was on the first floor, it was barred.
Smitty seized hold of the grating. The giant emitted a kind of enraged grunt, while his vast shoulders writhed and his huge back bowed.
The heavy grating came off the building in his hands, leaving deep little craters in brick and cement where the bolts had been set.
Smitty opened the window and climbed in.
He was in a dimly lighted storeroom, with barrels of flour and cans of eggs around. Since the storeroom window was barred, it hadn’t been thought necessary to put a man in here. The room was empty.
Smitty stepped to the door—and at that moment the door opened. A man in chefs whites, not very clean, came in, whistling. He jerked to a startled stop as he saw the huge man in front of him, opened his mouth for a yell, and Smitty struck.
The giant simply hammered straight down with his fist on the top of the man’s head, like a sledgehammer hitting a railroad spike. The man’s neck seemed to disappear, and he fell.
Smitty went on, breathing fire. Where diminutive, blond Nellie was concerned, the giant was a protective landslide.
He got into a narrow corridor. Down at one end he saw the café room. And he saw a man sitting alone at a table. The man had sandy red hair, reddish, freckle-splotched skin, and bleak blue eyes.
At the same moment MacMurdie saw him.
The Scot got to his feet and was into the corridor before waiters, bouncer, or Sisco’s men could do anything but start toward him with warning yells that customers weren’t supposed to go to the dressing rooms.
“Where?” rumbled Smitty succinctly.
“There,” said MacMurdie, pointing to the doorway through which he had seen Nellie shoved.
The nearest man to the café room end of the corridor had a gun in his hand, now. But there were a lot of people still in the café. He hesitated to use it before so many witnesses; so he clubbed it in his hand and charged on.
The giant wasn’t waiting to receive him. He backed across the corridor, shoved forward with all the force he could generate in the narrow, four-door span, and hit the door.
His great shoulder struck the panel like a two-ton battering ram. Once was enough. Something had to give. The door couldn’t because it was too strong—an oak slab with an inner, double facing of metal to give Sisco the soundproof effect he wanted. But the hinges flew from the wall on one side, and the lock on the other. Smitty fell over the door and into the cloth-draped room.
Nellie was standing with blue eyes blazing defiance, her small, compact body braced for any effort. Rosabel was right beside her, equally indomitable.
They ran forward as they saw who it was. But Smitty didn’t stop to greet them. He’d smashed his way in, had gathered the two girls up. Now he had to get them out of here.
And that didn’t look too easy!
Between the wrecked doorway and the café room were at least a dozen men, crowding the narrow corridor, all killers, most of them with guns out.
The giant’s eyes rested on the intact door, lying on the floor. He picked it up as if it had been a light aluminum pot lid.
“Go ahead of me, Mac. Take anybody getting between us and the kitchens.”
Using the ponderous, metal-lined door for a shield, Smitty angled through the doorway. They were shooting now—and to the devil with witnesses in the café room.
The giant held the detached door between his bulk and the men in the corridor. Bullets spanged into it—but not through it. An army-rifle bullet would have pierced it, but not slugs from any automatic.
Mac and Nellie and Rosabel slid out of the room behind the giant’s back. They went ahead toward the kitchen, with Mac ready to mow down anyone appearing ahead of them. But none appeared. The entire enemy force was on the other side of the door. And Smitty was making an excellent job of holding them back.
The door almost covered the corridor from wall to wall. The men could not shoot through it; they couldn’t shoot around or over it. They could only watch it back steadily to the rear exit—and escape.
Sisco himself leaped into the corridor, drawn from his office by the shots. His greenish eyes took in the situation at a glance.
“Charge that door, you dummies!” he yelled. “Knock it down—and the guy behind it.”
Every man in the corridor poured against the retreating door. There were at least ten of them, with the front one pushing the panel and the men behind pushing them.
They might as well have pushed a mountainside. The giant’s legs arched like stone columns. Tendons stood out, quivering, on his hands. And the door continued to move back just as much—or as little—as Smitty pleased and no more.
“Arch! Come here with that tommy gun!” yelled Sisco.
Smitty, holding back a corridor full of men, moved faster. Nellie and Rosabel and Mac jumped into the kitchen. The giant followed, still holding the heavy door as a shield.
With all his titanic strength, he shoved forward on the door.
Men were mashed like flies between it and the corridor wall behind them. The fellow called Arch was jumping around with a submachine gun in his hands, but not daring to shoot with all the others around.
Smitty slammed the kitchen door shut and bolted it.
Mac and the two girls were three-quarters of the way to the alley door. A man in whites ran to head them off, and got there first.
There was a heavy cleaver on a meat block next to Smitty. Smitty caught up the cleaver and threw it. The ponderous chopper fairly whistled as it streaked through the air—straight at the man in front of the alley door.
The man had a gun out by now, but when he saw that cleaver start toward him, he screamed like a woman and ducked so fast that he dropped his weapon.
The cleaver whistled over his head, struck the door—and went clear through it!
Mac was wading in with his big fists swinging like bone mallets. He caught the man in whites as he was rising, knocked him fifteen feet away to slam against the hotel-size refrigerator.
And then the four were through the door and in the alley.
As they got into a cab a block away, MacMurdie said: “Ye needn’t have been so particular about huntin’ a doorway. Ye could have saved time by walkin’ us right out through the building wall, ye dumb human tank.”
Smitty was still breathing hard, because death had been so close to Nellie, not because of his exertions.
“Whoosh,” said Mac dourly, “ye’re soft, ye overgrown mass o’meat. A little workout, and ye puff like a grampus.”
But his bleak eyes were saying different things, and so were the eyes of Nellie.
“Thanks, Smitty,” she said.
“Aw—” began the giant, fumbling for words. He was unsure with only one person—Nellie.
“Twasn’t nuthin’,” Mac ribbed him by answering for him. “Any mon would have done the same—providin’ he was ten feet tall and five feet broad and hippo heavy.”
But Smitty didn’t care. For Nellie’s hand was on his huge paw for a fleeting pressure to express further her gratitude.
“Where are we going?” asked Rosabel.
That stumped them all for a moment. They’d been busy just getting away from the Gray Dragon. Now it was time to think of a destination.
“Straight to the chief, I guess,” Smitty said. “Looks to me as if this thing is about to come to a head. We’re all spotted now; so there’s no use hiding out in separate holes any longer.”
He gave the cab driver Oliver Groman’s address—
At that address, with Josh safe in a room upstairs, Benson was witnessing a bizarre scene in the bedroom of Oliver Groman.
The Avenger, prowling restlessly through the two big floors comprising the old lion’s home, had seen Ted Groman, the lion’s cub, sneaking down the second floor hall.
Benson could move as softly as a jaguar’s whisper. He followed young Groman, down the stairs, down the front hall—to the door of his father’s two rooms.
The body had been removed from the office. There were still cops around the building entrance, and a plainclothes man was right across the hall looking around the drawing room. But the hall, itself, was clear.
Young Groman cautiously opened the office door and slid in. Benson could see that it was dark in there. He waited two minutes; then he followed.
There was no one in the big room. He crossed to the bedroom door. The door was opened a crack, and from the crack came the dim light of the night lamp kept burning beside the old invalid’s bed. Benson looked through.
The night nurse was there, but asleep. They do sleep, lightly, sitting up, attuned to the slightest need of their patient. At nearly three in the morning, this one was taking forty winks in a padded chair across the room from the bed.
In the bed was the moveless, wooden hulk of what had been a powerful man. Old Groman’s eyes were open, indicating that he was awake—what there was left of him not in permanent slumber. He was staring up at his son, who was bending low over him.
Ted Groman was doing a thing that looked completely meaningless and mad.
He had a little celluloid desk ruler with him. He had his father’s nerveless right hand in his grip. As Benson watched, he extended the old man’s first and little finger, straight out from his palm, parallel.
Then he measured, very carefully, the distance between fingertips.
After that, as softly and noiselessly as he had come, he turned from the bed and stole away again.
The Avenger stood at the foot of the stairs, white-faced and enigmatic-looking, when young Groman got there. Ted stared at him suspiciously, then started on.
“How’s your father?” Benson asked quietly.
Ted said, in a strained tone, “Asleep—as nearly as you can tell. The nurse is dozing, too; so I didn’t go in. No reason to wake her. I looked at Dad from the doorway and turned back.”
“You didn’t go into the bedroom at all?” said Benson.
“No, not at all,” said young Groman. “Goodnight.”
He went on up the stairs. The Avenger’s pale, brilliant eyes stared after him and at the slight bulge of his coat pocket where the six-inch celluloid ruler stuck out the cloth.
Why measure the span between a paralytic’s forefinger and little finger when stretched parallel? The Avenger thought he knew.
CHAPTER XVI
False Steer!
The Avenger and his aides were all at Groman’s. Each was known to the gang; so there was no further use in hiding out at separate addresses. The only one unable to walk freely at Groman’s was Smitty. The giant was still being hunted by the police. If any came, he had to get out of sight till they left again.
The Avenger, a deadly human machine against murder and crime, was still with an explosive stillness. In his pale, icy eyes was the glitter that came when he had his quarry backed into a blind canyon ready for the finishing blow.
The battle to clean up a city was about to come to a head.
The papers Josh had gotten away with at Broadbough’s would convict an army of thugs in a decent court. There was proof of a dozen racket murders, with half Ashton City’s underworld named and documented as responsible. There were damning facts about the crooks on the police force and their tieups with such gambling houses as the Friday the Thirteenth Club. The rank and file of Ashton City’s criminal regiment would be all through when Broadbough’s hoarded evidence was marshaled against them.
But, save for a few vague references, there was nothing definite against the real leaders. Sisco, Singell, Wilson, and the unidentified leader of the masked heads were not indicated by the secret documents as clearly as Benson would have liked.
There was the note, initialed J.M.S., which Mac had taken from Lila Belle’s apartment, but that wasn’t very conclusive in linking the politician to Martineau’s murder. It was a valuable clue, but not hard-and-fast evidence.
From Broadbough’s papers, incidentally, the fact could be pieced out that Martineau had been shot by a police official. And the inference could be followed further. The killer was that blustering, officious, red-faced captain of detectives—
Harrigo!
Aside from the tale told by the papers that Josh had so courageously taken, there were other bits that had been gleaned.
Daily, as if their lives had depended on it, the gang had tried frantically to get at old Groman. That very morning two bombs had been tossed from a speeding car at the office window of the building. Mac had fixed them. He had been just going out the entrance. Like a flash the Scot had gotten to the window, pitched the pineapples out into the street, and fallen on his face.
Men were working at the craters in the solid paving now. Glaziers had just left from replacing half the windows on that side of the building. Mac, temporarily a little deafened, was otherwise all right.
Two men had been found dead in Groman’s office, with absolutely no clue as to who had killed them. Groman had blinked the message that one of Sisco’s men had downed the secretary. But even he couldn’t give anything on the murder of his former foreman.
Since the death of that foreman, the gang had gone wild. Somehow the man’s presence there worried them badly.
There was still no tangible key to the words written in blood: “The devil’s horns.”
The Avenger had these thin pieces in the nearly completed picture of his task. These, and the papers from Judge Broadbough. He was sorting them again and again in his mind.
Meanwhile, Smitty was pacing around the office, restless with confinement, like a caged gorilla. He stared at the books along the walls.
“Bet old Groman hasn’t read any of these. He’s been too busy—”
His eyes lit on the books that had formerly attracted Benson’s pale, concentrated glare. The four books on paralysis. Smitty voiced the logical conclusion.
“Hello! Looks as if the old boy’s doctor warned him that a stroke or two was coming. Groman probably bought these books on the subject to try and figure out, as a layman, just what his fate was going to be.”
“Yes,” said Benson, tone far off. Then his gray steel figure straightened a little, and his pale and terrible eyes fastened on the giant’s face.
“What did you say?” he snapped, voice vibrant and crystal-hard.
Smitty moistened dry lips. That pale and glacial gaze of The Avenger’s was difficult to face even when you knew it was not directed at you.
“I just said,” he fumbled, “that the old boy had warning of what was going to happen to him and wanted to find out just what to expect.”
“Yes,” whispered The Avenger, through set teeth. “Yes! Of course! That’s the last link! All that’s needed!”
Swiftly Benson dialed a number. It was the phone number of the Ashton City collector of internal revenue. The name, Richard Henry Benson, worked its usual miracles with high officials. He was told things no other man could have demanded, to know. He set the phone down with tense, steel-white hands clenching.
He had just gotten some tax information that he had thought very valuable.
The head of the Civic League, Arthur Willis, in casting around for a means to prosecute the criminal elements of Ashton City, had called the Department of Justice to see if any of the racketeers or suspected crime leaders could be hauled to justice via the income-tax-evasion route.
And it seemed that none could be.
Checks on Wilson, Sisco, Singell, and all the rest of the vaguely suspected leaders had shown that they had paid on every dollar of income that banks, investment companies and bond houses could report. And the income had been much smaller than thought. Very much smaller!
“Smitty,” said Benson, voice crackling like an electric arc, “get the rest in here.”
Josh and Rosabel, Nellie and Mac and the giant, faced their chief at the desk. The dead, white face and the cold, colorless eyes were a picture of vengeance and steely triumph.
“Nellie,” said Benson, “what do the words, devil’s horns, mean to you?”
The diminutive blond bombshell thought a moment, small, straight nose wrinkled up. Finally she shook her head.
“Nothing at all,” she admitted.
Mac and Smitty gave the same answer. But Josh Newton had a variant.
“Down where Rosabel and I come from,” he said slowly, “superstitious people make what they call devil’s horns with their fingers to ward off the evil eye. They do it whenever they see anybody coming toward them who has the reputation of being a witch or a voodoo doctor. They do it like this:”
He held out his right hand, doubled into a fist, knuckles up. Then he extended his forefinger and little finger, straight out from the fist, parallel, making two little horns.
Rosabel nodded agreement.
“I have seen folks, especially elderly people, make that sign often,” she said.
The Avenger seemed to exude force, and surety. He repeated, in a low, vibrant tone, the words of the little note taken from the silver buffalo head.
“Third drawer on the left, full of the moon, the devil’s horns.”
And as he said the cabalistic words, eyes like ice in a polar sea, he made the little horns with his steely fingers.
“The full of the moon,” he said, “occurs day after tomorrow, December 26th. It rises”—he gazed around, orientating the room with the compass—“there. After it clears the top of the three-story building across the street, it will shine into that end window through the upper left-hand corner—”
There was a bronze ruler on the desk. Benson picked this up and carefully sighted along it, as along a gun, at the window corner indicated.
He pulled out the third drawer of Groman’s teak desk. All the way out. Then he followed the imaginary line of the beam of the rising full moon as it would first slant in the window.
The line touched the desk. Furthermore, it touched, about three inches back, the wall of the compartment in which the drawer had been.
“Flashlight,” said The Avenger.
Smitty handed over his. Very carefully, taking at least five minutes to the task, Benson adjusted the light so that it would duplicate the first beam of the full moon, and shine just where that beam would shine.
There was a hard line where the edge of the desk obtruded, but light shone into the recess where the drawer had been, just as Benson had estimated. And the line of light came within a fraction of an inch of where he had thought.
“Got it!” he said. “Now we know the—”
The door of Groman’s bedroom opened, and the nurse came out. It was the night nurse. She had come on duty early by arrangement with the day nurse, who had early plans in mind.
She had the thermos pitcher in her hand, for fresh water. She looked with raised eyebrows at the flashlight, and the drawer lying on the floor instead of being in the desk, but she said nothing.
She went out—and returned in a moment. She reentered Groman’s bedroom, closing the door behind her.
Benson went as softly as a gray fox to the door. There was a key in the lock. He turned it, without sound, and slid it into his pocket. Then he started back to the desk.
Smitty’s voice sounded.
“Chief! Here’s a funny one! Your radio. There’s something coming through. But that can’t be possible! The only message that can come over that receiver is one sent by one of us, reporting at a distance. And we’re all here.”
The Avenger got to where Smitty stood so fast that you could hardly see him move.
When he’d first made his headquarters in that room, next to the paralytic, Benson had stripped the binding from a large book, inserted his radio set in the cover, and put it back into the bookcase. He stood before it now.
“But how can a message come through?” Smitty repeated bewilderedly, incredulously. “All of us are—”
“When I went to the warehouse to help Josh,” Benson said, turning up the volume just a little, “I took an extra set with me. I managed to leave it, concealed, under the stairs in the basement where Josh was held. The sounds coming now, must be made in that basement. Listen!”
You could barely hear the words, because of the size of the gang’s rendezvous and the necessity of hiding the marvelous little set in a spot where it would be least apt to be found. Benson turned the volume up some more.
“Hell of a time to meet to knock someone off,” a man was saying.
Another man’s voice came in reply.
“Don’t matter when it happens to be—the big boys have to get busy. See? Why, the ground’ll fall out from under all of us if this kind of baloney keeps on. That’s why the biggies are meetin’ here tonight. We got to burn the white-headed guy and those with him, before they burn us. See? So the heads meet tonight with masks over their faces and cook up a way out. If they can.”
“What time?”
“I dunno. About ten, I guess. That’s the time they usually get around the table together when there’s something to talk over—”
That was all that could be heard.
The Avenger turned away from the dead radio, eyes gleaming like drawn steel blades.
“So the masked five—rather, four, since Vautry had his unfortunate accident—meet at the warehouse tonight. That is very interesting. I think we’ll look in on that meeting.”
It was too bad The Avenger and his little crew couldn’t look in on the warehouse at that moment. They’d have seen a big fellow with black hair—Sisco’s particular pal—with the two men who had just been talking.
“Sure you were near enough to the radio to be heard?” the black-haired man was saying.
“Sure I’m sure,” nodded one of the two men.
“You said there’d be a meeting at ten? You stalled and made it sound natural?”
“Sure!”
The black-haired killer grinned.
“There’ll be a meeting, all right. But it won’t be just to talk over plans. It’ll be to watch Benson and his smart assistants die, slow and hard! Boy, if they knew we’d found that trick little radio of theirs and talked into it just to lead ’em on—”
CHAPTER XVII
Reform?
The Avenger moved to the door of Groman’s bedroom and bath compartment. The door was still locked, had not been stealthily unbarred from within. He came back to the desk, moving as lithely and soundlessly as the gray fox he was.
“Turn out the light.”
Nellie was nearest the switch. She clicked it off, plunging the office into darkness. The darkness was split a moment later when Benson snapped on the flashlight that Smitty had handed him.
The beam from the light shone along the exact path the first beam of the full moon would travel, two nights from now. It struck the edge of the big teak desk, and angled partly into the cavern made by withdrawing the third drawer on the left.
Benson’s deft white hand went into that cavern, with first and little fingers extended in the devil’s horns. The two fingertips touched in a line along the line of light formed by the edge of the desk.
Nothing happened.
Methodically, Benson moved his fingers, up, down, making the spread wider or narrower, between fingertips.
“It has to be very precisely done, evidently”—his musing voice sounded—“to the slightest fraction of an inch. That’s why Ted Groman was measuring the spread between his father’s first fingers— Ah!”
Through hand and wrist The Avenger had felt a little tingling shock. Those two fingers had bridged a low-power electric arc, making of his hand a flesh-and-blood contact switch.
Nellie’s hand swiftly went to her lips to cut off the cry of surprise and alarm that had risen. For with the closed contact formed by The Avenger’s fingertips, an amazing thing happened.
The big teak desk, the swivel chair behind it, and a six-foot-square of seeming solid floor, began to sink.
Without a sound, worked by noiseless electric motors whose switches had no doubt been thrown by a radio-amplified impulse resulting from Benson’s finger-touch, that section was descending, carrying The Avenger with it.
The section stopped on the concrete floor of the basement beneath. But not in any part of the basement the outer world could see. The section into which desk and chair and Benson had descended was a sort of well, hardly larger than the square of false flooring, with a solid, thick wall between it and the regular basement.
“Down here,” The Avenger said, voice as crystal-hard as his flaming, colorless eyes.
They all lowered themselves into the pit.
In the solid concrete on the side opposite to the regular basement side, was set a big, stainless-steel dial. It was like the dial of a monster safe; only there were letters on it instead of numbers. This was of the type to be worked by a key word, or words, instead of figures.
“The reason,” Benson said, pointing, “why the income-tax officials have nothing against Groman’s old gang.”
He studied the lettered dial. Twenty-six letters around the dial’s circle: the full alphabet.
“How are ye goin’ to open it?” burred Mac.
The Avenger’s hand went out with a steady sureness.
“It is man’s nature to be consistent. One of three word combinations, spelled out, will almost certainly be the key. The three are, of course: Third drawer, full moon, or devil’s horns.”
The key was the last.
Deftly and surely the powerful fingers of the man with the white, dead face and the terrible, colorless eyes, twirled the dial.
D,E,V,I,L,S,H,O,R,N,S.
With a ripple of the muscles of his unbelievably powerful shoulders, The Avenger pulled at the dial with the completion of the two words. And the whole concrete block into which the dial was set, moved out.
There was a slab of steel at least six inches thick, with a foot of concrete over it; the great slab being set on counterweights so that one man could swing it. Behind the slab was a square, concrete chamber about five feet cubed.
The eyes of The Avenger were like polished gray iron in a white light as he stared into the revealed space. And from the rest, peering over his shoulder along the beams of Mac’s flashlight, came a chorus of suppressed exclamations.
Twenty-six million dollars in baled hundred- and thousand-dollar bills, and in stack on stack of platinum disks, makes an impressive showing.
“I canna’ underrrrstand,” burred Mac, eyes popping.
But The Avenger, eyes blazing with cold anger as he stared at this miser’s hoard, could understand!
“I’ve had a suspicion of some such thing from the beginning,” he said, face like a white marble mask in the flashlight’s gleam. “Reform, eh? Clean up Ashton City? This is why we’re here.
“For years Oliver Groman led the wolf pack in Ashton City, taking in more than any of the rest of them with his graft, particularly graft connected with his contracting company. Then came the bootleg era—and the method the government used of jailing big crooks for income-tax evasion.
“It was unsafe to have receipts from graft and murder in banks or investments or anything else that could be traced. So Groman built this building. He had one of his crews secretly install this immense safe. In it, he put, in cash or in instantly salable platinum disks, nearly all of his crooked take. What’s more, his lieutenants, trusting him all too much, deposited their blood money with him, too.
“Groman had no intention of ever giving back a penny of the money. He was going to keep it all for himself, let the gang do what they would. But when the showdown finally came, Groman found himself getting old and unwell. So he sent us a call: would we come down and help an elderly man, who had reformed, clean up Ashton City? But what we were supposed to do was clean out Groman’s enemies for him so that for the rest of his life this loot would be safely his.
“Meanwhile, something might happen to Groman, and he wanted this to go to his children if it did. He had to leave word somehow that would direct them to this secret spot. He devised that cabalistic rigmarole of the devil’s horns and the full of the moon as the key to this safe. He gave a verbal hint of it, almost certainly, to his son, Ted, and put, in addition, the little note in the silver buffalo horns.
“The gang, forced by our arrival, started raising heaven and earth to get their money before it was too late. Hence, the repeated attacks on Groman, the attempt at bombing, all the rest of it. They weren’t trying to kill him because he had reformed and wanted to clean up the town. They were trying to kill him so they could get their millions back.”
Smitty, almost on hands and knees to get his huge bulk on a level with the five-foot strong room, said:
“But the contracting foreman! He had nothing to do with Sisco or the rest.”
“He didn’t,” agreed Benson. “He was an outsider. Undoubtedly he was in charge of the secret crew that installed this vault. He decided to try to rob it, was caught by someone, and killed. And that further enraged and worried Sisco and the rest. Here’s someone new coming along! Now their vast fortune is threatened not only by Groman, but by some third influence horning in. Now they must get their hands on it.”
“It looks,” said Nellie, “as if Terry Groman were playing against her father. I have seen her coming out of Sisco’s office, acting strangely.”
“That’s one of the confusing details still unexplained,” said The Avenger. “A duplicate made from her key, either with or without her consent, allowed Sisco’s men to get into the office over our heads. Probably there was a duplicate made of her front-door key, too. The result is that this building, supposed to be inaccessible, has been entered almost at will by Groman’s enemies—”
“Groman’s secretary, Hawley, must have been a stooge for Sisco,” said Josh.
“Undoubtedly! He found out about the devil’s horns and what they led to. But he was shot before he could get back to the gang with his knowledge. Dying, he traced out the two words—which wasn’t enough to mean anything to his employers.”
“Yes, but who killed Hawley—” Smitty began.
“Look!” came Rosabel’s sharp cry, cutting through the giant’s words. “Look! We’re caught down here!”
They whirled with her words.
Behind them, the section of office flooring had risen soundlessly. It was four inches from the top when they turned.
Smitty lunged for it, covering the short space in the constricted well in a single swift move. But he wasn’t fast enough to get his big fingers in the diminishing crack. Which was probably just as well. Strong as he was, he probably could not have arrested that relentless upward surge. And that would have meant that his fingers would have been sliced off.
Mac’s dour voice sounded in the breathless silence.
“Nobody but Groman and his son know about this place. And Groman is hopelessly paralyzed and the son probably doesn’t yet know quite how to find it. We could die down here and lie around for years without a soul bein’ the wiser.”
The Avenger said nothing. Face immovable in the most terrible of crises, eyes like ice that no sun can ever reach and melt, he stared around their dreadful small prison, in which it looked as if bales of paper money and mounds of platinum disks would soon be their tombstones.
CHAPTER XVIII
Chamber of Death!
In a locked room in the basement of the rear warehouse in the Sweet Valley Contracting Co. yard, four masked men sat at an oval table.
At the head of the table sat the masked Ashton City big-business man whom nobody knew. At his left sat Sisco; at his right sat Buddy Wilson and John Singell.
“So now we get the set-up,” came Singell’s snarling voice from behind his mask. “That old weasel, Groman, got Benson in here to try to run us out before we could get our money!”
“Gentlemen,” came the suave voice of the man at the head of the table, “this gets us nowhere. We aren’t concerned with Richard Benson, but with the fact that he has us at the end of our rope. We can only guess at the damaging things in the documents taken from Judge Broadbough. The judge hasn’t told us all, I’m sure, but in his fright he has told us enough! Those papers, plus the things that have been ferreted out on the Martineau affair, put our entire organization on the spot—unless Benson can be stopped.”
“I’ve told you he can be,” Sisco’s dry and deadly voice came in answer. “And he will be—tonight! In just a little while—”
There was a triple tap at the locked, heavy door. Sisco rose and opened it. A man said something in a low tone, staring curiously at the mask.
Sisco relocked the door and came back. There was murderous triumph in his tread.
“The sergeant on the switchboard at headquarters reported,” he said. “Benson just phoned and asked to talk to Cattridge. He said for Cattridge to get a squad of men he knew he could trust and to come here to the warehouse in half an hour—and to meet him here. So the fake radio business fooled the white-headed guy, and he’s on his way now.”
“But Cattridge!” bleated Wilson. “If he’s gonna show up here—”
Sisco’s greenish eyes burned through the slits in his mask.
“Do you think for a minute that Benson really talked to Cattridge? That phone sergeant’s our man. He passed as Cattridge, and fooled the white-headed guy. He’s on his way here, thinking the cops will follow him shortly. He’ll find out—”
At that moment, Benson and Smitty and Mac were in a rented sedan speeding toward the construction company warehouse. Smitty was driving.
“I don’t get it!” Smitty said again, to the man with the wax-white face and colorless eyes. “Why weren’t we killed down in that pit? How did we ever get out of it?”
The Avenger’s hard, taut body swayed with the movements of the car, a figure of whipcord and gray steel.
“It was reasonable to suppose,” he said quietly, “that the man who had devised that complicated way of hiding his money, would also devise a way out, to guard against being trapped in the well some day, himself, by accident. We searched till we found the spot where the ‘devil’s horns’ contact brought the section of office flooring down again; then we went up with it, that’s all.”
“Yes,” said Smitty, “but why were we allowed that much time? Why didn’t whoever trapped us down there, kill us before we could find a way out? It should have been easy.”
“We weren’t killed for a very obvious reason, that will be explained later,” Benson said, pale eyes as unreadable as two brilliant moonstones.
Mac spoke up, dour, gloomy.
“I hope ye’re sure of your mon, Cattridge,” he said. “If Cattridge double-crosses us and doesn’t send a squad, there’s a guid chance we’ll never get out of this place we’re goin’ to, alive.”
“You couldn’t stand it if you weren’t allowed to croak every time we make a move, could you, you Scotch raven?” said Smitty.
“Ye haven’t brains enough to see the possibilities in a given situation,” retorted the Scot. “Bein’ just an overgrown ape, ye haven’t imagination. And it takes imagination to foresee trouble.”
“I don’t go hunting for trouble like you do!”
“Neither would King Kong go huntin’ trouble,” said Mac, as if the giant were a bitter enemy instead of an inseparable friend. “He hasn’t the sense.”
The car drew near the construction yard. Smitty put his foot on the brake and stopped the car around a corner where it would be out of sight.
“There’ll be plenty of guards around there, chief,” he said. “The masked four wouldn’t take chances of being picked up when they meet. They’ll have all the boys watching the entrances.”
The Avenger nodded, eyes like pale fire opals.
“So we won’t use the entrances, of course, Smitty.”
He led the way, in a wide sweep, around a block of dark factory buildings to the back of the construction supply yard. Here, the rear wall of the third warehouse, in the basement of which the masked men met, formed part of the yard wall.
At the corner of the building, just the other side of a heavy-wire fence, there was a pile of iron reinforcing bars for use with concrete. They were a dozen feet long, and ran an inch thick.
The Avenger looked up at the low slope of the warehouse roof, about twenty-five feet over their heads, and then at the pile of bars within the yard.
Very cautiously, since the wire might be electrically charged and set off a far alarm if touched, he drew two of the bars through the wide mesh.
“Can you bend them, Smitty?”
The giant grunted assent, his quick brain taking in his chiefs idea instantly.
He got the end of one of the bars in his huge right hand, planted the other hand a foot down the iron shank, and twisted. The end of the bar went around to form a hook. He bent the other end in a second hook, and into this, he fitted the bent end of the other bar.
Lashing the hooked ends of the bars together so that they could be lifted in one length without collapsing in the middle, he raised them straight up. Slowly, so that no clang of metal should give their presence away, he fished till he had the hooked end of the upper bar over the rough cornice of the warehouse roof.
He jerked down lightly to break the string, and the hooks settled into each other in the middle, metal to metal. Then the three ascended, hand over hand.
The roof of the warehouse was of corrugated metal. The Avenger pointed to a square that was a little loose at the lower edge. Smitty, like a docile elephant, inserted his immense fingers in the crack, heaved, and bent the iron section up and away from the roof rafters as one would bend back the lid of a sardine can.
They dropped silently to a supporting beam below, and then climbed it upright. At the front of the warehouse, unseen in darkness, two men were talking in a low tone. Two gunmen watching the door, probably.
The three scourges of evil crept like shadows behind their backs, to the stairs, and down.
Here there was light, disclosing partitioned hugeness stacked with building materials. So here they had to go even more cautiously. The Avenger went first, pale eyes seeming to see all things at once; his gray steel figure moving with wraithlike noiselessness.
At the stair end of the basement, there was an open section with big iron drums in it. Between the wall of this, and the side wall, was a cement-block partition. Two doors in the partition indicated two tight-shut rooms taking up that walled-off length.
Steps on the stairs sent the three into the shadows under them. Through a crack in one of the risers, The Avenger’s pale, cold eyes peered out. He saw a man tap on the nearer of the two doors, saw the door open.
A masked head showed itself, there was an exchange of words. The door was closed again, and the man went back up the stairs. The Avenger’s keen ears heard a click, as the door was locked.
He slid from under the stairs, went past the locked door, with Smitty and Mac following closely. They could hear a faint hum of voices as they passed the door. Each thought the same thing: in that room were the four masked men who dominated the city. All four of them, conveniently in one spot!
Benson tried the heavy knob of the second door. The knob turned and the door opened. He swept a thin beam of light into it from his flash. The room was empty. There were no supplies, furniture, or anything else in it. Just a windowless cell, about fifteen feet by twenty, solid-walled, confronted him.
All three went in.
Now, for a moment without explanation and quite illogically, they could hear the voices of the masked four in the next room even more plainly than they had been able to in passing the door. You’d have thought they could hear more plainly through the wooden panels of a door.
A farther sweep of The Avenger’s light disclosed the reason.
High in one corner of the partitioning wall there was a foot-square grating. Through that came chinks of light—and the sound of the voices.
The Avenger pointed.
Smitty nodded, stood under the grating. He bent down, seized his chief’s ankles, and raised him up, easily and without a quiver of gigantic muscles.
Benson looked through the grating.
There were the four masked men, about an oval table—the target of all their efforts—the quadruple head of all the crime and murder and extortion in a city of half a million people!
The four were talking in such low tones that Benson couldn’t hear their words. But he made out the dry, deadly voice of Sisco, coming from under one of the masks, and the harsh, flat tone of Buddy Wilson from under another.
The Avenger pressed closer to the grating. In a very few minutes Cattridge, with trusted men, would smash a way in here, and the four supercriminals would end their careers behind police bars that no corrupt politics could swing open for them. But anything he could overhear now might help later—
It was then that Benson saw the drum.
It was one of the huge iron casks such as were stacked in the doorless space next to the room in which he looked, that had been rolled in here. It was near the end of the small meeting chamber. From it ran a one-inch pipe, with a valve.
The pipe ran toward the wall against which The Avenger was leaning, but he could not look down at a sharp-enough angle to see its terminal point.
Instantly Benson leaned down and tapped the giant’s hand to lower him.
He moved along the wall in the darkness, feeling with sensitive, steel-strong fingers. Mac, wondering what was up, heard his hands sliding lightly over the wall, low down. Then he heard a faint sniff as Benson, with jungle-trained nostrils that were as supernaturally keen as his other senses, sought after a faint odor.
“Yes,” Mac heard The Avenger whisper. “So that’s it.”
Mac heard a slight scrape, then Benson came back to where they stood, under the grating.
“Up again.”
Smitty raised Benson. The Avenger looked again into the next room—
It seemed that Mac wasn’t the only one who had heard the slight noise along the wall! When Benson stared through the grating a second time, he saw that the hooded heads of all four men faced him.
And then a laugh came from under one of the masks. The man who laughed shot out a hand. There was a loud, heavy click at the lock of the door behind The Avenger.
“Chief,” whispered Smitty. “Chief—did you hear that? I think we’re locked in here. I think some kind of trick catch has been thrown, and we’re trapped.”
The Avenger said nothing, but in his pale and relentless eyes was an awful urgency.
Mac came back from a leap to the door.
“They’ve got us,” the Scot whispered. “The door’s barred—”
The man in the next room stopped laughing.
“Are you at the grating, Benson?” he called. “But of course you are.” It was Sisco’s deadly voice. “You came here to spy on us, so naturally you’d go right to that room of your own free will, and not have to be thrown in!”
The Avenger said nothing. Like drawn steel blades, his deadly eyes peered through the steel grating.
“Do you know what room you’re in—you and your pals?” Sisco’s murderously exulting voice went on. “Our gas chamber, my white-haired friend. You’re familiar with chlorine gas, I suppose? Funny stuff. It’s a purifier—and at the same time it’s a fast and deadly poison. There is chlorine in this drum. We have a supply of it here for the municipal swimming pool to be built next year, at a hundred and fifty per cent profit. From the drum there’s a pipe going into your room. I’m going to turn the stuff on now! Sweet dreams.”
“Sisco!”
The Avenger’s voice snapped like a whip. There was in it such steely purpose, such strength, that Sisco found himself stopping as if jerked at the end of a string.
“I advise you not to turn that valve,” The Avenger said. “I advise it very strongly.”
Sisco’s laugh sounded again—but it was curiously hollow.
“You’re in a swell position to give advice!” he taunted.
“Cattridge and his men—the honest members of the force—are on their way here,” Benson said, with that calm and deady tone that never changed any more than did his immobile face. “At any moment you’ll hear shots upstairs, as he crashes into the warehouse from the street. You don’t want him to come just after you’ve turned that valve.”
Sisco’s laugh lost a little of its uncertainty. He had been puzzled, and vaguely alarmed at the reasonless note of authority in the calm voice. But now that the reason had come out, he could taunt again.
“Cattridge, eh?” he said. “So that’s your hope. You can kiss that goodbye. You didn’t talk to Cattridge when you called headquarters a while ago! He isn’t coming here with anybody. He hasn’t the slightest idea where you are!”
Sisco went toward the drum. Benson, with a move as swift as light, got out Mike, the silenced .22, The little gun spat all its four slugs, one after another, through the grating. But no opening was big enough for the barrel to swivel toward the men at the table, or toward Sisco. The slugs spanged into the door.
Sisco was laughing more loudly as his hand reached out to the valve controlling the deadly contents of the big drum.
“Keep it up, Benson,” he called. “Shoot all you like. You won’t have much more chance.”
“Once more, Sisco, I urge you not to turn that valve,” came The Avenger’s inhumanly calm, even voice.
“I’ll bet you do!” said Sisco. The man at the head of the table spoke at last. “Oh, turn it on,” he said. “Have it over with.” Sisco opened the valve with one quick turn and stepped from the container. He snapped a shutter over the grating. From the drum began pouring the quickly fatal chlorine.
CHAPTER XIX
The Avenger’s Code!
From the room just described by Sisco as a lethal chamber came the light thud of Benson’s feet as he leaped down from Smitty’s grip.
Mac was battering at the hopelessly locked door.
“It’s all right, Mac,” came The Avenger’s calm voice in the darkness. “It’s all right.”
All right for the man with the white, dead face and the flaming, pale eyes, perhaps. All right for Mac and Smitty.
But not all right for the four masked men.
Chlorine, for the sake of compactness, is commonly handled in liquid form. With a strong affinity for hydrogen, it spreads instantly as a gas, in air or water, when released.
With the turn of the valve in the next room, liquid chlorine had spouted in a flood from the drum. But not into Sisco’s death chamber. The nightclub owner and racketeer had taken four steps from the drum when the scream of Buddy Wilson, public enemy, tore at his ears.
“Sisco! Turn it off quick! It’s comin’ in here!”
Sisco jerked around with a suddenly pallid face. And then his yells chorused with the rest.
The one-inch pipe went from the drum to the wall, all right. It went through the slot in the base of the wall, freshly chipped out to receive it.
But it came back in again.
The one-inch pipe end in the next room had been bent around in a narrow U-turn by Benson’s powerful fingers.
The man with the white, awful face and the pale, inexorable eyes had been true to his code. He refused, personally, to take the lives of the lowest crooks. But he maneuvered them into positions where, by certain moves springing from hate or greed, they were apt to destroy themselves. He had done that now! With the bend of that pipe he had put the situation squarely up to those in the next room.
If they turned that valve to destroy The Avenger and his aides, they would destroy themselves.
And they had turned the valve!
A steady, hideous screaming was coming from Sisco’s lips. He tore his mask off and wrenched the valve shut. But it was much too late for that. A pool of liquid chlorine lay over the floor around him.
The liquid rose in a heavy fog, greenish, noxious, suffocating. The four in the room ran for the door, with Sisco jerking out his key as he leaped.
Sisco jammed the key in the lock and tried to turn it. It didn’t turn. Those four slugs from the Avenger’s little gun that had “harmlessly” slammed into the door had methodically ruined the lock.
Their cries were dreadful things to listen to. Through the steel shutter they’d snapped over the grating after the turn of the valve they came like the distant cries of souls in Hades.
And then they stopped.
The odor of chlorine was strong in the nostrils of Benson and his aides, seeping through the niche in the wall where the pipe entered.
“We’d better break out of here,” came The Avenger’s calm, inhuman voice.
There were shots and yells from outside as the gunmen under the command of the four next door tried to break in.
Mac said, “One more smack on that door—”
But the final smack or two never came. There were more distant shots from up above. The noise in the basement outside suddenly died down. Then there was an avalanche toward the stairs.
“Cattridge must have got here,” said Benson.
“Cattridge!” Smitty exclaimed.
“But Sisco said you’d never talked to Cattridge. He said that—”
“Sisco,” came The Avenger’s quiet, even voice, “trusted a little too much to his cleverness. I called headquarters and asked to speak to Cattridge through the regular switchboard. But it was only elementary precaution, since many on the force are the gang’s men, to call again five minutes later over Cattridge’s private line and repeat the invitation to meet us here for a clean-up.”
Smitty’s vast shoulder had broken down the door, smashed half from its hinges by the infuriated gangsters drawn by their leaders’ cries. Benson stepped to the next door.
“Cattridge’s clean-up, however,” he went calmly on, “will make work only for the morgue. This beam ought to do the trick, Smitty.”
The giant picked up an indicated twelve-by-twelve beam and slammed it twice against the locked door. The second terrific impact burst it open.
The four men, three still masked, Sisco with his mask torn off by his frenzied hands, lay in the greenish, horrible fog of gas. It was minutes before entrance was possible. Cattridge had just about finished mopping up the crew upstairs when Benson and Smitty and Mac went in, handkerchiefs over noses.
“Sisco,” said Mac, nodding at the dead nightclub owner. “Wilson and Singell,” he added, taking the masks from the faces of each.
The fourth man was left. Leader of the leaders. The big shot, unknown to anyone. Mac took off that mask.
For seconds he and Smitty stood staring as if made of stone. They simply couldn’t believe their eyes. They closed them and opened them a couple of times to be sure they weren’t playing tricks on them.
“It’s na’ possible!” gasped Mac, with his brogue thickening on him as it did in moments of extreme stress. “I do na’ believe it!”
The fourth man, not even known to the others, seemed to glare up at them in deathless hatred and anger.
“Groman!” breathed Smitty. “Oliver Groman!”
“Of course—Groman,” said Benson. The dead leader’s face was contorted in a death grimace such as no genuinely paralyzed face could ever have achieved. “It had to be Groman, to explain things otherwise unexplainable.”
“But he had two strokes—” fumbled Smitty.
“He had no strokes at all. There are four books on paralysis in his library. What for? So he could read what his ‘fate’ was to be when a foretold stroke hit him? No! With those four text books he studied the symptoms of paralysis till he could fool even his doctors and nurses. At least, I think he fooled them. Later questioning may reveal one or more of them in his secret pay.
“Groman’s paralysis was a fine blind for the things he had to do. It let him kill his secretary, when Hawley became too inquisitive about the devil’s horns, with no one to dream of suspecting a paralytic as the murderer. It let him kill his former foreman without suspicion when the man came to try to rob the safe he’d helped install. It threw Sisco and the others off their guard.
“Meanwhile, he kept right on being their leader, under a mask, as an unknown but powerful business man of the city. It kept him in the driver’s seat constantly. He could help us kill or send to the chair all his enemies. Then he could help the remnants of the gang put us out of the way after we had acted as his tools in ‘cleaning up Ashton City.’ ”
Smitty sighed.
“Then it was Groman, supposedly lying in the next room, a helpless hulk, who trapped us in the vault!”
“Either Groman, or his night nurse. She, at least, is on his payroll. That’s proved by her spying trips around the house to get fresh water for a thermos pitcher—when there’s a bath right off Groman’s bedroom with plenty of water in it. Not very smart of her.”
“Why dinna Groman kill us in the vault?” burred Mac.
“Look at his situation,” said Benson quietly. “All the underworld, and half the crooked elements of the police force are after him. His building is watched day and night, what with the vast fortune in it. Suppose he had killed us. He couldn’t have left us in the vault because corpses have a rather horrible way of making their presence known after a while. He couldn’t have taken six bodies out of the watched building without being caught at it. Also, he had heard from Sisco that we would come here to our deaths, if let alone. He trapped us in the vault only to be able to sneak out of his invalid’s bed unseen.”
There were heavy steps outside. A man came into the still odorous room. The man was Cattridge.
“Benson!” He looked as if he thought the man with the flaming eyes was some kind of a god. “I can never thank you enough. Neither can Ashton City. We’ve collared the whole lot of them, and with the evidence you’ve previously turned in— Good heavens!”
He was looking at the dead face of old Groman.
“Why, I thought—Groman—I thought he was paralyzed—”
“So did a lot of other people,” said The Avenger grimly.
The expression in the eyes of Mac and Smitty and Cattridge was identical. The man with the wax-white mask of a face had given a city of half a million people release from an iron-tight criminal ring—a fresh start—a decent government.
The expression in the pale, commanding eyes of The Avenger himself was hardly human. Like ice in a polar dawn, they flared, seemingly seeing into the past.
The Avenger had helped a multitude to have a better place to live in. Himself he could not help. Nothing could help him, or relieve the clamps of grief constricting around his heart since the death of all he had lived for—his wife and child.
But he could alleviate that vast grief a little by the destruction of the type of criminals who had taken them from him. And in the icy, colorless eyes was the renewed resolve that criminals everywhere would continue to pay for that outrage. They would pay, and pay.
THE END
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